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      I hit the ground with a thud, my cheek smashing into the tiled floor. Sticky liquid trails from my nose, moving over the curve of my lips and dripping to the tiled floor.

      “When are you going to learn?”

      The ire in my father’s voice is one I recognize. The thin line his lips make. The hatred in his cruel eyes. They can switch in a moment. I don’t even know which side of him I’ll see on a day-to-day basis.

      He’s been like this for years.

      I push off the floor to apologize because that’s what I do. I’ve pissed him off—again. The receiving end of his anger is not where his future second-in-command is supposed to be, but more often than not, I find myself here. “Dad—”

      Fury crosses his face. A psychotic twinge that nearly cripples me, making my arms go weak so I slide back onto the floor. My stomach coils tightly when he eyes me up like a punching bag, but he doesn’t decide to punch this time. He tees up like I’m a soccer ball and kicks me in the ribs.

      I groan, pain lances through me like a slingshot. All the breath leaves my lungs, so I gasp for air, but the pain only worsens.

      Dad drops to his knees, bringing his face even with mine. “Keep this up, and I won’t even allow you into the Crew, you little fucker.” He growls one last time in my face because he can, then he gets to his feet.

      He stretches out, moving his shoulders back and fixing the way his suit falls on him. Then, he runs his hands through his air, pulling it back perfectly into place while also moving his jaw back and forth as if to soothe the tension out of him. Within a minute, he’s back to looking like nothing ever happened.

      “Leave me,” he orders.

      I hiss in a breath as I try to get to my feet. Past experience tells me that if I don’t get the fuck out of here as soon as I can, he’ll just lose it again. I wipe my fingers over the blood on the tile, smearing the red. When I can’t get all of it, I use the hem of my shirt to remove any evidence of what just happened.

      This is how it always is. We can’t let anyone else see when he loses his temper on me. They can’t see when I’m hurt. They can’t look at me like I’m the broken, little boy because if they do, it’ll reflect badly on my father. Not because he beats me, but because I need to be beaten. Mayhem will be choosing his successor, and my dad is the top prospect if I don’t screw it up for him.

      My body protests as I lift myself to a standing position. I survey the ground to make sure nothing is out of place. The furniture is where it should be. The blood is all gone. When my inspection turns up nothing, I hobble to the mirror that’s tacked against the wall right into the kitchen to check my appearance.

      I run my hands through my hair. I use the collar of my black polo to catch the blood dripping from my nose. I wear black a lot. It makes clean up easier. Plus, it helps that black seems to be the Crew’s signature color.

      When I’m pretty much put together, I straighten as far as I can, testing the limits of my body. It hurts like a bitch, but I don’t say anything. I lift my chin in the air, place my hand on the doorknob to the basement, and pull it open. The walk to my own apartment in our family house isn’t far, which is lucky considering I need to lie the fuck down before I faint.

      I put on a brave face as I take the few steps to my suite, testing my bored expression as much for the security cameras as for myself. One thing my father is good at is making us seem like we’re already important. None of the other higher-ups in the Crew have as much security as we do. On the plus side, everything that happens here is secluded. Private. Mysterious.

      It needs to be that way.

      I finally get on the other side of the door to my space and quickly shut it behind me. Letting out an exhale, I cringe when it gets caught in my throat, and I cough. Fuck. It hurts to breathe.

      The backs of my eyes heat. Shame creeps over me. For fuck’s sake. I’m always making him hit me. If I could just fucking stop doing things that piss him off. A growl rips through me, and the pain in my ribs flare.

      I hobble to the bed in my own efficiency apartment in our main house, gently lying down and staring at the ceiling. My lids flutter closed, drawn by sheer exhaustion and the need to block the world out for a little while.

      Even more pronounced than the pain ripping through me, though, is the anger taking over my body.

      She left me. She made him like this.

      Before my mother defected from the Crew, I didn’t get hit. We were a family. Or as much as we could be one with all the responsibility hanging over my father’s head. When she lived with us, I had my own room upstairs—just down the hall from them. When she chose to leave, I lost everything.

      The walls around me are bare. The sparsely decorated apartment that’s been mine for a few years barely even looks lived in. Loneliness crashes into me but I fight it back and instead, focus on something I can control. I replay the argument with Kingston Marx and analyze why I pissed him off so I can figure out how to never do it again.

      For the sake of both our futures in the Crew.

      I do this every time he hits me. It hasn’t worked before, but at some point, I’m going to figure out what makes him tick, and then I’m never going to displease him again.

      But what if what he’s always telling me is true?

      I’m not strong enough.

      I’m not good enough.

      I’m not…man enough.
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      The bruising on my face when I walk into Rawley Heights High the next day only makes the mystery around me grow. They stare, then look away when I peer back. They whisper to their friends. They raise their eyebrows with wide eyes. They understand who I’m being groomed to be, and they show me the respect I deserve.

      To them, it doesn’t look like I got the shit beat out of me. It looks like I got in a fight, and I probably kicked the ass of the person who dared lift a hand to me.

      It’s exactly the persona I need to portray.

      A pair of hands sneak around my midsection. Bright red fingernails with the fourth finger painted black grip the front of my shirt. There’s only one girl in this school who would be so bold to touch me like this—without asking first, anyway.

      “Hey,” her seductive voice purrs in my ear.

      When I was thirteen, my father hired me an escort so I could lose my virginity. I practiced on the woman until I was skilled, until I could make her scream my name. My father listened through the walls to make sure I accomplished my task.

      Power makes a great Crew leader, and sometimes, that power comes from sex. Cherry stays because she loves my dick. It’s certainly not because of how well I treat her.

      Like my father says, girls are expendable.

      As for me, I let her stick around because she’s exactly the type of girl who helps keep my status. She’s tough. She grew up on the Heights streets. She understands what’s important. The other girls skitter out of her way when she walks down the hall. She’s not scared to pick a fight, and she most definitely doesn’t give a shit about anyone or anything, except for me.

      I turn toward her. She barely glosses over the bruising on my face before smirking. It’s obvious she thinks I got into some Crew scuffle last night, and it turns her on. She’s practically vibrating with sex right now.

      She likes the danger.

      I smile back at her, playing the part, even though it’s all a carefully constructed wall. If she knew my father was the one who kicked my ass last night, and I didn’t even lift a hand at him in retaliation, she wouldn’t be sinking her fingers into my hips right now.

      As far as everyone else knows, my father’s going to be the next leader of the Crew—and I’ll be on my way to becoming his second in command.

      That’s why we keep my weaknesses a secret. It allows us to keep up the façade. One day, I’ll grow past them, and everything I’ve earned on the surface will only get better.

      Cherry drags me down a short hallway and into an alcove under a set of stairs that lead to the second floor. Her eyes burn with desire as she places her hands on my chest, her gaze perusing the swollen bruises on my face.

      I can’t quite figure Cherry out. She lets me get away with whatever the fuck I want. I went down on a girl at a party right in front of her once, and she laughed it off. Either she really does understand how things work in the Crew and she’s willing to be my bitch, or she really doesn’t give a shit about me, and it’s all about my cock.

      She drags her gaze down my body. Unbuttoning her barely-there shorts, she pants in my direction. Through her thin top, I can tell she’s already turned on by the pebbling of her nipples.

      “Have fun last night?” she asks.

      The bell rings. The voices in the hallway are still there. There’s no panic to get to class in this clusterfuck of a school.

      She shimmies her shorts and panties down her legs. Her cropped shirt allows all of her to be hanging out, and I take my fill.

      Reaching for me, she grabs my hand and tugs me closer. “Well?”

      “Crew shit,” I tell her. It’s not a lie, and if it were, I wouldn’t feel bad about it.

      She moves my palm down her navel until my fingers sink between her folds. She rubs against me, working herself up until juices coat my fingers. “You know I like that,” she pants. She looks over my shoulder and smiles. I wouldn’t be surprised if someone’s watching. Cherry sure as fuck isn’t shy about what she wants. She bites down on her lip. “I need your dick.”

      I pull away from her, caging her against the wall. Her cleavage brushes against my chest, as I’m sure was her goal when she put her flimsy shirt on this morning. “What if I don’t want to give it to you?”

      She smirks like this is some game.

      Her gaze flicks down, and I know she’s about to find that I’m not even turned on. I take her inattention as an opportunity to look at her. She always does the exact opposite of what I think she’s going to do. I could probably call her a whore right here, and she’d just laugh and suck my dick anyway.

      There’s something wrong about that. Right?

      “Johnny...” she murmurs. Right here in the dim hallway, she peels her shirt over her head. She’s not wearing a bra. Her tits are out, and my cock jerks in my pants. She knows I’m a tits guy. “Fuck me.”

      I press my tongue against my teeth. Just once, I wish she would ask if I’m okay. I don’t need her to fall all over me, and I don’t want her asking real questions about how I got black and blue marks all over my face and how I’m clearly walking with a slight limp this morning because I still fucking ache, but the least she could do is ask if I’m alright. Right? That’s the decent fucking thing to do.

      I close my eyes. That kind of thinking is what gets me ridiculed and mocked by my father. It’s what makes him try to set me straight with his fists.

      I force my eyes open. “Change of plans,” I growl as my dick lengthens in my pants. I push her shoulders and force her to her knees. Exhilaration settles over me when she’s face-to-face with the bulge in my pants. Licking her lips, she gazes up at me demurely, which we both know is a complete farce.

      I don’t even need to ask her for what I want. She lowers the zipper on my jeans, tugs my boxers down, and immediately wraps her mouth around my swollen cock. She takes me in again and again. I hover over her, resting my forearms against the wall above her. I close my eyes, living in the feeling, letting the pleasure take root in my balls and spread. The noises that pour from her mouth are as much for me as they are a show for anyone watching.

      She certainly does play the game well. Anyone who walks by knows exactly what’s going on, and my reputation—as well as hers—stays firmly in place.

      For a moment, while she sucks me off, I dream about a different life. About one where I don’t have to worry about all of my actions being dissected. I imagine a girl who makes those noises because I’m driving her so fucking crazy with desire that she needs to expel it into the air. I drive my hips forward at the thought, trembling involuntarily.

      I reach out, not even gazing at the actual girl who’s got me by the cock. Instead, I force the head forward and let myself nut inside someone who fucking asked me if I was okay this morning before worrying whether or not she was going to get any dick.

      I can say one thing for Cherry. She swallows every last drop until she licks my tip like a lollipop.

      She stands, moving me back in the process, tits and pussy still out. I finally open my eyes and pull my pants back up to tuck my dick away. “Nothing like a blowjob in the morning. Thanks, babe.”

      Cherry lifts on her tiptoes to kiss me, and I flinch away. Instead of telling her the real reason I don’t want her fake ass, sloppy kisses, I growl, “You know I don’t kiss after you’ve had your mouth on my cock.”

      She bats her eyes at me, even though the Heights girl in her wants to come out bad—with claws.

      Seeing her tamp it down makes me smile. “Don’t forget to clean up, Cherry.”

      I push away from her. Honestly, I couldn’t give a fuck that she’s still standing there with her shorts and panties around her ankles. I don’t know why she thought I was going to give her some without getting mine first.

      Maybe I am being too soft lately. It’s possible she needs a reminder.

      A girl walks by the intersecting hall. She glances at me and a coy grin spreads her lips. She’s petite. Too small to be anything worth making mine, but I pull her close anyway. She drops her books as I edge her toward the cement wall. Looking her up and down, I inspect her body. She has small, pert tits. They’re hanging out, too. All the girls here let everything hang out. They do anything to entice Crew guys.

      I sniff her, making a big deal out of it. She actually smells good. Like cherry blossoms or some girly shit.

      “J-Johnny,” she stutters, breathless.

      “Let me ask you something,” I murmur, pulling back. Her eyes are greedy, and she’s practically vibrating. “Did you have someone’s cock inside your mouth this morning?”

      She shakes her head. “N-no.”

      I let a smile crawl over my face. I peek back at Cherry, smirking when I see her fists tightening against her sides. She’s still naked, watching the scene in front of her like she’s going to pounce. She locks gazes with me as if she’s my equal.

      That won’t do.

      I swoop down, capturing this girl’s lips in mine while watching Cherry. I fuck this girl’s mouth with my tongue as she plasters herself against me. The demure little noises coming from her lips actually turn me on. I reach up to palm her small breasts when she gets yanked away from me.

      I lick my lips and turn. A still naked Cherry has her by the hair, dragging her to the ground.

      The girl looks as if she’s going to positively shit herself when Cherry stands over her. “Listen here, skank.”

      I don’t stick around to hear the rest.

      Everything is as it should be again. I can do whatever I want, and Cherry—or whoever else is around—will pick up the pieces, making sure I’m at the top. Right where a Marx belongs.
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      News of Cherry kicking that girl’s ass for kissing me is all over school by the end of the day. Feeding the cog and watching it work makes me smirk. Satisfaction settles in my chest.

      Future members of the Crew tip their head at me in respect. They’d do it anyway out in public, but the aim is to get them to praise you in private too. Then, when it’s my turn to take over the Crew, I’ll be the most respected man in Rawley Heights.

      After school, I sit in the library to research my chosen vocation. It’s my quiet time to myself. Not even my father knows I come here. Since Rawley Heights High is a joke, I do a lot of my education on my own.

      Power fascinates me. The struggle that comes from war. When you grow up around people who kill others at the drop of a hat, you see shit. But you also see the same shit over and over again.

      I want to make a name for myself in a different way.

      My dad has me training in all of the regular self-defense methods. I know how to shoot a gun. I know how to use a knife, and I can defend myself with fists if necessary. It’s all just a precaution since if the guards do their job correctly, I’ll never have to use those things for myself. But, when I become leader of the Crew, I can’t just sit back.

      I need to make an impression.

      I sit in the computer row that faces the timid librarian. Hiding my research is just easier so I don’t have to go through the whole procedure of shutting her up if she happened to look over and notice I’m looking up how to make a bomb.

      I already devoured The Anarchist Cookbook. I aim to start small, make sure I figure out how to not kill myself in the process of learning explosives, and then get better and better. The knowledge could be extremely useful for the Crew. Imagine not even having to come face-to-face with your enemy? You just take them out from a distance and be done with it.

      Sounds a hell of a lot easier than getting your hands dirty.

      I start my usual searches when an ad pops up at the top of my screen: Searching for someone?

      I press my tongue against my teeth. The question drags another thought of mine to the surface. A war I’ve been having with myself since Mom defected. It’s stupid, but I haven’t been able to get it out of my head since she ran away.

      I want to find her.

      Dad kicked my ass for suggesting it once. In all honesty, I didn’t even get as far as suggesting it. I simply said Mom, and he whirled around and bitch slapped me, telling me to never call that cunt whore my mother again.

      My body still aches from last night. I tell myself that’s why I click on the flashing link. The Crew doesn’t just let people leave. There was a huge search when my father realized she left. To defect is to basically beg to get shot in the temple, and that’s not to mention the fact that she got out made my father look like a fool.

      The prospective gang leader’s own wife defected. That’s just asking for insubordination.

      He recovered nicely, putting a kill order out on her straight away. I was young, but not stupid. I understood what was going on. If he ever found her, he’d kill her.

      We never found her.

      Her leaving changed him, though, and a part of me wants to drag her back to the Heights to show her what she made him do. Plus, if I were the one to retrieve her, maybe my father would stop calling me weak.

      I type her name in the search box and get a bunch of people who aren’t her. Apparently, there are Marx’s all over the United States. Since she defected, she wouldn’t have kept our name anyway, so that was an empty attempt.

      I lean back in my chair, frowning at the screen. The woman whose name I spelled out didn’t love me. She never did. She left me here. What kind of fucking mother leaves her child? Marx’s don’t fucking do that. The trash on the streets do. The whores. The drug-dependent weaklings.

      She’s worthless.

      With the explosives research all but forgotten, I type in a few different names I think she might go by, including her maiden name and her mother’s. I come up with nothing. Fueled by hurt and rage, I end up Googling private investigators. I can’t use any of the Crew guys to do this. My dad would kick my ass—again—without even asking why I’m attempting to find her.

      I shoot off a quick email from a dummy address, making sure the PI agency knows this exchange needs to be in strict confidence.

      As soon as I send the email, my stomach tightens. This could absolutely be the dumbest thing I’ve ever done. Downright rage that she abandoned me wins over in the end. I don’t know what I’ll do if I find her, other than tell her what I really think of her. If I bring her back, I’ll have to live with the consequences of killing my own mother, but it’s not as if she felt bad for leaving me, so I shouldn’t care.

      I stand from the computer and shove the chair in. The metal back bangs off the table’s edge, and the librarian jumps. She eyes me over unplucked eyebrows, and I merely sneer at her. As far as I can tell, I’m the only one who ever uses the damn library unless it’s the weak kids eating lunch in here, so they don’t get their asses kicked.

      I give her a mock salute and head home so I’m not late for the daily meeting with my father. I only hope today doesn’t end in more bruised ribs.
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      Home is isolating. I enjoy the shitty school for what it is: a refuge from whatever my father thinks I need to be punished for. At least there are people my age here, whether they’re douches or not. They’re not old guys always scheming, always talking business. Here, I can let a little of my immaturity show.

      I pour the two liquids together and smirk on my way around the lab tables and out the door. My casual stroll is highlighted not by the closing of the door behind me, but a loud boom.

      Holy shit. It fucking worked.

      I continue my leisurely walk even when the lab door bangs open and other students stampede out of the classroom like it’s on fire. For all I know, it might be.

      The girl who usually sits in front of me in Science runs past me. The ends of her hair are singed, and I hide the chuckle that threatens to escape.

      That shit was perfect.

      The fire alarms ring overhead. More students empty out of classrooms. They’re all as unaffected as me. Most of these guys hear way worse at night than undetermined booms. Now, if shots were to ring out, everyone would be dropping to the ground and pulling out their own weapon to return fire.

      Instead of streaming out the exit like everyone else, I turn toward the library. Teachers and administrators pass me, but not one person even looks my way to instruct me to leave for my own personal safety. I even pass the librarian who is too busy looking through her purse for her cigarettes so she can smoke outside during this shitshow to notice that I head into the library right after her.

      This time, I choose a different computer to check the dummy email address. After a quick perusal of his response, I determine he wants an upfront payment, so I set up a fake account with a bogus name, just like my father has shown me. It’s untraceable. And since no one knows I’m doing this, they won’t even know to look out for it.

      I transfer money to the temp account and pay the guy’s substantial invoice. With luck, I might have the information I seek by tomorrow.

      It’s best not to get my hopes up too much though. These guys don’t work as fast as the Crew guys. But since I need to keep this private, I can’t use my usual sources, and also, this has already been tried before. I’ll probably come up empty-handed.

      I dick around on the computer until the firemen start making their rounds through the school halls, which I can see perfectly through the set of floor-to-ceiling windows. One of them pokes his head into the library. “Hey!”

      I glance up, and he pales.

      “Yes?” I ask with my don’t fuck with me voice that I’ve perfected from my father.

      “The fire alarm went off,” he says lamely, shifting his eyes away from mine.

      I lean back in my seat. “Is the school on fire?”

      He shakes his head slowly.

      “Then I’m fine.” I wave him away. “Continue with whatever you were doing.”

      The guy pulls the door closed behind him, and a thrill shoots up my spine. I’m half-tempted to walk out there to see what my baby bomb did to the lab, but instead, I take out my phone and start to text Cherry.

      The door to the library opens again, and I grunt, annoyed.

      I’m about to tell another fireman to fuck off when a woman’s voice calls my name. I glance up. It’s the school secretary.

      She frowns. “You should be outside.”

      “Shouldn’t you be outside?” I counter

      She blinks and looks over her shoulder. Stepping in, she closes the door behind her and trails her fingers down her cleavage, even when a fierce blush rises to her cheeks. She swallows. “Johnny Marx...”

      I lift an eyebrow. It certainly looks like she’s about to come on to me. This is...new and not unwelcome. Having easy access to the school’s files could be beneficial.

      I smile. And this is what my father means by using sex as power.

      The secretary slips the first button on her blouse free. “Your reputation precedes you.”

      I cross my arms. “What reputation is that?”

      Her fingers take care of the rest of her buttons, and she pulls her blouse aside, showing off a picture-perfect pair of tits cupped in a red lace bra. Her clothing seems too wild for a school secretary, and I’m immediately intrigued.

      “Fucking,” she says, her chest suddenly flushed like she’s not used to such crass words. She takes her shirt off, standing in front of me in a bra and pencil skirt. “My husband isn’t much for pleasing me.”

      Now I’m definitely intrigued. What can I say? I have an ego, and it’s nice to be stroked.

      I peer behind her at the still roaming firemen who stalk the halls, then turn toward her. “And you think I can do that?”

      She lowers the zipper on her skirt until the stiff fabric pools at her feet. She doesn’t have a tight body like Cherry, but she has curves in all the right places. Plus, fucking a married, older woman sounds fun. Older women know what they want. We don’t have to play the innocent game. Some girls are too worried about pleasing me. One reason I keep Cherry around is because at least she knows what she wants and goes for it.

      She pushes the keyboard to my computer out of the way and sits on the table, moving her legs to either side of mine and bending forward with her chest out. “I’m hoping so.”

      I can practically smell how turned on she is. The silky crotch of her panties is already damp. The secretary is a freak.

      My dick twitches. “Tell me what he doesn’t do.”

      She pulls down the straps of her bra with shaking hands. I watch as she does, trying to determine if this is about the Crew for her. I don’t think so. This is just about a hard fuck. She needs release, something she isn’t getting at home.

      I don’t give her time to answer, I stand, hooking my arms under her thighs and yanking her closer. I breathe into her ear. “If I can fuck better than your husband, I think it’s time to find a new one.”

      She gasps as I roll my hard cock between her legs. Fumbling with my zipper, she lowers it, going straight for my dick. She cups me and starts stroking.

      “Did you seek me out?” I ask, grinding hard against her hand.

      “I saw you weren’t outside,” she admits, breathless.

      I reach down and rub my thumb over her panties. She lets out a tiny scream.

      My blood boils at how responsive she is. “Take your panties off.”

      She does as I ask, shedding them in moments while I pull a condom out of my pants. It’s best to always be prepared. I stand back, rolling it over my rock-hard dick as she watches with pure lust. “Just make me come. That’s all I ask.”

      Miss Secretary is so hot and bothered that it takes no time at all to have her coming around me. She grips my back, her nails sinking into me as I pump into her, knocking her against the computer monitor.

      Once she comes, I slide her off and spin her around. I face her toward the hallway, letting her watch everyone walk by as I take mine. Bending her over, I imagine the show the firemen are getting, breasts spilled out.

      The slap, slap, slap as we come together and her pleasured cries when I grip her hair in my fist consume me.

      Before long, the first stream of students start to enter back into the building. I hadn’t planned on it taking this long, but it’s taking me longer to come lately.

      “Johnny,” she cries out. “Please.”

      I don’t know if she’s afraid for her job or afraid that everyone might see her with her tits out, but I’m not stopping until I fill the condom.

      “Sharing is caring,” I tell her. “Don’t you want me to get off?”

      In answer, she reaches behind me and grabs my ass, yanking me forward. I place both hands on the table and fuck her pussy until I finally come. When I’m done, I back away, throwing the used condom on the floor and pulling my pants up.

      She turns, her chest rising and falling in huge breaths. She gazes at me like she wants to take me home and make me the father of her kids.

      Fuck that.

      I loom over her. “Your husband is doing it wrong.”

      She licks her lips before scooping down to pick up her panties. Instead of putting them on, she sticks them in my pocket. “Come see me tomorrow in my office.”

      I back away. “I’ll think about it.”

      She rights her bra and starts buttoning her blouse again as the sounds of Rawley Heights High’s normal chaos reaches us. She straightens after she has herself put together. The glow on her face is unmistakable.

      In my short time alive, I’ve come to know one thing. Women, at the base of it all, are really just whores or money-hungry bitches.

      I wonder which one my mom was?
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      I blink at the screen.

      I have to sit back for a second, my fingers curling around the mouse in a death grip. My father and I had some business in Chicago, so I haven’t been to school in a week. The librarian isn’t even here yet, but the urge to check my fake email account to see if there was any word on whether or not the PI I hired found my mom was too great to pass up.

      I woke up early, and here I am, staring at an address and a name. He found her. At least, he says he has.

      Her name isn’t Marx anymore. It’s Regina Walters. The name sounds so unassuming, so old-world classic. Only late fifties pin-up girls would have names like this. Not an ex-gang member, and certainly not the ex of a future gang leader.

      Immediately, my mind tries to conjure up the house she lives in. There is no apartment number with the address, just a single street to a town eight hours from here. I rub the back of my neck as I commit the address to memory.

      Part of me didn’t think he’d find her. I don’t know that I ever truly thought I’d get the chance to say everything to her that I wanted. Sure, I fantasized about telling her off, about showing up on her doorstep and making her look me in the face so she could see the boy she abandoned. And a little part of me even wants her to suffer for her mistake. Bringing her to the Crew would mean death, but I’d be giving her the same kind of care she’s shown me.

      I war within myself. The base urge to see her is so great it thuds with every beat of my heart. It bleeds through the tingles all the way from my big toe to the crown of my head. I worry I want to see her for all the wrong reasons.

      I’m not strong enough.

      I’m not prepared.

      I am weak, just like my father says I am.

      What if I break down and cry in front of this worthless trash? Show her I care when that’s exactly what she didn’t do for me.

      If she did, she’d still be in the Heights with me. If she thought about what her leaving would’ve done to my father, then she wouldn’t have left. She would’ve been smart enough to know that she would leave him so broken and disrespected that he would lash out at me to make sure no one else ever treated him that way again.

      I hate her.

      I grab the computer monitor right off the table, rip it away from the cords, and smash it on the ground. I pick the chair up and continue to demolish it, using the seat back as a blunt force object to drown out every last thing the monitor communicated to me.

      “Mr. Marx!” an astonished voice calls out.

      I throw the chair down on the rubbish pile and turn away, striding right past the shocked librarian. I know I won’t get in trouble for that. I don’t get in trouble for anything.

      I storm outside. Cherry sashays up the sidewalk at the same time. She presses her pretty red lips together and blocks my escape. I can’t handle this shit today. She walks her fingers up my chest. “I missed you, babe.”

      I can only assume she means my absence from school. I tamp the anger down, locking it away. “Did you hold down the fort for me?”

      “You know it.”

      I tilt my head to stare at her. Cherry is exactly the kind of girl my father would want by my side when I take over the Crew. She doesn’t ask questions, and she’s fierce enough to handle her own shit.

      The fucking problem is wondering if she’ll do the same exact thing to me that my mother did to my father.

      “What’s going on?” she asks, clearly noticing how distracted I am. “Do you need me for something?”

      I wish I had someone I could trust. I wish I could bleed my heart out in front of them and not have to worry about what would get back to my dad.

      I want a friend. Fuck. I want more than that. I want someone who’s bound to me and only me.

      Cherry’s amber gaze narrows. I can almost see the inner workings of her mind. She’s wondering if she should keep pressing. She’s also wondering about the consequences if she does.

      That’s the problem, right? Someone who’s too worried about them to just be there for me.

      Everyone I know and everything I am is tied to the Heights Crew. I have no one for myself who’s outside of it. No one who won’t spill a secret even if a gun is aimed at their fucking heads.

      Jiko, maybe.

      The thought lifts me up, but he’s in fucking Chicago. Plus, he’s as fucking alone as I am. As the son of the Chicago gang leader, we’re on the same page. I bet I could trust him with this, but at the same time, my father’s words ring in my head. I should be strong enough to deal with my own shit.

      Cherry grabs me by my shirt and pulls me closer. “I got this,” she says. “Whatever it is.”

      Only, I think it’s a bullshit lie. No real woman would put up with the shit I’ve put her through. She would’ve dumped my ass fucking eons ago if the allure of the Crew wasn’t pulling her back toward me like a magnet. She’ll always belong to the Crew, not me.

      Hell, she should’ve skewered my ass by now.

      The truth is, I have no one...and that just makes the rage for my mother that much more powerful. TV always glorifies the mother child relationship, a lifetime bond. What did I get though? Fucking nothing.

      Staring at Cherry now, I realize there’s no way in hell she’ll ever be anything more than just a hole to get my dick wet. A fun one, sure, but that’s all this is: a business relationship. One day, I’m going to piss her off fucking royally. I’ll push her over the edge until she wants to murder me, but the thing is, she won’t.

      The gang is my family. No one else.

      My mother needs to be reminded of that.
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      It takes about a week to set up the perfect opportunity to leave town. Father announces he has to make a “house call” to someone out of town on Crew business, and I know that when he leaves, he takes the security with him.

      It’s risky to leave me unguarded. There are always other gangs waiting around to show their dominance over us. I could be used in a scheme like that, but either my father doesn’t think I’m important enough yet to worry about that, or it’s a test to see how I come out the other side if I do get targeted.

      I wouldn’t put either one past him.

      Either way, it’s easy to get the chance to leave the Heights. What will slow me down is transportation. I take care of that with a little help from my continued fling with the school’s secretary.

      I steal her car keys right off her desk when she’s too busy sucking my dick to notice. When I get outside, I almost turn right back around and return them. It’s a shitty little four-door. Not that I was expecting a muscle car or anything, but there’s a fucking child seat in the back.

      I grind my teeth and tell myself the vehicle doesn’t matter. It’s only the mode to transport me to finally meeting my mother after all these years and telling her what a piece of shit she is. Unfortunately, I don’t have any bruises all over me as convenient evidence since Dad’s been super busy. All I have are the remnants from the last time he got me, so they’ll have to do. She’ll be able to read the fury on my face when I tell her what she did to my father.

      The car chugs along. At speed, it shudders so much I think it might sputter out and die, but it holds out the entire trip. Because I left so damn early in the morning, I get to the town in the early evening.

      My stomach tangles in knots. I gaze around at the three-stoplight village like it’s a foreign country. It couldn’t be any more different from the Heights if it tried. Crosswalk guards stop traffic for the kids to cross. Homeowners stand in their front lawns cutting grass or washing cars.

      None of them are dressed in a suit.

      None of them are surrounded by men wearing all-black and carrying a Glock.

      Despite telling myself not to feel anything, my heart squeezes when I see a little girl run up to her mom in their front yard and throw herself at her.

      “Country ingrates,” I seethe, even though I can’t lie to myself. The twist of my insides tells me that even though this is the exact opposite of how I grew up, this seems...nice. Moms and dads. Kids.

      I nearly slam on the brakes when two boys who look like they’re about ten years old ride their bikes directly in front of me like they knew I’d stop. They laugh, calling out to each other.

      I’ve never had a friend.

      Hell, I’ve never even ridden a bike.

      You can’t ride bikes in the Heights, and even if I could, it wouldn’t be allowed because it doesn’t have anything to do with the Crew. From a young boy I figured out that if it didn’t have anything to do with business, it was best not to bring it up. That was the easiest way to get myself hit.

      I peel off, hating everything about this place. Threads of unfairness and jealousy weave through me like the fine print of a contract. The part that’s hidden and disguised.

      I swerve around the next stop sign, not even bothering to put on the brakes. I ride up and down the streets, looking for Maple. Even the sound of her street address sounds so perfect. So tranquil. There doesn’t look to be any threat of a shootout within an hour from here. The closest city is miles away.

      Even as each thought enters my brain, I berate myself for it. I’m Johnny Marx. I have a great life. I’m going to inherit the biggest fucking gang in the tri-State area when my father moves up and then retires. I’ll have the control. The power. I’ll have money and success and respect.

      But there’s just this little niggle of something digging at me. Being here makes it stand out in stark contrast. I wonder if that’s really what life is about. What if all these cookie cutter house people have it right? What if it’s about family and perfectly manicured lawns? These people seem to be smiling. The only time I see my father smile is when he closes a deal that will either gain him more money or more power.

      I bet none of these guys are even worried about things like that.

      “Fuck!” I slam my hand on the steering wheel and pull up on the sidewalk, chest heaving.

      It’s a terrible thing to not even trust your own mind.

      Movement catches my attention from the corner of my eye. A man starts walking toward me. He has a polo shirt on with a pair of khaki shorts. His hair is buzzed down on the sides, and he’s balding on top. Everything about him says he’s not a threat. A whistle hangs forward as he dips his head to look at me through the window. “You okay, Son?”

      I blink, staring at him. He doesn’t look half as sophisticated as my father, but I can’t even remember the last time anyone asked me if I was okay. They ask me if I need anything. They ask me what I can do for them, but not one single person has asked me if I’m okay.

      I squeal out of there so fast, watching his perplexed reflection in the rearview mirror. I calm myself once he’s out of sight, talking myself down from a ledge.

      Added to the toxic cocktail of being pissed she left me, I’m even more furious that she’s living in this perfect gingerbread town with people who ask strangers if they’re okay.

      It would be a hell of a lot easier if I could just turn my phone on to use the GPS. Then I could get this over with faster, but I don’t dare in case I’m tracked.

      Thankfully, the town is small. My mouth parts when the street sign up ahead comes into view. It’s Maple. I slow, taking a right and then searching for the house numbers that match the ones that are ingrained on the inside of my head. Seven, four, two. My grip tightens on the wheel when I realize I’m in the six hundred block and the numbers are going up.

      I swallow down the trepidation and keep going. Slowing to a crawl, I cross the intersecting street. Once I’m within viewing distance of the small, ranch style house that matches the address the PI gave me, I pull over, turn the car off, and lean back in the seat.

      The house is painted white with baby blue shutters. Hanging plants dangle just inside the small porch columns. A pink bike lies haphazardly in the middle of the yard, rainbow streamers dripping from the handlebars.

      My stomach churns, and I almost fucking lose it.

      My mother left six years ago…

      I hadn’t even thought about the possibility of her having another kid. The knowledge messes with my mind. My first instinct is to pull a gun and take care of problems the way we do in the Heights. But I didn’t bring a gun. I only came here to talk to her. To make her acknowledge what she did.

      This throws everything off though.

      My toes curl in my shoes. I stare at the house like I could take everything that happened back. This little girl...she has a bike. A bike I never had. A house I never had. A mother I never fucking had.

      That’s what I know in this moment.

      Fury rips through me. I know what I could do to ruin this for her. All I have to do is make a simple phone call to my father.

      I take a deep breath, realizing I’m getting ahead of myself. I don’t even know if what I’m actually looking at is my mother’s new life. I don’t even know if this is actually her house or if that’s even her kid.

      I can’t turn anyone into my father unless I know for sure. But rest assured, if it is the lying bitch, the next thing I’ll be telling my father is where to find her so he can take care of it. She’ll never be able to make us fools again. We’ll show everyone.

      Pain and rage fuel my movements. I step out of the car and put one foot in front of the other until I’m on the cracked sidewalk. I walk past the other houses that look like replicas of hers. They all have big picture windows looking right into their living rooms.

      You know who can’t have big windows looking into their homes? Anyone who lives in the fucking Heights. That’s just begging for a shootout. Random or otherwise.

      I tamp those thoughts back and keep moving. My gaze travels up to the black lettering that adorns the white column. It’s the right house, alright. Now to see if I recognize the woman.

      I stand where the sidewalk moves toward the house, peeking at the name on the mailbox that sits to the right of the door. It says Walters, so I’m definitely in the right place.

      I have a clear picture of my mother in my mind. How much could she have changed in the six years she’s been gone? Shoulder-length brown hair—I happened to get my father’s dark as night hair. A slim build with a cute button nose. A round, caring face, but it’s her eyes I remember the most. They would light up when she saw me. They would flicker like fireworks on the fourth of July.

      My gaze moves to the big window. I nearly fall over when I see people moving around inside. A woman stands at a countertop, using a knife to cut a sandwich. She throws her head back and laughs, and my blood curdles.

      A light goes out inside me.

      A little blonde girl races to the counter and snatches the sandwich right off the counter, and the woman playfully threatens the girl, tipping the knife at her, but she’s all smiles.

      It’s not anything like I would see back home. If anyone pulls a knife at someone in the Heights, they better plan on using it because they won’t get the opportunity for long.

      Even from here, I see the adoring love in her eyes.

      I run my hands through my hair and lock my hands at the back of my neck. I take a deep breath, letting the idea that this is the woman who gave birth to me sink in. I’m ninety five percent sure it is. Her hair is a little shorter now. It flows around the sides, caressing her face when she turns to place the knife in the sink.

      The front door opens, and I take a step back. The little girl runs out with her sandwich gripped in her tiny fist. She runs to her bike, giggling. She rights it and waves at me like she hasn’t a care in the world.

      I drop my hands to my side. This girl, this little, tiny girl...she looks like me. No, she doesn’t have dark hair. She has lighter hair than my mom’s, but she has my facial features, the same ones my mom gave me.

      The woman sticks her head out the door. “Jonica! You didn’t shut the door!”

      My heart falls to my knees. It filets open at the sound of her voice saying “Jonica.” The way her mouth makes the initial vowel, it takes me right back to dozens of memories of my mother playfully scolding me. “…Johnathan,” she would laugh.

      I turn away, making my feet move away from what I’m watching. I walk past the house in the opposite direction of my car. I cross the street to a wooded area that butts up against the town water tower, and I lean against a small tree. My stomach lurches, and I puke.

      My body takes every belief I had leading up to this and expels it all over the ground just a few hundred feet away from where my mother lives.

      I spit out the bitter, acidic taste, mind still reeling. I had every intention of marching right up to her and telling her what a rotten human being she is, but then the little girl. The little girl named Jonica.

      That can’t be a coincidence.

      I shake my head. It doesn’t mean anything. I’m trying to force puzzle pieces that don’t fit. This woman left me. She left and made her own fucking life. Had another kid to replace me.

      I growl, punching the tree with my fist and relishing in the instant relief of my splitting knuckles. This is what I know. Anger. Strategy. Pain.

      The world behind me is so different. I don’t belong there.

      I can’t get the face of the little girl out of my head though. She clearly does. She has a mom who wanted to stick around.

      In this cookie cutter town she lives in, could I really take all that away from her?

      I shake my head immediately. Nope. No way. I didn’t get a shot at any of this, but I definitely won’t ruin it for my...

      I can’t let my brain even finish that sentence.

      Instead, I turn on my heel and head back to the borrowed car. I don’t look at the house again. I don’t torture myself with what I already know.

      I found my mom. She has a daughter. She lives in the cutest house I’ve ever seen in a small town of every fairy tale-like fantasy.

      Just my being here is ruining the place.

      I swallow while I pull the car back onto the highway. At least now I know I don’t belong anywhere else but the Heights. My soul is too tortured for places like this. For lives being lived in relative peace.

      And I won’t screw it up for her, regardless of who our mom is.
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      I fall back on the bed, my book bag slipping from my light grip and hitting the carpeted floor below. Rawley Heights High is a joke. I move my hands behind my head and stare up at the ceiling. I’m surprised Mom hasn’t taken me out of the district yet but considering I have less than a year until graduation, there’s probably no point. It’ll all be over soon, anyway.

      I reach over, pulling on my headphones to drown out the monotonous day with some music, but before I can even start a song, a knock sounds on my door.

      I hold back a groan and consider faking a nap. Mom’s had this weird cross between being sad yet angry since Dad died. Staring at the ceiling, I let the flood of emotions pass that always surge up when I think of my dad no longer being here.

      Underneath the door, a shadow leans from one foot to the other. I really don’t want to deal with her right now. If I have to hear one more time how Dad lied to her and how completely unacceptable that is, I’m going to explode. He’s fucking dead, already. Can’t she cut him some slack? He’s not even here to defend himself.

      “Dude,” a voice calls out accompanied by another knock.

      I huff out a breath. It’s just Cole. Mom’s probably down in the family room, sneaking into the locked liquor cabinet like I haven’t already figured out where the damn key was years ago.

      “What?”

      My cousin pushes the door open, strolling in uninvited before kicking it shut behind him. “Dude,” he says again, a huge smile on his face.

      He slaps at my feet to get me to move them. “Fuck off,” I grumble. “Sit in the chair.”

      Cole swaggers to the chair. It’s this new walk he has going on. I don’t know where he learned it because he sure as hell never had it growing up. We entered high school and started recruiting into the Heights Crew and suddenly he acts like he’s top shit. He sits and spreads his legs, taking up as much space as he wants. “Is your mom making dinner?”

      “Fuck if I know.”

      He peers out the window behind him, and guilt nicks at my heart. Cole doesn’t have it as good as me. Hell, hardly anyone in the damn Heights has it as well as me, and it’s not like I’m living in the goddamn White House. I just have a regular house on the outskirts of town that dad used to take care of. The lawn is overgrown now, but the place itself is still holding up. Then again, it hasn’t been long since Dad passed, so give the two-story structure a few years of neglect and I might fit in with everyone else a hell of a lot better. “We’ll get a pizza or something.”

      He nods casually, but I know it’s a big deal. His dad works in the factory for shit pay, and his mom never went back to work after having him. Apparently, Cole fucked her up. She got all depressed after having him. There’s a name for it and everything but fuck if I know. It’s like PTSD after giving birth.

