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Bully Me: Class of 2020

 

Loving your tormentor isn’t easy, especially when they collect broken hearts and parade them around like trophies. They’re the bad boys, the alpha assholes, and the thorns in our sides. They push us past our limits, turn us on, and break us.

 

They’re our bullies.

 

They’re the class of 2020.

 

Eight bestselling authors are teaming up to bring you eight unique stories about the guys we love to hate.

 

This anthology benefits one of the largest anti-bullying organizations in the world, and all proceeds will go toward helping to support victims of bullying.
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Blurb

CHARLIE (Rydeville Elite #4)

This book is an interconnected standalone romance in the Rydeville Elite world. It can be read without having read the first three books in the series.

 

Demi

Dropping out of college senior year was never part of my plan. But Dad needs me, and I’d move mountains for the only parent I’ve ever known—even working for the company that fired him. It makes me sick, but I’m low on options.

 

My boss, Charlie, is determined to make my life a living hell, availing of every opportunity to undermine my confidence, to humiliate and threaten me.

 

Sleeping with him the night of his wedding might have something to do with his attitude.

 

Or the fact I’m the spitting image of the woman he really wants.

 

If our financial situation wasn’t so dire, I’d tell Charlie to stick his job up his delectable butt.

 

But I’m trapped, and things are only getting worse. Because the more layers I uncover, the more I realize he is nothing l expected and everything I crave.

 

Charlie

 

If there was a manual for all the ways a person could fuck up his life, it’d have my name written on it.

 

I can’t undo the things I’ve done, no matter how badly I want to, and every day is a constant reminder of my epic failure.

 

Especially her.

 

It’s as if Demi has been put on this earth to punish me. To inflict more torture and pain. Because every second I’m around her, she makes me feel things I don’t want to feel.

 

So, I lash out. Doing my best to push her away.

 

Until I realize she’s everything I never knew I needed, and the fight becomes a new battle—one to win her heart.


Prologue

DEMI

Christmas Night

 

RHYTHMIC BEATS REVERBERATE through the speakers, mingling with the sounds of boisterous laughter and raucous chatter as I glance at my watch and sigh. I grab hold of Xena’s arm, admiring her colorful ink, as I pull her down closer. “I’ve got to go,” I shout in her ear, a necessity in this noisy room if I want to be heard.

She loops her arm in mine. “Aw, not yet, babe. The night’s still young.” She nudges my hip, swaying her body in time to the beat of the music. “It’s Christmas,” she roars in my ear. “You can’t leave.” She grins, winking at her boyfriend Leo as he eyes her like he’s seconds away from jumping her bones.

“I want to stay, but I can’t. Mrs. Griffin has a family she needs to get home to,” I explain. It was sweet of her to keep Dad company while I attended this party, at one of our old high  school buddy’s apartments in the downtown area, but I promised her I wouldn’t be long.

Understanding washes over Xena’s pretty face. “I keep forgetting. I’m sorry.”

I shrug, draining the last dregs of my gin cocktail. “Some days, I forget too.”

It’s only been two months since Dad had a stroke, which left him paralyzed from the waist down, and only one month since I dropped out of UMaine to move back home to help care for him.

It’s gradually sinking in—that the life I was leading, and the future I had planned, has all changed in the blink of an eye.

One brutal twist of fate altered my destiny, but I’m not crying over it.

It is what it is.

And I wouldn’t have it any other way, because Dad has always been there for me. From day one, he has had my back, and there isn’t anything I won’t do for him.

There’s no way I want strangers caring for him twenty-four-seven. As soon as we discovered his paralysis was permanent, I shed my old life and moved back home to Rydeville.

There was no dilemma. No anguished decision.

Dad needs me. He’s my only flesh and blood.

And I’m home to look after him.

“At least, we get to hang out on the regular again,” Xena says, pulling me into a hug. “I’ve missed you, girl.”

Xena was my best friend all through school, and we were as close as sisters. But after we graduated from the public high school in Rydeville, our lives went in very different directions. Xena had decided back in freshman year that college wasn’t in the cards for her. She walked straight into a job in her uncle’s tattoo parlor and hasn’t looked back since. My journey took me to the University of Maine and Isaac Sullivan, both now firmly relegated to the past.

“I’m glad we’re reconnecting,” I tell her, kissing her cheek. “And I’m so grateful for your support.” Xena and I slotted back into an easy friendship, and I’d be lost without her daily messages and calls. She helps keep me sane on days when despair threatens to kick in.

“Anytime. You know I’m always here for you.”

“Enjoy the rest of your night. Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do,” I tease, waggling my brows as I watch the two guys circling her in anticipation. Only Xena would find two ripped, tatted, pierced hotties utterly devoted to her and take it all in her stride, like it’s commonplace to have two boyfriends.

Lucky bitch. My neglected libido wails in my ear, missing regular sex, but that’s the least of my worries right now.

I snatch my coat and my purse, wiggling my fingers at Bo and Leo and blowing one last kiss in my bestie’s direction as I push my way through the crowd swarming the living room, out into the icy-cold night air.

The slicing sting skating along my cheeks is welcome after the overcrowded, overheated room, and I take my time putting my coat on, leaving it unbuttoned as I check my purse to ensure I have everything. My cell rings, and I pull it out, frowning as I spot the familiar number.

“Demi speaking.”

“Oh, thank God,” the male voice on the other end says.

“Danny? Is that you?” I ask, as I start walking, needing to confirm it’s one of the security guards from the banking firm I work at because him calling me like this is beyond strange.

Usually, the building that houses Barron Banking and Financial Investment Services Limited is open twenty-four-seven with round-the-clock security personnel manning the fort, but I’d assumed things would change for the holidays. Guess I was wrong.

“It’s me. I’m sorry to call you so late on Christmas, but I can’t get hold of anyone else.”

I button my coat with fingers that are rapidly turning frozen, quickening my pace, while I keep the phone jammed between my ear and my shoulder. “What’s going on?”

“I’m not sure.” He sounds hesitant. “I’ve left messages for Mr. Barron, the president, and for Margaret Ann, but none of them are picking up, and I didn’t know who else to call.”

It must be bad if he’s calling me. I’ve only been an employee for two weeks.

Although I followed in Dad’s footsteps in my choice of accounting major, I never expected to end up where he had spent the last twenty-two years of his life working, and I certainly never expected to work for the man who tossed him so callously on his ass the minute he got sick.

But, as the saying goes, beggars can’t be choosers. With mounting medical bills, we need the money. Pride doesn’t come in to it. It’s as simple as that.

“How can I help?”

“It’s Mr. Barron’s son. He arrived here a little while ago, and something is wrong. He was clutching a bottle of bourbon as he made his way up to the CEO’s office. Someone needs to get here and ensure he’s okay.”

I don’t recall babysitting rich pricks being part of my job description. “Can’t you just put him in an Uber and send him home?”

“He won’t talk to me. You’re closer in age. Maybe, you might have more luck.”

I snort. I’ve heard the rumors doing the rounds in the office about the boss’s son. That he never dates. Just acquires fuck buddies. And, apparently, he has a thing for older women. I might be a few years older than Charlie Barron, but I very much doubt I’m his type or that I’d stand any chance at getting through to him.

Mr. Barron Senior is a coldhearted prick, and I’ve zero desire to help him or his manwhore offspring. Not unless it’s something I’m contractually obligated to fulfill. “Sorry, Danny. I need to get home to Dad, and I’ve had a couple gin cocktails, so even if I was available to help, I can’t drive.”

“I’ll get Shirley, my wife, to pop round to your place, and I kinda already have a car on the way to pick you up,” he sheepishly admits.

“I don’t even know the guy, Danny!” I throw my hands in the air in exasperation even though he can’t see me. “And what makes you think he’ll talk to me?”

“Everyone loves you, Demi. And you’d be doing him a favor. He’s drunk off his ass, and if his father discovers he showed up here in such a state, there’ll be hell to pay. It can’t hurt to try. Please.”

I sigh, already knowing I’m going to regret this. But Danny is one of the few colleagues who was good to Dad after his stroke, one of the few who keeps in contact with him and makes the effort to visit, on the odd occasion. “Fine,” I huff. “But I’m only doing this for you.”

_______________

The driver pulls the Merc up in front of my new workplace, and I sigh. Lights are visible on the top-floor executive suite, and I can see Danny, his feet propped up on the security desk in the lobby, as I exit the back seat and walk toward the building.

I push through the doors, rubbing my frozen hands together as I smile at the gray-haired man who rises to meet me. “Merry Christmas, Demi. Thanks so much for this,” Danny says, enveloping me in a fierce hug.

I stretch up and kiss his cheek. “Merry Christmas, Danny. It sucks you have to work.”

He shrugs. “It’s not so bad. My shift only started a couple hours ago, so I got to spend the day with my family. I don’t mind working the graveyard shift, someone’s got to do it, and the extra money will come in handy.”

“You’re one of the good guys, Danny. Now, I see why my dad respects you so much.”

His cheeks stain, and it’s adorable. “Tell the old man Merry Christmas from me.”

“I will.” I smile. “And you owe me!” I tease as I stride toward the elevator bank with purpose.

I lean against the back of the elevator, watching the numbers rise as we shoot to the top of the building, wondering what the hell I’ve gotten myself into. This is crazy, and it could end up backfiring on me in a major way. Still, I’m here now, so I might as well see it through. I run my fingers through my long, dark tresses, unknotting the tangles the wind put there, as the doors open and I step out onto the executive level.

Everyone who works up here is in the executive secretarial pool, providing personal assistance to the various presidents and VPs. Unluckily for me, the CEO—Charles Barron the Second—needed a new assistant because the woman who worked with him for the past twenty years just retired, and I got the gig.

It’s not the best use of my talents, but accounting jobs are in scarce supply, especially for college dropouts. It was either nepotism or guilt that swung the scales in my favor, I’m guessing, but my stellar college record no doubt helped too. I plan to work hard to show I deserve this job on my own merits, that I’m capable of more than this position, and I belong here in my own right, not just because my dad used to be their financial controller.

It kills me looking at that man’s face every day knowing how he treated my father, but I’ve perfected the art of disguise, hiding my true thoughts and feelings, so Charles Barron doesn’t see how much I despise him.

When Dad first had his stroke, there was talk of brain damage. The company was quick to jump on that, using it as an excuse to terminate Dad’s employment. Sure, he got a decent severance package, but that’s already dwindling with the mounting medical bills. Thankfully, there was no brain damage, but the ink was already dry on the paperwork, the payoff sitting in Dad’s bank account, and there was little that could be done then to alter the outcome. After how callously Dad was treated, I didn’t want him returning anyway.

I can stick it out until I gain some experience under my belt and find something better.

The main lights are switched on, and I walk past empty workstations with a growing sense of trepidation. When I reach my workstation, I notice the door to Mr. Barron’s office is ajar. I remove my coat and place it and my purse on my desk as a shrill cry rings out in the solemn quiet. I gulp over the sudden lump in my throat as I lift my head, glancing at the door in front of me where the cry emanated from. Another anguished cry pricks my eardrums, the thread of pain evident in the strangled sobs, and it guts me.

When I got the call about Dad, I’ll never forget the panic, sheer terror, and caustic pain that ripped my insides apart. I was so scared he would die alone in that hospital bed, and when I arrived to find him stable, I cried my eyes out in a mix of relief and fear, because I knew, in that moment, that everything had changed.

This man’s sobs reach a hand inside me, squeezing my heart and crushing my lungs until it feels like I’m the one in pain.

I inch toward the door softly, pressing my ear up close. More sobs ring out, and even though I probably should pretend I haven’t heard, I can’t ignore the fact I have. I don’t know Charlie Barron, and he’ll probably die of embarrassment if he discovers I’ve heard him crying, but I can’t turn my back on anyone in need, no matter how undeserving they might seem, so I push the door open and step into the room without any further hesitation.

The room is bathed in a dim glow from the desktop lamp, the only illumination lighting up the space. The shadowy figure on the couch, at the other side of the room, stills at my sudden presence. His broad shoulders heave as he fights to compose himself. After a few beats, he lifts his head, staring in my direction.

With tentative steps, I walk toward him. The closer I get, the sharper his features become. I only caught a fleeting glimpse of him one time when he visited his father, and even though Charlie Barron is young, he’s definitely all man and one of the hottest guys I’ve seen in a long time.

Sorry, Isaac.

I force those thoughts aside as I approach him. His red-rimmed eyes and tearstained cheeks confirm the sobs were coming from him. His suit jacket is thrown over the arm of the couch, his white shirt unbuttoned at the top and his tie hanging loose around his neck. His hair is in disarray, as if he was repeatedly dragging his fingers through the dark strands.

I come to a halt in front of him, my heart beating so loud I’m sure he must hear it. He tips his chin up, staring at me with a frown, and I’m cursing my bleeding heart. Why didn’t I just tell Danny a firm no? Or why didn’t I bail the instant I heard Charlie’s cries? But I didn’t do either. I’m here now, and I need to say something. I clear my throat. “Are you… Is everything okay?”

He stares at me, and even though the lighting is low, I can detect the growing curiosity in his piercing green eyes as he drinks in my features. His gaze roams my face, and the longer my question remains unanswered, the more tense the situation seems.

“Who are you?” he asks, in a hoarse voice, after what feels like eternity.

“I’m Demi Alexander. Your father’s new personal assistant,” I confirm.

Pain slashes across his face, and a muscle clenches in his jaw as he visibly struggles to hold it together.

What the hell is going on?

Taking a chance, I sit down beside him, angling my body so we’re facing one another. “What’s happened? And where is your father? What are you doing in his office after ten on Christmas night?” And why are you crying? That’s what I really want to ask, but I can’t ever forget my place. Charlie Barron, a.k.a. Charles Barron the Third is the heir apparent, and he will one day be my boss.

My breath stutters in my throat when he lifts his hand, brushing his fingers across my cheek, leaving a wake of fiery tremors zipping along my skin. He stares into my eyes, and I see a world of pain reflected in his gaze. “Dead,” he whispers, his warm, earthy breath feathering across my face. “My father is dead.”

My eyes pop wide, and my heart beats frantically behind my rib cage. “What?” I splutter, staring at him to see if this is some twisted joke. I mean, I loathe the man and everything he stands for, but that doesn’t mean I wanted him dead. I know what it’s like to lose a parent, and even though I never knew my mom, I still feel the pain of her loss acutely. And even thinking of losing Dad splinters my heart into pieces. I spent hours thinking he might be gone, and the pain was unimaginable, so I have an inkling of what this man is feeling. It’s no wonder he was in tears. “How did it happen?”

He shakes his head, biting down hard on his lip. “He’s gone. The specifics don’t matter.” His fingers drop lower, skimming my jawline, and his eyes latch onto my mouth. He trails his fingers along my jaw and then down onto my neck, and each sweeping touch awakens something dormant inside me.

Heat courses through me from his touch and the intense way he’s looking at me, and raw need surges to the surface. It’s been years since I’ve felt such potent yearning, and the guy is barely touching me. “I’m sorry,” I say, meaning it even if I hated his father. I can see how upset he is over it.

“You look…” He trails off, exhaling heavily, shaking his head, and dropping his hands from my face as he reaches for the half-empty bottle of bourbon on the coffee table.

His lips suction around the neck of the bottle, and he drinks heartily before passing it to me. I’m not much of a drinker, but it’d seem rude to decline, and it’s already a freaking strange night. So, I take the bottle, and we pass it back and forth without speaking. He leans back in the couch, spreading his legs and lounging more comfortably, as I kick off my boots and tuck my knees into my chest, grateful I chose to wear leggings under my dress.

He watches my every move like a skillful hunter eyeing his prey. With every mouthful of bourbon I swallow, my limbs grow more relaxed, and I find myself silently encouraging him to move in for the kill.

Like I said, it’s a strange night.

“Why did you come here?” I ask after a while, sucking in a gasp as our fingers brush when I pass the bottle back to him.

“I had nowhere else to go,” he admits before bringing the bottle to his mouth. I watch his plump lips wrap around the bottle, and the way his throat works as he drinks is hella sexy.

I totally understand how this guy has earned his rep. I don’t sleep around, and I can count on one hand the number of guys I’ve been with, yet I’d spread my legs for him in a heartbeat. Charlie exudes this sexy energy that draws me in, and I just know a night with him would be a night I’d never forget.

But I’m sensing there’s a lot more to him than that. I barely know the guy; we haven’t spoken more than a few sentences to one another, and yet I feel his vulnerability and his loneliness as potently as a slap to the face.

This guy is in a world of pain.

And maybe, it’s my bleeding heart or the alcohol sloshing through my veins, or maybe, it’s just this guy, but I want to eviscerate his pain. Even if it’s only temporary.

I scoot closer to him, reaching out to cup his cheek. His skin is smooth and warm to the touch. “How can I help?”

His fingers wrap around my wrist, holding my hand to his face. He stares at me for an inordinate amount of time, and my chest heaves with anticipation. A crackle of electricity connects the space between us, and the more he stares at me, the more I want to throw caution to the wind.

“You can let me pretend,” he croaks, as his eyes plead with me.

I quirk a brow, but he doesn’t elaborate, skimming his gaze all over my body in a way that confirms his mind has gone to the same place mine has.

This is a bad idea.

A really, really bad idea.

Because if his dad is dead, that makes him my new boss, and he’s grieving. He’s not in his right mind. And I’m not in mine because this isn’t who I am. Yet, in his presence, it’s who I want to become.

“Okay.” I’m pleased my voice comes out confident despite the way I’m trembling inside.

“You don’t know what I’m asking,” he adds, angling his head so he can suck my pinkie into his mouth.

I gasp as pleasurable warmth filters through my body, igniting every cell and nerve ending. “Show me,” I beg, no longer able to keep the craving from my tone or my face.

Forcing my hand aside, he grips my face in his large palms and slams his mouth down on mine. Stars explode in vibrant bursts of color behind my eyelids as his lips devour me like he’s been waiting years to taste me.

His lips glide with skill and precision against mine while he hauls me into his lap. His fingers dig into my hips as he pulls me against his erection, ensuring I feel how much he needs this. I run my fingers through his hair, pressing my chest against his, letting him know I’m right there with him.

His kisses grow more aggressive, and he punishes my mouth with a slew of drugging, bruising kisses. It’s in direct contrast to the loving, gentle way Isaac used to kiss me, and as I cling to Charlie, biting and nipping at his lips, I know I’ve been in denial for far longer than I realized.

I’m on fire. Every part of me hums with expectation and need, so when he lifts my dress off me and unclips my bra, I offer no resistance. I moan into his hair as his hot mouth worships my bare breasts, his teeth grazing my nipples as he grinds his hips into mine. I rock against him, needing the friction against my achy core to sate my growing need.

In between hot kisses, we rip at our clothes until we’re both naked, and he wastes no time rolling a condom on and yanking me roughly down on top of him. He’s sitting up with his back against the arm of the couch as I straddle him.

I moan as his long, thick, hard length fills me up, and I’m immediately consumed in him. I bounce up and down on him, writhing and whimpering, as he moves his hips in sync with my movements. I place my hands on his shoulders as I fuck him, closing my eyes and tossing my hair back as he worships my breasts with his slick mouth while his cock slams inside me over and over again.

His fingers dig into my hips and he thrusts into me in savage strokes, gritting his teeth as he flexes his hips, driving harder and harder, as if he can’t get deep enough. My climax is already building, surprising me, because I rarely orgasmed from sex with Isaac.

My head falls forward onto Charlie’s shoulder as his arms wrap tightly around me and his wicked lips leave my breasts, trailing a line of firm kisses along my collarbone and up my neck. He nips at my skin with his teeth, and jolts of pleasurable pain ripple over my heightened flesh. My skin is a live wire, and his fingers are like volts of electricity as they glide across my body, singeing in every place they touch.

Without warning, he lowers me to my back and lifts my left leg up over his shoulder. His cock sinks even deeper at this angle, and I cry out as the pressure in my core builds to a crescendo. He fucks me raw, pounding into me like he’s exorcising his demons, and perhaps, he is. He exudes aggression and frustration with every pivot of his hips, every bruising thrust, as he ruins me for all other men.

Charlie may be young, but he’s clearly very experienced in all things sexual, and I’m riding the crest of that experience as he continues fucking me like a madman, inciting a flurry of new sensations inside me.

He buries his face in my neck, sucking on my skin in a way I know will leave a mark, but I couldn’t care less at this moment. I grab hold of his firm ass cheeks, pulling him in closer, needing more. My hands roam the muscled planes of his back and his broad shoulders, and I scrape my nails along his sweat-slickened skin, delighting in the fact I’m leaving my mark on him too.

There is something so primal, so intimate, about the way we’re fucking that is entirely new to me, and it could easily become an addiction.

I drag my lips in a line across his chest, nipping at his skin, and he growls out his encouragement. I inhale his scent like it’s the oxygen I need to breathe while I continue my assault on his impressive chest, caving to my inner beast as I’m rough with him too. I can’t get enough of him, and I need to come, yet I long to prolong this moment too. I can’t marry those conflicting thoughts, but I don’t have to, because my body takes control, barreling toward the most orgasmic explosion of my life. I scream his name as I come, my inner walls gripping his cock tight as I shatter, drowning in exquisite waves of intense pleasure, coming apart and being remade at the same time.

Charlie lifts my other leg over his shoulder and picks up his pace, thrusting inside me like he’ll die if he doesn’t come. His face is still cradled in my neck as he slams inside me at this punishing angle, and I know the moment he reaches his peak because his entire body locks up tight and he emits an animalistic roar birthed from someplace deep. Then he’s jerking and pulsing inside me, his body trembling and shaking over me as he comes.

“I love you, Abby,” he whispers in my ear, and I stop breathing. Blood rushes to my head, and a heavy weight presses down on my chest at his words.

You can let me pretend.

His earlier words reverberate in my mind as I curse my stupidity. I thought he meant he wanted to pretend everything was okay, that his father hadn’t died, but I got it completely wrong, and now I feel sick. Nausea twists and turns in my gut as I crash back to Earth with a bang.

He hasn’t been with me in this.

The intimacy and pleasure I felt between us as we made love was a lie. No wonder he’s barely kissed me. Barely looked at me.

He hasn’t been present.

He’s been with her.

This Abby woman.

Whoever she may be.

He’s stopped moving, and the only sounds in the room are our joint heavy breaths. I was under no illusion. I knew this was only a one-time thing. We’re from two different worlds, and we both needed this for various reasons. But it still meant something to me. And now, I’m hurt. I feel cheap. Used. As irreplaceable as a worthless whore.

I shouldn’t be surprised. His father is a cruel prick with little regard for other people’s feelings too. It stands to reason his son would be the same. I shove at his shoulders as tears prick my eyes. I’m such a gullible fool. “Get off me.”

He lifts his head from my shoulder, staring at my face with a puckered brow.

I glare at him as I push his shoulders again. I need to put as much distance between us as I can, and I can’t get away from him fast enough.

He climbs off me like an elegant gazelle, standing over me with a frown, watching as I grab my clothes and hastily pull them on.

“Did I hurt you?” he asks as I yank my leggings up my legs.

I snort, purposely not looking at him. He’s standing there in all his naked glory, and I know one look will have my ovaries purring like a kitten in heat. I’ve always prided myself on my ability to look beyond the exterior and find real attraction buried underneath, but tonight, I threw all my beliefs in the toilet for a tryst with a hot guy who was in pain. Only, the joke’s on me, because I could have been any warm body. I bet he doesn’t even remember my name.

I slip my feet into my boots and look up at his handsome face, finding him ugly now. “Who is Abby?”

He visibly pales, and his Adam’s apple jumps in his throat. A few seconds tick by, and it’s obvious he’s not going to answer.

Asshole.

I prod my finger into his chest. “You fucked me imagining I was her. I at least deserve to know who she is.”

Air whooshes out of his mouth as he claws his hands through his hair. Torment is etched across his face, but I’m not falling for it this time. I’ve no idea what is going on here, but I want no part of it.

“She’s my wife,” he finally says, and all the blood drains from my face.

“I…” I falter, unable to form words to convey my horror at what’s just happened. Bile travels up my throat. I abhor cheating. It’s a major no-no in my book. And this asshole—my new boss—has just made me an accomplice to adultery. I struggle to breathe over the pain settling on my chest. “You make me sick,” I say, fighting angry tears. “I would never have had sex with you if I’d known you were married.” Like, the guy’s only eighteen or nineteen, and none of my colleagues told me he was married. In fact, if the rumors are to be believed, he’s the quintessential playboy bachelor. I don’t understand.

“We only got married today,” he says, adding to my horror.

I slap a hand over my mouth, staring at him in shock. A few tears sneak out of my eyes, dripping down my face, but I angrily swipe at them as rage overtakes every other emotion I’ve been feeling.

I’ve just been fucked in more ways than one. This is a clusterfuck of life-altering possibilities, but I can’t lose this job. Dad is relying on me, and I’m not letting him down.

“This never happened!” I blurt when I remove my hand from my mouth. “And if you attempt to terminate my employment, I will slap you with a sexual harassment lawsuit quicker than you can frog-march me out the door.”

“I would never do that,” he says, quick to reassure me.

But I’m sure the apple doesn’t fall too far from the tree, and I’m not buying it.

He pulls on his pants as I storm toward the door. I clutch the door handle, talking to him over my shoulder. “See that you don’t, or I’ll make your life hell,” I promise, hoping he can’t see through my bravado.

“It’s in my interests to keep this secret,” he adds, and my disgust elevates another notch.

I nod tersely as I turn my head to face him. “From now on, it’s strictly professional, and we breathe a word to no one.” A fleeting thought crosses my mind.

I could blackmail him for my silence.

God knows we need the money.

But I dismiss the idea as quickly as it came to me. That’s not who I am. And no good comes from taking dirty money.

“Agreed.” He stares through me as if I don’t exist. And, I guess, to him, I don’t.

“Go home to your wife, Charlie,” I hiss as I whip the door open and stalk outside, wishing I could rewind time and erase the last couple hours from my life.


Chapter 1

CHARLIE

Nine Months Later

 

I KEEP MY head down, jotting notes as the professor’s grating tone projects around the packed auditorium. With all these people here, you’d think it’d be easy to avoid my former friends, but every time I look sideways, I spot Abby or Drew or that asshole Anderson. Doesn’t help that Drew, Shandra, and Anderson’s buddy Lauder are all business majors, like me, and we share a bunch of the same classes. Thank fuck I’m only here part-time. If I was forced to confront them all the time, I’d probably drop out.

My cell pings just as the professor uploads our new assignment on the board and draws the lecture to a close. I glance at the text with a scowl, knowing I’ll be heading into a shitstorm when I step into the office in an hour.

As much as I dread arriving at Rydeville University every morning for classes, I feel physically ill arriving at the high-rise glass building in downtown Boston every lunchtime, because I know her face is one of the first I’ll see.

One look at Demi and I’m reminded of my biggest failures.

Of the night that set everything in motion.

And I fucking hate her for the part she played in my eventual downfall.

Everything about her ties my stomach into painful knots, and if I could get away with firing her sexy ass, I’d have done it a long time ago. But she’s got fire in her belly, and I don’t want to call her bluff. Instead, I go out of my way to make her life a living hell hoping someday soon she’ll get the hint and resign.

I tap out a quick reply to the CEO before tucking my phone into the inside pocket of my suit jacket.

When freshman year commenced a few weeks ago, I used to wear jeans every day and drop by the house to change before heading into the office. But I couldn’t give a flying fuck what anyone thinks of me anymore. So, I attend lectures in my dress suit, sticking out like a sore thumb, but I’ve zero fucks to give. I’m not here to make friends. I’m here to get a business degree so I can use the learning to mold myself into the CEO my dad always wanted me to become.

I owe him that much.

Actually, I owe him so much more than that, but the rest is a work in progress.

Dad’s second in command, the guy who was president before I was thrust into the role, has stepped into Dad’s CEO shoes for the time being. Dad left stipulations in his will in case something like this happened. Even in death, he’s ensuring I continue my education and my training, and I’ll only assume the CEO role once I’ve graduated with my degree and gotten a firm handle on every aspect of business operations.

It’s unnecessary. I could take control now and learn on the job. This degree is a checkbox exercise. One, I must, unfortunately, achieve, in order to gain control of the family business.

It pisses me off. Everyone knows I’m the boss. In everything but name. But I’ll play this charade because the lawyers tell me it’s the only way I’ll get my hands on the company, and it’s been in our family for too many generations to let it fall into the board members’ hands under my watch.

I sling my laptop bag over my shoulder and take the stairs two at a time, following the other students out of the auditorium. The hallway is teeming with people as I walk with purpose toward the food court to grab some lunch to take with me to the office.

The food court is buzzing, as usual, but I grab a sandwich, a bottle of water, a bag of chips, and some fruit and line up to pay for it.

“Drew, please. Come on. Stop shutting me out.”

My ears prick up as I hear Shandra Farrell’s sultry, pleading tone. I cast a quick glance over my shoulder, spotting her with Drew Manning, my former best friend, in the line a couple of places behind. I turn around before they notice me.

“Shandra. I can’t do this. I’ve said all I needed to. Please just drop it.”

“I won’t wait for you forever,” she says, and I detect the sadness and longing in her voice.

I wonder if I sounded that pitiful when I was pining after Abby.

I shake my head as the memories lay seize to my brain, disgusted at myself all over again.

“I don’t want you to wait for me. I can’t give you what you need—now or anytime in the future,” Drew says. “Just let it go.”

“Fine.” Her tone is snippy. “It’s your loss, Drew. It’s certainly not mine.” Her heels make a clacking sound on the tile floor as she storms off.

I reach the register and hand over my tray, glancing in Drew’s direction as the girl rings it up.

He’s rubbing his temples, his brow creased, clearly troubled. His eyes lift, and our gazes lock for a few seconds. He jerks his head in acknowledgement, and I give him a cursory nod in reply before turning around and handing my student meal card to the girl behind the register.

I don’t look at him as I walk away, and he makes no effort to talk to me. I’ve long since passed the point of caring. I don’t need him or anyone in my life.

I’m an island, and that’s just how I like it.

That way, there’s no one to disappoint if I fuck up again.

Not that I intend to.

What happened was a momentary lapse in judgment, and I will ensure it never happens again. No woman will ever penetrate the steel walls I’ve rebuilt around my heart, and that’s a promise I’ve made to myself. One I fully intend to keep.

I’ve just reached the doors when she calls out to me. “Charlie! Wait!”

“Fuck,” I mumble under my breath, closing my eyes for a second, as I silently beg her to let it go. But Abby is stubborn as shit when she gets something in her mind, and I know my silent prayer is in vain.

A guy plows into my side as I turn around. “Sorry, man.”

I ignore him, moving off to the side so I’m not blocking the entrance, watching as the brunette beauty who used to play a starring role in my dreams comes charging toward me.

She’s wearing skinny black jeans and a black-and-white off-the-shoulder sweater, and even though she’s wearing high-heeled boots, I still tower over her when she catches up to me.

“You’re sitting with us.” Her glare dares me to challenge her decision as she grabs on to my arm, attempting to pull me forward.

“No. I’m not.” I shuck out of her hold, sending her a challenging glare of my own. “No one wants me at that table, especially me.”

She crosses her arms and juts out her hip in defiance. “I want you there.”

“Why? It will only cause an argument between you and him.”

I still find it hard calling him her husband. The word always seems to stick in my throat even though I’ve accepted the situation and the fact they are crazy in love.

Abby is obviously happy. It radiates from her every pore. And I’m happy for her. Genuinely, I am. All I ever wanted was for her to be free of the hold that bastard Michael Hearst had over her and to be happy and in love.

But I wanted her to be happy and in love with me.

However, we don’t always get what we want.

“Because you’re our friend and it’s time we left the past in the past. We’ve all made mistakes. You’re not alone in that.”

I watch him approaching from over her shoulder, and I’m not surprised at the look of displeasure on his face. There is no love lost between Kaiden Anderson and me, and everyone knows it. Even Abby. But she seems hellbent on ignoring that critical fact.

“My mistakes got my father killed, not to mention the danger I placed you in,” I tell her as I watch him advance. “You should want nothing to do with me.” I’m not looking for sympathy. I’m merely stating the facts.

“Abby.” Kaiden places his hand on his wife’s shoulder. “Leave it.”

Her eyes narrow as she turns to her husband. “You know better than to tell me what to do.”

“You can’t force Charlie to sit with us if he doesn’t want to.” He looks me straight in the eye. “You can join us anytime. Don’t hold back on my account.” Abby leans into his side, smiling at him in a way that sours my stomach. He returns her smile, rubbing his thumb along her lower lip, and some unspoken communication passes between them. It’s an intimate moment between two people who exist only for each other, and I’m done.

“I just want to be left alone,” I tell her, gripping the strap of my bag tighter.

She grabs my elbow before I’ve turned my back on them. “You took a bullet for me, Charlie, and I will never forget that. You asked for time, and I’ve given you time. But if either of you think I’m dropping this, you don’t know me at all.”

My lips twitch of their own volition, and Kaiden slants a dark glare in my direction. He’s such an ass.

He won.

He stole her heart right out from under me, and he has her—hook, line, and sinker—so he could at least drop the evil eye.

But I doubt he will ever see me as anything more than an enemy. And I’ve no one to blame but myself. Because I fucked up. I fucked up bad, and there’s no coming back from that.

I walk away without uttering another word, knowing Abby won’t give up, but I’ve bigger problems to deal with today.

Figuring out what to do about my ex-obsession is a problem for a different day.

_______________

“Simon Reed called again,” Demi says, hovering in front of my desk like the annoying pest she’s become. “That’s the tenth time in two days.”

“I can count,” I drawl, placing my laptop bag on top of my desk alongside the paper bag containing my lunch. “What time is the executive meeting set for?” I ask, sinking into my chair and powering up my laptop.

“Three fifteen in the main conference room.”

“Fine. Get me a coffee and get out.”

Her lips thin. “Would it kill you to treat me with some respect?”

“Greedy sluts don’t command respect or warrant attention. You are as insignificant as the dirt underneath my shoe. I know your level of intelligence is questionable, but surely, you’re smart enough to understand that.”

“You know I have ample grounds to report you for the way you speak to me.”

I fully expect she’s been keeping a log of every insult, every threat, and every attempt I make to force her into quitting. But the more I antagonize her, the more she digs her heels in. She’s got grit, and I add it to the list of things I hate about her, because she isn’t making this easy for me—at all.

I snort out a laugh, not looking up at her. It drives her insane when I refuse to make eye contact. It’s just an added reason to avoid looking at her perfect face. “Knock yourself out, sweetheart. It’s no skin off my back if you want to embarrass yourself. Perhaps, I’ll make a complaint of my own.”

I enter my password and log in to the system. “Taking advantage of the president when he was drunk, and grieving, is surely a sackable offense.” I lift the handset on my desktop phone. “Let me call the chief human relations officer, and she can decide.”

It’s a dick move, and we both know it.

She grabs the phone from my hand, slamming it down hard, and the air ignites with her simmering rage.

She would love to tell me to go fuck myself. But she can’t.

Sucks to be Demi Alexander.

I smirk, breaking my self-imposed rules and eyeballing her.

Fuck. Why does she have to be so drop-dead gorgeous with those big brown eyes, pouty lips, and lustrous dark hair? I still remember how she felt as I thrust up inside her. How hot it was when her pussy gripped my cock as she fell apart underneath me. How sexy she looked with her flushed skin and how hard I was with every little breathy moan that fell from her plump lips.

My cock stirs to life behind my pants, but that’s nothing new. Working in such proximity to her is daily torture, but it’s a punishment I accept. I deserve to languish in hell for all the heinous things I’ve done.

I’ve ripped my family apart.

Destroyed every friendship I had.

Pushed away the only girl I’ve ever loved.

And the woman fuming in front of me is a daily reminder of how I fucked things up with Abby. Demi became the barrier Abby hid behind. It didn’t matter that she didn’t know her name. She knew she existed. That I’d sought solace in her arms, her body, the night my father died, the same night we were married. And Abby used every opportunity to rub my nose in it.

If only Demi hadn’t shown up here Christmas night.

If only I hadn’t slept with her.

Maybe, just maybe, I might have actually stood a chance with Abby.


Chapter 2

Demi

“ASSHOLE. DOUCHE CANOE. Giant bag of dicks. Jerk-off. Dickwad.” I’m murmuring to myself as I leave the office later that evening, thinking of different ways to describe that fucktard of a boss of mine. I blow a kiss at Danny, through the glass, before walking in the direction of the bar Bo works at, tapping out a quick message to Xena to let her know I’m on my way.

This is Mrs. Griffin’s late shift and the only night I have a few hours to myself after work. Dad organized it with her. I know he worries about me. That he feels guilty. And he uses every opportunity to get me out of the house.

I only love him more for it.

Especially after last week’s newest bombshell.

Tears sting my eyes, and a messy ball of emotion clogs my throat as I think of the latest medical diagnosis.

It’s so unfair.

Dad grew up in a house devoid of love, and when he finally found it, with a woman he adored and cherished, she was stolen from him the day I was born. He sacrificed his career and his personal needs to ensure he was always there for me, and now, at a time when he should finally be reclaiming control of his life, he’s on borrowed time, thanks to the fucking cancer they’ve just discovered ravaging his failing body.

He won’t be around to grow old. To walk me up the aisle. Or play with his grandchildren.

I swipe at the hot tears streaming down my face as I cross the road toward the bar. I need to get my shit together. Crying over it isn’t going to help. I need a plan of action, and I need one fast if I’m to save Dad before it’s too late.

The bar is busy for a Thursday evening, and I fight my way through the mob to the far end of the room where Xena is perched on a stool, eye-fucking boyfriend numero uno. I call him that because Bo was on the scene first. From what Xena told me, they dated for four months before she met Leo and fell head over heels in love with him too.

Some girls have all the luck.

“Hey, babe. Sorry I’m late. The a-hole made me stay behind to finish a file for him.” I slide onto the empty stool beside my bestie.

“Our offer still stands,” Bo supplies, sliding a beer in my direction.

I accept it gratefully, smiling. “I appreciate that, but I don’t want you and Leo getting in trouble for putting the beatdown on the jerk. He’s not worth doing time for.”

“We’d only do time if we were caught.” Bo winks as he stacks glasses.

“Trust me, this guy has more money than he knows what to do with. He’d sic some PI on the case, and he’d find you guys in a heartbeat.” I wouldn’t want that on my conscience.

Besides, violence isn’t the answer.

Even if I’m tempted, daily, to punch Charlie in his smug face.

“And Barron’s mixed up with that Parkhurst place,” Xena adds before bringing the bottle of beer to her lips. “I don’t want either of my guys getting involved in that shit.” She tosses her long purple locks over her shoulder as she pins Bo with a cautionary look.

“How’d you know about that?” I ask.

“I’m not just a pretty face,” she jokes, shoulder checking me. “It was splashed all over the news back when the FBI raided the place. I saw an article online with a list of members, and the Barrons were on it.”

I’m well aware, because I had reason to conduct my own online snooping. Plus, there was a ton of gossip in the office at the time all that shit went down. But the board of directors shut it down straightaway, issuing a press conference stating the integrity of the company and its founding owners was above reproach.

Parkhurst was apparently a front for some elite organization made up of wealthy pricks who thought the rules didn’t apply to them. It’s not much of a surprise to discover the Barrons were a part of it.

Her arm goes around me automatically. “Let’s get fucked up and forget about your jackass boss even if he is hot as fuck with a monster cock.”

I spit my beer all over the counter. “Xena!” I hiss, glancing around.

Her arm drops away from me.

“This place isn’t far from the office. Anyone could be listening.” I’m regretting telling her everything that happened that night, because it’s clear she can’t hold shit.

“When you say monster cock, how big are we talking?” Bo asks, grinning salaciously as he leans his elbows on the counter, staring at me.

“Remind me again why I confided in you?” I give Xena the stink eye. It’s only half fake.

“Because I’m your bestest friend and you love me.” She tweaks my nose, and I elbow her in the ribs.

“You’re lucky I love you, because you’re a lousy secret keeper.”

She shrugs. “Keeping secrets only leads to trouble. It’s best to get everything out on the table.”

“There’s a difference between sharing secrets that need to be told and keeping a confidence, Xena.” I arch a brow, sending her a pointed look.

I told her what happened that night in good faith, and I was pissed when I found out she’d told her boyfriends. I know there was no malice in it. She explained she doesn’t like keeping shit from the guys, and a part of me respects and admires her for it. And it’s not like she blabbed to strangers, but I still didn’t appreciate it.

I’m not the type to kiss and tell, but I was furious and upset Christmas night after being an innocent participant in adultery, and I needed to vent.

“You’re right,” she agrees without protest, “and I should’ve explained that I don’t keep secrets from the guys before you confided in me.”

“Well, this is one secret that needs to be kept hidden, because I need this shitty job now more than ever.” I take a long swig of my drink, watching Bo and Xena trade worried expressions.

“How bad is it?” Xena asks, in a softer tone, when I put my beer down.

“Stage four,” I whisper, and I hate how my lower lip wobbles when I’m trying so hard to be strong.

“Shit.” She grabs hold of my hand. “Is there anything we can do to help?”

“Short of winning the lottery, there isn’t anything that can be done.” I hate admitting it, but it’s the truth. “I’d love to know who came up with the saying ‘money doesn’t buy you happiness’ because I’d like to punch them in the face. What a crock of shit,” I add, angrily picking at the label on my beer. “I guess it was coined by some rich bastard who has no idea what it’s like to not have enough money, because I’ll tell you, if we had money for that experimental drug, and it stopped the cancer from spreading, and it gave Dad a few more years to live, I’d be fucking ecstatic.”

“How much is it?” Bo asks, wiping the counter down and purposely ignoring the guy at his back calling for his attention.

“More than we can afford.”

“We can fundraise,” he suggests. “I know the owner would let us use the bar.” He shoots me a sympathetic look as he walks off to serve the now irate customer.

“And my uncle would let us organize something at the shop,” Xena adds.

“Thank you, and I might take you up on that.” I drink another mouthful of beer.

“We should brainstorm.” She taps her fingers on the counter, looking off into space. “You could stay over at our place Saturday night after the club, and we can put our heads together over breakfast Sunday morning?”

I haven’t been out on a Saturday night in months, and I’m only going because it’s my twenty-second birthday, and Xena, the sneaky cow, went behind my back to Dad to arrange the night out when I politely declined his previous suggestion.

“I’ll see if that’s okay with Mrs. Griffin.” I was planning on coming home even though Dad’s caregiver is already staying the night. If she’s okay staying a couple of hours extra on Sunday morning, I can swing it.

Truth is, I need all the help I can get, and four brains are definitely better than one.

“That asshole Barron should be coughing up for the treatment and all your dad’s medical bills.”

“It happened before he became president,” I say although I’m not defending him, per se. “But you’re right, the company has a lot to answer for.”

Strictly speaking, they didn’t do anything illegal with the information we had to hand at the time. After Dad had his stroke, the doctors believed he might have brain damage. The company grabbed that assumption and ran with it, approaching Dad with an exit offer considering he was now incapable of working.

They gave him a generous severance package and washed their hands of him with a clear conscience.

But they could’ve changed their minds after the test results came back clear of brain injury. Because my dad gave them years and years of his loyal service, and when he needed them to have his back, they kicked him to the curb without a second glance. If he still had his premium medical insurance, the cancer bombshell we’ve just been hit with would be different because he’d be able to enter the trial and he might have a fighting chance. Without it, there is little hope, and it’s just one more reason to hate the offspring of the late CEO.

_______________

“Hey, Dad.” I lean down and kiss his cheek. “How are you today?” I plop down on the couch beside him, taking his hands in mine.

“All the better for seeing my sweet girl,” he replies, squeezing my fingers. I hate how frail his touch has become. How lined his face now seems. How gaunt his cheekbones are. And how his clothes hang from his much thinner frame.

Dad had adapted after the stroke, and he was learning to live with it. But now, the cancer bomb has been dropped in his lap, and he’s struggling to stay positive. I hate that I didn’t see it. That we didn’t have the money to go for monthly checkups instead of biannual appointments. Perhaps, they might have caught it earlier. When it could be treated more easily and without resorting to some new experimental drug trial which we’ve been told is his only chance at prolonging his life.

“How was your day?” he adds. “I hope young Charles is treating my princess good.”

I smother a snort. I don’t want Dad worrying, so I’ve told him nothing about the way Charlie Barron treats me. “He’s a good boss,” I lie.

“He was always a good kid,” Dad says. “Troubled, but his heart seemed to be in the right place.”

Oh, Dad. If only you knew.

“You two have a lot in common.”

My mouth falls open. “Like what?” I splutter.

“He’s had to grow up fast too. He’s carrying the burden for his family the same way you are.”

My features soften. “You’re not a burden, Dad. I love you, and I’m right where I want to be.”

Tears fill his eyes, and a lump the size of a bus wedges in my throat.

“When my time comes, I’ll die a happy man knowing I did one right thing in this world. You make me so very proud, Demitria. Please don’t let this change you.”

“I hate the unfairness of it all,” I truthfully admit. “You’re the best person I know, Dad, and you don’t deserve this. Deserve any of the hardships life has thrown at you.”

“My life has been full, honey, and I’ll die with no regrets because I got to share my life with you and my Luana. I’m luckier than most.”

A strangled sob pierces through the air, and we both look around. Mrs. Griffin is standing in the doorway, clutching her chest, her navy-blue eyes flooded with moisture. “I’m sorry,” she cries. “I didn’t mean to eavesdrop, but I just wanted to have a word with Demi before I left, and I didn’t want to interrupt such a beautiful moment.”

“It’s fine, Nora,” Dad says. “Don’t ever feel the need to apologize around here.”

“I’m good to talk now,” I say, kissing Dad on the cheek again. “Do you need me to get you anything, Dad?”

“I’m good, sweetheart. I’ll just watch the end of this documentary before bed.”

I squeeze his hand before I walk out into the kitchen with his caregiver.

“Your father is one of a kind, Demi,” she says. “Truly a beautiful, gentle soul. I’m not sure I could be quite as understanding in his condition.”

“Nor me,” I agree, switching the coffee pot on. “He inspires me every day.” I might not share his belief or his faith in a god who would do this to him, but the way he’s handled things since his stroke is genuinely admirable. I really do believe in positive mental attitude and my dad has that in spades.

“I filled that new script today,” she says, pointing at the clear plastic box on top of the counter. “And I divided it into the different days and times.” She opens the box, taking out a blue and a white tablet. “He’s to take these with water just before bed.”

I nod, taking them from her. “I’ll make sure he takes them.”

“And he now has to take those two green ones, in addition to his usual meds, after his breakfast.”

I bob my head. “Got it.” Mrs. Griffin arrives early on weekdays so I can leave for work, but I’m Dad’s primary caregiver over the weekends, so I need to be fully up to speed on this stuff.

“Okay, kiddo.” She presses a kiss to the top of my head. “I’m off. I’ll see you bright and early tomorrow morning.”

“Thank you, Nora.” I hug her. “I mean it. Thank you for everything. We’re so lucky to have found you.”

When Dad was in the hospital, after his stroke, I had placed signs in a few local stores looking for a caregiver while I figured out what to do about school. Nora was the first woman to make contact, and I warmed to her immediately. Dad did too. And we both knew we didn’t need to interview anyone else. Her credentials were amazing, she lived locally, and we both just got a good feeling about her.

“It works both ways, honey,” she says, returning my hug. “I’m glad to have you and your dad in my life.” She shucks out of my embrace, tenderly brushing hair out of my face. “I consider you family, and I hope you know I’ll always be here for you.”

Because once Dad is gone, I’m all that’s left. Everyone else is dead.

She doesn’t say it, but she doesn’t have to.

Dad’s words return to me, and I suppose that’s something else Charlie and I have in common.

We’re both alone, because his dad is dead and his mom and sister have moved to Arizona, and, if the rumors are to be believed, he’s not on speaking terms with either of them.

But that is where the similarities end.

On this occasion, I think Dad is wrong, because Charlie and I are nothing alike—except for the mutual hatred we share for one another.


Chapter 3

Charlie

“WE CAN ALWAYS go back to my place if you’re not enjoying it here,” Emilia purrs in my ear while her hand inches higher up my thigh.

“We’re staying,” I grit out, removing her hand before she touches my dick. If she notices how grumpy I am tonight, she doesn’t mention it. I suspect she’s holding out hope I’m looking for more than casual fucking because I’ve called on her a lot more lately. It’s only because I’m low on options and too lazy to actively recruit new fuck buddies. But there isn’t a hope in hell she and I will ever be anything more.

In fact, after tonight, I think I’ll be crossing her off my list permanently. I’ve grown tired of fucking her, and she’s lost all appeal.

Strobe lights crisscross overhead as hypnotic beats bounce off the walls of the club. I’ve never been to this part of town before, and it’s my first foray in here, but I like it. It’s a far cry from the glitzy places I’m used to frequenting with the elite, but I like the industrial-type styling and the grungy vibe in the air.

The clientele is a strange bunch, and I’m sure this place has seen its fair share of fights and deals, but I’m cool with that. It’s tame compared to the shit I’ve seen at elite events and stuff I’ve been forced to participate in at Parkhurst.

“You seem jumpy,” Emilia adds, trailing her hands up my chest. Her long, blonde hair falls in straight lines across one shoulder as she repositions herself on the stool. “And you’re so tense.” She digs her fingers into the corded muscle of my shoulders, and I flinch, recoiling at her touch.

“Stop.” My face is a mask of indifference as I push her hands away. “Sit down, drink your drink, and only talk when I tell you to.” I’m being a total prick, but I don’t care. Her inane chatter is giving me a headache. I should’ve come here alone, but I’m not sure what to expect, and I thought she might come in useful.

Coming to this club was an impulsive decision. One I’m regretting. But I’m here now, so I might as well wait for Demi to arrive.

When I overheard her making plans to celebrate her birthday, I had no intention of showing my face. But I was climbing the walls at home, bored out of my skull, rattling around that large, empty house, and I craved a change of scenery.

I pull out my cell, discreetly checking the app, pleased to see she’s only a mile away.

Adding a tracking device to her private cell is a blatant invasion of her privacy and something that would land me in hot water with the board of directors if it ever got out. But this isn’t my first surveillance rodeo. I know how to cover my tracks, and there’s no way anyone could trace it back to me.

I told myself I installed it so I could fuck with her head a little more. However, she’d have to step outside her front door for me to mess with her, and the woman barely goes anywhere. Work and home are the sum of her existence, so tonight’s excursion intrigued me.

And I want a front-row seat to the action.

My cell pings in my hand, pulling me out of my head as a call comes through. My finger hovers over the mute button until I see the caller ID. Shit timing, but there’s no way I’m ignoring my little sister’s call. She’s only recently started talking to me again.

“Stay put,” I tell Emilia, clicking my fingers at the bar man, gesturing at him to refill her drink.

I pick up the call. “Hey, Lil. I can’t talk here. Give me a second to walk outside.” Her response is drowned out by the noise as I push my way through the crowd toward the main entrance door.

“Are you okay?” I ask the second I’m outside where it’s a lot quieter.

“I’m good,” Lil replies. “Where are you?”

I nod at the bouncers by the door, walking off to the left and wedging myself into the shadowy corner of the building. I cradle the phone to my ear as I flatten my back against the wall. “At a club over on the west side.”

“Mischief?” she asks.

“Yeah, that’s the place.”

“I’ve heard it’s cool. All my friends have tried to get in, but they’re, like, super strict.”

“You will not be getting within one hundred miles of this place, Lil. It’s definitely not suitable.”

I was exposed to way worse at fifteen, but it’s why I go out of my way to ensure Lil is protected from all that.

Mom may want nothing to do with me anymore, but that doesn’t mean I’ve stopped caring. I have a team of guys watching my family twenty-four-seven, and they report to me daily. I don’t want to worry Mom, but the elite threat hasn’t evaporated with Dad’s death or the FBI investigation. The new president is rebuilding the organization behind the front he presents to the authorities, and the danger is still ever present.

“Have you forgotten I live in Phoenix now?” Her dour tone vibrates down the line.

“Hardly, pumpkin. I miss your ugly face.”

I can almost feel her smile down the line. “I miss your grumpy ass too. I hate this, Charlie. Isn’t there anything you can do to make her talk to you?”

I sigh, rubbing at the sudden sharp pain in my chest. “I can’t force her to forgive me.”

“If I can forgive you, so can she,” she blurts.

“I killed the man she loved, Lil. She might never forgive me.”

Initial silence greets me. “You didn’t kill Dad, Charlie.” Her voice is low. “That murdering bastard did, and I hope he’s rotting in hell.”

“I made some bad decisions, and I’m living with the consequences now,” I admit, kicking at a few loose stones on the sidewalk with the toe of my sneaker.

“She’ll come around,” Lil says. “She has to, because I hate this. I hate living with Aunt Marie and Uncle George. He smells like whiskey and cigarettes, and he creeps me out.”

My spine turns rigid, and my entire body stiffens. “Has he—”

“He hasn’t touched me,” she says, cutting across me, “but he looks at me funny sometimes, and I don’t like it.”

That makes two of us. I make a mental note to call Knox, the guy in charge of the security detail in Phoenix, and request another check into Uncle George’s background.

When Mom announced she was moving back to Arizona, to live with her older sister and her husband, and that she was taking Lil with her, I had full background checks conducted on both of them to make sure it was safe for my family to move there. Nothing out of the ordinary stuck out, but I want to take another look. I don’t like the sound of this guy, and if he dares lay a finger on my sister, I will kill him with my bare hands. It wouldn’t be the first time I’ve taken a life like that, and I wouldn’t waste any sleep worrying about it.

Now, more than ever, I need to find a way of repairing my fractured relationship with Mom. I want them back home where they belong. Where I can keep a personal watch over them and ensure they are safe.

“Promise me you’ll call me if anything happens,” I say, as the sound of tinkling laughter greets my eardrums.

All the tiny hairs on the back of my neck stand up as I whip my head around, spotting Demi as she rounds the corner. She’s linking arms with a girl with long purple hair, and they’re both laughing at something the two guys behind them are saying.

A burning pain rips across my chest wall and a muscle ticks in my jaw, as I stare at the two inked, pierced degenerates, wondering which asshole is Demi’s date, and what fucking hole he crawled out from, because she is always at work or at home, so when the hell did she have time to meet the prick?

“I promise,” Lil says, dragging me back to the conversation. “If you promise to come visit soon.”

Irritation prickles at my skin while I watch the small group joke around as they walk toward the entrance to the club. The guy with the dark faux hawk puts his hand on Demi’s lower back as he steers her around a puddle on the ground, and a flare of something close to jealousy burns hotter in my chest. “I’ll try my best, pumpkin. Look, I’ve got to go, but I’ll call you tomorrow, ’kay?”

“Just one last thing!”

I drag my eyes up and down Demi’s shapely form as she draws closer, lust stirring in my loins at the sight of her long, slim legs encased in skyscraper stilettos. Her lightweight jacket is open, revealing the short, tight black dress she’s wearing. It clings to her body like a second skin, and my dick surges to life behind the crotch of my jeans.

“Charlie!”

Lil’s shout brings me back into the moment. “I’m listening,” I say, pressing back farther into the shadows in case Demi should happen to glance this way. “What were you saying?”

“Mom’s freaking out over the invite. What should she do?”

I watch Demi disappear through the doors of the club as my sister’s words register in my brain. “What invite?”

“Were you even listening to anything I said?” she huffs, and her pout carries down the line.

“I got distracted for that last part, but I’ve been listening, Lil.”

“Mom got an invite to that elite ball.”

I frown even though she can’t see me. I haven’t heard anything about any event, but if formal invites have been issued, I guess mine is sitting in the mountain of mail piled high on the kitchen table.

“I’ll handle it,” I reassure my sister, because there’s no way in hell I want Mom anywhere near those sick bastards.

It’s challenging though, because she’s the widow of a man from a founding family, and as I haven’t ascended to full status within the order yet, she is still duty bound to fulfill a role when called upon. My father successfully shielded her from the worst excesses of elitist life when he was alive, and I fully intend to continue keeping her away from that world.

If everything hadn’t gone down the way it did in Wyoming, I’d be a full member now that I’ve graduated high school and I’m nineteen. But everything has been in limbo within the order since things were exposed, and I’m just waiting to find out what happens next. There’s no doubt the new president will rectify things in due course.

“Tell her you’ve spoken to me and she’s not to attend. I’ll RSVP on her behalf with an excuse.”

“Thanks, Charlie.” Her relief is palpable.

“Anything, pumpkin. You know I’ve got your back.”

“Call me tomorrow?” she asks.

“The second I wake,” I promise, and we say our goodbyes. I slide the phone into the pocket of my jeans and make my way back inside the club.

I don’t return to the bar, heading up the side stairway to the upper level, finding a perfect spot in front of the railing to people watch. I scan the room below, watching Emilia flirt with some guy at the bar with mild amusement, while my gaze continues roaming in search of my prey.

I find Demi, swaying her hips in time to the beat of the music, in the middle of the dance floor with her friend with the purple hair. Her limbs are elegant, her moves sophisticated, as she dances, oblivious to the attention she’s garnering from various men surrounding her.

And I get it.

Demi is a beautiful woman, and she carries herself with grace. She’s not one of those women who works hard to look sexy. She exudes sex appeal without even trying. And the fact she’s blissfully unaware only adds to the attraction.

I know what Drew or any of the guys from my old circle would think if they saw her. That she’s the fucking image of Abby with her long, wavy, dark hair, smoldering brown eyes, pouty lips, and slim frame. I can’t deny they share similar physical traits—with the exception of her tits, because Mother Nature was generous with Demi in a way she wasn’t with Abby, but it’s more the shared characteristics I’m drawn to.

Guess I have a type.

Demi is comfortable in her own skin. She doesn’t let anyone tell her how to be. And she’s got backbone. She’s a lot less mouthy than Abby, but when pushed, she knows how to push back.

I’ve tried to pinpoint exactly when Demi became a source of intrigue rather than irritation, and I think it’s the fact she had ammunition to blackmail me and she chose not to.

I know her father needs constant care, thanks to his stroke, and I doubt there’s much left of the generous severance package the company gave him, so I wouldn’t have faulted her for exploiting the situation to her advantage, but she didn’t do that.

If she had come to me, when I still believed I was married to Abby, and threatened to expose what happened Christmas night in the office, I would’ve written her a blank check on the spot. Because I was terrified for weeks that Abby would find out exactly what’d gone down that night and I would’ve done anything to stop it.

A grudging respect for Demi sprouted then although I hide that fact behind cruel words, sneering looks, and a generally abrasive manner.

Because it’s better than the alternative—admitting to myself I’ve traded one obsession for another.


Chapter 4

Demi

THE ROOM TILTS, and I grab on to Xena’s arm to steady myself. Compared to what I used to drink on a night out, I’ve barely touched alcohol tonight, but I’m out of practice, and I’m definitely feeling a bit tipsy. But it’s a happy buzz, and I haven’t felt this relaxed in ages. “I’m gonna grab some water,” I shout in my bestie’s ear.

“I’ll come with,” she shouts back, but I shake my head, pushing her at her boyfriends. “Dance with your men. I’ll be right over there.” I point at an empty stool at the far end of the bar.

“We won’t be long,” she hollers, smacking a kiss to my temple.

I fight several pairs of grabby hands as I make my way toward the bar, giggling at the attention because it feels good to be desired, even if it’s only superficial, and I have zero plans to indulge any man tonight.

I haul myself up on the stool, using the footrest to balance myself as I lean over the bar to snag the barman’s attention. I order a water, and I’m just about to sit back down when fingers brush against the back of my bare thigh. I swivel around, ready to punch the sleazy douche in the face, when I’m stopped short.

My eyes widen, and my mouth gapes open. “Isaac?!”

“Surprise, babe.” My ex lifts me off the stool by the hips, reeling me into his strong embrace. The familiar scent of vanilla and sandalwood surrounds me, and I breathe him in, relaxing against him for a few seconds.

I ease back, keeping him at arm’s length, as I peer up at him. “What are you doing here?”

“I came to wish you a happy birthday.” He produces a slim, rectangular box from somewhere behind his body, handing it to me.

“Isaac. I can’t accept this.” I give it back at him. “We’re not together anymore.”

He shoves the gift into the back pocket of his jeans before tilting my chin up with his finger. Earnest blue eyes drill into mine. “That’s something I was hoping we could fix.”

My shocked gaze is locked on Isaac, so I don’t notice the guy in the dark-fitted shirt until he slams into my ex, almost sending him tumbling to the floor. But Isaac has sharp reflexes, honed from years playing football with the Black Bears, and he grabs on to the edge of the counter in time, stopping his backward trajectory.

“What the hell is your problem?” he snaps as he straightens up.

“My bad,” a familiar voice says, turning the blood in my veins to ice.

I jerk my head around, staring at Charlie with suspicion.

“Bumbling. Fancy running into you here,” he says, wearing his trademark devilish grin. The one he usually puts on when he’s gearing up to insult or humiliate me.

“You know this jerk?” Isaac wraps a protective arm around my shoulders, shooting daggers at Charlie.

“Not by choice,” I admit. “He’s my boss.”

“Charles Barron the Third,” Charlie says, introducing himself without invitation while glaring at my ex.

What a pompous ass.

“And I’d be careful what you say—unless you want Bumbling here to lose her job.” He pins the full extent of his dark glare on me. “What a shame that would be.”

“Why does he call you Bumbling?” Isaac asks, scrubbing his free hand along his smooth jawline, as he peers at Charlie, trying to figure out his game.

“He thinks he’s amusing,” I reply, deliberately ignoring Charlie even though every molecule of my body is finely attuned to his presence. “Bumbling as in bumbling idiot.”

Isaac’s jaw tenses, his back stiffens, and I know he’s preparing to go in to battle on my behalf.

I place my hand on his chest. “Don’t waste your energy. He’s not worth it.” My eyes sparkle with mirth, and I blame the beer on my next outburst. “Besides, I have my own pet names for him.” I talk to Isaac, but my eyes are locked on Charlie’s as the words leave my mouth. “Sometimes, he’s Nimrod, per the ancient definition. Other times, he’s pencil dick.” I mock smile at Charlie, annoyed when his lips curve up at the corners. The guy must have a stone heart because nothing ever penetrates that hard shell.

He smirks. “So, you think I’m a tyrannical leader with a long, thin dick which is interesting because you may well be right on the first, but we both know the second is a big, fat lie.”

I spot the evil glint in his eye as he eyeballs my ex, and I clamp my hand down over his mouth before he can spill the beans on our night together. Not that it really matters. Isaac and I had broken up by then, and despite what he just said to me, we’re not getting back together.

Still, I spent three years of my life with Isaac, and there was a time I thought he was the one.

What he thinks of me matters.

“Charles.” A willowy blonde sidles up to Charlie, circling her slender arm around his back, while peering up at him with a confused expression on her face.

A flash of annoyance ghosts over Charlie’s face, but it’s so fleeting I’m not sure my drunken mind didn’t conjure it up.

“Darling.” Charlie smiles adoringly at the woman as he envelops her in his arms. “I’m sorry I was gone so long, but I just bumped into the help, and I felt obligated to say hello.”

My hackles are instantly raised. It’s one thing for him to insult me in the confines of his office and quite another to insult me with an audience.

“Consider your obligation fulfilled, Charles.” I enunciate the word on purpose, knowing he’ll hate it because I’ve watched him bristle time and time again when some of the older members of staff call him that.

I guess it reminds him of his father.

At any other time, I would never stoop so low, but my claws are out, and it’s every man, and woman, for themselves. “I’m contractually bound to deal with you during the work week, but I’m under no legal compulsion to stomach your disgusting company outside of the office, so do us both a favor and fuck the hell off.”

Heat rolls off Charlie in deadly waves, knocking me off kilter. He tightens his grip on his date as he drills me with a look that promises a world of pain for daring to challenge him in public.

Well, fuck him.

He can’t dictate to me what I do and say outside working hours.

“Careful, Bumbling.” His dark voice slashes at my alcohol-fueled confidence, making large dents in it. “I’ll think you’ll find, if you read the small print of your contract, that you represent the business at all times and any conduct unbecoming of a company employee can result in disciplinary action.”

The blonde smirks, clearly enjoying the show, and I scowl at her as Isaac opens his mouth, to defend me, no doubt. I send him a subtle headshake, and he clamps his lips shut.

“Insubordination of the president of the company, irrespective of where or when it takes place, is strictly forbidden. Check the disciplinary rules if you don’t believe me.” He swipes his finger along the screen of his cell, thrusting it at me.

I refuse to take it or this bullshit charade. “Just go away, Charlie.”

His green eyes turn darker. “Apologize and I’ll let this pass.”

I crank out a laugh. “Yeah, I don’t think so.” I turn to Isaac. “Are you ready to leave?”

“I was ready the instant this asshole stuck his nose into our business,” he replies, taking my elbow and steering me away.

But Charlie grabs hold of my other arm, drawing me back. “Think of how badly you need this job, Demi,” he whispers in my ear, and I hate the shudder that ripples through my body as his warm breath swirls around me. “Who’ll pay the medical bills if you’re out of work?”

My fists clench into balls at his veiled threat. He’s never indicated he knew anything about my personal life, but I should’ve known he’d pry into my affairs. It’s not exactly a secret around the office, because most people I work with knew my dad, but Charlie has never once brought him up to me.

“Do. Not. Bring. My father. Into this.” I grind my teeth down as anger radiates through ever cell in my body.

“Drop to your knees, kiss my feet, and we’ll call it even.”

I don’t need to think about it. Not even for one second. Hell will freeze before I kiss that asshole’s feet or bow down to him in any way. “Get fucked, Charlie.”

He barks out a dry laugh. “Oh, I fully intend to.” He shoots a wickedly carnal look at the blonde hanging off his arm, and most every woman in the vicinity swoons because they’ve all clearly got shit for brains.

“Darling. I need you now,” she says, rubbing her lithe body up against his as she palms his crotch, uncaring who sees.

“Let’s go,” Isaac hisses, taking my hand in his large, warm palm.