      “Did you see Katee today? Damn.” Cole lets out a low whistle. “She has the hots for you.”

      I roll my eyes.

      He takes a pen off my desk and throws it at me. “Oh, I know. You’re used to it. Every girl wants a piece of Jacob Cotton,” he teases, voice pitching higher.

      “It’s the red hair.”

      Cole laughs, but we know it’s not the color of my hair. It’s my family’s money. We’re solid middle class, which only goes to show you what shit the other students at Rawley Heights High put up with. Now that I’m initiating into the Crew, the attention has gotten worse. My mom’s money and the safety the Crew provides has girls biting at my heels like I’m a piece of meat. Yesterday, a girl followed me into the bathroom and started stripping while I was taking a leak. Like, Goddamn. The guys in this school are disgusting and you want to fuck me in here?

      Cole walked in as I was moving around her, and she was happy to latch onto him instead.

      See? Not the red hair.

      “I’ve been thinking,” Cole says, picking at the arm of the chair. “What do you want to do for the Crew when we get in?”

      I sit up and rub the back of my neck. It’s not a sure thing that we’re making it into the Crew, but I’ve entertained the thought a thousand times.

      Nerves tighten my stomach. It was only just before Dad died that I found out he was even in the Crew. I started the recruiting process right away after one of the higher-ups approached me. Mom would fucking kill me if she found out, but if I make it in, she won’t be able to say anything about it. Besides, as soon as I graduate, she isn’t staying in the Heights anyway. She’s always loathed it here.

      I press my lips together, wondering if I should say anything at all. I have a track I want to take, but I haven’t told anyone yet.

      There are three major tracks you can take in the Crew. The first is business. If you choose this route and they accept you, you get groomed in marketing, finance, and administration. Hands-on experience taught by the higher-ups who’ll retire someday. This choice is probably better than any college degree out there because the Crew didn’t become rich and powerful without skilled business assets like my dad.

      Then, there’s security. The nature of the gang means they need people to watch their backs. Outside threats linger all the time. People who want to get ahead. Others who want the territory the Crew has claimed. Retaliation hits. Name it and it’s happened, and hopefully been stopped by some kickass bodyguards.

      Then there’s the grunts. The grunts are guys who work the streets or in different positions in Crew businesses. The jobs aren’t always glamorous, but they’re enough to pay the bills for people around here.

      The Heights Crew is literally like a Fortune 500 company...just on the not-so-legal end of the spectrum.

      Cole kicks my shin. “Well?”

      “Security.”

      His eyebrows rise. “No shit. I thought you were going to say business.”

      Because of my dad, I’m sure, but the truth is, I’m not like him. My dad was super smart. He ran the warehouse Cole’s dad works at. His job treated us well for years, but I can’t see myself doing that every day. I don’t want to sit behind a desk and tell people what to do. I’m more of a hands-on guy. “What are you thinking?” I ask, nodding at him. Cole is such a wild card. It’s hard to know what makes his brain tick.

      “I don’t know, man. I was thinking of seeing if I could help Manning run the fights.”

      I glance at him, seeing the raw honesty in his face. He’s not just thinking about it. He wants it bad. Manning is another recruit who helps with the underground fighting ring, mainly because he’s a big ass dude with some fighting chops. If I had to guess, he’s totally getting into the Crew. They need someone with his brute force.

      I shrug. “All you can do is lay it out there.”

      Cole bobs his head, but the strain of the big decisions coming our way are splayed over his face. First and foremost, we need to make it into the Crew. Membership is akin to getting a college scholarship. Second, we want to be chosen for the job avenues we want instead of taking some shit job any asshole could do. Being in the Crew is just like real life. The dumbasses get the shit jobs with crap pay, and on the flip side, the higher up the levels you are, the more you get paid.

      My hands itch just thinking about the job I want. Security would be so badass. Especially if I could get a position in the Tower instead of just playing night guard for some side business. A security position in the Tower means a kickass place to live and more money. It also means the risk is higher, but what do I have to lose?

      Cole dribbles his hands over his thigh. “I’m starving, man. Can we order that pizza?”

      I stand and head for the door. Cole’s footfalls are right behind me as we approach the top of the steps. Below us, the TV blares from the family room, and I wonder if my mom has it on full blast because she’s crying and doesn’t want me to hear, or if she just wants to block the rest of the world out, including me.

      I grab the house phone and order us a couple of pizzas. Mom will bitch because it’s too much for the three of us, but extra just means Cole can take home the leftovers and share it with his family. Our dads were brothers. My mom tolerated them, so she hasn’t reached out like my dad used to.

      Cole and I retreat to the basement while we wait for the delivery. There’s an old TV down here as well as a second-hand foosball table my dad bought a couple of years ago. We play a few games and watch TV until the doorbell rings.

      I hear the moment my mom realizes we ordered a pizza. “Goddamnit,” she snarks. “Jacob! Where are you?”

      I give my cousin a sly smile and head up the stairs. She has a bath robe on, tied tight around her middle. Blond, greasy hair is matted to her head while she moves the curtain out of the way.

      “Did you order a pizza?” She peeks out the window at the delivery guy waiting just beyond the door.

      “Yep. Cole’s downstairs.”

      She shakes her head and mutters something under her breath. Turning on her bare heels, she waves me away. “My purse is on the counter. Save me a couple of slices.”

      I open the door and then run to grab my mom’s purse before handing over some cash to the driver. I tip the guy extra, then grab the pizza and toss my mom’s purse back onto the counter before heading back into the basement.

      I lay the boxes on the foosball table, and we start chowing down while watching a boxing match on TV. Cole’s always liked fighting. The problem is, he’s not that good. Not that he can’t hold his own, but he’s just not underground fighting material like Manning.

      “Johnny told Manning he’s putting in a good word for him about the fights,” Cole says around a mouth of pizza.

      “Yeah?”

      He wipes his hand over his mouth and then slides his palm over his thigh. “I was thinking of talking to Johnny and seeing if he could put in a word for me too.”

      The look he gives me out of the corner of his eye makes me think he’s more than just thought about this. He wants to.

      Johnny’s a good dude. A little crazy, but I guess he would be since he’s a Marx. Everyone expects his dad to take over the Crew when Mayhem steps down, so Johnny probably could put in a good word if he wanted to. The kid fucking blew up the science lab last week. Apparently experimenting on his own, since we all know Danvers doesn’t teach shit. I should know. I had that poor excuse for a teacher a couple of years ago.

      My cell rings. I dig it out of my back pocket and pull it out. “Manning,” I tell Cole before answering and holding it up to my ear. “Wh—”

      Manning’s frantic voice rips through the connection. “Dude. Shit. They’re—” A couple of bangs sound, and then the phone goes silent.

      I throw my half-eaten slice of pizza on the table. I’m about to tell Cole what Manning just said when footsteps thunder down the stairs behind us.

      I whirl, facing down masked men with rifles in their hands.

      “Get on your knees!”

      “On your knees!”

      A gun is shoved in my back, and I fall to the floor in front of me. The emerald green carpet my mom had put in a couple of years ago is the last thing I see when a black cloth is thrown over my head. Someone cinches it tight, tying it around my head, and I can’t see anything.

      “Cole?” I breathe.

      An open palm smacks me upside the head. “Shut the fuck up, Cotton.”

      I bite my lip, trying to control my breathing. Adrenaline courses through me while moisture builds behind the fabric from my hot breath.

      I’m towed to my feet and pushed toward the stairs.

      This is either really good. Or really bad.

      You never know when you’re trying to initiate into the Heights Crew.
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      Cole and I are sardined into the back of an SUV for the next few hours. Sometimes, the car just idles and other times we move at various speeds. First fast, the engine roaring in the front, then slow like we’re creeping around. I kick myself for not paying attention to the path the car took when we were dragged from the house. What if this isn’t the Crew? And even if it is, that doesn’t mean it’s good news.

      My cousin and I haven’t uttered a single word since we were shoved back here. No one else talks either, even though the guys with guns also got into the vehicle. Everything is eerily quiet, making it so the only sound I hear is the beating of my own heart.

      What the hell must Mom think? Hopefully, the TV was too loud, so she didn’t hear shit when the guys got into the house. Or she was drunk enough not to notice. Or she just doesn’t give a fuck. Any of these excuses could work for me. The last thing I need is for her to call the cops and tell them what just happened.

      If it’s the Crew we’re talking about here, they would have safeguards in place for that. What? I don’t know, but I’ve never heard of an initiation task going awry.

      Cole’s breaths have evened out while we play the waiting game in the back. If it’s the Crew, they would’ve taken Manning, too. He probably saw them coming and called to alert us but was too late. Well, practically too late. I had about point five seconds of warning, which didn’t even give me time to tell Cole what was going on.

      More time drags by, and honestly, at this point, I have no idea how long we’ve even been in this confined space, only that it’s gotten about a hundred degrees hotter. Perspiration dots my upper lip and sweat traces down my back. Every time I breathe, the cloth they put over my head sucks in a little, and I thank God I don’t have a fear of tight, restrictive spaces. I’d be freaking the fuck out right now.

      The vehicle starts moving again, and no matter how desperately I try to count how long we’re in motion for, the monotony blurs the times together until I can’t remember how many minutes I’ve counted. Four? Two? Three? I may have counted three minutes twice.

      I give up and am shortly rewarded by the vehicle slowing down once more. This time, there’s movement in the front of the SUV, and a door slams.

      I tilt my head, wishing like hell I could see what’s going on. I don’t mind being back here, but not knowing where here is tears at me.

      A waft of cool air washes over us as the back of the SUV opens. I straighten as far as I can, but my feet and hands are already asleep, pinpricks scouring the surface of my skin from where I’ve been bound.

      Rough hands tug me from the vehicle. I land on my feet, but they give out, and I fall to the pavement at my feet.

      “Find your way,” a gravelly voice says, as if he’s intentionally trying to disguise it. The back of the SUV closes and then the front door slams as well. Tires peel away from me.

      My skin wakes from being in a different position and dagger-like jabs hit me in the hands and feet. I squirm, moving to what I hope is the side of the road, until I feel the softness of damp earth underneath me. “Cole?”

      Nothing.

      I lick my lips, unsure if they took him out with me. “Cole?” I try again.

      Nothing.

      Fuck!

      I swallow, reminding myself I need to take this one problem at a time. The first problem is the fact my hands are tied behind my back. I place my palms on the ground directly behind me and maneuver my ass back through my arms until there’s enough room to pull my knees and legs through as well. New pins and needles swallow my arm, and I grit my teeth and wait for the feeling to subside now that my hands are in front of me. When the feeling fades, I reach up to take the cloth off my face.

      I breathe in a deep gulp of crisp air and blink. Stars shine high above the canopy of dark trees on either side of the road while the moon sheds little light. I wiggle my toes and legs until feeling returns.

      The road is desolate. As far as I can see, there are no houses, buildings, or any other signs of life. Just me and the trees.

      Am I supposed to fucking know where I am? I was told to “Find my way”, but where? Home? The tower?

      I get to my feet and walk in the direction the car drove off in. Maybe they’re dropping Cole off down the road, keeping us separate so we can’t work together. However, two heads are always better than one.

      I move my fingers around, but the plastic ties they used to bind me are too tight. The sound of running water reaches my ears, and I move in that direction until I find the bank of a small stream. I know what stream this is, I just don’t know where on the stream we are, and this body of water stretches the length of the Heights on the East side of town.

      I thrust my hands into the water. The cold chills me to the bone while I scour the creek bed for the perfect sharp stone. Finally, I find one and pull it out. I place it pointy side up between my legs, sit, and then run the plastic tie along the sharp edge. The makeshift saw isn’t the best, and it takes a lot of effort, but eventually, the main bind breaks and my hands break free.

      I shake my hands out, then crawl over to place them in the freezing water to numb some of the pain shooting up my arm. Once I dry my hands on my shirt, I start again to try to take the individual ties. Now that I have use of both hands, the process is easier, and the other ties come off within minutes of each other.

      Initiation tasks are secret in the Crew. Rumors float everywhere as to what they include, but it’s also said that every initiation class is different, so it doesn’t matter how someone else got in, your route might be different entirely.

      The tasks are put in place to stretch your limits in a few ways: First, getting your hands dirty. Second, mental toughness. Third, allegiance to the Crew. Those phrases can be interpreted in different ways, of course. Because of that, I hadn’t even thought about what they might have us do.

      This is...interesting.

      But I do know one thing now. I am dealing with the Crew right now and not some other nameless, faceless group that might be trying to hurt me. You never know in the Heights, but this is just too obscure to be anyone else. If it were another group who kidnapped me by force, I’d be dead right now, considering we’re out in the middle of nowhere. They wouldn’t have just left me on the side of the road, they would’ve put a bullet in my head and been done with it.

      I move back to the road. I sniff the air and stare up at the sky. I’m searching for smoke. Smoke means people. Possibly a house with a fireplace or woodstove. If I find it, I can move that way and ask where I am. I’m also searching for a light source. Light also means people, and people mean help or information.

      I’d take either.

      I strain my ears, but I can’t hear Cole or the sound of traffic. I decide to call out because fuck, what the hell else do I have to lose?

      “Hello? Cole?”

      The trees eat up my voice, and I decide to call out every couple of minutes, so I don’t strain my vocal cords. I don’t know how long I’ll be out here, after all.

      I walk at a decent pace for about forty-five minutes, calling every few minutes. The phone I had in my hand when the Crew came to get us is probably on the floor in my basement still, so I have no way of getting out of here easily.

      Then again, no one said initiating into the Crew would be easy.

      “Hello?!”

      I stand still and hold my breath, waiting to see if I get an answer. I’m just about to take a step when I hear a muffled cry call back. It sounds far away, but honestly, I haven’t spent much time in the woods, so I wouldn’t know what noises sound like at a distance.

      “Cole?” I call out again, heart thumping in my chest.

      This time, I strain my ears to hear what direction the sound is coming in. Oddly enough, the muffled call back sounds as if it’s coming from the other side of the road. In the trees.

      I hesitate to head into the woods, but I really don’t have another choice.

      I step inside the forest. The ground is spongy with wet undergrowth. Branches snap around me as I make my way further in. Another call sounds, and I’m fairly sure I’m headed in the right direction and whoever is calling back to me has heard me too. I wait another few minutes to call out to him, hoping we’re getting closer and not further away.

      “Hello!” the voice calls, much clearer this time, and my heart ricochets off my chest. We’re definitely getting closer. The voice is clearly masculine, though I can’t tell whose it is.

      “Over here,” I say.

      He calls back, and I move through the thick growth more rapidly. Branches tear at my clothes and skin, and my wrist stings from where I sawed the plastic ties off. I close my eyes, hoping to spare an eye gouge because I can barely see what’s in front of me. There are only a few breaks in the trees where I can once again see the stars in the sky.

      “Hey!” I call out again, stopping to hear the response.

      “Right here,” someone calls back.

      Thank fuck. “Who is it?” I call out.

      “Manning.”

      Relief floods me. “Dude, it’s Jacob.”

      A bellowing laugh fills the trees between us. Soon, the breaking of branches denote his footfalls, so we no longer have to call out to each other. About ten minutes after that, a shadow appears in the forest ahead of me.

      “Fuck, brother,” Manning says. “I was hoping it was one of you assholes.”

      We laugh and slap each other on the back. Well, Manning just kind of throws his hands at me because he’s still bound. He managed to get his hands in front but hasn’t been able to break free.

      He eyes me. “How the fuck did you get these off?”

      “A sharp rock.” I breathe out, inspecting the way they tied him up. “I got it from the creek.”

      “I don’t suppose you brought it with you.”

      “Negative.”

      “Fuck,” Manning grunts.

      “Maybe we can find a sharp stick?”

      We try for a few minutes to wear the plastic down on a tree that broke in half, but the bark isn’t tough enough to do anything to the plastic.

      “Just fucking forget it,” Manning seethes. “Where did you get dropped off at?”

      “A road,” I say, shrugging. “No idea where though.”

      “Me too. I went into the forest because I thought I saw a light, but then I heard you, so came this way instead.”

      “A light?”

      Manning nods.

      I lift my head and stare at the sky, but I can’t see anything with all the leaves. “We need to find a place where the trees break a little.”

      We walk for about ten minutes until we come to a pond. A strobe of light breaks through the trees on the other side, and we both exhale at the same time. “There,” he says.

      “I wonder what the fuck this is about,” I ask. A strobe of light in the middle of the forest. It can’t be a coincidence.

      Manning grins. “Mental toughness, motherfucker. Now let’s do this shit.”

      We walk with purpose around the pond until I find a rock on the water’s edge that’s sharp enough to remove Manning’s wrist restraints. He rubs his wrists as soon as he’s freed, and with that problem solved, we walk toward the light again.

      Soon, voices and music filter through the air. It takes us a little while to fully hear the song being played.

      Manning chuckles and shakes his head. “Welcome to the Jungle. Seriously?”

      I slap him on the back. “They aren’t wrong.”

      Manning Timms is huge. He’s having a difficult time maneuvering through the thick growth. I’ve never seen anyone our age who has the size he has. He looks like he could easily be a wrestler on TV. One year he was just like the rest of us and then the next, large muscles appeared out of nowhere.

      He moves the trees ahead of us out of the way until there’s another break in the forest. I pull him to a stop when we spot a small cabin, and we crouch on the edge of the tree line.

      He raises a brow at me. “What? Did you see something?”

      “What if it’s a trap?” I muse, thoughts firing off. “We don’t really know what they want us to do. What did they say to you when they dropped you off?”

      He shrugs. “Find your way.”

      I nod, licking my lips. They’ve already cracked from the cold, and I’ve been warding off shivers for the better part of an hour as we traverse the damp forest.

      “What do you think we should do then?”

      “Stay in the trees and walk the perimeter. We don’t want to get ambushed.”

      We stay just inside the forest. Being quiet is impossible with all the breaking twigs and branches under our feet, but we move as slow as we can, keeping an eye on the structure in the middle of the clearing. It’s just a cabin in the woods. Dilapidated almost. A one room, one story building surrounded by trees, trees, and more trees. What could the Crew possibly want with something like this, unless it is just a way to start the initiation? We’re almost all the way around, and I’m about to tell Manning we may as well approach the front door when another sound draws our attention.

      We both turn. The crack of branches splintering ricochet through the forest until a body emerges into the open area. The spotlight that had been trained into the air, shines down on the form, illuminating a figure. It isn’t until he covers his face to ward off the light that I realize it’s Cole.

      “No sh—”

      A gunshot lashes through the air, the quick crack dropping my heart into my stomach.

      Cole falls to the ground.

      “Noooooo!”

      I push past Manning, running toward my cousin when another gunshot breaks the eerie silence. A piercing sting hits my hip, and I go down, stumbling into the dewy grass.

      I stare ahead at Cole. Bright red splatters his shirt.

      What the fuck have they done?
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      Cole groans.

      I blink at him, heart thundering in my chest. All I can see are red splatters on his unmoving body. Wait…

      He lifts himself onto his forearms and stares down at his chest. “Fuck. That hurt.” He reaches up and dips his fingers into the sticky mess.

      I stare down at my hip, also reaching out to touch the mess of red that’s splashed on my jeans. When I pull my hand back, I realize it’s paint. Red fucking paint.

      The assholes shot us with a paintball gun.

      I simultaneously heave a sigh of relief and focus intently on the anger racing through me. I thought Cole was dead. I thought they fucking shot him.

      Cole glances over with a sardonic grin. “Dude.” He lifts his hands. “I’m hit.”

      I grind down on my teeth, replaying the scene in my head. The shots. Cole going down. The red…paint. Not blood. Fucking paint.

      The fuckers did this on purpose. I don’t know if I passed yet, but they did this as a test. A way to see how we would react. But this was just cruel.

      “Me too,” I growl out, getting to my feet. My hip stings, but obviously less than if I was really shot.

      Around us, Guns ‘N Roses’ “Welcome to the Jungle” plays louder, the sound almost deafening.

      If you want it, you’re gonna bleed but it’s the price to pay.

      “Motherfuckers,” Cole says, half laughing. The lyrics to the song are at least poignant. He reaches for my hand, and I help him to his feet.

      Another shot rings out. Cole and I duck, but a “Fuck” rings out from Manning. I turn to find him in the tree line, leaning down to clasp his lower leg in his hand.

      The music lowers. Several thumps come from inside the shack, a door bangs on its hinges, and then a loud voice says, “Welcome, Recruits!”

      Manning limps out of the tree line as I swing my gaze to the cabin. Mayhem’s head of security stands on the porch, the baddest paintball gun I’ve ever seen hanging off his shoulder. It mimicked a true gunshot so perfectly. At least that’s what my hyped-up brain imagined was happening.

      The three of us meander closer to the cabin. I don’t know about the other two, but my gaze darts around the clearing to make sure there’s not another asshole with a weapon—even one that’s usually used for fun.

      Cole rubs his chest while I try like hell not to limp. I’ll definitely have a bruise there, but compared to what could’ve happened, we’re all good.

      Not a gun, I keep reminding myself. Cole’s right here.

      “How’d we do?” Cole asks, shielding his vision from the spotlight again. It moves away from us as if on cue, shining straight up into the sky once more.

      Before the head of security answers, a body strides from the forest. Johnny brushes his arms off and runs his hands through his hair. The guy chuckles to himself and then sizes Cole up. “Well, you got here quicker than the others, but you got shot, so...I’d say you’re all pretty much on even ground.”

      “What was the point?” I ask, stopping just before the rickety steps that lead to the cabin and the head of security’s commanding form.

      He smirks. “I’m Bullet. Welcome to the cabin. The point of that, you ask? What if I said I just like fucking shooting people?” He eyes us individually. I’m sure he does just like shooting people, but I’m also sure that’s not the point of this task.

      Johnny joins us by the cabin. He glances around, and then it’s the four of us staring Bullet down. I’ve never actually met the guy before. I’ve seen him around, like a celebrity. Much like Mayhem, it’s as if they’re always around, but untouchable at the same time, leaving them with a kind of mystic quality.

      A figure steps out behind him onto the small porch, holding more paintball guns. Bullet nods to the guns. “Congratulations, you’ve made it this far. If you hadn’t showed up, we’d be dropping you from the recruiting class. For the rest of the night, I’m going to be walking you through some target practice.”

      He holds out a gun to me. I lick my lips, taking it despite the fact that I’m cold and exhausted, and he’s just promised to keep us up all night.

      That sounds like the last thing I want to do, but it is what it is.
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      When I finally get back from the cabin, I sleep two whole days away, and my mother doesn’t even notice.

      I wake in the same clothes I spent all night in and drag myself out of bed while the sun beats in through the windows. I stumble over shoes that I must’ve left in the middle of the bedroom floor and shed my clothes, leaving a trail of discarded paint and mud splattered clothing in my wake before heading across the vacant hall to the bathroom.

      The hot water cascading down my body feels like heaven. I stay in way too long, only shutting the water off when it runs cold. I wrap a towel around my body and head back to my room. I quickly dress, run to the basement to get my phone, which is still lying in the middle of the floor, and head back upstairs again. I haven’t heard a peep out of Mom. For all I know, she’s spent the last two days sleeping too.

      I’ve missed a couple of days of school, but it isn’t as if that will hurt too much. The teachers don’t take attendance, and I can pick up any work I missed to turn in later.

      Plugging the phone in, I wait until it charges and then watch as the texts come in.

      Johnny: You asshole. None of you fuckers made it to school.

      Manning: What fucking day is it? Dude, I’m fucked.

      Nothing from Cole, so I lean back on my bed and call him. He answers, his voice dry and unused. He clears his throat. “What is it? Did I miss something?”

      “If you did, I did, too. Just making sure you’re okay.”

      The sounds of a creaking bed come through the line, and I picture him sitting up, looking disheveled as fuck. “You know there’s a welt on my chest?”

      There’s one on my hip too. Found it when I was soaping up in the shower. Not a bullet wound, but it doesn’t feel great either.

      None of us had gotten a chance to talk about anything that night because we went right into target practice training. Then, Bullet ran us through some tactical shit in the middle of the night, in the woods, with no food, water, or bathroom. It was fun. Really fun.

      “I thought they actually shot you.” The scene in my head looks just as real as when it first happened. There’s no way I would’ve realized it was just a paintball gun ahead of time.

      “Dude, me too. For a second there, I was just staring into the sky watching the stars twinkle and wondering how I could still see them.”

      We’re quiet for a moment, then Cole tells me how he got to the cabin, and then I regale him with my own story.

      “You assholes,” he says, chuckling when I tell him we scoped the place out first. “I was just so happy to see the cabin I didn’t even think. Walked right the fuck out there...and then got fucking shot.” He lowers his voice at the end, and I can tell something is bothering him. “You think I scored low because of that?”

      I didn’t have much time to think about scoring that night, but it crossed my mind in the shower. I shrug. “The way I see it, it has to be even. You got there first.”

      “Got shot first,” he corrects.

      “But you still got there first. Then me, then Manning, then Johnny.”

      “Johnny probably got the best marks.”

      “But it took him longer to get to the cabin.” I shake my head. “If they’re not going to tell us what they’re looking for, there’s no way to know how we stacked up. We’ll just keep doing our best.”

      “I just need this to fucking work out,” Cole says on a sigh.

      I feel for my cousin. I do. If he can get a decent job in the Crew, he’ll have it made. He’s always looked at my family like he wishes he could have what we do. Well, before. Maybe not since Dad died. Everything’s gone to shit now.

      “Just get up. Take a shower. We’ll figure this shit out,” I tell him.

      “Right. Peace.”

      He hangs up, and I slink back onto the bed, messaging Johnny and Manning before heading downstairs to get something to eat.

      Just as I’m washing the dishes I used, a knock sounds on the door. I throw the dishrag into the sink, wipe my hands down my pants, and move toward the door.

      I open it to find Bullet on my front stoop. My eyes widen. He’s not a huge guy, but he’s impressive. He has a wide body and a no-nonsense look. Scary for a guy who’s an inch or two shorter than me. Despite that, I wouldn’t fuck with him. He pushes past me into the house. “Can I come in?”

      I frown at his back walking across the entry tile. “Yeah, sure.”

      I dart a look outside and notice a black car parked out front with tinted windows. I recognize it immediately. The Crew owns cars like that. A few of them. No one else in the Heights drives similar cars because they’re reserved for Mayhem.

      Bullet finds the formal living room and takes a seat. “You coming in or what?”

      I give the door a shove, closing it, then follow Bullet into my living room. “What’s this about?”

      “Need to talk to you about something,” he says casually.

      I take a seat on the sofa while he watches me from my father’s recliner across the room. I’ve been wondering if Dad’s chair is the reason why Mom doesn’t sit in here anymore. If she pictures Dad sitting here, so she stays away. “What’s that?” I ask.

      “Your dad.”

      I swallow the instant lump that forms in my throat. “Yeah. What about him?”

      “He was a great member of the Crew. Smart. Loyal. Trustworthy. Mayhem likes him a lot.”

      “Liked,” I say automatically.

      Bullet nods, emotionless. “Liked him a lot. The thing is, we’ve been hearing some rumors that your mom’s not too happy with the Crew. She didn’t know your dad was in, and now she’s...well, talking smack.”

      My heart drops. I don’t want this to be the reason I don’t make it. That would fucking suck. “She wasn’t happy about it,” I tell him, not bothering to lie. These guys already know everything. “When she found out, she begged him to leave, and now that he’s...dead, she... Well, she doesn’t miss an opportunity to call him out for lying to her.”

      “She thinks the Crew killed him?”

      I nod.

      “What do you think?”

      “I think my dad made his own decisions, and I think he never left the Crew because he liked it.”

      Bullet leans back, arms gripping the armrests just like my dad used to. My stomach twists. “You were a weird one for us, Jacob. You showed no interest before your father’s death, but now you do?”

      “I didn’t know he was in,” I tell Bullet honestly. “My dad kept that a secret.”

      “Because of your mom?”

      I shrug. “Your guess is as good as mine, but yeah, I think so. She thought he was doing—quote unquote—honest work.” I lift my hands up. “Her words.”

      Bullet rubs his jaw and then gazes at me. “Mayhem would like to have dinner at your house, Jacob. He’d like to spend some time with your mom to explain to her what happened to your dad. You think that would be okay.”

      My heart skips. “I don’t know,” I say. “Mom really doesn’t...” I trail off, thinking about how she hasn’t properly dressed herself in normal clothes for months.

      Bullet grins. “Let me rephrase that. Mayhem is coming over for dinner tonight to make amends with your mom and treat you like family. We like to think of things as family. You know that, right? It bothers us to be thought of so badly.”

      The way his gaze narrows, I know this is a test. My mom’s going to hate this. Mayhem, the guy she blames my dad’s death on, coming over for dinner? She’s going to freak. That’s until she realizes it’s him and throws him out of the fucking house.

      I try again to dissuade him. “My mom hasn’t been right since my dad died. She spends a lot of time alone, and she hasn’t cooked in ages.”

      The chair creaks as Bullet gets to his feet. “Good thing Mayhem is a sweet talker. He’ll be here around...” He brings his watch up, glancing at the time. “...six? That gives you three hours to straighten shit out, Jacob.”

      He strides to the door, and I quickly follow. He turns just before he leaves. “Just remember who your allegiance is to,” he says, then walks down the sidewalk to the black car, moving around the front to get in the driver’s side.

      I stare at the back window, wondering if Mayhem’s in there. This is a test. An individual test.

      Recruiting task number three: Allegiance to the Crew.

      They want me to put the Crew above my mom. The only thing is, if I go through with this, what’s left of us might not make it.
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      I run my hands down my face, turning over the different scenarios in my head. Mom’s going to freak when Mayhem walks into this house, but that’s exactly what he wants. He wants to see me hold my chin in the air and defy her.

      Allegiance to the Crew. It might as well be their number one mantra.

      I’m not surprised Mayhem has heard about the way she talks about them. She has no problem saying it to anyone. One time, after Dad died, we were driving through the Heights, and she saw some of their grunts on the sidewalk. She rolled the window down and flipped them off, screaming at the top of her lungs.

      I chalked it up to grief, but that woman is not my mom. She’s still trying to process what happened. She’s angry and bitter, but the woman who did that is not the same person she used to be. She was loving and caring. She ran this house like she loved her life, and now she lets it go to shit around her.

      Maybe because everything she has is because of the Crew?

      It must suck to realize everything you’ve ever built is based on the one thing you truly hate.

      I run my hands through my hair. What am I even doing? Mom’s going to hate me after this. I know it’s my life, and she’ll be leaving soon anyway, but I don’t have my dad, and now she’s going to hate me. And hate the Crew even more. Blame them for the loss of her whole family.

      I have little choice in the matter though. I’ve already taken the Crew recruiting this far, and I can’t just fucking stop. Not because I want to hurt my mom. Far from it. But because I need to live my own life too. I can’t just stay here while she does this to herself. I can’t just live in the shadows, because one day, she’s going to snap out of it, and if I just blur into the background like I’ve been lately, I may never be able to get out.

      I thud down the stairs, making up my mind. Not as if it weren’t already made up, but I needed a plan of action. A course I could set myself to. One that doesn’t feel like I’m hitting my mom upside the head and not caring how she comes out of it.

      I walk into the den. She’s sprawled out on the living room chair, a bathrobe around her shoulders. She has the remote in one hand and a glass of liquor in the other. In the corner, the oak cabinet that stores the variety of alcohol is wide open. A quick glance tells me her supply is getting low.

      I hate seeing her like this. Mostly because I don’t understand it. Why is she letting years of being with my father go down the drain just because of the Crew? He loved her. He loved me. So, he lied to her about what he did for a living. Didn’t she have everything she’d ever wanted? All she has to do is look down the street—actually a few streets over where the shitty houses start—just to see how good she has it.

      What happened between her and Dad would be like living with an undercover agent for the FBI. Sure, they have to lie to you every day, but don’t they still have your best interests at heart? Everything he did was for her, and she’s just staring at an empty black hole of nothing. She can’t even utter a good word about him.

      She watches me with glassy eyes as I enter the room. I may have grown over the years. Filled out. Caught maturity quickly because of my dad, but there’s just something in the way she looks at me that makes me feel as if I’m ten years old again. I start to crack before I even start.

      “Mom...”

      She licks her cracked lips, taking a swig of the amber liquid before dangling the glass from her fingertips again, elbow propped up on the armrest. Her face is sallow, as if she hasn’t seen the light of day in a while. The shadows under her eyes have only increased, making me wonder why she can’t get any sleep. Or is it too much sleep? Maybe she’s in a walking time warp and can’t get out, trapped by her own mind.

      I run my tongue over my teeth, my heart beating like mad in my chest. “Why are you so angry? Why are you so lost?” What comes out of me, isn’t what I expected, but it needed to be said.

      The glass slips from her fingers, landing on the carpet, the liquid sloshing over the sides. She doesn’t move. She doesn’t even flinch. All she does is stare, mouth parting. “What do you mean?” she asks, pulling her bathrobe tighter.

      I’m going to tell her about the Crew, but first...First, I’m going to ask all the questions I’ve been wanting to ask since Dad died. I have a feeling she won’t be in a talkative mood as soon as Mayhem shows up. “Dad,” I choke out. “You act as if you hate him.”

      Her face gains a few strokes of color. A fiery blush of pain or anger or any number of emotion creeps into her cheeks, livening up her skin.

      Is that why she’s so lost? Because the only other emotion she feels is hate?

      “Leave me alone, Jacob.”

      “I’ve been leaving you alone,” I bite out. “You’ve barely acted like I exist since Dad died. I thought you just needed a month or two after he passed to return to normal, but you haven’t been right since. You’ve only gotten worse.”

      She scoffs. “Your Dad.”

      “Yeah,” I say, my own bitterness rounding out my voice. “My dad.”

      Her eyes widen almost imperceptibly as she glances over at me. The fingers that were holding the glass of liquor that’s still upended on the carpet twitch, move back and forth as if she wishes she could take another swig right now. “He chose that gang over us. You can stop calling him Dad. He may have physically been your dad, but he didn’t care.” She scoffs again, tightening her robe around herself. “And you say I’m lost.”

      “You are, and you can’t even see it,” I tell her. “At least Dad helped this family. He went to work every day and brought home money. He used to ask me about school every day, what have you done lately other than forget I exist?”

      I level a gaze at her, and her own intense stare flares. “Lies, Jacob. They were all lies. Pretty words are just that. Pretty. They don’t mean shit.” She pulls the lever for the footrest and gets up, grabbing her discarded glass hastily before walking on unsteady legs to the liquor cabinet. I have to admit, she’s worse off than I thought. I haven’t tried to reach out an olive branch to her because I’m the kid. I felt like I didn’t have to. Like reaching out and talking things over should have been her suggestion.

      Clearly not.

      She swipes the bottle of Jack from the cabinet and sloshes some inside the glass before spinning the top back on and plopping the container back down on the oak top of the cabinet. “You’ll understand when you get older, Jacob,” she tells me, swaying back to the chair. Behind her, the TV still plays. It’s an infomercial of a young girl with gleaming white teeth, holding up a product. It looks so far from my reality that I want to put my fist through the screen.

      Dad dying was the worst thing that could’ve ever happened to us. It’s a fucking nightmare.

      “I’m old enough,” I argue. “I’m a Senior this year. You and I both know you’re getting the hell out of the Heights when I graduate. We need to start having discussions now. Before it’s too late.”

      She flops back down into the chair. The dark liquid sloshes over her hands, and she wipes them on the faded material of the armrest. “Where are you going to school?” she asks flippantly, like the only reason it’s coming out of her mouth is because I said we need to talk. She’s probably so intoxicated right now, she can’t find the reasoning behind any of this.

      “Why do you hate Dad?”

      “He lied to me. To us,” she seethes. Her knuckles turn white as she grips the glass.

      “He did everything for us.”

      She shakes her head. “And I don’t?”

      “You live in the goddamn den, Mom.”

      Her eyes blaze. “Watch your mouth,” she scolds, but I think I can see the first crack in her exterior. “You have no idea what it’s like to think you’re living one life and then realize it’s all a fake. A ruse someone made up. Someone who didn’t even have the balls to tell you the truth. Talk to me when someone you love does that to you.”

      My heart pinches. I hope I never have to go through that. Or do that to someone else, but I’d like to think if I had a good reason for it, the person I loved might actually be understanding. They wouldn’t just sit around being selfish, thinking of how they were hurt and no one else.

      My mom’s tough. She always has been. She’s hard-headed and strong. I just never thought something would affect her like this. She’s making it so it’s too difficult to get out of her own way. Sure, she looks like a broken woman right now, but I see through that. She’s too fucking stubborn to move past this. That’s her problem.

      And I’m going to have to break her heart again tonight.

      Maybe talking about Dad was the wrong tactic. She’s never going to change her mind about him now that she knows the truth. If he were still alive, she’d have divorced him. She probably wouldn’t have dissolved into this person either. Maybe that’s why she’s really mad. Because he died before she could give him a piece of her mind.

      “Fine. Fight your own demons about Dad,” I say, giving that up. I’m never going to make her see a different version of Dad in her head. Not now. “But you can’t look at yourself and for one second think that you’re doing okay.”

      “You’re so self-righteous,” she says. “You’re just like him.”

      Her words sting. I’d like to think she’d never be uttering anything like this if she were sober, but I don’t even know who this shell of a person is anymore. “So, you hate me too? Because of Dad?”

      She reels back as if I’ve slapped her. “I don’t hate you, Jacob.” Her mouth moves as if she’s trying to figure out the right thing to say, but words fail her. Everything is failing her.

      I skirt around the truth, knowing I have to break her heart in a little bit, but also wanting to avoid it in the end. I’ll waste as much time as I can. “I’m going to be gone soon,” I tell her. Truly well and gone in her eyes. “You need to be okay.”

      “Don’t worry about me,” she says, fixing the edge of her bathrobe, so it covers more of her legs. “I was fine before your father, I’ll be fine after him.”

      “You say that, but I don’t see it.” I watch as she takes another swig of the liquid fire. She does it so easily, I’m sure her insides are numb to the poison now. “When I’m gone, I want to know that you’re okay.”

      “I’ve thought about it some,” she admits, staring at the TV without really seeing it. It’s almost as if she can project her future onto it, watching it play out like I imagine she’s watching it play out in her fucked-up mind right now, the edges muted with alcohol fuzz. “I’m moving away from here. I’ll start my life over, so you don’t have to worry about me, Jacob. There’s no sense in doing anything now. I’m just waiting until you graduate.”

      “Waiting until I graduate to start your life?” Anger burns through me, fiery and hot. Liquid flames shooting up my veins. They’re such innocuous words, but they burn me all the way down.

      “I just don’t want to be here,” she says, voice cracking.

      A sliver of my heart goes out to her. A ridiculously small sliver. She just admitted she’s waiting to start her life until after I’m gone. Like, I deserve this shit part of her, but she’s going to pull herself together once I’m out of it.

      The worst part is, she doesn’t even realize what she’s said.

      I lick my lips. “Well, don’t let me stop you,” I tell her, standing from my chair. My fingers clench and unclench. “I have something that might make you start sooner rather than later.”

      She eyes me suspiciously. “This isn’t about your dad again, is it?”

      I shake my head. In her mind, everything is his fault. My anger. Hers. The drink in her hand, the hardened spots in my voice.

      She’s wrong.

      She’s her own worst enemy.

      “Mayhem is coming to dinner in an hour, so you’re going to need to go wash yourself up. Make yourself presentable.”

      “Mayhem? The Crew Mayhem?” She stumbles to her feet, gaze hardening. Her eyes are so much like my own. So much. “Why would Mayhem be coming to dinner here?”

      “Because I’m recruiting into the Crew, Mom.”

      My cheek stings before I’ve registered she’s slapped me. She stumbles back, the backs of her legs catching on the chair, and she falls into it. The Jack still in her hand dribbles over the rim of the glass and drips onto her bathrobe. “Now maybe you’ll see,” she says softly. “Why it’s such a big deal.” She’s so quiet, it’s as if she’s talking to herself.

      I don’t know if she’s trying to talk to me, her inner conscience, or the world in general. The words are so soft and don’t have much meaning.

      She gazes up at me. Her eyes are so hard, rimmed in anger. This new person she’s become pains me.

      In that moment, it’s easy to put my loyalty with the Crew. I’m not sure my mom ever deserved it.
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      Mom put clothes on. That’s about as far as she takes the whole getting ready for Mayhem to arrive.

      She’s no longer wearing the bathrobe, but her hair is still stringy and gross. Her face is pale and unpleasant with the sneer that hasn’t left her face since I told her who was coming.

      I ordered dinner because I can’t count on Mom to make it. She doesn’t even want Mayhem in her house, let alone to cook for him. When the doorbell rings, I rush to grab the food, hurrying the food-money exchange. Mayhem will be here in five minutes, and I have to put the lasagna in a pan, so he doesn’t realize I bought it from a restaurant.

      As soon as I get it into the kitchen, though, the doorbell rings again. Fuck, I silently seethe. I know I’m going to regret this, but I don’t have another choice. I call out, “Mom, can you please put this in a pan? I’ll go get the door.”

      My stomach twists with nervous energy and a desire to impress the leader of the Crew. This seems important. A test of some sort. I don’t know why else he would come here. If this goes to shit, so does my shot at being a member of the Crew.

      I wipe my palms down my jeans and then reach for the door. Pulling it open, I smile when I reveal Mayhem on the other side. He’s dressed in a plain white t-shirt and jeans. The skin not covered by clothing is blazing with ink. A skull on his left forearm. A woman on his right arm with huge breasts and a blissed-out face as if she’s mid-orgasm.

      All around, Mayhem is true to the definition of his name. He rules the Crew with an iron fist. He’s as badass as he looks, and he never lets anyone forget it.

      “Jacob,” he says, stepping in with his hand outstretched.

      I give it a quick shake, praying that my palms aren’t as slick as I think they are.

      Behind him, Bullet strides inside, keeping close to him like a bodyguard should. He doesn’t look at me, doesn’t even acknowledge that he was here only a couple of hours ago. I didn’t even have time to call Cole to tell him what was going on.

      I tidied up the house, making sure the bathroom was clean and the rugs were vacuumed. I even did a once-over, inspecting the house to make sure I didn’t miss anything that would humiliate me.

      What that might be, I don’t know. My mom, probably. However, the whole point of having Mayhem over is to also have her present, so it isn’t as if I could ask her to stay away no matter how badly I want to.

      My heart rattles in my chest as I welcome him in. “My mom’s getting dinner ready right now.” I hope, anyway.

      I walk him into the formal dining area only to find my mom pouring herself another drink at her seat. The lasagna isn’t out. It’s probably not even in a pan. I glare at her, hoping she can feel the heat of my gaze as she drowns her whole life out in the bottom of that glass.

      “Mrs. Cotton,” Mayhem says. “So nice to meet you.”

      She lifts her gaze, glaring daggers at him.

      For his part, he just smiles. I bite the inside of my cheek and gesture toward the seat at the head of the table. “I’ll go get dinner. My mom’s had a rough day.” I give her a pointed look to keep her mouth shut, but I’m almost positive she hasn’t stopped drinking all day.

      Mayhem gives me a good-natured smile. “No point in keeping up the cooking ruse, Jacob. We saw the delivery driver pull away from the curb.”

      I stiffen, but Bullet laughs like it’s the funniest thing he’s heard all day. Eventually, I loosen up, chuckling some, but my mom scoffs, draining the enjoyment out of the light-hearted moment. She murmurs something under her breath that earns her a dead stare from Bullet.

      I turn and escape into the kitchen, breathing in deep to try to keep my cool. My dad belonged to the Crew. The least she could do is have a little respect for his boss and what he believed in. If she screws this up for me, I’m going to be so unbelievably angry. I’ll never speak to her again.

      Not that that’s saying much. She couldn’t care less. She’s just biding her time, waiting for me to graduate, so she can get the hell out of here.

      I open the plastic bag and take out the baking tin. The delicious aromas of sauce and spices tickle my nose. Since I don’t have to put up pretenses any longer, I grab a spatula and a potholder and head back into the dining room.

      Mom and Mayhem eye each other from opposite sides of the round, four-person table. The looks they’re sharing ratchet up the tension in the stifling room by about a thousand notches. I place the lasagna down in the middle and dish out servings to each plate. Mayhem takes it with a smile while nothing erases the sour look off Mom’s face.

      “I’m so glad you could have me over for dinner tonight,” Mayhem starts, resting his tatted forearms on the edge of the table.

      “It’s our pleasure,” I say, instantly hating the words as soon as they leave my mouth. I don’t say words like that. Why the fuck did I say that?

      Mom grunts in disapproval but digs into the lasagna like she hasn’t eaten in days which could be the case.

      The first few minutes are tense. Mom eats noisily, drinks noisily, and clanks her silverware on the plate like she’s attacking it. It might just be me, but Bullet keeps sneaking wary glances at her too. He could overpower my mother if she tried something. Not that I think for one second that she would confront Mayhem. It’s not her style, but it’s evident she’s thinking about it.

      Then again, I don’t know what her style is anymore. She’s never acted this way, and the longer the dinner goes, the more I realize I’m living with a stranger.

      “So,” Mayhem starts. “I thought we could talk about why you want to join the Crew.”

      Mom bristles, throwing her fork back on the plate and downing the last of her drink. She gets up from the table and retreats into the formal dining room where the liquor cabinet is.

      I give the Crew leader a tight smile and call out after her. “You should bring Mayhem a drink, Mom.”

      She laughs, the sound frantic and disapproving. “Over my dead body.”

      I squirm in my seat as my stomach plummets. She can’t find one ounce of humanity in her to pull herself together for me? Not one? Not one motherly instinct, or even a pretense to care. There’s just nothing.

      Mayhem clears his throat, and I swing my gaze back to him. “I apologize for my mother. She hasn’t been right since my father died.” I sneak a glance back at Bullet. I told him this was a bad idea. This is a clusterfuck of epic proportions.

      Mayhem sneaks a glance into the dining room and then returns his gaze to me. “Why don’t you just tell me why you want to join the Crew, Jacob? Even in spite of your mother?”

      I ignore the cupboard banging in the other room as Mom finishes making herself a drink and focus on Mayhem. “My father was in the Crew. He was a great man. The best man I’ve ever known. I want to be like him,” I say, spilling my guts because the only thing that’s going to get me into the Crew now is sheer honesty…and possibly some begging. My mother doesn’t want to hear any of this, but maybe Mayhem will. “If he believed in the Crew, then I do, too. It would be an honor to join and follow in his footsteps.”

      “Do you want to work in business, too?”

      I shake my head immediately. “No, I don’t think that would be best for me,” I say, almost laughing. “My father was great with that stuff, but I’m not. Not that I couldn’t be taught,” I say quickly, hoping I haven’t shot myself in the foot. I don’t want these guys thinking I’m a dumbass, but I also don’t want to give them unrealistic expectations. “I just think I might excel in other areas.”

      “What areas are those?” Mayhem asks, taking another bite of his lasagna. His attention is still on me, though, and that’s something I haven’t had in a while. Someone to listen. Someone to care about what I’m thinking and going through.

      I flick my gaze toward the domineering bodyguard. With all the strength I can muster, considering whose company I’m in, I say, “Security.”

      Mayhem tilts his head, brows rising slightly. “Interesting.”

      Mom rushes into the room, her green-eyed gaze wild. “What did I just hear you say, Jacob Cotton? You want to protect these people?” She gestures toward them and her drink spills over her hands.

      Indignation washes over me. I pierce her with a stare, dropping my fork on my plate because I’ve finally had enough. “You heard me correctly.”

      She shakes her head. “I don’t know what’s gotten into you. These people are monsters. They killed your father. They killed him, Jacob.”

      Mayhem wipes his face on a napkin and then sets it on the table. “That’s a lie,” he states simply.

      “A lie? A lie?!” Mom’s shaking now. Head to toe, uncontrollable rage.

      “Mom,” I chastise, trying to intervene.

      Her knuckles turn white with the death grip she has on her stiff drink. “I can’t let you do this, Jacob. I won’t let you throw your life away. I won’t let them take you from me.”

      “It’s not up to you, Mother,” I bark. I get to my feet, knocking the table in the process. “I’m doing this. I don’t care what you want. It’s not about you.”

      She swallows. Her anger turns to silent tears down her cheeks, then turns back to a ferocity that sends cold chills through me. “Get out of my house.”

      I stumble back into the chair. “W-what?”

      Calmly, she moves to the head of the table and sits. “I said…” She punctuates each word with a stab of her index finger onto the dining room table. “…Get out of my house.”

      I scrutinize her there, sitting where my dad sat, taking up the spot of authority...and ruining it.

      I lick my lips. Mayhem and Bullet stay silent as I stare at the mother I no longer recognize. She used to be so caring, so full of love for her family. I don’t know what changed her, but little-by-little, she went from that woman to this. First, taking any opportunity to curse my father, the man she supposedly loved. Now, kicking her only son out of the house. “Fine,” I say, “If that’s how you want it.”

      “Now,” she grinds out, unable to look me in the eyes. “Leave. Take those murderous bastards with you.”

      I slam my chair back to the table. The dishes clatter, and my mom jumps. I walk upstairs calmly, throwing everything I need into a bag. Some clothes, my books for school, and my headphones. Then, I walk back downstairs, finding Mayhem and Bullet near the door.

      Instantly, my face flushes. Embarrassment practically strangles me, but all I see when I look at them are reflections of the man I want to be.

      Mayhem smiles and places an arm around my shoulder. “Welcome to the Crew, Jacob. I think we might have a spot for you in Security just like you wanted.”

      My mouth drops. I smile, but my mother cuts off what was about to come out of my mouth. “Your father would be ashamed of you.”

      My jaw locks. I peer over my shoulder. I’m not the one he’d be ashamed of, but arguing with her doesn’t matter anymore, does it?

      I have a new family now.

      I’m in the Crew.
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      “Dude.” My brother’s gravelly voice hovers just beyond the edge of sleep like it’s trying to snare me from my dream state.

      A firm hand smacks me in the shoulder, and I snap awake.

      “Dude,” he says again, yawning.

      I groan, turning in my bed to find Manning sitting on the edge of his, working his hand through his hair while another yawn rips through him.

      He hasn’t gotten much sleep recently. He wasn’t here when I went to bed last night, so there’s no telling how much sleep he actually got.

      “Where were you?” I ask, stretching my arms above my head.

      Manning gives me his signature quirky grin then punches me good-naturedly in the shoulder again. “Out,” he teases.

      I roll my eyes at his usual response. We all know he’s in the Crew. Mom about lost her shit when he was gone for a few days, and when he came back, he had a whole new attitude. Here, in the house, he’s still the same Manning, but out on the streets, he’s hardly recognizable.

      “If you don’t move your ass, I’m going to get in the shower before you,” he threatens, standing from the bed like he’s going to make a break for the bathroom.

      I scramble out of mine, shoving my brother back onto his mattress in our shared room, and sprint down the hall. Manning is a bathroom hog. Being a girl, my sister Maria should be the worst offender, but not even close. She takes her showers the night before, leaving me and Manning to fight over the space in the morning. If I don’t get in there before him, I won’t have any hot water.

      Maria gave up the fight when Manning started to pay attention to how he looked. I wish I could do the same, but if I don’t have a shower in the morning, I’m like a zombie for the rest of the day.

      Thankfully, the one and only bathroom in the apartment I share with my mother, brother, and sister is vacant when I tear around the corner. I slip inside, close the door behind me, and don’t even bother with the broken lock. Maria and Mom got into a huge fight about Maria dating some douchebag boy, and when Maria locked herself in the bathroom, Manning practically tore it off the hinges.

      Everyone thinks I’m going to fill out just like him, and I can’t wait.

      Right now, Manning has about six inches on me, and a whole hell of a lot of muscle. It doesn’t matter how much training or body weight exercises I do, I can’t seem to replicate his size…yet.

      I turn on the hot water, only waiting for it to heat up briefly before I jump inside. I’m not an asshole like my brother. I don’t need to take up the entire hot water tank to get ready. Manning told me once that his showers were the only time he had to think to himself, and that’s why he spends so much time in here.

      I understand that. We only have a two-bedroom apartment for four people. Mom and Maria share a room, and Manning and I the other. Sometimes, Mom will even sleep on the couch so Maria can have her own space.

      Five minutes later, I step out of the bathroom with a towel around my waist. I stride back to mine and Manning’s room to find him face down in his pillow, snoring away. I kick his twin bed frame. “You asshole.”

      He jerks awake, moving to his feet in point five seconds. He brings his hands in front of him, poised for a fight, gaze narrowed. When he sees it’s me, he drops his hands to his sides. “Fuck, Mack. I swear. Don’t do that to me.” He rolls his neck and then retreats to his dresser.

      “You’ve been training, haven’t you?” I ask, squinting at my brother’s figure. He keeps telling me he’s going to take me to the warehouse where the fights take place, but he hasn’t yet. We’ve been boxing together since we were kids. It started when my mom told Manning our father was an excellent fighter, and at the time, we thought it would be cool to be like him.

      Now, however, I don’t want to be anything like a deadbeat that drops his family because things got tough, so I just refuse to think about how our love for the sport started. I’m the one who remembers my father the least, which is fine by me. Fuck that coward who shirked his responsibilities and left us all here.

      “I haven’t had time,” Manning growls, sifting through his clothes. He displaces all the nice piles Mom placed in there yesterday after she did the laundry. As soon as he steps away, it’s as if Mount Vesuvius erupted. Socks and shirts stream out of every drawer haphazardly.

      Word on the street is, Manning took over the warehouse fights once he made it into the Crew. He graduated from Rawley Heights last year, leaving Maria and I as the only ones left in that shithole school.

      I frown at Manning. He takes his head of the family role seriously. Guilt weighs on me as I watch his shoulders bunch and relax. At first, I thought Manning joining the Crew was awesome. He was going to be one of the badass guys walking around school. The ones people ran away from because they were so strong and no one else wanted to mess with them.

      Mom, though, lost her shit when she got wind of it. Until that day, I hadn’t even thought about the other stuff that could possibly happen. Manning tells me I don’t have anything to worry about though.

      Before I can ask Manning if he’s okay, he leaves the room. His footsteps thud down the short hallway where the bathroom is, and I sigh when the door clicks closed.

      I pull the knot I made around my stomach and let the towel fall. My side of the room couldn’t be more different than Manning’s. Everything has its place. I sift through the piles in my dresser with more care and take out a shirt and shorts to dress in. I’m just pulling my shirt over my head when the smell of breakfast starts to waft into the room.

      I’m headed out the door before I remember my deodorant and head back, caking some on, then I continue into the main room where Maria is already waiting at the small table that sits half in our kitchen and half in our living room.

      Mom’s eyes reach me first. “Good morning, my baby.”

      I warm under her words. She’s always called me her “baby”, seeing as how I’m the baby of the family. Maria pretends to choke on the eggs she’s shoveling into her mouth, and I sneer at her.

      “Manning up?” Mom asks. Her skin is tight around her eyes, and her gaze darts to me.

      “Yeah. Shower.”

      As if on cue, Manning starts singing...loudly. It’s his thing.

      Maria rolls her eyes. “Can we get the bathroom soundproofed? Thank God I’m going to college in two years, I can’t take much more of this.”

      My stomach drops. Maria’s always talking about leaving and going to college. She’s one of the very few students at Rawley Heights High that actually takes her education seriously. It’s a shame the school is a joke.

      Mom cups her cheek, even though there’s a hesitation in her eyes. “And you’re going to do amazingly, but...” she says, cutting her a playful look. “You know you’ll miss us when you’re gone.”

      Maria grumbles like she doesn’t agree, but then she kicks me under the table to smile.

      I know we live in a shitty town. The crime rate is extremely high. The discrepancy between the wealth in this area and the poor is so wide, it’s almost comical. No one in our building is better off than us. We’re all the same level of dirt poor, but at school, it’s plain to see who’s who. Especially when Johnny Rocket comes back to talk to any of the Crew members still laying low in school. He looks like a legit mob boss has entered the room, and his father? He’s even more made up, like a slick character from a movie.

      “Manning!” Mom calls out like that’s going to spur him out of the shower. His plate full of eggs isn’t steaming as much anymore. He won’t even be able to hear her over his own singing though. She shakes her head. “That kid is going to give me an ulcer.”

      “I’ll put some toast down for him,” I say after shoveling the last of the eggs into my mouth. As usual, it’s going to be an eat and run scenario for him.

      Maria mimics me in a high-pitched voice. “I’ll put some toast down for him.”

      “Shut up,” I murmur, face blazing.

      She loves to tease me that Manning’s my hero. Reaching over, she rubs her hand over my hair playfully. “You never make toast for me.”

      I give her a sidelong glance. “What about you says you need help doing anything?”

      She sits back in the chair and smiles. “That’s true.”

      I shake my head and stand. I take my plate to the sink, and then pop a few pieces of bread in the toaster. “Mom, we need bread,” I tell her, frowning at the last heel of bread left in the bag.

      The humming noise she makes under her acknowledgement makes me look at her. The lines on her forehead are deeper than they were. Being a single mother to three grown kids isn’t easy, but she takes it in stride. Money is a huge factor, as it is with most everyone in the Heights. Manning’s been giving her some extra cash, and I can’t wait to be able to do that for her too. One day, I’m going to pitch in, but you don’t pledge the Crew this early.

      Mom notices me watching her and reaches out to rub my shoulder. “Everything’s fine. Don’t worry about it.”

      It’s hard not to. Her work is rough on her. She works two jobs, and still manages to do everything for us. There is always food on the table and water in the taps. Around here, that’s about all you can ask for.

      Maria checks the clock over the stove and groans. “If Manning doesn’t hurry, we’re going to be late.”

      “I’m sure he’s almost ready,” Mom says, glancing down the hallway.

      Manning’s not singing anymore, but the shower is still going. Even though he graduated last year, he insists on still walking us to school. He also started carrying around a pistol that I’m not even sure my mother and sister notice, but I haven’t said a word. If Manning thinks we need the protection, then we need the protection.

      The toaster dings and the bread pops. I take the two pieces out and start buttering them.

      “Marcus,” my mother groans, frowning at all the crumbs I’m getting everywhere. “Use a plate or something.”

      I give her a full smile, quickly hurrying to butter the last of the toast. “Sorry, Mom.”

      She waits until I’m done, dribbling her nails over the countertop so she can wipe the crumbs, and when I turn, Manning is dressed and ready, standing at the mouth of the hallway. “Are those for me?” he asks, darting his gaze to the toast in my hands.

      He doesn’t wait for my answer. He goes into our room for a few seconds, then comes back out looking the same exact as he was when he stood in the hallway.

      My best guess: He grabbed his gun.

      Maria grabs her backpack off the sofa. “We gotta go!”

      Mom moves forward. “Marcus, where’s your bag?”

      “I left it at school,” I tell her.

      Maria laughs. “Of course he did.”

      When my mom isn’t looking, I flip my sister off. Not all of us are planning on going to college when we get out of there, and really, I partly wonder if anyone goes to college out of Rawley Heights anyway. What the hell do our transcripts even look like?

      I hand the toast to Manning, and he claps me on the back. “I’ll have a talk with him,” he says to Mom. My shoulders deflate. He presses his fingers into me, and we start to move down the hall.

      “Wait!” Mom calls out. She runs up, kissing us each on the cheek. I wipe mine off when she’s not looking, and then we move into the shitty hallway that leads to the elevators.

      A few students loiter next to the steel doors, so we all huddle together. We live in the closest apartment building to the school, so there are a lot of fellow students that live in the building—even the guy Maria had a crush on. She perks up when she sees him waiting at the elevator, but he quickly turns the other way when he sees Manning next to her.

      Her lips turn down, and I feel sorry for her. A little. Manning had a talk with him since the guy will be pledging the Crew, and sure enough, when I look at Manning’s face, he’s smirking at their interaction.

      Trey is a little old for her, I guess. He’s a senior. I feel kind of bad about it because this is the only thing Maria has ever liked outside of school. Well, outside of school and family.

      Manning doesn’t care though. We stop at the elevator, and even though the guy’s back is turned, he says, “What’s up, Trey?”

      Trey nods his head toward my brother in some sort of mutual respect that just makes my brother snicker. Maria, though, looks like she wants to straight up murder Manning. He gives her a big smile when no one else is looking, and she slinks into the elevator as soon as it opens, standing on the opposite side of us.

      She stays away when we exit the building and start to walk toward school, too. “You made her mad,” I observe.

      Manning bites into his toast, taking his time swallowing it. “She’ll forgive me when she realizes what a fucking loser he is.”

      “How do you know?”

      He almost snorts. “I just fucking know.”

      He eyes our sister as we walk to school, keeping eyes on her the whole time. One of her friends meets up with her at the crossroad, and they talk together the rest of the way.

      When we get in front of the school, Manning stops me. He waits until Maria gets inside before speaking. “You know, if I’m ever not here, it’s your responsibility to take care of Mom and Maria, right?’

      I tip my chin in the air. “Of course.”

      He nods, gaze moving down me as some sort of assessment. The toast is long gone, but now that he’s not occupied, I see the same telltale sign that Manning is occupied by so many other things lately.

      I clear my throat, knowing he’s just going to shoot me down again, but I have to try. “I really want to train with you. We haven’t trained together in a long time.”

      Initially, he sighs like he doesn’t want to have this conversation with me again, but then a sleek black car pulls up, and Cole gets out. He’s a friend of my brother’s. Someone who was in the same pledging class as him, if the rumors are to be believed. Crew rumors are only rumors because the Crew doesn’t feel the need to confirm anything for anyone.

      “You have to go?”

      Manning smirks and places his hands on my shoulders. He looks away briefly before turning back. “I’ve been thinking. Let’s work out tonight. Drop by the warehouse, okay? You know where it is?”

      My eyes widen as shock ripples through me. I nod eagerly, excitement buzzing in my stomach. Training by myself in the apartment isn’t ideal at all, and I fucking miss my brother.

      “After school,” he informs me. He turns to walk away after giving me a quick knock on the chin with his fists. “But after you make sure Maria gets home safe.”

      “Done,” I say. “Totally.”

      Manning and Cole give each other a bro hug as a greeting. I’m still standing there when Manning turns around just before he gets in the car. With one leg in the car, he points behind me. “School, Mack.”

      “Yeah, yeah,” I grumble. At least he calls me Mack like I want. Mom and Maria still refuse to.

      I start to slink toward the school, but then I perk up again. Manning and I are going to train with each other again, and at least that’s something that’s going to get me through the school day.
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      After school, I meet Maria by the front doors. That Trey guy is there, hovering over her. I march up to them, fury whipping through me so fast it’s kind of scary. If Manning were here, this douche would be running away from her, so just because he’s not doesn’t mean he can be close to her.

      I reach out for my sister’s hand and grip it. I don’t even know why other than if I’m touching her, he can’t.

      “Marcus,” she snaps, yanking her hand away from me. “Don’t be rude.”

      I glare at Trey. He’s such a suave looking a-hole. It’s no wonder why Manning doesn’t like him. The only thing is, he’s taller and bigger than me. If I was as big as my brother right now, I could throw him around and tell him not to fuck with Maria. Just like Manning would.

      Trey looks down, bored. “Oh, hey.”

      I lick my lips, trying to think about what my brother would do in this situation. I’m almost completely sure that he would just haul off and punch this guy.

      But I’m not my brother. I don’t have the size or the strength, nor his badass attitude. I’d probably get laughed at, a Freshman starting shit with a Crew Senior. I can hold my own though. I lift my chin, warning him with my gaze. He may not respect me enough to back off, but he will if he thinks I’ll tell Manning, which I sure as hell will as soon as I see him at the warehouse.

      After I stare at him long enough for him to get the message, I turn toward Maria. “Ready?”

      She blows out a breath, mumbling something just this side of inaudible, but I’m sure it wasn’t very nice. Maria hates having two brothers. At least, that’s what she keeps saying. She says there’s so much damn testosterone in the apartment that it’s hard to think.

      It’s usually because we’re training at the same time she’s trying to do her homework.

      We walk down the steps of the school. When we’re away from everyone, she shakes her head. “Marcus, you’re better than that.”

      I turn toward her, brows furrowing. “Better than what?”

      “Trying to throw your weight around.”

      “But—”

      She stops while we wait for the red light. We pull a little way to the side, avoiding the other clusters of students waiting to cross the road. “Do you even know why Manning doesn’t like Trey?”

      Her soft green eyes hover just under a lifted eyebrow as she waits for me to answer. “N-no. But Mom doesn’t like him either,” I protest.

      She sighs again. “Did you ever think that sometimes I’m sick of being the studious one? That maybe I want to have a good time.” The light turns red, so we walk across the street, hanging back from the pack so we can continue our private conversation. “It’s kind of hard doing that with a Mom who is so paranoid and with an older brother who acts like a father.”

      “We just want you to be safe.”

      She reaches out and rubs my hair. “I’m your older sister, you know? I’m taking care of you.”

      I make a noise of protest. “I’m a man, that’s why I’m supposed to take care of you.”

      Her brows lower over her eyes, guarding the storm that’s brewing there. “I swear to God if you don’t forget all that chauvinistic shit that Manning’s taught you, you’re never going to get laid.”

      Embarrassment creeps up my cheeks in a tidal wave. “Maria!”

      She giggles, holding her free hand over her mouth. “You should see your face.”

      I push her lightly. “Stop. What are you even talking about?”

      Still chuckling, she pulls her shoulders back. Her mood shifts after that, her lips pulling down into a frown. “Just remember that you don’t have to be exactly like him.”

      That’s the most ridiculous thing I’ve ever heard. Why wouldn’t I want to be like Manning? “I know you’re mad at him, but do you really think Trey is a catch? He’s a lanky looking ogre.”

      “Things aren’t always what they seem, you know? He’s nice to me.”

      “Yeah, probably because he only wants to get in your pants,” I growl.

      She turns toward me. “And if I ever want someone to get in my pants, I can’t be the textbook nerd with two brothers constantly stomping around like apes.”

      I stop there on the sidewalk, looking at Maria as if I’ve never seen her before. I had no idea she even thought about that stuff. This guy was the first one she’s even liked, and I figure Manning has his reasons for not wanting Maria with him.

      Maria stops on the cracked sidewalk and looks back at me. She gives me an incredulous look.

      “Ew. Are we really talking about this?”

      She laughs. Moving forward, she gives me a hug and plants a kiss on my cheek. “You’re right. Let’s never talk sex again.”

      A shiver runs through me. “We can start now. This is disgusting.”

      She laughs, the tinkling quality reaching around us until we step inside the apartment building. There, everything turns dark and the gray lighting mutes everything, too. It’s like a haze washes over both of us. It’s a sad day when your only escape is a shitty school.

      We take the elevator up, and then Maria uses the key to open the door. She walks through, and I stay where I am. I grasp the doorknob. “Tell Mom I’m going out with Manning.”

      Maria spins, her backpack still on her shoulder. “What? No.”

      “Yeah, we’re going someplace to train.”

      “Some place Crew?” she asks, moving toward me with a determined frown.

      I back out, starting to close the door. “I don’t know,” I call out. “I’ll be with him, it’s fine. Lock up behind me.”

      “Marcus!” she calls out, reaching to grab the door before I shut it.

      She slams her hand on the closed door, and I run toward the stairs. Before she even gets it open, I’m already on the other side of the heavy metal door. I hear her frustrated scream, but I know she won’t come after me. Deep down, we all know that Manning will keep us safe. And as far as I’m concerned, the Crew isn’t all that bad either.

      I hop on the bus, taking it across town. It passes by the block with the tower on it. Crew headquarters. It’s easily the nicest building in all of the Heights. It soars above the surrounding dilapidated buildings like it’s the king. The century old brick buildings on either side are the smelly, disheveled cousins no one likes.

      Looking up and down the streets, signs of poverty are everywhere. Old men walking around in rags. Some sitting next to buildings with an old coffee can in front of them, trying to get money from thugs walking by or from other people who also don’t have any money.

      But I also see signs of life everywhere too. The Crew, whatever my mother and sister have to say about it, has put money into this town. There are a few new bars. Sure, a couple of them are strip clubs, but if that’s what makes the money, why wouldn’t they have started them first?

      Slowly but surely, more people have started getting jobs. At least from what I’ve heard. I guess Rawley Heights used to really be a shithole. Then, Mayhem took over. He started building up the area, and then it was Big Daddy K’s turn.

      I’d never say anything because I wouldn’t want to eat lead, but the current Crew leader’s name is so much less threatening than Mayhem’s. But, according to Manning, he’s one scary ass motherfucker. I guess his name stuck because he used to be chubby. Hence, Big Daddy. Word on the street is all the strippers at the clubs started calling him that when he was moving up the ranks. In the Heights, once you get a nickname, it sticks.

      I hope to hell my name will be way better than Big Daddy.

      I get off the bus a couple of blocks away from the warehouse where the underground fights take place. It looks just like any other rundown building, but still, my palms start to sweat when I get closer. Manning promised he’d take me to the fights someday. He says I might have to hide somewhere to watch them, but I’d do anything to be there.

      The huge, steel door creaks as I open it. It’s the only one that works, so I’m guessing this is the one that gets me to where I need to be. I fumble around in the dark, but luckily, there’s a light up ahead, shining in from another hall or window. I’m pretty sure I hear a rat scurry away, but I keep going.

      Voices reach my ears, which makes me pick up the pace. When I turn the corner, the side of old wood crates stacked on top of one another comes into view. I move around them and find my brother talking with Johnny Rocket and Cole. I hang back. Nerves tighten my chest. I don’t know if my brother’s told Rocket I’m coming today, and I definitely don’t want to get him in trouble. I’ll never be allowed back. As if he has a sixth sense about me, Manning’s gaze turns toward me.

      He beckons me closer with a wave of his hand near his side that no one else can see. I walk out from behind the crates with my head held high. The guys are all about six inches taller than me, and I can physically feel the difference being this close to them. I clench my hands, wishing I was already bigger.

      Why the hell is it taking so long to grow a few inches? Fuck.

      Manning turns toward me, prompting the others to do so too. “Here’s my little bro, guys,” Manning says. He’s bare chested, sweat already slicking down his front. Cole has his shirt off, too, but he’s not perspiring like my brother. Johnny wears a suit with a black shirt underneath. “Mack,” Manning says. “This is Cole and Johnny Rocket.”

      I nod at each of them only for the simple reason that I don’t trust my voice to come out low right now. It would probably squeak like I’m going through puberty, and that just isn’t a good look in front of Crew guys.

      Cole smiles at me. “Manning says you have a mean right hook.”

      I try not to beam at my brother, but I fail miserably. I didn’t know he talked about me to these guys. Ever since he joined the Crew, he’s been distant. We haven’t had much time together, which sucks, because even with the few years between us, he’s always been my best friend.

      When I don’t say anything, Manning punches me in the shoulder. “Among other things. As soon as he hits his growth spurt, he’s gonna be standing right where we are. Mark my words.”

      Rocket gives me a cursory once over. “He’s going to need more than a growth spurt.”

      Manning laughs. “Believe it or not, I was skinnier than him. It’s just how our genetics work.”

      Rocket still doesn’t seem like he gives a fuck. He runs his hands through his dark hair. “So, you’re ready for tonight? Do you need me to do anything?”

      “Please,” Manning says like he’s insulted Rocket had to ask. “I’m good.”

      “Alright, then I’m out. I’ve got a date with a pair of tits. We’ll be back later.”

      He leaves out a different door. Cole shakes his head, scoffing. “Do you think he’s still fucking Cherry?”

      Manning lifts his shoulders. “They’ve been on again off again since high school, man. Who knows who he’s talking about. Lucky dick.”

      “For real,” Cole says, shifting his gaze over his shoulder to where Johnny Rocket was even though he’s no longer there anymore.

      I gaze around the room. It’s huge. Sure, it looks like a neglected industrial warehouse, but it’s perfect for the fights. The wood crates lying about could just be things left behind from when this place was still being used as a warehouse, but if you look closer, they’re definitely arranged in a seating pattern on two sides of the fight area. There’s even a bar on one side, and I’m positive the Crew does a lot of business during the fights for that reason alone.

      “Well, man,” my brother says. “I told Mack we could spar a bit before tonight. You can stick around if you want.”

      Cole tugs on the earrings in his ears. “I gotta go, anyway, man. I have to deal with some things back home. I’ll probably meet up with Magnum before dropping by later.”

      “Yeah? It’ll be good to see him if you can get him to come. Fucker is taking this security thing really seriously, huh?”

      Cole widens his eyes. “You have no idea.”

      He and my brother do the bro hug again, and then Cole gives me a small salute as he leaves through the door I came in.

      My brother playfully pops me in the jaw. “You ready?”

      He goes off to the side, using his shirt to wipe the sweat from his face and torso before dropping it to the floor again. I take my own shirt off and then we both pull off our jeans to reveal boxers. We never had any fancy training clothes, so this is how we train.

      “What’s your nickname going to be?” I ask as he walks back over, shadowboxing the air in front of him.

      The corner of Manning’s lips turn up. “Something badass I hope. Hook. Uppercut. Jab.”

      “Jab?” I scoff.

      Manning shrugs. “You got a better name?”

      “Yeah,” I smirk. “Brawler.”

      Manning stops in his tracks. “Damn, that is good. I might have to—”

      I cut him off by coming at him. I let my fists fly in a flurry. I barely touch him. We’re contact sparring only, not putting our all into it. Full contact is for real fights.

      Manning’s laughter fills the vacant space. “Dude. Dude. I’m just kidding.”

      He returns fire, and I dodge him as best I can. Manning says I’m fast. He says if I can keep my speed when I get my bulk, that I’ll be a force to be reckoned with.

      We spend a half an hour going back and forth. Manning helps me perfect some of my feet placements and hip movements. And for a while, it’s just like old times.

      We don’t stop until we’re both sweating our asses off. “I missed sparring with you,” he says, lips pulling tight.

      I swallow, trying not to get emotional.

      He walks over to a case of water that still has the plastic wrapped around it. He tears it open and then stands. “Heads up.” He throws a bottle to me, and I catch it out of the air. Twisting the cap, I drink half until my heart stops beating like it’s going to come right out of my chest.

      “So, there are fights tonight?” I probe.

      Manning looks at me, shadows crossing over his face. “Yeah.”

      “Can I come?”

      He looks away. “Come on, Mack. You know I need you with Mom and Maria when I’m busy doing stuff.”

      “Then what am I doing here now?”

      His face hardens. “You want me to regret asking you to come here?”

      “No,” I burst out. “Just, come on. I want to see the fights, Manning.”

      Manning finishes his water and tosses it behind him. “There’s a lot you don’t know, little brother. I’m not trying to be a dick. You get that, right? I’m just trying to look out for you.”

      “It’s a stupid fight,” I protest.

      “If it’s stupid, why do you want to see it so bad?”

      I narrow my gaze at him, and he just laughs. I lick my lips and start to barter. “One fight? Just one. And then I’ll go home.”

      Manning gives me a sideways glance.

      “Plus, I can help you get ready here. Free labor.”

      He shakes his head. “Mom’s going to kill me. Fine. One fucking fight, Mack, but I mean it. One.”

      “Yes.” I pump my fist into the air in celebration.

      He scoops down and grabs my shirt. “Just get dressed before people start showing up. And you have to call and tell Mom.”

      He throws my shirt at my face. Well, fuck.
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      I use the phone at the corner store around the block. When my mother answers, I just come out with it before I can chicken out. “Hey, Mom. Don’t set a place for me at dinner, ‘kay?”

      “Why? What’s up?”

      She doesn’t sound suspicious but she’s like a ninja. She hides that shit until you don’t see it coming. It’s borne out of being a single mother to three kids. “I’m hanging out with some guys from school tonight.”

      “Oh.”

      I wait, biting my lower lip. She doesn’t say anything for the longest time. The clerk behind the counter is getting antsy, so I turn away to avoid making eye contact. No doubt he’s about to tell me to get the hell off the phone so I’m not tying up the line.

      Since Mom is staying silent, she forces me to say something else. “So, I’ll see you afterward?”

      “What time will you be home, Marcus?”

      Ah, shit. That voice is back. The one where I can tell she doesn’t believe a word that’s coming out of my mouth. I’m not technically lying though. I am hanging out with a bunch of guys from school. Maybe “hanging out” isn’t the best word to describe it, since no one will probably know I’m there, but still, I’ll be in a place where a bunch of guys from school will be. It’s only a slight exaggeration of what’s actually going down.

      “Um, nine?”

      “Eight-thirty.”

      “Come on, Mom. You let Manning stay out later than that.”

      “I didn’t let Manning do anything. He just did it,” she retorts.

      “I’ll leave at eight-thirty and get home at nine.”

      She thinks on it for a few moments. “You’ve always been my sweet boy, you know that? Don’t get into trouble.”

      My mouth instantly pulls back into a smile. “Love you, Mom.”

      “Love you, too. Be safe.”

      With those words, I hang up. I huff out a thank you to the man behind the counter and then walk out. The little bell rings above my head as I exit onto the street. We’re moving into the warmer months, so it’s still the perfect temperature even though the sun is setting in between the rough buildings in this neighborhood.

      I watch my surroundings carefully. One of the reasons Manning wanted to show me how to box was so that I could defend myself if needed, and I have needed it in the past. The hierarchy at Rawley Heights is no joke. You can’t show that you’re weak or else you’ll get picked on even more. I may be on the smaller side now, but I’ve quickly clued everyone into the fact that they shouldn’t mess with me. Since Manning got into the Crew, no one will fuck with me anyway. But I still need to be able to prove myself.

      Once I don’t see any threats, my mind starts to wander. What did Manning mean by there are things I don’t know? I know the Crew aren’t saints, but they do what they must. Believe it or not, before them, things were even rougher here. It was anarchy.

      They police the town, so things don’t get too bad. They’re badass and have illegal businesses, sure, but they bring money back into the area, and ever since they’ve moved in, Rawley Heights is getting the scum out. Drugs aren’t dealt on every corner now. Prostitutes don’t sell on the street either. All of it is regulated. They’re quite literally cleaning up the streets.

      I push open the side door to the warehouse and walk in. Manning said he had to do some stuff to prepare for the fights while I went and called Mom, so I’m not surprised to hear other voices when I turn the corner into the main area.

      I peek around the wood crates and spy Manning leaning on a wide broom while talking to Cole. This time, there is someone else with him. The guy has red-tinted hair. Dressed all in black, his muscles fill out his shirt, and I’m instantly fucking jealous of his physique.

      They talk in low tones, so I stay back. Everyone knows you don’t put your nose into something that doesn’t concern you. Or at least, you learn that at a very young age growing up in the Heights school system.

      The two guys leave Manning there, and then I make myself known. Manning’s brows furrow, but when he sees me, he instantly relaxes. Or makes himself relax. “Glad you’re here.” He offers me the broom. I scowl at it, which just makes his smirk deepen. “I thought you said something about free labor. Come on, I have to get some other things done, and people will be showing up soon.” He leans the handle toward me, and I catch it. “I take it you talked to Mom.”

      “Yeah, she’s good.”

      He lifts a brow at me like he doesn’t quite believe what I’m saying. I shrug.

      “What time does she want you home?”

      “Nine.”

      He nods. “Good. The first fight will go on about eight, so you have plenty of time to get home well before Mom wants you there.”

      “I don’t know why she cares. She let you stay out.”

      Manning moves closer and places his hand on my shoulder. He frets over his lip, and the sincerity in his eyes reminds me of past Manning. “I had things to do. Things I don’t want you and Maria to have to worry about.”

      I shrug, and his face tightens. I feel like he wants to say something else, but someone calls out to him. “Manning. The bar.”

      Manning twists, nodding at the girl who’s just dropped off a dolly filled with cases of beer. When he turns back to me, he frowns. “You’re better than me, Mack. Don’t ever forget that.”

      With that, he leaves to go deal with whatever the girl needs him to deal with. I watch him walk away with unease. I look up to Manning. He’s my big brother, and he’s done more for this family than even our own father. Why in the world would he say I’m better than him? That’s just plain wrong.

      If I know Manning, he won’t want to talk about it though.

      I sweep the area just as he asked, moving from one side of the room to the other and paying careful attention to the area between the two makeshift bleachers made out of old, wooden crates. The cement floor is stained with brown splotches that are most likely dried blood. There’s even a huge circle in one area of the floor, and I can’t imagine the fight that went down to get that stain. Damn. They must have tried killing each other.

      Manning notices me staring and walks up. People are milling about now, and even more are streaming in through the doors. There are Crew guys at the entrances taking in cover charges. Seeing the money that’s turned over makes my eyes bulge out of my head. “I have to go check on the fighters now, so I need you to take a seat on the bleachers. On the end, so after the first fight, you can just jump down and go home, alright?”

      “Yes.”

      “I mean it, Mack. One fight.”

      “Alright,” I say in exasperation.

      His shoulders deflate. He takes the handle of the broom away from me. “I appreciate you helping out.”

      “Can I go with you to check on the fighters?”

      He shakes his head. “Not a good idea. Most of them are dicks, and they won’t want anyone new around.” He turns me toward the bleachers closest to the door I’ve been going in and out of. “At the top, all the way to the edge.”

      Obviously, he’ll be making sure I leave after the first fight if he knows exactly where I’m sitting.

      He pushes me toward the crates, and I make my way up the rickety, groaning wood. They looked pretty sturdy from the ground, and they probably are, but they’re sure protesting under my weight. A few people have already claimed the first row, which is where I would’ve liked to sit, but Manning pointed me to the place that’ll be the most out of the way and the easiest to leave from.

      I kind of want to defy him on this and sit where I want, but if I do, he’ll never let me come back, and that’s the last thing I want. Fighting is in my heart, and I’ve been jonesing for this opportunity for a long time.