“Enjoy my sloppy seconds,” Charlie says, projecting his voice so everyone around us can hear. “She’s not even that good of a lay, but if you’re that desperate, go for it.”

My hand is raised before I’ve even processed the motion, and I slap him firmly across one cheek, my entire body thrumming with anger. “How dare you.” I push myself all up in his face, watching out of the corner of my eye as Bo and Leo materialize from the dance floor, holding Isaac back, attempting to talk him out of going postal on Charlie’s ass.

Charlie’s eyes are cold and devoid of emotion as he takes hold of the blonde’s hand while staring at me. “Thank you, Bumbling, for finally giving me what I’ve wanted since that night.”

He leans down close to my face, and Isaac shouts and squirms as the guys struggle to hold him at bay. “Your ass on a platter.” His lips curl into a sneer. “Don’t bother showing up on Monday. You can collect your termination papers from the human resources department.” He storms off, towing the blonde, teetering on high heels, behind him.

“Fuck.” I slap a hand against my forehead. “What the hell have I done?”

_______________

“He can’t fire you,” Bo says, when we’re back at the apartment he shares with Xena and Leo.

“Eh, not to be the harbinger of doom, but he probably can,” Leo says, handing me a vodka shot.

“Babe. We’re supposed to be cheering her up,” Xena protests, warning Leo to back down with her eyes.

“Leo is right.” The asshole was too. Now that I’m sober-ish, I’m seeing things in a different light. “It is against company policy to do or say anything which might bring the company into disrepute. I’m pretty sure slapping the president, the current majority shareholder of the business, in public, falls into that category.”

“From what you’ve said, he’s been verbally abusive to you since he took over that role. Maybe, if you lodge a countercomplaint against him, it will go away,” Isaac says, rubbing my arm in a gesture I used to find comforting.

I wiggle my arm out from under him, pretending I don’t see his puzzled, hurt expression. “I’m pretty sure it’s too late for that. If I bring it up now, it’ll look like I’m trying to fabricate an argument not to fire me.” I knock back my vodka shot, relishing the sharp taste as it glides down my throat. “I should’ve just bitten my tongue. God knows, I’ve had enough practice around him.”

“He can’t get away with this,” Isaac huffs, indignant on my behalf. “He’s a fucking bully, and there are laws against that.” He runs his hands through his sandy-blond hair in a clear show of agitation.

“Maybe it’s a blessing in disguise,” Xena says, topping up my shot glass. “He’s made your life hell.”

“And you’ve almost a year’s experience under your belt now,” Bo adds. “That will look great on your résumé. I’m sure you’ll pick up work elsewhere.”

Maybe, I’ll apply for a job at Manning Motors.

That’d be sure to piss Charlie off.

I shrug. “Maybe.” Who knows, perhaps my friends are right and it’s the best thing to happen, so why do I feel so ill at the thought of leaving?

The others discreetly disappear, giving Isaac and me some time alone to talk. Xena has offered him her couch for the night, because I’ve already got dibs on the guest bedroom.

“I’m sorry you’ve been dealing with all that shit on your own,” Isaac says, handing me a cup of chamomile tea.

I pull the blanket off the back of the couch, draping it over my bare legs and feet. “It hasn’t been so bad. The job is actually more interesting than I thought it’d be.”

“But it’s not accounting.”

“No.” I blow on the top of the cup, taking a tentative sip of the hot tea. “But it probably would’ve led to a job in the finance department.”

“How’s your dad?” he asks, purposely switching the subject.

“He’s just been diagnosed with stage four stomach cancer.”

“Shit. I’m sorry, baby.” He scoots closer, attempting to pull me into his arms, but I shuck him off.

“Don’t, Isaac. And I’m not your baby anymore.”

“You’re pissed.”

I turn to face him.

He’s biting on his lower lip and running his hands through his hair. “I know I went a bit crazy these past few months, but you left me, and I was distraught.” He leans forward, stabbing me with a sincere look. “None of the girls I was with meant anything.” He reaches for my hand, but I shake my head, and he pulls back. “You’re the only woman I’ve ever loved.”

“You’ve a funny way of showing it,” I say, in between sipping my tea.

The truth is, I was a little hurt when my ex-roommate and best friend told me about Isaac’s new manwhore rep around campus but not nearly as hurt as I should’ve been. It became obvious, very quickly, that what Isaac and I shared was over long before I broke things off. Something I did because trying to maintain a long-distance relationship, as well as working full-time, and caring for my disabled father, would never have worked out.

Even though it killed me back then, I knew ending things was the best thing for both of us.

And I haven’t regretted my decision, because the truth is, I haven’t missed him.

Not in the way I should.

“You didn’t reach out to me, at all, after I left UMaine. Not even to inquire after Dad.” That disappointed me above everything, because Isaac and I were great friends before we became more, and I thought he might at least have checked in on me from time to time.

“I wanted to, but you hurt me.”

I stare at him incredulously, wondering where the sweet, considerate guy I fell for has disappeared to.

I guess I’m not the only one who’s changed.

“Isaac. My dad had a stroke. He almost died. He was paralyzed and kicked out of his job. It’s not like I made a conscious choice to break up with you, but it was the only decision that made sense.” I shake my head in disgust. “And from what I’ve heard, it seems like you didn’t have much difficulty moving on.”

He, at least, has the decency to look ashamed.

Silence engulfs us for a few minutes.

“Did you really hook up with that jerk?” he asks, and I’m tempted to hit him. After everything I just said, that’s what he wants to say to me?

“It was one time. When I had temporary brain failure,” I quip, because that’s the only way I can reconcile the epic mistake in my head.

“Have you dated?” he asks, continuing to pry.

Man, he really is clueless. “I barely have time to breathe most days, let alone date, Isaac.”

“I’m sorry I abandoned you. That was insensitive and hurtful of me.” He moves in closer. “But I’m here now. I want to be here for you if you’ll let me make it up to you.” Sincerity oozes from his pores, and I know he means it, but he’s got blinkers on.

“I forgive you, Isaac, and I appreciate you saying that, and coming to see me, but what we have is in the past, and it’s time you forgot about me. I will always cherish the time we shared, but we’re not right for one another.”

His chest heaves as he stares at me. “Is it him?”

My jaw trails to the floor. “Are you serious right now? Did you not see what went down earlier?”

“I saw exactly what went down earlier,” he retorts, in a clipped tone, standing up and grabbing his jacket from the back of the chair. “I don’t think I’m the one who has issues seeing things clearly.” He leans down, pressing a kiss to my cheek. “He’s not good enough for you, Demi. And I’ve seen his type before. He’ll only use you up and then toss you aside. You’re worth way more than that.”

Yes, I am.

I watch him walk out of Xena’s apartment and out of my life for good.

I also know I’m better than my behavior tonight. But the million-dollar question is, what am I going to do about this new mess I find myself in?


Chapter 5

Charlie

I WAKE SUNDAY morning with a monster hangover, thanks to the half bottle of JD I poured down my throat when I got home. I roll over in my bed, groaning as I stretch my arm out, feeling along the top of my bedside table for my cell. Finding it, I turn over and prop myself up with some pillows against the headboard.

I stay in bed as I scroll through my inbox. Most are work emails, and I’ve a couple of missed calls from some guys I know from Parkhurst. I ignore the angry texts from Emilia, deleting and blocking her number so I don’t have to deal with her shit ever again.

She was not impressed when I dropped her home and refused to come in. I had zero interest in screwing her after what went down at the club. Instead, I jerked off in the shower to thoughts of Demi’s rage-filled eyes, coming violently against the tile wall.

After I call Lil, I pull on some sweats and pad downstairs in my bare feet. Ghosts of the past follow me as I traipse into the kitchen, and I remember noisy mornings, filled with conversation and laughter, Mom’s homemade honey and apple muffins, and Dad’s freshly squeezed orange juice.

I plant my hands on the edge of the sink, staring absently out the window at the massive gardens spanning the rear of the vast property, wondering how it all went so wrong.

I squeeze my eyes shut, warding off further memories, and the painful ache in my chest serves as a constant reminder of everything I’ve lost.

After a few minutes, I force my tired body to move, switching the Keurig on and pouring a bowl of granola. The only sound in the room is a crunching noise as I shovel spoonsful of cereal in my mouth.

There are a lot of things I hate about my life now, but the constant silence is the thing I hate most. My desolation is reflected in the hollow echo bouncing off the walls, and I can’t stand it any longer.

Jumping up, I storm into the laundry room, grabbing my sneakers. I lace them tight and exit the house via the rear side door, jogging to the running track that skims the perimeter of the woodland at the far side of our garden.

I only have my depressive thoughts for company as I attempt to outrun my demons, and I push my body hard while I’m silently screaming inside.

I arrive back at the house sometime later, dripping in sweat and breathless, but at least, I feel more alive, and the brisk morning air has chased some of the cobwebs from my throbbing head.

I grab a quick shower, pop a couple of pain pills, and head down to my home office to complete an assignment due this week. I pass by the locked door of my father’s study with the usual lump in my throat. Neither Mom nor I could stomach going in there after he died, so we locked it up and threw away the key.

After I complete the assignment, I pull up the app on my cell, checking on Demi’s whereabouts. She’s only a half mile from home, and I’m tempted to get in my car, drive over there, and tell her to forget about last night, but I manage to talk myself out of it.

Her leaving the office is the best option for both of us, because nothing good can come from this obsession.

Abby was the last woman I fixated on, and everyone knows how badly that turned out.

She might not believe it, but Demi leaving Barron Banking and Financial Investment Services is the best way of keeping her safe.

_______________

Knox calls me bright and early on Monday morning to confirm he’s allocated a man to follow Uncle George and he’s personally going to investigate him. I tell him to keep me updated and end the call, climbing into the back seat of my chauffeur-driven car and instructing the driver to take me to the office instead of campus. I want to be there when Demi arrives, so I can see what she does. I also want to work my way through the mountain of unopened mail, so I’ve purposely chosen not to drive myself today.

Arthur Fleming, the CEO, is the only other person present on the executive floor when I arrive. The office doesn’t officially open for another couple hours, so it’s not unusual it’s this quiet.

“No classes today?” he inquires when I enter the small kitchenette.

“I need to catch up on a few things here that were more urgent,” I say, and it’s not really a lie.

“Have you met with Simon Reed yet?” He takes his coffee and leans back against the counter, determined to make small talk.

“The meeting is set for next week.” I fix my coffee, giving him my back.

It’s not that I don’t like the guy.

I like him well enough.

But there’s a natural competitive rivalry between us.

Technically, Arthur’s on borrowed time, because the agreement Dad made with him was that I will take the CEO role, the pole position within the firm, once I graduate with my degree and provided I’ve successfully passed all stages of the training plan he left in place for me.

When Dad first died, I assumed I would be installed as CEO immediately. But Dad had covered all his bases, leaving clear instructions that if he died before I graduated Rydeville University, I was to continue my education and work part-time in the company as president, the second-most senior role and a position that gives me access to every facet of the company while I learn the ropes.

The logical part of my brain concurs it’s a smart plan. The arrogant side of my personality calls bullshit on the need for it. I’m already proving to be a fast learner and a natural leader, and my appetite for knowledge is above reproach. I hate that I’m wasting my mornings on campus, because that’s exactly what it feels like to me. Parkhurst prepared us well for assuming responsibility within our family businesses, and I’ve already covered a lot of ground. But I have no choice unless I want to relinquish my control over the business by failing to deliver on Dad’s successor planning.

“I’d like to sit in on the meeting,” Arthur says, as I add creamer to my coffee.

“I’ve got it covered.” I dare him to challenge me with a sharp look.

He purses his lips before nodding. “As you wish. I look forward to reading your report. I’ve heard some favorable things about him, and if the system he’s developed is as good as it claims to be, we need to be all over it. I’d like to tie him down to an exclusive contract so he can’t take it elsewhere.”

“If it’s suitable and it offers efficiencies and cost savings, we’ll make him an offer he can’t refuse,” I agree.

We end our conversation, heading to our respective offices, and I leave my door ajar, settling in behind my desk to wait for my PA to arrive.

Demi shows up forty-five minutes before official opening time, and I watch her hang up her coat and power up her computer like a sneaky Peeping Tom. She hasn’t noticed my door is slightly open. She hasn’t even glanced this way. Because she presumes I’m at college, like usual.

She removes some files from her desk drawer, pops on her headphones, and begins typing away.

My lips twitch as I wonder if this is her game plan. If she’s going to pretend like nothing happened.

If she wants me to make the first move, I’m down with that. I pick up my desk phone and press the button to summon her.

Startled, she visibly jumps in her seat, and I watch her gaze grow wide as she stares at the phone like it’s going to grow teeth and bite her. An involuntary grin spreads across my mouth as her head jerks up in the direction of my office. Her face pales when she spots me, and I mentally rub my hands in glee.

I’m starting to see why Anderson enjoyed playing the asshole with Abby. Although, in his case, there was minimal acting involved. Because the guy’s a bona fide douche.

I curl my fingers at her in a come hither gesture, never taking my eyes off her as she stands, smoothing a hand down the front of her wrinkled black pencil skirt. She snatches her notepad and pen, and I examine every inch of her as she walks toward me, noticing how badly she’s trying to hide her fear. She holds her head up high as she enters my office.

“Shut the door,” I command, swiveling in my chair as I tap my Montblanc pen on the top of my desk.

Her hands are shaking as she shuts the door, but she quickly composes herself, tipping her chin up and fixing me with a determined look. She walks to my desk, and I point at one of the empty chairs in front of it with my pen. “Sit.”

She slides onto the chair, crossing one slim leg over the other, and I catch a glimpse of the lacy top of her stockings. My cock jerks behind my zipper, and I silently caution the beast to calm down.

“What do you need, Mr. Barron?” she asks, adopting the formal tone she uses in the office.

“An explanation, Ms. Alexander.” I drill her with a dark look. “I believe I made myself perfectly clear Saturday night.”

She puts her notepad down on her lap, clasping her hands on top of it. “I was hoping we could agree to put that incident behind us. We’d both been drinking, and I’m sure we said things we didn’t mean.”

I lean forward in my chair, placing my pen down. I rest my elbows on the desk and stare at her. She’s wearing her dark hair up in an elegant chignon, exposing the delicate column of her slender neck. Her pretty lips are coated in a light layer of gloss, and her gorgeous big, brown eyes are rimmed by a layer of long, fat lashes.

She truly has the most stunning face.

Perfectly symmetrical in its beauty.

If she was taller, I bet every modeling agency in town would be beating a path to her door.

My gaze drops to her mouth, and an image of her plump lips wrapped around my cock has me straining painfully in my pants.

I force myself to focus. “Don’t presume to put words in my mouth. I assure you, I was perfectly sober,” I lie.

Her tongue darts out, wetting her lips, and my eyes are like heat-seeking missiles tracking the movement.

“I apologize for my behavior,” she says, her voice ringing out loud and confidently. She stares me directly in the face, and her solemn expression conveys the truth of her words. “It was disrespectful, completely beneath me, and I promise you nothing like that will ever happen again.”

I quirk a brow. “Am I expected to take you at your word?”

She’s momentarily flustered. “Yes. You’ve worked with me long enough to know I’m reliable. If I tell you I’ll do something, I do it.”

That’s true. I doubt being a personal assistant is her dream job, but I can’t deny her commitment. She throws herself into every task with professionalism and enthusiasm, and I haven’t made it easy on her.

But she never complains.

She just gets on with things.

I know Arthur believes she has untapped potential, and she’s popular with the other secretaries and assistants.

Demi is a good girl.

Far too good for someone like me.

Which is why she really should keep her distance, because I’m not convinced I have the tenacity to stay away from her for much longer.

“And if I tell you that’s not good enough. That you crossed a line you can’t come back from, what would you say?” Adrenaline races through my veins at the sheer panic etched upon her beautiful face.

“Please, Charlie. You know why I need this job.”

“This isn’t a charity. Save your sob story because that truly is beneath you.” I’m being an asshole on purpose, because I want to poke the beast.

Fire blazes in her eyes, and her legendary backbone makes an appearance. Demi’s natural inclination is to appease, and she doesn’t court conflict. But that doesn’t mean she’s a pushover. When challenged, she can more than hold her own. For months, I’ve pushed and pushed her, and she is well capable of fighting back.

I silently encourage her to go on.

“I have other stories I could tell,” she says, sitting up straighter. The vein in her neck pulses as she grows more animated. “I think the media would love to hear how the new president is nothing more than a bully who gets off on abusing and belittling his PA. Or how a company, who prides itself on its traditional family image, tossed a loyal employee to the curb the minute he was no longer of any use to them. I’m betting they would pay handsomely for such a story.”

I wonder if she actually has the balls to do it. I think if I pushed hard enough, she would. But that’s a nightmare the PR people would not thank me for, and I’m still the new guy at the top, so deliberately ruffling feathers would not be intelligent.

“You signed a nondisclosure agreement, as did your father when he accepted our severance package. No one forced either of you to sign.” I stand and walk around the desk, towering over her on purpose. “You breathe one derogatory word about me, or the company, and we will take legal action. You won’t have a penny to your name by the time we’re done.” It’s not an idle threat. I will go all out to protect what is mine.

“You can’t threaten me!” She rises, waving her finger in my face. “I’ll file a complaint with the ACLU. There are laws to protect employees who are victimized in the workplace, NDA or not!”

A red stain creeps up her neck and onto her cheeks, and I’m quite partial to that aggressive, flushed look on her face. My cock agrees, aching against my zipper.

Visions of Demi handcuffed to my bed, on all fours, with her reddened ass sticking up in the air, dance across my mind’s eye, turning my erection rock hard.

I can’t remember the last time I was this hot for a woman.

If ever.

If she looks down, there will be no disguising how much this turns me on.

How much she turns me on.

This is the most fun I’ve had in ages, and I’ve zero desire to dial down my assholishness.

I push into her personal space, and she stumbles back, falling into the chair. I plant my hands on either side of her, gripping the armrests, as I lean my face super close to hers. I angle my head, pressing my mouth to her ear. My warm breath fans across her delicate skin, raising tiny goose bumps along her sensitive flesh. I remember how responsive she was to my touch, and the craving to touch her again is almost too much.

“Were you victimized when you lowered your wet pussy down on my throbbing cock?” I whisper in her ear. “Or when you scraped your nails up and down my back, leaving marks?” I run my nose up the column of her neck, and I’m dangerously close to losing control.

Her body trembles underneath me, and she’s holding herself rigidly still, fighting this crazy desire pulsing between us.

“Answer me,” I snap before pressing my mouth to the underside of her jaw.

A tiny whimper flies out of her mouth. “I’m not referring to that, and you know it.”

“There is an easy way to settle this,” I say, clasping hold of her wrist. “If this job means that much to you, I can let your disgraceful behavior pass if your apology is sincere enough.”

“It is!” she cries, lifting her eyes and staring at me.

I push off the chair and straighten up, leveling her with a heated stare that comes from pure, visceral need. “Prove it.”

Her eyes narrow suspiciously but she doesn’t shy away. “How?”

“Unzip my pants, get on your knees, and suck me off. Do a good job, and I’ll forget Saturday night ever existed.”

 

 

 


Chapter 6

Demi

“YOU CAN’T BE serious?” My voice elevates a few octaves as panic swaddles me.

“As a heart attack,” he coolly replies. His dark gaze challenges me, but I can’t figure out if it’s a test. Does he want me to obey or fight him on it?

I stand, and our chests brush in the process, sending a wave of heat flooding through me. Ignoring my cursed libido, I glare at him. “I’m not blowing you. That is unethical, illegal, and downright disgusting.”

He smirks, and the urge to slap him again is riding me hard.

“Let’s not pretend, Demi.” He places his thumb on my neck, just underneath my jawline, right in the spot where my heartbeat is thumping like crazy. “There would be nothing disgusting about it, and we both know it.”

He cocks his head to the side as his thumb swipes back and forth across my overly sensitive flesh. “I know you’re a good girl, Demi. Everyone can see that.” He leans in close to my face, lining his lips up with mine, keeping scant distance between us.

At this proximity, his spicy, woodsy scent assaults me, holding me prisoner, ensuring I can’t move a muscle.

“But I also know you’re a naughty, dirty girl.” He presses a kiss to the corner of my mouth. “And I’m guessing that side of you hasn’t been explored.” He trails his hand up the side of my thigh, over my skirt, but I still feel his touch skin-deep. “I know you want to do it, dirty girl. You want to sink to your knees and let me fuck your mouth until you’re gagging and choking and enjoying every mouthwatering moment.” He grips my hip hard, and I gasp, the pain sending a torrent of heat to my core.

A switch flicks in my brain, and I shove at his chest, pushing him back a couple steps. “You know nothing, Mr. Barron. I’m not some cheap whore you can manipulate. I have more self-respect.” A thought pops into my head, and I blurt it out before I can stop myself. “I hear Manning Motors is recruiting,” I lie. “Perhaps I’ll send them my resume.” It’s a deliberate punch to the gut, because Manning Motors is the company owned by Abby’s family. If my research is correct, Abby works there part-time alongside her twin brother, Drew.

The change in Charlie’s temperament is swift, fierce, and borderline concerning. I’ve barely time to register the fury in his eyes before his hands wrap around my throat and he pushes me across the room, slamming my back up against the wall beside the door.

“You know nothing, Ms. Alexander, or you’d know better than to go there.”

My heart is pounding in my chest, and every nerve ending in my body is on high alert. Blood rushes to my head, and my panties are soaked with need as adrenaline surges through my body. Charlie presses the length of his body against me, and I feel his hard erection nudge against my stomach as he strokes my neck with his thumbs. His fingers are still wrapped around my throat, and I’m weirdly aroused where a sane woman would be scared out of her freaking mind. But Charlie’s harsh touch awakens dark desires hidden deep inside me, and I don’t want to stop this.

He glares at me as his lips descend, slamming down on mine with brutal force. His hands leave my throat, cradling the nape of my neck firmly as he destroys my mouth with a slew of violent kisses. I know I should push him away, but my body is way too invested, and I’m kissing him back with the same fervor, my hands gripping his waist and holding him flush to my body so I can feel every inch of his ripped form.

He pushes his tongue into my mouth, and I groan as I writhe against him, my body wired and primed to explode.

He kisses me like he’s eating me. Tasting, biting, and sucking, and I’m clawing at him, desperate for more, unwilling to let this end. His hand around my neck is possessive as he angles my head, directing the kiss, diving even deeper, while rocking his hips against my pelvis, his need clearly as severe as my own.

Without warning, he rips his mouth from mine, unbuckles his belt and lets his pants fall to his ankles. He drills me with a look that’s so intense I feel stripped naked. “Wrap your lips around my cock, baby. I need to feel your hot mouth on me.”

I open my mouth, to say what I’m not sure, but he shakes his head, rubbing his thumb along my bruised lower lip. “Don’t fight it. We both want this.”

I’m clearly insane, or high on lust, because I push off the wall, grab the band of his boxers, and shove them down his muscular thighs, freeing his impressive cock. It springs up, long, thick, and inviting, and I wet my lips in anticipation, brushing my thumb along the bead of precum covering his crown. Charlie pushes on my shoulders, forcing me to the ground. I glare at him as I settle on my knees. He grins. “Open your mouth, baby, and suck my cock.”

I grab hold of his left thigh to steady myself before taking him into my mouth.

He’s an impatient bastard, thrusting forward immediately, and I gag as he hits the back of my throat. Tears leak out of my eyes as I force my mouth wider to accommodate him. He starts moving in and out as I slide my lips up and down his hard length. With my free hand, I grip the base of his cock and start pumping him aggressively.

He throws back his head, groaning as I hit my stride, sucking him harder and harder, while I frantically pump his shaft.

“Fuck, yes, baby. Just like that.”

He jabs his hips forward as he grabs hold of the back of my head, holding me in place. Then, he fucks my mouth with no consideration for me, and I work in tandem with his movements, ignoring the tears streaming from my eyes and the gagging sensation each time he hits the back of my throat.

It’s filthy, degrading, and seriously fucking hot, and I suck him off with determination, wanting his cum filing my mouth.

He growls low, and his entire body tenses, and that’s the only warning I get as he shoots warm, salty cum straight down my throat. He continues pulsing and jerking inside me until I’ve swallowed every last drop. Pulling out, he yanks his pants up before lifting me up by the hips and throwing me over his shoulder.

Before I can protest, he drapes me across the width of his desk, shoving papers aside and bunching my skirt up to my waist. A shrill tear echoes through the electrically charged air as he rips my lace panties into shreds.

My chest heaves, and liquid warmth rushes my core when he nudges my thighs aside, parting the folds of my pussy and diving in with his seductive lips.

“Oh my God.” I stretch my arms up over my head, grabbing the edge of the desk to steady myself as my boss works me into a frenzy in record time with his magical fingers and tongue. When he places his thumb against the crack of my ass and pushes it in a little, I shatter explosively, biting down hard on my lip and drawing blood as I bottle up the scream dying to let loose.

I don’t move when he withdraws, lying stretched across his desk with floppy limbs that feel incapable of working. My heart thumps behind my rib cage as I attempt to steady my breathing and recalibrate my brain.

What the hell have I done?

I find the strength to sit up and pull my skirt down, covering myself as I stare at the torn strips of my panties littering the floor around Charlie’s desk. I lift my head, and my gaze locks on his.

We stare silently at one another, electricity fizzing in the air along with so many unspoken sentiments. His stoic mask is in place, and I can’t get a read on him until he clears his throat abruptly. “Grab your shit and get back to your desk,” he says in that robotic tone he uses on me sometimes. He looks away, tucking himself properly behind his pants and tightening his belt in place.

His dismissal isn’t all that strange, but it’s hurtful in the extreme. He is so closed off. So cold after something so wickedly intimate, and I’m not the kind of girl who lets a guy do that and then reject her.

Aren’t you? my vicious inner voice taunts, because it’s not like this is the first time I’ve let him use me.

I want to say something, anything, but a messy ball of emotion clogs my throat, blocking any form of communication. I slide off the desk, crouching down and collecting the remnants of my panties. I round his desk, tossing the scraps in the trash can, fighting to maintain what little dignity I have left. Shame and hurt bubble inside me as I reach for my notepad and pen.

“Demi.”

I look up as he steps toward me, his eyes searching mine.

“What?” I croak.

His hypnotic green eyes bore into mine, and for a second, emotion flashes across his features, disappearing quickly when he shuts it down. “Here.” He hands me my notepad and pen, averting his eyes, and I know he’s chickened out of whatever he was going to say.

Coward. I think it, but I don’t say it. I don’t say anything, and neither does he as I walk across the room and exit his office, praying no one is there to see my walk of shame.

After I’ve fixed my hair and makeup in the employee bathroom, I return to my desk, trying to ignore the fact I’m now wearing no underwear. Thank fuck, no one was around to bear witness to my mistake. I seem to be fond of making those kinds of mistakes around that man, and it’s got to stop.

My hands are shaking as I put my headphones on, returning to the report I was starting before Charlie called me in to his office.

I try to focus on listening to the audio notes, but I’m distracted, wondering what the hell is going on between him and me. And whether this means my job is safe. I should, at least, have asked him that. But I was embarrassed at how easily I succumbed to his charms, and I just wanted to get out of there.

I really need to get laid.

Maybe then, I won’t be putty in his manipulative hands.

My embarrassment soon turns to anger, and I pound my fingers over the keys as my rage seethes under the surface.

How dare he treat me like that!

I wonder if he was imagining I was her again. When he closed his eyes and my lips were wrapped around his dick, was he visualizing Abby sucking him off, and when he was eating me out, was it her pussy he was tasting?

Ugh. I rip the headset off my ears and stand, needing to walk off the storm brewing inside me. I grab my coat and spin around, knocking into someone holding a carry out tray. I watch in horror as the tray drops to the floor, spilling two cups of steaming coffee all over the new gray carpet. “Shit.”

“At least, it didn’t spill on us,” an amused feminine voice says.

I lift my head up, and my horror elevates to coronary-inducing territory as I stare into the warm brown eyes of Charlie’s ex.


Chapter 7

Demi

SHE BLINKS EXCESSIVELY as her gaze roams my face, her eyes widening as she mentally ticks off all the similarities. She’s never been here before, at least not while I’ve been working here, so I’m guessing she has no clue who I am or that I’m practically her doppelgänger.

“I’m so sorry,” I blurt, finally finding my voice and my place. “I’ll clean up this mess and get some replacement coffees.”

“It was an accident, and that’s not necessary.” She glances at Charlie’s closed office door. “It was a peace offering, but I probably won’t be here long enough for you to bring fresh coffee.” She thrusts out her hand. “I’m Abby. A friend of Charlie’s, eh, Mr. Barron,” she adds, smiling.

I shake her hand in a bit of a daze. “I’m Demi. Mr. Barron’s assistant.”

“Nice to meet you, Demi. I was hoping to surprise Charlie. Is he free now?”

Margaret Ann scurries past me, eyes wide, holding a wad of paper towels and a bowl of water as she lowers to the floor.

“He’s free,” I confirm, not needing to check his schedule. I never schedule anything for the mornings because he’s usually at college. “Let me announce you.”

I shoot Margaret Ann a grateful look as I walk to Charlie’s door and knock briefly before opening it. “Mrs. Anderson is here to see you,” I say in a clipped voice, stepping aside to let Abby enter. Charlie hops up out of his chair, running a hand through his dark hair in a nervous tell.

Abby’s brows knit together as she glances at me, and I realize my fuckup. “Thanks, Demi. And sorry about the mess. I’d help you clean up, but Charlie would probably scale the side of the building in a bid to get away from me, and I came here today determined to say what I need to say.”

“It’s fine, and it’s no trouble.”

Charlie’s fearful gaze bounces between us, and awkward tension crackles in the air. Abby’s frown deepens as she looks at him and then me. Slowly, she walks toward him while I’m rooted to the spot.

“That will be all, Ms. Alexander,” Charlie says, shooing me with a flick of his hand like I’m an annoying insect.

Hurt blossoms in my chest.

“Close the door, and I’m not to be disturbed.”

I nod, shutting the door with more force than necessary. Splintering pain slams into me, but I force it to one side, dropping down beside Margaret Ann, Mr. Fleming’s PA, to help clean up the mess.

“That’s her,” she whispers as we mop up the bitter liquid with towels. “The ex-wife.”

“He wasn’t actually legally married to her,” I say, recalling the research I conducted online many months ago.

When Charlie dropped the wife bombshell on me Christmas night, I was hurt, enraged, and disgusted.

But I was also curious.

Because, if he was newly married, why the hell wasn’t his wife consoling him over his father’s death? And why wasn’t he having sex with her instead of me? It didn’t add up, so I went online because Google is always a reliable friend. I discovered a press release confirming he had indeed married Abigail Hearst-Manning earlier that day.

To say I was shocked when I pulled up a picture of her is an understatement. The striking resemblance between us is eerie, and though I know it’s not possible, if someone said we were long-lost twins, I’d have a hard time not believing it.

“It might not have been legal, but they lived together as husband and wife for a while,” she says, as we continue cleaning.

Thanks so much for the reminder.

I keep my eyes focused on the task at hand for fear my emotion will betray me, vigorously scrubbing at the stain on the carpet.

I was a basket case for weeks after I had sex with Charlie, fearing his new bride would show up at any time and see the truth written all over my face. The office was awash with gossip over his sudden marriage to the Manning Motors heiress, and it’s a wonder I had any nails left during that time.

Then the news broke about what happened in Wyoming. Where the FBI raided a conference at Parkhurst, a private pharmaceutical and medical corporation servicing high-end, wealthy clients, which was a front for a supposed elitist organization comprised of powerful members from business and government.

Charlie had been in attendance, and so had Abby and her brother and her legally-wed husband—Kaiden Anderson.

A bomb had detonated at the conference, and people had died. Several others were injured. But that was only the tip of the iceberg. Tons of stuff emerged about illegal activities the organization was involved in. It was a global scandal and a PR nightmare for my employer. They had to issue press release after press release denying any involvement with Parkhurst or the elite.

Charlie wasn’t around in the initial aftermath, because he was injured in the explosion. He was in the hospital for a while, and then, he spent a few weeks working from home while he recuperated.

It was around that time Arthur Fleming pulled everyone aside and explained that Charlie was no longer married, that he hadn’t actually ever been married, and not to broach the subject with him, as it was a source of discomfort and embarrassment. So, when Charlie returned, no one mentioned Abby, and it wasn’t long before Charlie resumed his manwhore lifestyle and his bullying treatment of me.

I was intrigued about his situation with Abby though, especially when a pretty wedding invitation arrived at the end of July. Abby and Kaiden were holding a formal wedding reception, and they’d invited him. I wanted to see his reaction, so I placed it on top of his mail that day, watching as his entire face turned red when he opened it. He immediately tore it up, letting the ragged pieces of paper flutter to the floor while he stomped out of the office, not to be seen for several days.

That told me a lot.

I don’t know about Abby, but Charlie was definitely in love with her.

I suspect he probably still is.

And that thought does nothing to help my current mood.

I call the maintenance department when I return to my desk, asking them to send someone up because Margaret Ann and I have done everything we can, but the stain still lingers.

Then, I walk to the kitchenette, make a pot of coffee, and load a tray with it, some cups, creamer, sugar, and some oatmeal cookies.

Charlie hates those cookies, preferring the chocolate ones, but he’s not in my good books right now.

He’s lucky I don’t lace his coffee with poison.

I rap once on the door before entering without invitation. I almost drop the tray at the sight that awaits me.

Abby is draped over Charlie in an intimate gesture that equally boils my blood and lays siege to my vulnerable heart. Her butt is propped against the front of Charlie’s desk and she’s leaning over him, her face all up in his, her arm on his shoulder, peering at him with an obvious mix of concern and adoration.

“Sorry to interrupt,” I snap, stalking across the room. “I just thought you might like some coffee.” Over your head, my gnarly inner voice says, as I slap the tray down, rattling the cups and spilling some coffee from the pot.

Charlie wears his usual cold mask, but his lips twitch ever so slightly. “I said no interruptions.”

I cast a quick glance at Abby, my eyes lowering to the expensive rings on her wedding finger in case she needs a reminder of her marital status. “Yeah, I can see that.”

“Leave.” Charlie stares through me, his icy tone launching a new assault on my heart.

“Charlie!” Abby slaps his arm. “Don’t be rude.” She turns an intrusive lens my way as she pushes off the desk, standing behind Charlie. “Coffee wasn’t necessary, but it’s much appreciated. Thanks, Demi.”

I give her a tight smile, and then, I spin on my heel and get the hell out of there before I do, or say, something I regret.

I flounce back to my desk, seething. I read over the transcript I’ve just typed, correcting the multitude of errors as I fume inside.

I’m so mad at myself for blowing that asshole and for letting him reciprocate. Why the hell do I lose my morals and most of my brain cells the instant he touches me? And now, he’s in there with her fussing and fawning over him.

I spend an hour typing and retyping the report that I should have finished ages ago, but I can’t concentrate for shit. Because Abby is still in there with Charlie and my mind keeps conjuring up less-than-helpful images of them together—replaying what went down between us this morning on a loop, only this time it’s Abby draped across Charlie’s desk and it’s her pussy he’s devouring.

I’m contemplating pulling a sickie and going home when Charlie’s door opens, and Abby finally emerges. I pretend I don’t see her, feigning absorption in something on my screen. It’s rude and unprofessional, but I’ve zero fucks to give right now.

The door snicks shut with a subtle click, and I tap away on my computer, listening for the telltale sounds of disappearing footfall when a form hovers over my workstation.

She clears her throat, and I look up, plastering a fake congenial smile on my face. “Can I help you, Mrs. Anderson?”

She tosses her long dark hair over one shoulder. “I was hoping we could talk.” She glances around. “Is there some place private we could go?”

I want to talk to her as much as I want root canal surgery, but I’m intrigued enough to do it. “Of course. Follow me.” I get up, holding my shoulders back as we walk off, side by side. We don’t talk, and I hate the inquisitive stares that follow us as we make our way to the conference room.

And I get it.

It’s a bit like watching the Olsen twins out for a stroll.

We reach our destination, and I check the digital calendar on the wall, to ensure the room isn’t booked, before opening the door and gesturing Abby inside.

I close the door behind us and turn to face her. Neither of us sits. “What’s this about?” I ask, eager to get this over and done with.

“It’s not what you’re thinking.” She stares me directly in the eyes.

“I don’t know what you mean.” I cross my arms over my chest.

“What you walked in on. I was just talking to him.”

I bite back my snort of hilarity, adopting Charlie’s cold mask of indifference. “It’s none of my business.”

“Oh, but I think it is.” She tilts her head to the side. “I’m not blind. I saw the way you were looking at one another. There’s something between you, right?”

“He’s my boss. I’m his employee. That’s the extent of our relationship,” I lie.

She moves back, propping her butt on the edge of the table. She seems to do that a lot. She extends her slim jean-clad legs, crossing her ankles at the feet and gripping the table with both hands. “You have the upper hand here, because you know who I am, but I don’t know anything about you.”

I smooth a stray hair back into my chignon, not surprised to hear that. I expect I was Charlie’s dirty little secret and that no one knows what went down between us Christmas night. “I don’t know what you expect me to say.”

“Can we just cut the crap and talk to one another honestly. From one woman who cares about Charlie to another?”

It’s on the tip of my tongue to say I don’t care about him, but petty retorts are a waste of my time, and I’d rather get this—whatever this is—over and done with. I push off the door and walk to her side, mirroring her position. “Just say what it is you want to say.”

She turns to face me. “Was it you? Were you the woman he slept with Christmas night?”

Shock splays across my face, and my limbs almost go out from under me. “He told you about that?”

“He didn’t so much tell me as I figured it out.” Her lips kick up, and her eyes alight with mischief. “You left nail marks all over him, and he had obvious sex hair when he returned to the house.”

I stare at her incredulously. “Why aren’t you mad? I mean, I know you weren’t really married, but you were together at some point.”

She shakes her head. “We were never together like that. We kissed on occasion, but only when we needed to put on a show.”

“I have no idea what that means.”

She sighs, tucking hair behind her ears. “The world we inhabit is a fucked-up place.”

“You mean the elite?” I’ve read everything I could get my hands on about the organization, and while a lot of it is supposition, it seems plausible when you consider the wealthy circles these people are a part of. After what came out about Epstein, it’s hard to deny that anything is possible.

We live in a sick, sick world.

“Yes. Maybe someday, I’ll get to tell you my story, but essentially, Charlie and I were in an arranged marriage. He didn’t know I’d already married Kai, my husband, because things were strained with Charlie for a while.”

“And they’re not now?”

“It’s complicated, Demi. I’ve known Charlie practically all my life. He was my brother’s closest friend growing up. He made some shitty decisions, which led to a split in our friendship, but I believe in forgiveness where forgiveness is warranted, and I’m trying to fix things, but that man is a stubborn jerk.” She jabs her finger in the direction of Charlie’s office.

This time, it’s my turn to smile. “That’s putting it mildly.”

She laughs. “I noticed how brash he was with you, and that’s how I know.”

“Know what?”

“That he’s into you.”

I snort out a laugh. “That is ridiculous. He’s into humiliating me and making sure I know my place.”

A genuine smile slips over her mouth. “Ah, I see. You’re in denial too.”

“This is a strange conversation,” I truthfully admit.

“Yeah,” she readily agrees. “Even though our wedding wasn’t real, and I was in love with Kai, it still pissed me off that Charlie slept with someone else that night. It was disrespectful and inappropriate. But I was curious about his mystery woman. And now I’ve met you, it makes more sense.”

My brows climb to my hairline. “It does? Well, maybe, you can enlighten me because I’ve no idea what’s going on. And while we’re being brutally honest, I kind of hated you, and I was terrified you were going to show up here and call me out for sleeping with your husband. Which I didn’t know, by the way, until after the deed was done,” I add.

“If you’re beating yourself up over it, stop now. I’ve no beef with either of you over that night.”

“Cheating is a deal breaker for me, and I was disgusted with myself and beyond furious with him. I know the truth now, and that should help, but the fact is, Charlie believed your marriage was real and he still had sex with me. That’s hardly a great character endorsement. Or the fact he’s a walking STD.”

She barks out a laugh. “Charlie once told me he loves sex, but that’s all he’s known. A purely physical act. He’s never been in a relationship. I wouldn’t be too quick to dismiss him.” She peers into my eyes. “Despite how he treats you, Charlie is a great guy. He lost his way for a while, but he’s loyal and dependable, and he would die before he let anything happen to those he loves.” She looks off into space for a minute. “He nearly died protecting me,” she whispers.

“What?”

“He wasn’t injured by the bomb. That was the story the elite fed the media. He jumped in front of a bullet aimed at me.” She stands. “I don’t know what’s going on between you, and I won’t interfere, but if you have feelings for him, please don’t give up on him. Please give him a chance to show you who he truly is. All I want is for him to be happy, and if he could have that with you…” She trails off, her hopeful eyes searching mine for answers I can’t give.

I stand. “I think you’re under some misapprehension, Abby. There is nothing going on between me and Charlie.”

She takes my arm, pulling me over to the window. We stand side by side in front of the glass, our reflections staring back at us. “I know you’ve seen it. How much we look alike.”

“All that proves is Charlie is still in love with you.”

She turns to face me, repeatedly shaking her head. “Charlie was never in love with me. I think he believed he was, at one point, but it was tied up with the elite crap we were dealing with and his need to keep me safe. Trust me when I say the love we share is strictly platonic, because the way he looked at you back there?” Her voice elevates a few decibels as she arches a brow. “I’ve never seen Charlie look at any woman like that.”


Chapter 8

Charlie

A WEEK PASSES and nothing changes although the world continues to revolve. Since her surprise visit last week, Abby is on a one-woman mission to bring me back into the crew. She calls and texts several times a day and accosts me every time I step foot on campus, and it’s clear she’s not giving up until I concede something.

“Why does it matter so much to you?” I say as we stand in line in the food court at lunchtime on Monday.

“Because you’re my friend, our friend, and I don’t want you to be alone.”

“Save your pity for someone who cares,” I deadpan, swiping two chocolate muffins on a whim and plonking them on my tray.

“It’s not pity, and you’re not fooling me, Charlie.” She shoots me a smug grin. “I can keep this up forever. You, of all people, know how stubborn I can be.”

My lips twitch at the truth. “I doubt your husband supports your plan.”

I try not to hiss the word husband, but it’s still a bit of a touchy subject, because I feel like such a fool every time I reflect on the whole scenario. I was a blind idiot not to see what was right in front of my eyes.

Abby was never mine, and if I’m honest with myself, I was never hers either.

At the time, I really thought what I was feeling was love, but when she was gone from my life, I realized it couldn’t have been that, because the pain I felt at her loss paled in comparison to the pain of losing my family.

And while I miss having Abby around, I don’t miss her much more than I’ve missed her brother.

She was right all along. I confused platonic love, and wanting to keep her safe, with romantic love. I was never in love with her that way. I’m glad we cleared the air last week. That she believes and agrees with me.

Maybe, I should make more of an effort.

No man actually likes being an island, and I’m getting sick of my own company.

I glance over at their usual table, finding Kaiden’s eyes fixed on mine. He’s not glaring at me, but it’s far from a friendly look. My eyes flit to Jackson Lauder, watching his mouth curl in a sneer as a pretty girl with long dark-blonde hair walks by. Kaiden’s attention switches, and he looks away from me, mouthing something at Lauder, and they get into it. I turn around, finding Abby watching me with that invasive all-seeing look of hers.

Air whooshes out of her mouth, and she rolls her eyes. “You two need to quit this shit. Holding on to your hatred is so pointless. Get over yourself already.” She prods me with one slim finger in the chest. “Drew needs you. He’s every bit as stubborn as me, so he won’t admit it, but he needs your friendship, and for that to happen, you need to fix shit with Kai too.”

I hand my items to the girl behind the register and swipe my card. “Look.” I angle my body so I’m facing her. “I appreciate the effort you’re making. I genuinely do. But you can’t fix this.”

“You can.” She swipes her card, paying for her lunch, as the girl hands me my takeout bag. “Starting with coming to dinner on Sunday.”

I open my mouth to decline, again, but she clamps her hand over my lips. “I’m not taking no for an answer. Three o’clock at our place.” She grabs her tray, fighting a smirk. “Bring Demi,” she adds, sauntering off with a pleased smile on her face, not even allowing me to respond either way.

I’m thinking of Demi as I climb into my Land Rover and exit the college campus, heading for the city.

Then again, when am I ever not thinking about her?

It’s getting worse since we went down on each other in my office last week. I’ve been replaying it in my mind, over and over, jerking off repeatedly to visions of her hot mouth suctioned around my dick and the addictive taste of her arousal as I ravished her pussy. Nothing has ever tasted sweeter, and I can’t evict her from my mind or the craving to return for more. Desire pools in my groin, and my cock predictably responds, thickening behind my pants.

I’ve tried my best to keep her at arm’s length this past week, but my resolve is weakening.

I know she’s noticed how I avail of every opportunity to touch her. Whether it’s a fleeting alignment of our bodies as I waltz past or a deliberate brush of my fingers against hers when she’s handing me something or touching her arm accidentally on purpose when I lean over her desk, invading her personal space as I hover way too close for comfort, I’m having a hard time staying away from her. Fighting a daily battle not to put my hands on her.

She hasn’t brought the subject up, and we’ve been dancing around one another, acting all professional when both of us know there is something definitely not professional building between us.

Before I know it, I’m parking in my designated spot in the private garage underneath the office building, grateful I managed to ghost-drive here without getting in to an accident.

I’m mulling over Abby’s dinner invitation as I stroll along the corridor toward my office. A few of the ladies look up from their desks, smiling in my direction, and I acknowledge each one of them. Dad made it his business to know all the employees by name, and it’s something I’ve been woefully neglectful of and something I intend to rectify in the short-term.

Demi’s dark head is bent over her desk as I approach. Her long, thick, glossy hair falls in soft waves around her shoulders, and a craving to bury my face in the strands and inhale the smell of that peach shampoo she uses jumps up and bites me. I linger by her desk, my hand twitching with a craving to touch her like it’s an illness, and the only cure is the feel of her skin under my fingertips. She doesn’t look up, and I set the paper bag down beside her with a little trepidation. “I got you a muffin,” I say, clearing my throat. “I, eh, thought you might be hungry.”

I drag a hand through my hair. Christ. I’m a bag of nerves, and it’s pathetic. I’m never like this with women, and it makes me uneasy.

Slowly, she lifts her head up, and panic shoots through my veins when I see her swollen red-rimmed eyes and her blotchy skin. I place my laptop bag on the ground and crouch down so I’m at eye level with her. “What’s wrong? Has something happened?”

She visibly gulps while shaking her head. “It’s nothing. I’m fine.” Her voice is barely more than a whisper.

I’m calling bullshit on that, but I don’t blame her for not wanting to confide in me. I’ve been a total prick to her since she came to work here. She probably thinks this is an act, instead of genuine concern. “Can I get you anything? Some water or a coffee?”

She shakes her head, casting a glance at the bag. “I don’t need anything. And thanks for the muffin.”

I grab my bag and straighten up. “If you change your mind, let me know. And if you need to go home early, that’s fine too.”

Tears well in her eyes. “I’d rather work,” she says, offering me a weak smile.

“Okay.” I walk into my office and close the door, not fully shutting it because I want to keep an eye on her.

The longer I watch her, the more my concern grows. While she’s not full-on sobbing at her desk, every so often, she tears up, dabbing at the corners of her eyes with a tissue. On other occasions, she stares absently at nothing, clearly in a different place in her mind, and she’s jumpy, solemn, and most unlike herself when anyone approaches her desk.

I stare at my screen, completely lost in thought, as I wonder what’s going on. If I had to guess, it’s something to do with her father although I could be completely offtrack. Something has always bothered me about her father’s exit from the business, and stuff Demi has said has been nagging me a lot lately. I call Arthur. “Are you busy?”

“No more than usual,” he replies.

“You got five minutes? I want to ask you something.”

“My door is always open to you, Charles.”

My stomach drops to my toes, and I almost tell him to forget it, but this is more urgent than my sensitivity.

I can’t work out whether Arthur calls me Charles out of habit, some misguided sense of respect, or if he’s fucking with me because he sees how much I hate to be reminded of my father.

Which is all kinds of wrong, because he was a great father. Not perfect, but family was everything to him, and any mistakes he made were done in the name of protecting his family. Familiar feelings of guilt, pain, and remorse threaten to smother me, and I grip the edge of my desk tightly, digging my nails in, needing something to ground me in the moment, to pull me out of my head.

“I’ll be right there,” I manage to spit out after a brief silence, hanging up.

I step out of my office, faltering for a second when I glance at Demi’s dejected form. I want to go to her, to offer words of comfort, but I’ll only sound like a broken record, and I sense she just wants to be left alone to deal with whatever it is.

I rap twice on Arthur’s door before entering, inwardly groaning when I see Corrinna Smith seated in front of Arthur’s desk, gathering a handful of files.

“I can come back,” I say from the doorway.

Arthur gestures me inside with a nod of his head. “It’s fine. We were just finished.” He looks at our chief human relations officer. “Thanks, Corrinna. Keep me apprised of the situation.”

“Of course. Thanks for your time.”

She rises, walking toward me with a wide smile. “Mr. Barron.” She casts an appreciative glance at me before brushing past, her arm purposely touching mine.

The door closes, and Arthur chuckles. “I think you have a fan.”

I drop down into the chair she vacated, scoffing. “She should know it won’t be reciprocated.” She has subtly hit on me at a couple of company events, but I haven’t entertained that idea. She’s not my type, and she’s an added complication I could do without. “I don’t shit where I eat,” I add.

“Unless it comes to Ms. Alexander.” Arthur shoots me a knowing look.

“I’m sure I don’t know what you mean. I’m aware of the no-fraternization policy, and I’m not one to break the rules.”

Not usually. But I’ve barely given company policy any thought in my quest to get down and dirty with Demi. Although, in my defense, anything that’s happened between us has been impulsive and a spur-of-the-moment thing.

I wonder if he heard something last week, when we were devouring one another in my office. The door was closed, but he was the only other person on the floor at that time.

“The ladies love to gossip, and the friction between you and your assistant hasn’t gone unnoticed. Some contend it’s a ploy to hide the fact you’re fucking her.”

“It sounds like bullshit to me, and maybe, we need to give those ladies more work to occupy their time.”

“Spoken like a true Barron,” he quips.

“Speaking of.” I sit up straighter in my chair. “Do you know any of the details behind Henry Alexander’s exit from the business?”

He does a piss-poor job of hiding his smug smile. “Your father handled that with Corrinna and the legal department. What is it you want to know?”

“It seems he was quick to get rid of him, and that’s not in keeping with what I know about my father. He was a man of the people. He valued hard work, integrity and loyalty, and he was good to his staff, so I find it odd that he was apparently keen to lose a good financial controller.”

Arthur shrugs. “Like I said, I wasn’t involved. It was most likely a cost-saving measure. Your father loved making money as much as he loved his employees. Soren Phillips is probably on half the salary Henry was on.”

That may very well be true because the man is only in his late twenties and he doesn’t have the years of experience Demi’s dad had under his belt. But it still doesn’t sit right with me. It hasn’t for some time, and I need to get to the bottom of it.

“Thanks.” I stand.

“You could always ask Corrinna. I’m sure she’d be more than agreeable to sitting down, one to one, to discuss it.”

I bark out a laugh. “Yeah. Thanks, but no thanks.” I walk toward the door.

“Say hello to Demi for me,” he calls out, and I flip him the bird over my shoulder.

His loud laughter follows me out into the corridor.

Demi isn’t at her desk when I return, so I close my office door and spend a half hour reflecting on everything as an idea grows wings. I make a quick phone call, and then, I grab my keys and head out.

Demi is tapping away on her keyboard when I appear in front of her. “I have to go out.”

She frowns, glancing at the clock on the wall. “What, now?”

I nod. “Yep. I’ll be back later.”

“But what about your four o’clock with Simon Reed?”

Damn. I’d forgotten that was today, but this is more urgent. Mr. Reed can wait. “Reschedule it.”

“But—”

“No buts, Ms. Alexander. Handle it.”

She narrows her eyes at me, and her lips thin, and I silently fist pump the air. I’ll take her annoyance over sadness any day.

_______________

I walk into the plush, modern high-rise across town, approach the reception desk, and ask for Xavier Daniels.

Xavier is Abby’s best friend and a tech nerd genius. He graduated from Rydeville University last May top of his class, walking straight into a job with Techxet, the company owned by Sawyer Hunt’s father. Sawyer Hunt is Kaiden Anderson’s best friend, along with Jackson Lauder.

Techxet recently established a new branch in Boston and Xavier was one of the first employees recruited. I’ve no clue what exactly he does, as I was already estranged from my crew by then, but knowing how skilled he is, I’m betting it’s a prestigious position.

Xavier emerges from an elevator on my left a few minutes later, walking toward me with a shit-eating grin on his mouth. He’s wearing ripped, black skinny jeans, scuffed boots with the laces unopened, and a crumpled AC/DC T-shirt that looks like it hasn’t seen a washing machine in a few centuries.

“Well, well,” he says, halting in front of me. “If it isn’t the illustrious Charlie Barron.”

I stand. “I’d say you’re looking good, but it’s best not to start this conversation with a lie.” I purposely give him a quick once-over. “They let you dress like that at work?”

He lifts his shoulder, motioning me to walk with him. “Look around,” he says as we head toward the elevator he just got out of. “Everyone dresses casually. There is no dress code around here except come as you are.”

“Sounds like your kind of place,” I mock as we step into the elevator.

“It is.” He grins, winking as he stabs the button for the top floor. He eyes my fitted charcoal-gray suit with unconcealed disdain. “If I had to dress like that every day, I’d slit my wrists.”

“Wow. Tell me how you really feel.”

The elevator pings, and we step out into a large, open-plan office with floor-to-ceiling windows on three sides. I whistle under my breath. “This is all yours?”

“You likey?” He guides me over to two large gamer chairs resting off to one side of the space.

“It’s very you,” I say, removing my jacket and rolling up the sleeves of my shirt. “It looks like a paint can exploded in here or you let your inner graffiti artist loose.”

Strips of vibrant colors decorate the walls in a haphazard fashion. Like someone stood in front of the wall and threw pots of paint at it. The floors are natural hardwood floors, unstained and marked with scratches and dents giving it a lived-in feel even though this building is a relatively new build. All the furniture is eclectic and unmatching. But it works.

“I think that’s a compliment,” Xavier drawls, popping a can of soda and handing it to me.

“It is. I like it. It’s got personality.”

Xavier positively beams as he opens another soda. “I designed it myself. Abby helped.” He chuckles to himself. “Hunt almost had a coronary when he saw it. It offends his delicate sensibilities.”

I smirk, remembering the dynamic between those two. “You tapping that yet?”

Xavier grins. “A gentleman never tells.”

“I’ll take that as a yes.”

He waggles his brows, slurping noisily from his soda. “Enjoyable as this is, I doubt you came here to discuss my flamboyant sex life.”

“I need a favor, and I was hoping you still took on private paid jobs.”

“When I have time,” he adds, losing the smirk and pinning me with an earnest look. “And I’ve got to say, I’m surprised you sought me out.”

“You’re the best, and I trust you to keep this confidential,” I say, removing the envelope from my inside jacket pocket. It’s why I didn’t ask anyone in the IT department at the bank to investigate. I don’t want anyone in the company knowing I’m digging into this.

“I haven’t agreed to shit,” he supplies, crossing one leg over the other.

“You’ll be handsomely rewarded for your time.”

“Money has never been my greatest motivator.”

I level him with a dry look. “What will it take for you to do this?”

“Say please.” I stare at him, and he laughs, smoothing his fingers along the taut peaks of his faux hawk. It’s green today, but Xavier changes his hair color as often as the weather. “I’m serious.”

“Still fucking weird,” I mumble, sighing. I claw my hands through my hair. “Fine. Please can you investigate this for me.”

He reaches out, snatching the envelope from me. “That wasn’t so hard.”

I flip him the bird while he’s hunched over.

“Talk me through it.”

“Henry Alexander is an ex-employee of my father’s. He was exited in a hurry just after he’d had a stroke. It wasn’t like my father to treat a loyal employee so callously. I’d like to know if there is more to it.”

He lifts his head. “Why do you care?”

I wet my dry lips. “His daughter works for me, and I sense something has happened. I’d like to understand what’s going on, to know if I need to revisit his case. If we should’ve done more.”

He places the documents on his lap, leans back, and stares at me. “I’ll do it—on one condition.” I wait for him to continue. “You come to dinner on Sunday. It would mean the world to Abby.”

“You two gossip like a couple of old women,” I grumble.

He shrugs. “We tell each other everything, and she’d be delighted you came to me today.”

“You can’t tell her or anyone.”

He begins rummaging through the paperwork again. “I never divulge details of the stuff I’m working on. My reputation rests on my discretion.”

My shoulders relax. “Fine. I’ll come to dinner.”

His eyes pop wide as he pulls out the photo of Demi. I slide my suddenly sweaty palms over my thighs, waiting for his reaction.

“Shit.” He brings the picture closer, examining it in more detail. “Abby wasn’t kidding. They are so incredibly alike.”

“It’s not what you’re thinking.”

He lifts his gaze to me. “Hey, I’m a judgment-free zone.” His lips kick up. “But Anderson is going to flip his shit when he sees her. Hope you’ve got big balls, Charlie boy, because you’re going to need them.”


Chapter 9

Demi

“THANK YOU SO much for your time, Mr. Reed, and apologies again that Mr. Barron couldn’t be here.” I shake the man’s hand as we wait for the elevator to arrive.

“Emergencies happen, and if he hadn’t been called away, I wouldn’t have had the pleasure of your lovely company.”

The elevator pings, and the door opens. “I’ll be sure to update Mr. Barron, and I’ll be in touch.”

He nods affably. “I look forward to hearing from you. Please reiterate my eagerness to work with Barron Banking and Financial Investment Services.”

“I will pass the message on.”

I wait until the doors have closed before returning to my desk.

“What the hell are you thinking?” Margaret Ann whispers as she leans over my desk.

I glance around quickly, but no one is in earshot. “I know Mr. Fleming is keen to review Simon Reed’s proposal. Charlie had an emergency,” I lie. “So, I covered for him. It’s no biggie.”

“You could get fired for this!” She shakes her head. “It’s not your place to conduct meetings in place of the president.”

“I’ll only get fired if someone rats me out.” I drill her with a pointed look.

“You know I won’t say anything, but anyone could’ve spotted you with him in the conference room.”

“I’ll take my chances.”

Truth is, the man showed up an hour early for the meeting, narrowly missing Charlie, and I didn’t have it in my heart to turn him away.

To be honest, I was also grateful for the distraction. I’ve been a basket case since the appointment this morning.

Dad’s physician isn’t very optimistic about his chances of survival. Without the experimental drug, he said Dad has three to six months left to live.

Pain stabs me in the heart as I recall his words and his confirmation that we need two hundred K to participate in the drug trial. Our fundraising plans seem pitiful now. There is no way I can raise that kind of money in time. I’ve been wracking my brains all day to come up with a solution, but short of robbing a bank—pun intended—we’re all out of options.

I somehow managed to hold my tears at bay this morning, but as soon as I’d dropped Dad off at home, I drove to the office and broke down in my car in the parking lot.

I know I looked a mess when I rocked up to work, and maybe, I should’ve taken Charlie up on his offer to go home, but I can’t face Dad. Can’t face what I know he’s going to say. He will put me first, like he always does, and I can’t let him console me when he’s the one who is dying.

Subconsciously, I think I took that meeting, in part, because it will delay the inevitable. Danny is visiting Dad tonight, so I can stay late and type up a post-meeting report. Charlie will probably freak when he finds out what I’ve done. Until he calms down and realizes I’ve done him a favor.

“Be careful, Demi,” she murmurs. “I know how much you need this job, and people are already gossiping about you and the boss man.”

“They are? Why?” That’s news to me.

“He’s different with you.”

“He hates me.”

“There’s a fine line between love and hate.” Her eyes twinkle with mirth. “Besides, someone who hates you doesn’t notice, and indulge, your weakness for chocolate muffins.” She squeezes my shoulder before walking back to her workstation.

Charlie handing me that did surprise me even if I didn’t show it because I was numb at the time. But it was a thoughtful gesture.

I dig into the muffin as I review my notes from the meeting, along with the materials Simon Reed brought with him. He’s also emailed me his presentation, and I print a copy to give to Charlie tomorrow along with my report and recommendations.

I’m immersed in my work, putting my finishing touches to the file I’ve prepared, long after everyone has left the office, so I don’t notice Charlie returning. It’s well after seven, and I presumed he’d called it a night. He always leaves early on a Monday to attend to some regular appointment.

“Demi. What are you still doing here?” he asks, stopping by my desk. He’s lost his jacket and tie, and the sleeves of his pristine white dress shirt are rolled up to his elbows, showcasing his tan, muscular arms.

“I stayed late to finish a report,” I say, scurrying to put the printed material into the folder before he sees. But it’s too late, because his gaze lands on the presentation, and his brow instantly puckers.

“What is this?” he demands.

I bite on the inside of my cheek as pressure settles on my chest. “Mr. Reed arrived early, a couple of minutes after you left, actually. It felt rude to turn him away. And I’m aware of how eager the board is to hear the details of his proposal.” Charlie knows I type up the minutes from the board meetings. My throat is parched, and I wet my dry lips. “So, I met with him, took notes, and asked questions, and I’ve just typed up a proposal. I was planning on giving it to you tomorrow.”

He stares at me, wearing that nonchalant mask, and as the seconds tick by, my heart rate accelerates, blood pounds in my ears, and I’m scarcely breathing.

He’s going to fire me for insubordination. For overstepping the mark.

After what feels like eternity, he finally speaks. “Do you need to leave? Or could you talk me through it now?”

“You’re not mad?” I stupidly blurt.

His lips thin. “I didn’t say that. I’ll reserve judgment for now.”

“I just need to print this last document. I’ll follow you in.”

He bobs his head before entering his office. I print the report with shaking hands, urging myself to calm down. I need to keep a cool head to talk him through this and pray he doesn’t can my cheeky ass.

I double-check I have everything I need before stepping into the lion’s den.

Charlie is quiet and attentive as I talk him through it, outlining the benefits of the system and how I believe it will cut regulatory processing times in half, thereby adding to the bottom line. I provide the quick cost assessment I’ve prepared along with a list of references Simon emailed to me after the meeting. While his current clients are smaller in size and scope, it seems he has the capacity to scale, provided we assign the appropriate IT and business management resources to work on the implementation.

Silence filters through the air when I finish. Charlie drums his fingers on the desk, looking pensive as he stares at me. I wait with bated breath for him to say something. When he does speak, I’m completely caught off guard.

“Have you eaten?”

I blink repeatedly as I stare at him. He arches a brow when I don’t reply. “Ah, does the muffin count?”

He stands, swiping his keys. “No. I’m taking you to dinner.”

My brows knit together and I stay rooted in my seat. “What about my report?”

He extends his hand. “We can discuss it while we eat. I’m starving.”

I take his hand in a bit of a daze, letting him haul me to my feet. He watches as I switch off my computer, grab my coat and purse, and follow him to the elevator. I stare straight ahead as the elevator lowers, wondering what the heck is going on.

When we reach the parking garage, I turn left, in the direction of my car. “I’ll drive,” Charlie says. “You can leave your car here overnight, and I’ll send someone to pick you up in the morning.”

“I’d rather follow you,” I say. “I can’t stay out too late. I need to get home to my father. And I need my car in case of an emergency.”

His features soften a little. “Of course. No problem.”

I trail him out of the parking garage, all the way back to Rydeville, surprised when he pulls in to a small Italian restaurant on the outskirts of town. It’s a little off the beaten path, but I know the place. Dad took me here for my nineteenth birthday, a few weeks after the place opened. The décor isn’t much to write home about, but the food is authentic and delicious.

I park my beloved old Volvo behind Charlie’s expensive brand-new Land Rover, tapping out a quick text to Danny before I get out.

Charlie takes my hand as if it’s the most natural thing in the world, and we walk hand in hand to the door without speaking.

“Mr. Barron.” The owner, a small man with a mop of thick gray hair, greets us at the door. “We have your table ready.”

I pin Charlie with a curious look. “I called on the way,” he explains.

The restaurant is half empty, but I guess that’s normal for a Monday night.

We are seated at a small circular booth at the back. The owner takes my coat and Charlie’s jacket before handing us menus and leaving a chilled bottle of water on the table.

I skim my eyes over the menu. “The spaghetti with sausage is good,” Charlie says.

“Dad enjoyed that the last time we were here.”

“I didn’t think many people know about this place,” he supplies, pouring me a glass of water. “It’s a shame, because the food is so good.”

“It is, but the location sucks.”

He grins. “Your instincts and observations are always on point, Demi.”

Wow. That sounds remarkably like a compliment, but I’m not used to those from him, so I wonder if it’s a veiled insult. “No need to sound so surprised,” I say, sipping my water. “I do have a working brain. I was in the top ten percent in most of my classes in college.”

“I didn’t mean to insult you.” He leans forward on his elbows. “I have wondered why you took on a personal assistant position when it’s outside your field of study.”

“I didn’t have much of a choice, and it was the only open position available in the company that I could conceivably do,” I explain, as a waiter arrives to take our order. I go for the spinach and mushroom ravioli, and Charlie orders the spaghetti and sausage dish.

“Because of your father?”

I nod. “Dad was my only parent, and he always put me first. Now, it’s my turn.”

“What about your mother?” he quietly asks.

“She died from complications arising from my birth.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be. I had a great childhood. Dad was an amazing father, and he did his best to make sure I wanted for nothing, especially his love.”

“That sounds a lot like my parents, which is unusual if you understood the world I grew up in.”

I’m no fan of Charlie’s dad, for obvious reasons, but that doesn’t mean I can’t be compassionate. “You must miss him. I heard you were close.”

A slash of pain crosses his handsome face. “I do,” he says in a quiet voice. “Family is everything.”

“It is.” I grin, nudging his shoulder, wanting to defuse the sudden tense atmosphere and needing to wipe that sad look off his face. “Look at us getting along. You’re actually talking to me instead of biting my head off.”

“Careful, Bumbling. The night is young.”

I laugh. “You know, we don’t have to be enemies.”

He takes a drink of his water before turning his gorgeous green eyes on me. “I don’t want to be, but sometimes, it’s the easiest route.”

“Why?”

“Because indulging my feelings isn’t something I’m good at. The last time I tried, it majorly backfired.”

“You mean Abby?” I risk asking, and he nods. Silence descends, and I sip my water.

“That guy from the club,” he says. “Is he your boyfriend?”

“It’s a little late to be asking me that, don’t you think?”

He smiles, a proper, relaxed smile, and I melt at how his entire face comes alive. He slides his arm along the back of the booth behind me. “Perhaps.”

“He’s my ex,” I explain. “I don’t cheat.”

The smile drops off his face, and he removes his arm, a muscle clenching in his jaw.

Still, I’m not sorry I said it.

It’s the truth, and there’s no beating around the bush. Charlie cheated on Abby, and whatever this attraction is between us can’t lead anywhere. Because I don’t date cheaters or guys who treat me like shit, especially after intimacy. And there’s the matter of him being my boss and his father being the one who kicked my dad when he was already down.

“I know you must think the worst of me,” he says, turning to face me. “And no excuse will explain it away, but my father had just died, and I was devastated. I had no one to turn to. And then you were there, offering me comfort when I needed it. I made some bad decisions, which contributed to my father’s death.” He hangs his head, and tension bleeds into the air.

I don’t understand what he means, because I thought Mr. Barron died of a heart attack.

“The pain and guilt were crushing me,” he continues, rubbing at this chest as he gives me his attention again. “I desperately needed an escape. It was selfish and wrong, but I don’t regret it because you gave me hope that night at a time when I’d lost all faith in humanity.”

“Didn’t you regret it at all?” I ask, because honestly, if he could do that and not feel any remorse, he is not someone I want to get involved with.

“By the bucketload at first,” he says, helping to ease my discomfort. “I was unfair to you and Abby. I’m not proud of my actions, and for a while, I thought it was the reason why she was holding back.” His eyes burn with indecipherable emotion. Tentatively, he takes my hand, lacing our fingers together. Warmth seeps into my skin, embedding bone deep. “I blamed you, which was so wrong, but it was easier than facing up to my own culpability.”

“That’s why you were so mean to me.”

He bobs his head. “And then, it was just easier to continue lashing out instead of confronting my feelings.” He rubs his thumb back and forth across the top of my hand, but I’m not even sure he realizes he’s doing it.

“What are you saying?”

He shrugs, smiling nervously. “I don’t really know. You should run a million miles from me, Demi. I’m fucked up in the head.”

“You’re really selling it to me here,” I joke.

The waiter brings our plates then, and it’s the perfect moment to break up the conversation.

I miss the warmth of his touch as we separate our fingers. We eat in silence, but it’s not awkward like it was at the start. We’re both deep in thought. I’m beginning to see there is a lot more to Charlie than the exterior he presents.

“I know it’s probably too late,” he says, out of the blue, “but I’m sorry.”

“For what exactly?” I ask, spearing another ravioli.

“For everything cruel I’ve said and done, and I promise things will be different from now on.”

“Why the change of heart? And why now?”

He shrugs, chewing slowly on his pasta. After he’s swallowed, he sets his fork down and scrubs a hand over his jaw. “I’ve been fighting everyone, pushing them all away, believing it’s better like that, and punishing myself because I believed I deserved it.” His chest heaves as he pauses for a couple beats. His eyes dive into mine, and he’s hiding nothing from me now. “I’m tired of fighting,” he admits, tucking my hair behind my ear. “I don’t want to fight with you anymore.”

“What do you want?” My voice comes out all breathy.

He brushes his thumb across my cheek. “I want to feel something real. To stop feeling like I’m the one who died.”

“Oh, Charlie.” I cup his face, and my heart aches for him. The sheer vulnerability on his face tells me he’s being one hundred percent honest right now, and I’d challenge anyone to remain cold-hearted when confronted with this truth.

Charlie is lonely. He has no one in his corner, and he desperately needs that to start believing in himself.

He presses his forehead to mine, and I close my eyes, breathing him in.

“I don’t know how to do this, Demi, and I can’t offer you much, but all I know is I need you in my life.”

I open my eyes, cupping his face. “Maybe, we need each other,” I say, thinking of the tough road ahead. “And we can figure it out as we go along.”

 


Chapter 10

Charlie

I ARRIVE AT the office, after college, the following lunchtime, feeling more nervous than the time I lost my virginity, at thirteen, to an older woman, in a room full of pervert elite looking to get their rocks off by proxy.

“Ms. Alexander,” I say, pausing briefly at Demi’s desk.

She looks up and smiles. “Mr. Barron.”

“Could I see you in my office, please. Bring the regulatory report with you.”

“Of course.”

I stalk into my office, blatantly ignoring the hushed whispers and finger-pointing, because nothing is taking away my good mood. I slept better last night than I have in the past six months.

Unburdening some of the shit in my head to Demi felt good.

Being in her company felt good.

Not kissing her goodnight didn’t.

And not prying into whatever upset her yesterday didn’t feel good either. I tried getting her to open up, but she clammed up tight, and I didn’t push.

I know I have a lot to do to earn her trust, and this peace is new between us, but I’m determined to win her over.

She steps into my office like a ray of sunlight. I almost gag at my thought, and I cough to disguise the burst of laughter that escapes my mouth. She eyes me like I’m cray-cray, and I don’t blame her. She must think I’m a freaking schizo.

“Hey.” She smiles, and it takes colossal willpower not to cross the room and grab her in my arms. I want to kiss her so badly. Do all kinds of naughty shit to her. But I rein my hormones in. Pouncing on her got me into a world of trouble the first time. I’m determined to do right by her now.

“Hey. How are you feeling today?”

“I’m good,” she says, smiling, but I still see pain hiding behind her eyes.

“I know this ceasefire is new between us, but you can talk to me about anything.”

She sits down in front of my desk, placing the file on the empty chair beside her. “About that. Some of the girls are talking.”

“I heard.” I tap my fingers off my chin as I lean back in my chair. “Let them gossip.”

“See, I have an issue with that.”

“Go on.”

“Some of them already feel like I only have this job because of who my dad is. The last thing I want is people thinking I’m only holding on to it because I’m banging the boss.”

I lean forward, hitting her with my most seductive look. The one that usually renders woman into a pile of goo. But, so far, Demi has surprised me with her unpredictability, so who knows what reaction I’ll get from her. “Speaking as your boss, I have zero issue with that.”

She swats my arm. “That kind of talk will get us both into trouble. And quit with the sleazy look. It’s creepy.”

I burst out laughing. She is so refreshing. So down to earth. So sweet. Way too good for me. But I’m a selfish prick, so I disregard all negative thoughts. “Just to be clear, are you opposed to the act altogether or just opposed to the notion of others thinking that?”

“Now, you’re propositioning me?” She folds her arms and glares at me.

Shit. I’m already failing at this. “Fuck. I’m fucking this up already. I told you I wasn’t good at this and… Why are you grinning?”

“Because this new you is far too easy to wind up. Man, this is gonna be so much fun.”

I purse my lips and drill her with a sharp look. “I’m still the same man. Continue talking like that and I’ll take you over my knee and spank you.” A red flush creeps over her cheeks, and she squeezes her thighs together. “Ah, I see.” I lean even closer. “I’ll add spanking to the list.”

“List?” she croaks.

I stand and round the desk, perching my butt on the edge, and I lean down, right into her face. “The list of things I’m going to do to you.”

She squirms in her seat, and her cheeks inflame. “You can’t say stuff like that to me in the workplace!”

I get all up in her face, and my eyes drift to her succulent mouth. “But it’s okay outside the office?”

“I, ah.” She shoves at my chest, pushing me back, looking completely flustered. “We need another list. Rules for professional conduct in the workplace!”

I smirk, crossing my feet at the ankles, as I run the tip of one finger up her arm. “We already have one of those. I’ll request a copy for you from the HR department.”

“I already have a copy of it, along with the no-fraternization policy.”

“Pfft.” I wave my hand in the air. “I’ll get rid of it.”

Her mouth drops open. “You can’t get rid of a company policy because you want to sleep with one of the employees!” she splutters. “You wouldn’t!”

“I can and I would.” I remove my finger from her tempting flesh and sit back in my chair, adjusting the semi in my pants before she notices. “But you’re right. We should make some rules. I don’t want this impacting you negatively. When you’re promoted, I want people to know it’s because you are skilled and you’ve earned it. Not because you’re banging the boss.” I flash her my pearly whites, and a surge of warmth spreads across my chest. The workplace is already infinitely more enjoyable now we’ve stopped being mortal enemies.

“Promotion? What promotion?” she squeaks.

“None yet, but it’s only a matter of time. Your work ethic and sharp mind haven’t gone unnoticed, and that report you presented yesterday was excellent.” We never did get around to discussing it last night, because we were too busy getting to properly know one another. She glows from my praise, and it feels good to put a smile on her face.

Goddamn it. I’m turning into a pussy already.

“I’m not in trouble?” she asks.

“In the future, run it by me first. On this occasion, if anyone asks, you had my permission to conduct that meeting in my absence.” I hold out my hand. “Hand me the file. There are a few tweaks I’d like you to make, and once I’ve approved the final version, you can distribute it to the board. I’d also like you to set a follow-up meeting with Simon Reed for sometime later this week. I need to meet with him myself before I sit down with the board to recommend your proposal.”

She radiates enthusiasm as we run through a few sections, verbally agreeing to changes, and her obvious delight in the work is a major turn-on, as is her intelligence.

She’s at the door, ready to leave, when I pluck up the courage to say what I want to say. “Don’t make plans for Sunday afternoon.”

She turns around, eyeing me suspiciously. “Why?”

“Because Abby has invited us to dinner, and I’d really like you to be there.”

She freezes on the spot, and I get up, walking to her. “I won’t force you if you really don’t want to go, but I’m not sure I can face it without you.” I’m cutting myself open and bleeding at her feet again.

“But they’re your friends. I don’t know them, and what are they going to think when they see me?”

I cup the back of her head. “That I’m a lucky bastard.”

“Charlie.” She uses her no-nonsense voice on me.

I press my lips to hers in a quick kiss, not wanting to break the rules already but needing to reassure her the best way I know how. “It will be okay, I promise. And if you’re uncomfortable, we can leave.” She’s not convinced. I can see it in her eyes. “Abby already knows about us, and if you are worried about her, you—”

“I’m not worried about her,” she interjects. “We’ve spoken, and I like her.”

My eyes almost bug out of my head. “When she was here or some other time?”

“When she was here. We cleared the air but…” She looks away.

I tilt her chin up. “But what?”

She scrunches up her nose. “I need you to be honest with me. What is happening between us, and is it because I look like her? Is she the one you want? Because I won’t be second best for anyone.”

“Come sit back down.” I take her hand and pull her over to the couch, sitting down beside her. I grip both her hands in mine, drawing a deep breath, as I prepare to pry my chest open and expose my heart. “I have feelings for you, Demi, and I love spending time with you. I want to get to know you better. I want to take you out on dates and show you that the version of me you’ve seen so far is not the man I am. I can’t promise you what’ll happen because I’ve no experience with dating, but I want to try with you, and that’s a first for me.”

“Do you really mean that?”

“Yes. I do.” I gently squeeze her hands.

“Is it because I look like her? Are you still hung up on Abby?”

“I’ve always been drawn to pretty brunettes with dark eyes. You’re most definitely my type. And, yes, I’ll admit I was first attracted to you because you reminded me of Abby. But that’s not who I see when I look at you now.”

I extract my hands from hers, sliding them up the side of her neck, clasping her face in my large palms. “I see you, Demi. You are incredibly beautiful and, hands down, the most stunning woman I’ve ever known. You take my breath away.” A light blush stains her cheeks as she basks in my compliment. “But it’s much more than your looks. I see a smart girl who selflessly quit college to look after her father. I see a girl struggling to manage all the demands placed on her, but she never complains, and she never wallows in self-pity. You have amazing inner strength, and that calls to me on a deep level.”

Her eyes turn glassy, and I’m struggling to speak over the lump in my throat. “You turn up to work every day with a positive attitude and a big smile on your face even though your boss is a grumpy, sullen prick”—that earns me a radiant smile, and I’m almost blinded by the goodness she exudes from every pore—”and you work your butt off for this company even if this job isn’t the job you had aspired to. You are committed, loyal, and hardworking, and that is one of the biggest turn-ons for a guy like me.”

Her chest visibly inflates, and she clutches on to my arms.

“You’re so beautiful, inside and out, and your touch does indescribable things to me.” I press my forehead to hers, inhaling the delicate floral scent that is all her. “You have invaded my thoughts, and I’ve spent months fighting against something I now realize I stood no chance of winning.” I ease back, peering into her face, as my fingers spread out, weaving through her hair. “I only fought you so hard because I wanted you so much and I couldn’t even admit that to myself.”

“How can you be sure now?”

“Because I can’t imagine living a day without you in it. Even when I was being a jerk, the highlight of my day was coming into the office because you were here.” My lips kick up. “Sparring with you made me hot as hell especially when you gave it back.”

She shakes her head and rolls her eyes, but she’s smiling. Her fingers touch my lips, and her expression turns solemn. “What about Abby now?”

I remove my hands from her hair, threading her fingers through mine, as I pin her with a serious look. I need her to understand this so there is no confusion going forward. “I thought, at one time, that I was in love with Abby, but I was confused, because I see now that wasn’t the truth. I wanted to keep her safe, and it was never anything more than me loving her as a friend. She had a tough upbringing. Her father was a monster who made her life unbearable at times. I got an opportunity to do something about that, and then, everything got fucked up.”

I wet my dry lips, not wanting to admit this, but I might as well lay it all out on the table. “My father trusted the wrong people, and it ultimately got him killed. But I interfered, thinking I was keeping Abby, my mom, and my sister, Lil, safe. All it did was accelerate the timeline. I watched my father murdered in cold blood, knowing I had a hand in it, and it’s killed me every day since.”

“Oh my God,” she gasps, her eyes flooding with concern as shock splays across her face. “I had no idea. I’m so sorry, Charlie.”

“A lot of messed-up shit happens in elite circles.” Which is something I’ll have to explain in more detail should things get serious between us, but there’s no way I’m hitting her with that right now too. “And most of it is hidden, hence why everyone believes my father died of a heart attack, because that’s what the elite wanted them to believe.”

“It’s not your fault.” She tries to reassure me, gripping my hands tight. “You didn’t pull the trigger.”

I might as well have. I think it, but I don’t say it out loud. I’m trying to convince her to give me, us, a go, and divulging my dark thoughts won’t help my cause. “All this was going on around the same time I was with Abby except I was never with her like that. We never had sex.”

“I know. She told me that. She also told me you got shot protecting her.”

Not that I need reminding, but this is exactly why Abby has always been one of my best friends. I’ve been an arrogant asshole, but she’s gone out of her way to mend bridges, smoothing things over with Demi without me even knowing. Whatever tension existed between us is completely gone, and I owe it to her to make more of an effort. To patch things up with her husband and her brother. To stop being so stubborn.

“Abby will always be one of my best friends, and I want to repair my friendship with her. Would you be okay with that?”

She nods. “I think so. I mean, I’d like to try. I know she’s married, but I’d be lying if I said there wasn’t some doubt about your feelings for her.”

That’s fair, and I think if the tables were reversed, I wouldn’t be so charitable in her shoes.

I press my lips to hers softly. “I hate that my actions have caused you to doubt my feelings for you. All I ask is a chance to prove I’m genuine and it’s real. Because I know I’m not in love with Abby. That I never was.”

She still looks skeptical.

I need to do better.

I kiss her again, more passionately this time. When we break apart, I love how flushed her face is, how bright and expectant her eyes are, and how happy she looks. “I might have been confused before over how I was feeling,” I say, preparing to lay it all out on the line. “But I’m not confused anymore.”

I rub my thumb over her swollen lips. “Because I never felt for Abby the way I feel for you.” I peer directly into her eyes. “I have never felt this deeply about any woman before, Demi. I have never wanted any woman as badly as I do you. And I have never wanted to open myself up to the possibility of something permanent in the way I want to do with you.”

 


Chapter 11

Demi

“SO, WHERE’S LOVER boy?” Xena asks me Thursday night at the fundraiser. The first step of our fundraising plan was a trivia night at the bar Bo works at. He managed to square things with his boss and get it set up in record time with help from Xena and Leo. I’m so appreciative of their support, and I didn’t have the heart to tell them our plan is futile because there’s no way we can raise the amount needed in time. The money will come in handy for other medical expenses anyway, and I’d be a fool to turn it down after it was already arranged.

“I didn’t invite him,” I admit, sipping on a beer as I wait for the trivia host to start proceedings.

“Why not?”

“I haven’t told him about Dad’s cancer yet.”

“Why the hell not?” she adds, wiggling her fingers at Bo. He’s manning the bar tonight, and he’s gonna be busy because there’s a full crowd.

“I was going to, but it’s not like we’re officially dating or anything.”

“Girl, after what he said the other night, how can you even doubt that?”

I shrug, taking another mouthful of beer. I told Xena everything Charlie said to me, and quite frankly, I’m still having trouble believing it. “I want to believe it, and I want to trust in him, but I’m scared. Scared I’m going to fall for him and he’s going to destroy me. My heart can’t take any more hits.”

“Any time you decide to let a guy in, you risk annihilation, but that’s all part of falling in love.” She slings her arm around my shoulders. “Every guy is a risk. You just need to decide if he’s special enough to gamble your heart on.”

“He is, but that doesn’t eliminate my fear.”

“You’re going through all this shit on your own, Demi, and you need a little fun. Your dad would approve. You know he would. He worries about you so much, and he hates that he’s a burden and keeping you from having a normal life. He would be pleased you’re dating, and you said he already knows and approves of Charlie.”

A throat clearing ends our conversation. I whip my head up, my jaw instantly slackening.

“That’s great to hear,” Charlie says, grinning. “So, when are you taking me home?” He waggles his brows, and his green eyes glint mischievously.

“What are you doing here?” I splutter.

“I’d think that’s obvious.” He pierces me with a dark look. “The more obvious question is why I had to learn about tonight from Margaret Ann. Why didn’t you say anything?” He folds his arms across his lean abs. He’s wearing the same clothes he had on today. A fitted blue suit with a crisp white shirt that clings to every chiseled muscle of his torso. He’s lost the tie, and the top few buttons of his shirt are open, showcasing tan skin I’ve been up close and personal with.

“Sit your gorgeous ass down,” Xena tells him, scooting farther into the booth and dragging me back with her. “You can interrogate her much more comfortably while sitting.” She grins conspiratorially at Charlie. “I’m Xena by the way. Demi’s bestie. We go way back.”

“Nice to meet you,” Charlie says, sliding into the booth beside me. “I’d introduce myself, but it appears you already know everything there is to know.” A smug grin dances over his mouth.

“How do you know it’s not because your reputation precedes you?” I say, needing to rib him because old habits die hard.

His shit-eating grin remains intact as he removes his jacket, folding it neatly and placing it behind him. My eyes are out on stilts as he rolls his shirt sleeves up to the elbows, and I swear he’s doing it on purpose. Like he’s gotten into my head and he knows how much his arms turn me on.

I know most women are into a broad chest, a six-pack, and those little V indents some guys have. I admire those traits too, and Charlie has all that, but his arms and hands do funny things to my insides. Maybe, it’s because his arms are muscular, tanned, and strong with the perfect amount of dark hair. Or it’s his manly hands, long slim fingers, and neat fingernails that get my juices going. Or it’s how skillful those hands are and how they make me feel trailing all over my body.

Whatever it is, Charlie’s arms are my porn, and somehow, the sneaky bastard has discovered my secret. At least now, I understand why he’s always rolling his shirt up to his elbows.

“You’re drooling, babe,” Xena says, making zero effort to keep her voice low so he doesn’t hear. “Not that I’m denying there is cause to drool, but you look like a dog in heat, and that shit’s never attractive.”

Charlie throws back his head, laughing. Xena grins, ignoring my pout and the punch I land on her upper arm. “What’s your poison, Charlie,” she asks, rising. “My man is behind the bar, so I’ll get an order in.”

Charlie orders a beer, handing her a fifty-dollar bill, telling her to get a drink for me and her too. As soon as she is gone, I quickly fill him in on her ménage situation because Leo is due to arrive anytime.

“Good for her,” Charlie says, winking. “As long as you don’t go getting ideas, Bumbling.” He leans in close to my face, and I stop breathing. “Because I won’t share you. Not ever.”

“Duly noted.” I can’t contain my grin, and I’m not unhappy he came.

He takes my hand under the table. “Why didn’t you mention this to me? It seems like something you should tell the guy you’re dating.”

“Are we dating?”

He wraps his arm around my waist, drawing me in close. “Were you not listening the other night? I thought I made myself clear, but if I didn’t, yes, we’re dating.” His gaze cuts through me. “Exclusively.”

“Also duly noted.”

He raises our conjoined hands to his lips. “Good. Anything else we need to clear up?” His eyes glint with amusement.

“Nothing I can think of, and I’m not in the habit of keeping anything from my boyfriend, because keeping stuff secret is a recipe for disaster.”

“Amen to that,” he agrees before planting his lips on mine and kissing me in a way that is definitely not socially acceptable.

“Whoa. Get a room,” Xena jokes, forcing us apart. She places our drinks down, fanning herself. “I think my ovaries just overheated.”

“I arrived at the perfect time then,” Leo says, coming up behind her and sliding his arms around her waist.

The trivia host kicks off proceedings, and we form a team with Leo and Xena. The night flows by fast, and although we don’t win—much to Charlie’s disgust because we were only one point behind the team who did win—I’m having the best night. The drinks are flowing, conversation is lively, and Charlie is incredibly attentive. He insists on paying for all my drinks and never lets me go near the bar, and he even insists on following me out to the ladies’ room, standing guard outside.

The night draws to a close far too quickly for my liking, but the event was a roaring success, and we raised over ten thousand dollars. I have a sneaking suspicion Charlie made a large donation, but I don’t ask because donations are private and it’d be rude to question him and seem ungrateful.

“I like him,” Xena says when he goes to the bathroom. “I didn’t expect to. Not after the way he’s treated you, but I do. However, all bets are off if he hurts you.”

“He seems like a good guy,” Leo adds. “And let’s not think the worst.” He pins her with a cautionary look.

“He’s sooo into you,” Xena adds. “I think someone’s gonna get lucky tonight,” she singsongs.

I snort. “Not very likely. I’ve got to get home to relieve Mrs. Griffin, and I’m already going to be late.”

“I can drop you home,” Charlie says, coming up behind me. “I have a driver outside.”

“Oooh. He has a driver outside,” Xena teases.

“I can give you guys a ride home too,” he offers.

“Thanks, handsome.” She smushes his cheeks in her hands. “But we’re gonna hang around and wait for Bo to finish his shift.” She leans in to his ear, pretending to be quiet. “Leaving you free to ravish my beautiful, sexy, in-desperate-need-of-a-pounding friend on the ride home.”

“I can hear you,” I drawl. “And you’re dead to me.”

“You’re supposed to, and no, I’m not.” She yanks me into a fierce hug. “You need to climb that hottie like he’s Mount Everest.”

I roll my eyes, pointing at Leo. “No more beer for her.”

Leo chuckles, slapping Charlie on the back. “Good to meet you, man. You should drop by our place with Demi sometime.”

And I grab Charlie out of there as we make vague promises to hang out with them some other time.

Charlie circles his arms around me, guiding me across the road to his chauffeur-driven Merc.

“I like your friends,” he says once we are securely stowed in the back seat and Charlie has given my address to the driver.

“They’re great, and they’ve been really supportive the past few months.”

His arm goes around me again, and I rest my head on his shoulder. “I wish you’d told me about your dad. I didn’t even know he had cancer. That’s why you were upset on Monday?”

I nod as lancing pain rips across my chest. “I took him to the hospital for his appointment that morning. The doctor said he only has three to six months to live. The cancer has ravaged his body.”

“I’m so fucking sorry, Demi. Can I help?”

I almost blurt the words out. About how much money we need, but I can’t do it, because he might feel obligated to help, and as much as I love my dad, I’m not prostituting myself to get him the medicine he needs. And I don’t want Charlie thinking I’m dating him because he’s rich and he can dig us out of a hole.

What kind of start to a relationship would that be?

Plus, I don’t want Charlie feeling guilty. We both know if his dad hadn’t fired mine that the situation might be very different. But that’s not on Charlie, and he’s already carrying enough guilt where his dad is concerned.

“Just hold me,” I say. “Just be there for me.”

“That I can do, babe.” He buries his nose in my hair as he snakes his arms firmly around my body.

We stay locked in our embrace, and I can’t remember the last time I felt so content with a guy. It’s surreal to think we spent months fighting the connection between us.

“You’re not going to ravish me?” I half-joke as we enter the outskirts of Rydeville a short while later.

He cups my face, forcing my eyes to his. “Believe me, I want to, but I’m determined to do this right. We should have dated first before we had sex, and I want to wipe the slate clean. To start over and do it properly this time.”

“How do you do that? Go from being the devil to Prince Charming?” I kiss the corner of his mouth.

“I’ve never wanted to be anyone’s Prince Charming before, but I want to be yours,” he says over my mouth before his lips descend on mine. And I lose all sense of time and reason as he kisses me passionately, pouring everything he’s feeling in to every sweep of his lips, every brush of his tongue, every taste, and every moan.

And I’m in heaven. No one has ever kissed me like this or made my toes curl and my body purr so potently with the barest of touches.

Charlie’s lips glide smoothly against mine, and I could stay here forever, only coming up for air when it’s a necessity.

When we eventually break apart, a couple of miles from my house, we stare intently at one another, clinging to each other, and he’s shielding nothing from me now. His once lifeless face is awash with emotion, and it’s almost too much. He sits back, bringing me with him, wrapping his protective arms around me again, pressing kisses into my hair and sighing contentedly.

I close my eyes, siphoning his warmth and his strength, soaring on cloud nine, basking in our developing connection, praying and hoping this is the real deal and that it isn’t too good to be true.


Chapter 12

Charlie

“THERE IS A Xavier Daniels here to see you although he doesn’t have an appointment,” Demi says when I pick up the desktop phone.

“It’s fine. You can send him in. Ensure I’m not disturbed.”

Demi ushers Xavier into the office with a bright smile, closing the door behind us.

“She’s hot.” Xavier ambles toward my desk with a knowing grin on his face and a battered laptop bag slung crossways over his body. “But it’s fucking creepy how much she looks like Abby.”

I rub at a tense spot between my brows. “So you’ve said, and I’m getting tired of hearing it.” I sigh. “She’s not Abby. She’s her own person. And I happen to care about her a lot.”

“I already guessed that.” He plonks his jean-clad butt down on the seat in front of my desk.

I’m betting he’s the current topic of gossip out on the floor. It’s not every day they see a green-spikey-haired punk in grubby jeans, a rocker tee, and worn leather jacket roaming the corridors around here.

“You wouldn’t have asked me to look into this if you didn’t have feelings for her.” He pulls some papers out of his bag.

“What have you discovered?” I ask, wanting to move this along.

“Her father’s cancer is advanced.”

The first thing I did last night when I overheard Margaret Ann discussing the fundraiser, and the reason for it, was call Xavier, asking him to find out what he could about Henry Alexander’s medical condition. All I knew was he’d had a stroke that meant he was now confined to a wheelchair.

“Demi said he’s been told he only has a few months to live.”

Empathy washes over his face as he rifles through a few documents. “That’s what the consultant’s report says.” He hands me a few sheets of paper. “I copied all his medical files and charts. You should ask Rick to take a look at it. He might be at dinner on Sunday.”

“I can’t ask him there. Demi is coming with me,” I admit, crossing one leg over my knee.

“It’s serious between you?” He looks somewhat surprised.

“It’s new, but I think it could be.”

A genuine smile graces his mouth. “Good for you, dude. I hope it works out.”

“What else did you discover from Henry’s medical files,” I ask, deliberately not commenting on his statement.

“There is an experimental drug trial that might benefit him, but it’s pricey, and after going through his finances, it’s clear that’s a no-go.”

“That’s why she’s fundraising,” I murmur, more to myself. I pin sharp eyes on Xavier. “How much is participation in the trial?”

“Two hundred K.”

“Send me all the details and details of his bank account.”

“What are you going to do?”

“What do you think?” I scoff.

“Wow. You must really dig this chick.”

I flip him the bird. “What else do I need to know?”

“Demi is up to her eyeballs in debt. She’s got loans coming out of her ears.”

“Could you update me with less cliché usage?”

Now, it’s his turn to flip me off. “She topped up her student loans to help with her father’s medical expenses. Her salary barely covers the mortgage and the household bills.”

“Send me her bank details as well.”

“You’re going to clear all her shit too, huh?”

My jaw tightens. “She’s partly in this mess because of my father. Henry should not have been let go. There was no brain damage and no reason why he couldn’t have continued to perform his role. We have flexible working and remote working policies in operation he could’ve availed of. If he was still an employee, he would have full private medical coverage. She wouldn’t have had to drop out of school, and she wouldn’t be drowning in debt.”

“You’d never have met her then.”

“Thanks for pointing that out, Captain Obvious.”

“She deserves a fucking medal for putting up with your grumpy ass,” he adds, chewing on a toothpick he removes from the pocket of his jacket.

“She happens to like my grumpy ass.”

“Guess there’s no accounting for taste.”

“How is Hunt these days?”

He grins. “Hot as fuck. And the biggest pain in my ass.”

I snort. “Literally, huh?”

Xavier leans forward, propping his elbows on the desk. “Charlie boy, are you asking if I’m a bottom?” His eyes glint mischievously.

I crank out a laugh. “As if anyone needs to ask that question!”

He pouts. “Now, you’re just being rude.” He folds his arms across his chest, huffing.

“Relax, dude. I’m just yanking your… Yeah, let’s not go there.” This conversation is quickly sinking to the gutter, and I want to maintain focus. I clear my throat and sit up straighter. “I’m guessing Lauder and Hunt will be at dinner?”

He drops the pout, relaxing back into the chair. “Yeah. You can watch Jackson and Drew snarking at one another. It’s my new favorite hobby.”

What the hell am I getting myself into? “I can hardly wait.”

He hands me a sealed envelope. “I’ve got to get back to work. Thought it best to let you go through this in your own time.”

“What is it?”

“The reason why your father was such an asshole to Demi’s dad.” He stands. “Just so you know, it might upset you a little.”

Bile travels up my throat. “Thanks, man.”

He nods. “Anytime.” He strolls toward the door. “See you, Sunday, boy scout.”

I throw my stapler at his retreating back, but it bounces off the door, crashing to the ground, as he exits my office, whistling under his breath.

_______________

I arrive at Demi’s house early on Sunday because I want to talk with her father. Henry opens the door, grinning widely when he sees me standing on his front porch with a massive bouquet of flowers nestled against my chest. “Charlie. It’s so good to see you. Come on in.”

I wait for him to pivot in his wheelchair before entering the house, closing the door behind me.

“I assume Demi isn’t expecting you yet because she’s still out in her studio.”

“Studio?” I inquire, following him into a homey living room.

“She didn’t mention she hand paints furniture?”

I shake my head as he gestures toward the couch. “We’re still getting to know one another.”

“So I hear.”

I put the bouquet down on the small mahogany table before taking a seat on the couch across from him. “She’s mentioned me then.”

“She has. There are no secrets between me and my little girl.”

His eyes well up, and I scan his face, noticing how much he has changed. His skin is ashen, his eyes are sunken and bloodshot, and his clothes hang off his frame. He was always lean, but he’s lost a lot of weight, and he’s near skeletal now.

“I was very sorry to hear about the cancer, sir.”

“When your time is up, your time is up.” He breaks out in a coughing fit, and I move to his side, grabbing a handful of tissues and giving them to him. When the fit passes, he reaches for his glass of water, holding it in shaking hands. “I’m just sorry to be leaving my princess all alone,” he says, continuing where we left off. “But I can’t deny my joy at being reunited with my Luana.”

“I know about her,” I admit, sitting back down. “I know she’s the reason my father treated you so disrespectfully.”

He doesn’t look shocked that I’ve uncovered the truth. “I haven’t told Demi because it’s been irrelevant.”

“Until my father shafted you. He had no right to treat you like that, and I’m shocked, because that’s not the man I thought him to be.”

“Your father was a good man, Charlie, but he was human, just like the rest of us. I forgave him a long time ago.”

“How?” I don’t understand how he could be so charitable.

“Because he did more good than harm. And he gave me a job after my wife died, allowing me to stay close to home so I could be here for Demi. I never forgot that kindness.”

“You’re a bigger man than me, Henry.”

“Oh, I doubt that’s true. You sell yourself short, young man. My sources tell me you’re continuing your father’s volunteer work.”

I nod. “I go to the women’s refuge center every Monday evening.”

I found out a lot of things I didn’t know about my father after he passed. Like how he donated huge sums to charities who work to protect women and children who have been subjected to abuse and neglect. I learned he and my mother volunteered at the local women’s refuge center every Monday for years, and I didn’t hesitate to step into their shoes. I know why my father did it, and I share some of the same guilt and remorse.

“You’re a good man, Charlie, and it helps to know Demi has you in her life.”

“Charlie?” Demi comes into the room wearing a pair of paint-splattered jean dungarees over a black tank and stained white sneakers. Her hair is tied up in a messy bun perched on top of her head, and she hasn’t a scrap of makeup on her face. A glittery gold streak paints one cheek.

I’ve never seen her look more beautiful, and I know now I’ve fallen hard.

“Hey.” I stand, pressing a kiss to the top of her head. “I know I’m early, but I was hoping to talk to you both.”

Her brow furrows. “Is everything okay?”

I take her hand, tugging her down beside me. “I hope it will be.” I lace my fingers in hers, staring into the warm depths of her eyes. A moment passes between us as we stare at one another. My heart thuds behind my rib cage, and blood courses through my veins. Butterflies swarm my chest, and the longer I stare at her, the more I realize that I’m head over heels in love with Demi Alexander.

It’s been a slow, gradual incline and then a sudden unexpected fall into this heady feeling.

“You look at my daughter the same way I used to look at her mother,” Henry says.

His words break our emotional eye lock, and we both turn to look at him.

“With an understanding that everything begins and ends with her,” he adds, smiling. I’m grateful he seems to approve and that he’s not wheeling off in search of a bat to chase me out of the house.

If he knew all the stuff I’ve been involved in, he’d do more than take a bat to me.

“It does,” I agree, looking at Demi.

Her stunning smile lights up her whole face, and when she scoots in closer, I open my arm for her, tucking her into my side, uncaring if she gets paint on me.

“What was it you wanted to discuss?” Henry asks. “I know you youngsters are in a rush.”

Demi glances at the clock on the wall. “Shoot. I need to get my butt in the shower.”

“Wait a sec,” I say, holding her tighter against me. “You need to hear this too.”

She shares a look with her father.

“The company will cover the costs so you can participate in the experimental drug trial,” I say, just putting it out there with no fanfare.

Demi’s eyes widen in shock. “How do you—”

“Did you really think I wouldn’t find out?”

Henry shakes his head. “I appreciate the generous offer, son, but I’ll have to decline.”

“I thought you might say that.” I stare into his eyes. “This isn’t charity, sir. This is what you are owed. Your employment should never have been terminated. We both know that. Consider it a bonus on your severance package.”

“I can’t accept, Charlie.”

“Why not, Dad?” Demi beseeches.

“Because it’s not right, Demi. Charlie is not responsible for the decisions his father made, and I left of my own free will. No one forced my hand.”

“If you won’t accept it for yourself,” I say. “Accept it for Demi. Give her as much time with you as possible.”

He’s wavering, but he’s still not there.

“I could have done this much differently, and I was going to at first. I was going to make an anonymous donation and ask the hospital to advise you that you had been awarded the funds, but I’m sick of secrets and lies. I wanted to come in here and tell you to your face that we’re doing this because it’s the right thing to do. For you and your daughter.”

I turn my face to Demi. Silent tears are streaming down her face. “Your daughter’s happiness is of huge importance to me.” I look over at Henry again. “As I know it is to you too. That’s why you’re going to accept.”

His Adam’s apple jumps in his throat. “I don’t know what to say, Charlie. This is—”

“Just say yes.”

He nods, and Demi jumps up, rushing to hug her father. “Thank you, Charlie,” he says in a choked voice.

“One other thing you should know.” I rub my hands over my black jeans. “And this one is on me. I paid off your mortgage, cleared your medical bills, and your student loans are no more, Demi.”

Tears leak out of her eyes. “Oh my God, Charlie. You shouldn’t have done that,” she croaks.

I rise. “I want to take care of you, starting with easing your financial burden.”

She launches herself at me, half-crying, half-laughing, stepping on her tiptoes to peck my lips. “You are crazy, Charlie Barron, and I’m crazy about you.”


Chapter 13

Demi

“I’M STILL IN shock,” I admit from the passenger seat of Charlie’s Land Rover. “And I should probably be mad that you did all that, but I’m too freaking happy right now to care.”

He slides his hand across the console, squeezing my fingers. “It’s only money, and you should have come to me about it.”

“It’s only money,” I harrumph, shaking my head. “Only someone with endless pots of money could say something like that.”

“I can’t help that I come from a wealthy family, and it’s not something I’ll ever apologize for, but what good is money if you can’t help your loved ones out in times of need?”

My heart skips a beat at his words, the memory of the gorgeous flowers he brought for me, and his extremely thoughtful, generous gesture, and I’ve a sudden urge to tell him I love him.

I stare out the window in a bit of a daze as the realization dawns.

I’m in love with him.

And I think I have been for some time.

It’s been creeping up on me without me noticing.

“Hey. Where’d you go?” he asks, squeezing my fingers again.

“I’m here.” I stretch across the console to press a feather-soft kiss to his cheek. “Thank you. Thank you so much. You’ve no idea how much this means.”

“I’m glad I was able to help. Your dad is a great guy, and he deserves a fighting chance.”

I gulp over the painful lump in my throat as I slump back in my seat. “He does, and I hope it works, but it’s not a miracle cure.”

“You’re not alone in this, Demi. I’m here for you, and whatever happens, I will be right by your side.”

_______________

“Are you sure I’m dressed okay?” I ask for the umpteenth time as we climb out of the car. There are a bunch of other cars in the driveway and a motorbike. I glance up at the sophisticated two-story modern building, composed of cream stone, cherrywood panels, and large glass windows, in awe. It’s a beautiful home, and I’ll bet the inside is to die for. While it’s no mansion, it clearly cost a pretty penny. Money seems to be in plentiful supply in the circles Charlie mixes in.

“You’re perfect.” Charlie kisses me softly, claiming my sole attention. “Stop worrying. They will love you.”

I retrieve the bag with the chocolate cake I baked and the hand-painted picture frame from the back seat of the car. I wanted to bring wine, but we didn’t have any at home, and there isn’t spare cash for luxuries like that.

Well, there wasn’t before, but there is now, thanks to Charlie.

The urge to tell him I love him rides me hard, but I bite my tongue because the revelation is new and I haven’t forgotten the need to protect my heart.

Charlie takes the bag, and I smooth a hand down over my knee-length pink-and-purple-patterned dress. It’s my favorite dress. Casual but still dressy and comfortable. I’ve teamed it with a soft pink cardigan and silver ballet pumps. My hair is long and loose, and the only makeup I have on is some mascara, some blush, and gloss on my lips.

Charlie takes my hand, and I hope he can’t feel how clammy my palm is or hear how anxiously my heart is beating in my chest.

“Breathe, babe,” he says when we reach the door. “You’ll like them.”

He rings the doorbell, and it’s opened a minute later by a beaming Abby. She’s wearing a gorgeous fitted knee-length red dress with black ballet pumps, and her hair is styled similarly to mine. “I’m so happy you’re here!” She hugs Charlie first and then me. “Welcome to our home. Come in,” she adds, stepping aside to let us enter. “Everyone is back here.”

We follow her along a wide airy hallway, our shoes squelching off the cream porcelain-tiled floor. The walls are adorned with tons of family photos, and I’m happy I made her the picture frame now because it seems like the perfect gift.

Abby leads us into a large open-plan space that is stylishly decorated yet warm and inviting at the same time. There is a massive kitchen with stainless steel appliances and white and gray gloss cupboards at the rear of the space. The kitchen overlooks a manicured back garden with a pool and patio area.

A long dining table occupies prime real estate in the center of the space. An industrial-type light fitting hangs over the length of the rustic table, illuminating the picture-perfect settings. The table seats twelve and there’s a place setting in front of every chair, confirming we have a full house.

My nerves ramp up another notch.

Abby steers us to the left, to the main living space, where everyone is congregated. A bunch of strapping guys are chatting in a circle. Behind them, on one of the long white leather couches, three women are deep in conversation. One of the women looks to be around our age, and the other two women are older.

My heart rate picks up as adrenaline courses through my body. I grip Charlie’s hand so tight, it’s a wonder there’s any blood flowing to it.

“Everyone. Charlie and Demi are here,” Abby says, announcing us to the room. I can scarcely hear over the thrumming of blood in my ears. As if in slow-motion, everyone stops talking, and every head turns in our direction.

A deathly quiet descends over the room as everyone stares at me. Eyes widen, and incredulous looks are exchanged. I shuffle awkwardly on my feet, clinging to Charlie’s side, as panic inches up my throat.

Charlie bristles beside me. He thrusts the bag at Abby. “This was a mistake.” A muscle pops in his jaw. “You’re a bunch of assholes.” He glares at the guys before looking down at me. “C’mon. We’re leaving.”

“Don’t,” Abby pleads, her gaze dancing between Charlie and her husband.

I recognize Kaiden Anderson from photos I’ve seen of him online. Although, the photos haven’t done him justice because he’s way hotter in the flesh. As my gaze quickly flits around the faces, I recognize most everyone in the room, for the same reason, with the exception of the younger woman and one of the older women.

“Charlie, wait.” Kaiden steps forward, and Abby’s shoulders visibly relax. “We don’t mean to be rude. It’s just a shock.” He steps right up to me as Abby hands the bag off to the woman I recognize as her mother. Kaiden extends his hand. “It’s nice to meet you, Demi.”

I shake his hand, cringing at how sweaty my palm must feel against his cool one. “Thank you for inviting me.”

“Forgive us,” he adds, trying hard not to stare at me. “Abby said you two looked alike, but it’s still a shock.” He glances at Charlie briefly. Charlie is like a brick beside me, and I lean in closer to him, offering him silent support as much as I need to take it from him.

Drew Manning comes forward as Abby slides in under Kaiden’s arm. He smiles, but it’s a little off. “The resemblance is uncanny.”

Charlie is seconds away from imploding, and I wish the ground would open up and swallow me.

“Get over yourself, peeps,” Xavier says, strolling confidently to my free side, wrapping his arm around me. “There’s actually a logical explanation for this.”

All eyeballs turn in his direction, and I’m glad the attention has been diverted.

“There is?” Abby inquires, her brows climbing to her hairline.

“You’re related,” he tosses out.

I blink repeatedly, wondering if I misheard him although that would explain a lot. Abby smiles as her eyes find mine.

“What?” Charlie snaps. “Why am I only hearing this now?”

“Why are you?” Abby pokes Charlie in the chest, grabbing my hand and pulling me toward her. “Why are we?” She eyeballs Xavier. “What do you know, oh wise one.” I appreciate her attempt at humor because the tension is suffocating at this point.

“Why don’t we all sit down and have a drink while Xavier fills us in,” Abby’s mom says, smiling at everyone. She leans forward, kissing me on the cheek. “You’re most welcome, Demi. I’m Olivia. Drew and Abby’s Mom.”

“It’s lovely to meet you.”

She palms Charlie’s face. “It’s been too long, Charlie. You’re family. Never forget that.”

“Olivia.” He kisses her cheek. “It’s good to see you.” He accepts a hug from the other older lady. “You too, Sylvia. You’re looking well.”

“As are you.” She extends her hand to me. “Pleasure to meet you, Demi.”

“Welp,” Abby says, turning us around to face the only two guys I haven’t interacted with. “Where are your manners?” She points at Jackson Lauder and Sawyer Hunt. “Come say hi to Charlie’s girl.”

Charlie slides up behind me, none too subtly pulling me away from Abby. He wraps his arms around me, pressing his body up against me.

“Pissing on your territory, Barron?” Jackson says, grinning over my shoulder at my boyfriend.

“It’s a reminder to watch those legendary wandering hands of yours,” Charlie retorts.

“You don’t need to worry,” Sawyer says, smiling at me as he addresses Charlie. “Jackson has his panties twisted into knots over Nessa. He’s only got eyes for her.”

“Shut your Goddamned mouth, Hunt, or I’ll shut it for you,” Jackson spits, all humor instantly fading from his eyes. His hands clench into fists at his sides. He faces me, making an effort to relax his facial muscles. A wicked glint races across his eyes. “If you ever grow tired of Barron, look me up. I’ve been searching for my own Abby clone.”

“Jackson!” Abby screeches, as Charlie thrusts his fist out and punches Lauder in the nose. Jackson is caught off guard, and he takes a tumble.

“Was that really necessary?” Kaiden drawls, narrowing his eyes at Charlie.

“Yes,” Charlie hisses. “I expect to get shade for the shit I’ve pulled, but leave Demi out of it.”

My heart swells at his obvious protectiveness. I take Charlie’s hand in mine, inspecting his clenched knuckles, as Hunt hauls a semi-contrite Jackson up off the floor, and Sylvia brushes past us on her way to the kitchen.

“Happy families,” the strange woman says, smiling as she sidles up to me. “I’m Shandra. A friend of Abby’s.” She casts a lingering look at Drew before quickly lowering her eyes.

“Are they always like this?” I ask.

“Never a dull moment,” Drew says, coming up and offering me a glass of wine. “I didn’t introduce myself earlier. I’m Drew. Abby’s twin.”

I know, because I’ve snooped on all of you online. For the first time, it feels wrong that I did. But it was months ago, and I had no idea I’d end up meeting all of them one day.

“Hey.” I smile at him, feeling overwhelmed.

“Charlie.” Drew slaps my boyfriend on the back. “Glad you’re here, man.”

After Jackson makes groveling apologies, we all get comfortable on the couches to hear what Xavier has to say.

“You okay?” Charlie whispers in my ear. We’re tucked up against one another on the couch with Abby and Drew on my other side. I nod, clinging to him a little closer. “I’m sorry about that, but at least, we got it over and done with.”

I press a kiss to his cheek. “Thank fuck, because that was one of the most embarrassing experiences of my life,” I whisper.

He quietly chuckles. “I know the feeling.” At least, he seems to have loosened up.

“Spit it out, Daniels. We don’t have all day,” Kaiden says from his perch on the arm of the couch.

“Kaiden.” Olivia tut-tuts. “Don’t be rude.”

“Sorry, Mom.” He blows her a kiss. “Whenever you’re ready, your lordship.” He smirks at Xavier.

“I prefer Star Lord,” Xavier quips. “It’s got a nicer ring to it.”

“You’re no Chris Pratt,” Drew says, grinning.

“The dinner is getting cold,” Hunt says, rolling his eyes and sighing. “So, sometime this century would be nice, please.”

“No foreplay in front of the oldies,” Jackson says, leaning back against the couch, smirking, and I’m guessing there’s some inside joke at play. I make a mental note to ask Charlie later.

But the banter is great, and it’s just what’s needed after a very tense start to our afternoon. There’s a lovely vibe among the crew and a genuine camaraderie I’m now enjoying. I also love, and appreciate, how everyone has forgotten the little spat. I grew up with a father who never let disagreements fester. If we had beef with one another, we aired that shit and quickly moved on. I respect and expect straight shooting from the people in my life.

“For the love of all things holy.” Abby throws her arms into the air. “Everyone, shut up and let Xavier speak.”

The room instantly mutes, and I share a grin with Abby, loving her strength and the obvious loyalty she commands from everyone here. I watch her husband stare at her with so much adoration and admiration it almost takes my breath away. She’s a lucky woman to be loved so fiercely.

Drew clasps Abby’s hand, smiling warmly at me, as we prepare for whatever Xavier is about to tell us. Abby takes my hand in hers, and it feels surreal to be here, with the woman I’ve feared and felt inconsequential against, liking her and wanting to get to know her better. The world truly works in mysterious ways.

“Your grandmothers were sisters,” Xavier says, just putting it out there. “Paternal on the Hearst side, maternal on your side, Demi.”

“So, my mom’s mom was the sister of Abby and Drew’s dad’s mom?” I say, working it out, out loud.

“Michael’s adopted mom or birth mom?” Drew asks.

“Birth mom,” Xavier says, pulling a crumpled photo out of his back pocket. He hands it to Abby. “No idea why her family didn’t take Michael in when he was orphaned.”

“They probably knew he was the devil’s spawn and wanted nothing to do with him,” Drew says, and my eyes pop wide. There is so much I don’t know but I hope to discover in time. His statement is met with silence, and no one jumps in to refute his claim, which says a lot.

“Holy shit,” Abby says, running her finger over the picture.

Charlie leans over my shoulder while Drew and Kai lean over Abby’s.

“Were they twins?” I ask, because the two younger girls in the picture look identical.

“Yep,” Xavier confirms. “And you two are the image of them. It’s a little creepy.”

“At least, we have an explanation for it,” Abby says, beaming at me as she flings her arms around me. “I can’t believe we’re cousins.”

“I know. It’s crazy.” I still haven’t wrapped my head around it, and I doubt I will for some time.

Charlie kisses the top of my head, as Drew leans over, grinning. “Welcome to the family, Demi.”


Chapter 14

Demi

“ARE YOU STILL in shock?” Charlie asks as we are seated side by side around the dinner table. Abby, Olivia, Sylvia, and Shandra cooked a spectacular feast, and everything I’ve tasted is melt-in-the-mouth good.

“For sure,” I truthfully admit, putting my fork down, unable to eat another morsel. “I’ve grown up with no family because both my parents were only children and their folks died before I had a chance to know them. I never met any extended family, and Dad never talked about any.”

“Well, you have family now,” Charlie says, linking his fingers in mine under the table.

“Dad will be happy,” I admit, because I know how much he hates that he’s leaving me all alone. Now, I have Charlie and Abby and Drew.

“You should talk to your dad about the past,” he suggests, and I eye him circumspectly. I’m sensing there is something he’s not telling me, but before I can pry, Drew speaks.

“Did you receive your invitation to the elite ball?” Drew asks Charlie from across the table.

“I did.” Charlie tosses his napkin on the table. “They sent Mom one too.” His jaw tightens, and fire blazes in his eyes.

“She’s the widow of a descendant of a founding father,” Olivia says. “Of course, they would send her one. We both got one too,” she adds, glancing at Sylvia.

“I thought the elite looked down their noses at women,” Xavier says, popping a piece of carrot in his mouth and chewing noisily.

“They do,” Olivia agrees. “But with Michael and Charles gone, and Christian still on the run from the authorities, their responsibilities pass to us until our children assume full membership within the order.”

“Which is something William Hamilton will no doubt address at the ball now he’s been voted into the vacant president’s chair,” Kaiden says. His arm is around Abby’s shoulder, and he’s absently playing with strands of her hair. I’ve noticed they are always subtly touching one another, and it’s obvious they are crazy in love.

“What are you going to do about Joaquin and Harley?” Olivia asks.

Kaiden’s nostrils flare. “There is no way they are attending that ball or accepting the invitation to train at Parkhurst. Rick and I will cover in Atticus’s absence, but hell will freeze before we let our younger brothers get pulled into things.” He scrubs a hand over his prickly jawline. “Rick is talking to a guy today. It’s why he couldn’t be here. He’s one of the few senior elite members who wants to use this opportunity to restructure the order for good. He’s on the reorganizing committee, so we’re hoping he’s a sympathetic ear.”

“What do we know about the new president?” Drew asks Xavier.

“William Hamilton is the eldest son of a founding father from Texas. Family comes from oil. He’s married with two daughters. He was one of the men swindled by Christian and one of the very few who publicly opposed Michael Hearst for president. He has spoken out about the archaic rules and asserted his desire to modernize the elite.”

“Sounds squeaky clean,” Jackson says. “I’m not buying it.”

“Neither did we,” Sawyer says, putting his glass down. “So, we did some investigating on the darknet—”

“And this guy makes Michael Hearst look like the fairy fucking godmother,” Xavier finishes.

“Do you have to cut across me every time?” Sawyer purses his lips, drilling a look at Xavier.

“No need to get your panties in a bunch. We play for the same team, remember?” Xavier smirks, and everyone catches the innuendo.

Ah, now it makes sense. They’re together or hooking up, or there’s some history between them.

“Just tell us what you discovered,” Abby says. “And keep your foreplay confined to the bedroom.”

Sawyer glares at Abby, and Kaiden glares at him.

Charlie winks at me, grinning. He presses his mouth to my ear. “This shit happens all the time. I’ve kind of missed it.”

I grin at him as Xavier clears his throat and finishes explaining. “It’s the usual elite bullshit. Professional businessman with legit businesses that are all a front for a host of illegal activities, but this guy is into everything.”

“And we mean everything,” Sawyer says, jumping in and taking the mantle. Xavier meets Sawyer’s smug grin with an amused one, further incensing him. A muscle ticks in Sawyer’s jaw as he speaks. “Drugs, guns, sex, and it’s a global operation worth billions.”

“This is like déjà vu,” Abby says, leaning back into her husband’s chest.

“Round two is due to begin,” Drew agrees. “And we need to get battle ready.”

“He’s going to be careful,” Charlie says, rubbing his hand up and down my thigh. “Because the FBI is still sniffing around, right?”

Kaiden nods. “Yes, but, according to Keven Kennedy, the investigation is winding down. They’ve gotten some high-profile arrests, and they found the girls Hearst had kidnapped and put an end to his sex ring, but we all know that’s only the tip of the iceberg. However, the elite has covered their tracks well and planned for this eventuality. They gave them some scapegoats, and the powers that be are happy with that.”

“Sounds fishy,” Charlie says.

“One hundred percent,” Drew agrees. “Keven is convinced they have powerful allies in the FBI and government who are guiding this behind the scenes.”

“This shitshow is about to start up again, and none of us know how it’s going to affect us,” Abby says.

“We thought for sure they would kick us out because of the stunt we pulled, but they seem determined to reel us back in,” Drew says with a frown. “Which can’t be good.”

“No shit, Sherlock,” Jackson says, rolling his eyes. Drew scowls at him.

“They’re not going to let our interference go unpunished,” Kaiden agrees. “Not when it brought the FBI down on them.”

I’m completely lost, and I’ve no idea what they are talking about, but  I’m picking up on the anxious energy in the room, and I know it’s nothing good.

Abby’s eyes land on mine, and then, she moves her gaze to Charlie. “Have you explained any of this to Demi?”

“Not yet,” he admits, squeezing my thigh.

“Well, you need to do it sooner than later. Definitely before the ball so she’s prepared for what she’s walking into.”

Charlie lifts his hand from my thigh, running it through his hair. He’s let it grow out in recent months, and it’s much longer on top now. When he’s at the office, he wears it slicked back and neat, but today, he hasn’t put product in, and I adore the tumble of messy waves falling over his forehead and into his eyes. He’s like a hotter version of Shawn Mendes, and that’s saying a lot because Shawn is hot as fuck.

But my man is hotter.

Tension oozes from Charlie, and he looks pained as he glances at me. “I’m not sure you should attend,” he tells me.

“Demi is in your life, Charlie,” Abby says, leaning forward and placing her elbows on the table. “We need to start thinking about protection. I can help with self-defense and gun lessons.” She looks to me, and I nod, because I don’t have any issue with that. “We have a month until the ball. That’s enough time to get you ready.”

Charlie shifts in his seat, averting his eyes as he reluctantly nods. His chest heaves, and his expression is troubled. A lump forms at the base of my throat. I don’t like the vibes he’s emitting, and I’m determined to get to the bottom of this when we leave.

The conversation turns more casual after that, and the guys clear the table around the women as we drink wine and talk. The girls go out of their way to include me, and a warmth spreads over my chest, eliminating the chill left behind from the previous discussion.

After everything is cleared away, Abby nabs me and Drew and pulls us out to the sunnier side of the living room. “We need a photo,” she says, positioning herself in between me and her brother and sliding her arm around my waist. “For my gorgeous new photo frame.”

Kaiden snaps a few pics, sending them to my cell. “I’ll print out a copy for you too,” Abby assures me, looping her arm through mine. And when I’m hugging her goodbye a few hours later, I hug her tight, ecstatic to have her in my life. Go figure.

“Do you need to get home, or could you come back to my place for a while? There are some things we need to discuss,” Charlie says while backing out of the driveway.

I wave at Abby, Drew, and Kaiden, watching as they withdraw into the house and shut the door.

“I want to have that conversation,” I agree, glad he put it out there so bluntly and that he’s not trying to shield anything from me. “Let me message Xena and check she’s okay to keep Dad company for a few hours.” I tap out a text to my friend, and she responds affirmatively. “We’re good.”

My eyes almost bug out of my head when we pull up in front of Charlie’s home fifteen minutes later. “Holy shit. You live here?” I gawk at the impressive mansion set on the grounds of a sprawling estate. “How many rooms do you have?”

“I honestly couldn’t tell you.” He pulls into a garage at the back of the property, maneuvering his Land Rover into a spot beside a silver Bentley. There are at least ten other cars in here. A mix of sports cars, top-end luxury cars, and SUVS, and if I added it up, I’m guessing the cost of these cars outweighs the cost of my house.

He helps me out of the car, escorting me into the house through a side door in the garage. He gives me a quick guided tour, but it still takes a half hour to show me the lower level because this place is massive.

I cannot fathom the enormity of his wealth.

It’s one thing to know he’s rich but quite another to be confronted by it in such a visible way.

I also can’t believe he lives in this gorgeous, rambling mansion all by himself. I don’t think I’d like it.

He brings me down to a basement room that is obviously his man lair, and it’s the most casual, comfortable room he’s shown me to date. It has a fully stocked bar, a pool table, top-of-the-line stereo system, and a wall-mounted TV screen that is almost the size of the screen in the Rydeville movie theater.

He pops a beer, the first alcohol he’s drank all day, and then, he makes me a mean gin cocktail. We kick off our shoes and snuggle up on the couch, sipping our drinks and just enjoying each other’s company. After a few minutes, we put our drinks down on the coffee table and turn so we’re facing one another.

“How much do you know about Parkhurst and the elite organization,” he asks, and I appreciate he’s getting straight to it.

“As much as I’ve heard on the news or found online. I know Parkhurst was the headquarters for the elite, but the public perception was that of a private medical and pharmaceutical company.” He nods. “And I know they made several high-profile arrests. Former elite members who were involved in wide-ranging criminal activities.”

“All that is correct,” Charlie says, tucking my hair behind my ears. “But that’s not the half of it. The elite is an organization that was started in the eighteen hundreds by our forefathers. As generations passed, membership was inherited by the children in each family. There is no choice. It is something we all must accept as tradition. Descendants of founding fathers in every state hold most seniority within the elite, but there is an inner circle, made up of other important members of rich society who are the backbone of the organization.”

“It sounds like fiction,” I admit.

“You have no idea.” He shakes his head. “It’s the most powerful organization in the world, and its reach spans multiple countries. Members are important figureheads in business and government. Fraud and corruption are commonplace as are illegal activities. What you heard at Abby and Kai’s house today is not unusual. These men have their fingers in several cookie jars, and they believe they are above the law. Usually, they are. But Abby and the others threw a wrench in the works. It’s a story in itself, and one I’ll tell you another day, but they almost succeeded in bringing the elite to their knees. It’s a first, and I doubt the elite will leave themselves open to exposure again.”

“Before Epstein, I might have accused you of blowing smoke, but I know this shit exists.”

“It does, and we are in the thick of it. The organization is restructuring, and I must play a part whether I want to or not. Kai, Rick, Abby, and Drew are in the same boat. It’s what I’ve been training for since I was ten.”

“Training?” I rub a hand along the back of my neck. “What do you mean?”

He audibly gulps. “Drew, Trent, and I have been going to Parkhurst annually to prepare for the time when we would become full members of the elite and assume our birthright.”

“Trent was Sylvia’s son? The bomb killed him, right?” I ask, remembering what I’ve read.

“Someone has done their homework,” he says, and I blush.

“I was curious about Abby,” I truthfully admit. “So, I read everything I could get my hands on.”

He kisses me softly. “I’m impressed, and maybe, you’re more ready for this world than I think.” He pulls me into his arms, and I reposition myself on his lap with my legs stretched out to the side. “Trent used to be one of my closest friends, but he was a bastard, and at the time he died, we were enemies. The bomb didn’t kill him. Jackson did.”

I startle, jumping on his lap as shock rams into me.

“It was self-defense,” Charlie explains, “and I have zero remorse for his death, because he tried to kill Abby.”

“But you took the bullet instead,” I say, working it all out in my mind.

“Yes.” He clasps my face in his warm palms. “And I hope you know I’d take a bullet for you too.”

A shudder works its way through me. “I hope you never have to.”

“So do I, but the world I inhabit is a dangerous world, and you need to understand what you are walking into if you decide to continue dating me.”

Now, it’s my turn to cup his face. “There is no decision to be made. It’s already done. I’m yours, Charlie. Whatever is coming, we will face it together because I’m all in, and there is nothing you can say that will make me change my mind.”


Chapter 15

Charlie

I WANT TO believe that so badly, but I’m terrified she’ll want nothing to do with me when she finds out the stuff I’ve done. I’m not giving her specifics, because some of it is too heinous to speak out loud, but I need to tell her enough so she understands the kind of man I am. “I hope you still feel like that after you find out what I’ve done.”

“Hey.” She pins me with those luscious eyes, emotion brimming behind them. “I know there’s a good guy behind that asshole front you like to wear.”

“I’ve done a lot of bad shit, Demi. Things I can’t take back.”

“Tell me about this training. Tell me what they forced you to do.”

I hold her more tightly, nuzzling into her neck and breathing her in as I prepare to tell her things I’ve told no one before. “Training was two-fold. Preparing us to take control of our family business and preparing us to be men of the elite. That involved a lot of physical tasks.” Acid crawls up my throat. “I lost my virginity at thirteen to an older woman who had been assigned as my sexual mentor at age twelve.”

Her jaw slackens. “What the what?”

“Sex has always been a purely physical act for me, and I’ve, ah, got certain tastes.”

“Like what?” Interest piques on her face.

“Bondage. Domination and other kinks.” I don’t want to scare her off by revealing the true extent of my depraved sexual fantasies—especially the ones involving her.

“You say that like it’ll send me running away screaming.”

“I doubt you’re used to the kind of sex I crave.”

She repositions herself on my lap until she’s straddling me. She tilts my chin up. “I’m not, but that doesn’t mean I’m closed off. I’m open to exploring my sexuality with you, and maybe, you could be open to exploring intimacy with me?”

God, she’s sweet but so misguided. “I don’t know how else to be.” I brush my fingers across her cheek. “I want to experience intimacy with you, but I’m not sure I know how.”

“We’ll figure it out together. None of that is a deal breaker, so what else do I need to know?”

“I’ve killed people, Demi. Never by choice and not always out of necessity. The elite live by their own set of rules, and there were times when we were instructed to kill for no reason but to prove they could control us and freely take lives.”

Shock splays across her face as she stares at me.

I go on, needing to purge this. “Some of the initiation rituals were violent and brutal, and it was a kill or be killed scenario. I made my first kill at fourteen, and I had nightmares for months after. Sometimes, when I close my eyes at night, I still see his face.” I squeeze my eyes shut for a moment. “The things I’ve done haunt me.”

“That proves you’re a good person.”

“I’ve just admitted I like to hurt women during sex, and I’ve killed people, and you think I’m a good person?!” I snap, more angry at myself than her.

She grabs my face firmly, staring deep into my eyes. “Don’t act dumb. You know what I’m saying and why I’m saying it. If you were a cold-blooded pervert killer, you’d feel no guilt, no remorse, and show no desire to change.” She runs her finger along my lower lip. “I’m not going to lie. I’m shocked and sickened, but I also understand you were a kid, and they forced you to do things no kid should ever have to do.” Tears pool in her eyes. “Don’t you see how strong you are to have survived that? And you still know what’s right from wrong. That speaks volumes, Charlie.”

“I’ve stood by and watched the elite abuse kidnapped kids. I’ve seen those poor innocents drugged to their eyeballs and then callously disposed of when they were no longer of any use. I’ve watched elite members pass their wives around like they’re candy. I’ve turned a blind eye when those women cried out in pain and shame. I’ve ignored the criminal activities driven by morally corrupt men with a single-minded thirst for power.”

“You were a kid, Charlie.” She grips my chin in her soft hands. “You probably had PTSD. And it’s not like you could’ve done anything to stop it. You were a kid, and they were powerful men with no moral compass. If you’d tried to help, they would have killed you.”

She’s grasping this more easily than I expected, and I don’t think I’ve given her enough credit even though she has proven her inner strength to me over and over. “I haven’t been a kid for a long time, Demi.” I swallow a knot in my throat.

“That saddens me,” she says. “I had no idea you existed in such a dark world. No idea those kinds of things were going on so close to home.”

“If you hadn’t met me, you still wouldn’t know.”

“Living in blissful ignorance is no way to live,” she says. “And I happen to be pretty fond of your grumpy ass, so I’ll take the trade-off.”

I take her wrists in my hands, rubbing my thumbs back and forth across her velvety-soft skin. “Why are you still here? Why aren’t you disgusted with me? Why aren’t you leaving?”

She rests her forehead against mine. “You told me before that you see me. Well, I see you too, Charlie, and I like what I see.” She eases back. “Unless you tell me you enjoy all the things you’ve done and seen, I’m going nowhere.”

“I’m sickened by everything I’ve done and seen, and I want to put an end to it all. Not just for me but for my friends and future generations. The elite has got to be stopped once and for all.”