      A half an hour later, the place really starts buzzing. People are filling in every square inch and even more keep streaming in through the doors. I don’t know how much the cover charge is, but even if it’s only five dollars a person, they’re making bank. Hell, even if it’s only a dollar a person, that’s a lot of money to be made in these fights. No wonder why Manning has been able to help Mom with the bills.

      My gaze darts over the room, watching. The bar is doing good business, too. It’s not the kind you see in movies where they’re selling liquor. They’re just selling cans of beer that you get down at the corner store where I just was, and almost everyone is partaking. I’ve watched them bring up at least three more dollies worth of beer stacks since I’ve been sitting here, and who knows how much more they have at their disposal.

      Up above the simple bar on the fight floor, there’s a wood structure built into the wall with stairs leading up to it. I’ve let my gaze wander there a few times, and I’ve noticed Rocket with a girl at his side. He stands, looking down as if he’s the emperor of his kingdom, and I can only imagine if he looks like that, his father must look like God.

      During my inspection of the area, I also note that there are far more people here than just people from Rawley Heights High. There are a lot of younger people here, sure, but there are also all different ages, too. A lot of them I don’t recognize from anywhere, which means they’re pulling in a crowd from outside of the Heights.

      Quite an accomplishment because no one wants to come here.

      Before the fights even start, I’m in awe. The only time I’ve ever been in a crowd like this is when they pull everyone into the gym at school for some sort of bullshit announcement about how they’re furthering our minds through education.

      This is what they should be doing if they want us to pay attention.

      I sit up straight when I see Manning move into view toward the center of the square area that’s clearly off limits to everyone but the fighters. It’s not a boxing ring or an octagon from the UFC, but it’s the closest we’re going to get to that here. A guy is by his side that’s even bigger than my brother. He’s shirtless with muscles practically ripping over his hairy torso. He’s actually a little older than who I imagined fighting here. He has a full beard, and an angry face. Everything about him screams scary.

      While Manning talks to him, people down the row from me hiss at the fighter in low tones, talking about how “their guy” is going to kick his ass.

      I glance toward the other walkway that is one of the only other places kept clear aside from the path to the bar and the path on the opposite side of the fighting area. The guy sitting three down from me points out their fighter making his way toward the ring. He’s as big as the bearded fighter, though tattoos cover every inch of his skin. He has huge holes in his ears as if he usually wears earrings but obviously took them out for safety reasons. Everything goes in these fights, which means if he doesn’t want the flesh of his ear ripped, he better take his earrings out.

      Another person stands next to this new fighter, and I’m guessing I’m supposed to root for the guy my brother is with. He’s probably Crew, and by the way I don’t recognize the people sitting a little down from me, nor the guy coming out to fight, I’m guessing they’re not Crew.

      Excitement builds. My legs jump up and down, feet tapping against the wood crates as nerves flutter in my stomach. I’ve made myself as small as possible back here so that I can look on just as Manning wanted.

      I’ll do exactly what he says because I need to do this again. The hair on my arms rises as I look on at the scene. For a moment, I let myself fall into a dream where I’m the one being coached by my brother before a fight. Minus the beard, of course. I’ve filled out, just like Manning said I would. I’m hungry for a win. I have the tactical knowledge to stand up with any guy who dares get in the ring with me, and the best part? I can start helping out at home, too.

      If Manning is making money by running the fights, I can bring money by being in the fights.

      I make a mental note to ask Manning how much the fighters make, and then I sit back as Manning moves into the center of the cement square. The crowd hushes, and pride fills me that everyone is looking at my brother right now, respecting him enough to be quiet without him even having to ask. Electricity zips through my fingers as he tells everyone who the fighters are.

      There’s no pomp. No one gets entry music or mouth guards, or hell, even referees. This is all about bareknuckle fighting. It’s about who’s the best, who will survive, taking away everything else and stripping it down to just two badass fighters in the ring who are trying to knock each other out.

      The fight starts and it’s everything I hoped it would be. Manning catches my eye after a particularly brutal exchange and grins. He must see me smiling from ear-to-ear because he’s still looking when I peek back a few moments later. Except, this time, there’s a different expression on his face. One of worry. One of regret.

      I look away, suddenly annoyed. I hope he’s not disappointed he brought me here because this has probably been the best night of my life. Instead of worrying about it, I shake it off and watch the rest of the fight on the edge of my seat, picking apart their moves in my head and coming up with different strategies. But overall, I just watch on in awe because I’ve never seen anything so brutal in my life, and I fucking love it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            4

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Our guy wins.

      It’s close though. Both fighters are freaking bloody and in bad shape afterward. Cuts on their faces. Swollen cheeks and eyes. Gashes on their nose.

      The people down the row from me get hyped, furious that their guy lost. The whole crowd is so into it that the audience starts arguing afterward. I look around, thrilled at everyone being so involved in the outcome when I meet Manning’s eyes. His lips are thin, and he nods toward the exit.

      I stand, giving him a hard look. Anticipation shoots up my spine as the arguing turns into physical attacks. Manning narrows his gaze at me even further, so before I can be drawn into anything, I jump down without a look back.

      I told him one fight, and I told my mom I’d be home by nine, so I’m going to stick by my word even though it looks as if the fights in the ring aren’t going to be the only fights happening in the warehouse tonight. I plan on asking Manning if that happens every single fight, or if there was beef between the fighters beforehand to spur that kind of reaction.

      I take the bus back home, keeping to myself. There aren’t a lot of people using public transportation at this time of night, but that doesn’t mean I can let my guard down. I make sure I’m aware of my surroundings, who’s getting on and off, and when I finally step off the bus, I gaze all around. It’s a good thing we’re only two blocks away from a bus stop, but I still don’t linger and wait for something to happen.

      Shit occurs every night out here. Some of it Crew related, some of it just normal Heights stuff, but no doubt ends in something Crew related because they make sure things don’t get too messy. They do better than the police ever could at making sure things don’t escalate.

      I take the elevator up to our floor with a middle-aged guy with a single bag of groceries in his hand. We nod at each other in mutual respect, and when he gets off on his floor, I lean back against the metal wall, finally able to relax a little. I’m coated in dried sweat. All those people packed inside, plus with my blood pumping a mile a minute watching, I probably perspired a whole liter of water.

      Making my way down the hallway to our apartment, I don’t know exactly what time it is, but I know I’ve gotten home before nine. The fight didn’t last all that long. Ten to fifteen minutes total, but in that timeframe, so many things happened. Someone became a victor, and someone else a loser. I smile to myself as I open the door and kick it closed. “I’m home,” I call out.

      “In here,” my mother responds.

      I walk through the short hallway that leads to the main room. Mom and Maria are watching TV, Maria’s head in our mother’s lap. I quickly check the time to make sure I’m not late, and I smile when it’s quarter to nine. Ha.

      “Have fun?” Mom asks.

      I nod. “Yeah, had a great time.”

      Maria wrinkles her nose. “What have you been doing? Exercising? You look terrible.”

      I make a face at her, and then decide that I probably should take a shower before I go to bed. I don’t know what time Manning is going to get home, but I want to be able to ask him about the fight. Maybe since he let me watch one he’ll be more open to answering my questions on what he does there.

      When Mom returns to watching the TV, I head back down the hallway but not before flipping Maria off.

      “I saw that,” my mom grumbles.

      “Just showing my sister some brotherly affection.”

      My sister tries to return the sentiment, but my mom holds her arm to the couch to stop her, and I chuckle on the way to the bathroom.

      Just like this morning, I don’t take long at all. Just enough to wash the sheen of sweat away. Mom and Maria haven’t moved when I come back out. I stand behind the couch for a moment to see what they’re watching, but it’s some romance movie that doesn’t interest me in the slightest. I tell them good night, and then I flop back on my bed, lying face up with my hands behind my head, and replay the fight in my mind.

      I fall asleep that way and wake up to Manning tiptoeing in. The light is still on and everything, but before I can let my eyes adjust, Manning turns the light off. He must see that I’m awake because he hisses, “What are you doing sleeping with the light on?”

      I turn on my side, watching my brother peel his shirt off. “I must have fallen asleep with it on.”

      He discards his shirt to the floor, and I notice a big red splotch on the collar. He still has his back to me, so I continue on like I don’t notice the blood. “I loved those fights. I can’t believe you get to do that all the time. It was so awesome. Did you see the combo your guy hit the other one with? I think he busted his nose. Did he? That guy was fucked up at the end. The people next to me were pissed.”

      When I get it all out, my chest is heaving like I’ve just watched the fight again from the top of the makeshift bleachers.

      Manning’s shoulders deflate. “Glad you had fun.”

      “You’ve fought there, haven’t you?” I finally ask. There’s no way he hasn’t. My brother is damn good. My stomach squeezes when I realize he may have even fought there tonight if his shirt is any indication. “How did it go?”

      “Yeah, I’ve fought there,” he confirms. He moves onto his bed like a shadow. He sits on the very edge, facing me. It’s so dark in the room, that I’m just staring at an outline of his head.

      He continues to sit there, so I have to prompt him. “Well...”

      “It’s fun, but it’s not a joke, Mack. It’s not regulated. It’s not like the fights we see on TV. People call each other out. Sometimes whoever wins or loses can cause even more problems.”

      “Did that happen today?” I squint through the darkness to see if my brother is okay. The light is so terrible in here, but his voice doesn’t sound the same. “It seemed like shit was going to go down when I left. I could’ve stayed to help.”

      “No,” Manning says immediately. “I don’t want you there when shit goes down.” After a while, he sighs. “It wasn’t that bad. Just people being dumb and not taking fighting for what it is. It’s not an insult. It’s just one moment in time where one person happened to be better than the other. Even if you get beat one day, you can win the next. It doesn’t reflect on people as a whole. Remember that, Mack. Even if you get taken down, you can always work at bringing yourself back up. People don’t see that sometimes though.”

      “Well, it’s about honor and pride.”

      The bed creaks as Manning gets comfortable. “Yeah, that’s a huge part of it. The fights there are all about that, but you know fighting isn’t who you are at the core, right? Just because you lose one day doesn’t make you a pussy.”

      I frown. “Well, yeah. You can always get better.”

      “I just think people miss the point of growing,” Manning muses. “Some of these fighters think they can win even if they’ve never trained. They think their muscle or their status means everything. They think their bulk or their speed or their general craziness will get the other to concede, but in the ring, all bets are off. It comes down to who’s the better fighter, not anything else.”

      I rearrange the pillow under my head. “I want to do it,” I confess. “I want to fight in those fights, Manning. I have to. How much do the fighters make?”

      Manning doesn’t answer right away. I’m staring at an unmoving lump in his bed, and I wonder if he’s fallen asleep before he eventually does respond in a muted voice. “They don’t make anything at first. They volunteer to fight to see who’s good enough to bring in the crowds. I’ve seen so many people get the shit beat out of them because they think it’s a game.”

      “Well, that’s just dumb. Why would you fight if you didn’t know anything about it?”

      “People fight for respect all the time. They just do it in the worst places. Sometimes, you just have to believe you deserve the respect rather than push people into giving it to you. And plus, you need to earn respect in your own way.”

      “I have no idea what the fuck you’re saying,” I tell him. Is he talking bad about the fights? I don’t get it.

      Manning huffs. “What I mean is, everyone is good at something, right? Maria’s so freaking good at school, but I wouldn’t put her in a ring to fight someone for respect. But I would put her in a science fair so she could win first place over her rivals, you know?”

      I snicker. Science fair?

      “Or someone who’s a computer hacker,” Manning continues. “I wouldn’t fight someone to gain respect if I was a computer hacker. I would just turn his digital life upside down. Some people forget that they may not have the expertise at fighting, but their expertise could hurt people in other ways. Instead, everyone wants to get into the ring to prove how badass they are.”

      I smirk. “So, how’s Maria going to earn respect? Spelling bee people to death?”

      Manning chuckles darkly. “No, Maria’s going to earn respect by getting the fuck out of the Heights and making something of herself. That’s why I go to the fights, Mack. That’s why I joined the Crew. To give you guys a better life so we’re not just scraping by.”

      I bite the inside of my cheek. “What if what I want to do is fight?”

      Manning swings his legs over the side of the bed and kneels in front of my bed in one swift movement. He gets in my face. From the light of the neon alarm clock, I gasp at the bruising on his face. At the cuts he’s been marred with. “Then you’re going to do me a favor, Mack. You’re going to go to a legit boxing ring. Or some place that will teach you mixed martial arts and you’re going to fight in cages. You’re going to do it where you can make something of yourself.”

      “Manning—”

      He pushes away, the hard glint in his eyes turning sad. “Just promise me, Mack. Even the playing field by going somewhere with a conscience.” He lies back down, placing his hands behind his head and staring up at the ceiling.

      I scrunch my pillow up underneath my head and don’t answer. If the fight ring is good enough for Manning then it’s good enough for me. “Did you win?” I ask. It’s obvious he fought tonight now. The evidence is right there on his face.

      “No,” Manning grunts.

      My heart twinges. That’s what all this is. He’s just pissed he lost a fight.

      I turn around, putting my back to him. “I bet you got paid though.”

      Neither one of us talk after that.

      I fall asleep at some point, not realizing that would be the last night I shared a room with my brother. With my best friend. With the guy who I looked up to more than anything.

      And more than that, I didn’t realize that was only the beginning of when Manning became a normal person to me. Just a guy with flaws. Just a guy who made mistakes and ruined his family with them.
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      Manning and I don’t speak in the morning. He doesn’t need to wake me up. I’m so wired from our discussion last night that I’m awake way before him.

      I’m even up before Mom.

      When she emerges from her room, she wipes sleep from her eyes as she moves into the kitchen where I chase the knockoff Lucky Charms cereal with my spoon. She leans over and kisses my head, singsonging. “Good morning.”

      I only huff out a response. The conversation I had with my brother last night has me more confused than ever. Couldn’t he have just told me that he’d be honored to have me fight in the warehouse? That he’d love to be in my corner during fights and vice versa? The Timms brothers just mauling through competitors until everyone in the Heights wants to see us fight. That’s how we would grow out of this place. Think about all the damn money we could make.

      “You seem upset,” Mom says perceptively.

      Too perceptive. “I’m good. Just had a hard time sleeping last night.”

      “Is Manning coming in too late and bothering you? I can talk with him about it.”

      I wave her worries away. “No, it’s not Manning. Just have a lot on my mind.”

      Mom starts the coffeemaker, the one thing she’s addicted to. Maria strides in next, eyes widening when she sees me at the small table. She doesn’t say a word as she sits next to me, plopping her heavy bookbag on the floor next to her. She’s literally the only person in the school who actually carries around her bookbag.

      What my brother told me last night pops into my head again. I get what he’s saying. Kind of. Maria should go to school. It’s what she’s good at. But what if what we’re good at is being here? Does that make what we want somehow less better?

      Mom gets a bowl for Maria and starts to hand it to her, but Maria waves her away. “I have a test this morning. I’m so nervous I can’t eat.”

      I eye her like she’s from a different planet. Rawley Heights isn’t known for academics. Full stop. Maria acts like it’s her world though.

      She gives me a teasing grin. “I know you and most of the student body don’t care, but I do. It’s bad enough I have to chase some teachers down to actually give me work, so when one is actually doing what they’re supposed to, I’m going to put my all into it.”

      “What teacher is this?”

      “Franks,” she replies, looking almost dreamily as she says the name.

      I shrug. I don’t know what this Franks teaches, but if he actually makes people do work, I probably don’t want to be in his class. Maybe he’s new? It’s possible by the time I get to him, he’ll have realized there’s no hope for us.

      The Heights will do that to you.

      “Good luck,” I tell her. “I’m sure you’ll do great.”

      Her lips turn up. “Yeah?”

      “I bet you’ll get the highest grade in the class.”

      She rolls her eyes. “All I have to do is write my name on the test and I’ll get the highest grade in the class.”

      I laugh because it’s true.

      “What about you?” she inquires. “Did you have fun last night with your friends?”

      She emphasizes the last part of the sentence like she knows I was full of shit when I said that. “I did,” I tell her, giving her a warning look.

      She just rolls her eyes and kicks me as if to say she isn’t going to rat me out. Maria’s great like that.

      “You’re not going to eat anything?” Mom asks, finally sitting at the table with coffee mug in hand.

      “Toast?” I ask. “I’ll make you some.”

      “Aww,” she says, grasping her hands to her chest. “You’d do that for little old me?”

      I give her a look that says she’s being ridiculous.

      She stands from the table. “I don’t know. Do we have anything I can take to eat real quick after the test? Granola bar or anything?”

      Mom frowns at the cabinets. She has to make a grocery run, and I guess she’s putting it off. I’m then reminded that we only had the heel of the bread left yesterday, so I probably couldn’t even make Maria toast if she wanted it.

      Behind us, my bedroom door opens. Manning doesn’t say anything as he moves down the hall to the shower. Mom frowns at him, but she doesn’t comment either. I hope his face looks better than it did last night, but if I know Manning, and I do, he probably hid his face while he walked down the hall anyway. He’ll also wait for us by the front door, so he doesn’t have to show Mom what he was up to last night.

      “I might have some change in my purse,” Mom offers. “They still have the vending machines at school, right?”

      “Yeah,” Maria says. She stands behind Mom and shakes her head at me, most likely trying to tell me not to tell Mom the vending machine has been broken into so many times that the staff don’t even bother to fix it anymore let alone fill it. It just sits there empty.

      “I’ll get you some change then,” she says and starts to get up.

      Maria places her hands on Mom’s shoulders. “Don’t worry about it. I think I have some quarters in my book bag.”

      As predicted, when Manning gets out of the shower, he calls out from the front door. “Let’s get this show on the road!”

      Maria squeals, most likely nerves from her test. I get up, shuffling my feet toward the door. Mom stops and hugs me. I wrap my arms around her, squeezing tight. She chuckles. “I think you’re already getting bigger, Marcus. I can hardly reach around you anymore.”

      She’s lying, but it picks me up anyway.

      She cups Maria’s face. “Good luck on your test. I’m sure you’re going to get a hundred.”

      Maria beams in the light of her smile. I walk toward the door. Manning is already on the other side of it. Mom looks down the hallway and frowns. “He probably has somewhere to be,” I tell her, covering up for him as best as I can. I don’t want Mom to be upset about his face either.

      She nods, though her lips are tight and slim. Before she turns, I recognize the worry in her eyes, and it yanks at my heartstrings. He can only avoid her for so long. At some point, she’s going to see that he got his ass kicked.

      We walk outside, and Maria gasps when she sees Manning. “What the hell happened to you?”

      “Shh,” he scolds, pointing toward the front door that hasn’t fully closed yet. Once it does, he pulls his shoulders back and shrugs. “An altercation, that’s all.”

      Maria frowns at his back. “Manning, I hope you’re being safe.”

      “As safe as I can be,” he says cryptically.

      I can’t blame her for her reaction. He looks even worse in the light than he did last night when I saw his bruises in the shadows. My heart squeezes, wishing he’d won his fight.

      Maria runs up to Manning, grinning at him. I’m a step behind, watching her as she leans in close. “You’re the best older brother, you know that, right? I just worry about you.”

      He messes up her hair. “I know.” He looks behind her to me, face softening. “We have to stick together, you know?”

      Maria nods, then stares straight ahead. Trey is outside the elevator again, but this time, Maria doesn’t even look at him. When it gets to our floor, we all get on with several more people who just sneak in as the door closes. One of the last guys to get on looks at Manning, eyes bulging. “Duuuuuude, I saw you fight last night.”

      I glance up at Manning who gives the newcomer a tight smile.

      The guy chuckles into his hand. “You had his number from the beginning. He didn’t have a chance.”

      I blink. Wait. What?

      I turn to look at my brother who holds his hand out to the guy. They shake, and Manning says, “Thanks for watching, man.”

      What the fuck? Manning told me he didn’t win his fight last night.

      I glare at my brother the entire time we’re in the elevator, and he makes sure not to look at me. When the elevator finally stops, I push past everyone first and stomp ahead. He fucking lied to me. But why?

      Maria asks about me as I stalk toward the exit of the apartment building. I don’t hear what Manning says in response, but neither one of them try to stop me as I make my way out of the building.

      I don’t understand why he wouldn’t just tell me he won. Why would he be so weird last night? He obviously likes to fight because he keeps doing it. Why does he want me to do something else?

      I shove my hands in my pockets, and I just make it to the corner when the light turns yellow. I jog across, looking behind me to see that Maria and Manning are stuck on the opposite side. Manning frowns. His sad expression makes me even more mad.

      I’m fuming about it when I hear the first gunshot.

      At first, I just hit the ground, exactly like he taught me to do. I scramble to the side, placing my hands over my head. More shots ring out, and my heart skips around in my chest like a bad game of pinball.

      Shit, shit, shit.

      Screams erupt. It’s absolute chaos. Squealing tires peel out. The roar of an engine flies by me, and then I can hear people’s footsteps racing by to get away from the scene.

      I glance up, hoping to find my brother and sister in the crowd, but I don’t. My gaze darts around as I pull myself to my feet on shaky hands and legs.

      The fucker Trey runs past me, knocking into my shoulder. He almost plows me over, but I keep searching. Everyone seems to be clearing away from the scene, and I can’t tell if someone shot into the group we were in, or if it was someplace else but everyone just freaked.

      “Maria!”

      The world slows as I search for my siblings. People still run away, and I’m going against the traffic as more people sprint past me.

      “Manning!”

      The crowd parts, and everything comes to a crashing halt as I zero in on one spot. The breath gets knocked out of me. I’m stuck in a black hole where time has completely halted until my brain catches up with what I see in front of me.

      Two bodies lie on the sidewalk.

      One is my sister.

      Blood seeps from her head, crimson pooling onto the cement beside her. Her bag full of books is still wrapped in her one hand.

      The other is my brother.

      He’s lying on his side. He grasps his throat, crawling toward my sister’s body as bright red spills out between his fingers.

      I run forward, pushed by a force that’s suddenly keeping me on my feet. “No!”

      I push people out of the way to get to them. They’re like scattering cockroaches. No one wants to be seen here. No one wants to be a witness or a bystander.

      Manning wraps his hand in Maria’s. I skid to a halt on my knees in front of them, the pain of tearing my knees not even registering. Manning squeezes her petite little fingers, and it only takes one look at her to know she’s dead.

      My big sister. Just gone.

      Manning makes an anguished sound, then falls back on his side. He locks gazes with me. Tears hover in his eyes like ghosts before falling.

      “Mack...” he chokes out, fingers twitching toward me. He never makes it to me. He never finishes what he’s saying. He’s just here one second and gone the next.

      I buckle over, hunched against the cracked sidewalk, chest ripping to shreds right there in the middle of the Heights.
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      I can’t believe this is fucking happening again.

      My stomach sinks. Behind me, just outside the bathroom door, Abuela swears in Spanish. Cursing up and down, turning the walls of her house black. I know what finding my mom in the bathroom like this means, and I can’t even blame my grandmother for what’s about to happen. What must she think when she sees her daughter passed out next to the toilet? Her hands lifeless at her side, and the drug-induced vomit she puked up still crusted over her lips.

      I try to hold myself together, using the bathroom counter for support as I stare down at the unmoving body in the shape of my mother. Abuela rants some more until my grandfather runs up to us. Well, his version of running. Abuela and Lito are old and don’t get around as well anymore. He does more of a limp-drag motion that gets him places quickly when he needs to. Though, I’m sure what he finds when he gets to us makes him rethink how fast he needed to rush. The light dies in his eyes. Us moving in here was always a bad idea.

      Blocking out my grandparents’ conversation is easy as I clench the countertop. No matter how many times I find my mother like this, worry still consumes me. I hobble toward her, my cracked ribs still bothering me. I reach out with the hand that’s in a cast but pull it back and reach out with the other, moving Mom’s hair so I can see the pulse at her neck, which is luckily still feathering underneath her unnaturally pale skin.

      I relax, sliding down the cabinets to sit next to her. Her head is still propped up on the toilet, turned toward the rest of us, like she literally just finished puking before passing out. We’d been gone all morning, so I have no idea how long she’s been here like this. I had a sinking feeling when I woke up and found she wasn’t in the room we share, knowing that she probably got into trouble again.

      “I can’t do it,” Abuela says in broken English. “She no help herself.”

      It seems that way. It does. I might think that, too. When life gets really dark, I still do think that, but I also have memories from Spring Hill. Those memories remind me that Mom is like this because we drew the short stick of poverty and inner-city living where people fight just to survive. Just to walk down the street. Just to walk the halls at school.

      The Heights does this to her. It always has.

      At Spring Hill, I didn’t have to worry about this. There, I could focus on football and not have to watch my back twenty-four seven. No matter how much I try, I still miss the ease of life there even though I know it’s pointless.

      “My Oscar,” Abuela says, voice shaking. She reaches her gnarled fingers toward me, flexing and unflexing. “She need to leave.”

      I pull myself up with great effort. My insides twinging, but I don’t show it. Abuela cups my face, and glassy eyes greet me.

      She knows what awaits my mother on the streets, but even with that, she’s worried what my mom will bring back here just as much.

      I am, too, and I know my mom does as well. We couldn’t live with ourselves if something happened to Abuelita and Lito because of her.

      I place my palm on my grandmother’s hand and lean into her warmth for a moment. It’s been ages since my mom showed me any affection so I soak up as much as I can.

      “When she wake up...” Abuelita starts.

      “I know,” I say, rubbing her hand with my own. I move past them, giving them time to look at their daughter hunched over the toilet alone. They’re probably wondering what the hell happened to their little girl. I know I often wonder what the hell happened to my mother.

      I turn left in the hallway, walking over the threadbare brown carpet that’s been that way since I was little. Hell, I’m pretty sure it’s been that way since my mom was little. I sneak into the bedroom Mom and I share and pull out the shitty overnight bags we have and start throwing what little things we have to our names inside.

      Half of what I own, I only got over the last few months in Spring Hill when things were good. Mom had a steady job working in an office. I was the quarterback of a renowned high school, even if it was only for a short time. I should have known our lives would return to the sewer that is the Heights.

      Things ended...badly. I grew a conscience for once, which fucked me over. Mom got fired. We got thrown out of the place we were staying at by a bunch of rich dicks, the parents of the daughter I happened to be fucking, and as soon as we came back to the Heights with our heads down, I got jumped. Hence the broken arm, fractured ribs, and the toe injury that’s pretty much already healed.

      No football.

      No Spring Hill.

      No money.

      I swallow, the face of a girl that made me want to do better filtering into view briefly, but even that was a mirage because I’ll always be Oscar Drego from the Heights. Nothing more.

      And I’m about to be homeless Oscar Drego.

      My grandparents cautioned my mom not to get back into drugs. She’s already had two warnings, and now here we are. They’re going to kick her out.

      I fill the overused bags with more clothing items and other essentials we’re going to need. It’s awkward with one hand, but I’ve had a cast for about a month now, so I’m getting used to it. I’ve learned to work around it. It’s the ribs that still get me from time to time because in some positions, I feel absolutely fine. It’s only when I turn a certain way that I’m reminded my body is fucked and that I never should’ve believed I could escape the Heights. I’m reminded it’s a cruel world, and if you’re soft, you get eaten up quick.

      I grew lazy. I grew comfortable. Not anymore.

      From the bathroom, the sounds of Mom retching break up the low cries of my grandmother. Oh, good. She’s awake. I pull the red duffel bag over my shoulder and then grab the other in my good hand. As soon as I’m carrying the entire weight of the bags on one side of my body, I hiss in a breath from the pain that tears through my mid-section.

      I breathe through it and relocate the bags to my grandparents’ front door. Then, I walk into the bathroom where my mom tries to stand on shaky feet. My grandparents move away as she turns the faucet on and splashes water all over her face, but practically drowns the front of her shirt with it, too. And the counter. And the floor.

      I cringe.

      Next, Mom uses a washcloth to dry her face and finally realizes I’m standing in the doorway watching her. “Don’t look at me like that,” she croaks.

      This is her MO. She gets defensive then sad. She’ll promise to change, but then it just starts all over again. My grandparents are right. She’s not going to change anytime soon, and it doesn’t seem to be getting better. It’s getting worse.

      She walks toward me until I move out of her way. Immediately, she heads toward the bedroom. “I wouldn’t do that,” I tell her.

      She sighs. “Not right now, Oscar. I need to sleep.”

      “That’s not your bed anymore,” I say.

      Mom stops, planting her hands on the walls on either side of the hallway. In the other room, Abuelita’s cries get louder. Her sobs tear at my heart. I can only hope they do something to my mom, too. I grab the toilet bowl brush and splash some bleach in the toilet before giving it a quick wash. Mom’s still in the hallway, probably trying to figure out what I’m trying to get at. It’s probably super difficult to think when you’re doped up on drugs. Then, I wipe down the counter, so my grandparents don’t have to worry about any of the mess before coming up behind her.

      She’s trembling. “I tried,” she croaks out. “I tried so damn hard.”

      “Come on, Mom. You’re leaving.”

      “No, no, no. I can do better. I’ll do better,” she says through clenched teeth.

      “Mom...”

      She pushes around me, striding right up to my grandmother who’s sitting in her favorite chair in the living room. “How can you do this to me, Mama?”

      I follow behind her, the twinge in my stomach growing with every step I take. This is the most activity I’ve had in a while, and it shows. “Don’t blame it on them. You’re the one who doesn’t keep her promises.”

      Huge, wet tears well up in her eyes and track down her face. Her tears used to get to me a long time ago. Back when they were real. Maybe real’s not the right word. Back when they meant something. Back when they meant that she was really going to try. Now, they’re so common they practically do nothing to me.

      “Come on,” I say, taking her hand and moving her toward our packed bags.

      She plants her feet. “No, I need to sleep. Mama,” she says. “I’m just lost. I just need to sleep. I’ll be better. I promise.”

      She’s beginning to sound like an echo. Her voice keeps coming back and back, but nothing has changed. Not time. Not attitude. And definitely not her drug habit.

      Abuela shakes her head, and my mom drops to her knees. “Where am I going to sleep?”

      My head throbs. I move forward and place my hand on her shoulder. “We’ll figure it out. Come on.”

      “No,” my mom says, snatching her hand back. She turns fiery eyes back to her mom. “I can’t believe you would do this to me. You’re rotten. You’re sick.”

      My grandfather walks into the room, and my mother presses her lips together. His eyes are hard, but I know he’s broken up as much as Abuelita is. He just won’t let you yell at his wife like that. As it should be. The only reason I even know what family means is because of them.

      I hold a hand up to stop him. “I got her.” I pull my mom to her feet, my ribs protesting every movement. Then, I glance at Abuelita. “You know she doesn’t mean it.”

      “I do, too,” Mom shrieks. “I hate you!”

      I lead her back to the bags, resignation thick in my stomach like putrid bile. I knew as soon as we found her in the bathroom, this was how today would end. “Grab one of those bags, Mom.”

      “This is ridiculous!” She scoops up one of the bags, still trembling from head to toe. Her hair is stringy, and her face is pale. She’s only a poor reflection of the person she used to be.

      “Come on,” I say, leading her toward the door. As soon as I get her outside, I pick up the other bag with my stuff in it and turn toward my grandparents. “Thank you.” I smile at Abuelita and nod at Lito, my stomach clenching even harder now, but I’m not about to let what my mom is doing hurt them. I can’t. Fear and sadness tear at my heart, but I know this is the right thing to do.

      I walk out the door. I only get two steps in when my grandmother calls out after me in a panicked voice. “What are you doing, Oscar? Where you going?”

      I step back into the doorway and give her a small smile, trying to keep my composure. “I can’t let my mom on the streets alone. She needs somebody.”

      Abuela struggles to her feet, walking toward me with purpose. She puts her hand on my shoulder and lifts her chin in the air to narrow her gaze at me. “You know where we are, Nieto. We love you very much.”

      “I love you both, too,” I say, emotion clogging my throat.

      “Come on, Oscar,” my mom calls from the sidewalk. “We don’t need them.”

      But I think we do. I think we really do because what I have to do now is crazy. It’s dumb. I’m about to kiss my football career goodbye for good.

      Abuela must see the sadness in my eyes because she pulls me down to kiss my cheek. “You so strong, Oscar. You stay strong.”

      I turn, struggling with the bag as I catch up to my mom who is already halfway down the block. Abuela’s words ring in my ear. I’m going to need to keep them close when I make a date with the devil tonight.

      Mom’s left me with no other choice. I’d tried to avoid it, but tonight, I step into the tower. Tonight, I beg for the Crew’s help, and with that, I’m theirs. I’ll no longer be my own person. I’ll be their little puppet for life.
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      My fingers tremble, but I shake the anxiety away as I peer up at the tower looming in front of me.

      I dropped my mom off at the shitty motel she’s stayed at in the past, too fucking high to make it home on her own. She used to go to school with the dude who owns the place, so he lets her stay there when she needs it. When I walked up with her leaning all over me, he didn’t even ask questions. He slid a key with a triangular keychain across the cracked Formica front desk and gave me a nod. He’s a good dude, and I’ll make sure I remember that.

      As soon as we got into the room, she fell on top of the closest mattress, lying on it horizontally, which is where I left her, and more than likely, that’s where she’s still snoring off her latest binge.

      Three buses later, and here I am, my sights set on the tallest building in the Heights. I used up almost all the money I had left from when we lived in Spring Hill on the fare to get here. When she had the job, Mom used to give me a couple twenty dollar bills every paycheck. I would buy what I needed and save the rest in preparation for a time like this.

      Those assholes in Spring Hill would’ve laughed at my measly money stash. Their allowances were probably twice what I was given if they even needed cash at all. They didn’t strike me as the kinds of kids that were wanting for anything.

      I tried so badly to hate them, and I did. Most of them.

      There was one though. One who was actually decent. Too good for Spring Hill, and definitely too good for the Heights and people like me.

      I walk down the cracked sidewalk, trying to prep myself for what I’ll have to do inside. Litter lines the edges of the street, but the closer I get to the tower, the cleaner everything becomes. I don’t know if it’s because the Crew actually takes care of this area because we’re so close to their headquarters or if it’s because no one wants to drop their trash next to where the king of the Crew lives.

      King of the Crew. AKA, Kingston Marx.

      He’s a dick, but he’s a smart dick. A part of me can’t help but look up to him because of that. He grew up here in the Heights, but never let that deter him. He moved up the city’s ranks until he could sit in the tallest building in the Heights. Now, everyone has to look up if they want to see him.

      He’s a lucky fuck. And right now, I could use a shitton of luck.

      Without my grandparents’ help and with my mom unable to do anything, supporting my mom and me just got dropped on my shoulders.

      We could leave. With what money? I’m not sure. We could get the hell out of the Heights, though, and try over again in another town other than Spring Hill, but let’s get real. We were set up at Spring Hill because of those rich bastards. They gave my mom the job. They gave me the quarterback position and the role as badass boyfriend, and I can’t even say I hated it all that much. I only hate that I lost it.

      So, long story short, leaving isn’t an option. I wouldn’t have been able to do it before if it weren’t for the piece of shit who tracked me down and offered me a chance at living a different life. If someone else approached me with a similar offer again, I wouldn’t do it. Honestly, I should’ve known I’d never be able to leave the Heights, and since this is my destiny, I better suck it up and do what every other self-respecting fucker in this town does: join the Crew.

      I take my hat off, run my fingers through my thick hair, and then place my hat back on as I approach the glass doors of the tower. It’s only ever been called the tower around town, so I’m shocked when I see “Marx Enterprises” etched on the main door. I scoff. They make it sound like they’re a real business instead of dealing in illegal shit. I suppose they have to have a legal front though. Otherwise, how would they be able to fly under the cops’ radar?

      I heave out a breath and wrap my fingers around the metal handle before yanking it open. I peer around the entryway. Everything is pristine white and metal. The tile at my feet looks brand new. It’s so shiny, my reflection stares back at me. In comparison to the rest of the Heights, this looks like I just launched into space and jumped out of the space shuttle onto Mars or some shit. Hands down, there’s not a cleaner building in all of the Heights than this right here.

      A woman in a dark pants and top uniform complete with a white apron wipes the walls down in the corner. The place reeks of bleach. I hesitate to even step on the tile for fear of scuffing it up. The shoes I have on are fairly new—purchased in Spring Hill—but I’ve been wearing them, so...

      “Hello?” a feminine voice asks.

      I almost jump. I jerk my head up to find a woman sitting behind a desk to my left. This entry is such a contrast to the shitty foyer of the hotel room I was just in that I almost laugh. It’s like I’m back in Spring Hill. A fucked-up version of Spring Hill, anyway, but it almost calms me. Almost. Deep down, I know this place is even more fucked up than there. Sure, they’re all assholes and stuck-up dicks, but I doubt they’re actually into killing people. They have white collar crimes like embezzlement and falsifying legal documents, but violence? Nah. Not their style.

      If the Crew’s reputation precedes them, violence is exactly the Crew’s style.

      “Hey,” I finally say, walking toward her and trying to get my shit together. My only plan was to come here. I don’t know what I thought I’d do next. I expected to see someone I knew, but the fact that they’re set up like a legit business with a receptionist and all, it’s throwing me off.

      She looks at me expectantly, and my face flames. When embarrassment or nerves start to get to me, I know exactly what to do.

      “I’m looking to speak with Kingston Marx,” I say, giving her a cocky grin. Attitude will get you everywhere in the Heights. Trust me.

      “Do you have an appointment?”

      I lift my hands in a placating gesture. “No, this was a spur of the moment thing.”

      She frowns. “I’m afraid he doesn’t see people without an appointment.”

      “It’s important. A business proposition,” I tack on because why the hell not? I suppose it is. Joining the Crew is the only thing that’s going to save me in the Heights now. No one will touch me, and I’ll be able to make money so Mom and I have a place to live and food to eat.

      “I can take your name down and schedule you an appointment with him...”

      Fear and anger bubble up inside me. I can’t go back to Mom without solving the situation we’re in. I need to pay for the night at the hotel before the guy decides he should be taking compensation in a different way. There are too many ways he could decide to get paid for it. None of them are good. Sure, he’s being cool about it now, but I’m not about to test his limits. At some point, the Heights will come out in him.

      “Listen,” I say, trying to keep my cool. “I need—”

      A bell chimes behind the receptionist. I glance up to find an elevator opening. A voice calls out before I even see anyone emerge. “Sexy, I’m ready for my afternoon pick-me-up.”

      Johnny Rocket strolls out of the elevator. He doesn’t even flinch when he sees me. His gaze drags over to the receptionist whose cheeks are now flaming as she bounces her stare between Johnny and me. Looks like she’s a little too acquainted with her boss.

      She bats her eyelashes. “I’m just finishing up.”

      He leans against the high desk. “Hurry it up. You know I’m not into waiting.”

      Lucky fucker.

      “Mr.—” She shakes her head after realizing she didn’t even get my name. “I’m sorry, but like I said—”

      I’m not getting anywhere with her, so I turn toward the newcomer. “Rocket,” I say, glaring at him. He’s Kingston’s son for fuck’s sake, so he can definitely help me. I’m not sure he recognizes me, but he’s been around the school before, so I try to use that as an in. “I’m Oscar Drego. I go to Rawley Heights. Listen, I—”

      He sighs. “Dude, I’m just down here to get my dick sucked because this girl has a mouth like a Hoover. Unless you want to watch, I’m not interested, and I certainly can’t help you with anything. You’ll need a higher-up for...” He waves his hand. “Whatever bullshit thing you want.”

      Fury skates over my skin. I take my hat off and run my hands through my hair again before placing it back down. Why did I think this would be easy? If I hadn’t been away for so long, I would’ve just gone right to the guy who runs the Crew at the school, but I just got back to the Heights and got my ass kicked, so... “Just hear me out,” I plead.

      “Call for security,” Johnny says, practically yawning about the whole situation.

      “Jesus Christ,” I growl out. “I want to join up. I need to join. There’s not one fucking person I can talk to in here about that?” My hands clench at my sides. I peel them apart and try to calm the frantic beating of my heart. I’ve been kicked too many times today. I doubt yelling at Rocket will do me any favors, but I’m at my wit’s end. I don’t know what else to do. “Please,” I tack on. I reek of desperation and hate myself for it, but it’s not a lie. I am fucking desperate. I have two dollars to my name and my mom and I are about to spend the night in a flea-infested motel room. Fuck!

      Johnny analyzes me. His gaze narrows as he inspects every inch of me, lingering too long at my face. It’s almost unnerving. Whatever he sees, he pulls his cell phone out of his pocket and pushes the screen a couple of times before holding the phone to his ear.

      I stand there, just waiting. Maybe he’s decided he’s going to call security, but either way, I’m staying here until they kick me out or hear me out. I can’t afford to walk out of the tower. They hold all the power in this town.

      “Mag, I’m in the lobby. Can you get down here?”