“That’s what the discussion was about at the table.”

I nod. “We hoped we’d put an end to it before, but we should’ve known the elite would not go quietly. Now, they are more determined than ever. But so are we.” Resolve flows through me. “We won’t stop until their reign is ended.”

_______________

The next few weeks pass by in a blur of activity. Work is busy because I’m project-managing the new regulatory system implementation and spearheading a new workplace culture initiative. Unfortunately, it means working closely with Corrinna Smith, our chief human relations officer. Her constant flirting is a major pain in my ass, so I purposely out my relationship with Demi at the same time I announce we are terminating the no-fraternization policy.

Corrinna didn’t take kindly to it, and now, I’m persona non grata.

Win-win for me.

Demi and I have been dating up a storm, and the more I’m with her, the more I fall deeper in love. I still haven’t told her yet, or taken her to my bed, because I’m trying to rein things in. We’ve been making out like demons, and we’ve gone down on each other, a lot, but it hasn’t progressed any further, because I haven’t let it.

But I’m all out of patience, and I think Demi is too, so tonight is the night.

I light the candles resting atop the table in the kitchen just as the doorbell chimes. Butterflies swoop into my stomach as I race to the front door, eager to hold my girl in my arms.

“Hey, babe.” I reel her in flush to my body, and her bag drops to the ground, as I dip her down low and plant a slow, passionate kiss on her lips.

“Wow. That’s some greeting,” she teases when we finally come up for air.

“I missed you.” I scoop up her bag and deposit it in the hall. Closing the door, I take her hand, leading her toward the kitchen.

“You saw me at work today,” she says, beaming at me.

“That was hours ago.” I grip her hips, pushing her into the wall as we step into the kitchen. “And every second we’re apart, my heart hurts.” I press an openmouthed kiss to the underside of her jaw, delighting when she shivers.

“That was very romantic,” she pants, thrusting her chest into mine.

“I need to up the romance stakes before I unleash the beast on you later.”

Her entire body shudders underneath me, and I freeze. “If you’re not ready, we—”

She slams her mouth down on mine, biting on my lower lip, and blood rushes straight to my cock. “I’m ready, Charlie. I’m more than ready. I haven’t been laid since Christmas night, and I have the lady equivalent of blue balls.”

I grin, sucking on her lower lip. “I’m so horny for you, babe, and I can’t wait to bury myself balls deep inside you.”

Her lust-drenched eyes meet mine. “So, what are we waiting for? Take me to your bedroom.”

“What about dinner?”

“We can reheat it.”

I need no further encouragement, dashing to the stove and turning the heat off in the oven, praying the lasagna is salvageable later. I throw a paper towel over the salad and garlic bread before jogging to her side and yanking her up into my arms. “Wrap your legs around me, babe, and hold on tight.” She does as she’s told, and I sprint through the house and up the stairs, peppering kisses on her face and her neck, while she giggles and writhes against me.

By the time we reach my bedroom, I’m sweaty and my cock is about to spontaneously combust. I drop her on my bed and drag a chair across the carpeted floor, positioning it in front of my bed. “Strip for me.”

She bites on the corner of her lip, and her cheeks flush, but she doesn’t protest, kneeling up on the bed as she slowly removes her clothing until she’s only in her bra and panties.

“Come here,” I demand, and she crawls into my lap.

I tug the cups of her bra down, rolling her neat pink nipples between my thumbs and forefingers. “Have you ever worn a nipple clamp?” I ask, already guessing the answer.

She shakes her head. “No, but I’m willing to try.”

I pinch her nipples, and a guttural moan leaves her lips. “We can work up to it.” I press wet kisses along her collarbone as I continue to tease her nipples.

“Okay,” she readily agrees, her eyes flush with eagerness.

I unclasp her bra and fling it aside, kneading her firm breasts with both hands, before I dive in, laving, sucking, and nipping at her tits and her nipples until she’s squirming on my lap and there’s a damp patch on her pretty lace panties. “How would you feel about wearing a blindfold and being tied to my bed?” I ask, licking a path up through the valley of her tits.

“I’m up for that,” she rasps in a breathy tone, and my cock strains against my zipper, desperate to get inside her already. I plant my mouth on hers and kiss her deeply. When my tongue slides into her mouth, I groan at the sensations flooding my body and the feel of her tongue wrangling with mine. We devour one another as she moans and wriggles on top of me, and I can’t prolong this any longer.

Not unless I want to come in my pants for the first time in years.

“Sit on the bed with your back against the headboard.”

She does as I command while I open the top drawer of my bedside table. I rummage through the myriad of sex toys, finding a black silk blindfold and matching silk ties.

I undress quickly, loving how her eyes trace over every inch of my skin and how her tongue darts out, wetting her lips, as her gaze lingers on my erect cock. I’m hard as steel and likely to inflict damage unless I exercise self-control and force myself to take it easy.

I don’t want to hurt her.

Not ever.

And I need to restrain my natural urges so I don’t push her too far too fast. To date, she is enthusiastic and willing, and I’m hoping, in time, she’ll come to share my sexual desires. I crawl up the bed until I’m between her legs. “You trust me?”

“Completely.”

I lean down and kiss her. “I love kissing you,” I admit over her lips. “I could do it nonstop for all time.”

“I never thought I could feel so much from just a kiss,” she admits. “But I feel your kisses in every part of me. You make my body tingle all over, and I’m addicted to the feeling.”

“I’m addicted to you.” I ravish her mouth, grinding my pelvis against hers as I hold her arms up over her head. “God, Demi. You make me crazy with desire.”

With gentle slow movements, I tie her wrists to my bed, ensuring they are not too tight. Then, I slide the blindfold down over her head, positioning it carefully over her eyes. “Do they feel okay?”

“Perfect,” she says in a sultry, breathy tone of voice. “I’m so turned on, Charlie.”

“I’d like to prove that for myself,” I tell her, grabbing the edge of her panties with my teeth and pulling it down her body with the help of my hands.

I kneel in front of her, taking in every gorgeous, precious inch of her. The beast roars silently, urging me to take everything, but I draw a deep breath, quelling my baser desires as I nudge her legs wide and part the folds of her bare pussy with my thumbs. “You are exquisite, Demi.” I blow over her sensitive flesh, and she squirms on the bed. “Don’t move.” My fingers creep slowly up and down her thighs, brushing over her mound, but never quite touching her, until I can’t bear to torture both of us any longer, and I lick a line along her slit with my tongue.

She cries out, and the sound is like music to my ears. I destroy her pussy and her clit with my tongue, my lips, and my fingers, and I’ve never tasted anything so tempting or so deliciously sweet. She orgasms fast, and I love how responsive she is. I milk every last drop of her arousal while she’s panting and arching her back. “Charlie, please. I need you.”

I slide my finger into her damp heat and then withdraw it, placing the tip against her ass. I nudge my finger in ever so slightly, and she gasps. “Has anyone ever fucked you here?” I ask.

“No.” Her voice trembles.

“Your ass is mine.” I’m aware how possessive my tone is. “Not tonight, but soon.”

“Okay.” She sounds less sure, and I park that topic to discuss another time.

“Do I need a condom?” I ask.

“I have the implant,” she says, adding, “And I’m clean.”

I press the length of my body down on top of her, kissing her quickly. “I am too, and I’ve only ever had sex one time without a condom.”

Most of the elite men give zero fucks about contraception. The women—and men—they fuck are always tested for STDs, so they don’t care. Unwanted pregnancies are the norm and swiftly dealt with. It disgusts me, and wearing condoms is my one big fuck you to the rules. The only exception is the night I lost my virginity. That was in front of an audience, and I couldn’t refuse. But it was the last time I fucked a woman bare.

“I want to feel you on my naked flesh, Demi. I’ve never wanted to ride bareback with any other woman, but I badly want to with you.”

“I’m okay with that. Just get in me already,” she demands.

I bark out a laugh, lining my cock up at her entrance and slamming inside her in one fast move. She screams at the unexpectedness as I bend her legs back, pressing her knees into her chest. I fuck her relentlessly, pounding in and out of her like it’s a competition and I need to go faster. Her tight walls hug my cock, and it’s the most incredible feeling. I feel every inch of her heat as I thrust in and out of her, and every nerve ending on my body is on fire.

I worship her body with my hands, my lips, and my cock, and I’m drowning in everything Demi. I rip the blindfold from her face, needing to look at her as I slide in and out of her body. Her gaze locks on mine, and there’s no disguising the want and the pleasure gleaming in her brown eyes. I can’t stop kissing her gorgeous mouth, and she’s kissing me back with the same hunger, and I will never get enough.

Sex has never felt this good, and I know I’m never going to stop wanting her.

A familiar tingle zips up my spine, and my balls tighten to the point of pain. “Fuck. I need you to come, baby.”

“I’m close,” she pants as I pivot my hips in deeper.

She groans, rocking her hips up, and I move my fingers down her beautiful body. I pinch her clit hard just as my orgasm hits, and she explodes the same time I do.

I remove the binds from her wrists and pull her into my body, cradling her against me. She curls around me without hesitation, and we wrap our arms around one another, clinging to sweat-slickened skin as we continue to kiss and our hands continue to explore.

I love you.

The words float on my tongue, but I’m too afraid to say it.

Scared she doesn’t feel the same.

I know once I go there, there is no going back, and the fear of rejection has me stuffing the words back inside.

“That was amazing, Charlie.” She dusts a line of soft kisses along my chest while peering up at me, and I grin at her sex-flushed face and her tangled hair.

“You look thoroughly fucked,” I tease, kissing the tip of her nose.

Her eyes glint devilishly as she twists my nipple, and a dart of pleasure-pain ricochets through my body. My cock jerks to life, hardening almost instantly where it nudges against her stomach. She looks at me through hooded eyes, and her lips kick up at the corners. “See, that’s where you’re wrong.” She slides her hand down the gap between our bodies, palming my dick. “I’m nowhere near thoroughly fucked, so quit slacking and get on with the job.”

I flip her over on her stomach superfast, and she squeals in delight. “Now, you’ve done it,” I whisper, biting her ear. “By the time you leave here, you’ll be lucky if you can walk.” I yank her butt up in the air, part her legs, and slide home, impaling myself so deep inside her cunt it feels like I’m touching her womb.

 


Chapter 16

Demi

I GLANCE ANXIOUSLY at the clock on the wall, wondering if Charlie got delayed at the airport in Arizona because it’s not like him to be late. I pull my cell out of my purse again, but there are no new texts. The last one I got was this morning, when he confirmed he was en route to the airport with his mom and sister.

I’ve never seen Charlie lose his shit quite like he did when he found out Uncle George had a stash of kiddie porn on his home computer and he’s a regular visitor to the dark web and a regular viewer of live sex cams where kids are abused by all manner of sickos. I was almost physically ill when Charlie told me, so I understand his reaction.

He had the Barron private jet fueled and ready to depart Logan private airfield in a couple of hours. I wanted to go with him, but he asked me to stay behind, and I didn’t argue. I know his relationship with his mom is pretty much nonexistent right now, and he might have a fight on his hands to persuade her to return to Rydeville.

Looks like it was the right call, and I’m relieved they are both coming back with him. I know how much he’s missed his family, and I hope he can repair his relationship with his mother now they will all be living together again.

Of course, that will put an end to the naughty sex sessions we’ve been having in every room of that house. Since last month, when we finally gave in to our pent-up need for one another, we’ve been like rabid animals, pouncing on one another the second we’re alone.

We’re both sticking to the rules at work, but it only heightens our craving for one another outside of the office.

I owe Xena big-time, because she’s been going to my house a lot after work to mind Dad while my boyfriend fucks me senseless.

I’m not naïve. I know Charlie is holding back in the bedroom for my sake, and I get an electric thrill every time I think of all the depraved things he plans on doing to my body. He’s already pushed me out of my comfort zone, and I’m loving every minute of it.

I’ve been missing out all these years, because my past lovers didn’t reduce my body to a quivering mass in the way Charlie does. His touch does extreme things to me, and I will never get enough of his hands on me.

Fed up of pacing the living room, waiting for my boyfriend, I head into Dad’s bedroom to see if he needs anything before I head to the elite ball.

“You look absolutely breathtaking, sweetheart,” he says when I enter his room. “I hope Charlie knows how lucky he is.”

“Thanks, Dad.” I press a kiss to his clammy forehead. He started the experimental trial a couple weeks ago, and the side effects are horrendous. He’s barely able to keep anything down, and he’s plagued with stomach cramps and continuous headaches. “Can I get you anything before I leave?”

He shuffles up against the headboard, and I hate how his chest rattles and his breath wheezes out in strangled gasps. He pats the bed beside him. “Come talk to your old man for a minute.”

I sit on the edge of the bed, careful not to crease my expensive floor-length gold and green silk gown. I cannot even repeat how much Charlie paid for this. I was aghast when I saw the price tag, but he insisted on paying for it, along with matching shoes and a clutch, and he arranged for Abby and I to have a spa day today where I was pampered and preened to within an inch of my life.

I’m walking on air, living a dream with my very own Prince Charming. Albeit a dark version. I chuckle at my own thought.

Abby has been amazing too. I’ve been attending her weekly self-defense lessons. She has a private trainer who goes to her house, so I’m a regular at Chez Anderson these days. Charlie usually drives me there, and I know Abby is thrilled that Kai, Drew, and Charlie are mending bridges. We haven’t started lessons at the shooting range yet, purely because I don’t have the time, but Charlie has offered to sit with Dad on Saturday afternoons so I can go.

“How are you feeling about everything I told you last week?” Dad asks, pulling me out of my thoughts. I hate how feeble his voice sounds. How much he appears to have aged these past few weeks.

Dad finally fessed up to something Charlie has known about. I was a bit peeved Charlie didn’t tell me, but he explained it wasn’t his secret to tell, and I guess it wasn’t.

It turns out that my mom, Luana, met Charlie’s dad, Charles, one summer when she was visiting a friend in Rydeville. They fell in love and kept in regular contact after she returned home. They conducted a long-distance romance for a couple of years, and Charles tried to obtain a scholarship for Mom so she could attend Rydeville University with him, but his father intervened. Apparently, Mom wasn’t good enough for the son of a founding father, and he deliberately tried to split them up. They kept seeing each other in secret while Mom was a student at UMaine until she bumped into my father one day on campus and they fell hard and fast for one another.

According to Dad, Mom was already preparing to end her relationship with Charles because she had fallen out of love with him. But Charles was heartbroken, and he wanted someone to blame, and Dad was the obvious target.

Mom and Dad were married in less than a year, and six months after they graduated from college, Mom was pregnant with me. Dad’s mom, his last surviving parent, passed away a few months before I was born, leaving him the house we now live in. Dad said the decision to move to Rydeville was difficult, but finances were tight, and they had a baby on the way, so they did it even though it meant seeing Charles around.

Dad had been working for an accounting firm a couple of hours’ drive away, but once Mom passed, he was forced to resign, because he could no longer commit to the commute as a newly widowed single parent.

Jobs were thin on the ground back then, and he swallowed his pride and approached Charles Barron for work. Charles gave him a job, purely in Mom’s memory, and he spent the next twenty-two years ensuring my father was kept firmly under his thumb.

Charlie is shocked and disgusted at how his father treated mine, and I know, from talking to other colleagues at work, that it was unusual for the ex-CEO. From what Charlie has told me, his parents had an epic love, so it seems like Charles drew the longer straw, and he could’ve been more charitable. Especially when it came to my father’s stroke and subsequent paralysis when Charles’s treatment of him was particularly cruel.

But the man himself isn’t here anymore to explain why he did it or why he was still holding on to a grudge after more than twenty years.

“Demi.” Dad nudges me and I realize I’ve zoned out.

“Sorry. What were you saying?”

“Are you okay with everything I told you last week? About your mom and Charles Barron?”

“It explains a lot.” Dad nods. “And I’m glad you got the girl, Dad.”

The doorbell chimes, and Mrs. Griffin pops her head in the room a minute later. “Your young man is here, Demi. Looking rather dashing, I might add.”

“Thanks, Nora.” I kiss Dad’s papery cheek. “Love you, Dad.”

“Love you too, princess.” He smiles. “I wish your mother could be here to see what a wonderful young woman you’ve become. She’d be so proud of you.”

Tears prick my eyes. “She’d be so proud of you too.” I clasp his hand, overcome with sudden emotion. “You have showered me with love and support my entire life, made sure I always had everything I needed, and set the best example. I’m the luckiest girl in the world because I have you for my father.”

A sob from behind reminds me we’re not alone. “You two.” Mrs. Griffin sobs, patting her chest. “You get me every time.”

“Go have fun, sweetheart,” Dad says, shooing me away. “Tell Charlie hi from me.”

Charlie is waiting outside on the front path when I emerge. The beam from the porch light bathes him in a golden hue as he slowly turns around, and he literally looks like he dropped down to Earth from heaven.

How did I get so lucky to call him mine?

I suck in a breath as my gaze rakes over his gorgeous body in his sharp, fitted, black tux. His hair is neatly styled back off his face, and his jaw is freshly shaven. “Wow.” I smile broadly as I walk toward him. “You look hot.”

His eyes seem troubled as they lock on mine.

The smile instantly drops off my face. “What’s wrong? Did something happen with your mom and Lil?” Panic bubbles up my throat.

“They’re fine,” he assures me. His gaze roams over me briefly, and his tormented expression deepens. “You are absolutely breathtaking, Demi. The most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen.”

I melt under his praise, but alarm bells are still ringing in my ears. I step closer, placing my palms on his firm chest. “What’s going on, babe?”

Pain flares across his face, and an anxious, fluttering feeling floods my chest cavity. “I’m so sorry, Demi, but I can’t do this anymore.”

My brows knit together as my hands fall to my sides. “What do you mean? Do what?”

He takes a step back, gesturing between us with his hand. “Us. Relationships. It’s not going to work.”

“It is working,” I protest. “I don’t understand. What’s brought all this on?”

“Today was a potent reminder of the evils of my world. You don’t belong in that world, Demi, and I was a fool to think this could work. Thankfully, I’ve come to my senses before I made things worse.”

Pain courses through me, and I’m struggling to breathe. “How can you do this to me?” I close the gap between us. “How can you do this to us?” My voice raises as anger blends with my pain. “Things are going great, and I’m prepared for tonight, and—”

A bitter laugh rips from his throat. “You are not prepared for tonight,” he hisses. “And I was clearly insane to even consider bringing you. They would devour you upon sight.”

The implication that I’m weak or naïve or unable to keep my wits about me is the final straw. “Fuck you, Charlie.”

He smirks, reminding me that asshole mask he wears is never far from the surface. “Been there, done that, bought the T-shirt.” His lips curl into a sneer. “Time to buy a new one.”

I slap him across the cheek. “You were right. You don’t know how to handle intimacy or relationships. I feel sorry for you, because you will end up bitter and alone.”

He shrugs, like my words mean nothing. “See you around, Demi.”


Chapter 17

Demi

I CRACK APART on the inside as I stand rooted to the spot, watching him walk off, like he hasn’t a care in the world.

Like he hasn’t just irreparably shattered my heart and crushed my soul.

He slips into the back of the blacked-out limousine, and it glides away from the curb a few seconds later.

A sob bursts from my chest, and I hold my hand over my mouth, struggling to hold my emotion at bay. I glance all around, hoping none of the neighbors bore witness to my humiliation. Couldn’t he have decided this before I got all dolled up? It would’ve helped minimize the humiliation although nothing could dampen the pain of his rejection.

What to do? I can’t go back inside because I don’t want to upset Dad. I tap out a text to Xena, and then I tiptoe back into the house, as quiet as a mouse, and retrieve the keys to my Volvo. Then I hop in my car and drive to my bestie’s house.

Xena opens the door to me with a bottle of wine in one hand and a carton of Belgian chocolate chip ice cream in the other. “He’s a fucking bastard,” she says, stepping sideways to let me in.

An errant sob sneaks from my mouth, and my lower lip wobbles as pain presses down on my chest, making breathing difficult. “I love him,” I croak, as tears stream down my face. “And he just kicked me aside like I meant nothing to him.”

She sets the wine and ice cream down and envelops me in a hug. I fall apart in her arms, clinging to her as the heavens open and I pour all my anguish out.

“He doesn’t deserve you, and he’s going to regret ruining the best thing to ever happen to him.” She smooths a hand up and down my back as I cry. “Let it all out, babe. Purge the devil from your soul.”

I half-laugh through my tears, but nothing can heal the cracks appearing all over my heart.

I sob into her shoulder, dampening her shirt, and she whispers comforting words as she holds me. We hug it out for a while until my tears finally dry. “I’m okay now.” I ease out of her embrace, sniffing.

“You’re going to be fine,” she reassures me, pulling two wine glasses out of a cupboard.

“Where are the guys?” I inquire, anxiously looking around.

“Bo is working, and Leo is at a friend’s bachelor party. We have the place to ourselves.”

“Can I borrow something to wear?” I desperately need to get out of this dress.

“Of course. Help yourself. You know where my closet is.”

Clothing options are limited because we’re not the same size, but I find a pair of sweats and a loose-fitting shirt that works, and I pad out to the living room in my bare feet.

“You look beautiful, by the way,” she says, handing me the ice cream and a spoon as I join her on the couch.

“He had the nerve to tell me that too.” I savagely attack the ice cream carton.

“I don’t understand it. Those times we hung out, he seemed devoted to you.”

“He thinks he’s protecting me,” I admit, slurping ice cream from the spoon, the taste barely registering over the taste of my anger.

I’ve thought about it on the drive over, and it’s the only explanation that makes sense. I haven’t told her the stuff Charlie told me about the elite because he told me that in confidence, and I think even knowing is risky, so she’s in the dark. “But he’s taken the coward’s way out. He might as well have just called me weak to my face, because that’s really what he means. He doesn’t think I’m tough enough for his world.” I stab the spoon into the tub again, imagining it’s Charlie’s face.

“It’s his loss, babe. And I bet he realizes that soon and regrets it.”

_______________

Abby shows up at my house on Sunday, seething over the way Charlie has treated me. She blew up my cell last night with concerned texts, and I’m touched she cares enough to check in with me in person. “He’s an idiot, but his heart is in the right place. He’s just scared something will happen to you and that’s clouded his judgement.”

“What’s done is done, Abby. He dumped me cruelly, leaving me standing at my front door like poor Cinderella. If he cared for me at all, he wouldn’t have done that.”

“Don’t give up on him,” she pleads, taking my hands in hers. “He’s been so happy with you. He’ll come around.”

“I’m not sure I want him to. He clearly has no faith in me.”

She vehemently shakes her head. “It’s not that at all. Mixing in elite circles is dangerous, and he’s been worried sick this past month about exposing you to those bastards. I thought I’d convinced him, but I obviously hadn’t.”

“Wait.” I pin her with a suspicious look. “Are you saying he’s been having doubts all along?”

“Not about you. He loves you.”

I snort. “He doesn’t love me.”

Her features soften. “He hasn’t told you?”

“Nope.” I cross my arms over my chest. “And it doesn’t matter now.”

“He loves you. I’m sure of it. He’s probably just afraid to tell you, but he’s crazy about you. He wouldn’t have done this otherwise. I told him you were strong enough to face the elite shit, and that I’d help, but the memory of what happened to me is too fresh in his mind, and he couldn’t take that risk. He’s done this because he loves you so much he wants to shield you from them.”

“What exactly happened to you? Charlie never elaborated.”

“Bad shit I don’t like thinking about let alone discussing,” she says, averting her eyes.

“I’m sorry for whatever you went through.”

She squeezes my hand. “Thank you. I survived it, and arguably, I’m stronger for it. The thing about these guys is they think we’re too fragile to think for ourselves.” She rolls her eyes. “They think we can’t properly protect ourselves. I’ve been fighting that misconception for as long as I can remember. It’s complete bullshit, but they think they need to be these tough, alpha assholes, to keep their women safe.”

A ghost of a smile appears on my face.

“Charlie will wise up and realize the safest place for you is in his arms. He’ll see you for the strong, independent woman you are. And he’ll feel like the biggest piece of shit for letting you go.”

“I know you mean well, Abby, and I’m so grateful you dropped by, but Charlie and I are finished. I don’t care if he crawls back to me on his hands and knees. All he had to do was talk to me about his concerns so we could discuss it like two grown-ups, but instead he made the decision for me. I can’t be in a relationship with a guy like that, and the best thing he can do for me is to act like I don’t exist.”

On Monday, when I show up for work to find my desk moved to the finance department, I wonder if Abby relayed my request to Charlie and he waved his magic wand and made it happen. I guess I should be pleased I’ve been promoted, but it feels more like a demotion to me despite the pay increase and new duties.

The pointed fingers and whispers behind my back don’t help. Nor does the smug grin on Corrinna Smith’s face as she gleefully goes through the details of my new contract with me. She could easily have one of her minions do this, but I’m guessing she wants to wallow in my misery like everyone else.

I’ve seen the way she flirts with him.

She probably thinks she has a chance with him now. Perhaps, she does. He’s probably already returned to his man slut ways.

A fresh wave of pain settles on my chest at that thought. I spent a sleepless night on Saturday wondering if Charlie had taken some elite beauty to his bed. But no good comes from thinking about that shit, so I lock Charlie away in a sealed box, determined to leave him in the past.

_______________

The next month is pure hell, and if I thought time would heal my broken heart, I was sorely mistaken.

No breakup has ever affected me like this.

No guy has ever stubbornly lingered in my thoughts like this.

No pain has ever gutted me, night after night, quite like this.

It feels like I’ll never recover.

Like I’m destined to live the rest of my life with this constant ache in my chest.

He avoids me like the plague at work and at Abby’s house, and it hurts.

I hate that I miss him.

But I miss him so much.

And it’s not getting any easier.

I’m standing at the copier on Thursday at lunchtime when I overhear a conversation I wish I hadn’t. Two interns are gossiping at a desk behind me, knowing full and well I’m in earshot. “I hear Charlie Barron has moved on with Corrinna Smith,” one of them says.

“I heard that too,” the second bitch concurs. “Apparently, he’s taking her as his date to that management dinner tonight.”

“They make such a gorgeous couple,” the first bitch says. “Imagine how adorable their kids would be.”

I slam the top of the photocopier down, grabbing my documents, and shooting them a scathing look as I return to my desk. This wouldn’t be the first time I’ve had to endure such shit, and I’m officially done.

I retrieve my resume from my personal folder in the cloud and begin updating it. Then I scroll through some recruitment websites, and apply for a few jobs, uncaring if anyone sees what I’m doing.

At this point, getting the hell out of his building is all I care about. I cannot stay here and watch Charlie parade that gold digger on his arm. I’ve got more pride than that.

It feels like the rest of the day drags, and when five o’clock finally rolls around, I’m the first up out of my chair for a change. I head down in the elevator, needing to put as much distance between me and this place as I can.

My heels make a clacking sound as I dash across the lobby. I’m torturing myself with images of Charlie and Corrinna, so I’m not paying attention, and I almost slam into Charlie and Simon Reed as they shake hands just in front of the entrance doors.

“Demi!” Simon’s eyes light up. “I was disappointed to hear you had moved although congratulations on your promotion.” His smile is appreciative as he casts a quick glance over me.

All the tiny hairs are standing at attention on the nape of my neck, and I can feel Charlie embedding daggers in my spine as I give him my back, purposely avoiding looking at him or even acknowledging him.

As far as I’m concerned, he’s dead to me now.

“Thank you.” I smile sweetly at Simon, batting my eyelashes in a deliberate attempt to flirt.

I’m in the mood to inflict some pain.

Although, Charlie probably won’t give a flying fuck, considering he’s already moved on.

“I’m disappointed we didn’t get an opportunity to work together on the project,” I tell Simon, “but I’m delighted you won the business. I guess congratulations are in order for you too.”

“We should celebrate.”

“That sounds like a plan.”

Behind me, Charlie’s energy field is like a thunderstorm hovering overhead, ready to wreak havoc across the sky at any moment.

“How about dinner? Tomorrow night after work?” he asks.

Simon is attractive, smart, and easy to talk to. But there is zero chemistry between us. Ordinarily, I would shut him down because I can tell from the hope in his eyes that he doesn’t feel the same, and I don’t like leading guys on. But I’m still so freaking pissed, and quite frankly, a night of good food and good conversation is just what the doctor ordered. “That sounds wonderful.”

“Demi has to work overtime tomorrow,” Charlie barks, injecting himself into the conversation.

“No, I don’t.” I still refuse to look at him, so he moves around me, standing beside Simon so I’ve no choice but to see him and his disgustingly perfect face.

“Your boss obviously hasn’t spoken to you yet, but you’re not available tomorrow night.”

The air is knocked out of my lungs as we stare at one another for the first time in weeks. Pain obliterates every part of me, and my legs feel like they might go out from under me. Tension bleeds into the air, and I know I need to reply to his statement, to call him out on his bullshit, but I’m too heartsore to do it.

“Ah, I see.” Simon’s smile is flat. “I didn’t realize there was something going on between you two.”

“There isn’t,” I say the same time Charlie says, “There is.”

Simon takes a step back. “I wish you well, Ms. Alexander.” He tips his head at Charlie. “I will see you at the meeting on Monday.”

“Thank you, Simon. I’ll see you then,” Charlie grits out, and I can tell it’s killing him to act polite.

I grab the strap of my bag and force my limbs to move. But I’ve only taken two steps away when Charlie takes hold of my elbow. “Don’t go.”

“Take your hand off me.”

He moves in front of me before dropping his hold. “Can we talk?”

I fold my arms across my chest. “No. I have nothing to say to you.”

“Well, I have plenty to say to you.”

“I don’t care.” I glare at him, ignoring the voice squealing in my ear to hear him out. I stomp off, but he follows me.

“I made a mistake, Demi. I was stupid, and I can’t live without you. I want you back. I—”

I whirl around, anger blazing in my eyes. “You are too fucking late, Charlie. I don’t want to hear your pathetic excuses. You tossed me away without even talking about your concerns, and you think I’ll waltz back into your arms because you’ve realized you were a complete fucktard and you’ve decided you want me back?”

I’m aware I’m talking way too loud, and that people are listening, but I have zero fucks to give anymore. “That is not how this works.” I shove at his chest. “Stay the hell away from me. As far as I’m concerned, you are dead to me. Go cozy up to your new redheaded girlfriend instead. Maybe, she’ll buy your bullshit because I’m not.”

I storm out of the building, wishing today hadn’t been the day my Volvo decided not to start. Because it’s lashing rain outside, and I’m quaking all over as the aftermath of the adrenaline rush leaves me unsteady on my feet. I walk in the pouring rain to the bus stop, ruing the day I ever stepped foot in that building, wishing I had never laid eyes on Charlie Barron.

I climb on the bus, soaked to my skin with hair plastered to my face, and I wish I could click my fingers and be at home in my jammies, snuggled up with Dad in front of the fire, watching one of his historical documentaries.

I’m halfway home when my cell pings. I pick up, and I’m instantly alarmed as Mrs. Griffin’s sobs trickle down the line.

“What’s happened? Is Dad okay?”

“I’m so sorry, sweetie. Your dad collapsed. He’s having trouble breathing. I called an ambulance, and they’ll be here any minute.”

The world blurs, my stomach churns, and I clutch the handrail in front of me, gripping the metal as tight as I can, needing something to ground me in time and place because I’m floundering. A silent scream builds and builds inside me, and I hop up, pressing the bell, pushing past people in my haste to get to the top. I drop my cell, and Mrs. Griffin’s voice can be heard calling me. I pick it up with trembling fingers as the driver stops the bus and I get out. I press my cell to my ear, and my voice is as hollow as my heart as I speak. “I’ll meet you at the hospital.”

I pull the Uber app up on my cell and book a car to take me there.

Then, I sit down on a bench and pray like I’ve never prayed before.

 


Chapter 18

Charlie

I PURPOSELY SIT in a different seat when I return to the table after visiting the bathroom, because I have officially reached the limits of my patience reserves and I cannot bear another second in Corrinna Smith’s company.

For an educated woman, she sure is dumb as fuck, continuing to paw at me and blatantly flirt when I have made it clear, over and over, that I am not interested nor will I ever be interested.

I make a mental note to ask Arthur if there is protocol in place for firing the chief human relations officer because I want that poisonous bitch gone from my business.

After Demi’s cryptic comment earlier, I went straight to Margaret Ann to get the lowdown.

Margaret is the ultimate professional, and she’s not one to spread gossip, but she has her ear to the ground in the office, and if I ever need to know something, I always go to her. It helps that she’s known me since I was a little boy and she trusts me.

Demi mentioned a redhead, and it didn’t take much to connect the dots. I asked Margaret point-blank if there was gossip about me and Corrinna and she spewed without hesitation.

That gold-digging bitch spread the word around the office that she was my date tonight, knowing it would get back to Demi and sabotage any chances of us reuniting.

It’s my fault because when she suggested I bring her as my official date, earlier in the week, I told her the only woman I would consider bringing anywhere as my date was Demi because she was the love of my life and I was going to try to patch things up with her.

I thought she would take the hint and take a hike, but I should’ve known she would turn nasty.

Now, everything I planned is ruined because Demi won’t even give me the time of day let alone allow me to whisk her away for the weekend.

I know I fucked up big-time.

That I needed to make a grand gesture to try to make up for it.

And I instantly knew what I wanted to do. Because Demi is the one. There is zero hesitation in my mind, and I need her to see I’m serious about our future and that I won’t ever push her away again.

I’ve spent all week putting plans in place. Groveling to her dad and her best friend. Laying my heart on the line as I begged them to help me, finally winning their support when I showed them the pretty gold-colored diamond engagement ring I’ve bought her and told them of my plans to whisk her away to Cape Neddick by private jet and propose to her on Nubble Light, Maine’s most famous lighthouse, which also happens to be the very place where her parents got engaged.

Henry mentioned that during one of our talks, and I filed it away for future reference. I’ve booked a gorgeous property, close to the lighthouse, for the entire weekend because I want to make our engagement a memory to cherish forever.

But that’s shot to hell now, thanks to that spiteful bitch.

My phone pings in my pocket, and I pull it out, ignoring the fake hurt looks Corrinna is throwing my way from across the table. I’ve no doubt she’ll be over here as soon as she can extricate herself from her current conversation, but I’m not planning on sticking around.

These management events bore the shit out of me, and I’ve more urgent places I need to be. If I could’ve gotten out of it, I would’ve been groveling at Demi’s door hours ago, but I couldn’t, so I swore I would stay until dinner was over and then make my excuses.

I frown as I spot the numerous missed calls from Abby, Drew, and Kai. I’d turned my phone off while we were having dinner, and now, I’m sorry I did, because something is clearly wrong.

Fear causes goose bumps to sprout on my arms as I accept Abby’s call now, jumping up, narrowly avoiding bumping into the waitress distributing dessert to the table. “What’s wrong?” I ask before she can speak.

“I’m at the hospital. It’s Demi’s dad. He’s had a heart attack, and it’s not looking good.”

“I’m on my way.” I hang up, hustling toward where Arthur sits. “I’ve got to go.”

“Is everything okay?”

“Henry Alexander is in the hospital. Demi needs me.”

“Go. And keep me updated.”

I feel Corinna’s eyes on me as I race out of the restaurant.

I pace the sidewalk as I wait for my driver to emerge from the underground parking lot.

I sit with my face in my hands in the back seat of my car, praying I get there in time.

I bump into people as I run through the hospital doors, pushing my way into the elevator, ignoring the filthy looks, because all I care about is being there for Demi.

Kai is in the corridor when I emerge from the elevator. “Any news?” I ask.

“All we know is he’s had a coronary and he’s in surgery now.”

“How is she?”

“Barely holding it together.”

“Take me to her.”

“This way,” Kai says, lifting one shoulder. “I don’t know how she’ll react to your presence, but it’s good you’re here.”

“I wouldn’t want to be anywhere else.” We stop outside the door to the waiting room. I clamp my hand on his shoulder. “I just want to say thanks. I think I’d still have my head stuck up my ass if it wasn’t for our conversation.”

“I know you would have.” He smirks, punching me in the upper arm. “Like I said, I totally understand. I tried to shield Abby from it too until I realized she was safest with me. You know how the elite work. It doesn’t matter that you pushed Demi away to protect her. They could find out about her in a heartbeat and still use her against you. The safest way of ensuring she’s safe is keeping her close.”

“The thought of anything happening to her kills me, Kai. I would burn the world down if anyone hurt her. Mom and Lil too.”

I’m so glad my family is back home where they belong. Where I can keep an eye on them and keep them safe. Mom and I still have some way to go, but when she told me she’s forgiven me, I broke down and sobbed like a baby. I know it’s going to be all right, and now, I just need to win back the girl I love.

Demi is the only girl who matters.

She’s the only girl I want for now and always.

“We won’t let anything happen to them,” he reassures me, and I’m glad I let my stubborn pride go and mended shit with my friends, because with the stuff coming down the line, we need to stick together as a united team.

The elite ball was a real eye-opener. The new president said all the right things, but everything we suspected is coming to fruition. The reorganizing committee is just a PR exercise to make it look like he’s committed to change when he’s most definitely not.

We’ve all been summoned to the newly constructed Parkhurst—now housed in some sprawling private facility in Virginia—for some final initiation tasks in two months. Abby and Vanessa have been summoned too, which is cause for concern, along with Harley and Joaquin. The mothers haven’t been included, but we’ve no doubt plans are afoot there too.

So, yeah, shit is getting real. And I need to ensure my loved ones are safe before it all kicks off.

“You ready, man?” Kai asks, curling his hand around the door handle.

“As I ever will be.”

We step into the small waiting room, mostly occupied with people here for Henry. Xena is here with her boyfriends. Drew is chatting quietly with Shandra while Olivia and Sylvia are talking with Margaret Ann.

Abby jumps up when she sees me. “I’m glad you’re here,” she whispers. “She’s distraught.”

“I can see that,” I say, my eyes glued to Demi’s trembling shoulders. She’s seated in the far corner with Mrs. Griffin. Demi is hunched over with her head in her hands, her dark hair falling around her face like a curtain. Mrs. Griffin has her arm wrapped tight around her shoulders, whispering words of comfort, no doubt.

“I know you had big plans this weekend, Charlie, but she doesn’t need to hear any of that right now.”

I gawk at her. “I am not a complete imbecile.”

“Could’ve fooled me,” Xavier says, entering the room from behind, carrying a tray with coffees. Hunt slips in behind him with another tray, and they start distributing them.

“Rick is in the air,” Kai says, hauling Abby into his arms. “Hopefully, he can talk to some of the doctors and find out what’s going on.”

I take a coffee from Hunt, nodding gratefully, as I extricate myself from the conversation and walk to Demi.

Mrs. Griffin lifts her head up, smiling softly when she sees me. She knows about my plans because I’ve already paid her handsomely to stay with Henry this weekend.

“I’m going to take a little trip to the bathroom,” she says, giving Demi’s shoulders one last squeeze.

I sit down on Demi’s other side as she lifts her head. She watches Mrs. Griffin walk off before she slowly turns to face me. Her eyes are bloodshot and swollen, her face puffy and red from crying. “Hey.” I hand her the coffee, and she curls her fingers around it while staring straight through me. “How are you holding up?”

She stares numbly at me. “Why are you here?” she asks, her voice devoid of emotion.

“I came the instant I found out because I want to be here for you.”

“Why?” She hugs the coffee cup to her chest.

I smother my nerves because this isn’t about me. “Because I love you. And I love your dad. And there is nowhere else I want to be but right here holding your hand and cradling you in my arms, reminding you that you are not alone, because you have me. You have always had me.”

Her lower lips wobbles, and silent tears roll down her face. Gently, I pry the cup from her hands and set it aside. I open my arms. “Come here.”

I expect her to hesitate or to refuse, but she falls against me, collapsing in a river of tears.

Quietly, our friends exit the room, giving us some privacy. In the other corner, a young child is asleep in his father’s lap. The man nods, and I smile at him as I wrap my arms tighter around Demi.

“I’m so scared, Charlie.” She sniffles, clutching my shirt as she sobs into my chest.

“I know, baby.” I press a kiss to her hair. “We just have to pray he comes through this.”

She looks at me through blurry eyes. “I don’t want him to die,” she sobs, “but I feel so selfish for thinking that since he has little quality of life.”

“I heard the treatment wasn’t working, and I’ve seen how weak he’s become.”

“What? How?” Her tears dry up.

“I’ve been visiting him every week. I made him promise not to tell you.”

“Why?”

“Because I care about him, and I wanted to know if the treatment was working.” I brush hair back off her face. “I was sorry to hear it wasn’t.”

“I can’t believe he didn’t tell me. We tell each other everything.”

I clear my throat. “I wanted him to understand why I pushed you away. I’ve been talking to him about the elite. Sharing my concerns and fears. Letting him know I love you with my whole heart but I’m terrified about dragging you into this world. And he’s been talking to me, helping me work things out, speaking about your mom, and my dad, and I guess we’ve been getting to know each other a bit better.”

It was a combination of Kai’s and Henry’s advice that convinced me to fight for love. Knowing Demi’s dad supports me was a game changer. I laid it all on the line. He’s worried about her, there’s no doubt about that, but he believes in my ability to protect her and keep her safe, and he told me he could die in peace knowing his little girl was going to be looked after.

“What about Corrinna?” she asks, swiping at the moisture under her eyes.

“She lied in a deliberate attempt to thwart my plans. I stupidly told her I was planning on winning you back.” I kiss the end of her nose. “I’m sorry if that hurt you but I can assure you I have zero interest in that woman. The only woman I care about, the only woman I love, is you.”

She flings her arms around my neck, hugging me tight. “I love you too,” she whispers. “I love you so much, and I’ve been in so much pain.”

“I know, baby.” I dot kisses all over her face. “It’s killed me too. Can you ever forgive me?”

“I already have,” she says, her eyes welling up again.

I blink a few times, amazed at her generosity and her ability to forgive so easily. “I don’t deserve that, but thank you.”

“I was so mad earlier,” she says. “And I meant every word of what I said, but these past few hours I’ve been sitting here, thinking about how unpredictable life is, how short our time is with our loved ones, and I don’t want to waste precious time arguing with you.” She palms my cheek. “We still have stuff to discuss, and you are going to grovel.” She pins me with a stern expression. “But all that matters is, we love each other.”

“And we can’t live without one another,” I add, rubbing my nose against hers.

“And we’re in this together no matter what the future holds,” she says.

“Together,” I agree.

Her smile is sad, but as we hold one another, I know we will get through the tough times, because I will hold her up at times when she needs it, and she will be my strength when I need to lean on her.

I hold her flush to my body as I press my lips to her mouth, pouring all my love into my kiss, letting her feel my commitment and my determination, so she knows, without a shadow of doubt, that she will never shoulder any burden alone again.
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Prologue

Elodie

THANK FUCK IT’S DARK.

Nothing could be worse that arriving at a new school in broad daylight.

The Lincoln Town Car jolts as it hits a dip in the road, and a wave of panic lights me up—an immediate, unfortunate response to the last two years that I’ve spent living in a war zone. And no, I’m not talking about the fact that my previous home in Israel occasionally felt like a warzone. I’m referring to the fact that I was living under the same roof as my father, Colonel Stillwater, whose idea of a relaxing weekend was beating me black and blue during our Krav Maga training sessions.

I still flinch every time I hear someone politely clear their throat. When Daddy Dearest clears his throat, it usually means I’m about to endure humiliation at his hands. Or some form of embarrassment. Or both.

“Looks like they left the lights on for you, Miss Elodie,” the driver says through the open privacy window. This is the first thing he’s mumbled to me since he collected me at the airport and bundled me into the back of this gleaming black monstrosity, gunned the engine, and headed north for the town of Mountain Lakes, New Hampshire.

Up ahead, a building looms like a proud, ominous sentinel out of the dark, all sharp, tall spires and turrets. Looks like something out of the pages of a Victorian Penny Dreadful. I avoid peering out of the window at the stately structure for too long; I glared at the academic pamphlet Colonel Stillwater shoved at me when he unceremoniously informed me that I’d be relocating Stateside without him for long enough that the academy’s imposing façade is already burned into my memory in intricate detail.

Tennis courts.

Swimming pool.

Fencing studio.

Debate lounge.

A library, commemorated by George Washington himself in 1793.

It all looked great in print. Only the height of luxury for a Stillwater, that’s what my father said gruffly, as he threw my single small suitcase into the back of the cab that would whisk me away from my life in Tel Aviv. I saw straight through the building’s state of the art facilities and it’s well-heeled, old-money veneer, though. This place isn’t a regular school for regular kids. It’s a jail cell dressed up as a place of learning, where army officers who can’t be bothered dealing with their own kids dump them without a second thought, knowing that they’ll be watched over with a military-like focus.

Wolf Hall.

Jesus.

Even the name sounds like it belongs to a fucking prison.

I get the impression that I’m traveling backwards, moving further away from the place with every passing second, even though my eyes tell me otherwise. By the time the car pulls up in front of the sweeping marble steps that lead to the academy’s daunting front entrance, I’m back on the road behind me, three miles away, fleeing my new reality. At least that’s where I would be, if I had absolutely any choice in this whatsoever.

I wasn’t exactly popular back in Tel Aviv, but I had friends. Eden, Ayala and Levi won’t even realize that I’ve been transferred from my old school for another twenty-four hours; it’s already too late for them to come and rescue me from my fate. I knew I was a lost cause before the wheels on the army personnel carrier went up back in Tel Aviv.

The Town Car’s engine cuts out abruptly, plummeting the car into an awkward, unfriendly silence that makes my ears ring. Eventually, I realize that the driver’s waiting for me to get out. “I’ll get my bags then, I suppose?”

I don’t want to be here.

I sure as hell shouldn’t have to lug my own bags out of the trunk of a car.

I’d never rat on the driver, that’s just weak, but my father would have an aneurysm if he found out the guy he hired as my escort hadn’t helped me properly upon arrival at my dreaded destination. As if the guy realizes this, too, he reluctantly hauls his ass out of the car and heads for the rear of the vehicle, dumping my belongings onto the small sidewalk in front of Wolf Hall.

He then has the audacity to wait for a tip, which just plain isn’t happening. Who aids and abets in the destruction of someone’s life, and then expects a thank you and a hundred-dollar bill in the palm of their hand for their troubles? I’m three-parts gasoline, one-part match as I snatch up my stuff and begin the hike up the steps toward Wolf Hall’s formidable double oak doors. The marble is worn, bowing in the middle and smooth from the thousands of feet that have trudged up and down these steps over the years, but I’m too sour right now to enjoy the delightfully satisfying feel of them underfoot.

The driver’s already gotten back in the car and is swinging out of the turning circle in front of the academy when I reach the very top step. A part of me wants to dump my bags and run after him. He isn’t one of Colonel Stillwater’s regular employees, he’s an agency guy, so he doesn’t owe my old man anything. If I offered him a couple of grand, he might be persuaded to drop me off in another state somewhere, far from my father’s prying eyes. My pride won’t let me beg, though. I’m a Stillwater, after all. Our pride is our most notorious trait.

My only means of escape burns off down the driveway, leaving me faced with two heavy brass knockers, one mounted onto each of the double doors in front of me. The knocker on the left: a grotesque gargoyle, clasping a patinaed ring in his downturned mouth. The knocker on the right is almost identical, except for the fact that his mouth is turned up in a leering, garish smile that sends a chill deep into my bones.

“Creepy much?” I mutter, grabbing hold of the knocker on the left. The sad gargoyle’s far from pleasing to look at, but at least it doesn’t look like it’s about to leap down from its mounting and devour my fucking soul. A resounding boom thunders on the other side of the door when I slam the knocker against the wood, and I realize with a sense of irony that the noise is similar to that of a gavel being struck, sealing a criminal’s fate.

“Wouldn’t bother knocking. It’s open.”

Holy shit.

I nearly jump out of my fucking skin.

Spinning around, my legs nearly quit on me as I scan the darkness, searching for the owner of the voice that just startled the ever-loving shit out of me. It takes a second, but I locate the shadowy figure, perched on the rim of a white stone planter off to the right, thanks to the pop and flare of a glowing ember—looks like the cherry of a cigarette.

“Jesus, I didn’t know there was anyone out here,” I mutter, patting a hand against my chest, as if the action will be able to slow my jackrabbiting heart.

“Figured,” the deep voice rumbles. And it is a deep voice. The voice of a man who’s smoked more than a few packs of cigarettes in his day. It’s the kind of voice that belongs to a car thief or a back-alley gambler. The cherry of his cigarette flares again as he pulls on it, momentarily illuminating the structure of his features, and I catch a lot in the brief swell of light.

His black t-shirt is at least five sizes too big for him. He’s way younger than I thought. Instead of a disgruntled, jaded professor in a motheaten blazer with patches on the elbows, this guy is young. My age, by the looks of things. He must be a student here at Wolf Hall. His dark hair hangs down into his eyes. His brows are full and drawn together into a deep frown. From my vantage point at the top of the stairs, I can only see him in profile, but his nose is straight, his jaw is strong, and he holds himself in a regal, lazy way that lets me know exactly who he is before I’ve even learned his name.

He’s one of those kids.

The arrogant, cooler than cool, silver-spoon-halfway-up-his-ass kids.

It’s part and parcel of being an army brat. You get lumped in with the privileged and the spoiled rotten on a daily basis. You get to recognize the bad apples from a fucking mile away.

“I take it I need to find someone at reception?” I ask. Best to keep it short and sweet. As professional as possible.

The guy shakes his head, picking a piece of tobacco from the tip of his tongue and flicking it onto the gravel at his feet. “Nope. I was appointed director of the New Girl Welcoming Committee. Why else would I be sitting out here in the fucking dark?”

Ladies and gentlemen, we have ourselves a shitty attitude. Yay. Folding my arms across my chest, I descend the steps slowly, leaving my bags by the door. Arriving in front of him, I note that the stranger is at least a clear foot taller than me. Even slouching, his ass perched on the edge of the planter, legs stretched out in front of him, he’s still considerably taller than me and I’m standing at my full height. “Because you smoke like a chimney and you don’t wanna get busted?”

He flicks his cigarette, smirking coldly. Everything about him is cold, from the icy glint in his bright green eyes, to the way he drops his head back, assessing me like a mountain lion might weigh up a newborn deer. Clearly, he resents having to wait up and play Wolf Hall’s amicable host, but hey…I didn’t ask him to be my tour guide. I haven’t asked anything of him at all.

“Point in the direction of my room and I’ll relieve you of your duties, then,” I tell him in a clipped tone.

He laughs at this. It’s not a friendly sound. I imagine scores of people have been laughed at by this boy, and every single one of them felt like they were being run through with a bayonet. “Relieve me of my duties?” he says, repeating my words back to me. “At ease, soldier. Why do I get the feeling that our parents would be best fucking friends?”

These schools aren’t always full of army kids. Investment bankers, lawyers, diplomats and politicians pack their kids off to places like Wolf Hall, too. From time to time, a harried doctor or an aid worker, who thinks caring for other people’s kids is more important than caring for their own. The students at these places come from a diverse range of backgrounds, but more often than not their parents are military.

“Look, I just got off a long-haul flight, and not the kind that had a meal service or clean bathrooms. I need a shower and I need a bed. Can you just tell me where I need to go, and we can continue this bullshit at a later date?”

The guy tugs on his cigarette one last time, huffing down his nose. When he flicks the glowing butt off into the rose bushes ten feet away from him, I notice that he’s wearing chipped black nail polish. Weird. His shirt’s black and he definitely seems tetchy as hell, but I’m not getting an emo vibe from him. His boots are tan high-end Italian leather, and the belt around his waist looks like it cost more than my entire outfit.

“Through the doors. Stairs on the left. Third floor. You’re in 316. Good luck with the heating,” he says, getting to his feet. Without even looking back at me, he takes off, but not back inside the building. He hits the driveway, sticking his hands in his pockets as he heads away from the school.

“Hey! Where the hell are you going?” I hate that I call after him, but I need to know. I’m so intensely jealous that he’s leaving that I have to clamp my tongue between my teeth to stop myself from asking if I can go with him.

“Hah! Like I board here,” he tosses over his shoulder. “Oh, and don’t worry, New Girl. We don’t need to continue this bullshit later. Keep your head down, keep out of the way, and you’ll have a decent chance of surviving this hell hole.”

It could just be that I’m tired, and it could be that I’m hating Wolf Hall already, but that sounded distinctly like a threat.

 

 

 

 


Chapter Two

ELODIE

THE INSIDE OF Wolf Hall looks like someone tried to recreate Hogwarts from memory but got it really, really wrong. There are dark alcoves everywhere I turn, and none of the angles in the place are plumb. I feel like I’m walking through some sort of trippy Escher nightmare as I make my way through the austere, wood-paneled entrance way and head for the broad staircase on the right-hand side. I check hopefully for an elevator, but I already know that such a thing would be an impossible luxury in an old building like this.

The place is silent as the grave.

I’ve been in plenty of old houses before. They creak, and they groan, and they settle. But not Wolf Hall. It’s as if the very building itself is holding its breath, peering down on me and casting judgement as it observes me reluctantly wrangling my suitcase up the first flight of stairs. The place didn’t look that tall from outside, but the stairs never seem to fucking end. I’m panting and clammy by the time I hit the second set of stairs, and by the third, I’m openly sweating and laboring for breath. Through an ancient door with frosted glass panels, I find myself staring down a narrow hallway straight out of The Shining. A dim light overhead flickers ominously as I drag my bag over the dusty, threadbare runner that covers the bare floorboards, and I mentally tick off all of the ways that a person could die in a haunted-ass place like this.

I notice the brass numbers screwed into each of the doors as I pass them. Normally, there’d be colorful stickers and name plates tacked onto the wood—little personalizations that help the students make their rooms feel like home. Not here, though. There isn’t a sticker, or a photograph, or a poster in sight. Just the dark, depressing wood, and the shining, polished numbers.

310…

312…

314…

316…

Great.

Home sweet home.

I open up the door, glad to find it unlocked. Inside, the bedroom’s bigger than I expected it to be. In the corner, a double bed has been made up with crisp grey sheets complete with military corners. Only two pillows, but I can live with that. Against the wall: a large chest of drawers, underneath a grim looking painting of an gnarled old man, bent double against a howling blizzard. Such a weird choice of subject matter for a piece of art. Technically, it’s good. The brushwork is so fine and precise that it could almost be a photograph. The content’s miserable, however, and inspires a sense of hopelessness that feels crushing.

On the far side of the room, a large bay window overlooks what I assume are the gardens to the rear of the academy. The world is dark, all bruised purples and midnight blues, punctuated with coal black, but I can make out the shape of tall trees in the distance, still, as if no breeze, no matter how strong, could shake them.

I discard my bags at the foot of my new bed, walking to the window, wanting to get a better look at the view. It’s only when I’m standing right in front of the glass that I can make out the gloomy shape of a large, complex maze in the center of the lawn between the building and the trees.

A maze? Perfect. That wasn’t on the damn brochure. It has to be very old, though, because the hedges are tall, taller than any man, and so dense that there would be no way to peek through them on ground level.

I don’t know why, but I shiver violently at the sight of it. I’ve never been a fan of mazes. At least from here, in the daylight, I’ll be able to memorize the route to its center. Not that I plan on going inside the damn thing.

The showers are easy enough to find. At the end of the hall, two bathrooms face opposite each other, doors yawning wide open. A large white sign hangs from the tiled wall inside both—I know, because I check—which says, ‘Three-Minute Showers Enforced. Violators Assigned Latrine Duty.’

Latrine duty? Christ. It’s worse than I thought.

I give the sign a hard eye-roll as I strip out of my travel clothes and shower, taking way longer than the allotted three minutes. Who the hell’s going to know? And fuck it, anyway. They can’t police that kind of shit with a student who hasn’t even officially enrolled at the academy yet. I use the carbolic soap attached to a frayed piece of rope inside the shower, wrinkling my nose at the smell and promising myself a better wash with my own expensive shower gel in the morning. Then, I use a scratchy, paper-thin towel to dry off before putting on my PJs and hurrying back to my room with wet hair.

I already have plans to dye my long, blonde locks dark brown again. Most fathers wouldn’t want their daughters bleaching their hair at seventeen years old, but Colonel Stillwater can’t stand the sight of me with my natural hair coloring. He’d never admit it in a million years, but he can’t handle me with brown hair. I look too much like her with brown hair.

There’s little he can do about the freckles that smatter the bridge of my nose, or the bone structure of my heart-shaped face. Without dropping some serious coin on a very talented plastic surgeon, he can’t alter my high cheek bones or my almond shaped eyes, all of which are gifts I received from my mother. But he could make me a blonde, and so he did. I’ve hated every second of it.

Back in my room, I notice for the first time how bitterly cold it is. Compared to Tel Aviv, it’s practically sub-arctic here in New Hampshire, and it doesn’t seem as though the powers that be at Wolf Hall have deemed heating a necessity for its students. After a lot of rummaging, I eventually find a cracked and yellowed Bakelite thermostat in the closet by the window, but when I crank the dial all the way to the right, nothing happens. The old fashioned and extremely ugly radiator on the wall gives a single choked cough, and then falls resolutely silent.

Luckily, I’m so tired that even the cold can’t keep me from sleep.

 

 


Chapter Three

ELODIE

THE MORNING SMELLS like rust and burning toast.

I crack my eyes and wince at the plume of fog that gathers on my breath. Somehow, it’s even colder in my room at seven a.m., which is impressive since I’m convinced it dropped down to somewhere in the twenties in the night.

If my father cared one iota about me, he would not have sprung this transition on me mid-semester. The smallest kindness he could have shown me would have been to relocate me during a break, but no. Colonel Stillwater decided that uprooting me out of the blue on a weekend was the best course of action. Far be it from me to disrupt his schedule; since he needed to disappear off on a training exercise at oh-four-hundred hours on a Sunday, it seemed perfectly logical to turn my shit upside and expect me to be fine with moving country, having my world turned upside down, and starting class at a new school all within a thirty-two hour period.

So here we are. Monday morning. My new life. From the strict itinerary my father shoved into my backpack, I’m supposed to be downstairs at the administration offices twenty minutes before my first period of the day, which leaves me forty minutes to get myself showered, dressed and organized. Since I showered last night, I normally wouldn’t bother showering again, but I still feel gross from the journey somehow, and honestly I think I’m going to need to soak my feet in some scalding hot water in order to defrost them anyway. It’s only January; it’s probably going to get colder before it gets any warmer here in New Hampshire, so I’m definitely going to have to do something about the climate control in this room.

I pull back the thin sheets, my teeth chattering uncontrollably, and I make sure to grab my own towel and my wash bag this time. In the hallway, a number of the doors to the other rooms are open, and a line of girls has formed against either wall, waiting for the bathrooms. My heart sinks. At least at home I had my own fucking bathroom. Clearly, having to share the facilities at Wolf Hall is going to take some getting used to.

I join the end of the line waiting for the bathroom on the right-hand side of the hallway, and the girls ahead of me all seem to fall quiet in unison. Eight pairs of baleful eyes look me up and down. None of the girls seem all too friendly, that’s for sure. One of my new classmates angles away from the redhead she was locked in conversation with and turns to me, offering me half a smile.

Her brown hair hangs down to the middle of her back in thick, luxurious waves. She looks like a young Natalie Portman. “Hey. Three sixteen, right? You must be Elodie.”

I give her a tight-lipped smile in return. “Guilty as charged.” This whole new girl thing isn’t actually new. I’ve had to do this at least four other times since I reached high school age. It’s been a while, though. After two whole years back at my last school in Tel Aviv, I’d allowed myself to get comfortable.

Big mistake.

“I’m Carina,” the girl says, holding out her hand. “Glad you made it here in one piece. Some of us waited up for you last night, but it got late and…” She shrugs.

I shake her hand, a little warmed by the idea that some of the girls here might have shown me that kindness had the hour allowed. “All good. I totally get it.”

“Curfew here’s pretty strict,” the redhead chips in. She’s tall. Like really tall. Almost as tall as the miserable bastard who gave me directions to my room last night. “We have to be in our rooms by ten thirty,” she says. “Although Miriam, our floor monitor, turns a blind eye sometimes if we bribe her with chocolate. It’s cold as shit up here but count yourself lucky. First floor girls don’t have it so easy. Their floor monitor’s a fucking bitch.”

“Hey!” the girl first in line for my bathroom snaps. “Watch your mouth, Pres. Some of us are friends with Sarai.”

“How could I forget,” Pres, the redhead fires back, pulling a face at her. “You’re shoved so far up her ass, it’s a miracle you haven’t earned your sphincter patrol badge yet, Damiana.”

Damiana’s a cool name. Shame the girl herself doesn’t seem that cool. She’s three shades blonder than me and wearing a full face of makeup even before she’s stepped foot inside the bathroom. Maybe all that eyeliner is tattooed on.

“Wow. Your comebacks are getting a little better, Satan Spawn. Still need work, though. Maybe you need to practice in the mirror some more.”

The bathroom door opens, and a beautiful girl with a mass of black curls and cinnamon colored skin steps out, dressed in a towel. She immediately rolls her eyes. “God, not even seven-thirty and you’re already sniping, Dami. Give it a rest.”

The blonde girl growls as she shoves her way into the bathroom, nearly knocking the other girl off her feet.

“Rashida, this is Elodie,” Carina says, nodding in my direction.

Hiking her towel up and pinning it under her arm, Rashida gives me a perfunctory shake of the hand, too. “We’ll talk once you hit the three-month mark,” she says, then hurries off down the hall, walking into room 310 and slamming the door closed behind her.

“Sorry about her,” Carina says, leaning back against the wall. “The last couple of girls who arrived mid-semester all transferred out again pretty quick. I suppose making the effort to get to know people if you’re not sure they’re gonna stick around is more difficult for some of us than others.”

“Transferred out?” Pres says, her eyebrows rising up her forehead. She sounds as if she disagrees with the term Carina used, but the other girl shoots her a sharp look.

“Don’t,” she warns. “Not yet. Jesus, let the girl settle in a little first before you go dredging up that shit, yeah?”

Uh…this has me slightly worried. “Dredging up what shit?”

“Nothing.” Carina says this firmly, eyeing the other girls. She’s daring them to open their mouths and breathe another word, which none of them do. Apparently, they’re willing to defer to Carina, because everyone standing in the hallway, Pres included, looks down at their feet.

“Okaaaay.” If there’s one thing I hate, aside from my father, it’s secrets. There have been so many in my past, far too many things kept from me over the years, that I have a really low tolerance for that kind of shit. It’s my first day, though. I just met these girls ten minutes ago. I can’t go demanding one hundred percent candor from them before I’ve even properly learned their names. I do my best to shrug it off.

“Hey, knock on my door before you go down, okay?” Carina offers. “I’m student-teacher liaison. I can take you to the office and grab your paperwork with you. And then we can head to English together if you like? I think a lot of our classes are gonna match up.”

I might be small in stature, but I’m still a big girl. I’m perfectly capable of finding my own way to the office and onto class. I learned my lesson a long time ago, though. If someone offers you an olive branch in the cutthroat waters of international schooling, you grab hold of that fucking thing and you don’t let go.

“Sure. Thanks. That’d be cool.”

_______________

The excursion to the office is uneventful, which is to say that the world doesn’t end while I’m filling out my health questionnaire and grabbing all of the reading lists and mandatory textbook titles I’ll need to order for my classes. Carina acts as mediator between myself and the decrepit, mostly deaf octogenarian behind the desk, shouting when the poor old girl can’t hear my responses. The lenses on her glasses are so thick that they make her eyes look eight times their normal size. Despite the visual aid, she squints at me over the top of a stack of paperwork, like it might actually help her hear me better.

Once we’re done, Carina snatches the map the administrator gave me out of my hands and tosses it straight into the trash, dragging me down a long, noticeably crooked hallway, lined with bunches of flowers in vases. “Won’t be needing that,” she sing-songs. “You have me to be your personal Wolf Hall tour guide. I can tell we’re gonna get on just fine. I knew the moment I saw the fishnets.”

I glance down at the fishnet tights she’s referring to. I’m wearing them under my favorite pair of ripped jean shorts. The Doc Martin boots I picked out are potentially overkill, but my look wouldn’t be complete without them.

I know it’s cold, but my outrageous clothes were first in a long list of protests I have planned for my stay at Wolf Hall. Tragically, when I came out of my room and saw Carina’s clothes, it became apparent that the students here can wear whatever the hell they feel like and get away with it. Her bright yellow bomber jacket and red jeans clash so violently, there’s a risk I’ll develop a migraine soon just from standing in her general vicinity.

The other students’ clothes are a confusion of different styles and colors, too. There are enough ripped jeans and band t-shirts kicking around to make it look like we’re all about to walk through the gates of a music festival.

Quickly adding two and two together, I realize that Carina’s taking me straight to class. “Shouldn’t I drop my stuff off at my locker first?”

“Psshhh. We don’t have lockers. If you don’t wanna carry a bag around with you, you’re gonna have to run up to your room between periods, and trust me, there is not enough time for that shit. Come on. You’ll be fine.”

The room falls silent when Carina coerces me into English. Heads whip around, conversations come to a grinding halt…and the hairs on the back of my neck stand to attention.  On a battered leather couch underneath a massive picture window, the guy from last night is laid out like he downed a bunch of Special K for breakfast and the drugs have just kicked in.

He’s the first thing I notice.

The second thing I notice is that there aren’t any desks.

Well, not in the traditional sense anyway.

A little stunned, I gape at the room as I take it all in: the armoires, the ottomans, the over-stuffed arm chairs, and the worn old writing desks dotted around the vast space.  Most surprisingly, there are book stacks toward the rear of the room, wooden benches, and, low and behold, there is a monster of a fire roaring in the open fireplace.

I’ve never seen anything like it before in my entire life. “What…our English class is in the library?”

A chorus of snickers go up, courtesy of the other students draped over the armchairs and leaning against the writing desks. Two guys, sitting on the floor by the other large window trade a droll look, as if this whole what-the-hell-is-going-on bit is really old to them. I feel like I’ve just walked into Doctor Who’s TARDIS and made the mistake of exclaiming, ‘Wait a second! It’s bigger on the inside than it is on the outside!’