      Mag? Magnum. I breathe in deep. The reputation of one of the Crew’s top security guards gives me pause. Do they kill people just for being in their lobby? He could literally shoot me as soon as he gets off the elevator, hide my body, and act like nothing happened. No one would know. My mom’s passed out. She has no idea where I am and neither do my grandparents.

      Well, fuck it. If I have to go out like that, so be it. It might even be a reprieve for what I’m about to get myself into if they take me into the Crew.

      Do you ever just get too fucking tired that you don’t give a shit anymore?

      After Johnny puts his phone away, we all just wait in silence. The girl squirms in her chair, no doubt thinking of what her and Johnny are supposed to be doing right now. Rocket still has a dark look on his face. Exasperation, mostly. Annoyance. I guess I would be annoyed too if I was about to get my dick sucked and someone interrupted me.

      Actually, I know I would be.

      But what he doesn’t get is that this is life and death, and I’m not exaggerating. If I don’t figure something out, it’s the end for Mom and me.

      The elevator dings again, and Magnum strolls off. He inspects me up and down just like Rocket did, unflinching, not giving anything away. I can’t tell if I’m about to get booted, shot, or actually get to talk to someone who can help me the fuck out.

      I’m so tense with energy that I start to shake with uncontrolled nerves. A lot is riding on this moment. I have a feeling that the Crew doesn’t give second chances.

      “What’s this about?” Magnum asks, voice hard. He has a thick beard with beady, discerning eyes.

      “This is—” Johnny shakes his head. “I don’t remember, but he wants to join the Crew. I have a date with a pair of pouty lips, so can you take care of it?”

      Magnum gives me another once-over. He cocks his head back toward the elevator and then walks that way.

      I let out a whoosh of relief, feeling like I just passed level one on a new video game. Except, this game has real life consequences.

      I follow him into the elevator but not before the unmistakable sound of a zipper lowering fills the room behind us. Then, Rocket says, “On your knees.”

      Well, he doesn’t waste any time, does he? His reputation certainly precedes him.

      Magnum hits a button and then leans back against the elevator wall, arms crossed over his chest.

      Holy fuck. I’m in the tower.

      I have a long way to go to get into the Crew. The initiation tasks are brutal—or so I hear—but it beats a life of poverty and a strung-out mother.

      Whatever the Crew throws at me, I can take. I don’t have a choice.
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      I wipe my hands off on my shorts as Magnum leads me to a conference room on the third floor. There’s no one but us walking around the hallways, and the whole floor smells like brand new paint. I wonder if they even use this floor at all.

      Magnum flicks on the lights and takes a seat on the opposite side of a rectangular table. He gestures toward the seat across from him, so I take it, still looking at my surroundings. This is more than I imagined was in this tower. I’ve heard a bunch of Crew members live here, like Magnum and other security guys. It beats the hell out of the shitty place Mom and I used to call home in the Heights with all the roaches and shit.

      I could get used to a place like this.

      When I focus back on Magnum, he’s staring at me with a precision that makes me squirm on the seat. Well, this isn’t going that well. I’m supposed to be acting like a badass. Instead, I’m acting like a freaking douche. I stretch my fingers out underneath the table and yell at myself to get my shit together. I need to stop acting like this is a big deal. I don’t want them to smell unease on me and mistake me for a pussy.

      “So…” I start, giving Magnum the same look he’s giving me. “What do I have to do?”

      Magnum leans forward, placing his elbows on the table. He runs his fingers through his thick, red beard. Not going to lie, he looks badass as fuck. He continues to stare me down until he eventually asks, “You want to join the Crew?”

      I sit straighter, thinking we were already past this part. Yes, I want to join the goddamned Crew. Instead of saying that, I nod.

      “Why?”

      “Why?” I ask, not expecting that question. What the fuck does it matter?

      He nods. “It’s a simple question.”

      I lean back in my seat. “A simple question is asking me my name first.”

      Magnum smirks. “Your name isn’t important. If you make it into the Crew, then I’ll work on remembering it.”

      My stomach twists. I always thought football was going to be my way out of here. It would save me from having to do this very thing, but that was before I understood how damn difficult it is to leave the Heights. It doesn’t matter that you’re any good at sports if you can’t get the fucking scouts to come see you. Why would they? I almost can’t blame them. The number of fights and shit that go on during the football games takes the spotlight away from us. They’re scared to even come here.

      If only Spring Hill had worked out…

      “Again, it’s a simple question with a simple answer. Something drew you to come down here today, walk into this building, and ask about joining the Crew. You didn’t come here yesterday or a month ago or five months from now. Why the Crew? And why now?”

      The real answer springs to my lips. I don’t really give a fuck about the Crew. I honestly don’t. The people who join it are like a brotherhood, and I’ve never wanted that. I’ve only ever wanted freedom, and in a way, the Crew gives that to you, and I obviously can’t get it anywhere else.

      I don’t think telling Magnum my real answer is going to get me very far though. He’d probably tell me to get up and walk on out. They want me to kiss their asses, right? They don’t want to hear what they can do for me, but what I can do for them.

      “I don’t have all day,” Mag says. “As soon as Johnny finishes, he has another appointment.” He says appointment in just a way that I wonder if Johnny will be going for round two with a different girl. I can’t help but be jealous of the fucker. The last girl I was with was all about riding my dick, but it was a show. Can you imagine having that and the respect that comes with it? She didn’t give a shit about me, but if I was in Johnny’s position, everyone would give a shit about me.

      “I’d be a great asset to the Crew—”

      “Boring answer. Try again.”

      I clamp down on my jaw. “I’m a quick study.”

      Magnum tilts his head. “Seriously? This isn’t a job interview. Try again.”

      “What is it that you want me to say?”

      “The truth.”

      I clench my jaw. “I am telling you the truth.”

      “Listen,” Magnum starts. “There are two types of people that want to join the Crew. Either you have a thirst for bloodshed and violence, or you want to be a part of something that will raise you up. Which one of those are you? Be precise.”

      “I would be a great asset, and I am a quick study,” I start out with again because I never just let shit slide. “But I know the world’s limitations. I’m not an idiot. If I don’t join the Crew, there are no other options for someone like me. I don’t want to be just a drug addict walking the streets. That’s no life to live. I want more. In order to get more without leaving the Heights, it’s Crew all the way.”

      The half-truths littered throughout my statement prick my arms. I’m not wrong. I don’t tell him my mom is passed out in a shitty hotel. I don’t tell him I’m the best quarterback Rawley Heights has ever had, and it still doesn’t mean jack shit. And I don’t tell him I won’t be able to eat tonight if I don’t get some sort of job stat. But everything else, that’s true. He didn’t want a bullshit answer? Well, I didn’t give him one.

      Magnum sits back in his chair, still gazing at me with hard eyes. “So, you want the prestige?”

      “I want to make a life for myself that I wouldn’t get otherwise.”

      Magnum starts nodding. I wish I could read him. I’m really good at reading people, so I can be what they want me to be, but he’s as stone-faced as they come.

      Mag starts to stand. I raise my eyebrow at him. “Did I pass the test?”

      “If you thought that was a test, you’re not ready for the Crew.”

      He comes around the side of the table, and I stand to meet him. “Trust me, I’m ready. I’ll pass whatever the Crew throws at me.” Because I don’t have another choice.

      Magnum continues to size me up for the next few minutes as we stand near the door. He asks me where I see myself in the Crew and how quickly I want in. I didn’t know any of these things were choices I could make, but I try like hell to charm my way through the questions now that the stick has been removed from his ass.

      By the time we’re done, I’m pretty sure he almost likes me. Though, he still doesn’t ask me my name.

      “Give me your cell number,” Magnum directs at the end of it. “I’ll take your info to someone else and see if we can’t get you on the fast track. It won’t be easy. It’ll test you. Your morals. Your strength. Everything you thought you knew. But everyone gets a chance, recruit. Everyone. I’ll message you when I have your first task. Be prepared for anything at any moment.”

      I shake his hand and walk away from the tower with a stone in my gut like I’m being dragged under. However, there’s an expectation there, too. A thrill. A light in a dark room. A tingle where everywhere else is numb. It’s like the feeling I get when I first put a football in my hands.

      It feels and smells like hope…and promise in a world full of destruction.
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      Mom’s awake, finally. She’s smoking at the small, circular table in the corner of the room with cigarettes she bummed off the motel owner.

      I miss my grandparents. When I called them this morning, they asked how we were. I told them we were fine. I refused to tell them where we were because the last thing I need is for them to come here. Not now when I’m mixing myself up in Crew shit.

      “You just going to lay around all day?” Mom asks.

      I swing my gaze away from the TV to her. She’s dressed in a tank top and sleep shorts, her hair a fucking mess, yet she’s asking me if I’m going to lay around all day. At least I took a shower this morning and put on clean clothes.

      I try to calm my beating heart because I know that’s not her talking. It’s her coming down from the drugs, which is why she’s chain smoking like it’s going out of style. Hell, she might even be asking because she wants me to leave so she can slip out and find someone who’s willing to give her a hit.

      A hundred different responses flicker through my mind. Some I’d really love to say, like calling her out for being such a fucking disappointment, but I know I’ll never say that. However, I can’t argue with the fact that she’s a completely different person in the Heights. When we were in Spring Hill, she was the mother I always wanted. Here, she’s dropped back into her usual routine where I wonder if she ever thinks about me at all. Or if she does, if she thinks about how much she’d be able to do if she didn’t have me on her ass the whole time.

      She doesn’t like waking up in dark alleys with bruising over her arms, but she likes the not feeling part before that. That’s what she craves. That’s what she searches for when no one is paying attention to her. I can’t blame her in a way. The Heights is a fucking sewage plant of nothingness.

      Instead of answering her, I turn the TV off and sit up. I plant my shoes on the carpet, and as soon as I do, I get a text. I move my gaze to the bedside table. Right next to the old-as-fuck landline phone, my cell sits. Unknown number.

      My heart lodges itself in my throat as I pick it up. Waiting for me is a short note, Come outside.

      I turn my head toward the drawn, mildew infested curtains. Rays of light are coming in around them, but it’s dark in here. Mom’s still too sensitive to the light to let the sun shine in.

      “Oscar? Did you hear me?” my mom asks, agitation lacing her voice.

      I ignore her and walk to the curtain. Pushing it aside, I notice a black car parked right in front of our motel room door.

      Well, that’s Crew alright. I turn toward Mom as she stubs her cigarette out in the ashtray. “Yeah. I heard you. I’m going out.”

      She blows smoke into the air and sputters like an engine trying to start. “I hope you plan on bringing food back.”

      “I’ll try,” I tell her, but honestly, I’m not sure if I can. I don’t have very much money, so whatever food I can afford won’t be very much at all. I head for the door but stop. “Stay here, Mom, okay?” Sudden fear rips through me. If I leave this room, the chances of her being here when I get back are slim. She’ll forget all about me saying I’ll try to bring food back. She’ll just up and leave, and who knows when I’ll be able to find her again.

      She glares at me. “Where am I going to go?”

      I wish I could believe her. I really do.

      I take the few extra steps to lean down and kiss her on the top of the head before leaving without looking back. Through the windshield, I see Magnum sitting behind the wheel, so it’s exactly like I thought. He told me to be ready at any time. I suppose I should be happy he hasn’t picked me up in the middle of the night. I wonder what kind of shit Mom would get into if it was dark out. Maybe the sunshine will keep her in the room while I’m gone, but that’s a big maybe.

      I take a deep breath and open the passenger side door. Magnum doesn’t say anything when I get in. As soon as the door is closed, he backs out of the spot and drives toward the lot exit.

      “Nice weather we’re having,” I say when we get a few blocks down the road, and he hasn’t said anything yet.

      I swear his lips almost pull up. Almost. He scoffs. “Yes. Another beautiful day in the Heights.”

      I gaze over at him with a new appreciation because I’m pretty sure that was heaped in sarcasm. I love sarcasm.

      Magnum leans back in the seat and uses one hand to steer the car. “I spoke to some other guards about you, Oscar Drego.”

      I cock my head. “How’d you find out my name?” Now that I think about it, how the hell did he know where I was staying? No one knows where Mom and I ended up.

      “I played back the security footage from the tower to get your name. Then, I ran your background check and traced your phone number.”

      Well, that answers that. Uneasiness settles in my stomach. He did that on purpose. He wanted to remind me about the shit I’m getting into here. The Crew can find me wherever I go. Once I start this, I have to end it in the Crew or else I’ll be in an even worse position than when I started.

      “Open up the glove compartment, Drego.”

      I do as he says. The only thing in there besides the car’s owner’s manual is a manila folder. I pull it out. A name written on the tab in black marker makes my hands turn to fists.

      “You recognize that name?”

      “You know I do.”

      “Now, you’re starting to get it,” Magnum says, and for the first time, he peeks over at me. “Tell me about Sasha Pontine and why you went to Spring Hill.”

      I run my hands through my hair and realize I forgot my hat. I bounce the folder off my thigh. “Am I getting points taken off for leaving the Heights?” That would be something.

      “We’re curious about this fork in the road. Live in the Heights your whole life yet spent some time at Spring Hill where you were the starting quarterback for a while. Sounds like there’s a story there.”

      “There is,” I confirm. “Why don’t you tell me what you know, and I’ll tell you if it’s true or not.”

      Magnum laughs. His chest rumbles and then he shakes his head. “That’s not how this works, Drego. Start again. Why did you go to Spring Hill? I promise there’s a point in all of this.”

      I sigh. Sometimes, Spring Hill is all I can think about, which pisses me off. It’s like being so close to everything I ever wanted until the Heights creeped back up on me again. “I was approached by the Pontine family. Sasha is their daughter. They wanted me to come to Spring Hill to play football for the Spartans. Everyone knows Reid Parker is their quarterback, so when I asked about that, they told me their plan.” I pause because I’m not particularly proud of what I did. I am a man of opportunity though. That much I can say.

      “And you followed through?”

      “Followed through until shit blew up.”

      Magnum is silent for a while. He drives us out of the Heights, but now that he’s opened up the flood gates to what happened, I lose track of time while we traverse the highway. Eventually, though, Mag says, “Why don’t you open up that folder?”

      I do as he asks. Inside, multiple pictures of Sasha’s house spill out. It’s a mansion. Or, at least, it is to me. I haven’t heard from her since I left the Heights, and I’m sure that’s how she wanted it.

      “That hers?”

      “Yep,” I say. Jealousy floods me. I can’t help myself. That conniving bitch has what I want.

      “Here’s the thing about joining the Crew, Drego,” Magnum starts. “You have to show us that you really want it. Your first test…” he says, smirking. “…is about your willingness to do what we say. I already told you everything you do is a test of your morals and strength.”

      My stomach tightens. My first test has something to do with Sasha. I already know it. They checked my background and see the “escape” I had with Spring Hill. Maybe this is just them seeing that I’m done with that. After all, if I’m in the Crew, I have to be all-in with the Heights, too.

      I close the folder and shove it back into the glove compartment. “So, what is it? What am I doing?”

      “You’re trashing the shit out of that girl’s place.”

      I smirk. I get the consequences. If I’m caught. Jail time. Hell, the Pontine’s could even sue me. That’s the Crew’s game. They want to make sure we’ll do what they want us to despite what’s on the line. But I can’t help but sit back and smile about trashing Sasha’s life. She had no problem about doing that to others. “Cool. Fuck her.”

      “I had a feeling you might say that.”

      Within another quarter of an hour, Magnum pulls into the ritzy neighborhood Sasha lives in. When we get within a block of her place, Magnum parks on the side of the road. There’s a for sale sign out in front of her place. I eye the street up and down. You know these houses have security cameras and everything else. The Crew, however, always seems to get away with the shit they do. So, looks like this trust has to go both ways. They trust me to do what they ask me to, and I trust them to make sure I’m not held accountable.

      Magnum reaches into the back seat behind him and pulls out two ski masks. He hands one to me. “I suggest you get to it.”

      I clench the black wool fabric in my hand. There’s a small part of my brain firing on all cylinders that says this isn’t right, but what the fuck? Getting revenge on this bitch to show my loyalty to the Crew? I’m all for it. I would do anything for my mom, and if this is the thing that’s in my way, the Pontine house is going down.

      I stalk out of the car, shutting the door behind me. I’m familiar with the layout of the house, so I stay around the perimeter of the privacy fence with my mask pulled down to head to the back. A shed looms in front of me, and I can’t pass that opportunity up either. There’s a lock on the door, but it’s open, and I shake my head. Fucking rich people. Sitting pretty in their nice neighborhood with the security cameras, but they don’t bother locking everything up.

      I step inside, and my sneaker hits something. A bat topples to the ground. A smile parts my lips. Fucking perfect. Bats are kind of my thing.

      When I edge back out of the shed, Mag is there. He has his cell phone up, recording the whole thing. This is the show they wanted, huh? Then, they’re going to get it.

      I walk right up to the back door and pull the bat back. When I bring it forward, it crashes through the glass, sending shards splintering everywhere. I walk right into the house, my sneakers crunching against the tile littered with jagged pieces that reach all the way to the kitchen island. Just because I’m curious as fuck, I check the cupboards. They always used to have this place stocked, and I’m not disappointed. Cereal. Pop-Tarts. I don’t even think. I grab a reusable bag they have hanging up in the pantry, and I start loading it up.

      My mom wanted food. She’s going to get fucking food.

      When I have three bags full, I take it out to the side yard and place the bags down. Then, I get to work. I start smashing the bat everywhere. I break all the windows. I hit expensive lamps sitting on pristine furniture. I run up to Sasha’s room, which is pretty much bare, but I don’t let that stop me. I dent her walls. I smash her ceiling fan to bits. I topple her dresser over.

      When I’m done there, I systematically make my way through the common areas of the house until there’s not a spot on the ground that’s not littered with broken shit.

      When I’m done, I stand in the middle of the living room, breathing heavy. Satisfaction burns through my every pore. That fucking felt good. It felt amazing. I shake my head. Damn. Maybe I’m ready to leave Spring Hill behind now. For good. I gaze up at Mag who’s putting his phone away. “We good, man?”

      “Looks good to me.”

      I follow him out of the house, pick up my bags of food, and we edge our way off the lawn. When we’re out on the street, we both roll our masks up, so our faces show. Magnum unlocks the car, and I throw the bags of food in the backseat before getting in the front.

      I rest the bat between my legs, and Magnum eyes it. “You kept the bat?”

      I stare down at it and toe a piece of glass sticking out of the top half until it falls at my feet. Shrugging, I say, “Let’s call it a souvenir.”
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      As expected, Mom isn’t there when Magnum drops me off. “Fuck!” I roar as I toss the bat to the ground and drop the bags of Sasha’s food that I stole at my feet. I’m proud but I’m not too fucking proud to eat that bitch’s discarded food. I only hoped my mom would be here to do it with me. I even thought of excuses on the way home as to how I got the food, so I wouldn’t have to tell her the truth. If she even asked that is. She was never big on asking how shit got done.

      I fill a glass from the sink in the bathroom and gulp the water down. I top it off again before retreating to the small circular table with a bag of chips I pull from Sasha’s cupboards. They’re still sealed, not even opened. If I cared, I could convince myself I even bought them for us, but I have no qualms about admitting that I’m a scrapper. I’ll do whatever I can to get what Mom and I need.

      I down half the bag before using one of those cheap ass cocktail napkins to brush the crumbs off my fingers. I need to go looking for my mother, but I know when I do, whatever state I find her in is just going to piss me off more. I fucking joined the Crew for us. If she even knew the lengths I’m willing to go to. If she even cared to see past her fucking wants for a few moments. Good mothers would whip my ass for ruining my future. I’m a fucking quarterback for fuck’s sake. A damn good one, too. I should be Reid fucking Parker. Instead, I’m just Oscar Drego, lazing it up in the slums.

      While my anger roars through me with reckless abandon, I roll up the chip bag so they don’t get stale and step outside. Dusk is moving in over the Heights quickly. The sky fills with the color of bruising, dark purples and angry blues.

      I walk my ass down to the motel office where I find the office manager smiling behind the desk, a cigarette dripping from his lips like it’s two seconds away from falling. There’s ash on his lap, and when he gives me a gap-toothed grin, more ash falls. “I’m looking for my mom. You seen her?”

      He takes the cigarette from his lips and blows out a rank cloud of smoke. “Saw her earlier,” he says, a cocksure smile that makes me want to throttle him. I can only guess what the fuck he’s insinuating by that. Like telling me he fucked my mom is some sort of badge of honor that he should display.

      The Heights is filled with this kind of filth.

      I don’t bite though. Not yet anyway. The high of having that bat in my grip washes over me. It’s twisted but destroying shit can be fun. Especially when it’s the face of the guy who thinks just because he fucked your desperate mother that that somehow makes him king shit. “Did she mention that she might be going somewhere?”

      He looks me up and down. “Get the fuck out of my face, boy. I ain’t her keeper. You know her better ‘n me. If I wanted to put a collar on her I would, but pussy like your mother are a dime a dozen.”

      I glare at him as his lips curve back, revealing decayed teeth with yellow staining. To think that this nasty asshole even touched my mother is enough to make me want to bash his head in.

      I bite the inside of my cheek until it bleeds. Now that he’s gotten what he wanted from her, there’s little doubt he won’t let us slide on the daily room rate again. Or he will but he’ll just fuck with us and have a hell of a time doing it.

      Before I react, I walk out of the place. If it weren’t for the fact that I really don’t want to be fucking homeless, I’d drag my bat back in here and tell him just what I think about a man who fucks women who aren’t in their right minds. If it isn’t drug related, my mom doesn’t think. That fucking pervert might have thrown a few dollars at her and that’s why she no doubt took to the streets. It’s her never-ending quest not to feel.

      So, that’s where I head.

      If I’m going to be a Crew recruit, I’m not going to have her out and about fucking everything up for me, making it so I can’t think. If I could get one clear-headed moment out of her where she isn’t so miserable and chained to these streets, I just might be able to get through to her. Tell her I’m trying to give her a better life. One where she can have what she did in Spring Hill.

      Sniffing out drugs in the Heights is easy when you’re a thug-looking teen like me. You know enough to ask the people who look like you where you can get some of the good stuff. Almost immediately, I’m pointed in the direction of one of the abandoned warehouses down a shitty side street. Junk litters the alleyway. My mind barely registers the cardboard boxes on the side of the building with feet sticking out, toes poking through ratty sneakers that look as if they’ve seen better days a decade ago. It’s always a stark reminder when I come to this part of town that this is where I could end up. And mom.

      I kick the rusted out door, swinging it open. My grandparents’ comforting home seems miles away based on what I find inside. I’m getting tired of always having to be the adult, but the one thing it does is put a fire under my ass. Every time I want to give up, I refuse to. Every time I’m reminded that life could indeed get worse, motivation seeps into my marrow. It practically runs through my bloodstream now.

      I gaze around the full warehouse until fucking noises perk my ears. I want to vomit right then and there. Here’s life’s cruel reminder on cue again. I haven’t pulled my mom out of a drug den while she’s fucking some lowlife piece of shit yet, but I guess there’s a first time for everything.

      Striding through the nearly pitch-black room, I follow the noises until a bare, scrawny, masculine ass greets me. My mom’s long dark hair cascades down her shoulders while the guy thrusts inside her from behind. He has her caged against the dingiest wall that probably boasts hundreds of different variations of bacteria all over it.

      I don’t think. I react.

      I grab him by the neck and pull him off her. He stumbles over his pants that are wrapped around his ankles, and he falls on his ass. My mom screams. When she turns, she sees me there, and she has the decency to look horrified at what I’ve walked up on. She pulls her clothes up, hiding her body from me. “Get dressed,” I growl.

      “The fuck?” the guy bellows from behind. He’s just another grunt. Based on his slim hips and the fact that I can see his rib cage sticking out, he’s been high for a while. He slurs something incomprehensible, and I ignore him.

      “Come on,” I urge to my mother, wanting to get the fuck out of here as soon as possible. I don’t trust places like this. Every single person in here is eyeing the show, and you never know who can be hiding in the shadows.

      “Oscar, baby,” my mom says.

      My hands tighten to fists as a low growl escapes my throat. I hope to God she’s high as fuck and won’t remember this tomorrow. There’s a fifty-fifty chance that’s the case, though if the guy was smart, he would’ve made her have sex before he gave her the drugs.

      From the corner of my eye, I watch as my mom struggles to get dressed. She nearly trips a few times, but she finally moves forward, pressing close to my side.

      I turn, ready to lead her out when the dickhead yells a bellowing battle cry. With our dark surroundings, I wouldn’t have heard him coming if he hadn’t given me a warning. I thrust my mom back and hold out my hand as the asshole comes at me. Something shiny glints in his fist, and I move my arm up to block him then give him a solid kick to the stomach. He falls right back down again, the tiny knife in his hand skittering over the cracked concrete.

      Everyone else’s attention peeks. “Come on, Mom,” I beg, beckoning her forward.

      We start for the door, my mother’s footsteps slowed by her current state when a few guys decide to join ranks and flock us. This was what I was worried about. They smell fresh meat. They think that if someone comes in getting one of their kindred spirits out of here that that person must have something. What they don’t realize is that I don’t have anything, I’m just desperate enough to keep my mom safe for as long as I can.

      “Oscar,” my mother whispers as if I don’t see the bodies moving in around us.

      There’s a full half circle now, backing us into the corner. My muscles tense for a fight as I shield my mom as best I can. It’s about to get dirty, but I grew up in the Heights, so if these guys think I can’t get as dirty as them, they’re sorely mistaken.
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      The good thing about fighting junkies is that they’re slow…and they’re decision making is even slower.

      I take out the first two guys with ease until they’re lying on the floor. Another half-blitzed druggie approaches with a broken bottle in his hand. I manage to deflect his first cutting attack, but my mom’s startled cry distracts me from his second.

      I throw my forearm up in just enough time to protect my body, but the jagged glass slices through my arm. Pain lances outward, and I hiss in a breath as a pulsing agony rips through my arm.

      I black out as utter fury overtakes everything. I’m furious for being here. I’m fucking pissed off that I’m fighting my way out of a Goddamn drug den because my mother can’t fucking control her urges.

      The rage inside me unleashes until it’s just my knuckles hitting jaws, arms blocking attacks. More pain. Giving and receiving. It’s a blur of blood, anguish, and my mother’s cries.

      I roar as one body falls to the ground in front of me and another takes its place. I stalk forward, prepared to fight again when a sharp voice interrupts my fury. “Drego!”

      I pull up short, my eyes focusing once again. Mag stands in front of me, a black gun in his hands. As soon as he sees I’m not a threat anymore, he turns in a circle. The growing number of people who decided they wanted in on this bloodbath step back, hands in the air. They eye me still, their already half-lidded gazes narrowed.

      “I don’t have anything!” My hands turn to fists and more pain shoots up my arms. “Nothing!” I spin in a circle, waiting for them to come at me again, but they’re not stupid enough for that. Magnum has a gun, and if some of them are sober enough to realize who he is, they won’t mess with Crew shit.

      If you mess with the Crew, you die.

      If anyone comes at Mag, he’ll shoot them, hide the body, and no one will say shit.

      That’s how I want to feel. Not the twisting numbness flowing through me right now. I want the Crew kind of power. The kind that tells people they better not fuck with my mother or else they’ll have me to deal with. The kind where I don’t have to worry about people cornering me in a shitty fucking abandoned warehouse, too hyped up on crack to think rationally.

      Without Magnum even having to say so, everyone moves back. They completely ignore or block out what was just happening. Some guys are still on the floor while others groan as they start to get up.

      My mom reaches for me, her hands shaking as she bridges the gap between us. “You’re bleeding.”

      “Of course, I’m fucking bleeding!” I snap.

      She withdraws, yanking her hand back.

      I prowl closer to her and lower my voice. “You see these?” I bring my hands up, my brain finally registering that I was cut more than once. Blood drips from my arms, splashing onto the concrete. “These are on you,” I growl.

      A fresh wave of tears gathers in her eyes, but I’m un-fucking-fazed at this point.

      “Come on,” Magnum orders. He doesn’t put his gun away. He walks in front of us with it raised, making sure everyone else stays back. He leads us out of the warehouse and onto the street. “My car is at the end of the alley. We’ve got to get your injuries looked at.”

      We walk that way, and I get into the sleek, black vehicle. Mom hangs back, and I have to get out to coax her into the car and then slide in after her in the backseat to keep her there.

      Magnum gets in the front and pulls away from the curb, driving the Heights streets like an expert. “How’d you know I was there?” I ask, inspecting the cuts on my arms.

      “We’re watching you,” he says, never lifting his eyes from the road. The working city lights cast an eerie glow inside the car. In between them, it’s the soft light from the electronics that makes Magnum look even more badass than he usually does. “When you didn’t come out of the warehouse, I thought something might be wrong. Who’s that?” he asks, tilting his head back to indicate my mother.

      “The woman who gave birth to me,” I say without thinking. The implication is clear. Here I am, sitting in the backseat of the car with blood dripping from cuts all because of her. I fucking asked her to stay in the hotel room, and what did she do? Lie. Again.

      “I had everything handled,” she sniffs. “You coming in there riled everybody up.”

      “Mom, you’re fucking guys for drugs. You don’t have shit handled.”

      She slaps me. The sting on my cheeks hurts for a second, but the fact that she hits me while I’m injured for trying to rescue her? That will stay forever. “He’s my boyfriend,” she protests.

      I shake my head. What do you do with someone you want to help, but there’s really no use? They don’t even want to help themselves. She can’t possibly help herself. She’s not in the right mindset.

      Magnum pulls over across the street from the emergency room entrance to the hospital. “Tell them you got jumped.”

      “So, tell them the truth?” I deadpan.

      Magnum finally meets my gaze in the rearview mirror. “That was impressive, Drego. Now, get yourself healed up, so we can continue this initiation.”

      My mother gasps. I have to push her out of the car as she curses about joining the Crew. Mag drives away, and she’s still running her mouth. “What are you thinking?” she shrieks.

      “I’m thinking I need to do something because you’re not. How else are we going to get money? How else are we going to be safe? You’re driving me insane. Are you going to get a job high? Huh? Doing drugs and fucking dealers isn’t a job, and it won’t get us what we need.”

      She slaps me across the face. Again.

      “Sir, sir!” a frenzied voice calls from the automatic doors. A nurse rushes out with a wheelchair. “Sit down. I got you.”

      It isn’t until then that I realize I’m swaying on my feet. The blood loss is getting to me. The nurse grabs me under the arm and helps me down into the seat. Once I’m settled, she takes the brake off and rushes me toward the entrance. Over her shoulder, she instructs my mother that she can wait in the waiting room.

      I turn my head, but I already see Mom walking away, her hands hugging herself as she walks in the opposite direction of the hospital. Away from her problems. Away from me.

      I tip my head back as the nurse peppers me with questions. I answer on autopilot. “I got jumped. They had broken bottles.”

      The questions keep coming, and the answers slip past my lips as soon as they do. Luckily, it’s a good day in the Heights to be injured. I’m taken right into a room where the doctor takes ten minutes to see me and attend to my arm. In between the hospital personnel coming in and out, I enjoy the simplicity of lying on a clean bed. Of being in a sterile environment. Of having people take care of me for once.

      This is the life I want all the time.
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      I have to walk my ass back to the hotel from the hospital. When I get there, all our shit is outside the room, thrown haphazardly on the cracked sidewalk that connects the rooms.

      Motherfucker.

      The owner got what he wanted out of my mom, so now we’re shit out of luck for a place to stay. Of course, my mother is nowhere to be seen during this mess. Maybe if she opened her legs for him again, I could at least have a bed for another night.

      I toss the thought away immediately. I would never do that to my mother. Never. I don’t know why she doesn’t treat herself the same way.

      I kick the clothing my mom must have left on her bed close to her bag and then sit next to our shit with my back against the hotel wall. If I contact my grandparents, they’ll come. I know they will. But now that I’m trying to join the Crew, I don’t want them anywhere near me.

      I dig through my own bag and pull out a sweatshirt, sliding it over my head. It hides the bandages on my arms. I was given strict instructions to change them out tomorrow, but I have no idea where I’m going to even get fresh bandages. I’m tapped out of money, and unless the Crew lets me in, that’s how it’s going to be for the foreseeable future. I’ll have to get a job if I don’t get in. Then in order to support myself, I’ll have to drop out of school to work longer hours.

      There goes school, but more importantly, there goes football. There goes any dream I’ve ever had of making it.

      The part that pisses me off more than anything is that I’m fucking good at football. I could make it. I could have everything. There’s just this pesky problem of growing up in the Heights.

      Poor decisions and bad attitudes procreate here. I don’t even have a fucking place to sleep, how can I focus on anything bigger than that?

      I pull the hood up on my sweatshirt and lay my head against the cement wall. If my mom shows, I want to be here, and maybe I can doze off for a while before the owner notices I’m just sitting here under the small awning, instead of taking our shit and leaving.

      I must fall asleep for a little while, but a bright light startles me awake. I raise my hand to block out the headlights of the car that’s pulled directly in front of me. Shame and anger rise up as everything about my life right now is lit up in stark contrast to the night sky.

      Poor Oscar Drego got thrown out of a shitty hotel room. He’s sleeping outside next to his meager belongings. And where’s his mother? Yep. Nowhere to be found. Fucking walked away while he was being wheeled into the emergency room.

      That’s a winner right there. If I had one moment that encapsulated my life, that would be it.

      “Dude,” I growl as the lights don’t immediately shut off. I can’t fucking see anything. Finally, they go dark. I remove my hands from in front of my face, but I still can’t see anything. The blinding lights are imprinted on my pupils.

      “Drego, get in the car.”

      I recognize Mag’s voice more than I recognize him. A few seconds later, his outline comes into focus then little things like his red hair and beard. His left hand sits on top of his door as he’s half out of the car, staring at me.

      I pull myself to a standing position. Whatever they gave me at the hospital is wearing off because the cuts on my arms hurt like a bitch, a dull, achy pain throbs just under the surface of the bandages. Without waiting for me to get in, Magnum slips back inside the car. Leaving my shit right where it is, I stand and walk toward the car, yanking the passenger door open to get in.

      Magnum doesn’t waste time or mince words. “Higher-ups were impressed with what you did at the warehouse.”

      “You told them?” I give him a blank stare. The warehouse ordeal didn’t have anything to do with the Crew.

      “I’ve been telling them everything. It’s my job.”

      Shame hits me hard and quick. Everyone in the Crew I want to impress knows about my mom now. How she can’t handle herself. How her cravings are more important than me.

      “We have a proposition for you.”

      That gets my attention. “Yeah?” I try not to sound too eager even though I already know it doesn’t matter what he says, I’m fucking on board. What other choices do I have? I’m literally at the end of my rope.

      “Our high school recruiter fucked up. He thought he was going to make a pre-Crew gang. Then he found he liked the power so much he decided he was going to break off and make another crew in the Heights.” Magnum chuckles. “You can guess how that went.”

      “Sounds like a dumb motherfucker to me.”

      “He’s now a dead motherfucker,” Magnum deadpans.

      My stomach squeezes. I’m acutely aware of the stakes if I actually go through with whatever this proposition is, but the Crew likes to remind people of what they are. It’s how they stay so strong.

      Mag runs a hand over his beard. “We need a recruiter at the high school. You have one more task left. If you complete it, the job is yours. K and Johnny like the idea of the star quarterback being their guy, so you’re back on the football team, too. You’ll receive apologies from every one of the guys who jumped you when you came back to town.”

      I hold back a smile. Fuck them, but I want football so fucking bad. I’m not an idiot. I get that there are other situations in my life that would make Big Daddy K and Johnny pick me as a recruiter. I left and came back with my tail between my legs. That shows people they shouldn’t even bother trying to leave the Heights. The fact that I wanted to join the Crew as soon as I got back bodes well for enrollment, too. It keeps people interested. It keeps people thirsty for what the Crew offers.

      I’m an example now.

      “What do I have to do?”

      Mag grins. “We don’t let people fuck with the Crew, right?”

      I shake my head. “No, we fucking don’t.” I tighten my hands to fists. A surge of adrenaline rushes through my veins. I’m indebted to the Crew now. They’re saving my ass. And just that knowledge makes everything crystal clear. From this point forward, I am Crew.

      This is how they gain loyal followers. It’s not by keeping everyone scared and using violence to keep people in line, it’s by saving them. One piece at a time.

      “Even new members,” Mag says as he swings his gaze to my shit out on the sidewalk and then to the little office at the end of the building, the grime-laden window cascaded in a red haze every time the neon sign lights up.

      I smirk. No hardship at all.

      I fling the door open and step out. But when I take that step, I’m no longer Oscar Drego, caught between a dream and the Heights, I’m Oscar Drego, member of the Heights Crew.

      I stalk toward my shit and grab the baseball bat, tightening my grip until the cuts on my forearms sing with satisfying pain. Spinning, I fall in line behind Mag who marches toward the office door where I’m sure the owner is sitting behind his disgusting desk.

      I’m able to catch the owner’s face as soon as Mag opens the door, and the most sickening smile peels my lips apart at the shock and fear so clearly displayed at seeing Mag walk into his place.

      That’s right, dick. You messed with the wrong people.

      Magnum steps to the side, and I heave my bat back and swing it forward, proving why I belong in the Crew.
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      I groan as I flip to my side. Kyla’s chair isn’t uncomfortable, but with the way sleep is eluding me, you’d think every spring was digging into my back and keeping me awake.

      It’s not that at all.

      It’s the girl in the other room. The mouthy, lying stunner who can fight. Who the fuck thought? She went from this mousy, baggy clothes wearing introvert to the girl who kicked Cherry’s ass. I mean, she fucking eliminated her.

      Turning again, the chair creaks. I stop, hoping I haven’t woken her with all my tossing and turning. I know for a fact the walls in the apartment are thin. Sometimes, I can hear my mom’s xanny snores when she’s napping on the couch and I’m in my room.

      Fuck. Just fuck me.

      The last thing I should be doing is thinking about Rocket’s...girlfriend? Girlfriend is too nice of a fucking word for the way he just walked right up to her and claimed her in front of everyone. In front of me. When my mind was still reeling from watching her sexy ass fight. She put on a clinic in the ring. I’ve never been turned on by a woman fighting in the fights before. Female fights happen all the time there. I appreciate their strength and skills, but none have them have ever seeped into me like that. Kyla’s different.

      And now she’s fucking unattainable.

      If I didn’t need the job, I would’ve refused to work with the Crew a long time ago. Hell, I should’ve told Johnny I couldn’t stay here and watch her. The Crew is nothing but trouble, and now Kyla is too.

      My mind wanders down a path it’s hard to come back from, so I turn again, flipping onto my left side. When I can’t sleep, I usually turn on the TV, but I don’t know what kind of sleeper Kyla is, so I haven’t done it yet.

      I raise my gaze to the window. It’s still dark outside, but the sun should be coming up soon. A heavy cloak of exhaustion covers me. I may have been able to string together several half hour sleeping sessions, but not much more than that. I’m going to be fucked for tomorrow. Actually, today.

      I checked on Kyla once, making sure she was sleeping before I ran back to my apartment to check on my mom. Thankfully, she was also sleeping, so I moved her to her bedroom, left her a note that she wouldn’t see me in the morning and then grabbed some clothes, so I could get ready for school at Kyla’s place. Luckily, when I got back, Kyla hadn’t even shifted in her sleep. She’s out of it. I’m usually that tired after a fight too. Hell, I should be after pulling Jacquin into the ring and beating his face in. Fucker had the nerve to say he knew what Kyla was hiding underneath her clothes all this time.

      I groan again, moving to my back and crossing my arms over my chest. Usually when I get like this, the only thing that will make it better is if I train. I bounce my toes back and forth, staring at the ceiling to see if it’ll give me any answers. She says she wants to train with me...

      Fuck it. I’m going to wake her up to see if she wants to train now. Either that, or I’m just going to be lying here thinking about her anyway.

      I lower the footrest on the chair and move it to the side. She has barely anything in her room, so there’s plenty of space to train. I’ve never seen an apartment so bare, and it makes me wonder what the hell a girl her age has been through to not have anything.

      Creeping toward the door, I give it a soft knock. When I checked on her earlier, I opened the door and peeked in, but I’m not going to do that this time. She’d probably kick my ass for just peeking into her room uninvited.

      “Yeah?” a breathy voice answers.

      It’s clouded from sleep, and I lick my lips. “Can I come in?”

      Her voice comes out much clearer this time. “Yes, I’m decent.”

      My heart hammers in my chest, and I rub the back of my neck before opening the door. She leans up in bed. Her hair is a tangled mess, but it’s sexy as hell. All dark waves down her shoulders. She glances to her left and her eyes open wide.

      “I’m going to train some,” I tell her, hoping to take her mind off the time. It’s super early. “I thought you might want to join in.”

      Her lips part before she stammers out, “Yeah. Yes, please.”

      I may have been a little too hard on her yesterday when I told her she’d have to ask Johnny’s permission to train with me. It’s not that I don’t want to train with her, it’s that I already don’t trust myself around her, and that’s scary as fuck. Rocket has all the power. I’m just a peon despite the fact that he initiated in with my brother. He never talks about him. He never even acknowledges who I am.

      She pulls the covers off her and stands. My mouth snaps shut. Flames lick at my face, and I pull away. It’s not as if I’ve never seen a beautiful girl with no pants on before, but since I spent the whole night thinking about her, this time just does something to me.

      This is a fucking bad idea. I should leave now and tell Rocket something came up with my mom.

      “Please,” she laughs. “Like there’s anything left to the imagination after those tight ass pants Rocket made me wear yesterday.”

      A growl creeps up my throat, but I stop it, telling me it’s none of my business. It doesn’t matter. I offered to let her leave yesterday, and she turned me down. Whatever happens to her from here on out is her problem. Not mine.

      She leans down, her shirt creeping up to show off that perfectly fit midsection she revealed yesterday, and I just can’t take it anymore. I turn and leave, needing the training now more than ever. Maybe if I exhaust myself with calisthenics, I’ll be too tired to even think. That’s what I need right now.

      I jump right into jumping jacks, looking straight ahead like I don’t see her next to me matching me jack for jack. I knew the girl was tough. I knew she trained, anyone watching the fight would’ve seen that, but I push the jacks for far longer than I would’ve to see what her breaking point is.

      Apparently, she doesn’t have one. Or she’s just too good at hiding it.

      I stop and move to shadowboxing. Once again, she follows me, pretending like she’s fighting an invisible opponent. Her long hair tangles even more, but instead of it making her less sexy, it does the opposite. She’s like beautiful chaos. Or maybe I’m delusional because I barely slept all night.

      She stops and jogs to her room.

      I stumble in my imaginary fight, which was pretty lame anyway. Pull your head out of your fucking ass, dude, I chastise myself. You act like you’ve never seen a beautiful girl before. Fuck.

      She walks right back out with black and white focus mitts. I stop, eyeing them. I watch a lot of fights on TV and YouTube, but I haven’t had the pleasure of training with focus mitts in years. I did most of my training on my brother and assholes at school. “Where did you get these?”

      She shrugs. “Gift from my guardians.”

      She’s lying to me, and I know it. I’d love to know why, even though at the same time, I’m worried it will only sink me deeper. “You’re still going with that?”

      Sighing, she offers me the mitts. “I do have guardians. Used to, anyway.”

      That’s probably the most I’ll get out of her. Everyone’s situation is different. She doesn’t owe me the truth, but there’s a reason she ended up in the Heights, and it’s not because the murder rate is low and Rawley Heights High has great test scores. Far from it. If she’s here, she’s here for a reason, and she doesn’t need to be ashamed of it. “You know no one here is going to tell on you for shit like that. For living alone?” I hold her chestnut gaze. “No one gives a shit about us. No one will be paying you any attention to notice you don’t have guardians living with you.”

      She lifts her chin. “You did.”

      Fuuuuck. She got me there. I breathe out. “I’m different.”

      I put the focus mitts on, clap them together, and hold for her. We get in a great training session, switching on and off on who holds the mitts. She’s steady and strong, but since I haven’t worked with them much, I’m almost intimidated. If she realizes it, she doesn’t say anything.

      When we finish, I can’t say I trained her out of my system. She’s sweating, salty liquid drops line her temples and drip down her face, onto her chest, and past her tank that’s leaving nothing to the imagination. I take the mitts off and look away before I do something unbelievably stupid. I don’t know anything about this girl. If I give in to my baser desires, she could turn right around and tell Rocket. Where would that leave Mom and me? Mom’s disability checks aren’t enough to pay all the bills. Plus, I’d be putting Kyla in danger too. She has no idea the shitshow she’s just entered by fighting Cherry the way she did. Though, no one could’ve imagined Rocket would react the way he did either.

      She just doesn’t belong here, and it shows.

      “You can hit the shower first,” she says. She reaches around me and takes the mitts. I freeze, not liking how close we are. She turns on her heel to put them away, but her foot catches on mine. She starts to sprawl, and I catch her. I snake my hand around her middle and pull her back up before she faceplants the floor.

      Once she’s plastered against me though, I’m having a hard time letting her go. I flatten my palm over her tank. The sweat seeps right through to my skin. Heat builds between us, a combination of the workout and attraction.

      She leans into me, and my dick responds, lengthening against her.

      I breathe out, peering down at her. Her chest rises sharply, and she bites her lip.

      “Fuck!”

      This can’t happen. It just fucking can’t. I stride into the bathroom and slam the door. I need to take about a negative thirty-degree shower to erase the way she felt. I stare down at my hands, tracing the lines in my palms before turning the shower on and ripping my sweaty clothes off.

      I get in right away, sucking in a breath when it’s as cold as I wanted it to be. It certainly takes care of my unfortunate boner within seconds. I force myself to stay under the freezing spray until it turns warmer. Then, I use her shampoo, conditioner, and body wash, mostly lurking in the shower to give me some time before I have to face her again. She must’ve felt how hard I was for her. I mean, it was obvious.

      I can’t let my guard down around her. That much is for sure. I’ll have to keep my distance while still doing as Johnny asks. I won’t even let myself think about the way she responded to me.

      For a brief moment, I do, though. I let myself think about what could happen if I walk out of the bathroom and kiss her. Just do something I want for once, not worrying about what the consequences are.

      There are always consequences in the Heights. They creep up on you. Some of them aren’t as obvious, but the consequences for fucking around with Kyla are loud and clear.

      Johnny’s staked his claim, and the rest of us just have to fucking deal with it.

      I turn the shower off, quickly using a towel I find under the sink to dry off with before pulling on the clothes I went home for earlier.

      I blink at the foggy mirror. When my brother, sister, and I were younger, we used to write messages to each other in the glass. Mostly shit like, You smell like fart, or Don’t forget to put down the f’n seat!

      That was my sister’s favorite.

      I smile at the memories. I miss my sister so much sometimes. If I’m honest with myself and let myself think about it, I miss Manning, too. I hate his life choices. I despise what he did to our family, but I miss the fuck out of him.

      I reach out, quickly scrawling a message in the mirror, knowing Kyla will never see it. She won’t know to look, and I know from experience that unless you’re looking out for them, they’re difficult to see. And even if you are, they’re easily missed.

      I wait until the message fades and then square my shoulders. Time to go out there and pretend like nothing happened.
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      Fuck me.

      I rearrange my suit pants. I don’t think I’ve ever been so physically attracted to someone before. There’s just something about her. I stare at the set of curtains that she’s just the other side of, trying on clothes. An image appears in my mind of how I imagine her naked body. Her tight ass. Her ripped midsection. Her perky as fuck tits.

      I would’ve already barged in to take care of my monster erection except for the fact that Dad made her off limits. We can’t have sex. For now.

      There’s something about us Marx men, though. When you tell us not to want something, we want it even fucking more.

      I already had the bluest balls around her, but now I ache in the worst way. I’m not used to denying myself anything. I don’t deny myself anything. That’s how I was brought up. If I want something, I go get it. Much like I did with Kyla last night.

      I groan in frustration, rearranging myself again. Magnum’s taken up sentry near the door, doing whatever he does when he ignores what I do in my private life, but is there the second I need him. I’m close to pulling my pants down and jerking off right this second. If I squint, I might be able to see her silhouette through the curtain.

      One of Lynette’s girls strides into the room. She has long, honey brown hair and caramel skin. She’s shorter than Kyla, a bit stockier too. The strap on her tank top has slipped from her shoulder, showing off her skin, and she’s giving me those ‘fuck me’ eyes. She bats her eyelashes. “Lynette told me to ask if you need anything.”

      I lick my lips, and she watches the movement, her nipples hardening underneath the thin material of her crop top. That’s the thing about Heights girls. You always know what they’ve got underneath because they don’t shy away from showing their bodies.

      Unlike Kyla.

      This girl has wide hips with some extra cushion. Not bad at all, just not the body I’m craving right now. Not the dark brown hair. Not the tight body.

      The girl sits on the couch next to me, pushing her chest out. I lean toward her and whisper. “What do I need? I need to be balls deep inside my girlfriend.”

      She pulls away, hurt flashing in her eyes. She lifts the strap on her tank top, moving it back into place. “I can’t help you with that.” She looks away, but her gaze keeps moving back to me. Her chestnut eyes glance at my shoes, then move up the hem of my pants until she stops on the unmistakable bulge of my pants. “I can help with that though,” she says, eyeing my arousal with need. She licks her lips until they’re glossy. Her cheeks bloom a rose color. “I have this fantasy with you in it. Just you, fucking my pussy so good.”

      My gaze flicks to the curtain. I swear I could see Kyla’s shadow moving around in there, but I don’t see it right now.

      The girl swings her leg over me, settling her core on my cock and garnering my attention. “I’ll be whoever you want me to be, Johnny Rocket. Just let me feel that cock. I’ve heard rumors,” she adds demurely.

      My balls fucking ache so damn much. She grinds against me, and my cock jerks.

      As much as I want this to be Kyla, it’s not, and it can’t be either. I know what my dad would say. Work hard. Play harder. If he was me, he’d already have this girl bent over the couch.

      I slip the girl’s tank top strap back down, pulling it even further until her entire breast falls out. She’s not bad. She’s not Kyla, but I wouldn’t have turned her down before either.

      “Let me ask you a question...”

      “Ryn,” she supplies.

      I couldn’t give a fuck about her name, but I give her a placating smile anyway. She doesn’t want to hear that I won’t fucking remember it now let alone tomorrow or the day after. “How tight is your pussy? My girlfriend’s is tight as fuck.” This is just a guess of mine without any real knowledge, but I’ve certainly thought about Kyla’s pussy one too many times last night.

      “Tight enough to milk you, Rocket. Guaranteed.” She grinds over me again, and my toes curl in my shoes. She shoves her bare tit in my face. “Want to try?”

      I turn my head. We’re not having an intimate moment here. This is about getting my dick wet and nothing else. I tell her as much, and tack on, “I’m sure I can fulfill that fantasy of yours if you take me someplace private.”

      “Or...” she says, reaching down to undo the buttons on my fly.

      I pin her hands there, not allowing her to go any further. “We go someplace hidden or you don’t get my cock. It’s up to you...”

      “Ryn,” she supplies again.

      I nearly lose my patience and tell her to fuck off, but she miraculously gets the hint. She backs away from me and beckons me with her finger. She sashays her way through the store.

      I call out over my shoulder. “Keep her occupied,” I tell Magnum. He’ll know what I mean. The less Kyla sees the better. This is what happens when you’re a wifey in the Crew. Don’t ask. Don’t tell. And certainly, don’t fucking watch.

      I pass Lynette and her other little minion, but they pretend they don’t see me or their co-worker’s tit hanging out as we find a private spot in the back.

      The girl waltzes into a dressing room in the back and whips her shirt off. Her tits bounce in front of her, and I know she’s trying to be sexy to entice me. It’s not working. This is a business transaction for me. Girls like this one think they’ll lure me into a relationship with their pussies, but it never works that way. They don’t realize that pussies are like water out of a faucet—they’re on demand. None have ever made me want to stick around.

      The girls just like the danger though. The hype. They want to whisper their dirty secrets to their friends that they got my cock, and I don’t mind giving them that satisfaction. However, that doesn’t mean I’m sticking around for seconds.

      I walk toward her, and she moves the curtain closed behind us. She tries to kiss me, but I still her shoulders, her nipples pressed against my shirt. She pouts, and I don’t know why this one is annoying me more than usual. I’m all about girls who just want to fuck me, even if they think it’s going to be something more than it’s not.

      “This is what’s going to happen,” I tell her. “You’re going to take your shorts off.” I gaze around the room, noticing there’s a mirror on one side. That’s so not happening. I point to the opposite wall. “You’re going to put your palms on that wall and spread your legs. I’m going to fuck you until I come, and then I’m going to walk out of here, and we’re both going to pretend like it never happened.” Her lips part, but I trail my fingers down her hips until I settle on her core. Her lids flutter closed, and I stroke her through her tight shorts. I need her nice and wet, so I don’t have to work too hard. I’m already fucking hard as a rock. “You don’t breathe a word of this to anyone. You don’t tell the girls you work with. You don’t tell family. You know who I am, right?”

      “Mmm, yes. Johnny Rocket,” she says, pressing against my fingers like my name itself turns her the fuck on.

      “Then you know what will happen if you do any of these things I just warned you about, right?”

      Her eyes fly open, and she gasps. I just stare at her until she realizes I’m not fucking kidding. Normally, I wouldn’t care if she spread rumors, but if it gets around that I fuck girls on the side, no one will respect Kyla. For some reason, that pisses me the fuck off more than most things do.

      The girl nods, and a flush of crimson fear stains her cheeks.

      “Then, let’s do it,” I tell her. “Shorts and panties—off.”

      She fumbles with the buttons on her shorts, but she finally pushes them to her ankles. I lower the zipper on my suit pants and reach inside, stroking myself. The girl reaches for me like she’s going to help me get undressed, but I point toward the wall with my free hand. She immediately turns, places her palms on the wall I ordered her to and spreads her legs. I stand behind her, looking her over. Then, for a short minute, I close my eyes, and imagine it’s Kyla begging me to fuck her.

      I groan as I stroke my cock. “Fuck yes.”

      “Oh, baby. I need it,” the girl says, voice straining.

      Fuck. I growl. “Don’t talk.”

      She doesn’t respond because in the next instant, I pull my dick out, roll on a condom, and line up to her entrance. I push inside, and thankfully, she’s wet enough that I don’t have to work for it.

      I close my eyes, moving my hips against her, picturing Kyla’s beautiful body bent in front of me. I fuck her hole like a man starved. The girl moans, but in my head, I hear, “Fuck me, Johnny,” in Kyla’s voice. I grip her hips to pound into her harder but realize that’s not a good idea because it takes me out of the fantasy, so I place my hands on her back where the differences in their bodies are less noticeable.

      “I’ve been waiting so fucking long for this,” I grind out.

      “Me too,” the girl chokes out as I ravish her with quick, sure strokes.

      I won’t be able to keep this fantasy forever, so I fuck her long and hard, our bodies slapping together. My dick is finally getting relief when the sound of the curtain moving ruins my moment.

      The girl gives a startled cry and moves to the wall, trying to cover herself up. My dick bobs freely in front of me. Kyla stands in the opening, fury and jealousy written all over her face.

      I lean against the wall, watching those emotions take control over her. I don’t bother pulling my pants up or pretending I wasn’t doing what she just caught us doing. I don’t give a shit at the moment. The only thing I’m focusing on right now is the fact that she’s staring at my cock, cheeks reddening.

      My dick jerks. It’s even harder than before. I fucking want her more than anything. The stand-in didn’t do. I just got more satisfaction from Kyla staring at my cock than I did the whole time I was moving inside her. A smile teases my lips. “I thought I told you to keep her away.”

      Mag shrugs. “You saw her fight. She’s squirmy.”

      If she fucks like she fights, I’m in for a fucking treat.

      Kyla’s fuming. She whips the curtain closed on the naked girl and me like I’m going to finish what we’ve started. It’s not even worth it. “Get out,” I tell the girl. “Put your clothes back on and stay in the back. Remember what I told you.” I fix her with a glare. “Breathe a word, and you’re dead.”

      She scrambles to get her clothes together before fleeing the small dressing room. I tear the condom off, lean my head against the wall, and jerk off to the vision of Kyla staring at my cock. I explode, leaving a cum trail down the side of the wall.

      Nothing in the Heights has killed me yet but waiting to fuck this girl just might.
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      Johnny stands, buttoning his suit coat so he can go deal with the guy getting a handful of one of the waitress’s breasts.

      I’ve never felt comfortable here. To me, there’s nothing sexy about a girl dancing provocatively for a whole room full of sweaty, over-sexed assholes—or about a girl you’re forbidden from touching.

      My gaze drifts toward Kyla. She pouts, averting her gaze from the scene Johnny zeroes in on with a hard stare. I thought bringing her here was dumb from the start, but Johnny wanted to get her out of the suite, his attention entirely focused on making her happy instead of where he was actually taking her.

      After giving me a short nod, Johnny turns and makes his way out of the shadows and into the neon lights dancing all over the room. He and the rest of the security detail disappear in a heavy fog that’s just started to pump from wall vents. He’s no doubt in search of Dunnegan, so he can tell him to handle his employees.

      With Johnny gone, my gaze is immediately drawn toward Kyla again. She watches the other security team follow Johnny, and I know if I’m not practically on top of her when Johnny gets back, he’ll say shit about not watching her properly. I pull my shoulders back and sit on the very edge of the black leather seat of the private booth, wishing I could shake the other reason I’m drawn to her.

      Almost immediately, I feel her eyes on me. The hair on my neck pricks. I can tell myself all I want that she’s basically a child, but in that fucking dress, she’s all woman.

      “He always asks you to watch me, huh?” she inquires innocently.

      The inquisitive tone in her voice makes me want to spill all my secrets, but that would be a very bad thing. For everyone.

      I glance over at her, taking in her beauty. I never gave a shit about Johnny’s women before. Or K’s. I knew they wouldn’t last long and were mere trophies to strut around with, but Kyla is different. Maybe I feel closer to her because I happen to know all her secrets. “He thinks you trust me.”

      She doesn’t hesitate. “I do.”

      My breath whooshes out. The leather gives way underneath me as I turn fully toward her. The depths in her eyes remind me of the look she gave me a few nights ago when she told me Glo had actually fired the tiny silver pistol at her, scaring the living shit out of me.

      I’d gone straight to her when the alarm sounded. Bursting into Johnny’s suite, I tossed the end table to the side and scooped her shaking form into my arms. I’d lost all training, not even searching for other threats before helping Kyla to her feet and making sure she was safe.

      I was a magnet drawn to her wide eyes and pale skin.

      I can’t let that happen again. At least, that’s what the rational part of me says. The part of me that cares for Kyla doesn’t give a shit about any of that. “Not as much as I’d like,” I admit, and that one tiny confession is akin to a bomb dropping.

      She licks her lips, the corners turning down briefly before she gazes at me with questions in her eyes. “What happened to Glo?”

      I look away. That’s not where I thought we were going with this conversation. The Heights is too fucked up for her, and I don’t mean that in a chauvinist way. Kyla can handle it, but the thing is, she shouldn’t have to. “She wasn’t going to ever get away with what she planned on doing, Kyla. She knew that when she came in.”

      From the corner of my eye, I see Kyla wrap her arms around herself as if to ward off the cold. I have no clue why she would even care about that crazy bitch. She tried to kill her. As far as I’m concerned, she got what she deserved.

      I rub the back of my neck. “For someone with so much morality, I don’t know why you insist on staying here.”

      She turns to glare at me with a pinched expression. “Why do you think I have so much morality?”

      That’s an easy answer. The easiest one tonight. “The look on your face when shit goes down.” I want to tell her she’s better than the Heights. That she should want to leave, but that’s not happening. Johnny is taken by her, and he’s not going to let her go.

      And a part of me doesn’t want her to go either.

      I watch as a waitress approaches the booth. An annoyed sigh parts my lips. They can’t just leave us alone. Instead of asking Kyla if she wants a refill, though, the waitress’s fingertips skirt over my shoulder and brush against my collar. “Hey there,” she says in a husky voice. “Anything I can do for a big strapping guy like you?”

      I shake my head, waving her off. The waitresses in here flock to Crew guys like sweet nectar. Most of the guys are down for the temptation, but I haven’t pledged to be top security for nothing. Plus, since Glo tried to kill Kyla, I’ve been extra paranoid about who’s around her. I refrain from pulling the girl away from the table and shoving her back to the other bar patrons like I want to, hoping instead that she’ll get the hint and leave us alone.

      She doesn’t.

      The waitress bends over when I don’t look at her, promptly putting her breasts in my face. I cover my initial reaction with my blank security face. Numb, stoic, all-business. Her breasts don’t do anything for me. I place my hand on her shoulder and move her back with a firm hand. “I’m working.”

      “Oh, come on,” she flirts, laughter sprinkling through her words. She takes my hand and moves it to her stomach. My palm grazes her skin, and a growl works its way up my throat. I try to carefully remove my hand from hers, but she has a death grip on it, and if I want to tear it away, it’ll only look like I’m the asshole now. Instead, I just about grind my teeth to nothing and give her a firm shake of my head.

      She doesn’t listen. I open my mouth to tell her to get lost—in the nicest way possible, of course—when Kyla speaks up, “He said no.”

      “Oh.” The waitress pouts but she recovers quickly enough. Smirking, she bites down on her lower lip while watching Kyla stare at my hand. “Are you sure you wouldn’t like to watch?”

      I’m too busy staring at the crazed look on Kyla’s face that I don’t realize the waitress moves my hand higher and higher until my fingers graze her breasts. Kyla’s face hardens, her eyes locked on my hand as it skirts up the waitress’s body.

      She stands, hands clenched at her side. She grabs the edge of the table and pushes it over. Glasses smash to the ground. She ignores it all and walks around me to snatch the thin strap of the waitress’s top to pull the scared girl toward her. “He said no,” she growls, looking very much the fighter that she is. She sneers, anger wafting off her. “Now, is it your job to force yourself on the customers? I think Rocket will have something to say about that.”

      The strip club security surrounds us in thirty seconds while I still stare in awe at Kyla. Their movements pull me out of my own head. I stand, glaring at the two-bit security to tell them all to stand the fuck down. This is Johnny’s girl, which means she can do whatever the fuck she wants. I just can’t tell them she did it for me.

      My palms sweat. The look Kyla gives the waitress only makes my conflicting thoughts about her worse because I’m suddenly thinking things that could very well get myself killed.

      Johnny angles his way through the crowd. “What’s going on?” He rakes his gaze across the overturned table, the spilled drinks, and the very scared looking waitress as if they’re nothing. Then, they land on Kyla, and I’m reminded why I need to take a backseat to what’s happening.

      Dunnegan emerges from the ring of security next. Like Johnny, he passes over the broken glass and overturned table like it’s a mere nuisance.

      Kyla sighs. “Your girl here wouldn’t take no for an answer.” She motions toward me, but I stand there like the guard I should be. “He’s working. He’s not a customer.”

      Johnny sneers at the waitress. Kyla pulled her top so hard her breast popped out, but no one would even be looking at her when Kyla’s here. She sucks all the attention from the room, and she doesn’t even know it.

      My dick twitches, and I clamp my jaw down. Johnny gives orders, but I’m barely listening. My only mission right now is to have some time alone to breathe. Just a few moments, and then I’ll be good. As soon as Johnny places his arm around Kyla’s shoulder, I take my opportunity. I slip away, leaving them behind in the shadows, the other members of our security pulling in tight at my absence.

      The fog and the lights take over, placing me firmly back into reality until I sneak into the dim bathroom. I splash water on my face, breathing hard as my dick comes alive. Maybe I saw what I wanted to see: jealousy. I could’ve sworn I recognized the flare in her eyes as she pulled the unsuspecting waitress toward her. I should know. I’ve felt all that and then some with Johnny and Kyla. And Brawler and Kyla. And Oscar and Kyla.

      I roar, turning toward the wall and slamming my fists against the concrete. I breathe deeply through my nose to pass through the arousal taking hold of my balls and hardening my cock.

      Fuck. I bang my fists against the wall a couple more times, breathing out heavily. I can’t want this. Not with her.

      It would be just my luck that the only girl to grab my attention would already be claimed by J…and wanted by at least two others.
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      Tonight feels like we’re Godzilla walking on eggshells and trying not to make things crack.

      I half expect Johnny, or worse—K—to show up, spot Kyla even with her costume on, and then just fucking put a bullet through all of our skulls just because.

      My stomach twists as I watch a relaxed Kyla let loose with Oscar on the dance floor. She grinds her hips against him, and the pure lust that crosses his face is one I know well. I’m always wearing it around her myself. Whether it’s guarded or not, it’s always simmering under the surface.

      I push the glass I’m holding onto away before I smash it in my tight grip. Magnum lingers in the background, a hidden sentinel. I fucking hope we can trust him because right now, we’re doing something that would absolutely have us tortured and killed if he so much as opened his mouth.

      Johnny would cut Oscar’s fucking balls off. And well, I can’t let him have all the fun, can I?

      I’ve had enough of watching. I slide along the leather seat of the booth we scored and step out. Oscar sees me coming and twists Kyla in his arms, freeing her backside up for me to grasp. My fingers slide around her hips, and she tenses for a moment before I crowd around her.

      She knows it’s me. She’s so attuned to us.

      I’m not much of a dancer, but I rock back and forth, rubbing my hard cock over the curve of her ass. She presses back against me, too, forced back by Oscar’s grinding. He and I couldn’t be more different, but in this, we’re the same. I’m so turned on I could lose it right here. He flicks his gaze to mine, and I nod.

      Oscar loops his arm around Kyla’s, and then I’m following them up the stairs at the back of Candy’s. Once I’m at the top, I glance over my shoulder to find Magnum discreetly walking up the stairs behind us. My heart beats in my chest.

      “What is this?” Kyla says, her voice barely audible over the music.

      “Private areas.” Oscar winks at her. “It’s for lap dances and for parties when you don’t want an audience. I’m hoping the rooms will be free tonight.”

      Unfortunately, most of them aren’t free. The sounds reaching us from out in the hallway tell us all exactly what’s going on behind the closed curtains. Oscar checks every one, just to be sure, until he throws the velvet curtain of a free room to the side. Kyla reaches back for me, and before I know it, Oscar, the girl I’ve fallen for, and I are inside the room. I turn immediately to close the curtains behind us for privacy.

      The less people see the better.

      “What now?” Kyla asks, breathless. She’s darting her gaze between the two of us, and it’s clear what’s on her mind. The mask she’s wearing can’t even hide it, and I can’t help but think that the costumes we’re sporting are giving us all a false sense of security.

      “Just don’t think, Big Man,” Oscar says, glaring at me. “Do.”

      He moves forward, angling his head to kiss Kyla. His lips roam over hers, and she moans. It’s like a siren’s call beckoning me forward. I stand at her back again, inching in on her. She thrusts her ass back against my hips to welcome me. She’s the sexiest thing I’ve ever seen. I never wanted to be deeply involved in Crew life, especially not with the girlfriend of the future leader, but she makes me forget all that.

      I tease my way up her spine, grasping the zipper of her dress in my hand. I pull it down, trailing behind the opening I’m making with my free hand, dancing my fingers along the soft skin of her back. She kisses Oscar harder, beautiful noises gasping from between her lips as they assault one another.

      Incredibly, my dick stays hard. The only thing I know is that I want Kyla. The other boyfriends is something I’m willing to move forward with because of her. But if this is any indication, there might be other positives too.

      Once her zipper won’t lower further, I reach up, brushing the dress off her shoulders until it pools at her feet.

      She arches her back, searching for me. I press her forward instead, right into Oscar’s grinding hips. “Christ,” she gasps, her hips bucking forward to meet Oscar’s in a delicate dance.

      I trail my fingertips to her bra, unclasping it before gently brushing the straps from her shoulders. She stands back from Oscar and rips the material the rest of the way off, tossing it to the side like a useless garment.

      She presses against Oscar again, but I grip her hips and force her back to me. I’m the one who undressed her, I should feel those sexy tits in my eager hands. I skirt past her rib cage as Oscar devours our movements with hungry eyes. The first brush of my skin over the curve of her breasts has me thrusting against her until my hands close over her peaks, her hard nipples jutting into my hands. I squeeze her before playing with her nipples. Her breath comes out in a whoosh. “Oohhh.”

      “Fuck,” Oscar growls. “You’re so fucking hot.” He steps back to get a better view of my hands teasing her. “How does that feel?”

      “Fucking amazing.” Kyla reaches out to pull Oscar toward her. We’re all so close, our collective heavy breathing fills the room. I never thought I’d share a girl before, but watching Kyla come apart like this, letting go, I would do anything to see her do that again and again..

      She thrusts back against me. Oscar grins in appreciation. “She’s so wet, man. So fucking wet.”

      I groan at the thought of what he must be feeling right now. His fingers inside her heat. She arches into him, a soft gasp passing over her lips.

      Kyla stills as Oscar tears her panties down and then spins her to face me. Her mouth opens in an “o” of surprise.

      He cups her breasts, kneading them in his hands. Her gaze fixes on me, and I watch them together as he slowly moves her backward to the couch against the wall. He sits first, then arranges her on his lap in the most seductive position imaginable. Her feet rest on his knees, angling open as he continues to play with her nipples. His hand skims lower, down over her navel. “You should check,” he urges, gazing up at me.

      I swallow the tightness in my throat. Another guy offering up my girl to me is hot as fuck. She’s splayed out on top of him, arching her breasts into his hands, but her lower half is on display for me.

      I take my eyeful until Oscar nudges again. “Do you want Brawler to check?” His voice is practically drenched in sex.

      In answer, Kyla opens her legs farther, giving me an even better view of her slick pussy. Her juices have already dampened Oscar’s pants. It’s too much of a call. I drop to my knees and run my hands up her thighs, my thumbs skimming her folds. “So fucking wet,” I agree. My dick aches I’m so fucking hard.

      Kyla whimpers, and I snap my gaze to hers. Her eyes search mine, pleading. Oscar’s fingers are pleasuring her, and she thrusts her hips into nothing like she’s searching for the same attention at her core. Her gaze hoods. “Fuck me with your mouth, Brawler.”

      Oscar sucks in a breath and grips Kyla’s taut hips. “Oh God.” He rolls against her, his face pure, wild abandon.

      Kyla moves his hands back to her breasts. “Play with me. Don’t stop.”

      “Fuck yes,” Oscar growls. While he continues to rile her up, I lock gazes with her until I’m one-hundred-percent certain this is what she wants. Then, I don’t hesitate to lean forward, catching her juices on the tip of my tongue.

      “Fuck, fuck, fuck,” she moans. Her hands sink into my hair, urging me closer, pulling me against her perfect pussy. “Oh God.”

      “That’s right,” Oscar encourages, his voice dropping an octave. “Tell Brawler how good that feels.”

      I shudder, thoroughly enjoying having her cunt pressed against my tongue. I flick over her clit, and she dissolves into trembles. “Keep going,” she pleads, fingers tightening in my hair.

      She tastes so sweet, desire dripping from her. I devour it, getting lost in her pussy like it’s just me and her.

      “Tell our girl what she tastes like.”

      I groan at the shudder that rips through her. She likes Oscar’s dirty talk. She’s creaming herself over the two of us pleasuring her simultaneously, and in response, goosebumps prick my skin. I pull away, flicking my gaze up to look at the two of them. “Like fucking heaven.”

      Kyla’s on the edge. Her body is ready to tumble over. I move back into position, pressing my lips against her clit.

      “Yes, God. More,” she cries out.

      I trace her folds with my fingertips as I concentrate the tip of my tongue on her clit. She keeps pulling me closer and closer, rocking into my face. I rim her pussy with my finger and push inside.

      She gasps so loud it borders on a scream. “Yes, Brawler.”

      I moan into her, and she squeezes her thighs against me, her excited breaths filling the small room.

      “This is so fucking hot,” Oscar breathes. “Princess loves it. She’s dying to explode, I can tell. Aren’t you, baby?”

      “Yes. Yes,” she moans.

      “She’s so close.”

      “Fuck,” Kyla breathes, urgency threading through her voice.

      I flatten my tongue against her and gaze up. I don’t know what she sees when her gaze locks on mine, but her eyes widen. She drops her head back, mouth opening in a silent scream as her cunt squeezes my finger. In true Kyla fashion, the satisfied moan that leaves her body is laced with fucks.

      Oscar tightens his hold around her. Now that my dick is hard as a fucking rock, I press my lips against her pussy, and she trembles. Sitting back on my heels, I allow her perfection to come into full view. I flick my tongue over my lips, catching her desire. “If we weren’t surrounded by people, I would take you right now.” Oscar’s fingers trail down her body as I devour her post-sex euphoria. “I didn’t realize I’d get such enjoyment out of that.”

      She smiles at me, and my heart beats against my chest in one solid thump. It’s like she’s silently communicating to me how happy she is. It’s a look just for us. She can be in another man’s embrace and still be able to make me feel like I’m the only one in the room.

      “Let’s get Princess dressed,” Oscar says, trying to hold back a grimace. I’m sure he’s aching as much as I am. “Next time, I’m tongue man. You can be breast man.”

      Instead of answering, I search the dark floor for Kyla’s panties. When I find them, I move closer to help put them on. I skim her knees, and when she lifts her ass, Oscar takes over, taking care of her just as much as I am.

      He kisses her neck. “I’m pretty sure you soaked right through my pants, too.”

      She certainly did, and I’m also positive Oscar doesn’t give a fuck. I can still taste her in my mouth, a flavor I’d happily drown in.

      I find her bra next, skimming it over her shoulders just like I helped her take it off. Oscar pulls the clasps together in the back, and a soft smile lights her lips as if she’s enjoying the attention. She’s a strong one. A fighter. But in this instance, she lets down her guard so we can take care of her.

      I reach out, helping her to her feet. She steps in close, her lips brushing my ear. “Thank you,” she whispers, so just I can hear.

      Her capacity to love is so overwhelming. You don’t meet girls like her here. I find her dress on the ground and hold it out so she can step into it. Oscar zips her up from behind, a smirk on his lips. “I’ll be jerking off to that tonight.”

      I smirk. “Glad I’ll take a starring role in your fantasies.”

      Oscar shrugs. There really isn’t much that gets to him. “If you saw things from my point of view, you would too.”

      Once we get Kyla all clothed, the real world closes in around us. The muted music returns. The other couples’ rough noises. I blow out a breath. “Act cool around Mag, okay? My gut tells me we can trust him, but—”

      “Act cool?” Kyla asks, grinning. “No way, I’m telling him you ate me out while Oscar egged you on.”

      I glare at her because I wouldn’t put it past her, but she just smiles at me in response.

      “You go out first,” Oscar instructs her. “We’ll follow you. Don’t go too far.”

      She pecks each of us on the cheek, and then disappears around the curtain. Oscar and I stare at each other. He raises his hand to give me a fist bump, but I ignore him and close my eyes, recalling the memory of Kyla as she came apart on my tongue.

      I would happily do this again, just for that moment.
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      Blood pulses in my ears, and I can’t fucking think straight.

      Dad throws money down on the table in front of us, and I swear the only thing rooting me to this moment is the body heat of the girl I’ve become obsessed with. She shifts even closer to me, and the anger subsides a fraction.

      A tiny fraction.

      I want to push away from the booth and deck my father. How dare he even suggest Kyla should strip? At Candy’s. Anywhere, actually.

      My hand clenches as I watch my father leave and imagine all these sorry assholes drooling over my perfect girl on stage. I’ve barely seen the whole package. He won’t let me have her, but he’ll let every fucker in the Heights beat their cocks over her?

      Over my dead body.

      “You okay?” she asks, her voice breathy.

      She won’t have liked the idea of stripping either. Kyla’s a fighter. She’s strong and agile. More than that, she wants to be known for her skill in the ring, not for her perfect curves.

      I peek over at her and clench down on my jaw. When I look at Kyla, I see a beautiful woman, but I see more than that too. This is new for me. I’m used to looking at the face value of a person and determining in an instant what they could do for me. Especially women. Are her lips adequate enough for wrapping around my cock? Is her ass tight enough to get a good grip on?

      Kyla’s hot as fuck, but from the moment I gazed into her eyes for the first time, I wanted to know her, too. I wanted her story. Her life. Her voice.

      And not just to hear it screaming my name. Though I want that too. More than ever.

      “You can talk to me about things, you know?” she says, her whole demeanor drawing me in again. She grabs my hand under the table and squeezes. “Anything at all.” My heart pounds in my chest as she leans over and whispers, “No matter what it is, I’m siding with you.”

      I blink and let her words fill me. No one has ever sided with me before. I’ve known all my life that I’m a number two. An alternate. I’m no one’s most important anything, and I always will be.

      I’ve always known my role but fuck it if I yearn for what she’s saying. I gaze at her lips, wondering what the fuck is happening to me. My cock pushes against the inseam of my suit pants. Not because it wants a warm pussy, but because it wants her. Because I fucking want her.

      I catch the attention of a passing waitress. “Another round,” I strangle out, acutely aware of the battle going on inside myself. Long-held beliefs spark inside, telling me I should tell my father he was right. Kyla stripping is a great idea. But I can barely even bring myself to think the words.

      She’s fucking mine. The force of my entire body—my entire being—feels it. I turn into her neck and lick a trail over her creamy skin to the hollow under her ear. “You’re in my bed tonight,” I promise her…and myself.

      Fuck him for making me wait for some arbitrary reason. Kyla and I both want this, and this is one relationship he should stay the fuck out of. She’s siding with me, and I’m siding with her.

      She bites her lip, and I down the drink in my hand and encourage her to do the same. There are far too many people around for the things I want to do to this girl. I’ve fucked girls in public in the past, not giving a shit about them, but Kyla deserves so much better than a quickie in a hallway. I want to worship her body. I want to fuck her so good that my body says more than my sorry words ever could.

      We stand from the table, and I lead her toward the back of the club to exit out the doors there without prying eyes. I don’t want an audience for anything tonight. I want her all to my-fucking-self.

      We get in the car, and she snuggles up to me. I hold my arm around her, pulling her tightly to me. The need for her throbs in my balls. It’s so deep I’m like a horny teenager again. I almost snap when Magnum glances at us in the rearview mirror. He looks away immediately, probably recognizing and misinterpreting the look on my face.

      I want to claim her in so many ways. More than I already have. I want to fuck her so she forgets any man other than me ever existed. I want to gouge out the eyes of any man who ever dared look at her without my permission. I want to rock her world so all she ever does is stare at me with those steadfast eyes that make me feel more important than I’ve ever felt in my entire life.

      Magnum goes through tower security and pulls into our usual parking lot. I grab Kyla’s hand and help her from the car. We immediately start for the elevator, and she sways on her feet. Someone had too much to drink tonight. My own head throbs, but it’s not from the alcohol, it’s from finally coming to terms with the fact that...I need her.

      The three of us stand in the elevator silently. It whooshes up the floors until we’re finally at the suite level. The doors barely open, and I’m already pulling her out into the hallway. “She’s been with me,” I call out to the guards on duty. I swear if anyone else touches her right now, I just might fucking kill them.

      She giggles, and I peek back to see her smiling back at the guards. “Plus, I don’t have any place to hide anything in this dress,” she singsongs.

      I wrap my hands around her wrist tighter and yank her inside my suite. Her eyes widen, and I’m thrown back to the moment I pinned her against the wall in the back of the dress shop. I blink, my heart beating so fast in my chest. Each pump welcomes a pang of guilt and the thought: I don’t deserve her.

      Pressing her against the door, I stay there for a moment, letting her heat seep into me, reminding myself this isn’t that time. A lot has changed since then. I peek up at her. “God, I fucking want you,” I say. A test. A ripple in the water to see what her response will be.

      Her lips part, and the fire in her eyes is different than when I held her at the dress shop. This is all lust, not fiery determination. “You’re not thinking straight,” she breathes.

      If she only knew I’m seeing more clearly now than I ever have before. “I’m thinking straight,” I tell her, chest heaving into her own. I lick my lips, thinking of the earlier encounter with my father and tensing all over again because of it. “He can’t take you from me.”

      She doesn’t miss a beat. “Does he want to take me from you?”

      That’s a damn good question, and I already know the answer. “He thinks women are playthings. He doesn’t understand my feelings for you. He hasn’t felt for another woman since my mom left.” I drop my stare to her breasts that are pushing up against me. I reach out and cover her ample curve with my hand, my mind screaming Mine! the whole time. I groan inwardly at the contact and pinch her nipple. I can barely think straight with her pressed up against me like this, but I know my father should be the last thing on my mind right now. “I don’t want to fucking talk about that.”

      I press the top half of her body against the door and take the hem of her dress in my hands, rolling it up her thighs until her dress is the length of a shirt. I brush my hands over the curve of her ass and squeeze. Her muscles clench, and if I get any harder, I’ll embarrass myself for all of eternity.

      She moans as my fingers sink deeper into her flesh. With a heavy breath, she works on my pants, unclasping them and pushing them to the ground. There’s the answer I wanted. I press my hips against her, unable to deny the call of the “v” of her thighs any longer. As soon as my hard cock meets her welcoming body, my toes curl in my shoes. “Christ. I’ve denied myself you for too long.”

      I move away, replacing my strained cock with my fingers, teasing her pussy with light touches. She breathes out and settles her head against the door. Her pulse throbs on her neck, and I match the rapid movement with sure strokes of my finger.

      She’s a taut string in front of me. A high wire act I can’t wait to take part in. I pull my fingers away, trailing up her body until I suck them into my mouth. Her eyes bleed sex as she watches me savor her taste. I close my eyes because I can’t fucking stand it anymore.