Carina kicks the boot of one of the guys sitting on the floor as she leads me past them toward an empty floral print couch. He lunges forward, baring his teeth and snapping them at her, but she ignores his performance. “No, the library’s way bigger than this. This is Doc Fitzpatrick’s den, as he likes to call it. He’s basically a god around here. Gets away with whatever the hell he wants. He’s supposed to take his classes in the room they assigned him in the English block, but he says it’s easier to inspire his students in a more relaxed setting.”

Well, this is relaxed alright. I’ve never even seen a sofa in a teacher’s classroom before, let alone planted my ass on one.

“Hey, Carina? Who’s that?” I jerk my chin in the direction of the guy who gave me such a warm reception last night; he’s taken one of the floral print cushions from the couch he’s lying on and has placed it directly over his face.

Carina stills, arching an eyebrow at me in a way that makes me feel like I’ve made yet another faux pas. “Uhhh, yeah. That is Wren Jacobi. He’s more feral dog than human being. I…honestly…” She sighs heavily, making herself busy by pulling a large notebook out of the bag at her feet. “I’d tell you to stay away from him, but it’s kind of impossible to avoid anyone in this place. Plus, Wren has a way of bullying his way into your business whether you like it or not, so…”

Wrinkling my nose, I tilt my head to one side, squinting at him. “Y’know…I’m pretty sure he’s wearing the same clothes he was in last night.”

This earns me a brittle laugh. “Yeah. He is.”

How the hell does Carina know what he was wearing last night? Unless…she said a few of the girls waited up for me. She was obviously waiting with him, since he drew the short straw and had to stay awake until I arrived. I don’t know the first thing about the guy other than he smokes, but somehow I can’t imagine Wren hanging out with a bunch of girls, waiting to greet a new Wolf Hall student.

“Wren and his guys, they like to fuck with people, Elodie.  And when no one’s willing to play their stupid games, to live by their stupid rules, they’ll fuck with each other instead. Pax bet him he couldn’t bag ten girls before Christmas break. And when he’d only managed to convince nine of us to sleep with him before everyone went home last year, his friends told him he had to wear the same clothes for an entire month when we came back. So yeah. Wren’s wearing the same clothes he was wearing last night. He’s wearing the same clothes he was wearing two weeks ago. I think they let him wash them every couple of days. But you can bet your ass he’ll be wearing that same black shirt tomorrow, and the day after that, and the day after that, right up until February first. Because the only thing worse than losing a bet to a Riot House boy…is failing to settle the bill when they lose. No matter what it costs them or who gets hurt along the way.”

There’s a bitter note in Carina’s voice. From the sullen, wounded expression on her face, she’s talking from some sort of personal experience here. I have a sneaking suspicion that she was one of the nine girls Wren talked into fucking him last year, or…I don’t know. It feels like this is a much older hurt. One that cuts deeper than she’s willing to let on. She’s plastered a sunny smile on her pretty face when she looks up from her bag.

“Anyway. Pax, Dashiell and especially Wren. Watch out for them is all I’m saying, girl. You’ll wind up regretting it otherwise, I can promise you that.”

“Pretty speech, Carrie. Glad to see you’re giving lovely little Elodie Stillwater the lay of the land.”

Neither of us have noticed the guy who was sitting on the floor get up and walk over to us. He’s handsome in the same dangerous way that snakes, and spiders, and wolves are. His hair is shaved back to dark stubble. Tattoos peek out from beneath his long-sleeved white t-shirt. His shockingly blue eyes spark like they’re brimming over with live electricity, and when they home in on me, pinning me to the back of the couch, I feel like I’ve wrapped my hand around a live wire and I can’t fucking let go.

“Go fuck yourself, Pax,” Carina hisses through her teeth; it’s the first time I’ve heard her sound anything other than friendly, and the venom dripping from her words takes my breath away. She doesn’t just dislike this guy. She fucking hates him.

Pax rakes his bottom lip through his teeth in the weirdest display I’ve ever seen, his ice-blue eyes drilling into Carina. There’s something overtly carnal about the energy rolling off him, and it makes the skin on my arms break out in goose bumps. I don’t like it, but I can’t seem to tear my eyes away from him. To his right, the friend Pax was sitting with groans loudly, getting to his feet.

Where Pax looks like an ex-convict with his tattoos, his shaved head, and his bizarre attitude, this guy—who can only be Dashiell—looks like a fucking librarian. Dressed in a white button-down shirt and tight-fitting grey pants, the guy took care in getting ready before coming to class today. The thick black-rimmed glasses he’s wearing give him the air of someone who likes to read—a sweeping, nonsensical generalization, but the quick intelligence in his tawny hazel eyes seems to back up this theory. Like his eyes, his hair is more than one color: light brown from one angle, but when he turns his head to look at me, it transforms to dirty blond.

“Sorry, ladies. Pax doesn’t know how to behave himself around such beauty. He drank a little too much coffee this morning, too, so you’ll have to understand if he’s acting out a little.”

Oh, wow. English accent. Smooth as silk, Dashiell’s voice is immediately soothing. He holds himself with confidence and certainty, as if he’s sure of his place in the world and precisely how he fits into it. It’s a neat trick—the confidence thing. In a weird way, it makes him feel safe, whereas Pax feels entirely the opposite.

Carina squirms, eyes fixed on a stack of books on the other side of the room, carefully avoiding Dashiell’s gaze. Her reaction to Pax was open hostility, but now she seems to have shrunk in on herself, shutting down in a very odd way.

“Carrie? You’re not going to introduce us to your new friend?” Dashiell purrs.

My new friend’s stiff as a board. She looks like she’s about to topple sideways off the couch, so I save her from replying. “You already know who I am. Wolf Hall isn’t exactly a big place. Plus he just called me by my name,” I say, eyes darting over to Pax. “I’m Elodie Stillwater. I transferred in from Tel Aviv. Father’s an army man. Mother’s dead. I’m into painting, music, and photography. I’m allergic to dairy. I’m an only child. I’m terrified of thunderstorms, and I love flea markets. There. That enough information for you?”

I list off these random facts about myself with a smile on my face, but it’s saccharine sweet and false as all hell. Pax huffs out a breath of derisive laughter, while Dashiell’s response to my big speech is to turn his full attention on me, a slow, calculating smile spreading across his face. He’s quick and clever, this one. You can practically see the cogs whirring in his head as he files away the data I just supplied.  Why, all of a sudden, does it seem like a huge mistake that I handed over those unimportant facts about myself?

“Pleased to meet you, Elodie Stillwater. It’s always nice to make a new friend. Maybe you’d like to come over to Riot House some time? We’d love to extend our hospitality to you.”

At the same time, two voices speak out, one rushed and urgent, the other audibly bored.

“She can’t!”

“Not happening, Dash.”

The owner of the first voice, sitting next to me, flinches. I don’t think Carina meant to blurt out her objection so loudly. She looks sheepish as she takes my hand, lacing her fingers through mine. “You know she’ll get in trouble if Harcourt finds out,” she says.

On the couch, with his face still buried beneath a cushion, Wren Jacobi growls. “She’s not invited.” The way he says it makes it sound like a decree, an order passed down from on high that is expected to be observed.

Dashiell lets out a morose sigh; he sounds honestly disappointed. “Don’t worry, Stillwater. Jacobi changes his mind like he changes his socks. His current state of attire notwithstanding, of course. He’s usually very good about changing his socks. I think that’s the thing I like most about him.”

“All right, class! Asses on a flat surface! Move, move, move!”

At the front of the room, a tall guy wearing a tight black dress shirt and a black pencil tie kicks out the wooden wedge that was holding the door open and boots the door closed behind him as he whirls into the room. In his mid-thirties, the guy is throwing off some heavy Clark Kent vibes. His jaw’s so sharp it looks like it could cut and draw blood. Dark, wavy hair, and dark eyes, I can see why half the girls in the room melt into their seats when they realize he’s arrived.

Doctor Fitzpatrick, my new English professor, is a stone-cold smoke show.

“Wren, cushion off the face, man. Sit the fuck up. You know the rules,” he commands, setting down a pile of papers onto a bookshelf. There’s a coffee cup in his other hand, which he drinks deeply from, the muscles in his throat working as he drains the contents of the cup in one go.

Miraculously, Wren drags the cushion from his face and heaves himself upright into a seated position. He glares daggers at Doc Fitzpatrick while he does it, but he complies.

This is unexpected. Very unexpected indeed. Wren gives off the impression that he doesn’t obey anyone. I certainly wouldn’t have expected him to obey an authority figure like an English professor.

Horrified, a number of things dawn on me in quick succession. It was so dark last night that I hadn’t gotten a proper look at Wren. In the light that had flared off the cherry of his cigarette, I’d reluctantly acknowledged the fact that he was good looking. But in the daylight, with the weak sun flooding in through the massive picture window right behind his head, I can see so much more of him now…and I’m so desperately, absolutely beyond fucking fucked.

He’s beautiful.

His black hair curls around his ears like it was painted onto his head, the artful strokes of a master’s brush. It’s thick and disheveled, and my fingers curl inwards of their own volition, wanting to feel the texture of it as I gather my hand into a fist.

His eyes are green, vivid and frighteningly bright. Jade—the color of fresh, new grass, and limes, and spring awakening after winter. They look borderline unreal. His mouth is unusual. His top lip is slightly fuller than the bottom, which should look odd on a guy, but Wren manages to make a sensual, feminine mouth look cruel.

I drink in the sight of him: the way his muscles shift between his shoulder blades as he braces himself on the edge of the leather couch and he pulls himself forward to lean with his forearms resting on the top of his knees. The way he smirks savagely when his quick eyes flit over the room and he catches a girl with braids looking at him.  The way he steeples his fingers, all of him coming alive, like he’s just been activated, when Doctor Fitzpatrick says, “Okay, fuck ups. Listen close. I read your assignments, and they were very interesting. Very raw and emotional. Very real. And some…were just plain graphic.”

“What do you mean, graphic?” a girl sitting on an ottoman at the front asks. “The essay was on Victorian morality in English Literature.”

“Yes, Damiana. Yes, it was.”

Oh, great. I can only see the back of her head from where I’m sitting. I hadn’t realized I was in the same class as the viper from this morning.

Doctor Fitzpatrick rocks his head from side to side, turning back to his stack of papers; he shuffles through the stapled documents on the top until he finds the one he’s looking for. “This piece is titled ‘The Repressed Governess’ and went four thousand words over our two-thousand-word limit. I’ve highlighted a number of sections that I thought were rather enlightening.” He makes a show of clearing his throat, then begins reading from the assignment.

“So innocent before, now she looked terrified. The fear in her eyes made his shaft harden in his pants as he prowled forward, intent on backing her directly into his trap. Her chest rose and fell so rapidly, her large breasts were in danger of brimming over the top of her corset. Nothing could be more titillating to him than the sight of her accidentally disrobed and made vulnerable before him. The anticipation rose in him now, as it always did when he was so close to accomplishing his nefarious goals. For months he’d labored, working on the governess, knowing her church, her faith, and her lunatic father would keep her from acting on her darkest desires. And still he hadn’t given up. He’d seen the wicked fire burning in her soul, and he was determined to unleash it and set it free.

“The governess cried out when her back hit the wall. She knew was cornered and there was no way out. No sooner had she realized her situation than she accepted it, though. Her breath quickened further, this time from excitement. There was something to be said about relinquishing control of oneself to a monster in a black top hat, and now that he was fast approaching with such a look of menace in his eyes, the governess discovered that she wasn’t as afraid of her undeniable fate as she had first thought. She witnessed the threatening bulge of his staff, pressing against the front of his trousers. She saw the way he groped at himself, squeezing himself in the most lurid way, and surprised as she was, she knew that she was wet between her legs, her cunny slick with want as…”

Doctor Fitzpatrick cuts off, dropping his hands to his sides. Exasperated, he shakes his head. “Honestly, I have to say I’m impressed with the prose. Great use of the word lurid. And cunny? You must have had to look that one up, Jacobi.”

All eyes turn to Wren.

Of course he wrote it. I am the most unsurprised person in the world. It totally tracks that this devil in a black t-shirt handed in Victorian porn as his English assignment. He doesn’t look the slightest bit remorseful as he levels his steadily gaze on the doc. “I did,” he says. “The Internet’s a remarkable place. All kinds of weird shit, if you know what you’re looking for.”

“You do realize that this piece was supposed to be on the Victorian sense of morality, right?” Doctor Fitzpatrick asks.

Wren shrugs. “I do. And they had none. The Victorians were just as horny, depraved and dirty as we are. They were just better at hiding it. There were just as many filthy books about fucking back then as there were books about sweet, subjugated women who lived by strict rules of propriety. They just didn’t get the same kind of press.”

“So, you’re saying woman were painted as weak, subjugated creatures in a lot of Victorian literature?”

Wren sighs wearily, like he’s bored and shouldn’t have to explain any of this. “I’m not saying it. It’s what happened. Brontë and Austin made out like women back then were virtuous, good, wholesome creatures who never once thought about getting laid. It was all a lie, Fitz. Women have liked to get fucked since the dawn of time, just like guys. The fact that the Victorians used to guard that little tidbit like it was some huge fucking secret makes them even kinkier than us.”

Doctor Fitzpatrick’s eyebrows inch up. I think he’s unimpressed by Wren’s argument, but also grudgingly impressed by it, too. Tossing the paper at Wren, the doc sends the sheaf of paper fluttering down to the boy’s feet. “Do it again. Forty-eight hours, Jacobi. Stick to the assignment brief, or you’ll find yourself doing it over for a third time. This will be your Groundhog Day of essays until you do it right. And no curse words. You should know by now that shock tactics won’t work with me.”

Wren leaves his assignment on the thin Persian rug at his feet. Most guys would be irritated by the fact that they had to rewrite an essay from the beginning, but he doesn’t seem to care. He’s taking the whole thing completely in stride. “Shock tactics work on everyone. I just haven’t found the right level of shocking for you yet, Fitz. I’m nothing if not persistent. Leave it with me. I’ll figure it out before the end of term.”

God, this guy’s a pro at concocting statements that sound like thinly disguised threats. I wonder if he speaks this way to his parents. My father would knock my head off my shoulders if I dared speak to him or any of my teachers that way. Wren might have army personnel for folks, but we must have had a very different upbringing if he knows he can get away with this shit.

Doctor Fitzpatrick smiles wide, pinching his tongue between his teeth as he turns away from Wren Jacobi, inhales deeply, and faces the rest of the class. “All right, kids. We’re starting a new game today. Who wants to volunteer?” His gaze alights on me, and he comically slaps his hand to his forehead. “Ah shit. We have a newcomer in our midst, guys. I totally forgot. Fuck, I made cookies, too. Elllloiiiise, right?” he says, wincing at me.

Eloise is a common one. I’ve had all sorts of, though. Emily. Evelyn. Elena. Apparently, my given name isn’t as common in other countries as it is in France. “Close. It’s Elodie.” I smile when I correct him to let him know I’m not offended. He nods, wagging his finger at me. A girl sitting a bean bag three people over from me sighs deliriously when the guy spins around to face a white board on wheels and we all get to see just how tight his grey pants are across his pert ass.

“In lieu of any weird ‘stand up and tell us all about yourself’ nonsense, I’m afraid you’ll have to be nominated as volunteer for our game today, Elodie,” he says, scrawling my name onto the surface of the whiteboard in red marker. Surprisingly, he spells it correctly first time.

“She can’t be a volunteer if you nominate her,” Damiana gripes, casting a sour look over her shoulder at me. “How is that fair? Some of us have been waiting our turn for months, Fitz.”

“Oh, stop whining. I think we’re all tired of the ceaseless droning of your voice, child.”

Wow, I mean, I thought that it was wild, the way Wren spoke to Doctor Fitzpatrick, but honestly, the way he speaks to us is a little out there, too. The doc doesn’t come across like a typical professor; he seems like a normal, functioning human being instead of an academic robot, trying to hustle us through the curriculum as fast as he possibly can. It’s refreshing. Doesn’t hurt that he calls people like Damiana out on her shit when she’s being bitchy, either. I think I really like this guy.

Until he tells me to come stand in front of the class.

“Come on, Still…?”

“Water,” I supply.

“Come on, Stillwater. On your feet. Front and center. You’ve got a job to do.”

Mortified, I look at Carina, hoping for some sort of miracle that will mean I get to stay here with her. Her forehead’s creased, an apologetic look on her face. “Sorry, dude. I should have realized he’d do this. Best to just go up there and get it over with.”

Urgh. What a fucking nightmare. I get up from the sofa so slowly that it feels like I’m wading through glue. Once I’m at the front of the class, I turn around, donning a bright, cheery (fake) smile, and I face the class down. In fairness, this is a small class by anyone’s standards. There are probably only fifteen students lazing around like spoiled cats in Doctor Fitzpatrick’s den, which is a relief.

“What’s the game?” I ask through my teeth, trying to loosen up the smile a little—it can’t look real right now, it’s far too tense. I hate this kind of thing. I hate moving schools, and I hate meeting new people, and I hate learning all the new rules. I hate learning all the new games, too.

Doctor Fitzpatrick beams as he perches on the edge of the windowsill near Wren’s leather couch. He doesn’t seem to have a desk in here, either. “Anyone care to explain the rules to Elodie, class?” This is entertaining to him. He’s actually enjoying being here, teaching his students. In five different countries and in five different schools, I’ve never encountered another professor who enjoys his job.

A guy in the back, leaning against one of the book stacks, speaks up without raising his hand. “It’s a popularity contest,” he announces without looking up from the Rubik’s Cube he’s idly spinning in his hands. “You stand up there as directed by our venerated puppet master, and you give us a debate argument. The argument has to be related to books or the English language. If the class argues your debate topic in an entertaining way without Fitz getting bored, you score an automatic A on the next assignment he sets.”

Hold up now…

What??

The doc’s going to correct the guy and explain the game properly any second now. Surely. No? Doctor Fitzpatrick sits on the edge of the windowsill, smiling quite happily. He doesn’t even object to the fact that this kid just called him ‘our venerated puppet master.’

I don’t quite know what I’m supposed to do. I’d love to say I don’t really give a shit about my grades here at Wolf Hall, but the sad truth is that the monthly allowance my father loads onto my AMEX is directly related to my GPA. I’m know how it works all too well: I ace my tests and assignments, and I’ll have unlimited funds to survive on here. I ding my record, or I don’t perform as well as Colonel Stillwater expects me to, then I’ll be left to eke out a very depressing existence on next to nothing.

I haven’t explored the food situation around these parts yet, but I’m assuming there’s a diner or maybe even a café. A restaurant if I’m lucky. It’d be nice to dine on edible food every once in a while, and not have to boil up water and choke down Top Ramen for breakfast, lunch and dinner, s’all I’m saying. An A right out of the gate? That’d make it much harder for Colonel Stillwater to garnish my allowance.

“Ookaaaay.” I despise having to think of clever, interesting topics of conversation on the spot. If I’d known this was going to happen, I wouldn’t have bothered going to sleep last night. I would have stayed up, scrolling for something awesome to hit these guys with in class. Regrettably, the only thing I can come up with is, “The English language is dying. Modern slang and text-speak are choking the history and the life out of an artform so rapidly that it will soon have evolved entirely. Discuss.”

Doctor Fitzpatrick leaps to his feet, clapping his hands together loudly as he bolts back toward the white board. “I love it. You miscreants are destroying my language with your text messages and your disgusting Neanderthal-esque slang. Someone say something! You can sit down, Ms. Stillwater.” He nudges me with his elbow, and I dash back to the safety of the sofa, my eyes glued to the ground. Thank fuck he didn’t hate the topic. Thank fuck my voice didn’t crack and I didn’t stumble all over my words. Thank fuck no one laughed.

From the safety of the couch, I survey the room, waiting…no, dreading the moment when Doctor Fitzpatrick realizes no one’s going to participate in my debate topic. A book snaps closed on the other side of the room. Someone coughs.

And then…

A guy with black hair, wearing a ratty sweater, sitting by the fire says, “All language is constantly evolving. To claim the English language is dead because it’s changing and growing in a certain direction is like saying man became extinct when Homo Sapiens evolved from monkeys.”

“Well.” Doctor Fitzpatrick clicks the cap back onto his red marker. There’s a huge, shit-eating grin on his face. “Anyone have anything to say to that?”

Damiana pipes up. “You’re such a fucking moron, Andrew. Man isn’t extinct because Homo Sapiens evolved. We became something new. A different species or strain of hominid. The species that we evolved from became extinct when we changed. What you said doesn’t make any sense.”

“So, you think the English language doesn’t evolve?” Doctor Fitzpatrick asks her.

“Of course it does. Usually, when something evolves, it does so for the better, though. Our brains became larger and more complex because we learned how to speak and communicate using language. That was an improvement on the simpler, primitive versions of our minds. Text speak and slang isn’t a positive improvement on our language. It’s a lazy bastardization.”

Doctor Fitzpatrick rubs his hands together. “This is getting good, guys. Anyone have anything to say to Damiana’s statement?”

Wren slouches back into the leather sofa, spinning around so that his back is leaning against the arm. He kicks up his feet, lacing his fingers together and resting them on his chest. “Climb down from that high horse, Dami. You use text speak all the time. You’re far from a purist.”

“I do not!”

“Lol. Lmfao. Btw. NP. You text that shit to me all the time.”

Ha. Why am I not surprised that Damiana and Wren are on texting terms? They’re both as vile as one another. They probably best fucking friends.

“That’s not proper text-speak,” Damiana argues. “Those are just abbreviations.”

Oh my god. She didn’t just say that. Seriously? I hide my smile behind my notepad, trapping my laughter behind my teeth and two hundred pages of blank ruled paper.

“You look like you disagree, Elodie,” Doctor Fitzpatrick says.

Oh, come on.

His gaze is locked onto me, his eyes dancing with amusement. I might have refrained from snickering at Damiana’s comment, but I forgot about the parts of my face I didn’t cover; Levi always said I smiled with my eyes more than my mouth. Swiveling around in her chair, Damiana glares at me hatefully.

“Come on, then, Stillwater. Out with it, if you think you’re so fucking smart.”

All high schools are the same. Even the insanely expensive private boarding school kind. Regardless of wealth, parenting styles, opportunity or diversity, there’s always that one popular girl who thinks her shit don’t stink. It’s reassuring that I know what I can expect at Wolf Hall, but once, just once, it’d be nice if the whole mean girl bit wasn’t a thing. From past experience, shaking my head and keeping my mouth shut in this situation will bode worse for me than speaking my mind. Just like in the natural world, display any signs of weakness and the predators will home in on it and do their best to pick you off. They’re fucking relentless. Which is why I make sure my hands don’t shake as I lower my notepad and look her square in the eye.

“Yes, they’re abbreviations, but LOL? BTW? Acronyms. Emojis. Initials. They’re all considered text-speak.” I know this very well. Colonel Stillwater despises all forms of slang so violently that he swore he’d break my fingers if I he ever caught me using it. And my father will break bones before he ever breaks a promise. I’ve never used an abbreviation in a text message in all my life.

Damiana glowers at me from under her caked-on mascara. Some people might consider her heavy use of foundation and contouring pretty, but to me it looks like she’s wearing someone else’s face. “Why don’t you just shut the fuck up, anyway? You’ve been here five minutes and you think you own the place.”

Wow. What is this bitch’s damage? I’ve barely blinked since I got here, and somehow Damiana already feels threatened by me. Powerplays are not my thing. I have zero interest in vying for her crown. All I want to do is complete my assignments, get good grades to appease Colonel Stillwater, and then get the fuck out of here the moment I’ve graduated. Beside me, Carina makes a disgusted sound.

“Easy, Satan Spawn. You wanna take it down a notch? Elodie’s just—”

Damiana’s face contorts in disgust. “And what kind of name is Elodie, anyway? She sounds like she’s some sort of French whore.”

“Ha! La petite pute française,” Pax says, from his spot on the floor by the window. “You charge in euros, Stillwater? Or will a couple of greenbacks put you on your back? The exchange rate’s murder right now.”

“All right, all right. Enough,” Doctor Fitzpatrick says mildly, holding up his hand. He doesn’t sound shocked or even remotely bothered by what Damiana said, nor Pax’s shitty comments for that matter. Everyone falls silent the second he speaks, though, obeying his lazy command. Pax still winks at me suggestively, biting the tip of his tongue. Obviously, he’s scrolling through a number of lewd scenarios in his head.

“Hate to break it to you, Dee, but if you use those terms when you message Wren, you are using text speak,” Doctor Fitzpatrick confirms. “If you—”

“Like I’d text that pervert anyway!” she cries.

Wren smirks, closing his eyes. “She does. Usually after midnight. And yes, DTF? is considered text speak, too.”

Damiana explodes from her seat, stabbing a finger at Wren, who can’t see her outrage with his eyes closed. “You’re a piece of shit, Wren Jacobi. I’d never fuck you in a million years. I’d sure as hell never ask you for it.”

“Okay, okay, sit down, Dee. Wren, stop fucking talking before I boot you over to Harcourt’s office. You guys know I love a lively debate, but we’re getting a little off topic here. What do you think ol’ Bill Shakespeare would say about all of the new words we’re creating to express ourselves, guys?”

The debate continues. Every time the class somehow veers towards the topic of sex, Doctor Fitzpatrick manages to wrangle us back into order. I sit quietly, unable to take my eyes off Wren, unhappy about the way my eyes keep gravitating back to him the moment I forget to actively not look at him. The old adage is true: it’s impossible to look away from a car crash. And I already know that Wren Jacobi isn’t just a metaphorical car crash. He’s a fifteen-car pile-up, and there are already people dead at the scene. I’m headed straight for him, though, and I can’t steer myself away. Worst of all, I’m not wearing a seatbelt, and motherfucker’s cut my brake lines.

He’s brutal, and he’s mean, and he seems rotten down to his very core. I can’t escape him, though. There’s a very real danger that he’ll hold his cup to my lips, and I’ll drink down his poison like I’m dying and he’s the cure.

All I can do now is brace myself and hope that the end will be quick.

A sharp, shrill bell drowns out Pres, the redhead I met earlier, and the students all shuffle out of the classroom, groaning and complaining loudly about the assignment that Doctor Fitzpatrick says he’ll email us all later on this afternoon. I’m overflowing with too many questions to worry about my homework, though.

Why did Carina call those guys Riot House boys? And why does everyone at Wolf Hall seem to orbit around Wren Jacobi, unable to escape his gravitational pull, like he’s the fucking sun?

In the hallway, Carina sags with relief. “God, I’m so glad that’s over.”

I don’t think she means the English class itself.

I think she means the close proximity to Wren and his crew.

At the foot of a steep, winding stone stairway, Carina gives me a quick hug. “This is where I leave you, I’m afraid. I need to get to Spanish. Your biology class is up there. Don’t worry. Everyone should be nice.”

About halfway up the stairs, my cell phone chimes in my back pocket. Excited, I scramble to pull it out and read the message that’s just come through. With the crazy time differences, it feels like I’ve been waiting for this moment for a week. It’s weird that I haven’t heard a peep out of Levi and the others until now, but at least—

Oh.

Wait.

The message isn’t from one of my friends back in Tel Aviv. The unknown number is American, with a 929 area code that isn’t familiar to me.

The message is short and to the point.

 

“Be less obvious, Stillwater. Desperation’s an ugly look.”

 


Chapter Four

WREN

DEAD MOTHER.

Only child.

Small, like a porcelain doll.

Pretty blonde hair.

Pouty mouth I wouldn’t mind wrapped around my dick.

I don’t know much about Elodie Stillwater, but I can already feel that familiar old spark of intrigue at the back of my head, an itch just begging to be scratched. In fairness, I felt the dirty, sick need long before I laid eyes on the girl. Her file had been sitting there, open and asking to be flicked through, the last time I got called into Harcourt’s office. The photo clipped to the top of Elodie’s paperwork had caught my eye—I’ve always been attracted to shiny, pretty things—and my pulse had quickened, stirring from a steady, slow thrum to a far more urgent, interested clip.

In the picture, she was wearing a white sailor’s uniform—a particularly unkind school uniform, I later learned, after a bit of digging. The smile on her face was genuine. She was laughing at someone or something off camera, and her dark eyes were alive with energy. Innocent. That’s what it was about her. She looked innocent, dressed in white, with that all of that long blonde hair flowing down past her shoulders, every part of her singing with life, and I’d immediately wanted to sully her.

I took the photo. Denied taking it when Harcourt asked me if I knew where it was. For two weeks prior to Elodie Stillwater’s arrival, I spent a lot of time looking at that photo, jerking off to it but then refusing to let myself come, enjoying the anger that pooled in my stomach whenever I stared at Elodie’s pretty face. I’ve loved conditioning myself ever since I was a kid. Exposing myself to some kind of stimulus and then training myself to expect a certain outcome. I love nothing more than mastering myself, both mind and body, and my first thought when I saw that girl’s smiling face, was that I wanted to make myself hate her.

Why, you ask?

Why the hell not?

Just for the fun of it.

For a way to pass the time.

Mediocrity is the curse of the weak minded. I’ve made damn sure nothing about me is mediocre, half-assed, or middle of the road, and that includes my emotions. It takes a lot to make me feel alive these days, but a dark obsession? A healthy bit of intrigue, colored with a splash of hate? Yeah, that’ll wake me from this dull, trite existence better than anything else.

So, yeah. I waited up for her to arrive. I volunteered, which should have been a pretty glaring warning to the Wolf Hall administration, since I’ve never volunteered for anything in my entire fucking life. I wanted to test out my theory and see if the time I spent torturing myself had had its desired effect, though, and there was only one way to do that. I had to see her face-to-face, even if it meant burning my way through my last pack of smokes while standing out in the freezing cold for two and a half hours.

When I watched her getting out of that Town Car, angrily pulling at the straps on her backpack, my body knew exactly what to do. My dick responded beautifully, roaring to life, blood surging to transform soft flesh to rigid steel. At the same time, my brain was obliterated by a need to see the girl cry, so fierce and intense that I could barely breathe around it.

Fuck her.

Hurt her.

Soothe her.

Ruin her.

I was so perfectly balanced on that invisible tight rope that it felt like Christmas fucking morning. After all, there’s nothing like a little internal warfare to perk up a shitty mood. And now, after two weeks of waiting, trawling through her social media accounts and clicking through all of her photos on Facebook—who doesn’t make their shit private these days?—I feel like I’ve got a solid grasp on who the newest student at Wolf Hall is.

She’s a walking contradiction.

I like this about her.

I’ve already concocted fifteen different ways to tear Elodie into a million little pieces, and I’ve discounted each and every one of them. This is the opportunity of a lifetime, my last chance to condition someone else and bend them to my will. I need to be careful how I go about it. Make her crawl for my approval right away and it’ll all be over too soon. I’ll tire of her and be left having to find new ways to entertain myself until graduation. Give her too much free rein, though, and she could slip out of my grasp. There’s a happy medium somewhere in the middle, and now I need to work out exactly where it is. All part of the adventure.

“You broke the rules anyway,” Pax says, tearing off a huge hunk of bread from his sandwich with his teeth. The man’s a complete heathen. No fucking manners whatsoever. During the summer, he models for Calvin Klein, strutting up and down runways in tight grey underwear. Aside from his shaved head, he looks clean in those photos. He looks well-constructed, like a fucking G.I. Joe—American made, only the best parts and labor. His fancy agent, and his fancy friends, and the fancy fucking idiots who stare at his image and wish they were him…none of them get to see who he really is: this ruthless, simple creature that likes to break things and tear them apart with his teeth.

“By rights, she’s mine,” he says around his mouthful of food. “You had Damiana. Dash got Carina. I’m next up to bat.”

Growling, I type even faster, spewing a thousand words a minute into the Word document, determined to get my re-write of Fitz’s dumb Victorian morality assignment completed before the fun for the evening kicks off. “You know I hate sports metaphors,” I snarl. “Shut the fuck up and stop whining. You’re a grown ass man. If you want to go after the girl, then fucking do it. Doesn’t mean my plans will change.”

Do I care that Pax wants Elodie as his new mark? Sure I do. He’s a good-looking guy. Calvin Klein approved. He’s screwed plenty of girls here at Wolf Hall, and a million beyond the walls of our desperately boring little ecosystem, too. He’s dangerously charming when the mood takes him, and I’ve seen plenty of intelligent women fall for his bullshit. No reason why Elodie wouldn’t be the same.

To be a complete punk about it, though, I saw her first.

I researched her. I chanted her full name inside my head—Elodie Francine Jemimah Stillwater—until it felt like a mantra, a pebble worn smooth by constant rubbing, and now she feels like she’s mine. I do not share my toys well with others.

We have our rules for a reason, naturally. Riot House wouldn’t exist without some kind of code or system by which its inhabitants were required to operate. There may only three of us here, but each of our personalities are such that we’d all wind up dead if we didn’t honor a line drawn in the sand from time to time.

Pax grunts, screwing up his Subway wrapper and lobbing it at the trash can on the other side of my bedroom. He shouldn’t even be in here while I’m trying to work but trying to keep Pax out of anywhere is like trying to stop water leaking from a holey bucket. You learn to give up pretty quickly. Pax is quiet for a while. This means he’s thinking deeply about something. I manage to cram in three hundred words before he eventually says, “How about…a trade?”

I stop typing.

Turn around in my chair.

There’s a worrying look on Pax’s face.

“Explain.” I narrow my eyes at him. From time to time, he’s been known to be a little tricksy. Not as tricksy as me, but it’s wise to be on guard.

He pouts, staring up at the ceiling. He’s being far too nonchalant right now. He wants something big. Bigger than Elodie, which means he’s about to try and pass whatever this is off as a fair exchange. “The boat,” he says airily. “In June. You have it while it’s still Corsica. Trade me the boat in June and I won’t lay a finger on the girl.”

Hah. He talks about ‘The Contessa’ like it’s a fucking schooner, not a forty-foot long, seven-bedroomed luxury super yacht. She’s my father’s pride and joy. If I let Pax stay there unsupervised during the June break, the damn thing’ll probably end up at the bottom of the Mediterranean. My father would tar and feather me, then disinherit me.

“A week,” I counter.

Pax folds his arms across his chest, the casual, carefree expression he was just sporting vanishing as he settles in for negotiations. “Two weeks, man. The whole break. I’m not flying across the world for one fucking week.”

“Ten days. Final offer.”

“No deal. I guess you’re gonna have to stand down.”

He could make me stand down. If he wanted to, he could involve Dash, and the two of them could vote that I stay away from Elodie until the end of fucking time. House rules. We try to avoid forcing each other to do anything most of the time, it only winds up with someone getting hurt, but it wouldn’t be an unprecedented move. Pax really must like the look of Elodie, which makes me want her even more.

She already is mine, though, and this claim he’s trying to make on her is making my fucking blood boil. “Ten days, Pax. Go see your Mom in Prague afterward.”

He looks horrified. “Why the hell would I do that?”

“All right. Fine. You get the boat. Two weeks in June. But I so much as hear you’ve been making Molotov cocktails again and I’ll call in the fucking gendarmerie.”

If anything, this only seems to make the smile on the piece of shit’s face spread even wider. God, what the fuck am I doing? This is going to be an unmitigated disaster. I can already feel it in my bones. “Stop crowing. I can hear the laughter bouncing around the inside of your thick skull from here,” I grumble, spinning back around to face my desk. I won’t be able to write anymore. I know I won’t. I’m relieved that ownership of Elodie Stillwater has been cleared up, but there’s a rank taste in my mouth that I can’t shake now.

I made a copy of her file with all her personal contact information a week after I took the photo. I considered calling her before she even arrived, just so I could hear her voice and stop driving myself mad, wondering what she would sound like. I’d managed to show a little restraint, though. But I couldn’t stop myself from texting after our English class. I’d wanted to rile her up. To watch her reaction from afar. Annoyingly, she’d barely reacted at all. She’d been confused at first, because she didn’t know the number, I’m assuming, but then her face had gone blank.

No fear. No anger. No irritation. The only emotion I saw cross her face, from my casual lean against the wall fifteen feet away, was a brief flicker of amusement, at which point she’d tucked her phone back into her pocket and jogged up the steps towards the biology labs without a backward glance.

“Why you so dead set on this girl, anyway?” Pax asks, making a hell of a noise as he purposefully fires the lid on a can of pringles across the room, jams his hand inside, pulls out a stack of chips and stuffs them into his mouth.

I tap out a sentence, focusing on my laptop screen. “She’s nothing. She’s unimportant.”

“Bullshit, Jacobi. You haven’t shown the slightest bit of interest in a girl since Mara and you know it.”

BANG!

I think I just shattered my laptop’s screen.

I shouldn’t have slammed it closed so hard, but then again Pax shouldn’t have just uttered that name within my earshot. He knows better than that. Closing my eyes, I inhale a shaky, uneven breath, trying to level out the rage spiking in my bloodstream. “I’m glad we could iron out a deal with The Contessa,” I grit out through my teeth. “You gotta get the fuck out of my room, though, dude. I’m serious. I gotta get this paper done. I need to clear my head, and I can’t do that with you bringing that shit up, yeah?”

I wait for Pax to argue. Arguing is second nature to him; he grew up in a house full of lawyers. For better or for worse, he chooses to keep a civil tongue in his head instead. “All right, man. No drama. I’m gonna head down to Luke’s and grab some beers. You want something?”

I clench my jaw so hard that it cracks when I force my mouth open to speak. “Not beer. A forty of Jack,” I tell him.

“Whew. Going big on a school night. My favorite kind of Jacobi.” He leaves, humming a raucous song under his breath, and I sit very still, with an image of Elodie Stillwater blazing in my mind.

Why am I so dead set on her?

Because she’s innocent, and I’m not.

Because she’s wholesome, and I’m not.

Because she’s untainted, and I’m not.

And, most importantly of all, because she’ll be so pretty when I make her cry.

 


Chapter Five

ELODIE

“WE SHOULD HAVE met yesterday, Ms. Stillwater, but I’ve found that giving a student a day or two to settle in can be helpful. I knew Carina would do a good job of showing you around. She’s a good girl. A good friend, if you’re in the market for one. I apologize for putting you all the way up there on the third floor, but three-sixteen was our only available room. I hope you’re comfortable enough. Please pass on our apologies to your father. Colonel Stillwater was very clear that he wanted you situated on the first floor, but there’s nothing we can do right now. Maybe next semester—”

“Really, Principal Harcourt, it’s not a problem. I don’t mind being on the third floor.” Yes, it’s a pain in the ass having to hike up to the third floor but apart from being in such close proximity to Damiana and the blistering cold in my room it doesn’t really make much of a difference where I sleep in this godforsaken place. It’s all the same to me.

Principal Harcourt nods, fidgeting in her chair. Her office is imposing, just as old and drafty as the rest of Wolf Hall, but it’s light and airy and feels less oppressive than the rest of the academy. The woman herself is in her late forties, with a touch of steel grey in her long dark hair that’s swept back into an uncompromising chignon. Her eyes are a little distracted, unfocused as they flit around the room, landing on everything from her academic texts, the plaques on her walls, and the wilting peace lily in the pot on her desk, but never resting on me.

“I had the pleasure of meeting your father once. Quite an intimidating man,” she says breathily.

Intimidating? She really doesn’t know the half of it. I fiddle with the apple I’m holding in my hands, worrying at its stalk. The inch-long woody stem snaps off in my fingers, and I let it fall to the floor. “Yes. He’s very well respected.” I could say so much more. I could tell her about the nights I spent twisted up and afraid beneath my bedsheets, wondering if he was going to burst through my bedroom door at any moment. She’d understand then how unimportant the location my bedroom here at Wolf Hall really is to me, so long as it’s as far away from him as is physically possible.

“Now,” the principal says awkwardly, opening up the top drawer of her desk. She takes out a sheet of paper and sets it down in front of her, sliding it toward me. “I hate to have to go through this with you, but I’m afraid it’s academy policy. Here at Wolf Hall, there are a number of things we do not tolerate. As you’ll see from this student-faculty agreement, the use or possession of drugs is strictly prohibited. We also do not allow any sort of…carousing. Ahem. Contact of a sexual nature is also prohibited. No members of the opposite sex on any of our female or male floors. No inappropriate touching, or…or…well, you can read for yourself there, can’t you. You can leave the academy on the weekends, but doors are locked by nine o’clock sharp. During the week, you must remain here on school grounds. From Monday through Friday, leaving Wolf Hall for any reason without prior written permission from myself or another member of the teaching staff is taken very seriously. There are other items on the list that you can review at your own leisure. I take it none of that will be an issue for you, though?”

“No, of course not.” Jesus. Who does she think I’m going to be getting hot and heavy with? And I’ve never stepped foot in New Hampshire before; as far as I’m concerned, this place might as well be the seventh circle of hell and there’s no way out for me.

“Good girl. Now, if you don’t mind, I have some paperwork to catch up on. I believe you have a French class to be getting to. I’m sure you’ll enjoy that, given that it was your first language.”

“Actually, I never learned Fre—”

“Good, good. Off you go now. If you need anything, please let someone at the administration desk know and I’m sure they’ll be happy to help you. Have a lovely day, Elodie.”

I’m ushered out of Principal Harcourt’s office so quickly I almost forget to collect my bag before the door is slammed loudly behind me.

I take a deep, calming breath, slinging the leather strap up and over my head. I have no idea where my French class is or which direction I’m supposed to head in, and since Carina threw out my map yesterday morning, I find I’m at a bit of a loss. Carina had to get to class, and without my guide, I—

I see the dark silhouette, hovering at the mouth of the corridor that leads to the principal’s office and a cold sweat breaks out across my back.

Crap.

My scientific mind tells me that this old, crooked, rambling building isn’t haunted, but the shadowy figure looks distinctly ghost-like as it begins moving toward me.

I could be wrong, but I’m betting none of the training my father drilled into me will be useful against non-corporeal forms. Stilling my racing heart, I step forward, swallowing down the lump in my throat, and…Wren Jacobi steps into the circle of flickering, dim yellow light cast off from a sconce on the wall.

I don’t know if I should be relieved or twice as scared.

His black clothes contrast so dramatically with his pale skin that he looks like the negative of a photo, brought to life. I didn’t see him again after English yesterday, so I’d kind of tricked myself into believing that I wouldn’t be seeing him today, either. Clearly a very stupid, naïve thought, because here he is, larger than life and way more threatening than any apparition. The hallway’s wide, but not wide enough for me to skirt around him without having to acknowledge his existence. I duck my head, tucking my chin into my chest, eager to get past him as quickly as possible…

“Stillwater.” My last name echoes down the hallway, ringing in my ears. His voice is cold and stiff. “They sent me to escort you to class. Come with me.”

Oh. That’s just…fucking wonderful.

He sounds pissed that he’s been assigned this task. I move closer, dragging my heels as much as possible, trying to delay the moment that I reach him and we’re standing face to face in the confined space, unable to avoid each other’s gaze. It comes all too quickly, though.

God, his eyes are so green. I’ve never seen eyes that color before. He doesn’t blink as he stares down at me, his top lip twitching like it wants to curl upward in disgust. He brushes a hand through his thick, wavy hair, blowing hard down his nose, his nostrils flaring. “Try to remember the way,” he says curtly. “I’m not doing this twice.”

I don’t even want him to have to do it once.

He spins, turning around and showing his back to me, and then he takes off at a fast clip, heading for the east wing of the academy. For every one of his long strides, I have to put in three in order to keep pace with him. I can feel how tense he is as he marches ahead of me, clenching and unclenching his massive hands into fists.

With the heavy, solid oak doors to all the classrooms firmly closed, concealing the students inside, a thick silence floods the hall as Wren leads the way. Cursing myself for being so damn stupid, I rip my gaze away from his ass, telling myself that I wasn’t checking out the way his jeans hang a little too low, revealing the black waistband of his underwear. No, no way was I checking that out.

I’m hot all over and flooded with unexplained shame. If I inspected that shame up close, then I’d discover that there is a reason for it, and that reason has an awful lot to do with the way Wren’s mouth had looked yesterday when he said the word fuck in Doctor Fitzpatrick’s class.

A deviant shiver runs down my spine, and I shake my head to dislodge the memory.  I’m quickly making new memories, though. The stubble on the back of his neck, short and black, where his hair’s been cropped so close to his skin is perversely fascinating. I stare at the base of his skull, like I might be able to pierce through the skin and bone and see right into his mind, and all the while, my hands grow clammier and clammier. I nearly leap out of my skin when he angles his head down and to the left, barely showing his features in profile for a brief second as he says, “You’re throwing in with Carina, then.”

“Throwing in with her?”

The corner of his mouth twitches. Not a smile. Something else. “You’ve chosen her as a friend,” he clarifies.

“Yeah, I suppose I have.”

“Interesting choice.”

This is the kind of leading comment that invites someone to ask questions: what do you mean by that? Is Carina a sociopath or something? Should I stay away from her? Unfortunately for Wren, I’ve spent an awful lot of time figuring people out, as well as uncovering their intentions, and he’s got another thing coming if he thinks I’ll give him what he wants so easily. He has something he wants to tell me about my new friend Carina, then he’s going to have to offer the information up all by himself.

I say nothing.

Wren Jacobi says nothing.

Down the hallway we go, Wren walking ahead of me, his tall frame solid, his shoulders drawn back in the same over-confident way kids who are born into money all seem to have. He takes a left, and then another left, and then a right, and before I know it, I’m completely turned around and I have no clue where I am.

So much for remembering the way…

Wren stops abruptly, spinning around, and I almost walk straight into his chest. Applying the breaks as quickly as possible, I pull up just in time, a mere eight inches between us. This close, I have to crane my head back, pointing my chin at the ceiling in order to look up at him. “What has she told you about Riot House?” he demands.

“I’m sorry, what?”

“I’m sure she’s mentioned Riot House by now. I wanna know what she’s said.”

Lord. He gives his orders uncompromisingly, as if it’s never occurred to him that at some point someone might have the audacity to deny him the information he’s seeking and tell him to go fuck himself. As far as Wren’s concerned, there is no reality or parallel universe in which he isn’t unquestioningly obeyed by all.

Those eyes of his, the brightest jade, swirled through with flecks of amber and glorious gold, are so surprising that they almost have me blurting out the answers to questions he hasn’t even asked me.

Dark chocolate.

The Beatles.

George Orwell’s 1989.

My suspicious nature keeps me firmly glued to the tracks, though. It pokes at me with a question of my own: Why does he want to know what Carina said about Riot House? Was she supposed to keep her mouth shut about the place? Is Wren’s home a forbidden topic of conversation, punishable by…fuck, I have no idea what kind of punishment Wren might subject a person to if they were dumb enough to displease him. I already know it wouldn’t be pretty. Going back over the few words Carina uttered about Riot House, I decide it’d be harmless to just give in and tell him. Not that he deserves the explanation. “She told me that that’s where you, Pax and Dashiell live. That’s it.”

He narrows his eyes. I don’t think he believes me. “Did she tell you what we do there? Did she tell you about the rules?”

“I don’t know anything about any rules. And whatever you get up to in the privacy of your own home is really fine by me, man. It’s absolutely none of my business.”

He blows out down his nose—a long, unhappy exhalation. I’ve said something wrong, apparently. “Okay, dude. Well, tell her that she needs to keep it that way. If we find out that she’s filling people’s head with shit, then—”

“Ah, there you are. Mr. Jacobi, what are you doing, loitering out here? Straight to the office and straight back to class. That’s what we agreed, isn’t it?” A tall, reedy woman with frizzy blonde hair and weak blue eyes stands in the hall behind Wren, holding an open textbook in her hand. Her eyes meet mine and she smiles.

A muscle tics in Wren’s jaw—a sign of annoyance if ever I’ve seen one. “We were just coming,” he says tightly. Nudging me with the toe of his brown leather boots, he urges me to go ahead of him, toward the blonde woman, who beams.

“You’re my first ever French student, Elodie. I’m Madame Fournier. I can’t tell you how excited I am to have someone in the class who can speak the language fluently.”

“She doesn’t know a lick of French,” Wren mumbles, pushing his way past the woman. “Turns out our little French whore isn’t so French after all.”

Madame Fournier reels at Wren’s statement. “Mr. Jacobi! Apologize to Ms. Stillwater immediately!”

Wren pauses alongside Madame Fournier—long enough to lean in close, bringing his face close to the French teacher’s. He peers at her through his impossibly dark eyelashes, a look of quiet contempt on his face. “What’s my other option? I’m currently maxed out on apologies.”

Madame Fournier turns a brilliant shade of crimson. “Aller en enfer,” she spits.

Wren smiles. “Convince the old man to cut me loose and I’ll head there directly. In the meantime, I’ll be in the back row of your class every Tuesday until the end of fucking time.” He straightens, standing at his full height—a monster wearing a black long-sleeved t-shirt and a vicious smile—and casts a bored look back at me. “Come on. There’s a seat open right next to mine.”

He grabs hold of me by the wrist.

Shock jitters up my arm, echoing around the chamber of my chest. It booms like a struck bell in my head, roaring in my ears louder than a raging ocean battering against a shoreline.

He has me by the wrist.

“I’m perfectly capable of walking,” I say in a clear, calm voice. “I don’t need to be dragged anywhere.”

If he doesn’t let go of me in five seconds, I’m gonna wrench myself free. I’m gonna kick him in the balls. I’m gonna break one of his goddamn fingers.

Five…

Four…

Three…

Wren releases his hold on me, smirking infuriatingly. “I don’t know what got into me. I guess I’ll see you in there.” He goes, leaving me standing next to Madame Fournier, who flusters and chatters incessantly about manners and how boys will be boys, but the whole time I can see the nervous edge in her eyes. She can’t hide the fact that her hands are shaking as she snaps her textbook closed and tucks it under her arm.

Inside Madame Fournier’s room, massive French flags hang from the walls. By the blackboard at the head of the room, the obligatory shot of the Eiffel Tower hangs, framed, on the wall next to pictures of Edith Piaf and The Louvre. I do a quick appraisal of the desk/chair situation and quickly calculate that Madame Fournier is very low on the pecking order at Wolf Hall. Doctor Fitzpatrick gets a lofty, light, massive office with enough room for a miniature library and an open fireplace, and the French teacher gets a standard box room with only two windows, no personality and desks with lids that look like they date back to the thirties.

And…yep. Just fucking great.

There is only one open seat available, and it just so happens to be right next to the brooding, dark-haired asshole who’s burning hand I can still feel cuffing my wrist. He didn’t tighten his grip on me. He didn’t pull me after him. He did nothing but close his fingers around my skin, but it feels like he fucking branded me with his touch, and now I’m forever doomed by his mark.

His tall, ridiculous frame is too large and unwieldy to fit behind his desk; his legs stretch out into the aisle, his body set at an angle as he leans back in his chair, his eyes sparking with curiosity, tinged with the faintest suggestion of malevolence as I walk toward him.

He doesn’t breathe a word—way worse than if he was openly hostile. Slinging the straps of my backpack over the back of my chair, I grab my notebook, trying to override the churning dread in my stomach. My classmates have all been learning French for years now. I haven’t even heard the language spoken since my mother died. And I could never understand it even when she was alive.

“Alright, students,” Madame Fournier projects from the front of the class. Where were we? Simone, if you could continue—”

The teacher directs a girl on the front row to continue reading, or conjugating a verb or something. I can’t pay attention, because I’m suddenly accosted by a pungent, overpowering odor that hits the back of my nose and my taste buds all at once.

Oh…

Oh my god. It’s disgusting.

What the fuck is that?

I can actually taste it.

Musty, rotten, and vaguely fishy, the smell is so rank I have to fight the urge to lean over the edge of my desk and vomit.

How is no one else reacting to this stench right now? Quickly, I look around at the students sitting closest to me. None of them are paying attention to Madame Fournier. They’re all tensed, looking at the floor or at their hands, or sightlessly staring at their worksheets in front of them, unusually tense. The girl sitting to my left looks like she’s about to explode, her cheeks and the very tips of her ears burning a bright red.

Another wave of the fishy bouquet hits me, and…

Oh, for god’s sake.

It’s coming from inside my desk.

Everything falls perfectly into place. Obviously, someone’s put something disgusting and fetid inside my desk to fuck with me, and I know precisely who is responsible. Of course it was him. He knew I’d be sitting here. I wouldn’t be surprised if he forced whoever normally sits beside him out of their desk, so he could have the pleasure of a front row seat when I lifted up the lid on the desk and discovered whatever rotten thing he’s dumped inside.

Mother…fucking…asshole.

What am I supposed to do now? Am I supposed to sit here and tolerate the reek coming from inside of my desk? Am I supposed to get angry? Cry?

I don’t think Wren really cares, so long as I do something. He just wants a reaction, and preferably a violent one, if I’m reading this situation correctly.

Well, fuck him. He isn’t getting shit out of me.

I lean against the lid of the desk, breathing through my mouth, listening to Madame Fournier. Scribbling away at a mile a minute, I make notes of all the exercises I need to catch up on and all of the chapters I need to read if I want to have a hope of catching up with the already advanced class.

Colonel Stillwater knows I don’t speak French. My mother always wanted to teach me, she tried to speak French at home when I was little, as well as English, but my father beat her senseless for even suggesting such a thing. And now he expects me to learn the language from scratch and attain an excellent grade, otherwise there’s bound to be horrific consequences. It’s this thought that distracts me from the putrid smell that assaults my senses every few minutes and keeps me focused on the task at hand.

And all the while, Wren Jacobi stews.

I feel his displeasure like you might feel a hand on the back of your neck, pushing down on you, trying to force you to your knees. He’s not happy that I’m avoiding his little gift. Not happy in the slightest. He wants me to open up the desk and recoil in horror. He wants to me make a scene, and all I’m giving him is a serious case of hives.

The minutes tick by painfully slowly. Outwardly, I’m single minded, focused only on Madame Fournier and the complicated, confusing nonsense she writes down on the board. Internally, I am a mess. I’m so angry, I’m vibrating with rage. Every time Wren twitches or shifts in his chair, it’s all I can do not to flinch away from the bastard.

I’m not afraid of him.

Maybe I should be.

I intend on taking my time and figuring out if he really is the enemy before I decide if I should treat him as a threat, though. By the time the bell rings, my gorge is rising despite breathing through my mouth. Carina promised to wait for me by the main entrance between periods, so I grab my papers, my pens, notebook and my bag and I bolt for the door without looking back. As I tear out of the door, my heart a clenched fist in the hollow of my throat, I can still feel Wren Jacobi simmering away on the back row.

 


Chapter Six

WREN

“THERE HAVE TO be consequences, man. Without consequences, how will any of them know their place?” Dashiell hits the pipe I just passed him, holding the smoke in his lungs, lips pressing together as he frowns at the naked chick undulating on his computer screen. Other guys might save their private sex cam sessions until they had a moment alone, but Dash has no qualms about enjoying the services he pays for in front of others. Dash has very few qualms in general.

His dick is hard, which isn’t out of the ordinary. He gets hard whenever he smokes pot. Some weird, fucked up wiring issue in his brain. The girl touching her pussy on the screen is purely coincidental.

Exhaling, he lets out an insubstantial puff of smoke, most of it having already absorbed into his lungs. His preppy chinos and his grey sweater make him look like he’s about to head off to church. His blood shot eyes make him look like he just arrived, fresh off the boat from hell. “I don’t think Carina likes me.” He points the end of the pipe at me. “I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but whenever I enter a room, she always seems to be leaving it. If I were a suspicious guy, I’d think I might have upset her.”

Hah. Sick bastard. Yeah, Dash definitely upset Carina and he knows it. These mind games he likes to play are so deeply engrained in his very id that he sometimes forgets that he doesn’t need to play them within the walls of our home, though. I grab the pipe from him, angrily packing the weed down into the bowl. When I touch the flame of the lighter to it, I pull too harshly, sending a jet of scalding hot, thick and highly potent smoke scorching down the back of my throat.

I need to cough, but I won’t. I refuse to let myself. I force myself to ride out the maddening, desperate need with a sour-feeling grin plastered on my face. My eyes sting when I eventually breathe out. “Think you’d better give that one a wide berth before you decide to fuck with her again,” I advise. “Carina’s fiery. She’ll clip your balls for you if you’re not careful.”

“Aww. You worried about my balls, Jacobi?” Dash ruffles my hair, fucking up the hap-hazard, behind-the-ear tuck I had going on. I growl half-heartedly. There are certain things Pax can get away with, like eating on my fucking bed and getting food everywhere. He wouldn’t live to tell the tale if he tried to fucking ruffle my hair, though. I have very specific dynamics with both of my friends, and I don’t like one to bleed through into the other. That’s how shit gets confusing.

“Your balls are of no concern to me, jackass. They’re probably gonna rot and fall off of their own accord any day now. I’m more concerned about keeping a low profile. Last thing we need is Harcourt siccing her minions on to us again.”

Dashiell throws himself back against the couch, absently grabbing the end of his dick through his pants and giving it a squeeze. He frowns at the girl on his laptop, who’s now fully fingering herself, trying to incite some sort of a reaction out of him. He scowls, irritated. Snapping the laptop closed, he slides the MacBook across the coffee table, nearly knocking over a fake potted plant he bought last week in an attempt to ‘brighten up the place.’

“Fine. I’m bored of women, anyway,” he announces. “You ever fucked a guy, Jacobi?”

That’s none of his damn business. However, I have no reason to hide anything from anyone. I’ve been calculating and careful about every single move I’ve made since I was nine years old. It’s exhausting, having to plot and plan absolutely everything you ever do, but it also means I have very few regrets. How can I regret something if I’ve weighed all of the consequences and deemed them acceptable before taking action? “Tried everything at least once, Lord Lovett. No sense in leaving any stone unturned, right?”

If he asks me if I liked having a dick thrust up my ass, I’m prepared to break my ‘no need to lie to the friends’ rule, just this once. Or at least bend it a little. He doesn’t ask that, though. He nods, the corners of his mouth pulled down in a look of surprise as he arranges himself against the couch cushions. “I might give it a shot,” he says. “Might liven up the rest of the year. My mother’d have a fucking heart attack if I brought home a boyfriend.” He laughs maniacally, his Adam’s apple bobbing up and down in his throat as he closes his eyes, throwing his arm over his face. “Don’t take this personally, but I can’t see that fucking you would be any fun, Jacobi. You’re too moody. You look like you bite.”

I huff out a sharp bark of laughter. “You bet your fucking ass I do.”

Dash raises his arm, opening one eye so he can peek at me through the crack. “You fuck angry, too, don’t you? Must be terrifying to have you looming over a person, all fire and brimstone and death, knowing you’re about to be destroyed from the inside out.”

“I’ll have you know I’m a very tender lover.”

Dash nearly chokes to death on a scathing fit of laughter. “Bullshit. You wouldn’t know tender if it leapt up and knocked out your front fucking teeth.”

“That’s exactly the kind of tender I’m talking about.”

He smiles, flashing two rows of very white, very straight teeth. If Lord Lovett Snr and Lady Lovett had cared for their son in the littlest bit, they would have spared him the torture of braces when he was a kid and left his teeth a little crooked. With the set of perfect pearly whites on him now, he’s completely flawless. Makes for a classically handsome profile, but it’s also stripped his face of anything really interesting to look at. “Whatever you say, Dark Lord. Is that how it’s gonna be with your little French girl, then? Caresses that bruise? Kisses that bleed?”

Kisses that bleed?

I nearly drop the pipe I was about to use but manage to close my hand around it just before it crashes down onto the glass coffee table. The image that phrase just brought to mind has me practically panting, my lips burning, the roof of my mouth tingling like mad. I don’t enjoy the taste of blood, but the thought of biting Elodie hard enough to break the skin…

“No. I’m not interested in that with her.” I say it like I mean it. I sound convincing as hell. So then why does it feel like I just dumped a shit load of good MDMA down my throat, and the anticipation is building inside of me as I wait to start rolling? Makes no fucking sense.

Just like always, Dash grunts, making it clear that he knows me better and he doesn’t believe me for one hot second.

“Her father’s top brass. I’d be careful if I were you,” he says, firing the warning I just gave him right back at me. “You know what’ll happen if your father finds out you’ve soiled one of his college’s precious daughters. There’ll be hell to pay and then some.”

Since I think through all of my actions so thoroughly, I’ve obviously thought about this. I’ve done plenty of research on Colonel Jason Andrew Stillwater, and I’ve gotten a decent lay of the land. Luckily for me, Elodie’s father is not a well-liked man. My own father, when I briefly mentioned Colonel Stillwater during a phone call last week, called him a self-righteous, overbearing cunt. And my father likes everyone. Apart from me, that is.

“Don’t worry that pretty little head of yours, Lovett. I got everything under control. I know when to say when. I’ll have my fun and then I’ll call it a day. Got college on the horizon, anyway. We’re all better off saving our energy for when the real adventures begin next year.”

“Wren. Be realistic,” Dash chides. “You’re already in it up to your neck with this girl. The way you’re brooding around her is classic Jacobi obsession material. And she didn’t open the desk, which I know is just driving you insane.”

I wish he wasn’t right about that. I shouldn’t be so bent out of shape over the fact that Elodie didn’t discover the mangled frog’s legs I planted in her desk. It was a schoolboy tactic, childish as fuck, but I took one look at her the other night and I knew she’d be squeamish. If she hadn’t figured it out beforehand and she’d just lifted the lid on that desk, she’d have lost her freaking mind. She robbed me of that experience, and yeah, I’m salty as fuck about it. “Don’t worry. I have a plan,” I say.

“Fucking hell. Sounds ominous,” Dash groans. His accent always makes cursing sound way more fun. “You’re not planning on breaking into her room, are you? Because the last time you did that—”

I light the weed in the pipe, sucking the thick, sweet smoke into my mouth, then blow it at Dash, who sits up, alert. He holds his hand, gesturing for a hit of his own. The guy doesn’t know how to be embarrassed. If he did, he’d do something to hide the tent his erect cock is making out the front of his pants. And I’m not talking two-man adventure racing tent. I’m talking a palatial eight-man tent with a separate fucking living area. His dick must be fucking killing him. “You can’t change the subject with Mary Jane,” he admonishes, taking a deep, heavy hit from the pipe. “My short-term memory’s bomb proof. I remember the shit you got yourself into the last time you broke into a girl’s room. And that room? God, you’ve gotta be fucking insane. If you wanna fuck the little French girl, then do it and get it out of your system, post haste. Anything else, and, well…” His eyes roll back into his head, his eyelids fluttering closed. “Anything else would be an unmitigated disaster for you, my friend. You know it’s true.”

 


Chapter Seven

ELODIE

NUN ELIZABETH MARY Whitlock was hanged for suspected witchcraft in the rectory of Wolf Hall’s tiny gothic church in 1794. I learn this on Wednesday, while exploring the old tumbledown building with Carina after our last class of the day. We sift through piles of broken glass from the shattered windows, the shards worn smooth and opaque like colorful old sea glass, and Carina finds an ancient rosary. It’s beautiful, the beads alternating between what looks like labradorite and solid silver, and on the end a large, delicate crucifix dangles, cast in gold. We’re both too scared that it might have belonged to Elizabeth Mary Whitlock to keep it, so we bury it in the crowded graveyard at the rear of the church next to a headstone so old that the lettering carved into the stone has worn away to nothing.

On Thursday, Carina guides me to a dark, cramped crawlspace at the back of a cleaning closet at the end of our hallway and urges me inside. At first, I’m suspicious. Carina, with her easy smile and her friendly, gregarious laughter, treats me like we’ve been friends our entire lives. I’ve never met a girl like her. An ugly part of me—the part that’s been the subject of plenty of ridicule and abuse at the hands of other female students in the past—thinks she might be setting me up for some epic prank.

I decide to trust my gut, though, and I climb inside the black, tight space, holding my breath to keep from inhaling in the dust, and I scramble forward on my belly until I’m spat out inside a huge, cavernous attic with a bank of small, dirty windows overlooking the lawn and the turning circle in front of the academy.

Carina whoops, delighted, as I explore the abandoned, cluttered attic, watching me with open glee as I scavenge through travel chests and rotten cardboard boxes, amazed by the treasures I find inside.

On Friday, the girls from the third floor—Pres, the redhead, Rashida, Chloe, Loren, and even Damiana all gather in Carina’s room, which is at least twice the size of mine, and we all sprawl out on beanbags, pillows, and cushions, and watch Love, Actually, which everyone’s amused to learn I haven’t seen before. We share popcorn. We talk about our respective countries, our childhoods, and our differing yet oh-so-similar upbringings, and everything feels both new and very much the same.

I hated the idea of coming back to the States. I despised the idea of coming to New Hampshire, away from my friends and my routine in Tel Aviv, but now that I’m here and I’m actually making friends? Fuck, I really miss my old friends, but I’m beginning to think this might have all been for the best now. I’m enjoying my classes, and even Damiana seems to have defrosted a little. The only potential thorns in my side are the Riot House boys, and not a one of them has even so much as looked in my direction since Tuesday.

Best of all, Colonel Stillwater is on the other side of the fucking world. My room is as cold and drafty as a morgue, and the lights flicker every time I turn them on. My bed is lumpy and uncomfortable as fuck, but I haven’t slept this well in…well, ever.

Wren aside, I’d say, as first weeks at new schools go, this one’s been fairly successful.

Saturday morning arrives, and my bedroom door crashes open with an earsplitting BANG! I hurl myself out of bed, heart slamming in my chest, adopting an automatic fighting stance that has Carina, dressed in a bright orange jumpsuit, arching her right eyebrow at me like I’m certifiably insane. “Whoa, now, Jackie Chan. What the hell is this all about? Are you about to karate chop my neck or something?”

I take a calming breath, straightening out of my defense stance as quickly as possible, laughing nervously under my breath. “Ahh, y’know. Military father. He used to drill me harder than he drilled his men.” This is not a lie. It’s the truth. Just not the whole truth. She’s been amazing and welcoming, but I don’t know Carina well enough to be spilling that shit just yet. Maybe I’ll never know her well enough. The only person I told my deepest, darkest secrets to back in Tel Aviv was Levi.

Carina cringes, patting me on the shoulder sympathetically. “I literally thank god every day that my parents are just lazy shits and not army personnel. I’m not cut out to be duck rolling from beds and preparing to fight a split second after I wake up. You amaze me.”

Uneasy, I tug at the oversized Real Madrid soccer jersey I slept in last night, wrangling it into position so that it covers the tops of my legs. Seems like Carina bought my half-truth, or at least she didn’t suspect that it was only a half truth. Catching sight of the old digital clock on the nightstand, I groan at the time. “Oh my god, Carina. What are you trying to do to me? It’s six forty-five!”

“That’s what time we always get up.”

“During the week! It’s Saturday. Am I not entitled to a lie-in? A little R and R? It’s cruel to wake a girl up before eight on the weekend.”

Carrie laughs. “If you’re not up and out before seven thirty on Saturdays, Harcourt makes you help serve community breakfast in the dining hall. You get stuck cleaning pots and pans until midday. And if you’re not out of the building by eight on a Sunday, Mr. Clarence makes you attend his non-denominational gratitude service, and that, my friend, is a fate worse than death itself.”

Ah. Damn. I guess there’s still a lot to learn where the day to day operations at Wolf Hall are concerned. Community breakfast sounds like torture. And non-denominational gratitude service? Yeah, fuck that. “How long do I have to get ready?” I ask, already bee-lining for the closet to grab an outfit.

“Twenty-five minutes,” Carina advises, checking the time on her cell phone. “Shower, makeup and hair. Let’s go. One second over and we’re gonna be stuck ladling porridge onto food trays like convicts on canteen duty, and I did not wear this jumpsuit to be ironic. Go, go, go, go, go!”

_______________

For the past five days, my world has been Wolf Hall. The classes, the people, the building itself…it’s all been so overwhelming, so much information thrown at me all at once, that my mind hasn’t considered the world beyond the edge of the academy’s immaculately kept lawns. Now that I’m in Carina’s beaten up yet classic Thunderbird, speeding down the long, winding roads with the wind blowing in my hair, I suddenly feel free. Like absolutely anything might be possible.

New Hampshire is a breathtaking feuille morte kaleidoscope: all burnt oranges, umber, russet, crimson and carmine. The winter trees, still futilely grasping onto their colorful autumn foliage, whip past in a blur as Carina burns through the chicanes and hairpin corners that lead down the mountain like she was a rally driver in a past life. Soon, we arrive in the town of Mountain Lakes itself—a dozen or so quaint little shops; a high school; a football field, and not much else—and I’m pleasantly surprised to discover that the town is actually bordered by two beautiful, vast and shining lakes.

Carina pulls up outside a diner called Screamin’ Beans and slams the parking brake on the car before the vehicle’s even stopped moving. I haven’t driven much since I passed my driver’s test in Israel, so I can hardly judge, but Carina’s a little hair raising behind the wheel. “Come on,” she commands. “These guys have the best breakfast, but they stop serving super early so the Wolf Hall kids don’t bother them.”

“Aren’t we Wolf Hall kids?” I call after her, as she bounds toward the diner entrance.

“We don’t count! Come on!”

Carina picks out her own table—a corner booth next to a vintage juke box—and makes herself at home. I sit opposite her, wondering exactly how many coffees she had before she kicked down my bedroom door this morning. It’s unholy that anyone should have this much energy at such a horrendous hour, even if the sun is shining.

“Well, well, well. Look who it is. Miss Carina Mendoza, in the flesh. Thought you’d gone and died up on that mountain, girl. Where you been? All our lemon cake went bad last weekend. We don’t make it for anybody but you.” The waitress who comes to serve us smiles broadly at my friend, leaning casually against the side of the booth. She slaps her notepad on top of Carina’s head, studying me suspiciously out of the corner of her eye. “And who, pray tell, is this?”

“Jazzy, this is Elodie. Elodie, this is Jazzy. She’s worked at Screamin’ Beans for the past twenty-five years.”

“Twenty, girl! Twenty years! Don’t go makin’ me older than I already am!” she pretends to sulk, stuffing her notepad back into the front pocket of her apron. “I take it you don’t want no lemon cake today. No coffee neither.”

“Oh my god, Jazzy, you know five years wouldn’t make a difference,” Carina says, catching hold of her by the hand. “You’re gonna look eighteen until the day you die. Pleeeeeeaaasssee don’t take away the coffee.”

Jazzy laughs, rolling her eyes. “Okay, okay. I’d hate to have to see a poor, undernourished, impoverished child such as yourself having to beg for some caffeine,” she says, laying it on thick. “I’ll be right back. You want coffee too, child?” she asks me.

“Hot tea, please. If you’ve got it. And a little cold milk on the side?”

I don’t think my out of the ordinary order does me any favors in Jazzy’s eyes. Straight black drip coffee, she can get on board with, but hot tea with milk? She probably thinks that’s a posh Wolf Hall kid type of order. She jots down my request all the same and hurries off in the direction of the kitchen.

“Most of the other kids drive over to Franconia in search of a Starbucks. They don’t realize the coffee here is so good,” Carina says.

“And you haven’t been going around, sharing your secret?”

“Hell no!” she smirks, waggling her eyebrows. “This is my cloak and dagger spot. I only bring the best, most trustworthy people here.”

“Glad to know I made the cut.”

She’s about to hit me with a come-back, her eyes dancing and sharp, but then the mirth radiating from her abruptly vanishes. She catches sight of something over my shoulder and everything about her changes. The bell above the diner door jangles, announcing the arrival of a new customer, and Carina shrinks down into her seat, all of her enthusiasm vaporizing in a puff of smoke. “Yeah, well. I’m usually very good at gauging who should be allowed into the Screamin’ Beans club, but sometimes even I make an error in judgement.”

Behind me, a male voice with a thick English accent asks for a table for three, and my insides tangle themselves into a knot at warp speed. Impressive how quickly I go from relaxed and at ease to frozen and uncomfortable. Carina and I must be quite the sight, sliding down into our seats.

“We can get our breakfast to go?” I suggest. “Drive until we find somewhere nice, or we could eat by the lake?” It’s shitty to have to leave just because Dashiell’s showed up, more than likely with Pax and Wren in tow, but we’re not at Wolf Hall now. I don’t want the weekend ruined by their bullshit.

Carina shakes her head. “He’s seen us. It’ll look weak if we bail now. We might as well just chill and make the most of it. I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to react that way, it’s just…Dashiell knows exactly how to get under my skin.”

She might not want to talk about it, but my curiosity’s getting the better of me. I have to ask her. I have to know. “I take it something happened between you guys? Something…romantic?”

“Hah!” She shakes her head, looking up at the ceiling. “Romantic? Yeah. I guess you could call it that. He was charming, and polite. A real gentleman. Treated me with respect. Took me out to dinner. Wined and dined me. Made me feel so special that I thought I was the only girl he’d ever been interested in. And that fucking accent. He got me good, Elle. I swear, I’ve always prided myself on being smarter than the dumb girl who gets duped by a handsome guy with a few cheesy pickup lines. I should have seen it coming. I should have seen him coming a mile off, but he totally blindsided me.

“I was saving myself. Hadn’t even let a guy graze my fucking kneecap with an index finger before. I was a virgin. And I’m talking virgin. No experience whatsoever. And then, low and behold, Lord Dashiell Lovett the fourth comes along with his family fucking title, and his airs and graces, and he looked deep into my eyes and told me that he loved me, and I just…” She throws up her hands in disgust. Her knuckles bang the table, clipping the wood when she drops them. “I just spread my damn legs for him like it was nothing. Two days later, he asked me to meet him in the observatory after dinner. So I went along, excited about getting to see him, getting to kiss him, getting to tell him that I’d fallen head over heel in love with him…and I walk in to find Amalie Gibbons on her knees with his dick shoved down her throat.”

A tear streaks down her cheek, and my heart squeezes tightly, aching for her. Reaching across the table, I hold her hand, shaking my head. I don’t even know what to say…

“And you know the worst part?” she says, laughing shakily, batting away the rogue tears. “The worst part was that he didn’t even care. He wasn’t embarrassed. Didn’t scramble to push her off him, or pull his pants up, or come after me. He saw me, standing there in the doorway, saw the hurt and the pain in my eyes…and he fucking laughed. He said—” She clears her throat, frowning deeply. “He said, ‘Looks like I might have made a scheduling error. Can you come back in an hour? I should be ready to go again by then.’”

“Wow. What an unbelievable prick.” So, so, SO shitty. Who does something like that? Any guy with money, a title, an accent, and a name like fucking Dashiell? a voice in the back of my head offers. It seems so obvious after the fact, but I get it. Carina is a smart girl, but guys like Dashiell are master manipulators when they want to be. They’re exceptionally talented and very well practiced at getting what they want. It can feel so real at the time…

I can’t count how many guys I’ve come across like Dashiell Lovett. The only reason I never fell for their bullshit and gave them precisely what they wanted was because my father would have murdered me ten times over and then some. He only let me hang out with Levi because he knew he was gay. It never ceased to amaze me that my father could hate so many people to such brilliant and astonishing degrees, for all kinds of stupid, pointless reasons, but he never had a problem with me having a gay friend.

“I wish I’d been here then,” I tell her. “I’d have kicked his ass for you, no question.”

“There’s still time,” she jokes, smiling lopsidedly through a fresh round of tears. “You’re a good friend. Maybe if you had been here, you might have been able to talk some sense into me and stop me from making such a fool of myself.”

“Don’t do that. You didn’t make a fool of yourself, okay. You trusted someone who lied to you and broke your heart. That reflects poorly on him, not you. At some point karma’s gonna come along and render him infertile as punishment.”

“Jesus, I really hope not.”

Goddamnit, what the hell is it with these boys, sneaking up on people? I should have been paying attention to Dashiell’s precise whereabouts, given that Carina’s upset and we’re talking about him, but I dropped the damn ball. Dressed like he’s off to watch a polo match, the smug motherfucker leans up against the counter, popping a toothpick into his mouth as he glances from me to Carina. His gaze settles on her, full of contradicting emotions. For a second, I think he looks remorseful, but then I see the cruel delight flickering in his blue eyes, and I want to leap up out of my seat and kick the fucker right in the kneecap.

“Can you kindly fuck off,” I hiss. “This is a private conversation. You’re not welcome at this table.”

Dashiell looks to his left and then to his right, his eyebrows hiking up to his hairline. “Sorry, mon amour. I’m over here at the counter, minding my business. What fault is it of mine if you’re talking loud enough to wake a dead man and give him a hard on? I heard something about Amalie Gibbons on her knees with someone’s dick in her mouth and I lost all sense of propriety. And then…” he laughs, holding up a finger, “…and then, I remembered that I had Amalie Gibbons on her knees and my dick was in her mouth, and things just got really fucking messy. Because that was a really fun time, girls. A really fun time. But I’m sad you don’t want to play with me anymore, Carrie. I guess I should have said I was sorry or something. Better late than never, though, right?”

Ho-ly shit. The stones on this prick.

Jazzy arrives with our drinks at the worst possible moment. She hums under her breath, swaying from side to side as she sets Carina’s coffee down in front of her and then arranges my tea paraphernalia for me. Her smile disappears when she sees that Carina’s been crying and her cheeks are still wet. “What in god’s name…” She looks at me like I’m responsible for her friend’s distress, but then she sees Dashiell loitering by the counter and her expression darkens. “Oh no. No, no, no. I don’t know who you are or what your name is, boy, but you better be outta my sight in two seconds flat or you are gonna wish you had never been born.”

Dashiell nearly purrs. “Ma’am, I’m a nihilist. I don’t really care if I live or I die. Mustering up the energy required in order to wish I’d never been born is very unlikely on my part. I commend the rousing speech, though. Can I get a wet cappuccino when you have a second?”

Jazzy just stares at him. “Boy, you musta got knocked on the head when you was a child. You ain’t getting no wet nothin.’ Now get the fuck outta here before I call the cops on your ass.”

I admire Jazzy’s tenacity. She’s a waitress in a small-town diner, probably scraping by on minimum wage. She knows Dashiell’s a Wolf Hall student. She must know that, with one call from Dashiell to his father, Screamin’ Beans will have been bought out and shut down before she can even aim a kick in the spoiled bastard’s pants. Still, she speaks her mind, and she won’t let herself be cowed by him. A brave woman, indeed.

Dashiell grins. It’s unsettling, that grin. It makes me want to duck for cover. “You remind me of my grandmother. I didn’t like her very much. She was a very outspoken woman.” He runs his tongue over his teeth, shoving away from the counter. “I’ll honor your request and make myself scarce. My friends might order a to-go for me, though. I’d appreciate it if you kept any additional saliva to a minimum. There’s a love.” He stalks off without acknowledging Carina again.

“That smug little piece of shit. I’m betting he never had his hide tanned for him. I oughta do him a favor and put him over my knee. Wallop the shit out of him on account’a that smart ass mouth of his.”

“I wouldn’t, Jazz,” Carina says morosely. “He’d only enjoy it.”

An hour later, after we’ve picked over our meals and emptied our coffee cups, neither of us really in the mood to hang out anymore, Carina drives me back to the academy. She stops in the middle of the road about a mile before the long, winding driveway that leads to Wolf Hall. She sits in the middle of the road with the car engine idling, staring straight ahead out of the windscreen.

“Carina? What is it?”

She blinks, as if coming back into her body. “On the right. Through the trees. Look hard enough, and you’ll see it.”

“See what?” I squint over my right shoulder, peering through the thick tree foliage.

“The house,” she says. “Riot House. That’s where they live. The three of them, together—their little fortress against the world.”

It takes some effort and a re-angling of my head, but there...yes, I see the outline of the building now. A two-story affair—wood, concrete, glass—so expertly blended within the camouflage of the forest that it’d be impossible to pick out if you didn’t already know it was there.

“If you ever find yourself stranded and alone on this road, do not go knocking on that door for help, Elodie,” Carina mutters. “Whatever you do, no matter the circumstances, do not step foot inside Riot House. For better or for worse, you won’t come out the same person.”

I didn’t even see Wren back at the diner, but I’d felt his presence sure enough. As Carina throws the car into gear and slams her foot on the gas, I experience that same prickling sensation again. It feels as though Wren Jacobi is watching me. And Carina can speed away from Riot House as fast as she likes.

I won’t be able to escape that place…

…or him.

 

 


Chapter Eight

WREN

BACK AT THE diner, leaning against the table in our booth, I’d pressed the flat, dull blade of the butter knife into the fleshy pad of my thumb, staring at the back of her head, wondering what that hell was going on inside her skull.

I’ve never cared what a girl’s thinking or feeling before, but I can’t stop myself from trying to piece together the enigma that is Elodie Stillwater. Does she miss her old life? Her old friends? Does she miss the sun, and the heat, and the ocean, and the sand? Would she kill to be back there in Israel with her father and the life she was accustomed to?

I’ve become a parody of myself as I walk the old, familiar pathways to my classes at Wolf Hall, trying to maintain an exterior of practiced boredom and complete disinterest, when in truth, I am anything but disinterested. I am anything but bored. For the first time in a very, very long time, my ears are pricked, my mind is engaged, and every part of my being is turned toward a girl I do not know in the slightest.

I want to know everything there is to know about her, and I want to possess that knowledge, to own it, just as I want to own her. I’m determined to make her my creature. My pet. The challenge of such an inconceivable task makes my dick harder than fucking tungsten.

“All right. Settle down. Eyes on me, friends. I need to know each and every one of you is listening. That includes you, Jacobi. Come on. Shades off. Why the hell are you wearing shades indoors anyway?”

Fitz is wearing his corduroy blazer today. Baby shit green. He only wears that blazer when he’s been reading Byron or Rilke and fancies himself one of the romantics. Poor bastard. He hasn’t been tortured enough in this life to make a good poet. With exaggerated care, I slide my Wayfarers down the bridge of my nose, eyes drilling into him as he dumps his record bag down at his feet. I don’t have to explain myself to him. I’m sure as hell not gonna tell him that I wore sunglasses to this English class so I could watch a certain delicately beautiful student sitting on the other side of the room, undisturbed. “You know me, Fitz,” I rumble. “You always have my undivided attention.”

He pulls a face. “Yeah. Right.” No come back. He mustn’t have had a coffee yet. Even as I’m thinking this, our illustrious leader flips back the front of his record bag and pulls out a Thermos, popping the little white cap from the top of it and unscrewing the seal, flooding the room with the bitter, fragrant smell of arabica. “It’s that time of year again, guys. Storm season. We’ve had a number of new students since the start of last winter, so this information is important. Even if you were a student here last winter, I’d still appreciate a few seconds of your time to go over this. Think of it as a refresher.”

On the other side of the room, sitting on a yellow, worn sofa beneath a cliché and utterly classless print of Gustav’s Klimt’s ‘The Kiss,’ Carina nudges Elodie with her elbow and whispers something into her ear. In my mind, it’s me leaning into her, bringing my nose to her hair, close enough to catch the scent of her and store it to memory. I’ve imagined what the silken, smooth texture of her skin looks like up close, too. I’ve pored over her image on electronic screens and studied it committed in ink, but I haven’t held her down and inspected her features in person yet. I want to. More than anything, I want her underneath me, straining against me, as I figure out the way she frowns. I want to see what her fear looks like. Most importantly, I want to see the lie on her. The one all girls try to tell, when their panic catalyzes with their desire and they try to comprehend their own traitorous nature.

“In case you haven’t bothered to check the weather report over the past twenty-four hours, the entire state’s about to face down a major storm front,” Fitz says. “These storms can get pretty hairy. Lightning strikes. Flash flooding. Luckily for us, we’re on the top of a mountain, so we aren’t in any danger of getting washed away. Wolf Hall’s basically bomb proof. It was built to withstand crazy weather. The wind can get pretty treacherous up here, though. Once the storm hits, there’ll be strict rules in place. No venturing off academy grounds. No leaving the building in general. If things start to look really sketchy, there have been occasions when Principal Harcourt deems it fit to move everyone into the basement, just in case. In the unlikely event that we need to evacuate the site, every student needs to be aware of the protocols set in place...”

Fitz rambles on about the buses that will come to take us down the mountain if a state of emergency is declared. He goes over the emergency exit points, first aid points, blah blah fucking blah. I turn off, bored to my back fucking teeth. I’ve heard it all a thousand times before. Elodie hasn’t, though. She’s transfixed, hanging on Fitz’s every word, taking mental notes in case disaster comes looking for us here at Wolf Hall. A strange, unfamiliar part of me wants to reassure her and let her know that there’s nothing to worry about. The rest of me, the part I’m intimately acquainted with, relishes the sight of her, timorous and concerned.

I like her clothes. Her ‘smile if you’re dead inside’ t-shirt’s just as cliché as the Klimt painting, but it tells me something about the way she sees herself. Her distressed jeans are so tight, they look like they’ve been painted onto her thighs. My palms ache with the idea of what her combined skin, muscle and bone might feel like through the worn, soft denim. The scruffy Chuck Taylors look so lived in that I can tell she’s put hundreds of miles on them. I prefer the Doc Martins she usually wears, but I enjoy the way the Chucks make her feet look small and petite. My little Elodie has the feet of a fucking geisha.

“That said, these warnings sound scary, but there really is nothing to worry about. This will be my tenth year teaching at Wolf Hall. A few fallen trees are the worst I’ve ever seen. Go about your day as normal. Do your work, make sure you follow the rules, and everything will be business as usual.”

Fitz’s statement doesn’t make Elodie feel better. Our eyes lock from across the room, and the panic in her gaze makes my pulse soar. She frowns, creases forming across her forehead, and I realize that I’m staring without the convenience of my Ray Bans to disguise my interest.

Look away, Jacobi.

Look away.

I should, but I don’t. I’m trapped by the pressure of her eyes on me. A slow, cunning smile begs to be unleashed across my face, and I relent, giving it free rein. Elodie jumps, startled, like I just dumped a bucket of ice-cold water over her head. She looks away first, and the satisfaction that courses slow like tar through my veins feels like victory.

“Miss Stillwater, are you okay? There’s no need to look so worried,” Fitz says. “I promise, it’s gonna be fine. If you’re worried about anything, come and find me. I’m nearly always here in my room. Aside from sharing the brilliance of Lord Byron with you—”

Oh, Fitz. I can read you like a fucking book.

“—it’s also my job to keep you guys safe.”

Damiana shoves her hand in the air. “Can all of us rely on you to be our knight in shining armor, Doctor Fitzpatrick? Or does your heroic valor only extend as far as Elodie?”

Fitz’s disgusted look is dirtier than the sock Pax uses to jerk off into. “I’m here for all of my students, Dami. You’re well aware of that. No need for ugliness.”

Damiana snorts. “I couldn’t be ugly if I tried, Doc. And you’re the one showing favoritism to the new girl because she’s got that doe-eyed innocent thing down and she’s rocking a great pair of tits. I’d say that was ugly, if you asked me.”

“I didn’t. No one did. Thank you, as always, though, for your valuable input, Damiana. If anyone feels unsafe over the next forty-eight hours, please know that my door is open everyone and anyone, regardless of their—”

Dashiell won’t look at a girl unless she’s got double Ds. Pax…god knows what the fuck Pax likes. He’s never demonstrated any sort of pattern where the women that he selects are concerned. He’s far more interested in their personalities. That sounds like bullshit, but it’s true. There are certain flaws and weaknesses Pax looks for in a girl, usually heavily revolving around their daddy issues. Me? I like my girls to have smaller breasts. Anything more than a handful is a waste. I didn’t need Dami’s shady comment to draw attention to Elodie’s chest—I’ve spent plenty of time thinking about it before—but since she’s brought the matter up, I treat myself to a cursory glance at Elodie’s tits.

Her shirt is two sizes too big, swamping her frame, but there’s a suggestion of breasts there. And the suggestion of breasts is always far more exciting to me than, say, Damiana’s obvious, in-your-face cleavage. That shit’s grotesque.

Fitz rambles on, talking about safety and using common sense. I spend a lazy thirty seconds picturing how pretty Elodie’s lips would look, parted and wet, if I slipped my hand up underneath that tent of a t-shirt, yanked down the cup of her bra and viciously rolled her nipple between my fingers.

When I snap out of my deviant reverie, Cody Jarvis is reading aloud from a bound book, but no one’s paying attention. Damiana snaps her gum. Disgusting creature. Dashiell’s eyes are fixed on Carina. Pax is openly asleep, head lolling on his shoulders, his arms folded across his chest, legs crossed at the ankles. Fitz’s gaze is on his shoes, and—whoa, whoa, whoa… Hold the fuck up. Covertly, Fitz looks up, glancing at Elodie out of the corner of his eye. I wait for him to look away, but he lingers on her, just that little bit too long. The muscle in his jaw tics. That’s when he finally looks away.

What the fuck was that, Fitz? I do not fucking think so, homie.

As if my thoughts were piped directly into his mind, Fitz’s head snaps up, his eyes meeting mine, where they waver for a beat. He knows exactly what I’ve seen, and the motherfucker doesn’t seem to be worried. He knows me, so he should also know that I don’t take well to other guys eyeing my property. Possession, regardless of the fact that the other party is unaware they’re someone else’s property, is nine tenths of the law. And I’ve always been willing to defend what’s mine.

Fitz has the audacity to smile at me.

Smile.

That piece of fucking shit.

Overhead, a deep, threatening rumble of thunder growls over the top of Cody’s dark words.

 

“I had a dream, which was not all a dream.

The bright sun was extinguish’d, and the stars

Did wander darkling in the eternal space,

Rayless, and pathless, and the icy earth

Swung blind and blackening in the moonless air…”

 

The thunder crashes again—a portent of what’s to come, an ill omen, sending an anticipatory shiver racing down my spine. When I turn away from the delusional English teacher, Elodie Stillwater is staring at me.

Over the next thirty minutes, I catch her watching me again and again, peering at me from under dark eyelashes, and every time it happens, my resolve strengthens. There’s a connection here. A bizarre, uncomfortable link that makes me sweat every time I think about severing it. I wonder if she feels panicked, and distressed, and turned on whenever she hears my voice.

She’s the first out of the door when the bell goes. She ducks her head, throws her bag over her shoulder, clutching a turquoise file to her chest, and she whirls out of the room before Carina’s even on her feet.

I haven’t been paying attention to Carina. I haven’t even spared her a sidelong glance. She is Dashiell’s self-imposed punishment, not mine. It looks like her skin is crawling and she’s about to throw up as she navigates a pathway through Fitz’s worn, haphazard furniture, slowly crossing the room toward me.

Fucking wonderful.

I know what’s coming next.

Carina, Carina. Sweet little Carrie. The mother hen of the third floor. Fuck knows when Harcourt designated her protector over all new female students, but she must take her role very seriously if she’s willing to come here and face me down.

She clears her throat, announcing her presence. I’m looking down at my cell, feigning ignorance, but of course I know perfectly well that she’s there. “Carina.”

“You could have the decency to put the phone down for a second.” Her voice is colder than the glacial tone my ex-stepmother used to affect whenever she addressed my father. Smiling wickedly, I give her what she wants: I raise my head, looking her right in the eye. It’s been my experience that plenty of people want to get my attention. When they have it, they freak out and quickly want to give it back. Carina’s no exception. She flinches under the weight of my gaze. She’s stronger than most, though. She doesn’t look away.

“I’ve got one word for you, Jacobi. Don’t.”

Oh, ho, ho. This is gonna be entertaining. “Don’t be so devastatingly handsome? Don’t be better than every single man in this place? Don’t make my heart flutter in my chest every time you look at me?”

Carina clenches her jaw, nostrils flaring. “You’re many things, Wren, but slick isn’t one of them. You know exactly what I’m talking about. I’ve seen you looking at her. Just don’t.” She spins on the balls of her feet and hurries toward the exit, making her escape before I can toy with her some more. Carrie never was any fun. I have no idea what Dashiell sees in her.

“That looked like a cutting exchange.”

The classroom’s empty now, bar myself and Fitz. Dashiell and Pax might be my boys, but neither one of them can stand Fitz. They have their reasons; they won’t linger in his classroom a second longer than is required to maintain their grades.

Casting a menacing scowl in the teacher’s direction, I get to my feet. “I’m pretty pissed with you, old man.”

Fitz leans against the writing desk next to him, resting his hip against the wood. With his arms folded across his chest and a wry smirk on his face, he looks like he’s the one who’s pissed at me. “We’ve been through this,” he says, letting out a weighty sigh. “You’ve made your intentions perfectly clear. I’ve told you I think it’s a bad idea. After what happened with Maya, you’ve—”

I grab his face with one hand, digging my fingers into his cheeks. The stubble on his chin bites into my hand, bringing back memories I’d rather forget. “I’d appreciate it if you didn’t bring her up again, y’know. This situation is nothing like what happened with Maya. You, more than anyone, should know that. Right?”

My blood turns to ice as Fitz’s eyes roll back into his skull; he looks like he’s caught in that confounding middle ground between fury and ecstasy. “Right. Yeah. I—you’re right.”

“Elodie’s mine. I’ve already cleared it with the boys. And I don’t need to clear shit with you. You won’t go near her.”

Nodding, Fitz reaches up and takes hold of me by the wrist, slowly pulling my hand away from his face. “I won’t go near her.” He swallows hard.

I leave his room just as the first bout of rain begins to lash at the windows.

 


Chapter Nine

ELODIE

+972 3 556 3409

 

I can’t believe you’re gone. Everyone at Saint’s is devastated. We’re all in shock. We’ll never forget you, Elle. You’ll always be missed. I love you – Levi x

 

I smile down at the WhatsApp message from my friend, relieved that he’s finally reached out. Dad replaced my phone with a device from a US cell provider when he took me to the airport, and I lost all of my numbers. And annoyingly, Levi’s one of those ‘technology is evil and I will have no part in social media’ guys, so I’ve had to wait for him to make the first move. The tone of his message is super weird, though.

 

ME: Wow. No need to go making out like I died, dude. It’s not like I moved to Mars. We can figure out a way to hang in the holidays if your mom doesn’t whisk you off to Switzerland or something. How’s everything going? Has Professor Marshall checked himself into rehab yet?

 

Our old science tutor was forever nipping into the back of his room to sneak a hit from his hip flask. There were rumors he was using the chemicals on hand in his lab to concoct his own—

My phone buzzes, it’s loud ringtone echoing off the walls as I climb the endless stairs up toward my room. I cringe, silencing it, checking to see if there are any members of faculty in sight. Phones are prohibited in common areas. Luckily, I’m already on the second floor and the only people in close proximity to me are other students.

“Hey, dude! I wasn’t expecting you to call right away. I’m almost back at my room. Give me a second to—”

“Elodie?”

There’s something about Levi’s tone that stops me in my tracks. He sounds…I’m not sure what he sounds like. Something isn’t right, though. “Lee? What’s up? Is everything okay? What’s happened?”

“You’re alive?” he whispers. I’ve been friends with Levi for two years now. Not a long time in most people’s books, but we’ve crammed a lot into those seven hundred thirty odd days. I know him inside and out, and he knows me, too. Every dark, dumb, stupid, embarrassing little secret I’ve ever had. From Sweden, he’s fairly representative of his people. Stoic, serious, ever calm and deeply grounded, he doesn’t really let anything affect him. He keeps his emotions close to his chest. Those words, though…his voice was choked with tears when he said them. My friend is fucking crying.

“What are you talking about, I’m alive? Of course I’m alive. I’m in New Hampshire.”

Levi sniffs, making a strangled sound. “I’m—I’m sorry, I just need a…” He stops talking. I can hear him drawing in a deep breath. He sounds like he’s trying to compose himself. And then he says, “Your father told the dean you were in an accident, Elodie. The entire school’s been in mourning all week.”

I’ve reached the third floor landing now. Thankfully I’ve left the stairs behind, or I’d probably fall face-first down them. I slap my hand out against the wall, steadying myself as my vision dims around the edges. “Sorry, what did you say?”

Levi coughs. I can picture him in his bedroom back at Mary Magdalene’s, in his pajamas, perched on the edge of his bed, his wonderfully brown eyes vacant as he tries to process this news.

I’m alive.

I’m speaking to him on the phone, back from the fucking dead.

The whole thing is too confusing to comprehend. “I’m really struggling here, Lee. Sounds like you are, too. Can you explain what you meant when you said my father told the dean I was dead, though? ’Cause my brain is melting out of my ears right now.”

“He came to the school on Monday. Showed up with a full military guard. We thought there was some sort of threat to the school at first.  Then Alison saw him with the dean. She said he talked to him for a second in the hall, that Dean Rogers looked shocked and tried to put his hand on Colonel Stillwater’s shoulder, but he backed away, spoke for another brief second, and then marched off, got back into his car and disappeared. Next thing we know, we’re being pulled into our home rooms and we’re being told that you were in a plane crash over the weekend. They said you didn’t make it.”

“What?” What the fuck is he talking about? Why the hell would my father tell such a vicious, flagrant lie? It makes no sense. “He wouldn’t do that. He couldn’t. I mean…” I mean, I can totally imagine him doing it. On his nicest day, he’s a vile monster who doesn’t give a flying fuck about anyone else but himself and his own precious career. Why would he have said that, though? He could have told the staff at Mary Magdalene’s I was being relocated. It happens all the time—students coming and going from these kinds of schools.

“I’m sorry, I know this is crazy. I’m fine, though, Lee. Really, I promise, I’m totally fine. Never been better, in fact,” I lie. “I know you probably have a thousand questions, but I have to go. I need to call my father and find out what the fuck is going on before I have a nervous breakdown.”

“Uhhh…okay,” Lee says, laughing shakily. “All good. Call me back, though, yeah? If you don’t, I’m gonna think I dreamed this up and you’re still dead.”

“Don’t worry. I’m one hundred percent gonna call you back. You have my word.”

I hang up, reeling from the brief conversation. Over the years, my father’s done a shit load of cold, hurtful things to me. He’s never told people that I’m fucking dead, though. Dead. What the fuck is wrong with him? I’m numb all over and dizzy as I hit the call button on the only number my new phone came equipped with when Colonel Stillwater gave it to me: the number to his personal aide.

The phone rings eight times. Nine times. Ten. I think it’s about to go to voicemail, when Officer Emmanuel finally picks up. “Colonel Stillwater’s office. How can I assist you?”

“Carl, it’s Elodie.” Carl’s only been with my father for six months, but that’s three months longer than any of his other military aides have lasted. Usually, the lucky ones are reassigned pretty quickly. The guys who had no strings to pull or favors to call in had to somehow make it through month after month of my father’s explosive, borderline abusive behavior before he finally lost his temper with them and had them demoted to cleaning and cleaning out latrines.

“Elodie? Great to hear from you. How are things Stateside? Are you enjoying being back home?” I like Carl, and I think Carl likes me. He was always appropriately apologetic whenever he had to pass on a hostile message from my father. It kinda felt like we were co-conspirators, who could empathize with one another because we each knew what the other person had to deal with on a daily basis.

“I just got off the phone with one of my friends from Mary Magdalene’s, Carl.”

“Oh. Oh dear…” He trails off, the chipper pitch in his voice taking a nosedive. “Well. I can imagine you’re pretty pissed right now,” he says.

“I’m confused right now. I have a sneaking suspicion that I’ll be angry soon enough, though.” A group of girls pass me in the hallway, concerned looks on their faces. I realize what I must look like, hugging the wall, white as a sheet, tension pinching my features into a pained expression; I give them a tight smile to let them know everything’s fine, even though it’s not. “Why the hell did he do that, Carl? Why did my friend just call me in tears, devastated because he thought I was dead?”

“Urgh. I—I don’t think you’re gonna like the explanation.”

“Spit it out, Carl!”

“Your father had me research your old school’s tuition rules. It turned out that the only way to get a partial refund for the semester you were already halfway through was if you were...was if you had died. So…”

Oh. My. God. Un-fucking-believable. “So he told them I’d died. In order to get a partial refund for the remainder of the semester. What does that come to? Four thousand dollars?”

Carl gives up the exact amount reluctantly. “Not quite. Uh…two thousand, eight hundred.”

“He has millions in the bank. MILLIONS!”

“I know…”

“He let my friends believe I’d died for the sake of two grand and change?”

“I did try and explain to him how it might make you feel. I suggested we tell you what was happening so you could let your friends know you were okay, but he—”

“But he didn’t give a shit about hurting me, or hurting my friends, and he told you to keep your mouth shut, right?”

“Something like that.”

“Jesus Christ.”

“Sorry, Elodie. I should have sent you a heads-up.”

With elastic, wobbly legs, I walk down the hall, toward the door to room 316. I need to get into my room and sit down before I fall down. “It’s okay. It’s not your fault. None of this is your fault. My father shouldn’t be such an unbelievable bastard.”

Carl titters nervously. He wasn’t the one to call my father an unbelievable bastard, but these lines are generally recorded. If the top brass finds out he was even present to hear trash talk against my father, he could wind up in some serious shit.

“Want me to let him know you called? I could try and persuade him to reach out and explain his actions for himself?”

I’m at my door. I twist the handle, pushing it open. “God, no! No, that really won’t be necessary. I already know the details, what good would talking to him—” I grind to a halt, halfway through the door, my ears suddenly filled with a high-pitched ringing. “—do?”

The room…holy fuck, my room has been destroyed.

My clothes are everywhere. My books, the few I brought with me from Tel Aviv, are scattered all over the floor, pages torn out of them in clumps, strewn all over the hardwood floorboards. Every single drawer has been ripped out of every single piece of furniture, the contents upended and thrown around in disarray. My photographs are in shreds. My laptop lays on its side beneath the window, its screen shattered and flickering, a spasm of color interrupting the static every few seconds. And there are feathers. Feathers everywhere. They’ve settled in a thick layer over everything like powdery, delicate snow, covering the Persian rug, and my shoes, and the comforter that’s been ripped from the bed.

Both of my pillows have been torn to shreds. With my mouth hanging open, I walk toward the bed, too many thoughts bumping into one another for any of this to make sense. The sheets have been ripped back from the mattress, and the mattress itself…a giant bowie knife protrudes from the center of the pillowtop mattress, it’s rugged, carved handle glinting threateningly as I duck down to get a better look at it.

Whoever did this didn’t just stab the bed once. Numerous three-inch long rents in the material, as well as longer, jagged tears, where the foam and the springs inside the mattress have been exposed.

“…perhaps handled in a more…empathetic way. I can’t really say any more than that, of course, but…”

Shit. Carl’s still talking on the other end of the phone.

“Uh, sorry, Carl. Something…I’ve gotta go. I’ve gotta go into class now. Thanks for explaining things to me. I’d be really grateful if you didn’t tell my dad I called.”

“Of course. Anything for you, Miss. E.”

“Thanks.” I kill the call, dropping the cell phone to the ground. What…the fuck…happened in here? Who…who would do this? And why?

“Holy shit!”

Carina appears in the doorway. She gapes at the chaos in horror, her eyes roving over my broken and ruined possessions. I see the china bird my mother gave me on my tenth birthday, smashed into tiny fragments and ground into the low pile of the rug, and a pained cry slips out of my mouth.

“What the fuck happened in here?” Carina whispers, stepping over an empty drawer. She comes and wraps her arms around me. It’s here, stiff as a block of wood and unable to breathe properly, that I realize there are fierce, hot tears streaking down my cheeks.

“I don’t know.” It comes out as a moan. A cry. A desolate and mournful sound that shocks the hell out of me. It’s not my clothes, or my books, or the bed that’s done it. It’s the bird. My mother’s bird. She’s dead, and she’s gone, and there will never be another gift from her. The bird was all I had, and now it’s gone, too.

“Fuck. Come on. Come with me.” Carina guides me out of my room and down the hall, past Presley and some of the other girls who came to watch the movie with us on Friday; I make an effort to avoid making eye contact with any of them. I can’t face their open pity. I don’t want to even acknowledge that this is happening right now.

Carina leaves me in her room and tells me to lock the door. She disappears for a long time, and I do nothing but stare into space, thinking about the bird…

The pink nail polish on Mom’s fingernails when she gave it to me.

The little chip on its tiny orange beak that I used to rub my fingertip over whenever I cradled it to my chest.

The white of his chest, that faded to the blue of his back, that deepened to the dark, midnight blue at the tips of his wings.

The song Mom used to sing when she would hold it high in the air, pretending he was in flight and swooping around my head.

An eternity passes. Principal Harcourt comes to see me. Tells me they’ve already gotten another mattress out of storage for me—“Very lucky, actually. It’s brand new, still in the plastic! —and they’ve tidied up most of the mess. She informs me that it’s safe to go back to my room now, which feels laughable and absolutely stupid because of course it’s not fucking safe, someone knifed my bed to death, but I follow after her, my legs mechanically doing their job as I re-enter room 316.

Carina hugs me, an anxious smile on her face. My clothes have all been folded and returned to their rightful places in the closet and the chest of drawers. The furniture has been put back together. The bed’s been made up, sheets on the mattress to disguise its newness, and two fresh pillows plumped up like fluffy sheep, leaning against the headboard. Everything appears normal, if a little emptier now.

“There was no point keeping the books,” Carina says softly. “We wrote down the titles, though. Principal Harcourt says she’s going to get replacements for you.”

My eyes sweep over the surfaces of the furniture, searching. “And the little china bird?”

“I’m afraid Gustav vacuumed up someof the pieces before he realized there was something on the rug,” Principal Harcourt says from the doorway. Her voice is clipped and harsh, and she clearly doesn’t want to be dealing with this anymore. She has better things to be doing at eight p.m. on a dark and stormy night, and none of them include pacifying a troubled teen about a broken ceramic ornament. “If you know where it came from, we’ll happily get you another bird as well, Elodie. We’ll have a new laptop for you by the end of the week. Just make a list of anything you need, and we’ll make sure it’s taken care of.”

She turns around and walks off down the hall, her heels clipping angrily against the hardwood as she goes, leaving me and Carina alone in my bedroom, which now smells of chemicals, and plastic, and brand-new mattresses.

“You want me to stay with you?” Carina tucks a strand of hair back behind my ear. “I don’t mind. We can watch something on my laptop. Polish off some chocolate? I have a stash in my room.”

Wearily, I shake my head. “If it’s alright with you, I’d kinda like to be alone. I just…this is all a lot to wrap my head around.”

Carina looks unsure, but she accepts my decision with a sorry smile and gives me one last hug. “All right. I’m just at the other end of the hall if you need me, okay? Shoot me a text if you change your mind.”

The moment she’s gone, a fissure of lightning rips open the sky outside my bedroom window, bleaching the gardens and the trees outside the academy bone white, throwing tall, menacing shadows across the lawns. Darkness descends a moment later, shrouding everything in black, the rain continuing to hammer against the glass, but in that brief moment of illumination, I see something: a figure cloaked in shadow, standing at the mouth of the hedges that lead to the maze.

 

 


Chapter Ten

ELODIE

NO ONE SAID a word about the knife sticking out of my bed.

Strikes me as a little odd, that fact.

I’d have thought it would have been the first thing Principal Harcourt wanted to discuss with me. Surely, she should have wanted to reassure me that I was safe, and that no one would be allowed to harm me here at Wolf Hall Academy. She seemed far more concerned with replacing my damaged property instead of getting to the bottom of the matter, though.

And no one, no one, had any ideas or suggestions as to who might have done this to my room, or what they were hoping to achieve by trashing my stuff.

The military-style training that passed as my childhood wasn’t just physical, though. It was mental, too. I was taught how to read and assess a situation on sight from a very young age. I know how to read a room and take it apart, piece by piece, without touching a single thing. Colonel Stillwater trained me how to draw educated conclusions about a person’s intent from their actions, and I’ve already drawn a number of educated conclusions about the break in, based on what I observed during the first five seconds after I walked into my room.

Whoever tore my room apart wasn’t trying to threaten me.

Or at least that wasn’t their main purpose, anyway.

The pages ripped out of the books? That was a pointed exercise, as were the drawers that were pulled off their runners and dumped upside down onto the floor. Whoever broke into my room was looking for something. Something concealed inside the jacket of another book or taped to the bottom of a drawer. And the pillows and bed? Same thing. They were searching for something that I don’t think they found.

It’s possible that the knife in the bed wasn’t a threat. It’s possible that whoever tossed my room got disturbed at some point, either by me or someone else, and they fled, leaving the blade buried up to the hilt by accident.

I have no reason to believe it was Wren who did this, but every cell in my body is screaming that it was him. The way he was staring at me during our English class…it looked like he was plotting terrible, evil things, and for some sick reason, I couldn’t force myself to avoid looking at him. The hour, trapped inside Doctor Fitzpatrick’s room, was an embarrassment. I should have had a little more self-control. I should have been able to block Wren out. I’ve never had an issue ignoring a guy with an attitude problem before, but this guy. This guy. He’s different.

I suspect he’s way more than I can handle. And invading my room? Breaking every personal possession I own? Destroying the only thing I really, truly hold dear? That’s so cold and calculating that I’m actually worried I might not be able to manage the attentions of a guy like Wren Jacobi all by myself.

I’m too agitated to sleep, so I pace back and forth by the window, turning things over in my head. What the hell does he want from me, for fuck’s sake? And what the hell did he want in this room? I know so little about Wren that guessing the answers to these questions is next to impossible.

So, what do I do about him? What do I do about this troubling fascination I feel coiled like a snake around my insides every time I think his cursed name? How the fuck do I make it through this final year at Wolf Hall without falling foul of some terrible, dark act? Because it feels like something terrible and dark is about to happen. Just like the storm clouds amassed in the sky above Wolf Hall, this sense of foreboding presses down on me from above, filling me with dread.

From the way Carina reacts any time Wren, Dashiell or Pax are close by, my worries seem justified. Dashiell treated her horribly and broke her heart, but something in my gut tells me there’s more to that story than she’s letting on. I think she’s keeping secrets, and I don’t begrudge her them. We’ve only been friends for a little over a week. I can’t expect her to trust me and take me into her confidence, when neither of us have figured each other out yet.

She warned me not to go near the boys or their precious Riot House, but shit. If there’s something I need to know, something specific that could prevent me from getting seriously, actually hurt, then that would be useful to know.

The best thing I can do is stay the hell away from Wren and his friends. Avoid contact with them at all costs. And get a fucking lock on my bedroom door, even though they’re forbidden according to the Wolf Hall rule book. Fire Ordinances, or health and safety, or something like that. I dare anyone to challenge me over a little protection for myself and my belongings, now that this has happened, though.

By midnight, the storm outside has become so bad that the wind howls through the gaps in the windows, and the rain slamming down on top of the eaves above my window sounds like my father’s old unit are practicing their drills right on top of me. It’s so dark outside that I can barely make out the boughs of the huge live oaks that loom over the maze, tossing and groaning under the elemental assault.

I’ve lived in all kinds of different places, climates and landscapes. For a time, my mother insisted I stay with her for a year in Chicago when I was a child, but aside from that all of my other homes have been in warm climates. Deserts and beaches, for the most part due to my father’s dislike of the cold. That he sent me to live in such a bitterly cold spot now really speaks to the fact that he plans on never visiting me here. Which is totally fine by me.

But this kind of weather feels unnatural to me. I’ve never experienced anything remotely like it. I’ve hated thunderstorms since I was a child, but my fear is amplified a thousand fold tonight, given what took place in my room.

Urgh.

The clock on my cellphone reads 2.15 am when the storm reaches its climax. Somewhere, a shutter door bangs loudly, crashing every few seconds in the gale-force winds. I try to sleep, but with the normally silent building moaning and sighing so deafeningly, there’s absolutely no way I can pass out. Agitated beyond measure, I get out of bed, throwing back the covers, shivering against the cold that seeps through the thin material of my pajamas. I stand in front of the window, baring my teeth at the sheet rain that obscures the view on the other side of the glass, willing it to fucking stop…

…which is when I see the light.

Not a streetlight, or a bedroom light: a flash of light, in the form of a narrow pillar of brilliant white, shooting straight up into the air from the very center of the maze.

I blink and it’s gone.

Probably imagined it, Stillwater. No one’s out there tonight, after two in the morning, in the pouring rain and cold. There’s just no fucking way. No one in their right minds—

The pillar of light blazes through the darkness again, this time spearing straight up and then lowering so that it’s shining directly at my window. I’m blinded as the intense beam hits me in the face. I step back, shielding my eyes, but the beam of light has already shifted, swinging from left to right through the maze.

“What the hell?” I squint out of the window, trying to see where it’s coming front, but with the rain and the impenetrably thick cloud cover tonight, it’s impossible to see much more than dim outlines of the world beyond my room.

“Whatever this is, it’s none of my business.” I say it out loud, meaning it with every fiber of my being. If someone’s dumb enough to brave this madness, then it must be for a good reason. It’s probably one of the professors, dealing with some kind of weather damage, battening down the hatches.

Get your ass back in bed, Elodie. Draw the damn curtains and go the fuck to sleep. Now.

Sometimes I don’t obey my own commands. I do dumb shit even though I tell myself to do the exact opposite. I never disobey myself when I use my father’s angry bark as the voice of reason in my head, though. I pull the curtains closed and get back under the covers, determined to get at least a couple of hours sleep before Carina comes knocking on my door tomorrow morning.

I can do this. I can switch off my brain and relinquish myself to sleep. I close my eyes.

The storm outside rages on, and I breathe into my diaphragm, pushing out my belly, filling myself up with oxygen. Breathing like this is a great calming tactic during a panic attack—I still get those from time to time—but it also has the added benefit of making me sleepy. If I do this for a couple of minutes, the tension in my body will ebb away and I’ll pass out before I’m even aware that I’m about to drift off. There’s something hypnotic about the pull and draw of so much air filling and rushing out of my body. It’s rare that this trick doesn’t work.

I clear my mind…

Breathe in…

Exhale…

Pause.

Breathe in…

Exhale…

Pause.

I repeat the motion, rinse and repeat, over and over again, but my mind just will not quiet. Goddamnit. I open my eyes, sighing out a weighty groan. And there, on the far side of my room, projected over the wooden door, is an imperfect rectangle of light.

Fuck. I mustn’t have pulled the curtains closed properly. Growling, I sit up, about to swing my legs over the side of the bed again, when the light flicks off and disappears.

Huh.

Okaaaay.

It’s returned before I can settle back into my pillows.

It flicks on and off in rapid succession, like a faulty strip light. It looks random at first, but when I stare at it a little longer, I realize that the strobing light isn’t random. It isn’t random in the slightest.

It’s Morse fucking code.

The same short burst of Morse code, repeating itself over and over again. I wait for the cycle to pause for a second, indicating the end of the message, and when it starts up again, I do my best to keep up with the flashes.

Dot dash dash dot. That’s a P.

I miss the next part. Whoever’s standing in the pissing rain, sending covert messages to another student in this building, is signaling too fast for me to keep up.

I wait, biding my time until the message begins again.

P, and then dot, dash, dash. That’s a W. The last letter, dash, dot, dash, dot, is a C.

PWC?

Anyone with half a brain cell and a father in the military knows what PWC stands for: Proceed With Caution.

Hmm. Some kind of lover’s tryst? An invitation? A warning? It’s warm in my bed, as well as considerably dryer in here than outside. On any other night, I’d be so curious about the message and what it meant that I wouldn’t be able to stop myself: I’d have to sneak out and see what kind of salacious meetings were taking place within the maze, but tonight my own self-preservation instincts tell me that I’m much safer right where I am, protected from flying debris, gale force winds, icy rain, and hypothermia.

About to try my breathing technique again, my eyelids flutter…and the light starts flashing again, with a whole new message:

A…R…E

Y…O…U

A

C…O…W…A…R…D

S…T…I…L…L…W…A…T…E…R

?

The light goes out, and this time it stays out.

What on earth? I launch myself out of bed. The rain’s so bad, even worse than before, rolling across the window in sheets, that there’s no way I can see the maze anymore. All I see is the gauntlet thrown down, the challenge of someone waiting out there in the dark. For me.

“Nooo,” I groan. “You have got to be kidding me.”

_______________

Thanks to Colonel Stillwater’s rush evacuation from Tel Aviv, I didn’t have time to go shopping for new clothes before I was bundled onto that personnel carrier. I have no coat with me. Not one that would provide any sort of protection against the gale that’s blowing outside at the moment. As I step out of the front door, I tighten my light, entirely-too-thin bomber jacket around me, thankful that at least my feet should stay dry inside my Doc Martins. The rain hits me square in the face, ice cold and shocking, forcing a string of curse words out of my mouth as I duck my head, forging forward, out into the maelstrom.

The wind rips my hood down and whips my hair up around my head. I don’t have to worry about it flying around my face for too long, though. By the time I’ve reached the corner of the building, it’s soaking wet and plastered to my skull.

“This is fucking insanity,” I hiss, jogging along the perimeter of the school, doing my best to keep my footing as I skid in the bog of mud that was once the border of the rose garden. Each second feels like a minute. The distance from the wall outside Doctor Fitzpatrick’s room to the entrance of the maze stretches out, increasing with every step I take instead of growing shorter, and I question whether I’ve lost my goddamn mind.

This is not a good idea.

This is a horrible idea.

No one knows where I’ve gone. I decoded a fucking Morse code message in the middle of the night, cast onto my bedroom wall, and like a stubborn idiot I decided to prove I wasn’t a coward rather than stay where it was safe and warm. Who fucking does that?

Dumb girls in horror movies, my father’s voice intones in my ear. The stupid ones who wind up dead with their body parts strewn across the lawn.

“Didn’t ask for your opinion, thanks, Dad,” I growl, gritting my teeth as a freezing cold gust of wind pelts droplets of rainwater into my face.

At the mouth of the maze, I consider turning back. For a long second, I give myself the opportunity to turn around. To return to the relative protection of my room. Then I remember that knife sticking out of my bed, and I scoff at that idea. My room isn’t safe. And I’m already drenched to the bone. My calves are covered in mud. And someone’s waiting for me in this maze, likely the person responsible for wrecking my belongings, and I want to face them. I want to face Wren, because I already know it was him who sent the message.

If I face him, I can nip this whole thing in the bud. I’ll be facing the situation head on, and isn’t that what my father taught me? Never run from the enemy, Elodie. Never show them your back. Any sign of weakness will be your ultimate downfall. The most remarkable generals in history always met force with force.

Still. I’m aware how ill-advised this is. I should have left a note, requesting that something pithy and deprecating be engraved on my headstone:  She lived recklessly and died the same way. God grant her the wisdom to make better choices in Heaven.

Something about the view of the maze from my bedroom window gave me the creeps. I didn’t like looking out at it, but I did force myself to map out a vague route to its center. Left, left, right. Straight, left, right, right, then the hairpin, then, left, then one last right. My teeth chatter, clashing together violently as I try and follow the directions I have committed to memory. The walls of the hedges are high, though, sinister and imposing; it feels like there are arms, reaching out at me from within them, hands grabbing for me, pulling at my clothes, trying to yank me into the sharp, dense walls of the labyrinth. It’s just rogue branches and twigs, catching on my jacket and the thin, knee-length cotton of my pajama bottoms, but I can’t shake the awful panic rising in me that I won’t make it out of this godforsaken obstacle course alive.

Soon, I’ve gotten so turned out that I have no idea which way I’m supposed to be heading. I can feel my father’s disappointment, radiating all the way from the Middle East. He wouldn’t have gotten lost in this nightmare place. He’d have bulldozed his way through the fucking walls, armed and ready to face whatever danger awaited him at its heart.

I’m not too worried about having lost my way. I know if I just keep turning in the same direction, over and over again, I’ll eventually reach its center point. So that’s what I do, turning to the left at every intersection or fork in the path, the soles of my boots crunching on the gravel, and I work on calming my nerves.

Panic will kill you quicker than anything else.

Panic will kill you quicker than anything else.

Panic will kill you quicker than anything else.

That’s what my old surfing instructor used to tell me, back when we lived in South Africa. I repeat it over and over like a mantra, driving the words into my brain, making them feel true. I just need to stay calm.

“Fuck!” A rumble of thunder crashes directly overhead, and I nearly jump straight out of my Docs. The force of it vibrates inside my body, resounding in the hollow of my chest. Lightning rips across the sky—giant forks of brilliant, piercing light that shoots from left to right. I try not to picture what it would feel like if one of those fearsome fingers of light were to strike down and make contact, using my seventeen-year-old dumb ass as a conduit to the ground. It’s enough to know that it would really fucking hurt.

I keep on walking, head bent, shoulder constantly into the wind, which doesn’t seem right since I change direction every few seconds, but it appears the wind is just as trapped inside this maddening network of pathways as I am. It skirls and eddies around, around, around, and no matter how quickly I hurry, I can’t seem to get ahead of it.

Just when I’m about to give up and look for a place to shelter, another hand reaches out and grabs hold of me, fingers closing tightly around my upper arm.

I scream.

Jesus, do I scream.

I hate that I react so dramatically, but in the moment, it feels so fucking real that I believe it. I know with a terrifying certainty that some unknown specter has emerged from the eye of the storm, taken me by the arm, and is planning on dragging me down into the darkest pits of hell. I’m not cut out for hell. I’m more of a cotton candy and endless backrubs kind of girl. An eternity of damnation does not sound go—

“Jesus, Stillwater, quit screaming. You’ll wake the fucking dead.”

Startled, I close my mouth, my teeth making a sharp crack as they snap together. Not an unknown specter, it turns out. I’m familiar with this particular demon, with his raven black hair and his shockingly green eyes. Even in the rain and the darkness, Wren Jacobi’s eyes look too, too vivid. He smirks, his hair arranged in artful, wet curls that flick up around his ears, rivulets of water coursing down his handsome face, and I almost let out another blood curdling scream.

My maternal grandmother told me stories about the devil sometimes. She told me that he was the most beautiful of all the angels. That God gave him a countenance that made women sigh and curdled men’s hearts with jealousy. The last time I saw her, at the tender age of eight years old, she warned me, “Elodie, child. Be extra careful of the handsome ones. They’ll trick you with their beauty, but it’s all a façade. Their eyes may peer into your soul, and their mouths may leave you breathless, but beneath their pleasing exterior lies a wickedness bestowed by Saint Nick himself. All good-looking men have been tapped on the shoulder by evil.”

I assumed it was just the ravings of a mad old woman, but looking at Wren now, standing in the rain like he’s out for a stroll on a balmy summer’s day, I’m beginning to think she might have been right.

“What the fuck are you doing?” I rip myself free of his grasp. “You think this is some sort of game, Jacobi? People die from exposure in this kind of weather.”

He laughs—a soft huff of amusement down his nose, like I’ve just said something fucking funny. “Prone to hyperbole, Stillwater? You’ve been outside for five whole minutes. I doubt you’ll catch hyperthermia from a bit of wind and rain. Unless you have a weak constitution?”

Weak constitution. I’ll give him weak fucking constitution. I’m gonna tear him a new one.

Wren’s dark eyebrow arches, the right corner of his mouth lifting up as he makes a show of slowly offering his hand out to me, palm up. “I know the way,” he says darkly.

I glare at his extended hand like it’s covered in a deadly bacterium. “To where?”

“To warmth and shelter. Unless you’d rather spend another thirty minutes out here, spinning your wheels in the mud before you figure this thing out. Up to you. Woman’s prerogative and all that. It’s all the same to me.” He tips his head to one side, both eyebrows rising now, and my Judas of a heart stumbles over itself. Damn, I want to punch him in his smug fucking throat more than I’ve wanted anything in my entire life.

“I don’t need to take your hand. I can follow you just fine,” I snap.

Another burst of thunder crashes, deafeningly loud right over our heads. Wren’s thrown into stark relief, shadows stretched out across his face, bleached black and white by the staggering display of lightning that chases on its heels. The moment is so surreal that I’m struck by the absurdity of my situation. Wren drops his hand. “Keep your eyes open, then. You’ll need to actually look where you’re going!” He shouts to make himself heard over the din. I watch the muscles in the column of his throat work, wondering if he’ll chase after me if I run from him.

No. He won’t run.

I’ll run, and I’ll stagger, and I’ll trip, and I’ll stumble, and Wren will calmly walk after me, untouched by the elements. He’ll capture me, and he’ll expend zero energy doing it, because that’s just who he fucking is.

He turns around, his black shirt clinging to his back like a second skin, and he walks off, turning left into the maze.

I’m left with no choice but to follow.

_______________

In five sharp turns through entrances I don’t even see until the very last second, Wren has us at the maze’s center. Amongst a riot of rose bushes, whose late blooms have been smashed and obliterated by the driving rain, their peach-red petals strewn all over the ground, a squat gazebo stands on a raised platform beneath the massive boughs of one of the giant live oaks that stands guard over the maze.

I can’t see the structure from my bedroom window. From that vantage point, all I can see are the high hedge walls and not much else. Here it stands, though—a small, solid structure crafted out of wood and glass, small and utterly charming, painted white and blue. Inside, a warm orange glow promises light and protection from the cold.

Wren climbs the steps that lead up to the enclosed gazebo’s entrance, pausing in front of the door, his pale hand resting on the weathered brass knob. “This place is off limits,” he says. “We’re not supposed to be out here.”

“No shit,” I say, gesturing at the sky. “We aren’t supposed to be outside in general.”

He laughs that laugh again, breathy and entertained, as though everything about me is quaint and silly to him. “I assume you’re okay with breaking a few rules, Stillwater. If you’d rather toe the line, I can take you back to the academy. I’d just need a moment to grab my things.”

He can’t hear me growling under my breath. I trust that he can read my annoyance from the scowl on my face, though. “Open the door, Jacobi. I’m turning blue, for fuck’s sake.”

He seems pleased. It’s hard to tell with him, though. He could also look like he wants to murder me. I can’t really make up my mind. Twisting the knob, he shoves the door open, standing back and sweeping his arm in front of him, gesturing for me to go inside.

I eye him suspiciously as I sidle past him into the gazebo.

Grateful that I’m no longer being lashed at by rain, I lean against the wall, sighing with relief. The interior of the gazebo is surprising to say the least. I was expecting a couple of peeling wooden benches and some empty soda cans rolling around on the bare concrete, but I’m dead wrong. The décor—because the place actually has a décor—is stunning. Polished parquet flooring around the edges of the room gives way to a plush, thick cream carpet. A sofa and two overstuffed armchairs have been arranged in front of an unlit open fireplace on the far side of the room. Around the curved wall opposite the door, a low three-shelved bookcase bows under the weight of countless thick, heavy tomes with leather spines and gilded edges. Potted plants sit on every flat surface: vines, and ferns, and rubber figs, all jostling for space and light at the windows, which are patinaed with grime on the outside, but clean from within.

“What is this?” I whisper. This isn’t just some forgotten place. This is someone’s hideaway. A secret sanctuary that’s been well-loved for a long time.

Wren kicks off his muddy boots, discarding them by the door. He isn’t wearing any socks, which makes me shiver for no good reason. The sight of his bare feet, as he pads across the thick rug toward the fireplace, makes me so unexpectedly uncomfortable that I don’t even have the decency to look away. He bends at the waist, grabbing a piece of chopped wood from a wicker basket next to the fire, and he looks down at it, turning it over in his hands. “It’s supposed to be for the faculty. We commandeered it when we first came here, though. Fitz is the only one who knows we come here, and he turns a blind eye.”

Nothing about this place feels like it belongs to Wren. It’s too…too grown up and simple, and too…I don’t even know how to explain it. I’ve never considered what Wren’s personal space might look like. Not even for a second. Knowing he has a bedroom somewhere is very different to being able to imagine what it would look like. It’d make more sense if he crawled out of a coffin in the ground at night. Or if he materialized out of a cloud of black smoke.

He tosses the piece of wood into the grate in the fire, his mouth twitching; he wants to don that ruinous smirk of his, I know he does. For reasons known only to him, he decides to restrain it this time. “No need to look so uncomfortable, Stillwater. You can take off the jacket. There’s a blanket on the back of the couch. You can wrap yourself in that while it dries.”

I remain motionless, hugging the wall. “Why am I here, Wren?” I ask in a cold voice.

He grabs more wood, crouching down to arrange the pieces to his satisfaction, before he tears pages off an old newspaper at his feet, balling up the sheets and poking them into the gaps at the base of his unlit pyre. He doesn’t say a word.

“Wren. I’m serious. The message. What was the point in sending it? Why the fuck am I here?”

“When I was a kid, my father used to send me messages in Morse code. He used to drum his fingers against the table at breakfast. Tap his pen on, well, anything… It was our secret thing. My mother used to hate it.”

“Thanks for the heartwarming story. Now, answer the question.” It has to be three in the morning by now. I may be young, but I still require a lot of sleep. I like sleep, and Wren’s depriving me of my rest for no apparent good reason.

He looks back at me over his shoulder, his lips parted, a strange look in his eyes. The brief moment of eye contact we share makes me want to hide behind the fucking bookcase. Turning away, he strikes a long match and holds the flickering flame against the paper until each one of the scrunched-up balls is alight. “Your father taught you Morse code, too, right?”

“Yes.” I don’t want to relinquish this or any other piece of information about myself, but it’s a simple enough question. I have no reason to withhold the truth.

“It wasn’t a game for him, was it? It was a punishment.”

A shockwave of panic detonates in my chest. It ripples out, sending adrenalin chasing through my veins, spreading through me like that lightning that fired across the sky before.  He can’t know anything about my father. He can’t know shit about my past, or about me. Anything he thinks he knows is wrong, so why do I feel like he’s just cracked me open and rifled through all of my ugly secrets? It makes me feel suddenly dirty. “My father’s irrelevant,” I say tightly.

“Our fathers shape us, Elodie,” Wren says, standing up to his full height. Behind him, the fire he built roars to life, like the infernos of hell just leapt at his command and obeyed his summons. “If you don’t want to talk about yours, that’s fine. It was nothing but a simple observation.”

Quiet and as leonine as a panther, he crosses the small room, coming to a stop in front of me. Flicks of his hair hang down into his face, creating a dripping curtain that shields his eyes. I still feel the intensity of them, though, burning into my skin. He licks his lips, his hand reaching up, making me flinch.

He pauses, an inch away from my face. He has pianist’s hands, with long, dexterous fingers; I’m riveted by the sight of them. By the thought of what he might do with them if left unchecked. “You’re a flighty little thing,” he rumbles. I resent the way his voice makes my skin break out in goosebumps.

“Forgive me for being cautious, but I don’t know anything about you. We’re not friends,” I volley back at him. “I’m not accustomed to people thinking they can touch me uninvited.”

He drops his hand back to his side, a slow smile spreading across his damnable face. “I’ll be sure to wait until I’m invited, then. You have a rose petal in your hair. I was just gonna get it out for you.”

I automatically check my hair, finding the petal and disentangling it from my hair. Wren sucks his bottom lip into his mouth, his eyes full of an emotion I can’t rightly decipher. It’s a dangerous look. Sharp. The type of look that could cut if administered correctly. Retreating a couple of steps, he shrugs, grabbing hold of the hem of his black long-sleeved shirt.

“If you want to stand there in your soaking wet clothes, that’s your call, Stillwater. I’m not one to suffer discomfort willingly, though.”

Before I know what he’s doing, he’s pulled the sodden material of his shirt over his head and turned around, walking back to the fire, where he hangs the item of clothing from the rough-cut mantlepiece for it to dry. I’m left staring at his back—a naked expanse of muscle and flawless, tanned skin that makes my throat pulse and throb. That shirt, the same shirt he’s been wearing day in and day out since that very first night when I met him outside Wolf Hall, has been hiding a multitude of sins: strong arms, a broad, strong back, and a chest that would make Michelangelo weep. His body’s nothing short of divine.

He faces me and just stands there, letting me shamelessly take him in. I should have some self-respect and look away. I can’t, though. I’ve never seen anything like him before, carved and sculpted, magnificent in his perfection. I refrain from counting his abs. It’s enough that they’re there, and they’re defined. From the crown of his head to the low-slung waist band of his jeans, Wren is the stuff of sweet, heavenly dreams, and twisted, terrifying nightmares.

His eyes burn, feverish and fierce, as he uses them to pierce me to the core and gut me with a practiced ease. How many girls has he brought here and pulled this shit on? How many students at Wolf Hall has he dragged out here in the middle of the night and stupefied by stripping down to his bare and glorious skin? His list of casualties must be too long to comprehend.