      Thankfully, neither can my beautiful Kyla. Her trembling fingers work on the buttons of my shirt. She finally frees them and pushes my shirt apart as I struggle out of it. I kick the pants away that are pooled around my ankles and then work on my shoes and socks until I’m standing there in my briefs, watching her salivate over me. “You always look at me like you could pounce,” I growl, loving the reflection of my need mirrored back at me.

      “Not sorry,” she breathes.

      I grin at her and pull her dress the rest of the way over her head until she’s naked in front of me. Her breasts call to me, so I cup them, feeling the weight of them in my hands. In that moment, I can’t decide which I like better: her ass or her breasts. “I think I’m a tits and ass man because of you.”

      She reaches out and slides my boxers down my thighs with a mouthwatering grin. “I’m a cock girl.”

      I step back, letting her take her fill of me and enjoying the way she reacts to my body. I stroke my dick just for her, but my hand is a sore substitute for what I really want.

      She must be thinking along the same lines because she takes my free hand and leads me back to the couch. She pushes me down and straddles my thighs. Taking my cock in her hands, she strokes me toward her pussy. Fuck, fuck, fuck. Her body heat wraps around my cock until I want nothing more than to slide it home. “Fuck, fuck,” I breathe out. “You want to ride me, don’t you?”

      “So fucking bad,” she moans. She strokes me again and bucks forward until I graze her wet heat.

      My mind blanks like an empty frame in a film. Instead of letting her do it again, I change our position, moving her back to the couch while I hover over her. I close my eyes, warring with myself, silently berating me for moving us at all. Fuck! I can’t believe I stopped us. What the fuck is wrong with me?

      I was on autopilot, and not the kind that listens to what I want, but the voice in my head that’s followed me since day one.

      Don’t do it, it says. He told you not to.

      Fuck him.

      I open my eyes and take in her expectant gaze. I move forward, pressing my forehead to hers as I walk my knees up, getting closer and closer to her warmth. Her knees drift to the leather, and I tease her, lifting my hips toward her until I almost touch her and then pull away.

      I do it again and again until I realize I’m not teasing anyone. I can’t do it. I can’t fucking do it. My whole body screams at me that this is the right thing to do, but I can’t shut that inner voice up.

      “Fuck!” I roar. She flinches, and I pull away to sit back on my heels. I stare down at her perfect body, those eyes that are windows to the outside world, and I hate myself for the emotions flickering over her face right now. Shock. Disappointment. “I want you,” I tell her. “Don’t think I don’t.”

      She peers down at my rock-hard cock.

      I run my hands through my hair as despair crashes into me. I can’t remember a time when I’ve ever wanted to defy my father so fucking badly.

      “I want you too,” I hear her say.

      I gaze down at her. Her lips turn down, and she’s not looking at me anymore. “You sound frustrated.”

      A smile flickers across her face, but it’s forced. “Wouldn’t you be? I’m horny, Johnny. I want you.”

      I briefly think about just pushing inside her, but the moment the thought sneaks into my brain, it gets booted out.

      I won’t be able to do this. Not right now. I’m not even sure I’m my own fucking person anymore. I’m his. I’m the Crew’s. I’ve never minded before, but this is—. There are no words.

      I push off her and stride toward the door. My girl’s horny. I keep pushing her to the fucking edge and not delivering, and she’s going to find someone else if I can’t deliver. At least I can control that, right? At least I can manipulate the situation before she up and leaves me for someone who can give her exactly what she wants.

      I whip the door open and find Mag right where I knew he would be. I yank him inside and slam the door. “Fuck her,” I say, pointing toward my beautiful Kyla still sprawled out on the couch.

      I wince when she starts to cover up, but this I can handle. Magnum can pleasure her while I’m here. Maybe she can even pretend it’s me, and then we can all pretend this never happened. She shouldn’t be wanting because of me, because I just can’t fucking come up with the balls to do it. Christ, I can see her slick pussy from here.

      Her eyes round as she takes the both of us in. I push him forward, and she wraps her arms around herself more tightly. “What?”

      Frustration lances through me. “You’re fucking horny, and I can’t.” I turn toward Magnum. “Fuck my girl. Make her come.” It’s the oddest command I’ve ever given him, but out of anyone, I trust him. We grew up together. Not in the real sense of the words, but we grew up in the Crew together. Everyone else we came through with is either dead or defected. It’s just him and me left.

      Magnum holds his hands up. “No. I won’t do that.”

      “You took an oath to do what I said, and right now, I need you to mount my girl until she screams.”

      He peeks back at Kyla. “You don’t want me to do that, J. You really don’t.”

      I’m so fucking sick of everyone telling me what I want. I stride toward the side table, pull out the drawer, and slide my hand over the butt of my gun. I rest my finger on the trigger and level it at Magnum. I’m shaking all over. All I know is that my girl needs an orgasm, and I’m defective. That’s the only rational fucking conclusion. “I said, fuck my girlfriend. If she isn’t screaming by the time you’re done, I’m putting a bullet in your head.”

      “Johnny,” Kyla cries. She moves up to sit on the arm of the leather couch. She’s too scared to cover herself anymore. She eyes the gun and crawls off the arm and steps down onto her own two feet.

      “Stay back, Kyla,” Mag says.

      “No, Kyla,” I growl. This is my moment. I’m in control. “Move forward.” I swallow the lump in my throat. “Remember how you just wanted to ride me. Ride him.” When no one moves, I glance over at her. The sorrow in her eyes pulls me up short. “I’m so sorry I keep doing this to you. I deserve it, don’t I?” I swallow again. My throat is so desert-like the sides rub against one another. I press my lips together. “I fucked that whore in the dress shop,” I tell her, reminding her of what a fucking bastard I am. I don’t deserve her. “You know you want to do this to me. To get back at me.”

      “You’ll never forgive yourself, man,” Magnum warns. “You don’t want this.”

      How dare he not do what I fucking tell him to. “I said—!”

      Magnum moves quickly, disarming me in a move I should’ve seen coming a mile away. Before I know it, he’s slipping my gun into the back of his waistband. I slump forward, and he grips my forearms, pulling me up higher. “You don’t want this, man. That’s your girl right there.” He nods toward Kyla. “You’re scaring her.”

      He’s right. Her whole body shakes and mine follows suit. Mag straightens me again, trying to get me to keep my chin held high, but shame washes over me anyway.

      He pushes off, and Kyla runs straight into my arms. She weasels her way under my arms, holding me so tightly, like she’s afraid if she doesn’t, I’ll fall apart.

      Actually, I think I am falling apart. Or maybe that’s just me falling so hard for the girl in front of me that I don’t even know myself anymore.
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      I step out of the elevator behind Johnny and Kyla. I doubt they realize I’m still with them. They’ve only had eyes for each other while we made our way back to the tower after celebrating her win at Candy’s.

      “She’s been with me,” Johnny growls as the security detail moves in to check her.

      I wave them away as a giggling Kyla calls out, “Plus, I don’t have any place to hide anything in this dress!”

      She’s not wrong. All the blood pools in my nuts as I watch her ass. I try not to ogle too much as her quick footsteps keep her next to Johnny. He has one thing on his mind. That much is clear. I should be going back to my place right now, but there’s no way I’m leaving them like this. If K decides he’s going to stop over while Johnny’s fucking her, I’ll need to step in. He can’t see them together. Not after he forbid it.

      The door slams behind them, so I stand outside, pretending he’s asked me to keep watch. I glare at the guards near the main suite. If they know what’s good for them, they’ll keep their eyes and their ears to themselves.

      Being by myself has never really bothered me before. I could stand outside a room like this for hours. Just me and my thoughts while I keep surveillance. I don’t ask too many questions. I keep to myself.

      That is...I was like that. I can still be like that, but not around Kyla Samson.

      She’s driven a wedge into my life. A misstep into the path in front of me. I like rules. I like plans. When it comes to Kyla, I lose everything.

      Including my mind.

      What the hell am I doing thinking of Johnny’s girl like this? Not to mention a younger girl. Something I’ve teased her about, which was really fucking stupid considering it doesn’t bother me a bit. I want it to, though. I want it to be a hindrance between us because right now, I can’t find a good reason not to think about Kyla. Even knowing Rocket would murder me, I can’t stop.

      It’s not just him either. Brawler and Oscar. I see the way they look at her. I pride myself in my observational skills, and they’re all flirting a dangerous line.

      I have the power to stop it, but I don’t. Kyla seems happy, and right now, that’s all I care about despite the fact that my world is supposed to be Crew above everything. I’m supposed to stay the course. I’m supposed to listen to direction...

      Sighing, I try to think of something else. Anything else. Apples. My meeting tomorrow. That sweet Glock I found on the internet yesterday.

      The door opens behind me. Before I can turn, Johnny grips my shirt and hauls me backward into the room. He slams the door behind us, and I look up to find a flushed Kyla, half on the couch, half trying to cover her sexy, naked body.

      My cock immediately reacts, and my balls ache.

      I look away. My brain sends me warning signals, telling me everything is not okay with Johnny right now. He would never haul me in here with Kyla looking so ready to be fucked. I glance up at his face and freeze.

      “Fuck her,” Johnny orders, pointing at Kyla.

      She practically falls off the couch. “What?”

      “You’re fucking horny, and I can’t.” Johnny focuses his ice-blue gaze on me. “Fuck my girl. Make her come.”

      I lift my hands into the air and take a step back. I respect his commitment to his father, but Jesus. “No. I won’t do that.”

      “You took an oath to do what I say, and right now, I need you to mount my girl until she screams.”

      I’m shaking my head before he even finishes his sentence. “You don’t want me to do that, J,” I say, slipping into the shortened nickname we used to call him before he was Rocket. “You really don’t.”

      Johnny strides toward the end table by the side of the couch. He whips the drawer open and pulls out a gun. “I said…” He turns toward me, raising the Glock to point directly at my chest. “…fuck my girlfriend. If she isn’t screaming by the time you’re done, I’m putting a bullet in your head.”

      “Johnny,” Kyla cries, moving up the couch. She slips off the arm and stands, her entire perfect body now in full view.

      “Stay back, Kyla,” I warn, still focusing on Johnny. I don’t know what brought this extreme reaction on. I don’t think Johnny would actually shoot me, but I’m not about to bet my life on it either.

      “No, Kyla. Move forward,” Johnny orders. “Remember how you just wanted to ride me. Ride him.” He takes his gaze away from me. As soon as he finds Kyla standing there, he softens. His armor cracks. “I’m so sorry I keep doing this to you. I deserve it, don’t I? I fucked that whore in the dress shop. You know you want to do this to me. To get back at me.”

      Christ. This girl has turned him upside down. He doesn’t know what to feel. What to think. He’s never known anything other than to complete his father’s demands, but she’s making him think differently. She doesn’t know it, but she’s turning the Heights on its edge. “You’ll never forgive yourself, man,” I tell him, trying to reason with him. “You don’t want this.”

      He snaps his gaze back to me. “I said—!”

      I make a split-second decision. He’s escalated to a point that it’s just not me in danger. I don’t know what he’ll do when he’s like this. This is brand new territory, and I’ve pretty much seen every facet of Johnny Rocket.

      I spring forward, disarming him with a slap to his bicep and wrist which loosens the pistol so I can tear it from his grip. From there, he complies. He hunches over while I stick the gun in the back of my pants next to the one that’s always there. I grab his forearms, making him look at me. “You don’t want this, man. That’s your girl right there. You’re scaring her.” I give him a quick shake and then turn him to face Kyla. They’re both trembling.

      She moves forward first, wrapping him up in a hug. I back away, my hands still up. I hope she knows I would never do that to her. I wouldn’t fuck her just because Johnny told me to. I don’t treat women like that.

      Not that it fucking matters what she thinks about me.

      “I’m sorry,” Johnny whispers to her.

      “Shh,” she says, eyes closing as she embraces him.

      I wasn’t sure about her in the beginning. I didn’t know her motives for being with Johnny, but it’s clear to me now. She cares for him more than I’ve ever seen anyone else care for him.

      He deserves this.

      I know him. He’ll fight it. He’ll fuck it up. But he deserves it.

      I retreat even further back, giving them time. When I realize they’re no longer thinking about me anymore, I reach for the doorknob to let myself out. “No one hears of this,” Johnny calls out. The calm, sure voice he uses to emulate his father is perfectly in place once more.

      I swallow. “I wouldn’t do that to you.”

      Guilt swarms me as I exit the suite and head toward the elevator. I need to stop thinking about Kyla Samson.
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      My father punches me, and my lip splits, pain lancing across my face. I hold back the groan that threatens because I already know if I show any sign of weakness that it will only get worse

      I try to pull my wrists apart for the tenth time. My dad’s a pro, though. He tied the ropes tight enough so that I wouldn’t be able to get free. Not that I know what I would do if I could get away. If I fight back, it will also only get worse for me.

      I’ve only learned that lesson about a dozen times.

      He saunters to the armchair directly in front of me that usually sits in the living room. He wipes his knuckles off on the handkerchief he’s had for years before tossing it to the side. He sits, eyeing me with a look of pure disappointment.

      He found out Kyla and I had sex.

      My mind races with how that happened, but really, I knew we were playing with fire. We shouldn’t have done it, but I just fucking love her and couldn’t hold myself back any longer.

      There are so many ways he could have found out. It could’ve been a bug. We could’ve been overheard. I hate that I’m about to put her in this position, and if he so much as fucking does anything to her, I’ll kill him. It will come down to that.

      The door clicks, and I sit up in the chair after spitting out the blood coating my cheeks.

      My father eyes me with a cruel smile, and my stomach twists. He hasn’t gone after me this hard in a long time. He’s thoroughly fucking pissed, and I don’t want Kyla anywhere near him, but I have no choice.

      “Johnny,” her perfect voice asks. I move my head to look at her, and the look of terror on her face says everything. She screams my name and then lunges for me. Mag tries to grab her, but he misses.

      The only thing I can do is try to tell her how sorry I am with my eyes. Because I am, I’m so fucking sorry. I don’t deserve her.

      A deep growl rips from her throat after inspecting my injuries. She turns, glaring down my father like the badass she is. I swear if I didn’t feel like I got ran over by a truck, I’d probably be turned on right now. Well, that, and the fact that she’s in real imminent danger. I exchange a look with Magnum, letting him know that we’re to protect her at all costs. I don’t care what I have to give up in return. Kyla is walking out of here safe.

      My father, who’s only a few feet away, smirks as he meets her ferocious eyes. “Hello, Kyla. I’m so glad you’re here.”

      Her hands inadvertently make fists. She’s such a fighter, but he can’t perceive her as a threat. If he does, he won’t even hesitate to take her out. He’ll grab one of the many guns that he has hidden in here and kill her with no questions asked. He doesn’t care that I’ve claimed her. He doesn’t care that I love her. I’ve tried telling him all of this in between the beatings he just dished out. The only thing he cares about is that I went against the Crew. “Babe?” I rasp out, hoping I get her attention.

      It works. She turns toward me, and her tortured gaze hurts me more than my father’s fists ever could. I hate that I look weak in front of her. Not because of my position but because I want to be her goddamn hero. I’ve never been anyone’s hero, but the way she sometimes looks at me tells me I might be hers.

      She swallows, and I try to smile for her, but the cut on my lip tears, and I grimace instead. “Everything is going to be okay,” I promise her. I don’t know what my father is going to do to me, but I know if I can’t save her, Magnum will.

      Right now, though, she’s too close to my dad. I tilt my head, motioning for her to come stand next to me. I want Magnum in between them. I want Magnum to have enough time to pull his gun if this goes south.

      She places her arm around my shoulders, and I instantly relax. She’s safe, I tell myself. I pick my chin up to address my father. “I already told you how sorry I am. There’s no need to bring Kyla into this. It was my fault.”

      I’ve already tried this tactic with no luck, but it can’t help to do it again. I’m hoping that for once in his life, he might have some humanity and see how distraught she is and let her go.

      He doesn’t. He leans back in his chair, lacing his hands behind his head. “Now, now. I know you want to save face in front of your little girlfriend, but we have to show people, don’t we? Isn’t that one of the top rules I’ve always taught you? When talking isn’t enough, you show people.” He moves his ferocious stare to Kyla. “You’re probably wondering why Johnny’s being punished.”

      Wisely, Kyla doesn’t say anything. Maybe I can still get her out of this. I open my mouth to try again, but K lifts his hand to cut me off. “I want the little whore to speak, son.”

      I want to rip him a new one for that comment, but I’m in no position to do so. Even when she told me she had feelings for three other guys, I never thought of her as a whore. Never.

      “I love your son,” Kyla’s steady voice says. She presses her lips into a thin line. “We didn’t mean to go against what you said, but I—”

      My dad’s laugh swallows up all the air in the room. “You didn’t mean to? So, he fell, and his dick slid into your cunt? Is that what you’re telling me happened, Kyla?”

      “No,” she grits out, and I’m just praying she keeps her cool. She must be able to read the scene to know she should, but I’m also proud to have her stick up for me. No one else ever has. “I love Johnny, and I wanted to share that with him. We didn’t do it to disobey you. We did it because we care about one another.”

      His gaze slices through her, uncaring. “But I told you not to. In fact, I even think I moved you out of his room and sent him a bitch, so he could get over you.”

      I open my mouth to say something, but she talks over me. “You did, and we kept our distance for a while.”

      K slams his fist down on the arm of the chair. “But not long enough!”

      Worry ratchets up a notch. I exchange glances with Magnum. He’s primed, ready to step in if needed, but I need this situation to turn around fast. “Dad,” I try again. “I’ll take the punishment. Please just let Kyla go back to her room.”

      “Go back to her room? Her room?” he asks incredulously. “The one I gave her. The one where we saved her from that fucking shithole she was living in, and this is how she repays us? Is that the one you’re talking about, son? You said you wanted her here, so she could be kept safe, and we did that for her. But what do we find? Blatant disrespect.”

      Shit. This is going downhill. There’s nothing he hates worse than being disrespected. “It was me,” I concede, letting all the emotions from the old Johnny come to the surface. “I talked her into it. I practically held her down because I’m sick like that.” I take a deep breath, letting a smile play over my face even though it hurts like hell. I need to do anything to get his attention off Kyla. My father is one vindictive son of a bitch. “You know, like how we play with the whores, Dad. We take what we want. I wanted her pussy, and I took it,” I grind out, hoping she’ll forgive me for these ugly words.

      My dad narrows his gaze. “As much as I wish that was true, I know you wouldn’t do that to your precious Kyla. Since she showed up, you’ve gone soft.” He stands and moves toward me.

      I nearly come out of my skin, whispering, “Move,” to Kyla. The look in his gaze tells me this isn’t going to be pretty. Luckily, Magnum pulls her out of the line of fire just as my dad raises his fist to punch me again.

      He connects fully. My head whiplashes back like I was in a front-end collision. My neck snaps, and the pain that blooms again over my already throbbing face hurts like a motherfucker.

      I don’t let it show though. I move my head back up, lifting my shoulders back and face him head on.

      He eyes me. I can see him trying to figure out what to do. “Since she showed up, you’ve cared more about her than the Crew. What have I always taught you?”

      “Crew before everything,” I say easily. That’s the number one thing he’s always stressed. The words spill from my mouth like I’m breathing. I don’t even have to think about it.

      “Exactly!” he roars in my face. “Everyone is the property of the Crew. I am. You are. She is. She’s not yours, Johnny. She’s all of ours.”

      He turns toward Kyla, that psycho look on his face. He reaches out and grips her breast in his hand, squeezing.

      Horror rips through me. “Don’t you touch her!” I scream. I can’t even help myself, even though I know I’m only making it worse.

      He laughs, fondling her now. His thumb brushes over her nipple, and my stomach drops, nausea rolling in. I glare at his hand as if I could hack it off with my mind.

      He looks back at me. The look on his face tells me he’s getting complete pleasure out of this. “I’m going to have to beat that possessive streak out of you.” He pinches her nipple, and when my hard gaze lands on it, he spins and hits me again. “Kyla was supposed to be your prize for when you took your rightful place beside me. Do you remember that deal you made, boy?”

      I nod, my only good eye threatening to shut. Keeping it open is taking a lot of work.

      “Now what am I supposed to do with that?” He turns and strides back to his chair. The only relief I get is knowing that he’s no longer within touching distance of Kyla. “I already told the whole Crew. Should I announce to them that the successor to the largest organization in the area can’t even follow simple fucking instructions? You can get ass whenever you want. Wherever you want. I explained that to you as soon as you started jerking off. No reason to use your hand,” he scoffs. “No reason to ruin anything because of a little piece of pussy.” He waves a hand at Kyla like she’s nothing. Like she’s no better than any girl we could get. “You’re putting me in a fucking position, son, and I don’t like it. I’m supposed to be able to rely on you more than anyone else. Anyone else,” he grits out.

      “You can,” I tell him, hating that I have to play this game. He just assaulted the girl I love, but I can’t do anything about it.

      I’m like my dad in one aspect because what I really want to do is show him what happens when you fuck with a Marx.

      “You’re forcing me to come up with another way to punish you. I can’t let everyone else know you defied me. What happens when people defy me?”

      “We eliminate them.” I don’t dare look at Kyla. My dad is drawing the worst out of me again, and I’m still trying to get us all out of this okay.

      My father nods. My vision is hazy, but he sits back and watches me for a moment. He likes to do this while interrogating. It makes the guy think, and it fucking works. A thousand different scenarios flit through my mind, each one worse than the one before it.

      “I don’t want to do that to you,” he finally says. “My only son. But you also know I can’t let you get away with disrespecting me, don’t you?”

      “I know,” I tell him, happy that his focus is on me. I’ll happily take whatever his fucking punishment is as long as that means Kyla is safe.

      “And you know it has to involve Kyla, too,” he adds.

      Fuck! I cover my reaction as much as I can, swallowing down all the guilt and anger that threatens to erupt like a red-hot volcano. “I’ll take it all. I deserve it.”

      Dad shakes his head. “Unfortunately, I don’t think that’s true. Kyla’s new, and she needs to understand what exactly she’s in for now that you’ve chosen her. So, I thought, what better way to treat a whore than to treat her like a whore?”

      My insides twist. I can hear the heavy beat of my heart inside my head. “What are you saying, father?”

      Instead of answering me, he turns toward the back door. “Jiko!” My only friend walks in. I close my good eye, swallowing.

      I understand where my dad got the information now. There are few people I trust in this world, and right now, my heart breaks because one of them is standing in front of me, looking at my father with respect. “Another thing you should remember, Jonathan,” Dad gloats. “Sometimes your friends aren’t always your friends.”

      I can’t even look at Jiko. He doesn’t even know what he’s done.

      My father continues, “Jiko came to me earlier to tell me what happened between you two. The fact that you’d had sex despite my implicit orders. He came at great risk, considering it wasn’t easy to convince me my own son would deceive me.”

      Betrayal burns like acid in my stomach, but it doesn’t come out in anger for me right now. I feel it in the tightening of my chest. “What’s the punishment?” I ask, needing to get this over with. I know Magnum will get Kyla out of here. I don’t hesitate to put her life in his capable hands, even though it should be me.

      Damn, I wish it was me.

      “To teach Kyla that she’s the property of the Crew, not yours and definitely not her own...and to teach you that you can’t deceive me and get away with it, I’ve come to the perfect punishment. To prove Kyla isn’t yours, you’re going to watch Jiko fuck her.”

      I close my eyes tightly, stomach rolling again. Kyla gasps. I want to shield her from this. She’s still so innocent when it comes to the Crew. I’m sure she never even thought of a punishment like this, but this has my father’s name written all over it. This is how he got to the top.

      “You want him to rape me?” she protests.

      “Trust me,” Jiko says, smirking. “It won’t be rape because you’ll be begging for it.”

      I finally turn toward my friend. He’s not looking at me, but if he was, my gaze alone would incinerate him. That’s my fucking girl he’s talking about. I’ll murder his ass.

      “You make me sick,” Kyla hisses.

      “I like them feisty,” Jiko drawls. “I think this is going to be fun.”

      “Fuck you,” she growls.

      I eye Magnum. His hands tighten at her waist. He knows what he has to do.

      “Watch your mouth, slut,” my father seethes. “As far as I can tell, Jiko is the most loyal man in the room. Loyalty goes a long way.” He glares at me, probably thinking that his words will wound me, but nothing will as much as the thought of Kyla being hurt. He smiles at Kyla. “I think you’ll have fun. I might even have to try that cunt out myself one of these days.”

      Blinding rage disrupts my vision. I bite down on the inside of my cheek, coppery taste filling my mouth in an explosion. The compulsion to stay silent nearly shakes me to my core.

      “She certainly looks like she’s good and tight,” my father muses. After taking his fill of Kyla, he gleams at me. He knows what he’s doing. He’s trying to goad me, but I’ll do anything for Kyla, including keeping my mouth shut when that’s the best course of action I can muster for her. When I don’t give him anything, he loses interest. He starts to walk from the room. “I’ll need proof, Jiko. Preferably of the photographic kind.” He moves into the kitchen to pour himself a glass of Scotch. “One with some tits will do.” He winks Jiko’s way as if they’re sharing a humorous joke. “I’ll give you guys the room. I won’t be back until late, so don’t think you have to stop at once, Cardinale. Make her yours. Over and over and over.” His words linger in my head until it feels as if I’m getting stabbed multiple times.

      I swear on my life, Jiko won’t touch her. But I need my dad to leave the fucking room now before I can’t hold back any longer.

      My father moves forward. I’m staring at Kyla, so I don’t even notice that he’s headed right for me until the alcohol he’s poured himself runs down my face. My cuts sting, my eyes burn. I hold back the groan, but I hiss instead.

      I breathe through my nose, regaining my composure. When I still don’t react, K turns toward Mag. “Magnum, I expect you to make sure this happens. If she fights, hold her down. I don’t think my son will give you any trouble, but if he does, call me.”

      “Yes, Sir,” Magnum says. The slight twitch in his eye tells me he wants to shoot my father dead in this moment too.

      I blink as the alcohol still coats me. I only have eyes for Kyla as my father leaves the room. The click of the door tells me he’s gone, and I’m instantly relaxed. We can deal with Jiko on our own, but my father is a different story.

      As soon as the door closes, Kyla crouches. “You messed with the wrong fucking people.” And then my love lunges for my friend, murder in her gaze.

      Watching her fly through the air toward him, hits me in the chest. This is far from classical poetry, but seeing her fight for me, that means more than anything else ever could.
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      She moves before I can stop her. Not that I would. The little rat deserves whatever rage is fueling her taut movements. Kyla wrestles Jiko into a chokehold and then places the blade I gave her in the elevator against his neck.

      My heart flips.

      God, this fucking girl. This fucking girl. The heartache of her background. Her purpose for even being here… It bleeds into me, pumping life into my own chest.

      I hope she fucking kills him.

      I breathe in and out, nostrils flaring as I take the two of them in. Jiko with his wild, scared eyes. Kyla with the angry determination she’s showed from the beginning. How fucking dare he think he can rape her?

      I’ll kill him first.

      Even when I know that would be the stupidest decision as far as Crew life goes. An even worse one would be allowing Kyla to go through even more shit. That’s not happening. Not on my watch.

      Jiko claws at her hold. “Wait,” he chokes out. “Please, wait.”

      I step forward, being her backup if necessary. The part of me that wants revenge on him for even implying that she would like it when he raped her wants to hold him down while she presses the blade into his trachea.

      “I can explain!” the Italian mobster exclaims. “Please!”

      Kyla releases her hold. When he starts to scramble away from her like a scared bitch, she stomp kicks him in the ass. He falls to all fours, rubbing his throat.

      Well, she let him go, but that doesn’t mean I have to. I take the gun out of my waistband and aim it at his skull.

      I keep it aimed there even as Kyla runs to Johnny, unfastening him from the chair. It kills me to see his father hurt him like this again. It kills me even more that I’m more a part of this than they know.

      They hug each other, Kyla trying to force back the emotions that have built up in her. Johnny looks worse than I’ve ever seen him. His own father did this to him. And this little shit… My finger caresses the trigger like I’d love nothing more than to kill this fucker for what he’s doing to both of them.

      Johnny stands with great effort, but once he’s on his feet, he pulls his shoulders back like the leader he’s meant to be. Sometimes he scares me when he does this. I wonder if he’ll ever be able to get out of his own head to love Kyla like she deserves. Hell, I worry about that for myself too.

      J glares at his so-called friend. “You better speak now before Magnum puts a bullet in your brain.”

      Jiko sits back on his knees. I narrow my gaze at the seemingly real despair he looks at Johnny with. “I had to, J. I’m so fucking sorry. Your dad has shit on my dad, and I had to find a way to make that go away.”

      “By stabbing him in the back?” Kyla growls.

      Jiko doesn’t pay attention to her. He keeps his eyes on Johnny. “You know I would never touch her,” he explains. “I had to say that to get him out of here and to make it seem as if it was going to be awful for you guys.”

      Shit. He’s right on that front. If he is playing it up for K’s sake, he had to act like raping Kyla would be a pleasure. The only way K would have left it like this is if he knew Johnny and Kyla were both going to suffer.

      Kyla narrows her eyes at the young gangster. I already know she doesn’t like him, so it doesn’t take long for her demand to come out. “Shoot him.”

      I pull the hammer back on my gun, all rational thought gone. What I want to do is make sure Kyla feels safe, and the Heights is the least safe place for her. For anyone. But it would be a little safer with one less gangster.

      “I had to!” Jiko screams. His wild gaze pleads with his friend. “You know how it is, Johnny. You know.”

      “So, you sacrifice your friends for your family?” Kyla asks with a tone like he’s the most pathetic person she’s ever met.

      Jiko thrusts his chin into the air. “I do what it takes.”

      For a split second, we all just stand there. I’m ready to do their bidding. Fuck my real job here. All that’s changed since Kyla walked in. “Is it all good?” Johnny asks. “With my dad and your dad?”

      Jiko nods.

      The tick in Johnny’s jaw is back. Even through the blood from the cut above his eye, I can see his tell and the disappointment. “It better have been fucking worth it.”

      “I wouldn’t have done it if it wasn’t.”

      Johnny reaches up to touch his bruised face, flinching. “You could’ve fucking warned me.”

      Kyla assesses the situation with wide eyes. It’s evident this is taking a turn she never saw coming. “Johnny,” she whispers.

      He turns toward her, lips thinning. “I’ve had worse,” he tells her, the corner of his mouth threatening to turn up, but it must hurt him because it never quite accomplishes what it set out to do.

      “That doesn’t make me feel any better. That bastard’s a traitor.”

      Johnny pulls her hands up, just like I’ve seen him do a hundred times. He drops a kiss on her knuckles. “If he hurt you, he knows I would fucking kill him.”

      “He hurt you,” she insists, glaring back at Jiko.

      Johnny takes her face in his hands, kissing her softly. When he pulls away, some of the blood on his face has transferred to hers. “That’s part of this life.”

      “That doesn’t fucking make it right!”

      “I said I was sorry,” Jiko mumbles.

      Kyla turns eyes that could level mountains on him. “Sorry? You think that’s enough?” She pulls up the blade she had against his neck again, showing it off. “Enough would be to see you suffer in the same way. Maybe I should tie you to the chair and beat the shit out of you. Enough would be to see you bleed like him.”

      Jiko has the decency to look scared as fuck. I’m sure he probably is. “I’ll make it up to you. To both of you. I promise. You have my word.”

      Johnny takes the blade from Kyla and stoops to put it back in the holster around her leg. When he stands, he catches my gaze. “Magnum, let him up. We all need to put our heads together to figure this shit out. Can you do a bug sweep? My dad usually doesn’t have cameras running in his own suite because he doesn’t want evidence of the shit he does in here, but it would be like him to have them set up to catch this. If there is, we’ll figure something out about doctoring any video footage.”

      “Figure something out?” Kyla panics. “Your dad is expecting pictures of Jiko raping me. How are we supposed to pull that off?”

      “Don’t worry,” he reassures her. “I’ve got this.”

      I give them a moment to do my sweep. Johnny’s right. Unless something has changed, this is just a precaution. One I find unnecessary when I check all the rooms and head into the tech room to see what’s currently taping. I know the security in this suite like the back of my hand. We’re clear.

      I come back to a staring match. Kyla looks furious as hell, and I can’t blame her. Obviously, no one will be fucking raping her today, but how in the hell are we going to get the proof K wants?

      “I have an idea,” Johnny announces. At least with as fucked up as he is, he can think straight. I still want to murder Jiko for acting as if he was ever going to get his hands on Kyla.

      Kyla frowns at Johnny, taking note of his face. “We should clean you up.”

      “Not until we figure this out. Dad will expect Jiko to be fucking you right now, and if I end up in any of the pictures, I can’t be clean.”

      “Jiko’s not fucking me unless he wants to end up with a knife buried in his chest and his dick cut off and shoved in his mouth.”

      I smirk.

      “Fair,” Jiko shrugs.

      That’s the smartest thing he’s fucking said this whole time.

      “Hey,” Johnny turns her attention back on his friend, blinking. “Look at Magnum and Jiko. They have similar builds. Similar skin color. Jiko even has a red tint to his hair.”

      My mouth drops. I don’t know what he’s trying to say, but he stares at me as if he can communicate telepathically. Unfortunately, I don’t have any idea what the fuck he’s getting at.

      Kyla frowns. “What are you saying, Johnny?”

      “I’m saying what if you have sex with Magnum?” He whispers it like if he does, it won’t be true. I’ve known this kid for a while. He’s territorial. He’s stubborn. This simple suggestion has got to be killing him. “We’ll get a couple of clever shots. Nothing with faces and nothing with your body parts.” He sighs. “He needs evidence to let this go, Kyla. I’m so sorry.” He leans over and says something into her ear, and my body pricks.

      “So, you’re asking me to have sex with another guy?” she asks, voice shaking.

      I can’t even take offense at her words. We were just making out in the car like we were in high school. Her perfect core rubbing against me. I wanted her so damn bad, but not like that.

      And definitely not like this.

      “I don’t fucking like it,” he says, truthfully. “But I’ve already assumed you’ve done something with the others.”

      Christ. “Jiko, leave the room,” I order.

      Jiko opens his mouth.

      “I said leave the fucking room!” I pull the gun back out of my waistband and aim it at his forehead. I’m shaking all over. Warring thoughts rip through me. Yes, I fucking want this girl so much. But this is… This is exactly what the Heights does to people…to relationships.

      He has wits enough to listen. He walks toward the door he came out of. “Just let me know what to say. I’ll be waiting back here.”

      When the door clicks shut, I turn toward Johnny. I fix him with my glare. “We haven’t had sex yet, Johnny. This isn’t—”

      “There’s no other option,” he growls, cutting me off. “He needs proof, and Jiko isn’t going anywhere near her. My skin coloring is all wrong, plus, I have dark hair, I’ll never pass. Plus, let’s not act like you don’t want to fuck each other.”

      “Not like this,” I protest. She says the same exact thing, talking over me. I’ve been trying to keep my distance from her sexually because there’s so much she doesn’t fucking know about me. I want to paint her a picture little by little, like taking her to my family home. Showing her how I grew up and about my mom and dad, but that’s just the tip of the iceberg with me.

      If Johnny knew why I was really here, he’d have killed me already. Or at least the old Johnny would have.

      This could all backfire terribly.

      “Obviously not like this,” Johnny says, gaze flicking between the two of us. “But if we don’t do something, he could come up with a worse punishment. If not Jiko, then who? He picked this for a purpose. He wants to show me Kyla isn’t really mine and what better way than to have someone fuck her in front of me. He could get multiple someones if we don’t comply. It’ll be ten times worse. You know it, Mag. You know what he’s capable of. Next time, he’ll demand he’s in the room, and there’s no fucking way we’ll be able to get out of it then. It has to be this way.”

      My stomach drops with every truth in his words. He’s right. It’s the only way I see out of it too. To help keep Kyla safe, I’ll do anything, but this isn’t really any of our decisions. It’s hers. “This isn’t something for us to decide.” I rub my hand over my chin, the stubble there scratching my palm. “It’s Kyla’s body. I’ll do whatever she wants. I’ll still go into the back room and put a bullet in Cardinale’s skull if that’s what she wants.”

      She finally looks up at me, and my body tells me to just go shoot Jiko. I can’t hurt her.

      “Okay...” She holds my gaze.

      Johnny looks relieved, but I’m not too sure. If I do this, I could be hurting Kyla even further when the truth comes out, and I already know that she’s going to hate all the fucking lying I’ve been doing. Even if it was the best for all of us.

      Johnny kisses her forehead. “I’m so sorry.” When he straightens, he says, “I’m going to get Jiko’s phone for the pictures. You guys talk or whatever you have to do.”

      As soon as Johnny is out of hearing range, I move forward, making sure she’s looking at me so she knows I mean every single word. “We can leave,” I tell her. “Right the fuck now. I can get us out of here. We don’t have to come back.” I meant it when I said that it was time for her to let someone take care of her. I’ll leave everything and do it. Taking the Crew down isn’t worth risking her.

      She wraps her arms around me.  “We can’t leave.”

      Her touch warms me. I’ve fallen for this girl in the unlikeliest of places, but I can’t deny it. “I don’t want our first time to be this,” I tell her, barely containing a growl. “It’s not fucking right.”

      Her gaze softens. “Then let’s not make it this.”

      She reaches up on tiptoes to kiss me. She holds me to her, and everything else fades away. The suite. K. Johnny. Why we’re even in this mess. I moan into her, leaving everything else behind and just focusing on her. All the feelings from the moment we had in the car come bubbling up. I let them take control. I want her, as is evident by the lengthening of my cock.

      I grip her hips, forcibly opening her mouth with my tongue to help her forget about all of this too. It can be just me and her in this moment. “I’m so sorry you have to do this,” I tell her when I come up for air.

      She gives me a sly smile. “Sex with you won’t be a chore.”

      I yank her to me, letting her know I feel the same way. Her mouth drops at the feel of my cock at her core. “Never,” I confirm. Sex with her is far from it. It’s a dream, an image I’ve played in my head while I assault my own body, only wishing it was her. “But I’m not used to an audience.”

      Lust clouds her eyes. “It can be fun,” she teases, and I know exactly what she’s talking about. I stayed behind when she, Brawler, and Oscar were upstairs at Candy’s, but I knew exactly what they were doing.

      I nip at her neck, half claiming her, half telling her I’ll do whatever she wants. She’s worth it. Her hands lower to the hem of my shirt, easing it up. I want nothing more than to have her pressed against me. I reach back, peeling it off and throwing it on the floor.

      She lets her hands roam over my chest and abs, stepping back to take her fill. She dips to kiss my chest, and a surge of pleasure settles in the base of my dick. I move her chin up to devour her mouth again. When that’s not enough, I palm her ass, moving her against me in steady movements that make me want to bury myself inside her.

      I strip her of her shirt, tossing it to the ground next to us. I’ve seen her completely naked before, but not for me. I want to kiss her beautiful tits. I want to hear her say my name.

      The door to the back room clicks, and I freeze. Kyla makes a cute noise of protest before she pulls me back to her, kissing away the sound so it’s just the two of us again. In the back of my head, I know Johnny’s probably entered the room again, but I compartmentalize that part and focus on Kyla.

      “I want you,” she whispers.

      Jesus fuck. I moan, taking those words and moving forward with what they mean for me. I peel her workout pants down her thighs, and she kicks her training shoes off. She steps back, standing there in a sports bra and panties, and even though I’ve seen her more naked than this, I haven’t seen her stare at me in hunger when she has been. She looks like she wants to pounce, and my dick responds.

      I reach up and press my palms against her breasts. She gasps, moving into my touch before reaching down to lower my pants, gun holster and all. They fall to the floor, and I know my erection must be straining against my boxer briefs, seeking relief.

      We kiss each other like we’re starving. I want to make this as normal as possible for her. We may be in a fucked up situation, but it isn’t as if I haven’t thought about burying myself in her pussy.

      I brush my thumbs over her peaked nipples straining against her sports bra. “Yes,” she moans. I tighten my hold on her lower back, and then carefully put pressure on her shoulder until she’s bending backward, giving me all the room I need to put my mouth right where I want it. I suck her nipple into my mouth, directly through the material of her bra, then giving it a teasing bite. “Fuck,” she breathes.

      I unclasp her bra, pulling the material away until I have all the access I want. I stroke her nipple while sucking the other into my mouth, groaning with need. The breathy noises mixing between us fill the room.

      “Jacob,” she breathes.

      Hearing my real name does something to me. I moan into her skin, relishing that she’s in this one hundred percent with me. I’m not Magnum to her.

      I lower my hand past her navel, skimming beneath the elastic of her panties until I finally touch her wet core. Her panties are drenched, only egging me on. I push a finger inside her pussy, and she grabs my arms to keep her steady.

      I press the pad of my thumb against her clit, and she gasps, her fingers biting into me. “I want to come on you.”

      Jesus. Whatever my girl wants.

      I trail my hands to the backs of her thighs and lift, carrying her to the arm of the couch. I use the angle to tear her panties down and then lower my last barrier, but not before grabbing the condom Johnny is discreetly holding out for me. She sinks her fingers into the couch as she watches me roll the rubber over my shaft with wide eyes.