“I thought you weren’t supposed to take off the shirt,” I mutter, finally looking away.

“Oh, I could take it off all I want,” he muses. “I just wasn’t allowed to wear anything else. It’s past midnight now, though. February first. I’m released from my punishment.”

“You’ll be wearing bright red tomorrow, then.”

He laughs quietly. “I’m not a very colorful person. Black suits my demeanor best.”

“Hah. Yeah, I can see that. Black like your heart? Like your soul?”

“Ouch.” He slaps a hand to his chest. “I’m hit. Let the record show that I’m officially hurt.” He sinks down onto the couch, kicking out his long legs in front of him. With the light from the fire casting a warm glow across the solid expanse of his stomach and his chest, as well as across his face, he’s frustratingly breathtaking to behold.

“I can find something to put on,” he says. “If I’m making you uncomfortable.”

This is all so pointless and irresponsible that I’m furious at myself all of a sudden. He’s playing me, and I’m letting him, allowing him to manipulate me and pull at my strings. He knows what he looks like. He also knows how his looks must affect members of the opposite sex. By clinging to the wall and choking on all my words, I’m feeding his need for attention. “You know what makes me uncomfortable?” I snap, stalking across the room. “Coming back to my room to find a bowie knife sticking out of my mattress and my belongings in pieces. That makes me really fucking uncomfortable indeed.”

From the couch, Wren looks up at me with a subtle, convincing frown pinching between his brows. “Bowie knife?”

“Don’t give me that shit, Jacobi. You know exactly what I’m talking about. You trashed my room and slashed up my mattress. If you were trying to put the fear of god in me, then it didn’t work, okay? So just…stay away from my room.”

The frown deepens. “Your room was trashed.” He’s deadpan, the words flat and devoid of emotion. He repeats the words as a statement, not a question. “I didn’t have anything to do with that. Not my style. Breaking and entering is pretty…pedestrian.”

“Cut the shit. I know it was you. Who else would bother?”

He smirks. “Why would I bother?”

“You were looking for something in there. And you wanted to scare me.” I proceed with my accusation, trying not to second guess myself, now that I am looking into his clear green eyes and I can find no hint of a lie within them. He’s an excellent actor, I’ll give him that.

“The best butchers don’t scare the animals before they take them to the slaughter, Elodie. The fear taints the meat.”

“What the fuck is that supposed to mean?”

Wren sighs, looking into the fire. “Why would I try and scare you, Little E? What would I have to gain from petrifying you half to death?”

I’ve asked myself this already. There are plenty of reasons why he’d want to intimidate me, and I’ve considered them all. Now that he’s posed the question, all of the reasons I came up with seem ridiculous. He doesn’t need to frighten women into his bed; they probably fall over themselves in their rush to go there willingly.

There is no good explanation why Wren would have messed up my room.

“Don’t fret, Little E. I’ll find out who’s trying to fuck with you and I’ll put a stop to it,” he says, toying with the seam on the back of one of the couch cushions.

“I don’t need you to do anything. It’d be great if you finally spit it out and tell me what I’m doing here, though. I’d love to get back to bed, and—”

“I’ll answer your question, but not until you come and sit down,” he interrupts. “With you standing over me in that giant fucking coat, this is starting to feel like an interrogation.”

I want to go. The weather hasn’t improved in the last five minutes, though. The chances of me finding my way back out of the maze are slim at this point. It won’t do me any good to get lost out there again, and I don’t think Wren’s going to help me back to Wolf Hall unless I humor him.

Swift jab to the throat.

Knee to the balls.

Elbow to the solar plexus.

I have a few self-defense maneuvers already prepped and ready to go in my head, as I skirt around the small coffee table and reluctantly sit myself down in the armchair. At least here I’m close to the fire; the warmth radiating from the flames feels amazing.

Satisfied, Wren runs a hand back through his hair, sweeping the wet curls out of his face. “I wanted you to come here because you’re smart,” he says. “You’re observant, which means you’ll have noticed me noticing you. You must know that I’m interested in you.”

I narrow my eyes. “Why do I get the feeling that being the subject of your interest is bad for a girl’s health?”

The boy with the black hair and the vivid eyes looks bemused. “Maybe I’ve been bad in the past. I’m sure Carina’s told you plenty about that.”

“She’s told me some. Mostly about your failed plan to fuck half of Wolf Hall before Christmas. A bet, right? Between you and your Riot House buddies? Or are you gonna tell me that she made that up?”

Wren’s hand stills, a tassel from one of the cushions trapped between his long fingers. He looks at me—into me?—unmoving and unblinking. “There was a bet,” he confirms. “I was supposed to sleep with ten girls between Halloween and Christmas, and I didn’t. That’s how I got stuck wearing the same shit for a month.”

Huh. I’m surprised he actually admitted it. “What happened?” I ask. “The girls start talking and comparing notes? You failed at the last hurdle, after putting nine extra notches on your belt?” The comment sounded cool and indifferent inside my head. Out of my mouth, it sounds sour and silly.

“Let’s not fuck around with any of that.” Wren leans forward, resting his forearms on his thighs. “Petty quips will get us nowhere fast. Does it bother you that I haven’t been saving myself for marriage or something?”

Heat rises in my cheeks. “Why would it bother me? Your sex life has nothing to do with me. It’s none of my business.”

“And yet, from the judgmental tone in your voice, it sounds like it bothers you very much.”

“Really. I don’t care. If the girls you sleep with are consenting, then—”

“I’m not a rapist, Elodie. I’ve never done anything without a girl’s consent. Usually, I only ever indulge a girl with my affections if she’s on her knees, begging for it.”

“Oh, and I’m sure you just love that, don’t you? The begging. Must do wonders for your over-inflated ego.”

“Begging leaves no room for misunderstanding.” He rests his chin in the palm of his hand, propping up his head as he looks at me intently. “I don’t like uncertainty. I like things to be very black and white. Clear cut. What about you?”

“Yes, I like when things are clear cut. Which is why I’ll let you know here and now that I will never lower myself to my knees for you. You’re a monster, who loves to treat women like shit—”

“You don’t know how I treat women. You don’t know anything about me, remember?”

This motherfucker. He has an answer for everything. “Appearances would indicate that you chew women up and spit them out like they’re a disposable commodity. I’m sure you were furious that you lost that bet, weren’t you? It must have stung that you weren’t able to convince ten poor girls to dive into bed with you.”

My heart’s pounding in my chest, but Wren just sits there with his chin in his hand, the light from the fire still playing across the elegant, masculine frame of his body, completely impassive as he watches me rant. He seems pensive as he says, “You’ve figured it all out, haven’t you? You wanna know the truth? The truth is that I didn’t have to try and win that bet. The moment Pax told Damiana about it, it was all over the academy by the end of the day. And then I had girls tripping over themselves to fuck me. I could have tripled my quota twenty-four hours in. Not even I have that kind of stamina.”

“Oh wow. Big man. So, you won the bet after all. You just accepted the punishment for the sheer hell of it?”

“No. I didn’t screw any of those girls. They wanted to throw their hats into the ring for the hell of it. To say they danced toe-to-toe with one of the Riot House boys. My dick doesn’t get hard for that kind of shit. A girl’s gotta earn me, not think she’s doing me a favor.”

“Whoa. Careful. That ego’s bordering on ridiculous now.”

“It’s not ego. It’s just a fact.”

“So, you’re a good little boy after all. A saintly virgin. Is that what you brought me here to tell me?” Preposterous. If he legitimately tries to convince that he’s has morals and has never slept with a student at Wolf Hall, then I’ll know him for exactly who he is: a bold-faced liar.

Wren wiggles his toes in front of the fire, baring his teeth in a wolfish smile. “I’m about the furthest thing you’ll find from a virgin here,” he says. “I was deflowered a long time ago.”

That choice of word—deflower—is laughable. It implies that Wren was once innocent, before he was plucked and sullied at someone else’s hand. Wren was never innocent. He came out of the womb corrupt and depraved, I’m certain of it.

“And no. I can already see it on your face. You know the truth. I’m the furthest thing from good you’ll find here, too. Don’t you want to know what I lost by not playing along with Dashiell and Pax’s bet?”

“No. I don’t really care. It’s so predictable, this whole thing. Bored rich boys placing bets to stave off boredom, not caring how their stupid bullshit affects the people around them. Don’t you care about anyone else here? Don’t you feel bad about hurting people?”

Wren weighs his response quickly. He barely has to think about the answer at all. “I care about Pax. I care about Dashiell. But not in a traditional way that most guys in high school care about each other. They’re not my bros. They’re not my homies. They’re oxygen. Daylight. Warmth. Familiarity. Shelter. Home. Safety. The other people wandering around the halls of this godforsaken shithole? Do I care about them? No, Stillwater. I don’t. I don’t give a fuck about a single one of them, and I’m not afraid to admit it.”

I’m cold in spite of the fire. It’s as though there’s a block of ice sitting in the pit of my stomach and it will not melt. I’m weary down to my bones. I should never have left my bedroom. I’m a fool for coming all the way down here in the blowing wind and rain to sit here and listen to this. He did trash my room. He’s not ashamed of who he is in the slightest. Fool that I am, I guess that I was hoping I’d discover a few redeeming qualities that Wren’s been hiding from the world. But there’s nothing to redeem here. Wren’s a barren wasteland, and I have no intention of wandering that wasteland, knowing I won’t find anything to nourish me there.

Urgh. It’s really gonna suck walking back out into that storm. I get to my feet, already shivering at the prospect of the driving, icy rain slapping me in the face. “I’m going back to my room. This is a waste of time. I—”

“For some reason, I care about you, though,” he says, clenching his jaw. He’s not looking at me now; his eyes are fixed on the rug in front of the fire. From the expression on his face, I can see that this admission has cost him something. He doesn’t like whatever it is he’s feeling right now. “I’m cursed with this bewildering fascination over you, and it’s really becoming…inconvenient, Stillwater.”

I roll my eyes, fighting back a dramatic sigh. “What is this? What’s the point? This is just another bet, isn’t it? You’re looking to redeem yourself after your last embarrassing failure and you figured I’d make an interesting new target in one of your wagers. Well, I’m not your plaything, Wren Jacobi. I was not put on this earth for your amusement. I’ll be cold and dead in the ground before I let you use my heart as a punching bag. So, you can just forget it. Forget me.”

Panic sizzles under my skin as Wren slowly gets up from the couch. His eyes are alive with electricity, that bottom lip of his trapped between his teeth again. My big speech hasn’t had its desired affect by all accounts. He prowls forward, his muscles shifting beautifully under his skin, and I nearly trip over my own damn feet in my hurry to back away from him. He looks like he’s going to fucking eat me. “My brain doesn’t work like that, I’m afraid. I don’t just forget. If I want something, I can’t just move on and pretend like it doesn’t exist.”

I inch away from him, and my chest tightens when the backs of my legs hit the armchair I was sitting on a moment ago. I’m going to have to climb over the fucking furniture if I want to get away from him, which is not going to look graceful or dignified. I’ll willingly do it, though, if it means I escape him.

Wren has other ideas. He takes one last step, so close to me now that I can feel his warm breath skating over my cheek, can see the flecks of amber and gold surrounding the black well of his dilated pupil. I can’t move. I can’t breathe. If I even blink, I suspect that he’ll pounce and tear me apart. He takes hold of a lock of my damp, tangled hair, winding it thoughtfully around his fingers. “You’re not a bet, Elodie. I’ve had to bargain with them for you. I’ve had to break my own rules in order to claim you, and it’s cost me greatly.”

Over the top of my paralyzing panic, a hot, furious anger begins to rise. Who the hell does he think he is? So fucking entitled. So fucking arrogant. “You can’t bargain over a person. I don’t belong to any of you. I won’t be haggled over like a piece of meat.” My pulse is hammering at thirty different points all over my body: in my temples, in my ears, in the tips of my fingers. In my lips…

Wren stares down at my mouth. He’s stopped breathing, wound tight, coiled like a hunter, ready to attack at any moment. I—Jesus Christ, I’ve got to get out of here, before—

Wren tugs on my hair, leaning in even closer, his eyelids half closed as he angles his head to one side, assessing my features. I rock back on my heels. A weightless, terrible moment passes, where I register how unbalanced I am and I realize I’m about to fall. Then I’m sitting down heavily in the chair behind me, the air huffing out of my lungs as Wren continues to press forward. He places one hand on the arm of the chair, the other against the back of it, right above my head. I’m trapped in a cage made by his body, and all I can smell is him—a dark, heady, beautiful scent that teases the back of my nose. It reminds me of night blooming flowers, and cold winter walks with my mother, and the ocean, and my Uncle Remy’s carpentry workshop.

Holy shit. The next time I smell this scent, it won’t remind me of any of those things. Powerful enough to overwrite my memories, the next time I smell this scent, it will remind me of this moment, trapped in this chair, the way my heartrate is soaring and I feel like I’m about to die a most delicious death. “Get away from me, Wren,” I whisper.

He smiles sadly. “Wish I could, Stillwater. But it ain’t on the cards.”

I’m poised and ready to react. He’s about to fucking kiss me. I’m not afraid of it. I’m shaking all over and I can’t fucking think straight, but I am not afraid. “Back up, Wren.”

His lips are parted, his pupils almost swallowing his irises whole. My palms burn, my fingers itching. I don’t trust myself to move right now. A part of me wants to slap the intense, doped, lust-filled look right off his stupidly handsome face. A part of me wants to fist a handful of his hair and pull him to me, so that his full lips collide with mine.

I want the kiss. I want him to suffer for this invasion of my personal space. I’m at war with myself, and I honestly don’t know how I’m going to react if he makes a move.

“Your heart’s racing, Stillwater,” he whispers. “I can see your pulse in the base of your throat. You want me.”

“I want you to leave me alone. I want you to stay away from my room.”

“I told you. I didn’t go anywhere near your room.”

My voice is uneven and full of nerves. “You’re lying.”

Slowly, as if he’s got all the time in the world, Wren shakes his head. A droplet of water falls from the riot of curls that are hanging down into his face, and it lands right on my mouth. “I haven’t lied to you. I never will. I’ll give you all my dark, ugly truths, even though they’ll frighten you, Little E. I won’t hold back. You…” He dips his head, and I freeze beneath him. The air between us buzzes, brimming with a tension so sharp that it bites at my skin. Millimeter by millimeter he leans closer, and flicks out the tip of his tongue, licking the water droplet from my lips. I close my eyes, my lungs seizing. I can’t look at him.

Fuck.

Fuck, fuck, fuck.

“You are going to be mine, Elodie Stillwater. Of all my sins and misdeeds, making you fall in love with me will be the very worst of them all.”
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Blurb

 

There’s a new boy next door.

 

He’s got cold eyes and a name too big for this tiny, pretentious town—Gavriel Moretti. I like to watch him sometimes from my window. I like to imagine his killer smile twisting that mouth up into words meant only for me.

 

He had me figured out the first day we met. He called me out on my bullshit and pushed me away, but I was determined to be Gavriel Moretti’s friend. Maybe I liked cruel boys. Maybe I was lonely.

 

Or maybe he was the first real thing I’d ever laid eyes on, and I was determined to escape my fake life.

 

First, he hated me. Then he liked me. And maybe one day, if I was lucky enough, Gavriel Moretti would love me.

 

**This is a prequel to the complete Bullets trilogy. This trilogy is a dark Reverse Harem Romance.
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For Evie.


Chapter One

Summer

THERE WAS A new boy next door. He had cold eyes and a name too big for this tiny, pretentious town—Gavriel Moretti. I couldn’t help but stare at him from my bedroom window while I worked on homework or studied.

Sometimes, I’d hear a door slam late at night, and I’d catch him leaving the house just to sit on the curb outside. He stared at the basketball goal in the driveway across the street while drinking an energy drink. I watched him until my eyes grew heavy. What was he thinking? Where did he come from?

A week went by like this. Every night, he did the same thing. He stood there looking out on Woodbury Lane like the night sky could answer all of life’s burning questions. And every night, I watched him, hidden behind the darkness of my room and the blinds. I felt like a stalker, and it had become somewhat of a routine, an excuse to get out of bed and stop staring at the ceiling or thinking about all of the things I needed to do. My studies and extracurriculars were piling up. I couldn’t close my eyes without feeling guilty for not doing something else. I knew what was keeping me up at night. The insane pressure of my life was suffocating, and I wanted to know what kept him up, too.

Rarely anything happened on Woodbury Lane without all of Chesterbrook knowing. When word spread that the Jamesons had a new foster kid living with them, the street went into a tizzy. I quickly learned that he came from New York. His father was in prison, and his mother was dead. They spouted off his background like it was some charitable resume. Every hardship added a level of pity. Some of them applauded the wealthy couple for taking care of a poor, innocent child. They celebrated the Jamesons’ selfless welfare like it was a badge of honor.

But this boy was my age, a hardened teen that wore his burdens and his past on his shoulders—or so I thought. My only insight into his life was from what I saw late at night and when I overheard the locals gossiping. Some of the neighbors had the audacity to complain about their property values and safety. Gavriel looked intimidating. He was tall and muscular for his age and certainly wasn’t like any boy I’d ever seen at school. He seemed…larger than life.

People here didn’t like anything or anyone that didn’t fit their mold of perfection. Chesterbrook was full of expectations and tragic prejudice. Unfortunate people with unfortunate circumstances were beneath them.

I didn’t know what to think of the new boy. We hadn’t spoken, but I’d watched him. I sat at my desk and would stare, waiting for him to appear. I knew what he looked like. I’d memorized his dark hair, olive skin and broad shoulders from afar. Curiosity bled from my scheduled life. It provided the sort of distraction I needed.

“Summer? You’re going to be late for your PSAT class,” my mother’s voice called from the hallway. I quickly adjusted the blinds and spun around, smoothing the pastel pink knee-length dress she’d picked out for me this morning. My headband was firmly in place. My pearls were wrapped delicately around my neck like a thick rope.

Mom entered my room, still in her silk robe, still with black bags under her eyes. I found it ironic that she was coming to check if I was ready when in fact, she was the one that had to drive me.  The water bottle in her hand was filled to the brim with Everclear. She liked the illusion of sobriety, but I knew if I breathed in her scent, she would smell like alcohol and Chanel No. 5.

Sometimes, I wondered if my mother liked to polish me up because she’d lost her shine. I wasn’t exactly sure when it happened, but since the death of her good friends the Mercers, it was like she’d given up. And whatever energy was left over, she poured into making me look like the perfect person she wished she was.

I watched her take a long gulp from her water bottle. Water wasn’t supposed to make you hiss in pain. I wanted to say something about her appearance but refrained. Instead, I replied to her question as she twisted the screw top back on. “I’m ready. Don’t forget that I have tennis lessons afterward.” The moment those words left my lips, I cringed.

Mom’s lip curled in disgust, and I internally cringed. She didn’t like it when I had to remind her of my schedule. And I knew that my tennis class was probably dipping into her booze and pills time. If I had my way, I would’ve quit tennis or never even started. I wasn’t very good at the sport, but Dad was determined for us to fit the narrative he so expertly weaved around our family.

“Of course I remembered,” she replied with a hoity frown. “Do you have your gear?” she asked, pretending to be the concerned mother.

Bending down, I picked up my duffel bag in answer. Mom stared at it for a moment, then unscrewed the cap of her drink for another swig. I used her momentary distraction to steal another peek out the window at our next-door neighbor. Gavriel was leaving the Jamesons’ house, and I could see his tall body gliding across their perfectly manicured lawn from where I stood. Where was he going?

“Is that their new foster child?” Mom asked. I hadn’t even noticed her pushing up next to me to stare. When it was just me looking, it didn’t feel so intrusive. But my mother was an opportunist. She liked to find problems and slap her name on them to make herself feel better about being a hot mess. My mother was a broken thing, and she liked to fix broken things.

“Yep. That’s him.” My answer was dull.

Mom looked him up and down while clutching her robe. “He’s older than I imagined. He looks about your age. We should invite them over for dinner. I think the Jamesons would like to be on the Board of Trustees for my new charity. Maybe if some of the donations went to the local foster system, they’d write us a check.” Scheming. She was always scheming; it was never about helping someone else. It was always about finding ways to boost her own ego and image. “I’ll put it on the calendar. Make sure you’re in attendance,” she added.

“Yes, ma’am,” I choked out. Despite my mother’s motivations, excitement burst out of me. I couldn’t help the smile that crossed my face. I had seen Gavriel outside of his house, but we hadn’t met. Maybe I could figure out why he sat outside every night. Or maybe he could break the illusion I’d built up in my mind so I could let my curiosity go and get back to my predictable life. There was a change in the air, and I both craved and feared it.

 


Chapter Two

Summer

Three days later

 

MY MOTHER CLUTCHED her platter of store-bought chocolate chip cookies. Her pale pink dress that hit mid-thigh matched my modest ankle-length skirt. She brushed her hair and stuck to her anxiety pills instead of the Everclear. She looked prim and proper, and wore the perfect mask, covering the dark circles under her eyes with concealer and pulling her chestnut hair back into a polished bun. We almost looked alike. She managed to appear vibrant and put together, though we both knew she was falling apart.

My heart raced as we walked down the drive and over toward the Jamesons’ large home. “Be on your best behavior,” Mom hissed as she adjusted her dress with one hand. I nodded. I was always on my best behavior. I followed their rules, danced to their tune. My parents wanted the picture-perfect family, and their expectations were the frame. It was Mom that needed to be on her best behavior. She didn’t like Mrs. Jameson, and she liked to get into a pissing match with her whenever she could. Sometimes, I wondered if my mom were jealous of her. Mrs. Jameson was wild and free. She cared about her image like any other person in this fucked-up town, but she cared about her yacht and traveling the world more. She probably became a foster parent to introduce some balance to her life.

Mom knocked on their door, her tiny fist loud and insistent. We waited and waited, ears peeled for sounds of movement on the other side of the large, ornate entryway. “Maybe they’re not home?” I said while shifting on my feet. A part of me was hoping they wouldn’t answer the door. Meeting Gavriel would ruin the illusion I’d built up in my mind, and my mother’s opportunistic nature was bound to make all of us uncomfortable.

The doorknob wiggled, and I sucked in a deep breath. “Hello!” Mom’s false, cheerful voice boomed. Mrs. Jameson opened the door with a smile plastered on her plastic face. She wore jeans and a wrinkled satin tank top. She was skinny—too skinny. Scattered wrinkles crept out of the outer creases of her eyes, and her blond hair looked dry and unhealthy.

“Hello, Clarice,” she replied with fake enthusiasm. I could hear the dry, bland tone to her voice. Mom wasn’t deterred; she took a step past the threshold, inviting herself inside with the tray of cookies outstretched.

“I made you some cookies,” Mom began while looking around the house for a mess or some sort of hint that their life was out of sorts so she could gossip about it later. She liked to point fingers at others because it was easier than managing her own turmoil. She glanced over her shoulder at me, urging me inside. I was internally cringing at her behavior but couldn’t tell her no.

The moment I stepped inside, the smell of lavender hit my nose, and I smiled at Mrs. Jameson. The woman didn’t return the gesture. In her mind, I was my mother’s spawn and therefore the enemy to her social ladder climbing tendencies. This world was delicate and frustrating.

“Thank you,” Mrs. Jameson replied dully before taking the tray from Mom with a jerk of her hand. “I was just about to leave—”

“I heard you got a new foster placement,” Mom interrupted. She wasn’t going to let Mrs. Jameson out that easily.

“We did,” Mrs. Jameson said while straightening her spine. I braced myself for the standoff. “Such a poor kid. His father is in prison, you know. A dead mother, too. I’m just so thankful that I can fulfill that role for him.” She was listing off his misfortune like it was a prized award.

“You’re just so...selfless,” Mom beamed politely, though it felt completely, utterly, entirely fake. Fake. Fake. Fake. “May we meet him? I’m sure he’d like these cookies I made! Growing boys and whatnot.”

Mrs. Jameson’s face turned sour again, and I wondered why. Did she want to keep her new charity project to herself? “Of course. And I’m not selfless.” She swatted at the air for emphasis. The humility felt so strategic that I nearly gagged on the spot. “It just seems silly to have all of this,” she said, pausing to gesture around her immaculate home. “And waste it on empty endeavors. We want to truly help those that need it.” Mrs. Jameson sounded proud and determined to effortlessly boost her own ego.

“It must be nice to have the time!” Mom exclaimed. “I’m so busy running all these charities I just don’t have the energy to commit to raising another child. Summer here is in all advanced classes, ballet, tennis, and is already taking SAT prep classes. Children really are the future. It’s important to guide them, right?”

“Is that why you brought store-bought cookies?” Mrs. Jameson asked, a twinkle in her eye. “Between running your child around, there just wasn’t any time, hmm?” There was a silent standoff between them that made me blush. I didn’t understand why they were hell-bent on keeping up with this pissing contest charade. It was like watching a fistfight.

“Gavriel!” Mrs. Jameson screamed while tilting her head up the stairs. I listened for movement with my breath caught in my chest.

Finally, hard steps echoed on the floor above us and traveled down the large, winding staircase. My eyes lifted to the top of the landing, and I swept my eyes up and down Gavriel’s body. He had long legs clad in dark denim and wore a bright white shirt that clung closely to the muscles of his abs and shoulders. I swallowed at the sight of him.

Gavriel Moretti looked like the kind of guy that could break you with his voice. He effortlessly commanded the attention of everyone in the room. Even Mom seemed to tilt her chin defiantly in his presence. His eyes bore into mine in question, like he was trying to figure out who I was and why we were here. “Gavriel, darling. These are the next-door neighbors. They wanted to stop by and say hello. Summer here is in your grade.”

I noticed that Gavriel’s lip curled at the word darling. He didn’t greet me though. He just glared at his foster mother in annoyance. “Why don’t we put these cookies in the kitchen, hmm? I wanted to talk to you about the new orphanage my charity is sponsoring,” Mom insisted.

Mrs. Jameson looked like she wanted to kick us out of her home, but gave in. “Right. I’d love to chat about your little endeavors,” she replied before walking off toward the kitchen, with my mom hot on her heels.

I was thankful for the reprieve from them but also anxious to be alone in the room with Gavriel. I nervously smoothed my pale pink skirt and looked up at the brooding boy. I took in the slight hunch in his shoulders as if he were injured recently. His shirt was wrinkled, and his eyes held a slight shade of red. My heart ached for a guy I didn’t know. I could just sense the trauma on his skin. “Hi,” I choked. “It’s nice to meet you.”

Instead of answering me, Gavriel’s face greeted me with cold anger. It happened in a flash, a cool, swift appraisal of me that had my head spinning. In one minute, Gavriel Moretti had me figured out, and the words he said next determined that he didn’t like what he saw.  “What the fuck are you looking at?” he sneered. My mouth dropped open in shock, and my empathy dissolved on the spot. He was snappy and rude, curling his lip dismissively at my hard stare. I was annoyed with him for ruining the illusion. I’d built him up in my mind. Sometimes curiosity was better than the truth.

I debated on walking out of the house, but my mother would reprimand me if I so much as stepped a toe out of line. Gavriel waited, and his harsh presence felt like an unyielding challenge—it felt like he was testing the waters of my resilience. I looked him in the eye, gauging the cruelty there before responding. “I’m just trying to figure out how they put eyeballs on an asshole.”

His eyes widened in shock. It wasn’t my best comeback, but I wasn’t used to witty responses. I was conditioned to be submissive. It was in my blood. “Wasn’t expecting that response, but I can’t say I’m disappointed.”

“And what were you expecting?” I asked. “You don’t know me.” He dragged his brown eyes up and down my body, lingering on my modest skirt and the pearl necklace wrapped around my throat. I looked down at my outfit and could only assume what he was thinking. I was a princess, a cookie-cutter representation of the image my parents were determined to shove down the throats of anyone willing to watch.

“A little fucking ray of sunshine,” Gavriel replied with a smirk. There was a sense of pain in his stare. I didn’t understand this immediate sense of infatuation with him, but I was determined to know him. Truly know him.

“Sunshine, huh?” I asked. If only he knew the irony. I was Summer Bright. My entire life was destined to be filled with shining my light on others, but there was a darkness inside.

“I think that’s what I’ll call you,” Gavriel replied. “Perfect little ray of Sunshine, out here to point and stare at the charity case. I’m surprised you found time in your social calendar. Everyone in this fucking town is the same.”

Gavriel kicked at the wall, surprising me with his temper tantrum. “I guess that makes you the angsty foster kid with a chip on his shoulder. Is this the part where you blame the world for everything wrong in your life? We should put this shit on Lifetime.” I could have slapped my palm over my mouth for letting such crude thoughts slip. Who was I? Why did this boy bring out the feisty in me?

“Sassy little thing, aren’t you? Do you get off on calling people out?”

Admittedly, I was definitely enjoying this. I’d just met Gavriel, and I’d tossed all my manners in the garbage. What was wrong with me? “I guess you just bring out the best in me.” The instantaneous hatred caught me off guard. It was a ruthless chemistry. It was the sort of banter that felt organic and teetered the peak of cruelty without going completely over the edge. It was flirtatious, in a way. It was mean but necessary. Something told me that if I hadn’t shown some backbone, he wouldn’t have given me a second glance. He was intrigued by strong things, and for once in my life, I didn’t want to be weak.

“Or it’s just easier to snap back at people you think are beneath you?” he asked in disgust.

I swallowed my words. That wasn’t the case at all. I didn’t want him to think that, but before I could open my mouth and explain, my mother came strutting out of the kitchen, clutching her Louis Vuitton purse and gritting her teeth. I guess she lost the banter with Mrs. Jameson. “Come on, Summer. We’re leaving.”

I nodded, but my feet were rooted to the spot. I wasn’t done getting to know the brooding boy next door. Mom placed her hand on the doorknob and noticed that I hadn’t budged. “Summer,” she huffed before stomping back to me and bracing her hand on my shoulder. She squeezed so hard that I winced. I knew with complete certainty that it would bruise. It wasn’t the first time I was guided with a heavy hand, and wouldn’t be the last, either.

Gavriel’s eyes zeroed in on the movement. Time seemed to stop for a brief moment. He chewed on his tongue and stared at my mother’s hand with venomous intent. “Move your feet,” Mom hissed before dragging me out of the Jamesons’ house. I stole one last look at Gavriel, but he was gone.

Once we were outside, Mom let go of me. “That woman is the devil,” Mom cursed while digging in her purse. I wasn’t even surprised when I saw the flask she pulled out. The metal canister was small enough to fit in her palm so people wouldn’t see her inability to wait until we got inside for a swig of her Everclear.

And as we walked back over to our house, with her complaints echoing around us, I felt Gavriel Moretti’s eyes on my back with every step.

 


Chapter Three

Summer

THE JAMESONS HAD a pool in their backyard. I once asked Mom if we could get one, but she said she knew a girl that drowned a couple of years ago. She said everyone blamed the parents for not keeping a proper eye on their four-year-old, and she refused to be the talk of the town if I somehow managed to drown.

I loved to swim, and if I craned my neck, I could see the Jamesons’ resort-style pool from my bedroom. There, over the fence and through the branches of the tree outside my window, was crystal clear water designed with luxury in mind. There was even a hot tub and a shaded area with lounge chairs. I’d always been jealous of it. I loved to swim—loved to feel the cool water on my skin. The Jamesons sometimes had parties out there when they were home. Mom would come up to my room and spy, looking for something to talk about.

But right now, there was only Gavriel out there. Well, Gavriel and a girl.

When Gavriel started school, the world went into a tizzy. Everyone at Chesterbrook High quickly became enamored with him, and it pissed me off. When it was just me watching him from afar late at night, I didn’t have to share him with anyone. But now, I couldn’t escape the rumors and gushing. He was the shiny new toy everyone wanted to play with.

Gavriel had the sort of vibe about him that was dangerous. The girls wanted to date him. Guys wanted to be him. One day our lives were normal, and the next Gavriel Moretti showed up and started a frenzy—a frenzy I secretly poured over.

I devoured the gossip like it was my homework. I watched for him in the hallways. I listened to girls brag about eating lunch with him. I poured myself into the whispers of the teachers.

He has a gunshot wound, you know. Sitting out on gym for another week.

We shared one class together and the same lunch period. Only once had our eyes collided. I forced a challenging expression on my face, daring him to remember me. Daring him to bring up the day we met. But he didn’t. He simply nodded past me at the pretty girls with pretty smiles and pretty big tits—I mean teeth. He didn’t seem to revel in the attention but, instead, owned it. Commanding the attention of the room seemed like his birthright—his calling.

I heard his father was a mobster. Violence. Drugs…

I couldn’t escape it at school, but the attention was starting to follow him home.

I was sitting at my desk, staring casually out the window, when I saw the flash of two bodies wading in the water. I moved closer to the window and stood close enough that my breath fogged up the glass. I couldn’t make out the girl he was with, but I recognized Gavriel. His dark hair was wet as he ran his fingers through it. He had a playful smile and kept reaching out for her as she swam by in her little pink bikini.

My chest constricted.

I didn’t even know this boy—not really—but it hurt to see him flirting with someone else. He pulled her closer and wrapped his arms around her middle, picking her up before slamming her playfully in the water. They stopped swimming for a moment, and she ran her finger over his shoulder, a question in her gaze. I sensed the change in him from my spot by the window. His body went taut. I’d heard rumors that he was hurt. Whispers about him getting shot before moving here traveled like wildfire around the school, and I wanted nothing more than to ask him about it. Gavriel was like this puzzle I couldn’t figure out.

I pressed my palm to the glass and crushed my nose against it, trying to get a better look. And then, he was kissing her.

It looked innocent enough. He clumsily cupped her neck and tilted his head to deepen the kiss. Their bodies moved like the waves of the water, flowing playfully. And their smiles were blinding when she pulled away. I was almost certain that if I opened my window, I would have heard her giggling.

I couldn’t help but wonder what it would feel like for me to press my lips to his. I’d never kissed a boy before. I pulled back for a moment and pressed the tips of my fingers to my lips, applying pressure like it was a science experiment. Would a kiss feel like this? I’d heard jokes about girls that made out with their pillows, and I never understood why. But now, I wanted to know what it was like to experience a kiss. And from the looks of it, Gavriel knew what he was doing.

I’d never felt this craving before. This desire to reach out and touch. I’d liked plenty of boys, but this was something tangible. I just wanted his attention. I wanted to be wanted. This was a crush.

“What are you staring at?” a calm and brusque voice called at my back. I flinched.

“N-nothing,” I yelped while pulling away and spinning to stare at the door to my bedroom where my father was standing. He had thinning hair and dark circles under his eyes. Though tall, his arms were skinny, and his stomach looked like he spent his off days drinking nothing but beer. I couldn’t confirm that for sure, though. Whenever he was off work, he was gone. I think that’s why Mom was always so depressed.

My father wasn’t the type to command the room; he was the type to weasel his way into a position of power. He rubbed elbows with anyone with a semblance of power and siphoned it for himself.

“You have tennis practice today. I want to see some improvement on your form.” I nodded and stared at my father. I hated tennis. I hated it with a vengeance. I wasn’t good at it and lacked any sense of passion for the sport. It was like everything else they made me sign up for. I just wasn’t good enough. I would never be good enough.

“How are your grades?”

“All As,” I replied proudly.

“Good, good.” I preened at the half-hearted praise.

Dad looked like he wanted to say something more. “Do you need anything?” I asked. We never really had that great of a relationship. Dad just made sure the women in his life stayed in line while he was off doing...whatever it was he was doing. Work, probably. Hopefully.

“If your mother leaves the house at night while I’m at work, can you call me?” he asked.

This felt an awful lot like being put in the middle, and I definitely didn’t like it. Was he worried she was off sleeping with someone? Was she trying to catch him with someone else? It was no secret their marriage was on the rocks. My mother wouldn’t be so destructive otherwise, and she was worse when he wasn’t home.

“Yes,” I replied, the words like ash on my tongue.

“Good. Now go back to finishing your homework. We have a city fundraiser tonight.”

“Okay,” I replied with a slow, submissive bow.

I waited until I couldn’t hear my father’s footsteps anymore and turned around to glance out the window once more, but the blond girl was gone. I stared at every visible inch of space at the Jamesons’, then jumped when their front door opened. Out stumbled the blond girl and Gavriel. He walked her to her bike and kissed her gently on the cheek before sending her off. I watched the interaction with curiosity flooding my veins. I didn’t know who she was. I didn’t really take the time to learn about my classmates. I was too busy studying and being shuttled to different after-school activities. But I wanted to know her. I wanted to know what he liked about her. Was she outgoing? Smart? Ditzy? Funny? Beautiful?

I knew she was beautiful. I could see the long legs and thick blond hair from here. I bet she was calm and docile. I bet Gavriel liked girls that giggled at the appropriate times and cowered when spoken to.

“What do you like, Gavriel Moretti?” I asked, though there was no one there to hear me.

As if conjured by my quiet words, Gavriel turned to go back into the house but paused to look up at my window. I flinched when our eyes collided. I wanted to slouch down and hide from his inquisitive and bold looks. His hardened face twisted into a cruel smile meant only for me. He nodded patronizingly, then disappeared inside.

I spent the rest of the afternoon playing that look over and over and over in my mind.

 


Chapter Four

Summer

THERE WAS AN art to fundraisers that not many understood. Some required a god-like presence, with white monochromatic brand-name suits that made you look like some sort of patron saint. Others required quiet humility—an understated essence. If you were in the presence of the less fortunate, you only wore expensive brands that didn’t have their logo plastered all over them. The jeans were still three hundred dollars, but the homeless you were serving dinner to were none the wiser. Everyone else in the room knew you were wealthy, but you weren’t rubbing it in the less fortunate’s face.

And the fundraisers I hated most were the ones like what I was attending tonight. They were over-the-top opulent and excessive. It was like a parade of wealth and pretentiousness. You were expected to wear your best clothes, and mine were usually handpicked by my insanely image-conscious mother.

Most of our money came from my mother’s inheritance. Police chiefs didn’t make much—even in this town. Sometimes I wondered why my father bothered to work at all, but then I remembered that power and money usually went hand in hand. He liked the influence it gave him.

I was pulling at my childish sequined dress when we walked through the doors. My mother was in a ridiculous, black, floor-length number with a slit up her thigh. Dad wore a tux, and I wore my fake smile. “Go mingle with the other kids, dear. We want lots of donations this year. I’m determined to beat Francis Day’s ‘feeding the homeless’ soirée.” I felt like a pawn.

I did what was expected of me. I worked the room, giggled at jokes, and nodded enthusiastically when adults commented how grown-up I was getting. It was all silly. I felt like a show dog on a leash that lived for getting pats on the head for being good. By the end of it, I didn’t even know what we were raising money for. This entire event was just for show.

I decided to excuse myself from a boring conversation with an elderly gentleman. He had wandering eyes and creepily invited me to a private tour of the candy shop he’d just bought. Gross. Maybe I needed to tell Dad about him.

I inconspicuously slipped out of the ballroom and found an empty hallway to sit in, with the echoing, dulled noise filling the space around me. I leaned against the wall and picked at the pink nail polish on my nails, watching as flakes of it fell in my lap.

“You put on quite the show, Summer Bright,” a dark voice said to my left. I knew who he was immediately. My name sounded like a curse on his lips.

“Hiding?” I asked while adjusting my ridiculous dress. He rounded the corner and pressed his back against the wall beside me. From the corner of my eye, I saw his perfectly tailored pant crease on his leg.

“Watching,” he replied. “Question, do your parents pay you to work for them at these events? Or do you just do it out of the kindness of your heart?”

“I believe in charity. I like helping,” I said through gritted teeth. It was a knee-jerk response that had been drilled in me since the day I was born. I wasn’t even sure if it was the truth, but it sure did sound good when I said it to Gavriel.

“Do you?” Gavriel asked. “Do you really?” He crouched down and cocked his pretty head at me.

“I do,” I replied defiantly. I didn’t. I didn’t care. I wanted to be selfish and spend the night relaxing. Not worrying about homework or what I needed to do or what my parents were going to sign me up for next.

“What’s the charity then?”

I stumbled to remember. Staring up at Gavriel’s dark eyes had me momentarily paralyzed. “Children’s literacy center,” I replied with a swallow.

“Wow. Sounds important,” he replied, looking down at me. “You must care a lot about literacy to whore yourself out to those creepy men in suits. That modest dress and batting eyes don’t fool me.”

I blinked. What did he just say? Did he call me a whore? The word sounded so dirty coming from his mouth. I guess, in a way, my parents did pimp out their sweet little daughter. What he said felt like the truth, but I didn’t like how oversimplified he made what was happening sound. I didn’t have a choice. My parents were the architects of my life.

Gavriel crouched next to me, with a wicked grin on his face. “Does this work usually?” Gavriel asked while running his hand over the collar of my shirt. I bit my lip at the slow, sensual contact.

“W-what?” I asked.

“This outfit. The pale pink gloss on your lips. The kitten heels. The pigtails. You look like a pedophile’s wet dream.”

I frowned. “You’re disgusting,” I replied while swatting his hand away. “Does this work for you?”

I stood up and adjusted my dress, grinding my kitten heels into the tile floor. “Does what work, Sunshine?”

“Do you just insult girls and then they follow you home so you can make out with them in the Jamesons’ swimming pool?” I immediately regretted my words the moment they left my lips. Now Gavriel Moretti knew for certain that I was staring at him earlier. Even though he had taunted me with his gaze, I didn’t want him knowing I was watching the entire thing. I could have slapped myself for letting my anger get the best of me.

“You saw that, huh? Jessica, I think her name was.” I rolled my eyes like it didn’t matter, even though it stung. I couldn’t quite put my finger on it. Why was I so bothered by a boy I didn’t know kissing some girl I didn’t know?

“You want me to kiss you, Sunshine?” Gavriel asked in a provoking voice. He leaned closer and playfully puckered his lips. “I bet a girl like you has never kissed anyone.”

I took a step back as a deep flush burned my cheeks. I was mortified. “I-I’ve kissed someone before,” I lied as Gavriel leaned even closer, the dare hanging from his plush lips.

My back hit the wall, and I gripped the fabric of my dress, feeling anxious.

My body felt heated and alive, a sensation I’d never felt before. I breathed in his scent, noting the skunky smell of pot clinging to his fancy clothes. Was he high?

“What are you doing?” I asked while twisting under his hard stare. I felt kinetic, every cell in my body vibrating uncontrollably. Having him this close felt too real, too tempting. I’d never felt desire like this before.

“I’m going to give you your first kiss, Sunshine. Then maybe you won’t be such a tragic little tease.”

I licked my lips, and Gavriel glared at my mouth. Things suddenly felt significantly less playful. “Don’t,” I whispered when he reached up to tuck a piece of hair behind my ear.

“Don’t what?”

“Don’t kiss me.”

I didn’t feel like myself. I felt like Summer Bright, perfect little doll for her parents. I wanted my first kiss to be this messy, inevitable thing. I wanted to be barefoot with my hair a tangle of curls down my back. I wanted to be with someone I felt safe with. I wanted it to be wild. Uncontrollable.

I was born dreaming about the first person I’d share that with. Ever since I saw my first princess movie, I imagined what it would feel like to be swept up in the arms of a knight and kissed deeply. A kiss was the first step in an inevitable line of pleasure and secrets. I wanted it to be meaningful, and although Gavriel Moretti felt like someone I could one day be friends with, I didn’t feel that way today. I felt like a joke to him.

He leaned in closer, his feathered whisper dancing over my skin. “Sunshine?”

“Yeah?” I replied. My voice was shaky. There was a husky tone to it I’d never heard escape my lips before. All of this felt so new and foreign. It was an awakening.

“I think your father is stomping our way,” Gavriel replied. At that, I immediately stumbled out of his orbit and spun around to face my approaching father. He looked just as I had expected.

Angry as fuck.

“Summer Bright, what are you doing?”

“I’m just talking—”

I didn’t even have time to respond, because Dad was reaching out to grab my arm.

“I don’t like having to track you down. And I especially don’t like finding you in compromising positions with some punk the Jamesons took in off the streets.” Though my father didn’t yell and made sure to keep his voice appropriately low, I knew with complete certainty that Gavriel Moretti heard him. With no one near to witness, he was cold and cruel as usual.

“I’m sorry, Dad,” I whined.

“Come on.”

I let my father pull me back toward the main room. Once again, one of my parents was dragging me away from Gavriel. And once again, I felt the damaged boy’s eyes on my back.

 


Chapter Five

Gavriel

IT HAD BEEN two days since the fundraiser from hell, and I couldn’t stop thinking about Summer Bright. Her name. Her silly outfits. Her damn hopeful expression. She looked stupid, wearing her church dresses and curling her hair like a three-year-old. And yet I was a little fixated on our moment in the hallway. I wasn’t planning on taking it that far. I’d teased girls before, and something about those ridiculously childish clothes she wore made me want to tug on her pigtails a bit and rile her up.

I wasn’t expecting her eyes to turn heavy or the pull of her lungs to drag my eyes to her chest.

Most girls our age were in a hurry to grow up—were practically begging to get their first kiss out of the way so they could say they weren’t behind. We all had milestones lined up like a checklist of popularity. You weren’t cool unless you could brag about tangling your tongue with someone else. I was no stranger to silly girls with puckered lips and giggles for days. I had enough of it because of my father’s gang back in New York. Being the sole heir to a billion-dollar crime syndicate had that effect on people. But the girls here lost their damn mind when I arrived. I was their first taste of danger, and everyone wanted to swallow me whole.

Not that I minded. Not one single fucking bit. I was a teenage boy, after all. Despite having to grow up at a young age.

When I first moved here, I figured it would be a fucking waste of four years. I didn’t want to be in this nowhere town with nowhere people and nothing to do. It was boring as fuck, and the people were predictable. My foster parents, teachers, neighbors, social workers, and classmates were like broken records. Asking me the same things. Telling me the same lies. Whispering the same gossip.

But maybe I could have some fun. Kiss a few girls. Cause a little trouble. It was like a vacation from the real shit that went down with my father’s business. What was a little pot and graffiti when you came from cocaine and murder?

I’d already had three girls wanting to come over. They gave me their number like it was nothing.

But not Summer fucking Bright. She didn’t want a kiss. She told me not to. She just liked to watch me from her bedroom. She thought I couldn’t see her behind the shaded oak tree covering her window, but I could.

I didn’t mind. I kind of liked feeling her curious eyes on me. And hell, I was no hypocrite. I watched her just the same.

I’d be lying if I said my eyes weren’t on hers the entire fundraiser. I planned to just keep to myself in the corner, but my hard stare followed her every move. She said the right things to the right people and practically fucking bowed whenever people spoke. Old men patted her on the shoulder like she was a prized trophy, polished up for them to set on their shelf.

I didn’t want to go, but the Jamesons bribed me with cash. I knew my way around a suit. My father dragged me to enough events that I knew how to clean up and keep my mouth shut. But this wasn’t a meeting with local gang bangers. This was a charity event for rich, bored housewives.

I could only hope that my new foster parents would get tired of their shiny new toy soon. Their house was full of pictures from all their trips and excursions. Pretty soon they’d forget about pretending to be the doting foster parents and would go back to living their lives. I couldn’t wait.

At the fundraiser, Sunshine looked ridiculous. I saw a creepy old man trying and failing to look down her modest dress. This town was fucking sick. She was a cute girl, don’t get me wrong. I’m sure, behind all that frill and lace, she might even be hot. But watching her prance around with her hand held out for donations didn’t sit right with me.

I was getting ready to skip school when I caught sight of the girl in question outside with a backpack perfectly positioned on her back. She was clutching the straps and walking in the direction of the school. Didn’t her mom drive her most days?

Mrs. Jameson was hungover, and this was my one day to avoid that stupid hellhole of a school, but I was intrigued.

It took all of four minutes to decide that I needed to follow Sunshine. Fucking hell, this girl. I quickly got dressed and brushed my teeth while thinking about the way both her parents grabbed her. Twice I’d seen that girl manhandled. I was sure that it happened a lot. Maybe she wore those stupid ass clothes to hide bruises?

I started getting dressed faster. I seriously shouldn’t care about a prissy girl with a mouth like fire. I shouldn’t be wasting time on anyone, really. I was just in Chesterbrook to kill time. Once I was eighteen, I’d be going back to New York.

I ran outside, deciding to forget my backpack. I didn’t like how the straps dug into my gunshot wound. I was ready for the damn thing to heal, though I kind of liked how all the girls at this school drooled at the sight of it. They made me out to be this badass hero.

If only they knew the truth.

I wasn’t going to do schoolwork anyways. Hell, I’d probably just walk with Sunshine for a minute before heading back to the Jamesons’. “Hey!” I awkwardly called at her back. She didn’t turn around. I squinted. Was she deaf? “Hello! Sunshine!” I yelled, this time louder. After jogging closer, I noticed that she had fucking headphones in and was oblivious to me. I didn’t like that. Anyone could just walk up and kidnap her. Wasn’t her dad the Chief of Police? Shouldn’t he teach her to be aware of her surroundings? Why was she walking anyway?

I hung back and observed her like a fucking weirdo. She was wearing a pastel blue cardigan and jeans that didn’t completely swallow her skinny chicken legs. And was that...heels? She was wearing short wedges. She looked...nice. In a Stepford Wives kind of way.

I squinted for a better look and frowned when I caught her wiping a stray tear from her eyes. What did Miss Perfect possibly have to cry about? She had a big house. Two almost normal parents. From what I gathered, she had perfect grades, was perfect with all her extracurricular activities.

And yet she was crying. I bet it had something to do with her boozy mom. I’d seen Mrs. Bright stumble to her car twice in the couple of weeks I’d been here.

She looked both ways before crossing the street and then stared at her shoes as she dragged her feet toward the school. Her shoulders were slumped. Her head bowed in sad contemplation. She looked pathetic. Sad. Empty.

I didn’t like it. I didn’t like it one bit.

Protectiveness blazed to life in my chest. I was trained from a young age not to care about anyone else. My father evaded prison for years because he lived by that mantra. You didn’t become a mob boss or the heir to an empire by giving a shit. You had to be ruthless and determined. You had to say fuck the world and do whatever’s necessary to stay on top. It hardened me. Hell, it got me shot.

But I followed her to school. I watched her walk up the front steps and roll her shoulders back as if she didn’t have a care in the world. I watched her wipe her eyes and walk through the front door like a fucking ray of Sunshine.

And I decided then that I wanted to say fuck it. I wanted to protect her. I wanted her light to burn brighter than this shitty town.


Chapter Six

Summer Bright

MOM WAS TOO hungover to drive me to school today.

I walked in the humid heat while thinking about how my life had become so lonely. I woke up and made myself breakfast. Bragged to myself about the good grade I got in Algebra, then walked by myself to school. It didn’t bother me before, but lately it wasn’t enough.

The day went by in a blur. I attended my morning classes and took notes like the good student I was. Pretty soon it was time for lunch.

“I heard his dad was a mob boss,” a girl whispered in front of me. I was following the crowd of people to the cafeteria. I was hopelessly gritting my teeth as everyone around me chatted about the new bad boy in town. It had been a couple days since the fundraiser, and I was reeling from it still. I wanted to forget the embarrassing showdown that happened at the fundraising event, but it seemed no matter where I went, the world wanted to bring him up.

My ears perked at the mention of Gavriel’s father. I had heard the same rumor, if I was being honest. My father mentioned it to my mother just a few days ago. She was bitching about the Jamesons, and Dad wanted to shut her up with some juicy gossip.

“I heard that he got shot,” another girl replied while twirling her hair on her finger.

“I heard he’s throwing a party at his foster parents’ house.”

“The Jamesons? They’re never home. This is going to be perfect.”

I listened intently. Mom would happily have it shut down if Gavriel threw a party next door. She was too competitive not to. Did he not know my father was the Chief of Police? We were neighbors. I should warn him...I should…

“Watch it, bitch,” a cold cruel tone yelled at me. I hadn’t even realized that I had walked into her. I was too busy eavesdropping on the people ahead of me to notice the girl that cut in front of me.

“Sorry,” I mumbled as the girl snarled. I vaguely recognized her as one of the dance team leaders. I’d heard rumors that she slept with the coach’s boyfriend, but I couldn’t be sure if that was true. Her rudeness wasn’t out of the ordinary. My place at this school was tumultuous at best. Most saw me as the ambitious girl next door or the unsocial nobody that hid in the back of the class. My family was well-known around town, but that didn’t mean people took the time to know me. In fact, some people liked to shove it in my face that my parents were overachieving socialites.

“Maybe you should watch where you’re going. Aren’t you supposed to be, like, stupid smart?” she replied with a casual flip of her hair. It was so painfully repetitive. I felt like an archetype of my own making, the innocent girl groomed to take hit after hit with no bruises to show for it.

I’d had enough. “You’re the one who cut in front of me,” I said with a frown. “Maybe you need to stop texting other girls’ boyfriends and look up from your phone for a change.”

A snort at my back made all of us spin around. Gavriel Moretti stood there with a smirk on his face, eyeing me up and down before brushing past. His shoulder bumped mine tenderly, as if the single graze of our skin were the only thing he’d allow to be exchanged between us. “Fucking ray of Sunshine,” he whispered, low enough only I could hear. I bit the inside of my cheek to keep from smiling. “Nice heels.”

I looked down at the strappy wedges wrapped around my feet and cringed. Was he being sarcastic? Most days, I looked like a child. I felt like a child. Clutching my binder to my chest, I blushed and pushed through the crowd to get away. I just wanted out of here. I wanted to escape Gavriel and throw a pity party in the library.

A hand landed on my shoulder, and I winced. It was the same spot where Mom had grabbed me to yank me out of the Jamesons’ house. I stopped running away to look up at the person holding me in place. Of course it was Gavriel. “Why are you running away, Sunshine?” he asked while looking around. Some people lingered, pretending to have conversations in the hallway outside of the cafeteria so they could watch our exchange.

I looked at where his hand was and scowled when he squeezed it again, as if testing to see if it hurt. I flinched when he pressed on the bruise my mother had caused, and he pulled away. “Where do you sit for lunch usually?”

“Wherever there’s an empty table,” I replied honestly.

“Not today.”

Gavriel grabbed my wrist and pulled me away from the open cafeteria and down an abandoned hallway. I could feel my classmates’ eyes on my back, but I was too focused on Gavriel’s hand against my burning skin to care. His touch was this harsh, demanding sort of thing. My skin felt like fire wherever we touched. What did he want with me?

He led me toward the doors and outside without a care. The sun was beating down on the plush green grass. Wind whipped at my cheeks as Gavriel led me to the shaded area away from the school. “Where are you taking me?”

“Away. Let’s chat.”

“About what?” I asked while planting my feet by a towering oak tree. Gavriel let go of my wrist to fold his arms across his chest.

“Tell me about yourself,” he demanded in that unrelenting tone I’d quickly come to embrace about him. Did he learn it from his father?

“There’s not much to know,” I replied with a shrug.

“Bullshit.”

My brows shot up in surprise. “You dress like a four-year-old. Your mother is a drunk. You’re on every committee and extracurricular team at this damn school. You act like no one can see you, but when you’re around me, you snap—which I like, by the way.”

He liked that, huh? The comment only gave me a little boost in confidence and was quickly overshadowed by his comment about my clothes. I ran my hands along my cardigan, smoothing the material as a pang of embarrassment hit me in the chest. “Oh? What else do you think you know about me?” I challenged.

“I know you watch me,” Gavriel said while stepping closer to me. The foot between us felt like nothing.

“Why do you go outside every night and sit on the curb?” I asked.

“Why do you watch?” he asked. “You got nothing better to do?”

“I’m curious about you,” I replied honestly. In this town full of lies, the truth was the only thing we had.

“I figured you knew all there was to know. Seems everyone at this school has made their mind up about me,” Gavriel replied. I was wondering how he was adjusting to everyone’s infatuation. He was shiny, new, and beautiful. “Is it true?” I asked.

“Is what true?”

“That your dad is a mob boss. That you were shot.”

Gavriel took a step closer, a smirk on his face. “If I told you, I’d have to initiate you. You wanna join my gang, Sunshine?” That playful lilt in his voice was like emotional whiplash. I couldn’t keep up with his mood swings.

“Depends. What’s in it for me?”

Gavriel reached up and tucked a stray hair behind my ear, and a shiver traveled down my spine. He then leaned in impossibly closer. “The same sort of benefits any member gets,” he whispered before pulling away and clearing his voice. “Protection. Family. Security. You’ll get to be a part of something bigger than yourself. You’ll get me for life.”

The way Gavriel spoke made me realize that the rumors were absolutely true. He spoke as if the crime industry was his way of life. I already knew this, but the confirmation in his tone hit me with stark honesty. It felt like a mantra, almost. Like a doctrine ingrained in every cell that made up his body.

I swallowed. “And what’s the cost?”

Gavriel smiled. It was a rare sort of gem that felt sinister and bold.

“How about you sneak out tonight, and I’ll tell you about it? Maybe challenge your parents a bit, hmm? I don’t think you’re as chained to them as you’ve convinced yourself that you are.”

Gavriel wanted me to meet him? Did he mean tonight tonight? As in, when I was supposed to be safely tucked in bed like the good girl my parents wanted me to be?

I should have told him no. I was clearly out of my depth here with this boy. But instead of refusing, I simply opened my mouth and said, “See you tonight, sir.” I figured if we were going to joke about me joining his gang, I should jump in with both feet.

Gavriel was just about to walk away when I’d said that, and the playful nickname made his head cock to the side. I watched with air locked in my lungs as half of a smile teased the corner of his lips, then exhaled when he walked away.


Chapter Seven

Summer

MOM WAS DRUNK again. I came home from my student council meeting and found her passed out on the floor. She hadn’t even made it to the couch this time. On the surface, my mother had everything she could possibly want. A perfect daughter. A big house. A well-known husband and her name attached to every possible charity in the area. On paper, it seemed like she led a fulfilling life, but the booze and pills said otherwise.

I didn’t know if it was an addiction or an escape. I guess it was probably a little bit of both. But what could she possibly have to escape from?

Dad didn’t come home. There was a missing child case he had to deal with, so I ate dinner alone. I did my homework alone. I showered, ironed my clothes for the next day, and cleaned up the kitchen in wordless routine. I had just made my way to the living room to gather the empty wine bottle on the coffee table in the living room when Mom stirred from her spot on the floor. I breathed a sigh of relief when she got up and wiped her mouth with her flat palm. Her mascara was smeared, and that pale pink lipstick she wore religiously now covered her chin. The deep burgundy wine had stained her teeth and tongue.

“Do you want a glass of water?” I asked tentatively. Mom flinched at the sound of my voice and turned to look at me, stark venom in her shadowed eyes.

“Are you patronizing me?” she yelled while struggling to stand up. Her wobbly legs misstepped, and she nearly collapsed on the carpet again. I reached out to steady her, but the move simply infuriated her more.

“I didn’t mean anything by it. I was just trying to he-help,” I stammered.

“I don’t need your help, Summer. I’m the mother. I’m supposed to take care of you, remember?”

“I know, Mom. You take good care of me. I was just…”

She looked around the clean house and chuckled darkly. “You were just what, trying to steal a sip of my wine?” she asked while picking up the empty wine bottle. She was being manic, and I didn’t understand it. “Well, too bad,” she continued. “It’s empty. Like me.” Mom then threw it against the wall. My entire body trembled as glass shattered around me. Droplets of the red wine left over in the bottle splattered across the wall.

Tears filled my eyes, and I backed up until my feet were on the tile to our entryway and my back was hitting the front door. Mom swayed down the hallway and made her way to her bedroom, slamming the door and leaving me shaking in the wake of her destruction.

I took a deep breath. Maybe I should call Dad? No. He didn’t want any interruptions while at work. The girl my parents expected me to be would have slipped upstairs and quietly gone to bed without a single concern. They wanted me to live up to the status quo and pretend nothing was out of the usual.

But I didn’t want that tonight.

My hand wrapped around the doorknob, and I twisted it, deciding that I needed fresh air. I needed out of this damn house that looked perfect on the outside but wasn’t perfect at all.

I took a page from Gavriel’s book and made my way over to the curb to sit on the edge of it. I breathed in the night and exhaled. In and out. In and out. I kept doing that until the ball of pain in my chest loosened. Mosquitos nipped at the bare skin on my legs, and I swatted them away. I was wearing my satin pajama shorts and tank set, knowing full well my mother would kill me for wearing it outside. Never show too much skin. Be a lady, she always said.

“Didn’t think you’d show up,” a deep and playful voice mused at my back. I quickly swiped at my eyes until the moisture collected there was gone. A hand shot out and wrapped around my wrist. “Why are you crying?”

“I’m not.”

“If we’re going to be friends, you should know that I don’t like liars. Loyalty and honesty go far with me.”

I rolled my eyes, not in the mood for his game. “I’m not lying. Crying implies a certain sadness. It means I’m tragically emotional about something, and I’m not. I’m one of those people that cries when she’s mad. It’s infuriating. And lately, I’m mad all the goddamn time.”

Gavriel nodded his head. “Why are you mad, Sunshine?”

I warmed at his nickname. It felt like a special treat reserved only for me. It was intimate and familiar. Though we didn’t truly know each other that well, we shared something that seemed important.

“My mother is a mess,” I admitted.

“I’ve noticed.”

“She’s selfish. She wants me to look and act a certain way, but behind closed doors, she falls apart.”

Gavriel nodded. “Keep going.”

“It’s infuriating. I’m pretty sure my father is cheating on her.”

“Men suck.”

I snorted at Gavriel’s interruption as he sat down next to me. “They really do,” I replied with a giggle. “I don’t want to play tennis anymore,” I added, letting every little frustration about my life spill at Gavriel’s feet.

“Then don’t.”

I almost told him how I hated my big, empty house. The clothes my mother forced me to wear, and the grades she expected me to keep. But it all felt so trivial to say to him. Here I was, complaining about the ambitions of my parents, when I had a secure roof over my head, food in my belly, and a clear shot to any college I wanted. It was exhausting and frustrating, but people had it worse. People always had it worse. “I don’t know if I like you or not. You were kind of rude to me when we first met.”

Gavriel rolled his eyes and stood up. He held out his hand for me to grab, and I tentatively took it. What were we doing? Once Gavriel pulled me to a standing position, he tugged me closer until we were chest to chest. I bit my lip and looked up at him, still not sure what we were doing. “If it makes you feel better, I’m not sure if I like you either,” he said with a dark smile.

“Oh?” I asked.

“I don’t usually like such pathetic people. For Christ’s sake, you’re crying on the curb in your silk pajamas, Sunshine.”

I looked down at myself and frowned. “I don’t usually like bullies,” I snapped back.

“How about this,” Gavriel began before spinning me around. I stumbled a bit on the concrete in my bare feet. “I’ll keep Sunshine, and you can give the rest of the world Summer Bright.”

I mused over his words with a smile. It felt like a secret, like a facet of my personality I could wrap up in a pretty bow and give to him. “And what do I get?” I asked. We kept playing this game, bargaining with a friendship that felt inevitable and instinctual all the same.

“You get to feel real for the first time in your life, Sunshine. With me? You don’t have to be anyone but yourself.”

“I think I’d like that.”

We both sat back down and basked in the quiet for a moment. I stared at the sky while letting the peace of the moment wash over me. “What’s our gang called?” I finally asked with a sniffle.

Gavriel smiled and glanced at me out of the corner of his eye. “I don’t know.”

“Well, what was your father’s gang called?”

“He’s going through a bit of a rebranding process with the Feds. It’s probably best we don’t use that,” he replied with a dark chuckle. Yeah, he was probably right.

“The girls at our school have started calling you a bullet. Something about you bragging about your gunshot wound,” I teased, not sure if it was appropriate to joke about.

“I can’t help it. The girls like a bad boy, Sunshine,” he replied while playfully flexing.

“Well, why don’t we call ourselves the Bullets then, huh?” I asked.

Gavriel playfully leaned over to nudge me with his body. I snapped my attention to him, and he caught me by the chin, forcing me to stare at him. “I like the sound of that,” he said. I stared at his lips, then back up at his eyes. He let go of me and went back to staring at the sky.

“I guess we’re the Bullets now,” I said.

“Yup. Now you just have to kill someone.”

I tipped my head back and laughed. “This isn’t my father’s country club, huh?”

“You also have to get face tats. Think they’ll like that at the next fundraiser?”

“I don’t know,” I playfully teased. “Depends on the tattoo.”

Gavriel rubbed his fingers along his chin and debated for a moment. “Property of the Bullets on your forehead and a picture of a cat on your cheek.”

“No teardrops?”

“Nope, those are for posers,” Gavriel replied in a dead serious voice. I burst out laughing again. “I like your laugh, Sunshine,” he added after my chuckles were long gone.

“I like that you aren’t as much of an asshole as I originally thought.”

“And I like that you can sometimes remove the stick up your ass.”

We talked for a while after that. Teasing one another. Flirting. Talking about life. And when two a.m. came around and both of us were yawning, we both walked up the steps to our respective front doors. I felt both exhausted and alive. With my hand on the doorknob, I couldn’t help but turn to give him one last glance. He stared back at me with a cocky grin. We lingered for a moment, neither of us wanting tonight to end, but knowing it had to. After a few breaths and a secret smile, I disappeared back into my lonely home feeling a little less lonely.

Tonight wasn’t expected, but it was exactly what I needed. Despite our differences, somehow, Gavriel Moretti became my friend.
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Blurb

 

The day I met Hunter Maxwell he wasn’t the rich kid who lived in the giant house, he wasn’t the most popular guy in school, he certainly wasn’t the bully who had chased his own best friend out of town after a falling out—he was just a boy with a black eye and a dark secret.

 

My life would have been much easier if I had stayed out of it, but I couldn’t. I saw someone hurting and wanted to help. I saw someone possibly in danger and wanted to make sure he was safe.

 

There’s nothing safe about Hunter Maxwell, though. I thought there might be. I fell under his spell. Whatever the world saw when they looked at him, it wasn’t what he showed me.

The bond we formed was real. I know it was real. But with Hunter, when the tides turn, you’d better hope you’re safely on the shore and out of his reach.