      She groans, staring at my cock in anticipation. I barely have the condom on when she reaches out to stroke me. I move my hands to the couch and dig my fingers into the fabric to keep from losing my shit. She’s finally touching me just like I wanted. I rock into her hand a few times before pulling her forward on the arm, spreading her knees, and then lining us up.

      I check her face before plunging deep inside her, but all I see there is acceptance…and need. I dive between her folds.

      “Fuck, Jacob. Oh, God.”

      When fully seated, I pause, letting her adjust to my girth. I’m also making sure I don’t lose myself, too. We need to do this, even though it’s not ideal. This will all be for her, and she needs to know that. “I’ve waited for this. I’ve wanted this,” I tell her.

      She wraps her arms around my shoulders as I grind against her clit in short strokes. By this time, Johnny’s been taking pictures. I don’t know how many we need, but I can’t get inside her and then fail to make her orgasm. I want her to look forward to our next time, our real first time.

      She grows impatient, wrapping her legs around me and pulling me toward her. “You feel fucking fantastic,” I grind out, loving the way her walls close around me in the perfect fit. I pull out and enter her again in a swift movement that has her crying out.

      From the corner of my eye, I see Johnny’s outline as he lines up for a picture, which only serves to remind me what we’re doing here. This isn’t a sexy romp with Kyla. It’s much more.

      I pull her closer to me as her body starts to tremble. I ratchet up my movements until a short scream bursts from her lips and I feel her spasming right through the condom.

      “Fuuuuuuck,” I still, breathing heavy as she comes on my dick just like she wanted.

      I want to lay her down on the couch and fuck her until she comes again and again. I want to lose myself inside her, but this isn’t the time.

      I lean back to watch her expression, and we lock gazes as she pants. She lets out a contented sigh, her grip easing up. I give her a smile. “That was beautiful,” I tell her, reaching up to move a strand of hair from her cheek. I step back, attempting to pull out of her even though the need to take her is stupidly strong. Enough to make me forget everything.

      She tightens her hold. “What are you doing?”

      My balls ache like a motherfucker. I hold her still so I don’t start pumping again. Instead, I look at Johnny. “Are we good with pictures?”

      He drops the camera to his side, eyeing Kyla in much the same way I probably am. “I took a lot,” he says. “I’ll have to go through them to pick the perfect ones.”

      I turn back to her, hoping the smile on my face will do a lot to hide how badly I want to continue. I kiss her nose. “You did good, beautiful.”

      She forces me back when I try to retreat again, her face turning hard. “Then this is about us,” she says. “That’s done, and now it’s about us.”

      I wish it was. I really do.

      I unwrap her legs from around my hips and finally step back, my hard dick leaving the warmth of her core. I reach up to trace her frown with my thumb. “Not right now,” I explain. “Not here.” I pull the condom off, knowing I’ll be having a date with my hand tonight. If I get the chance.

      “Jacob,” she calls out, her voice strained with hurt. “I want you to come.”

      The last thing I want is for her to think I don’t want her. I press forward, locking gazes with her. “One day, I’ll come inside you. One day, I’ll lose control, but today’s not that day, beautiful girl. Trust me, I want to. You felt too fucking good. I could’ve lost myself, but what kind of man would that make me? You deserve better.” Before I lose my nerve, I kiss her forehead and turn. She’ll understand that this is the best-case scenario. Maybe not right now, but later.
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      My mother’s room is a last-ditch effort. She’s hardly ever here, but still, when I find it empty, I lose it.

      I roar, stepping backward until I punch the wall a few times.

      God damnit! Where could she be?

      Kyla’s right there with her soothing words. “Hey, hey. It’s okay.”

      “It’s just so fucked up.” I take in a deep breath, turning toward her with a mix of rage that shifts into something primal when I meet her gaze. “Everything is fucked up in this hell hole, but you.”

      I don’t think I’ve ever said such truer words, and I watch for her reaction.

      She smiles. She fucking smiles, and I swear this girl couldn’t get any more perfect for me. “I don’t know,” she teases. “I’m kind of fucked up too.”

      My lips thin. She has no idea. I know she has her baggage, but fuck. At least she’s not carrying around the weight of the Heights on her back. “Not like me,” I tell her. “Not like the rest of the Heights. I don’t even deserve to touch you.”

      She recoils, fury sparking in her eyes. “Don’t do that.”

      “It’s fucking true, and you know it. Out of all the guys you’ve chosen, I’m the one you went slumming for.” The hurt in her eyes couldn’t stop me now. I’m on a roll. Everything that’s wrong in this moment pops to the surface, and I just fucking go with it, letting out everything I feel for her. “I’m a piece of shit thug who hits someone for accidentally spitting in his face right after I told him his friend died. My mom’s a whore and a drug addict. I’m no one, Kyla.”

      She lifts her chin to glare at me. “You need a lobotomy if you think that’s true.”

      My breath catches. I breathe in deep, letting my nostrils flare as I take her in. She’s the only girl who’s ever seen me. The real Oscar Drego.

      “You’re no one?” she taunts. “You don’t deserve to touch me?” She reaches for the hem of her shirt and strips it off, dropping it to the old rug at her feet. I take her in with needy eyes. I can’t even believe she’s in my apartment right now let alone undressing for me. She kicks her shoes off next, moving them to the side before she peels her skin-tight jeans off next. She stands in front of me with her hands on her hips, her brow raised as if she’s begging me to counter her next words. “Do you want to hear how many times I’ve thought about your cock sliding inside me? When I was away at Greenlawn, I had a lot of time on my hands.” She stalks toward me and wiggles her fingers in front of my face. “These fingers have gotten a workout, but I’m done with that. I want you to touch me.”

      Her fucking words drop a lead weight in my stomach. My gaze drops to her sexy body, getting caught on her perfect tits, before refocusing on her face again. “You’d let me do that. A street rat?”

      She backs me up until we’re in my room. “Let you do that?” She quirks an eyebrow. “I’d beg you.”

      I groan. Her words making me feel like I’m enough. Like I could be enough.

      “You’re not my dirty little secret, Oscar.”

      The air in the room gets sucked up, and my heart clenches. I move forward like she’s my prey now. I immediately cup her ass and bring her to me, letting her feel how hard she’s made me. How her words have affected me. She drops her head back, relishing in my hip movements against her.

      I drop to my knees, burying my face in her panties. I breathe in deep. I’m so ready to taste her again, to—

      She places a finger under my chin, making me look at her. She shakes her head, and then points to the bed. “You’re too dressed.”

      I step backward, yanking my shirt off and letting it fly, not caring where it lands. She drops her gaze to take me in, and I flex for her because I want her to want me so much she can’t help herself. Maybe that will make up for the discrepancies between us.

      I unbuckle my belt, and she moves forward to move my zipper down. Gripping my jeans in her fists, she forces them to the ground until I’m standing in front of her with just my boxers on.

      I kick my jeans to the side but before I can come for her, she pushes me backward onto the bed, arching her perfect body into me until I settle at her core. She grinds against me, the barrier between us all but nothing now. “Fucking Christ, Kyla.”

      She moves my boxers away to grip my cock in her hands. She pumps me, and pleasure spreads through my body. I counter, shifting into her palm with a jerk.

      With her fist still tight around me, she kisses down my chest and stomach. My muscles clench under her soft caress. She forces my boxers down, teasing my hip muscles with her beautiful lips.

      She sits back, her eyes taking me in, making me forget about all the reasons why I’m not good enough for her. I don’t know how she has the ability to do that, to make me feel like we’re on a level playing field, but she does. She focuses on my cock. Her tongue breaks the barrier of her mouth before she licks my tip with agonizing slowness.

      Fuck. Fuck.

      She lifts a brow as my heart threatens to beat right out of my chest. “Now look who’s wearing too much,” I tell her. She suddenly sits back, moving her arms around her back to unclasp her bra. When she tosses the material to the side, her perfect tits greet me.

      I can’t stand another minute without touching her. I reach between us, cupping her pussy. I move the fabric of her panties aside and trail my fingers over her folds. “Wet for me,” I pant.

      When she doesn’t answer, I take my time exploring her. I refrain from pushing a finger inside and instead, move my finger to her clit, passing over her sensitive bud until she rocks against my hand. When she drops her head back again, I pinch her.

      She cries out, then turns a heady gaze toward me.

      “Are you wet for me?” I prod, needing her to say the words. I’m a goner for this girl, but I might always need the reminder that she at least thinks I’m good enough to touch her, to pleasure her.

      “Fuck yes,” she breathes.

      I pull her toward me, but at the last second, shift until I hover over her. I grab the back of her panties before she can settle and drag them down. She lifts her hips to make my job easier, and when I finally pull them past her ankles, she settles her legs on either side of me.

      With her legs wide open, her intense gaze just waiting for me to touch her, she’s so picture perfect it doesn’t seem real. Her skin, far too delicate for the life she has begs to be touched. I want to worship every inch of her.

      “Touch me,” she orders.

      I reach out, rolling her nipples between my fingers. She reacts, pushing her breasts into my hands. Leaning over, I suck her nipple into my mouth until she’s squirming.

      “Get inside me,” she demands. I reach for the bedside table where I have a box of condoms, but she hooks her legs around me and yanks me forward until the head of my cock is pressed against her opening. “Now.”

      My heart rattles in my chest. Fuck. Just one stroke, and I’m inside her wet heat. I’ve thought about this so many times. A scene in my head is all I ever thought I might get in the beginning. I know it’s all I deserve. I drop my forehead to hers. “Kyla.”

      “I want to feel you,” she pleads.

      Fuck. I’m not going to be able to resist. I test the feel of her slick pussy against me with just a slow roll of my hips. Not enough to enter her but enough to drive me fucking crazy.

      I have a war with myself. One that tells me I’m not good enough for this, but also a contradictory thought of her saying she wants this. She wants me.

      Suddenly, she angles her hips, and the head of my dick slips inside. She thrusts against me, taking just the tip in again and again.

      “Fuck, fuck, fuck.” I position above her and push inside her in one fluid motion.

      Her cunt grips me, and my balls pucker. Jesus. The last thing I need is to lose my load too fucking quick. I stay where I am, trying to think of anything else but how damn good she feels.

      “Please move,” she gasps.

      Well, when she puts it like that.

      I grind into her, and she sinks her fingers into my ass to urge me on. I get lost in the feel of her, in our coming together in tangled moans and the way she stares up at me like I’m really something.

      Her mouth drops, and her eyes flutter. She grinds against me in needy movements until she spasms on my cock.

      Holy shit. I ride her orgasm out, staring down at her in awe.

      When she starts to come back down, I retreat and pull a condom out of the top drawer like I’d originally intended. Don’t get me wrong, I fucking needed that, we both did. But this is about more than getting off. She deserves so much more, whether she realizes it or not.

      When I see the look on her face, I explain, “As much as I loved every second of that, I care about you more.”

      I fill her back up in another easy stroke. The extra layer helps me rein myself in. I worship her body like she deserves. I take my time, seeing what makes her eyes roll back into her head or lose her breath.

      I increase the tempo until the bed creaks like we’re two kids jumping on it. She welcomes every last bit of me. Sweat rolls down my back as I slam inside her, her tits jiggling at my force. Her frenzied cry brings the tidal wave of pleasure that suddenly overwhelms me.

      I groan as my cum shoots into the condom. Her fingers tighten around my ass, and her lips fall open on a moan. She’s coming again, too.

      I ride out our joint pleasure, feeling more overcome than I ever have. If this is a dream, I don’t want to wake up.

      She pulls me down to her, clamping her arms around my trembling body to hold me.

      I let out a breath. “I think I love you, Princess. And that scares the shit out of me.” I pause, trying to find the words. I cup her face, making sure she’s looking at the real me. “Because everything I love turns to shit.”
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      My cock jerks inside her. My cum fills her pussy, and I let out a low grunt of approval.

      I know I’m a sick man. In my mind, I just claimed her from all other men. She’s mine. My seed between her legs is the only evidence I need.

      She slumps forward on all fours, and I move with her body to keep myself seated inside her. My chest heaves against her back. She says she likes Brawler, whatever the fuck that is supposed to mean. From this point forward, I’m putting her above everything else. She’ll see that I’m the only one for her.

      Her body shivers, and I smirk, thinking of the five orgasms I just gave her. Let’s see anyone else compete with that.

      Yes, I fucking counted. I’m in a competition now, so I have to use everything to my advantage. Kyla is a sexual person. There’s no denying the physical attraction between us, so I’ll use it to make her forget about the others. I move my mouth to her ear. “This is all my fault, and I’m not mad,” I tell her, replaying in my head the total devastation I felt when I thought she left. “But I will fight for you, Kyla. I thought you left, and the bleak existence I would have without you flashed in front of my eyes until all I saw was pain. I don’t deserve this, but I’m not fucking giving up either. It’s not in me. Tell your boy it’s game on.”

      She stays where she is for a moment before turning toward me. I sit up, finally pulling out of her even though it kills me to do it. I place my feet on the floor, and she kisses my shoulder, halting my movements. “I never meant for this to happen,” her voice pleads. “I wanted to tell you. I want you to know them like I do.”

      I take a deep breath to curb my temper. She keeps saying them. “I have no one to blame but myself.”

      “Don’t do that,” she urges. “I didn’t realize what was happening with all of you until it was too late.”

      All of you? Them? Is there more than just Brawler then? My stomach twists, but I have to know the answer. I have to know what I’m up against. “Just so it’s clear. Who are we talking about here?”

      “Brawler,” she admits, but the way she keeps staring at me says there’s definitely more.

      “I know that one,” I grind out.

      “Oscar,” she says quickly.

      My stomach drops. “Fucking Bat?” That fucker. My mind races, trying to think of what she could possibly see in him.

      “And—”

      “There’s another?” I spit, even though I know I deserve the twist in my gut, and I’m trying to hold everything back so that she feels like she can talk to me. Reacting on my gut instinct is what got us here in the first place. The dumbest thing I ever did was take that whore into the dressing room to scratch my Kyla itch. Not that it even worked. All it ended up doing was driving a wedge between us. A wedge I’m going to fix.

      She pulls back on my arm, and I lie back on the bed that smells like us. Like two bodies coming together with passion and need. She straddles my hips, making me look in her gorgeous eyes.

      “I’m being open with you, babe.” She frets over her lip, and I hate that she’s hesitant to just say what she wants to say. I put this fear in her, and I’m paying for it now. I try to remain stoic even though I already want to kill whoever the last guy is. “My feelings grew for everybody at the same time. I’ve never felt like this before.” She takes a deep breath before saying, “Jacob.”

      For a moment, I don’t know who Jacob is until the name clicks into place. Fucking Mag? The closest person to me? The one who I’ve trusted her with? I growl, the sound filling my chest before I can help it. “Now I don’t feel bad for punching that fucker earlier.”

      Her eyes widen. “You punched him?”

      “I thought he left you alone so you could run away.”

      She leans right into my line of sight, and I have to take a breath because of how beautiful she is. How perfect she is for me. “He let me up here. Magnum cares for you, Johnny.”

      I dismiss her words. “Yeah, cares for me enough to take my girl from me.”

      She grips my hands and pins them above my head. If she wasn’t trying to convince me that having her being taken away from me was a good idea, I’d really be enjoying this position. “No one is trying to take anything from you, Johnny. We all want to work together. We all want to be together.”

      Please. She’s deluding herself. “And everyone knew but me?” Ha. Of course they did. “They’re all terrified I’ll kill their asses, aren’t they?”

      She pins me with a look. “They are, and I’m trusting you not to do that.”

      “No promises.”

      My hands itch to fight, so I try to move her off. She doesn’t let me. “Johnny,” she tries again. “It’s not about liking them better than you or you better than them. Or any of you better than the other.”

      I narrow my gaze at her, not quite sure what she’s getting at. “So, you want us to…share you?”

      She only nods back.

      “I don’t share,” I tell her. Just looking at her above me, I don’t want her on anyone else like this. I’m a jealous fuck, but I don’t care. I want all of her. “But I will fight my damndest for you. You can tell them to relax. Killing them would be too easy, and besides, I’d lose you in the process. I’ll win you though. At the end of this, you’ll want me and only me. I’ll show you I’m enough.”

      Hurt flashes in her eyes. “You’re already enough. This has nothing to do with something you’re lacking. I told you the other day that I thought I was falling in love with you. I’m fucking in love with you, Johnny. There’s no falling. I’m already there.”

      My heart squeezes. I should be pinning her down and fucking her for that admission, but instead, pain rips through me. I know I did this to myself, but if she loves me, why can’t I be good enough? Just me? The worst part is that everything I’m feeling is all my fault. “I should never have fucked that random girl. I should never have hurt you, and I’ll be paying for that shit my whole life. Don’t give up on me,” I plead with her. She hasn’t yet, and that says so much about who she is. Despite all of it, she still loves me. Now it’s just up to me to prove that I can be the only one she needs. “I’m not my father. If I can promise you anything, I can promise you that.”

      I move my hands to wrap around her. I pull her down to me and hold on tight. The beat of her heart against my chest sounds like a promise to each other. I’m going to show her.
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        * * *

      

      I wake to muted voices. I lie in an empty bed, without her, until it dawns on me that whoever she’s talking to must be one of the guys she wants to replace me with.

      Pain crashes into me…then fury.

      I step out of bed, yanking on the first pair of pants I find and stride right for the main room. I only catch the glimmer of red hair before I go off. “I ought to kick your fucking ass, Cotton.”

      Mag locks gazes with me and then moves a towel-clad Kyla out of the way. My skin burns like fire.

      “I’m sorry,” he replies, holding his hands out in front of him like I’m going to lunge for him at any moment, and I just fucking might. His betrayal hurts worse than the others.

      “You’re sorry?” I seethe. “You know I fucking love this girl. You know it.” I march up to him and slam him against the suite door.

      “Johnny...” Kyla hesitates, gaze darting between the two of us.

      Mag gives Kyla a warning look. “Just go get dressed. We’ll handle this.”

      He hands clothing to her, and now I really want to rip his throat out. My girl is barely dressed, and he’s brought her clothes. Just what the fuck happened while I was dreaming of her?

      Kyla walks into the bedroom, sending both of us wary glances over her shoulder. I wish I could meet her gaze and tell her that what I told her last night still stands. I’m not going to hurt them. All I have to do is prove it to her, but the red-hot knife sticking in my back right now feels like I want to yank it out and thrust it into Mag’s chest.

      “I take it you know?” he asks.

      My heart wrenches in half. It fucking burns me that they all knew, but I didn’t. I get it, okay. It’s not Kyla’s fault. It’s really not. But that doesn’t make it suck any fucking less having found out that three fuckers were all about having a secret life with her while I was the only one thinking she and I were together. “Yes, my fucking girl told me, which is a hell of a lot more than you fucking did. Or any of those other fucking punk asses.”

      Creases deepen the grooves in Mag’s forehead. “You should see the way they care for her.”

      “I have seen. What do you think tipped me off in the goddamn first place?”

      He darts his gaze behind me. “Don’t be mad at her.”

      I clench my chest, smacking just over where my heart beats. “Mad at her? I’m not fucking mad at her.” I lunge for him, throwing him against the door again. I roar in his face, realizing I’m letting her down…and me. “It’s my fault. I’m a big enough man to admit that, and don’t even say you didn’t mean for this shit to happen like some goddamn soap opera. You knew how much I cared for her. You fucking knew, Cotton.”

      His real name on my lips makes him flinch. He looks away. “I know. Fuck.”

      His words stun me. I didn’t expect him to feel bad. For any of them to care that what they were doing to me was wrong. It’s not like I’m friends with any of them, even though I’m the closest with him.

      I step back, still piercing him with a hard stare. “When I said do anything to keep her safe, it didn’t mean you could fucking fall for her too. The one thing in my life I’ve ever had that actually means something. That was actually for me. Only me.”

      Mag’s lips sneer and then he growls possessively. “Don’t you think she’s that for all of us? I told her I thought she was your savior, but what if she’s all of ours? God knows we don’t fucking deserve one.”

      I shake my head. He’s not going to change my mind on this. No fucking way. “No, you don’t deserve mine. My savior.”

      “You’re going to have to stop thinking of her that way,” Mag counters. “She’s not just yours.”

      That’s where he’s wrong. I had her first. I know I did. I felt the connection from the very beginning, and even though who I was completely and totally fucked that up, I’m not that same person anymore. She owns my soul, and I’m going to possess hers. She’ll see. “She will be. By the end of all this, she won’t even remember your fucking names.” I smirk. She definitely wasn’t thinking of them last night while I had her in bed. “I told her I’d fight for her. Right after I made her come on my dick five fucking amazing times.” His gaze narrows, and the scruff over his jaw moves. “Ahhh.” I understand that look. That’s one thing I have over him. “I can see in your eyes you haven’t done that yet. But you want to. Let’s see if she feels the same way now.”

      Behind me, Kyla yells, “I’m ready.”

      I toss her a look over my shoulder. “Mag and I aren’t done.”

      “Oh, but you are,” she says firmly. “Magnum’s taking me to my PT appointment for my neck.”

      Fuuuuck. I run a hand through my hair. There’s so much shit I have to do today, but I can’t let him parade her around like she’s his. Not that I don’t trust him to keep her safe, but I have to show her that I’m the right one for her. “I’m coming with you,” I tell her.

      “Don’t you have to deal with Candy’s? We’ll be fine.”

      I turn toward her, and she lets her gaze drop. She takes in my naked chest. Even her perusal is a soft caress to iron out the parts of me that aren’t right.

      I walk toward her like she’s my own personal drug. When I hold my hand out, she easily fits hers in mine, and then I spin her so that I can still see Magnum but her back is to him. I reach down, cupping her perfect ass in my hands. “That’s why Jiko is here. He can handle it. Your appointment is important.”

      Magnum glowers at me, and I smirk. No one else is getting their hands on her today.

      “Just let me get dressed.” I kiss her forehead and then glare at Mag, “Do we have time to do that, Dad?”

      She hides her face in my neck, and I swear I feel her lips turn up. I kiss her temple and then move into the bedroom. They start talking again, but I only get as far as Kyla saying, “So, um...Johnny knows,” before their voices are too muted to understand.

      I hurry, moving into the room and throwing on the first suit I find. I don’t even bother looking in the mirror, but I run my hands through my hair, and in only a few moments, I’m walking back out again.

      “I think you’re that and so much fucking more,” Magnum grinds out.

      I stop where I am. She moves to him, initiating a kiss. I make myself watch. It’s the purest torture, but it’s also the punishment I need to remind myself that Kyla is different, and I need to treat her as such.

      Their lips meet softly. Both of them cling to each other, and I swallow as bile rises up my throat. It’s a punch to the balls to see her take comfort in someone else’s arms. Especially when their kiss is soft and tender. I don’t even know if I’ve ever kissed her like that. So much feeling intertwines them until I can’t fucking take it anymore.

      I step out, making myself known.

      Mag instantly moves away from her. He doesn’t look at me, even though I’ve schooled my face to look as impassive as I can. I deserved that. I only hope it’s the last time I have to see her do that with anyone else because it kills me.

      After a while, Kyla glances over her shoulder. The worry in her eyes is potent. “Ready?”

      I lock gazes with her, trying to infuse in her that what she did isn’t wrong. It was certainly tamer than what I did with the girl at the dress shop, but I want to tell her more too. I need her to know that I’m not going to stop fighting for her for one second. “I’m always ready when it comes to you, babe. Let me just grab my gun.” But also, I’m an asshole, so why not remind Magnum that I also took the same damn Crew classes he did?

      I move to the closet just inside the door. I wrap my hand around the gun and pull it out, smiling at both of them as I brandish it.

      “Ready,” I tell them. No matter how much I try to stop it, I’m sure I look a little crazed at the moment.

      Good. Maybe Mag will think twice about groping my girl in front of me next time.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THANK YOU

          

        

      

    

    
      A heartfelt thank you to everyone who has followed along on Kyla’s journey. I’ve felt so much love for this series and these characters, and I can’t thank you enough for being as invested in this story as I am!
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      If you’re looking to sink your teeth into another E. M. Moore series, I highly suggest reading PRETTY LITTLE DEAD GIRL next! Keep flipping for a preview!
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        Looking for more obsessed men with dark twists? Flip the page for a preview of Erin’s PRETTY LITTLE DEAD GIRL series.
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        Prologue

      

        

      
        Eden

      

      

      

      Fresh, raw grief snakes its way across my clammy skin. Hooks of incomparable sadness imbed into me like a psychopathic stalker who won’t let go. I’m marked. From the crown of my head to the soles of my feet, despair bleeds into every crevice.

      Even my appearance matches my insides. Underneath the layers of black fabric I dutifully pulled on this morning, my West Coast tan imprints my flesh. A tattooed memory of a past I’m not likely to see anytime soon.

      Dee is dead.

      I feel it in my soul, accompanied by a darkness that threatens to take me under alongside her. She’s everywhere, yet nowhere, and I don’t know how much longer I can weather the storm raging inside me.

      The wind picks up, tracking a stray strand of hair across my cheek. Crisp, autumn leaves rustle with the sudden burst, tumbling across the faded green cemetery grass to nestle against her white casket. Of course it had to be white. Dee was nothing if not the light of our family. She was the happy, reserved one. If I had a penny for every time someone said our names should have been reversed, I’d have more money than my father right now. Delilah was as far removed from the tempting, treacherous biblical figure that also bore her name. For myself, I’m not much of a paradise. I’m the opposite of Eden. I’m a God damn heathen, actually. If anything, I deserve to be in that casket. Not her.

      Agony rips through me at the thought. The palpable, all-consuming pain tears me up inside. Grief is a spiked wrecking ball being wielded haphazardly and without warning. There are no timed alerts or updates. It comes on with tornado vengeance, ripping through everything it sees.

      No one is a spectator to my true feelings though. On the outside, I’m the picture of placidity. Especially now. Especially here. Funerals are for letting grief out, but I don’t have that luxury. My life is a game, and my sister’s death upped the ante.

      All the major players are here, surrounding me in about a twenty-yard semi-circle. Old asshats with more money than God. Young fucks who grew up spoiled and coddled. Any one of them had the means to put my sister where she is. They’re all privileged, living as if they’re the only beings that matter. I despised my upbringing before, but I haven’t hated my life more than the moment I took my first breath after learning Dee was gone.

      Drowned.

      Suffocated by murky river water.

      Or if you ask me, the classification of “tragic accident” is extreme bullshit.

      My sister doesn’t go in the water unless she’s forced. I’ll never be convinced otherwise. If she was in that water, someone put her there.

      It’s everything I thought could happen in this fucked up world, only the reality is much, much worse.

      To my right, my mother stands abruptly. I blink away the haze I buried myself under and watch as she takes a step forward in her black pantsuit, spinning the stem of a blood red rose between her fingers. The priest has stopped talking. I’d tuned him out earlier after he droned on about knowing Delilah is at peace in the afterlife. I disagree. The sunny sister I know, though pleasant in every way, doesn’t go down without a fight. She’s probably in death’s cage somewhere, rattling the cell bars with carefully controlled anger.

      “Edie…,” a crushed voice whispers.

      I turn toward the voice. Past my mother’s now empty chair sits my father. As distinguished as our Astor background is, he’s currently the living opposite. I’d always expected Dee was his favorite, but it’s been confirmed in the days after her death. He spends his days crying into a bottle of brandy, and his nights wailing into the ceaseless dark. The tear tracks down his face have etched new wrinkles in their wake like glaciers carved out the earth’s landscape a million years ago.

      “Edie, honey,” he chokes out. “Your flower.”

      Wordlessly, I stare down at the black rose gripped in my fist. My father chose white, signifying his precious angel. My mother red because she’s nothing if not traditional. I chose black for the void, empty space now in my soul. Black for my sister’s life unlived. And black for my vengeance.

      My mother presses a used handkerchief to her nose on the way back to her seat. She doesn’t look at me when we pass, and I straighten my shoulders to show everyone here that there are some Astors who haven’t lost their ever-loving mind to sadness. I need to be my family’s sentinel, our show of strength. Because someone here, watching me place this midnight flower on this beautiful white casket, murdered my sister. Someone here, is probably looking at us with relief, believing that their crime will go unnoticed, unrectified. Unchallenged.

      They’re wrong. You don’t just kill an Astor and get away with it. You don’t just kill my sister and have everything swept away underneath a trough of tears and condolences.

      For a moment, I lay my black-gloved hand on the shining white surface of Delilah’s final resting place. I close my eyes to the sun streaming down, heating my ever-frigid body just slightly. It’s a different warmth than the West Coast. This one is laced by a chill I’ll never be rid of.

      I bite my lip until I taste the metallic tint of blood, and then I make the silent oath that’s been swirling inside me. It’s okay, Dee. I know I never stepped up when you were alive, but I’m here now. I promise you they won’t get away with this. You will be able to rest in peace when I’m done. I swear it.

      A tingle starts in my toes. The wind picks up again, tracking another strand of hair over my lips as the buzzing sensation follows the curve of my calves, up my legs and hips, and settles in my heart. It’s an awareness, a lighthouse beacon of strength that steals my breath.

      Dee is egging me on, that’s what this sensation says to me. She’ll push my feet forward one step at a time. She wants this as much as I do.

      Turning, I stare out into the crowd. I memorize as many faces as I can, taking in their tight lips and solemn stares. Most won’t meet my eyes. I catalog their looks, their demeanors. I store them away for future use because I’m going to need a whole hell of a lot of help detangling the web surrounding my sister and her death. And I know just where to start.

      Off in the far edges of the somber grouping are a line of men that are mostly my father’s age or older, all sporting shiny cufflinks and matte black walking canes. The handles of those canes bare the Knights of Arcadia crest, the owners flashing it like a badge of honor. The Knights are unlike any men I have ever met. They’re wealthy. They’re prestigious. And have more to lose than any other.

      That makes them dangerous.

      And my sister—precious, sweet Delilah—walked purposefully into their snare.

      More than one reason to suspect them of my sister’s murder comes to mind when I glare at the lot of them. In return, each unfriendly pair of eyes meets my discerning gaze with a hardness of their own. A chill skitters up my spine. If my sister is here, pushing me forward, the coldness sweeping through me is a warning. To turn back. To save myself.

      I won’t be doing any of that. My sister died on Devil’s Night. And on Halloween, I vowed vengeance.

      I’m here to fight for the truth. Dee’s murderers won’t go unpunished. It’s time for me to shed my West Coast persona and grab hold of the life I was dealt.

      Secrets and parties, dresses and scandals, are all in my future.

      I can hardly wait.

      

      
        
        Chapter One

      

        

      
        Leo

        Ten Months Later…

      

      

      

      Thumbing through my phone contacts is about as uninspiring as listening to one of my dear old grandfather’s tiring lectures. The screen’s harsh light makes me squint. I’ve been sitting in the dark with nothing but the soft blue glow from the electronics on my dash to light the interior of the car, waiting for this bitch to show up.

      Imagine me back at CU. The growing anger inside me makes me scroll faster. I need a quick fuck to get all this aggression out. Daphne? No. Tight little cunt, but she’s got a little too much ass for my interest right now. Gloria? She’s a moaner, which is hot in the right time or place, but I want a quickie, and she has this annoying propensity to want to stay after I nut.

      The fuck is wrong with some girls? Can’t a guy just get in and out without strings?

      Anne-Marie? Been there done that plenty of times. She’s exactly what I’m looking for. The kind of no-holds-barred fuck that’s all about getting off and nothing else. My thumb moves to press her name, my dick already thickening in my pants, when headlights cascade through the interior of my car.

      Glancing up, I watch as the lights from a Wrangler spotlight Jarvis Hall after briefly highlighting the cobblestone pathways that crisscross Carnegie University’s campus. The stone building my family built for the exclusive college almost a century ago is old world gothic. When I was a student here, I prowled the place, using my name to get some ass. Rule number one if you were staying in Jarvis Hall, you gave it up to me whenever I wanted it. Anyone who refused got kicked out and had to find other sleeping arrangements.

      Welcome to the world of the elite…

      A smirk pulls my lips apart as I think about the good ol’ days. Jarvis hospitality, that’s what I’d called it. Most girls were more than willing to go for a ride, threat of homelessness or not, but it was a good excuse to tell themselves so they wouldn’t feel like the cheap whores they are.

      The Jeep door opens, and a single, toned leg searches for the pavement. She’s parked between two lamp lights, so my view is okay but hazy. I toss my phone down and huff. Looks like duty calls, so I won’t be working this aggression out of my system any time soon.

      Instead of turning this car toward a few moments of obliviousness, I pull out the picture I threw in my glovebox after the meeting with Granddad yesterday. It’s a family photo. Two stuck-up parents the same age as my own grin in the background while two blonde girls are seated in front of them. One is smiling from ear-to-ear, a clone of her mother with shoulders pulled back tightly. She looks like the kind of girl I’d love to fuck the “good girl” tension out of. The one who’ll scream for my dick over and over again after acting all coy and innocent. The other sister looks bored as fuck. Sure, she’s smiling because that’s what expected of her, but there’s a hint of annoyance simmering under the surface.

      I can tease that out of this picture because there are hundreds of Jarvis family photos like this where I look the exact fucking same.

      Tracking my gaze toward the younger sister’s vehicle again, I find her on her tiptoes, digging into the back of the Wrangler with ripped shorts hugging her ass. My dick responds. It’s not often you find a girl who goes to Carnegie dressed like she doesn’t give a fuck. Most wear pantsuits and pencil skirts. Or even if they are on fashion, the clothes cost hundreds of dollars to appear beaten up. This? This ensemble looks like little Miss Astor went to a thrift shop and bought the smallest pair of shorts she could find.

      Fuck.

      Maybe watching this girl won’t be as bad as I originally thought. It’s better than the other tasks I’ve been given by my family’s patriarch. I always get the shit jobs, the ones in the shadows. The ones no one else is willing to do because they still care about their reputation. I’m not exactly the pride of my family because I don’t wear a suit and tie to work every day and fuck people over in business meetings with a smile on my face. I prefer to do that shit out in the open. Fuck it.

      I peek at the photo once again, reading my grandfather’s writing. The older sister is dead. Not that I needed him to confirm that. It’s the only thing the news covered when it first happened. The mysterious death turned tragic accident has slowly faded away like it’s only a bad memory. Shit like that tends to happen in my world. Seems I’ll never get the opportunity to fuck some bad into her. The little sister, though, is a different story. Just from the picture, I can tell she’s more my type.

      Peering up at her in action, I watch as she pulls a piece of luggage out of the backseat and sets it on the pavement next to her. Her thin tank top flirts with the high waist of her shorts as she spins toward her new residence hall. My residence hall. Finally. I’ve only been waiting for over twenty-four hours for her to arrive. Move-in day was yesterday, so I had to find a place to shack up last night when she didn’t show. One of her roommates I had as a Freshman was obliging. Kerry… No, Kasey. Whatever. Doesn’t fucking matter. I got what I wanted and was close enough in case little Miss Astor showed up late. Never happened.

      I snuck out at dawn, so my temporary fuck didn’t get any ideas. After grabbing a coffee down the street, I returned to this spot and haven’t moved since. I may not like these jobs but Granddad pays well. Always has.

      Speaking of… I grab my phone and send him a text. She just got here.

      I don’t exactly know why I’m watching her, other than the fact that her sister, who was a fledgling Knight, died at one of their gatherings. Bad press and all that. I’ve mused that at the very least, they want to make sure little sis doesn’t cause a scene. Worst case, the Knights did something and want to make sure this girl doesn’t squeal about it. Either way, I’m probably supposed to make sure she doesn’t talk. Which is perfectly fine. I have plenty of other fun things she can do with her mouth.

      She starts to walk toward the building, and I push my car door open silently to follow. Now is a good of time of any to introduce myself since she and I are going to be acquainted sooner or later. I rearrange myself as I stretch from the car. The wheels of her luggage bounce across the cobblestone walkway as I close the car door silently, already picturing the fear in her eyes when I sneak up on her. I get off on the look, then watch them come down, only to be frightened again when they really look at me. It’s always the same with rich girls like her. They fear me, but they get off on that dangerous shit. My balls swell in anticipation.

      A soundless step forward later, I stop. The wheels have ceased their grinding, and she stands looking up at the three-story building. Her back is to me, but her long blonde hair hits past her shoulder blades as she gazes upward. A second later, her shoulders stiffen, and she immediately tilts her head. Before I know it, I lose sight of her as she walks in front of her Jeep and takes the walkway that leads around the side of the building instead of toward the front.

      “Shit,” I grumble.

      Slowly, I walk after her, hiding behind vehicles in the parking lot until I reach hers. Moisture dots the expensive paint jobs, catching the light off the lampposts surrounding the parking lot. Up ahead, it takes me a moment to spot Eden again. She’s crouched next to the wall of Jarvis Hall, staring toward a single figure walking the cobblestone walkway toward the building that houses the Knights.

      I narrow my gaze as she keeps to the shadows, almost like she’s spying. Her free hand turns into a fist at her sides and stays that way as she watches the lone figure disappear around the side of the building toward the forest. The figure was clearly masculine but too far away to recognize who. I lick my lips, watching after her and wondering if she could see who it was, and if she was interested because of the guy or because of the Knights in general.

      Maybe I misinterpreted the fist-clenching for anger when it’s really sadness. Her sister did go here, after all. And since she was a Knight, this girl would obviously be curious about the building and the people.

      A whisper makes Eden jump, and I freeze in my spot, hunkering down closer to the side of the Jeep so I’m not spied. Eden almost squeals and throws herself at a figure that just now emerges from the shadows. She wraps her arms around him tightly, and for the first time, I can see her tormented face. Sadness clings to it, but it fades to fondness as the guy holds her to him.

      Granddad certainly didn’t say anything about Eden having a boyfriend. And who the fuck does this guy think he is hanging around Jarvis Hall? It’s my territory.

      “Edie…”

      Edie?

      Red hot jealousy rips through me as she clings tighter. She’s like a delicate flower seeking nourishment, and he’s giving her all she needs. My lip curls in disgust. I don’t know why I covet sad, pretty things when all I want to do is tear their petals off one-by-one, but that’s okay. This just became a better game, even more rewarding than the one my grandfather gave me. I can certainly fuck with and watch this girl at the same time. He didn’t say hands off, not that I’m prone to listening to him anyway.

      I walk casually back to my midnight black vehicle that’s purposefully lost in the recesses of the parking lot. My body thrums with electricity as I pull the door closed and watch as the couple starts to move.

      Reaching for my phone, I send my grandfather another text. There’s a guy with her now.

      He responds immediately, apparently feeling the need to keep me informed now, at least on this aspect. Prince Oliver IX. He’ll be staying there.

      What kind of douche is a ninth? Fucking royalty. I crack my knuckles, calming myself before I break the screen typing out a response. Staying with her? In a girls’ dorm?

      He’s fucking royalty. He can stay wherever he goddamn wants, and he wanted Jarvis.

      The familiar, territorial aspects of my personality push through the surface. Another dick? In MY hall?

      Do I need to remind you that you aren’t matriculated at Carnegie anymore? Back off. You’re to watch from afar. Share with me anything that sticks out.

      I think the fuck not. If the old man wasn’t feeble and responsible for my entire well-being, I’d shake the shit out of him. No men are allowed to stay at Jarvis but me. Especially with her.

      My gaze tracks to her picture still lying on my passenger seat and then moves to the same figure standing next to a goddamn, real life prince. Seeing her in the flesh makes this all the more real and interesting. A pull tugs in my stomach. She’s my next conquest. Only my body will tell me how far I’m willing to go and in whatever way I want to control her. For some, just a good fuck is enough. For others, I let my imagination run wild.

      My overpaid therapist tells me I have abandonment issues. In reality, I’m just the family miscreant who likes to fuck.

      Welcome to Carnegie University, Eden Astor. I’m not sure how pleasant your stay here will be.

      
        
        To keep reading, get PRETTY SECRETS now!
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        Join my reader group on Facebook to be the first to hear E. M. Moore book news, see early teasers and participate in giveaways!
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        You can also join my newsletter to get updated news on all of my releases! (Just fill out the box on the top right of the page.)
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        Interested in SIGNED PAPERBACKS? They’re available on my website at Amazon prices and free shipping to the US!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        JOIN THE HUNT
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        If you’re an Oscar fan, you should check out the first introduction to him in FREE FALL!
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      Need more bad boy bullies in your life? Check out this COMPLETE series, The Ballers of Rockport High!
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      E. M. Moore is a USA Today Bestselling author of Contemporary and Paranormal Romance. She's drawn to write within the teen and college-aged years where her characters get knocked on their asses, torn inside out, and put back together again by their first loves. Whether it's in a fantastical setting where human guards protect the creatures of the night or a realistic high school backdrop where social cliques rule the halls, the emotions are the same. Dark. Twisty. Angsty. Raw.

      When Erin's not writing, you can find her dreaming up vacations for her family, watching murder mystery shows, or dancing in her kitchen while she pretends to cook.
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