 

I thought I was a strong enough swimmer to keep my head above water. I thought if it came down to it, I could resist his pull.

 

I didn’t know, but now I do.

 

Once Hunter sets his sights on you, there’s no such thing as out of his reach. Whether it’s today, tomorrow, or five years from now, he’s coming for me—and when he does, he won’t stop until he’s destroyed me.

 


Chapter One

Riley

14-years-old

 

AS I AMBLE along the path toward the footbridge, I adjust the heavy backpack threatening to leave a permanent indent on my shoulder. My backpack broke earlier this school year, but my mom stitched the strap back on. It has held up just fine for a while, but today Mom had to work so she couldn’t pick me up from school. That means I have to walk home. Apparently all the extra jostling popped the threads, because about a mile ago the darn thing gave out. Now I’m trying to lug this heavy sack of books on just one shoulder, and that shoulder isn’t thrilled about it.

Movement ahead startles me and I gasp, clutching the backpack strap instinctively.

Someone is sitting on the footbridge with their feet dangling over the edge, palms braced on the aged wood. They’re looking down into the water, not even paying me any mind, so my grip eases up and my racing heart begins to slow down. Normally there’s no one on this path, and I feel uneasy that someone else is now. Like they’ve found a place that was supposed to be secret and they’ve shown up uninvited.

I guess since I stopped walking—or maybe it was my gasp—I catch the attention of the stranger on the bridge. Only when he turns his head to look at me, I see it’s no stranger at all.

Hunter Maxwell is the intruder sitting on my favorite bridge. We go to school together, but we’ve never spoken. He’s kind of a popular jerk who comes to school just to hang out with his friends, and I’m kind of a quiet bookworm who actually shows up to learn. I can’t imagine we would have anything to say to one another.

He must agree, because as soon as he recognizes me, he looks away, back down at the rippling water beneath the footbridge.

Something unpleasant turns over in my tummy. It feels like rejection, but that’s silly. I don’t care if Hunter Maxwell dismisses me. I didn’t want to talk to him, anyway.

Lifting my chin and bracing the strap on my shoulder, I set about ignoring him right back. I march across the distance between us, then march right past him.

Before I make it off the bridge and onto the dirt path toward home, his low tone interrupts the mutually held silence.  “Don’t tell anyone you saw me today.”

I stop abruptly, frowning as I look back at him. “Excuse me?”

His sigh is impatient, but he repeats himself anyway. “The school thinks I’m out of town. No one normally comes this way.” Now he turns his head to look at me. “You know this is private property, right? Mine. You shouldn’t trespass.”

I’m so surprised, I only really hear the first part. As soon as he turns his head, I get a better look at the side of his face I didn’t see the first time he looked at me. The skin around his left eye is agitated and swollen. It kinda looks like he got hit in the face.

The distance between us on the social hierarchy falls away and concern for him swells up inside me. I rush forward, dropping my backpack on the footbridge as I sink to my knees and lean in to get a better look. “Oh my gosh, what happened to your eye?”

“Nothing,” he says defensively, swatting my hand away.

My eyebrows rise. “This is definitely not nothing.” My long dark hair falls in my face, so I shove it back behind my ear. “Did somebody hit you?”

“It doesn’t matter. Mind your own business,” he mutters.

“It does matter,” I argue. “It looks terrible. Did you put anything on it? If you ice it, it will help with the swelling.”

“I’m fine,” he informs me. On impulse, I think, he pushes me hard in the chest to get me away from him.

I lose my balance and fall backward on my butt. It’s hardly a far fall, so it doesn’t hurt, but I don’t appreciate being shoved to begin with. “Fine,” I snap, pushing up to my feet and retrieving my bag. “I was only trying to help.”

“I don’t need your help.”

“Good, then I won’t give it to you,” I tell him, hoisting my broken backpack on my shoulder and stomping away from him.

I hear a loud sigh, then the telltale patter of sneakers against wood. “Wait,” he says, his voice less hostile.

“No,” I toss back without stopping. “Don’t follow me.”

“I’m sorry,” he says, all rushed as he catches up to me. “I didn’t mean to shove you. You were just making me mad.”

“There are better ways of expressing anger than shoving people,” I inform him, a bit primly. “Try words sometime.”

The corner of his mouth tugs up and he tucks his hands into the pockets of his jeans. “Thanks for the solid life advice.”

I look over at him with a vague glower still on my face, but I can feel my genuine annoyance melting away now that he’s not being a jerk. “Anytime.”

For a couple minutes, we don’t speak. I certainly didn’t invite him, but he continues to walk next to me along the path through the woods. My stupid backpack threatens to fall again. I try hoisting it, but that snags his attention.

Without a word, he reaches over and takes the backpack from me.

“Hey,” I object, but a second later I sag with the relief of not having the heavy thing on my back.

Hunter frowns when he realizes the strap is broken, but unperturbed, he slings it over his shoulder.

A moment later, I murmur, “Thank you.”

He nods. “This thing weighs a ton. What do you have in here?”

“Rocks.”

He cracks a smile. “Sure feels like it.”

I crack a smile right back. “It’s all my textbooks. Surely yours is just as heavy.”

“Nah. I don’t bring many books home.”

I frown. “How do you do your homework without them?”

“I wing it. I usually read the assigned chapter in class while the teacher is talking, then I only have to answer the questions at home. Only book I have to bring home every day is my math book, and that one’s not heavy.”

“How do you remember the questions if you don’t bring your books? Some of them are really long.”

He digs into his pocket and pulls out a smart phone. “You just take pictures of the assigned questions. Saves you having to haul around a big bag of books all the time.”

“Oh, I see. That’s a good idea, but I don’t have a cell phone,” I inform him.

His green eyes widen like I just admitted to being an alien. “What? Who doesn’t have a cell phone?”

“I know,” I agree, rolling my eyes. “My mom insists I don’t need one yet.”

“I’m pretty sure that’s considered child abuse. Blink twice if you need help.”

I shake my head, smiling faintly. “It’s fine. I think she just says that because she can’t afford another line and she doesn’t want to admit it. She had to change jobs recently and I think she makes less at the new one because she went into major budgeting mode. Taking coupons out of that little box at the library, painstaking attention to our grocery list, no more cable. I’m sure she’ll get me a phone when she can afford it.”

“That sucks.”

I shrug. “I don’t watch TV much, anyway. It does suck, though, because right before she switched jobs I started reading this trilogy called Hunger Games. I got books one and two, but I figured I would pick up book three after I finished those, and now we don’t really have the book budget. It really sucks, because book two ended on a massive cliffhanger. I’m on the waitlist for the third book at the library, but I still have a month to go and waiting is the worst. I just want to know what happens and if she and Gale live happily ever after.”

Hunter smirks at me. “You’re such a dork.”

He says it without malice, but I wouldn’t care much either way. I am a bit of a dork; I’m not ashamed.

“I’m heavily invested,” I inform him. “Katniss is awesome, I love her. You should read the books, then you’d see. I’ll loan you my copy of book one if you want to. It’s not a romance or anything, it’s this awesome dystopian story. You’d probably like it.”

“Based on all you know about me?” he asks, amused.

“Based on the fact that it’s awesome, and I assume you like awesome things.”

“I do like awesome things,” he allows.

“There. See? You’d like it.”

“I don’t really read books I don’t have to read for school.”

I blink at him. “Why?”

He shrugs. “I don’t know. I guess I don’t have time.”

“You probably just haven’t found the right book to pique your interest. Maybe Hunger Games is it. I’m committed to this cause now. You have to read it.”

“You just want to get me hooked so I’ll buy the third book and you can borrow it from me. I see through this smoke screen, Bishop.”

I laugh. “That’s not true. I never even thought of that—although now that you’ve brought it up… that would be a nice silver lining.”

Once we reach the end of the trail, Hunter’s steps slow to match mine. I look over at him, then gesture to the sidewalk to our right. “I’m that way. I should probably take my backpack now.”

Hunter shrugs. “I’ll carry it the rest of the way.”

“You sure? You really don’t have to walk me all the way home.” I try to make it seem like I just don’t want to be a burden, but really I’m not sure about letting a boy in the house when I’m home alone. It has never come up before, but I’m pretty sure my mom would freak out.

“Yeah, it’s fine,” he assures me.

I’m still hesitant, but I feel too awkward explaining why, so I keep my mouth shut and take off toward my house. It’s only a few houses past the walking path which is why I take it, but the closer we get, the more antsy I get.

We sort of have a ‘no boys in the house’ rule, it’s just that it normally only applies to my mom. I haven’t gone on anything like a date yet. Mom does, but she doesn’t bring “boys” around unless she’s super serious about them. It has only happened with two guys in my whole life, so generally “no boys allowed” is gospel in our home.

I linger on the front porch, fidgeting with my fingers, then I clear my throat and turn back to Hunter. “My key’s in my bag, so I need it back now.”

He swings it off his shoulder and hands it back to me. I meet his gaze for a moment, feeling strangely naked as his green eyes bore into me, then I abruptly drop it to dig in my backpack for my house key.

“Um, thank you for bringing it all this way,” I tell him.

“No problem.”

He still isn’t budging or taking what I feel are very obvious vibes that I don’t want to invite him in. It feels rude telling him he can’t come inside after he carried my heavy, broken backpack all this way, so I shove down my reluctance, unlock the door, and push it open.

Hunter follows me inside, looking around our smallish home. Two bedrooms, two bathrooms, just as much space as we need. It’s not big by any means, but it suits two girls living alone.

I don’t know Hunter Maxwell, but I do know his mom is a former model who has been divorced twice—and the town gossips say each divorce added a lot to the fortune she had already amassed on her own.

“Your house is probably bigger than mine,” I offer, needing to break the silence.

Hunter nods, still looking around. “Little bit.”

I nod, easing my backpack to the ground. “Do you have any younger brothers or sisters?”

Now he shakes his head. “Nope. Just me. My mom and husband number three talked about having a baby, but I think they’re headed for a divorce instead.”

“Aw, that sucks. I’m sorry.”

With an indifferent shrug, he says, “I’m not. I hate that guy.”

“Oh. Well, then I guess I’m not sorry.” Looking around for something to make me feel less awkward, I catch sight of the kitchen. “Come with me.”

Hunter follows me slowly, but now that I have a mission, I’m more comfortable. I open the freezer and take out a bag of frozen corn for Hunter’s eye. I point to a wooden chair by the table, gesturing for him to sit. Hunter flips it around backward, then straddles the chair instead of sitting on it like a normal person.

I crack a smile that he even has to sit like a cool kid. I bring the bag of corn over and hand it to him so he can press it against his eye.

“Is your mom married?” he asks, apparently continuing the conversation I sought to escape.

“Uh, no. She’s never been married.”

“Not even to your dad?”

I shake my head. “She was 17 when she got pregnant with me, and I guess my dad wasn’t exactly marriage material. Not father material either, I guess.”

“You never met him?”

“A few times, but I was a baby. I remember him being there once when I was two, but that’s the only memory I have of him. Me and my mom moved away a year later and I haven’t seen him since.”

“I never see my dad either. He was engaged to someone else when my mom got pregnant, and I guess they still got married, so… you know, he has a real family and they’re not eager to embrace me.”

“I’m sorry,” I say softly. “That’s not really fair. It’s not like it’s your fault.”

Hunter shrugs. “Life’s not fair. I don’t worry too much about it. I figure if he doesn’t even want to see me, I can’t be missing much.”

I nod my head in firm agreement. “I think that’s a good way to look at it.”

“As long as my life coach approves,” he jokes.

We share a smile—the warm, genuine, unguarded kind, and it makes my heart happy.

This time, he appears to be the one made uncomfortable; he drops my gaze and clears his throat. “Thanks for this, by the way,” he says, tapping the bag of corn he’s holding against his eye.

“No problem,” I assure him, dropping into the chair nearest his. “How’d that happen?”

“How’d your backpack break?” he fires back.

I quirk an eyebrow. “That wasn’t an answer. That wasn’t even a smooth segue.”

“I think it was pretty smooth.”

“It wasn’t.”

“Little bit,” he insists.

“Not even at all.”

Hunter smiles, another unguarded one. “You gonna answer my question or not?”

Folding my arms across my chest, I tell him, “After you answer mine.”

Finally relenting, he says simply, “I got punched in the face. Your turn.”

My face falls. “Oh. Shoot. Well, my answer isn’t even interesting; it’s just a cheap backpack and the threads gave out when I was putting it on my shoulder to leave school one day. Who punched you in the face?”

“Someone who doesn’t like me,” he answers dryly.

“Someone from school?”

Lifting his chin in a casual bid for my attention, he says, “Who’d you say that author was? The one who wrote those books you liked?”

“Suzanne Collins,” I answer off-handedly, my concern growing each time he dodges the question. “Who hit you, Hunter?”

His gaze locks with mine for a moment, but then he drops it and pulls the makeshift ice pack off his face instead of answering me. “How’s it look?”

“Like you got punched in the face,” I state. “Who hit you?”

Slanting a slightly more annoyed look at me, he says, “You asked that already. New question.”

“Not until you answer this one. I don’t like how you’re avoiding it.”

“I don’t like pushy girls,” he counters.

I roll my eyes. “I don’t care. Was it Daryl from school? I know he doesn’t like you.”

“Please,” he says dismissively. “Daryl thinks he’s hot shit, but he’s not. He doesn’t have the balls to punch me in the face.”

“Why doesn’t he like you, anyway?”

“Because he’s stupid,” Hunter answers.

My lips curve up faintly, but my smile is tempered by the concern I’m still nursing over his eye. “So, who punched you?”

“I don’t want to tell you because you’ll overreact,” he informs me.

“How will I overreact?”

“You’ll make a big deal out of it, and it’s not. Shit happens. It happened, now it’s over, it doesn’t matter.”

“It doesn’t seem like you think anything matters,” I tell him. Knowing he won’t share if I don’t, though, I add, “I promise not to overreact.”

That grabs his attention. “You promise not to say anything, period?”

I’m a little less comfortable with that promise, but considering the run-around he has already given me, it seems the only way I’ll get an answer. I’m starting to worry it was someone he lives with, maybe his mom or stepdad. If he leaves without telling me, I’ll worry about it incessantly.

A bit hesitantly, I try to reason with him. “If someone’s hurting you, Hunter, you should tell somebody. They shouldn’t be allowed to do that. They’re not allowed to do that, but if you don’t tell anyone, they can’t be stopped.”

Hunter shakes his head, standing and dropping the bag of frozen corn on the table. “Nope. I’m not a damsel in distress, Riley, I don’t need rescuing.”

I stand, too. “I’m not trying to rescue you, I just don’t want to see you mistreated by the people who are supposed to care for you.”

“You don’t even know who hit me.”

“So tell me,” I challenge, my eyes widening.

He rejects the suggestion immediately. “No. You’re stuck in tattletale mode like we’re little fucking kids.”

I jerk back in surprise. It’s not like I’ve never heard the f-word before, but no one has ever spat it right in my face like that. “That’s not true. I know we’re not little kids. It’s not just little kids who—”

He doesn’t let me finish. “Yes, it is.”

I open my mouth to argue, but then I close it again, unsure how to respond.

“I can take care of myself,” he assures me firmly, holding my gaze. “I don’t need you or anyone else to look after me.”

It goes against my better instincts to relent, but he’s being so stubborn, and I need him to set my mind at ease before he leaves. “Fine. I won’t say anything.”

“Promise?”

I swallow, then force myself to say, “Yeah, I promise.”

He narrows his eyes at me like he’s not sure he can trust me. After a moment, he must decide to, because he says, “It was my stepdad. He and my mom were fighting, I butted in…” He trails off and gestures to his eye.

My stomach drops, but I try to keep cool so he can’t accuse me of overreacting. “Has he done that before?”

“I mean, he’s shoved me around a bit, but he’s never hit me. Like I said, I figure he and my mom are heading for divorce this time.”

“Well, yeah, I would hope so. Is he still living with you, or did she kick him out?”

“She didn’t kick him out yet, but she will,” he assures me. “He was too drunk to drive when it happened.”

The discomfort won’t leave me. I don’t think I should have promised my silence now that I know for sure that’s what happened, but the way he talks, it seems like his mom’s handling it. She has to, right? Protecting him is her job.

“Anyway, I should get back home,” he says.

Doubling back and grabbing the bag of corn, I tell him, “Here, take this with you.”

“Nah, keep it.”

“But your eye,” I insist.

He smiles faintly, glancing at the bag of corn but not taking it. “I think you’re actually supposed to do that when you first get hit, so… it’s not really doing anything at this point.”

“Oh. Right,” I murmur, dropping my gaze.

I guess it should have occurred to me to ask when it happened before trying to nurse him back to health, but I’m unaccustomed to dealing with any kind of violence or its aftermath. The memory of a couple minutes earlier replays, him straddling the chair and thanking me for the cold bag of corn against his face. Was he laughing at me on the inside, or just being nice?

“I feel stupid now. You could have told me that instead of just… letting me put frozen corn on your face.”

Hunter smirks. “Nah. It was sweet. It’s the thought that counts, right?”

My cheeks warm under his gaze, but I can’t quite meet his eyes now. I follow him to the door and lean against the frame to tell him goodbye and watch him leave. When he hits the sidewalk, I close the door and lock it. Content in the belief that everything is under control and all the wrongs will be righted, I grab my busted backpack and set about doing my homework.

 


Chapter Two

 

THE WEEKEND FLIES by. My mom is off Sunday and the weather is still pretty warm for fall, so we grab some chips and sandwiches and head for the park. I get a splinter in my thigh from sitting at the bare picnic table, but getting some fresh air and catching up while we hike is nice.

When we get home, the sun is setting and the sky is a beautiful mix of pink and orange with blue splashes. I sigh contentedly, wishing I had a cell phone so I could snap a picture.

“Wonder what that is,” Mom murmurs as she cuts the wheel and turns into our driveway.

I glance away from the sunset and look at her to see where she’s looking. Her gaze appears to be on the front porch, so I look to see what she’s talking about. There’s a box propped up against our front door—a sizeable one. “I dunno.”

I grab the picnic stuff and both our water bottles while Mom walks ahead to retrieve the package. It’s a large box, so I also dig out my house key since she won’t be able to unlock the door and hold it at the same time.

“That’s odd,” she says, frowning as she reads the label on the box. “This is addressed to you.”

“Huh?”

She shrugs and carries the box inside. “Were you expecting something from school?”

I shake my head, walking inside and unloading all the stuff I’m carrying. “It’s from Amazon,” I tell her, noting the tape.

“Where are the bomb-sniffing dogs when you need them?” she jokes.

“Sniffing out actual bombs,” I return. “I don’t think you can order those from Amazon.”

Wrinkling up her nose, she says, “What? I thought they carried everything. One star!”

I crack a smile and rip into the mystery box. There’s packing paper on top, so I rip that out to reveal a cute pink and gray backpack.

Grinning, I look back at my mom. “I love it! I didn’t know you ordered me a new—” I stop, because her confusion has deepened.

Seeing it’s a gift for me, I figured she was just toying with me before about not knowing what the box was so I’d be surprised, but she looks legitimately baffled.

“I… didn’t.” She grabs the backpack out of the box and inspects it suspiciously. “Let me look at the packing slip.”

As soon as she pulls the backpack out, I see there’s something else in the bottom of the box. My heart does a funny free-fall as I reach in and carefully draw out a sky blue, hardback copy of Mockingjay—the last book in the Hunger Games trilogy.

My stomach turns into a pit of warm goo, and a helpless smile transforms my face as I run my hand across the smooth cover of the book I’ve been dying to read. Aside from my mom, there’s only one person who knows how badly I wanted this.

“Who’s Venus Keller?” Mom asks, then her eyes widen as she recognizes the name. “Wait, why is Venus Keller sending you school supplies?”

“She’s not, her son is,” I explain, still unable to wipe the helpless smile off my face. I usually tell my mom pretty much everything, but because I was afraid I would over share, I did not tell her about my run-in with Hunter Maxwell. “He carried my backpack home Friday when he saw me struggling with it.” I hold up Mockingjay for her to see. “I told him he should start reading this series and that I didn’t have the last book yet.”

Her dark brow is still furrowed with suspicion. “And he just randomly decided to send you presents?”

“It’s kind of a long story. We talked and bonded a little on the way home. This is probably just his way of being nice.”

“Is it being nice, or is it charity?” she questions, still looking uneasy. “If you needed a new backpack, you could have told me, honey. I don’t like you appealing to strangers for things, especially strange boys.”

That finally does the job of getting a smile off my face, and a frown takes its place. “I wasn’t appealing to him for anything. I didn’t ask for a new backpack; I was fine carrying mine. He did this on his own.”

“A boy I didn’t even realize you talked to a couple days ago is so eager to be nice to you that now he’s sending you gifts?”

“Why are you so hung up on this being a gift?” I demand.

“From a boy,” she adds, like that should help me see why this is so horrible.

My eyes widen. “Stop saying that. Stop saying ‘a gift from a boy.’ My God, what is the big deal?”

She is also frowning. “I don’t know. I feel weird about it. That must have been some walk.”

Aggravated, I toss the packing paper back into the box. I tuck Mockingjay under my arm and grab both my new backpack and my old one. Without a word, I storm down the hall toward my bedroom so I can transfer all my stuff to the new one.

“Where are you going?” my mom calls after me.

“To read,” I state, swinging my door open, stepping inside, and then slamming it.

_______________

I’m tired and grumpy the next day at school.

To start with, I stayed up half the night reading my book, too impatient to read the conclusion of the series to worry about sleeping. Then the book did not go remotely the way I hoped or thought it would. The main character turned into a hot mess, and the ending was downright depressing. I finished reading around 4am, but I was too angry to fall asleep.

To make matters even worse, things were still leftover weird with my mom this morning. We hardly spoke while we got ready, and although the silence was charged like we both wanted to, we didn’t say a word to each other in the car.

Fighting with my mom always results in a terrible gnawing in my gut, but being confused about why we are even fighting to begin with isn’t helping matters.

School is uneventful until fifth period. It’s the only class I have with Hunter, and while normally I don’t pay him any mind, today I find his presence distracting. Today I struggle to drag my gaze away from his desk. I take note of the gray hoodie he’s wearing. It has the school’s wrestling team logo on it—is he on the team? I imagine he is, or he wouldn’t be wearing it.

We lock eyes a couple times in class, but there’s no acknowledgment beyond that.

I’m still distracted.

Lunchtime is next. Hunter leaves with his buddies and I go back to my locker to get the lunch I packed. When I get to the cafeteria, he’s already seated with his friends, talking and laughing like nothing’s wrong.

We never talked before so I guess I shouldn’t have expected us to today, but I want to thank him for my new backpack and the book—even if I nearly threw the book a few times and wanted to set it on fire by the time it finally ended.

I look over at his table more times than I want to admit. After a while, I accept that he’s not going to look my way and I force myself to stop.

I try to catch up to him on the way out to recess, but he’s always surrounded by his friends and I feel too awkward trying to talk to him around them. I’ll feel bad if I don’t find a chance to thank him, but it’s too hard to get him alone.

By the time recess is over, I give up. Maybe I’ll see if I can find his address and send him a nice thank you note instead.

When school lets out, I head home. Mom doesn’t get off for another hour, so I’ll be able to get a head start on my homework before she gets there.

At least, that’s the plan until Hunter catches up to me when I’m heading into the woods toward my usual path home.

“Hey.”

My heart does a weird flail, but I offer a contained smile as I look over at him suddenly walking beside me. “Hey.”

“Backpack looks good,” he says.

“I’ve been trying all day to find a chance to say thank you. I love it. It was so nice of you to do that.”

Casually ignoring my gratitude, he focuses on the part that interests him. “Trying all day, huh? What stopped you?”

“I couldn’t catch you alone. You have a lot of friends.”

“None of them bite,” he assures me. “Well, Sherlock does sometimes, but not at school and I wouldn’t let him bite you.”

“Well, anyway, it’s a great backpack. You chose well.”

Rather than feign modesty, Hunter nods. “Damn right I did. I read the reviews and everything—found a durable one with strong straps. It shouldn’t be so easy to break this one, no matter how many rocks you lug around.” He tweaks the hanging backpack strap. “Did you start your book yet?”

I sigh heavily, dread washing over me at the mere thought of the book. “I finished it.”

His eyebrows rise. “Already?”

I nod miserably. “I stayed up all night reading.”

“And?”

“It was terrible,” I enthuse. “Nothing went the way it was supposed to. I’m so mad!”

Hunter smirks. “Perfect. Now you won’t try to make me read it.”

“You should still read it, that way you can be mad with me. Right now you don’t understand my anger. You need to experience the story yourself, then you can join me in my suffering.”

“I guarantee I wouldn’t care as much as you do,” he assures me.

Rather than take his word for it, I sling my new backpack off my shoulder and unzip it while I walk. I draw out my black paperback copy of Hunger Games and offer it to him. “I brought you book one.”

“I never agreed to this,” he reminds me, looking at the book, but not taking it.

“Come on. My best friend doesn’t read and I need someone to talk about it with.”

“Hard pass.” I wrinkle up my nose at him, but before I can further pester him about it, he takes me off guard by asking, “You want to come over?”

I miss a step and nearly trip, but I try to recover as smoothly as possible. “Come over?”

He nods, walking gracefully. “To my house.”

Every thought in my head seems to explode, leaving nothing left but confused thought-shrapnel. I forget how to make sounds. I forget how to do anything but stare at him and blink in a sort of awed confusion.

He wants me to come over to his house?

“I’m gonna take your silence as a yes,” he tells me.

Finally finding my words, I offer, “That’s a dangerous precedent.”

Hunter smirks over at me. “Tell me no, then.”

“Well, I don’t…” I sigh, unsure what to say. I want to say yes, but seeing how weird Mom got over the backpack, I probably shouldn’t. “My mom gets off work in an hour, so I wouldn’t be able to stay long.”

He shrugs. “That’s all right. I’ve got drama homework you can help me with.”

Cocking an eyebrow at him, I ask, “Oh, so you’re just inviting me over to use me for my homework-doing abilities?”

“Obviously,” he says lightly, knocking into me with his shoulder in a teasing gesture. “Why else would I invite you to my house?”

I roll my eyes at him like he’s annoying me, but he’s definitely not. I don’t know why I’m excited to spend time with him or why I’m so preoccupied by him today, but I can’t deny that I am.

When we make it to his place, I see he was definitely underselling the size of his house when he said it was a “little bit” bigger than mine. Hunter lives in a mansion with a huge back yard. We cut through the woods to get here so I don’t see the view from the road, but four of my house could comfortably fit in his back yard alone.

While I look around in mild awe, Hunter casually fishes his key out of his backpack and leads me up the steps of their back deck. He unlocks a sliding door that opens up right behind their dinner table.

That seems like a good place to do homework, so I stop as soon as I step inside. He keeps going, so I follow him again.

Seeming to remember his manners, he stops before we leave the kitchen and looks back at me. “Want anything to drink?”

I shake my head no.

“You sure?” he asks, walking over and opening the stainless steel refrigerator. “I’m gonna grab water. You want one?”

I shrug. “Okay.”

Hunter grabs two bottles of water out of the fridge, but keeps his slightly narrowed eyes on me. “Are you getting shy on me?”

My cheeks warm and I drop my gaze, embarrassed that he’s calling me out on it. “No.”

“You sure?” he prods, his tone lightly playful. “You’re starting to turn pink.”

“I’ll leave if you’re just gonna make fun of me,” I inform him, planting a hand on my hip.

“Not until you do my homework, you’re not,” he jokes.

“A minute ago I was helping, now I’m doing the homework?”

“By the time you leave, you’ll be showing up in my place to all my classes. I bet you’re excited.”

“I can’t find the words to adequately express my excitement.”

Handing me a cold bottle of water, he asks, “You know any Greek plays?”

“Greek plays? Sure, I know of a couple. I’ve never actually read any, but... Why?”

“That’s the first part of the assignment. We have to find a Greek play for me to read. It doesn’t sound like a good time.”

“They tend to be tragic,” I agree. “Oedipus Rex is the first one that comes to mind, but it’s probably the first one that comes to everyone’s mind. This isn’t a group project?”

“Nope.”

I give him a perfunctory nod. “We’ll go with something less obvious, then. How about Medea? It’s dark, but there’s probably a decent chance no one else will pick it.”

He leads me toward the staircase at the front of the house, then we head up them. “I thought you said you hadn’t read any.”

“I haven’t, but I know what it’s about. It’s a story of vengeance.”

That seems to pique his interest. “Oh, yeah, that sounds good. Why’s this dude want vengeance?”

“It’s actually not the dude who wants vengeance. The main character is this woman who has basically given everything to lift up the dude, Jason. And then the dude decides to leave her for another woman, and boy, does she not appreciate that.”

Hunter cracks a smile. “I bet she doesn’t.”

“Are you acting the play out, or…?”

“Right now we just have to read the play and get a feel for the character we want to make a mask for. We’re making these Greek half-masks though, so I guess we’ll probably have to do some enactment next.”

“Hmm. Well, you could be Jason.”

“I don’t think I want to be Jason. Sounds like he’s gonna get his ass beat.”

“We can try to find one with a less douchey leading man,” I offer as Hunter stops in front of a closed door. “Is this your bedroom?”

“It is,” he verifies, twisting the knob and pushing the door open.

My eyes widen and I’m glad he’s in front of me so he doesn’t see. “We’re doing homework in your bedroom? Where is your mom? Is this allowed?”

“My mom is out with friends, and yes, this is allowed. God, you’ve gotta learn to relax. Is your mom super protective or something?”

“No, she’s a normal amount of protective, but she would definitely discourage me having boys in my bedroom.”

“Guess we won’t be doing homework at your house then,” he says lightly.

“I don’t think I would be allowed in your room alone with you, either,” I tell him, despite the heat rushing to my face.

Looking back at me over his shoulder, he asks, “Don’t you ever do anything you’re not allowed to do?”

“Not really,” I murmur as I step across the threshold and into his space.

It’s a lot of space. His bedroom is about three times the size of mine, but he fills the space well. He has a big bed covered neatly with a blue comforter and fluffy pillows. Beside his bed is a guitar in front of a big window seat. There’s a trophy case mounted on the wall, filled with evidence of his athletic achievements.

While I peer at the trophies and medals curiously, Hunter walks in front of me and approaches his desk. He drops his backpack on top and turns around to face me. Leaning his hip against the desk, he uncaps his water and assures me, “I won’t tell if you don’t.”

I bite down on my bottom lip, looking at him uncertainly. I’d feel too much like a goody goody saying it, but the fluttery feeling in my stomach tells me my mom is probably right, I probably shouldn’t be alone with him in his bedroom.

“Why don’t we—” A bit clumsily, I gesture to the open bedroom door. “It seems like there was more space out there at the kitchen table. If we have to make a mask, that could probably get messy. We’ll need supplies and space to work.”

Hunter pushes off the desk and makes his way toward me. “Nah.”

I take a step back. “Why?”

“I like it in here,” he says, walking around behind me.

I swallow, not knowing what he’s doing. A moment later, he shuts the door and my heart drops into my tummy. “I’m definitely not allowed to be in your room with the door closed.”

“You’re not allowed to be in my room alone with me at all,” he points out, moving up behind me and stealing most of the breath out of my lungs. Dragging a finger along the edge of my backpack strap, he adds, “If you’re gonna break the rules, might as well go big or go home.”

I should definitely go home. I’m just about to say so, but then I hear him unzipping my backpack. Looking back at him over my shoulder, I’m a little thrown by how close he is, but I manage to keep my voice steady. “What are you doing?”

He reaches into my backpack, then draws out my copy of Hunger Games and holds it up to show me. “Borrowing your book.”

My heart pitter patters in my chest, but I try to play it cool. “Oh. Okay. You’re going to read it?”

With that light, teasing tone of his, he says, “Maybe. You gonna make it worth my time?”

I lift an eyebrow in censure. “Suzanne Collins is going to make it worth your time.”

Feigning a grimace, he tells me, “I’m not really into older women.”

“You’re the worst,” I tell him.

“Nah, you like me.”

I kinda do, but hearing him say it so smugly drags a groan right out of me. “A little less with each passing second.”

Now he grins at me. “Liar.”

My cheeks are a permanent shade of red when he’s around, so I embrace the heat and lie my butt off. “I actually like someone else.”

“You do not,” he states, though he sounds a shade less amused. Without even giving me a chance to respond, he demands, “Who?”

I search my mind for even one name that isn’t his, but I come up with nothing. Somehow, I can’t think of a single other boy at school.

My awkward silence lasts too long and Hunter nods smugly. “That’s what I thought.”

“Mark,” I blurt. It’s only a name without a face attached, I’m not even sure I know anyone named Mark, but Hunter’s face darkens.

“Poplowski?”

“Yep. Mark Poplowski. It’s him I like, definitely not you.”

Sounding entirely unconvinced, he asks, “What do you like about him?”

Oh, God, I don’t know. “He’s… modest.”

Hunter smirks. “Nope.”

“He is,” I insist. “And… smart.”

“He’s lucky he can spell his name.”

I narrow my eyes at him. “He’s kind to others.”

“When we walk down the halls, he regularly knocks a person’s books right out of their arms just for fun.”

Heaving a sigh, I offer half-heartedly, “He has nice eyes?”

He rocks his head side to side, then says, “I can probably give you that one.”

Victoriously, I nod. “There. I’m shallow and I like dumb, mean Mark with the nice eyes.”

Hunter rolls his eyes and walks past me. “You’re full of shit.”

“And excellent book recommendations,” I add, taking a couple of steps toward him since he’s standing in front of his desk now. “I’m full of those, too.”

“Don’t worry, I’m gonna read your stupid book,” he tells me, putting it down on his desk and unzipping his backpack. Nodding his head toward an extra chair in the corner, he tells me, “Get comfortable, you’ve got a lot of homework to do.”

I roll my eyes at him, but as I walk over to grab the chair, I can’t keep a little smile off my face.

_______________

When we first sat down, I checked the time literally every two minutes. I knew it would take me a few extra minutes to walk home from his house, so I knew I had to leave at a certain time. No matter how enjoyable it was to help Hunter with his homework, I knew I had to get home before my mom to avoid another fight.

But then his mom gets home, and his stepdad is with her. Hunter and I are still in his room with the door closed, so when I first hear them, I think maybe they don’t realize they’re not alone.

The sound is muffled so I can’t tell what they’re saying, but their voices are raised and tinged with anger.

I look over at Hunter, uncertain what to do. He’s looking back at his closed door, dread written all across his face. He waits a few seconds to see if they stop, I guess, and when things only seem to escalate, he finally responds. His jaw locks and he shoves back his chair, then he storms across the room and rips his door open.

“Can you guys knock it off?” he calls out. “I have a friend over.”

Now that the door’s open, I hear his stepfather call back, “Like I give a fuck about your little fucking friends.”

“Stop it,” his mother snaps. “Stop being such an asshole.”

“Fucking make me, woman.”

That sick, gnawing, dreadful feeling I always get when my mom is mad at me settles in my gut. I start gathering my things quickly, figuring I should leave if his parents are fighting.

Hunter slams his door shut and stalks back over here, his green eyes stormy and his posture tense. “I’d like to kill him,” he mutters.

Standing and shoving my things into my backpack, I steal a glimpse at him over my shoulder. “I think you need to talk to someone about this, Hunter.”

“There’s nothing to talk about,” he mutters. “It just sucks.”

The bedroom door swings open and a tall, burly man stands there, a menacing look on his face. “What’d I tell you about slamming doors, you little shit?”

My heart drops clear out of my body. I’ve never heard a parent talk to their child this way, with actual hatred.

Hunter turns and glowers at his stepdad. “Get out of my room.”

“Your room?” his stepdad demands, lifting dark, bushy eyebrows. “You own this house now? You paying the bills?”

“I could say the same to you,” Hunter mutters, still glaring. “My mom pays the bills, not you. Now, get out of my room.”

That infuriates the man, and he steps across the threshold. “You little fucking smartass. You think you’re real funny, don’t you?”

Finally, Hunter’s mom scurries down the hall and appears in the doorway. “Just stop it, Dennis. Just stop. Hunter has a friend over, leave them alone.”

My cheeks burn when they look over at me. I’ve tried to make myself as small as possible to avoid notice, and I’m hugging my backpack in front of me like a protective shield.

“Stop it,” his mother says again, her eyes pleading as she looks up at her awful husband.

“Someone needs to teach this boy some fucking manners,” he says, pointing in Hunter’s direction.

Venus nods in a placating manner and approaches her husband, giving him sort of a sideways hug and trying to pull him back out of the room. “Come on. We’ll talk to him later. Come on, leave them alone.”

Hunter’s stepfather remains where he is for a minute, staring Hunter down, then he finally backs out of the room. Hunter’s mom ducks her head back in, saying, “I’m so sorry about that,” to me.

I get the feeling she’s used to apologizing for her husband. I get the feeling this sort of thing isn’t a rare occurrence.

As desperately as I want to leave, I feel cemented to the spot. I can leave and escape this mess, but Hunter can’t, and that’s all I can think about. I don’t know what to do. I want to tell Hunter he can leave, that he can come back to my house if he doesn’t feel safe here. We might have a “no boys allowed” rule, but this goes way beyond that.

Hunter isn’t safe, and that’s not okay.

Awkwardness hangs heavy in the air around us, but when I finally gather enough courage to look over at Hunter, he must feel it, because his gaze swings to mine.

“You can come to my house, if you want to,” I offer. “Me and my mom aren’t doing anything tonight. We can finish our homework there. My mom will make us some dinner, and then we might watch a movie. It would give your mom some privacy to deal with all this.”

For a moment, he looks tempted, but then his gaze drifts back to the door and I can practically feel the weight of responsibility holding him hostage here. “I can’t,” he finally says. “I have to stay and make sure he doesn’t hurt her.”

I know it’s his choice, but I want to force him to come with me. “I’m afraid you’re not safe here, Hunter. I… I don’t want to leave you.”

“I’ll be fine,” he assures me, that same hard-edged defensiveness I saw on the bridge starting to rise up all around him. “I can handle myself.”

“He’s a grown man, Hunter, he could really hurt you. Clearly, he has anger issues or something, and your mom didn’t protect you, she just distracted him.”

His gaze whips back to me angrily, protectively. “She’s handling it, okay? Just back off.”

I shrink back, nodding my head and glancing at his desk to make sure I didn’t forget anything. All that’s left of mine is my copy of Hunger Games, but I leave that for him to read. “All right. Fine,” I say, since I can’t make him leave with me. “I have to go home.”

He doesn’t say anything right away, just lets me walk toward his door to leave. Before I make it out to the hall, though, he calls, “Riley.”

I stop and look back at him. “Yeah?”

“Remember, you promised you wouldn’t say anything.”

There’s a sort of desperate vulnerability in his gaze that I would bet isn’t there often. He’s afraid I’ll betray his confidence, but I’m afraid I’ve betrayed him more by making that promise in the first place. Swallowing down a lump of dread in my throat, I nod my head in acknowledgment. Then, without another word, I escape Hunter’s vicious mansion and practically run back to my small, safe home.

 


Chapter Three

 

DAYS PASS LIKE they always do, but now I’m worried about Hunter and I have no way of knowing whether or not things are changing for him. He insists his mother is handling the situation and kicking his stepdad out, but that’s not how it looked to me.

All I want is for him to run up to me the next day at school and assure me his mom has kicked his stepdad out and that vile, awful man won’t be around anymore. I want the problem to go away so I don’t have to keep thinking about that stupid, thoughtless promise I made not to tell Hunter’s secret.

A secret like this shouldn’t be kept. When someone is getting hurt, when someone is in danger…

Someone needs to intervene, and I’m worried Hunter’s mom isn’t going to.

He still has faith in her though, so maybe I’m wrong. I hope I’m wrong. I hope next time I see him, that weight will be off his shoulders and I won’t have to feel terrible about keeping my mouth shut about his dysfunctional home life.

Over the next few days, though, Hunter doesn’t say a single word to me. I try to catch his eye a couple times in class or in the cafeteria, but it’s like I don’t exist again.

I don’t know if I like that he has that power. I don’t know if I like that he dictates whether or not I exist on a whim, that he can show me attention and fill me up with butterflies and nervous energy, or he can ignore me right out of existence. What’s worse is I don’t know why he does it. Is it because he knows I know his secrets? Is it because he’s afraid of what I know about him? Or is it just because he’s a jerk?

I spend entirely too much time thinking about it, and clearly he spends no time at all thinking about me.

Thursday at lunch, I’m sitting where I always sit, in the cafeteria on the emptier side of one of the long tables with my best friend, Sara. Since we became friends in first grade, the only time we don’t sit together is when one of us is out sick. Sara misses more school than I do, so normally I’m the one who ends up alone, but today both of us stare wistfully at the cool table.

Sara, because she has a massive crush on one of the basketball players, Wally Kazinsky. Me, because, well, that’s where Hunter sits. I’m not saying I have a crush on Hunter, but I’m definitely preoccupied by him.

“You know how you can just tell that some guys will be really handsome older men?” Sara asks suddenly.

I glance over at her in question.

Nodding decisively, she says, “You can just tell Wally will be so handsome when he gets older. I mean, he’s so handsome now, but he always will be. You can just tell.”

I adore Sara, but I don’t understand why she likes Wally so much. He hardly knows she exists, and not in the way Hunter sort of pretends I don’t exist—I doubt Wally even knows her name. I’ve also heard about her obsession with him for so long, I struggle to show continued interest in her repeated Wally talking points. “Yeah, probably,” I offer, glancing down and picking at the offerings on my plate. Some cold fries and a truly mediocre chicken patty sandwich.

Giving up on trying to muster any enthusiasm for my meal, I push the tray away and pull my can of fruit punch in front of me. It’s not food, but I need something in my stomach to hold me over until I get home from school.

“We should be studying for our science quiz instead of wasting our time looking at boys who don’t know we exist,” I tell Sara.

Her gaze drifts back to me, but at that, she looks bored. “Why? It’s going to be so easy.”

For her, maybe. Sara is a science whiz, but I am far from it. “Then you should give me all the answers,” I joke.

“And Wally totally knows I exist,” she tells me, her dark eyebrows rising. “The other day at recess, he looked at me.”

I heard that story the other day, and the day after that, and again on the phone over the weekend.

“Like, really looked,” she says knowingly.

Sara is adorable, and I think he’s a fool not to look at her since she’s so head over heels for him, but he doesn’t. She’s a thin, petite girl with chin-length brown hair and stylish black-framed glasses. She’s a science geek though, and Wally is a shallow, popular jock, so honestly, unless she starts sashaying around in one of the short skirts the cheerleaders wear on Fridays, Wally will never notice her.

Then again, I would have said the same thing about Hunter Maxwell not so long ago, and just a couple days ago I was at his house, in his bedroom.

The thought makes me blush, then bums me out since he’s ignoring me now.

“You never know,” I tell her, shrugging. “Maybe he’s finally realizing his life would be way better with someone as awesome as you in it.”

Sara beams at me, then darts a look over her shoulder in his direction. Turning back to face me, she sighs happily. “He totally is. It’s fate.”

I flash her a smile and take a sip of my fruit punch.

Lunch eventually ends and we all make our way outside to recess. All recess really is, is a bunch of people standing around talking to their own friends. When we were kids we all played together, but now that we have our own social circles, that’s where we stay.

Me and Sara, though, we’re the entirety of our circle. It’s stupid and unfair, but Sara doesn’t have many other friends, and none but me that hang out with her outside of class. She never has, not since Valerie Johnson snubbed her in first grade.

That’s how we became friends, actually. Every year, Valerie Johnson (the most popular girl in our grade) hosts a sleepover at her house. Each year, it gets more and more exclusive, and there are rumors going around that this year, she’s going to have boys there. Hunter and Wally are at the top of the rumored guest list, which bums Sara out for a lot of reasons.

In first grade, for Valerie’s very first slumber party, her social circle wasn’t exclusive yet, so every girl in our class was invited—every girl except Sara. Apparently, because Sara has epilepsy, Valerie’s mom thought she might “have a fit” and ruin the party for everyone else. Valerie thought nothing of telling literally everyone in school that’s why Sara wasn’t invited, and because some people are just absolutely horrible, kids started making fun of her for it.

I only had to see Sara get teased and isolated once to get mad. I ripped up my invitation to Valerie’s party and went home and told my mom what had happened. She reached out to Sara’s mom, and on the night of Valerie’s first slumber party, me and Sara had our first sleepover at my house.

I’m sure we had more fun than they did, anyway.

Since Valerie’s popularity only grew and grew, and since Valerie is the type of girl who doubles down when she’s in the wrong instead of admitting she behaved badly and apologizing, Sara remained a social outcast. Me, I’m not really a social outcast, it’s just that being Sara’s friend sort of limits my ability to hang out with anyone else. It’s okay with me, though. I don’t want to be friends with anyone who would avoid Sara over something she can’t help.

Sara gasps, pulling me from my thoughts. “They’re looking at us,” she says, her voice an excited whisper. “They’re looking at us.”

I don’t know what she’s talking about, but a second later I see Hunter and Wally standing with their group of friends, and sure enough, a few of them are looking at us.

Why are they looking at us? Is Hunter talking about me? Before I can get lost down that rabbit hole, I break his gaze and turn around. I start walking, but I don’t know where I’m going.

“What are you doing?” Sara demands lowly, reluctantly following me. “Riley!”

“I don’t know,” I admit, feeling frustrated by my own reaction. It’s just that Hunter and I have never interacted in front of other people, and I don’t know what that would look like. I’m not nervous to see him when it’s just the two of us, but around his friends… he might be a whole different person, and I don’t want to see it.

I am approaching the doors back inside when Sara finally stops walking. “What the heck, Riley? Where are you going?”

“I need to pee,” I lie.

She seems annoyed with me. “I’m staying out here.”

I tell the recess monitor I need to use the restroom so she lets me go back into the school. I walk toward the restrooms slowly, since I did say that’s why I was inside. If anyone catches me roaming the halls, I’d like to actually be doing what I said I was doing. Saying, “I spazzed when a boy I might kind of like looked at me during recess” probably wouldn’t work.

God, why did I do that? Hunter has been nice to me. He even bought me a new backpack. There’s no reason to automatically assume he would be a jerk in front of his friends.

Except that he’s always a jerk around his friends. That was my impression of him when I stumbled across him on the bridge that day, and it was my impression for a reason.

Do I really want to hold on to an illusion of him? If he can’t be nice to me in front of his friends, then I have no business hanging out with him to begin with.

Just as I’m embracing the idea that maybe it’s time to stop thinking about Hunter Maxwell, I feel someone sneak up behind me way too close, and then I hear his voice in my ear.

“Hey, Catnip.”

My heart drops right out of my chest, then explodes and unleashes a swarm of butterflies. Shivers race down my spine and for a few blessed seconds, everything feels floaty.

Hey, Catnip.

Oh, my God, he read the book. He read the book and he just quoted my very favorite book boyfriend. I could melt into a puddle around his sneakers right now, so it’s impossible to keep the grin off my face as I turn on my heel and look up at him.

“You read Hunger Games.”

Hunter smiles, and I feel the warmth spreading all over me like he’s my sun. “Sorta,” he says, shoving his hands into the pockets of his crisp new jeans. “I started it. I’m in chapter eight.”

“What do you mean, in chapter eight? Like, you’re starting chapter eight tonight, or you just finished?” My mind races as I try to remember what happened in that chapter so we can talk about it.

“I didn’t finish it yet. I started, but I got interrupted. I’ll finish it tonight.”

I frown. “Are you saying… you stopped midway through a chapter? Like, in the middle of reading a scene, you just… stopped?”

Hunter shrugs. “Eh, Peeta was talking, I was bored anyway.”

I was baffled a second ago, but him knocking my fictional arch nemesis brings a smile right back to my face. “You might be my favorite person right now.”

“Just right now?” he asks, shaking his head in mock disappointment. “I’ll have to try harder.”

“You can start by telling me how much you love Gale,” I inform him.

“Am I following you into the girls’ bathroom?” he inquires, cocking an eyebrow as we approach the opening.

“Oh. No. I forgot I was walking this way. I don’t really need to go to the bathroom, I just needed an excuse to come inside.”

“I noticed,” he remarks, smirking over at me. “Did I scare you off?”

I didn’t think that comment all the way through. My cheeks flush, but I go with absolute denial. “Of course not.”

“Seemed like I did,” he replies.

“Weren’t we talking about the book?” I ask, trying to direct him back on track. “I need to know all your thoughts. Do you like Gale, or are you just knocking Peeta because you know I do?”

“Yeah, I like Gale,” he says. “Peeta’s all right, though. He seems nice enough, just boring. I can’t imagine him keeping up with Katniss—maybe sitting on the sidelines holding her bag, but.... Gale’s the kind of guy you can see keeping up, challenging her, making her better. I haven’t seen that from Peeta yet. Doesn’t seem like he’s that kind of guy.”

“Yes, exactly,” I agree fervently. “That’s the thing, I don’t hate Peeta as a character. He is nice, but Katniss isn’t in love with him, so she shouldn’t be with him. That’s not romantic. I mean, I know it’s not a romance, but… I just can’t handle it because she and Gale had a spark, and I just hate—well, I can’t say yet, it would be spoilerish. Hurry up and read the whole trilogy so we can talk about how bleak and terrible Mockingjay is.”

“Maybe Katniss isn’t looking for a great love, just a really okay-looking purse holder,” he jokes.

I roll my eyes. “All she’s looking for is a box of tissues by Mockingjay, to wipe up all her tears.”

“Tears of boredom?” he questions. “If she gets with Peeta, I’m guessing tears of boredom.”

I sigh heavily. “I can’t even talk about it. Not until you finish the series yourself. I don’t want to color your reading experience more than I already have. I don’t possess the self-control to talk about each individual book without making spoilery comments though, so I’m gonna need you to read faster.”

“I’ll get right on it,” he assures me. “Want me to hold your purse, too?”

I grin over at him. “You are so not a Peeta. You’re a Gale if I ever met one.”

“I’m a Hunter, actually.”

“So is Gale,” I tell him with a big grin.

Hunter rolls his eyes at me. “We’ve gotta get you out more. Your nerd bubble is out of control. Do you have a curfew?”

His question about stops my heart. “A curfew?”

Nodding, he teases, “You’ve heard of those, right? Parents typically give them so we don’t stay out all night with our friends. You do have friends, don’t you?”

I slide him an unamused look. “Of course I have friends. Well, a friend, but quality over quantity, right?”

Hunter blinks at me. “You seriously only have one friend?”

I back up against the wall and slide down it until my butt’s on the ground. Hunter sits down on the floor beside me. “It’s sorta complicated. Sara’s cool and fun, but people are afraid to be friends with her. It’s stupid,” I inform him, looking over at him. “It’s so dumb. But one of the mean girls put a target on her years ago and now… I don’t know. Same kids, same habits. People still avoid her, and Valerie’s still mean to her for no reason—”

“Wait, Valerie Johnson?” I nod my head. “I’m friends with her. What’d she do?”

“She ostracized my friend Sara. She has these slumber parties…”

He nods when I trail off. “Yeah, I know the slumber parties,” he says with a smirk.

Ugh. I roll my eyes. “Of course you do.”

“She barely invites anyone to those, though. If Sara doesn’t make the cut, I’m sure it’s not personal. Mostly only our friends go to her parties.”

“I know that’s what it’s like now. This was in first grade.”

Hunter’s eyes widen. “First grade? When we were little kids?”

I nod my head. “The social stigma somehow lingered. Like I said, it’s stupid.”

“That’s incredibly stupid,” he agrees. “So, let’s fix it. I was gonna invite you to come hang out with us this weekend. Why don’t you bring your friend, too?”

“Hang out?” I question.

He nods.

“With your friends?”

“A few of us are gonna go to the mall—shop a little, get some food, just hang out, you know?”

Right. I know, because these are… normal things that normal teenagers do. “Yeah. Right. Totally. I do that all the time.”

He stares over at me. “You don’t even go to the mall, do you? God, Bishop, what do you do?”

“I go to the mall if I have to,” I say defensively. “But Sara and I aren’t really—we don’t go to the mall all the time, that’s all.”

“Jeez,” he says, shaking his head. “You’re not just 80 levels below me on the food chain, you’re extinct.”

“Hey!” I object.

“It’s okay,” he assures me, reaching over and patting my thigh reassuringly. “I’m gonna put you back on the map.”

I narrow my eyes at him. “I don’t need you to put me anywhere. I’m just fine where I’m at.”

“You’re really not,” he disagrees, now assessing the outfit I’m wearing. “We need to get you a couple new outfits, too. You dress like an alien who just arrived and found a box of clothes nobody wanted on the side of the road.”

“All right, now, you listen to me—”

He holds up a hand to silence me. “Don’t worry about it. My mom gives me her credit card when I go to the mall, I’ll have someone with more style sense help you out and I’ll buy you some stuff.”

“I don’t need you to buy me things,” I inform him, wide-eyed. “I’m not your project, I’m just fine the way I am.” I look down at the Old Navy top that is admittedly an ugly, vegetable-like shade of green. And okay, yes, the graphic is a bit faded and it has seen better days, but it’s not like there are holes in the fabric. It’s still perfectly fine clothing. “I know I’m not the most stylish girl in the world, but why does that matter?”

“Doesn’t matter to me,” Hunter says. “But it matters to my friends. They’re into that stuff. If you want them to accept you, you’ve gotta look the part.”

“I don’t need your friends to accept me,” I tell him, frowning.

“It would make my life easier if they did,” he tells me. “Just let me do this for you, okay?”

“I didn’t even agree to go with you. And why would your friends accepting me make your life easier?” I ask, still scowling at him.

He doesn’t say anything for a minute. He waits for me to give up, looking down the hall, scratching at the knee of his jeans. When he looks back at me and I lift my eyebrows expectantly, he finally says, “Because I like you, okay? I enjoy hanging out with you, but my friends… they think you’re a little weird. And I know you’re a little weird, but I think it’s cute. I think it’s part of your charm, but they don’t know you yet. I’ve had the chance to look past the surface layer and think you’re pretty cool underneath, but they haven’t. I know it’s shallow, but stupid shit like wearing the wrong thing…” He shakes his head, looking mildly irritated. “It’s enough to make them dismiss you. If you can just fit in with them long enough for them to get to know you, I’m sure they’ll like you, too.”

Swallowing, I look down at the dingy linoleum floor. “I don’t think I should have to change in order for people to like me.”

“You don’t,” he says. “You don’t have to change, just wear a new outfit. Is that such a big deal?”

“I guess not,” I murmur, but I can’t imagine having a good time with people who demand I dress a certain way just to be seen with them.

“If you don’t like it, then okay, but it can’t hurt to at least try, right?” he says, trying to put a more positive spin on things. “You never know, you might like the new clothes.”

“I don’t know.”

“I didn’t want to read this book, and I did it for you, right? And I’m enjoying it.”

I guess that’s true. Looking over at him and meeting his gaze, I say, “I guess I’ll give it a shot, just like you’re giving reading a shot, but if I hate it…”

“Then I’ll just hang out with you, anyway. I’ll tell anyone who side eyes you for your bad fashion sense that you’re an alien who only recently arrived on our planet,” he promises.

I crack a smile, looking away from him and down at my lap. I’m still not so sure about going to the mall with his friends, but I can’t help replaying that other part of what he said in my head, memorizing every note like it’s my favorite song.

He said he likes me. Maybe he doesn’t mean he like likes me, but… maybe he does.

_______________

Deciding to go hang out with Hunter and his friends is one thing. Convincing my mom to let me go is a whole other thing. I don’t know why she’s so weird about him, but as soon as that backpack showed up she freaked out about him and he’s been a touchy subject ever since. She has tried to bring him up and ask me about him a couple times, but it was so tense and awkward, I didn’t want to talk.

I’m not going to lie to my mom, but from the time Hunter invites me to the moment Mom grabs two dinner plates and hands one to me, I am brainstorming ways to soften it. I think I’ve finally got a solid angle, so as we sit down at the dinner table, I take my shot.

“So, you know how Sara is crazy about Wally Kazinsky?”

Mom smiles as she pushes some canned corn and mashed potatoes together with her fork. “Yeah.”

I feel like I’m being sneaky, so my heart beats a little faster. “Today at recess she was convinced he was looking at us—I mean, at her, not us. He doesn’t care about me, obviously. I mean, not that he cares about her, either—at least, I don’t think he does.”

Oh crap. As I lose control of my mouth, Mom begins to frown in mild confusion.

I attempt to get myself back under control. It all sounded so perfect in my head, I just have to get back on track. “So, Wally’s friends with Hunter.”

As soon as I say Hunter’s name, Mom tenses, but she attempts a smile and gives me an encouraging nod like just hearing his name doesn’t set her on edge. It clearly does, though, and that makes me even more nervous.

“I told him how Sara would love the chance to actually hang out with Wally. I mean, I didn’t tell Hunter she has a crush on him. Not that he would tell Wally, either way. I just… Hunter invited me—us—he invited us to come to the mall with him and some of his friends this weekend. Wally will be there, and Hunter said I could bring Sara, and then she’ll finally get a chance to hang out with him. I wasn’t sure at first, but can you imagine how excited Sara will be?”

Mom avoids my gaze, carefully setting her fork down. “He asked you to go to the mall with him this weekend, and after you said no, he added the incentive that if you come, he’ll hook your best friend up with the boy she has a crush on?”

I hesitate. I almost say yes, but the way she words it, it sounds like a trick. “No. I mean, kinda, but that sounds…”

“Manipulative?” she suggests.

“It wasn’t like that. He just said I could bring Sara to be nice. I think I explained it badly.” I frown to myself, going back over my conversation with Hunter. It didn’t go exactly like that. He invited me out to buy me a new look that will impress his friends—which I definitely can’t tell her—and when I wasn’t so sure, he reminded me that he read the book for me…

Nope, that won’t help. Can’t tell her that. He didn’t even make it to bribing me with Sara until after that when he could tell I still wasn’t excited about the idea. By the time he finished adding to the package, I was pretty excited, but it all happened so casually. It was a friendly exchange, not a cold transaction like Mom is making it sound.

“He’s not a bad guy,” I finally tell her, getting right to the point.

“Honey, I’m not saying he is. I just… sometimes you have to be careful about trusting boys. They don’t always have the motives you think they have. And this boy, he started showing interest in you all of a sudden, pretty out of the blue, right? And he’s coming on a little strong.”

“He’s not coming on strong,” I argue. “He hasn’t even talked to me in days, I thought he didn’t like me anymore or something, but—but he does, and he wants me to hang out with his friends this weekend at the mall, and I want to go.”

“I’m not sure it’s a good idea,” she says carefully. “If you and Sara want to go to the mall this weekend, I can take you. I’m off Saturday.”

“I don’t want to go with you,” I blurt.

As soon as the words are out, my stomach drops and I want to suck them back in. My mom looks like I just slapped her, and suddenly my appetite is gone.

“I’m sorry,” I say quickly, shaking my head. “I didn’t mean it like that. You know I love going shopping with you. I mean… I don’t love shopping, but you know I always want to spend time with you. I didn’t mean it the way it came out.”

She holds up a hand, recovered from her surprise and trying to let me off the hook. “I know.”

“I’m sorry. That came out so mean,” I say, looking down at my lap.

“I understand what you meant. You don’t just want to go to the mall, you want to… go with him.”

“And Sara,” I add, but with little effort. She knows Hunter is the one I really want to hang out with this weekend.

Mom sighs, looking at the dinner table as she processes. “Who all will be there?”

“Me and Sara, Hunter and Wally, and then a couple more of his friends, he didn’t say who. His mom’s going to drive.”

“She can drive them. I’ll drive you and Sara.”

I brighten. “Does that mean I can go?”

I can tell she’s dreading it, so instead of saying yes, she looks at me across the table. “You’re too young to start dating.”

I freeze, and my face flames. “I’m not dating.”

“I know, I’m just putting it out there. Obviously, you like this boy. That’s perfectly okay. He might like you, too—but you’re too young for a boyfriend. You’re too young for a lot of things, and I’m worried that you and this boy… you might not be on the same page. He hangs out with a different crowd. He’s a jock, which tends to mean something at your age,” she says, rolling her eyes and sighing. “He has rich parents and popular friends, and his values might differ significantly from yours. I don’t want you to lose who you are over some boy. I know everyone makes mistakes, it’s part of growing up, but I just have a feeling about this boy, honey. Call it mother’s intuition. I don’t think he’s someone you should be spending your time with.”

Crossing my arms defensively, I tell her, “You don’t even know him.”

“You’re right, I don’t. I only know what I’ve seen and what I’ve heard, but frankly, that’s enough to give me doubts. You are my only concern.” She reaches a hand across the table in my direction, but I keep my arms crossed. “If you want to go to the mall with him and his friends this weekend, you can. But please be careful. Some people can look really good on the surface, but when you look closer, you see… maybe they’re not so good.”

“He is good,” I say stubbornly, despite my prior belief that he was a jerk.

Mom presses her lips together grimly and leans back in her chair. I can tell she wants to say something, but she refrains. “All right. Well, I trust your judgment. If that judgment changes as you collect more information about him, I’ll trust that, too. Just pay attention to how you feel when you’re around him. I don’t mean… the fun, smitten feeling, but a few layers deeper. You should feel comfortable with your friends, so if your instincts start to kick up doubt about his intentions, make sure you pay attention to that. If anything he does starts making you uncomfortable, get out of there. Remove yourself from the situation immediately. If he pressures you to do anything you don’t want to do, you tell him no, and if he doesn’t listen, kick him right between the legs.”

Mortified, I cover my face with my hands. “Oh my god, Mom.”

“Or knee him. A good knee to the crotch works nicely.”

“Please stop.”

She doesn’t. “Hitting him in the Adam’s apple with your open palm might work, too. Depending on your positioning, that could be hard, but you can also use the palm of your hand to hit him really hard in the nose. You might break it, you might make him cry—whatever happens, I promise he’ll be too distracted to keep doing whatever he was doing to make you uncomfortable,” she adds. “Just pow! and then run like the wind.”

“I’m uncomfortable now. If I ram you in the nose, can I run away from this conversation?”

She ignores me. “If all else fails, scream bloody murder. Don’t worry about making a scene and embarrassing anyone else. Make a scene.”

“I will literally pay you to stop talking.”

When I move my hands from my face, Mom’s grinning. “I’ve seen your savings account, kid; you can’t afford to silence me.”

 


Chapter Four

 

MY MOM SLOWS to a stop in front of the entrance to the food court. She puts the car in park, glances at the entrance to the mall, then looks into the back seat where Sara and I are.

“Are you sure you don’t want me to walk you in?” she asks.

“I’m positive,” I assure her.

“I could. I saw a good parking spot. Just say the word.”

“Honestly, Michelle, no one brings their mom to the mall on group hangs,” Sara tells her, glancing anxiously at the mall entrance. Knowing Wally would be here, she agonized endlessly over what to wear to the mall today. I can tell now she’s impatient about getting inside.

Mom nods, sighs, and looks over at me. “You have the money I gave you for food and stuff?”

I pat my purse where I tucked the twenty-dollar bill she gave me before we left the house. “In here.”

“And your cell phone?”

I know my mom really must be worried about me hanging out with Hunter because the day after she told me I could come this weekend, she took me to get my own cell phone. She tried to play it off, saying it was probably time for it anyway, but I really wish I knew how to set her mind at ease about Hunter. She has such a wrong impression of him.

“Got it,” I confirm.

“Call me if you need anything. Anything at all.”

I nod, glancing over at Sara as she scoots practically on top of me, trying to push me out of the car. “I will,” I promise my mom as I pull the latch and open the door. “Thanks for the ride.”

“Call me when things are winding down and I need to come pick you up,” she calls, leaning back and watching me get out of the car.

“I will. Love you.”

“Love you, too.”

Sara climbs out behind me, vibrating with excitement. She calls a quick “bye” to my mom then practically mows over me. “Come on, come on, come on!”

I grin, sliding my purse strap over my shoulder and following her into the food court.

Although I have a phone now, I don’t have Hunter’s number, so I can’t text him to see where they are. He said to meet them in the food court at three, so we just have to walk around and look.

My mom texts me from the parking lot like a crazy person, wanting to make sure I’ve found him. I’m just about to text back “not yet” when I spot him.

Sara spots them at the same time. I hear her gasp, followed by, “There he is!”

Of course out of the whole crew, she only sees the boy she likes.

I am not as lucky. Before my eyes settle on Hunter, they wander around the table to see who else he brought. By the time my gaze makes it back to him, I’m a tad less pleased, but then I see he’s walking in our direction.

We start walking, too, so we can meet them halfway. I’m suddenly self-conscious for a split second, wondering if I look okay. I shake it off and force a smile, even though the friend group he brought doesn’t fill me with excitement.

At least he looks genuinely happy to see me. His smile is all for me as he approaches, his eyes never leaving me. “Hey.”

“Hi,” I say, my smile widening and coming a little more easily.

His gaze moves to my friend. “You must be Sara.”

She dims ever so slightly at the subtle way he tells her he didn’t even know who she was before she walked in with me. We’ve all gone to school together for years. She rallies right back though, offering him a big, fan-like smile. “Hey, Hunter.”

He doesn’t bat an eye at her casual admission that she definitely knows who he is; he already knows she does.

Discomfort trickles through me, but before I can fully process why, Hunter slings his arm around my shoulder and my capacity for thought shrinks. He’s so close and he has his arm around me—where people can see, too.

Maybe he’s making a statement. I guess we’ve only ever interacted with each other when we were alone until now, but his friends are here today and I already know they’re not impressed with me, hence his suggestion that I get new clothes.

They may not be impressed with me, but he won’t tolerate them treating me poorly, either—at least, that’s the vibe I get from his arm around my shoulder. It’s casual protection, and even though I think his friends are jerks, it makes me like him even more.

He keeps his voice low enough to make the comment private, but still playful. “I invited your boyfriend.”

My gaze snaps to him, my eyes widening slightly. “What? I don’t have a boyfriend.”

“Mark with the nice eyes,” he teases.

I completely forgot that I told him I liked Mark Poplowski. I was pretty sure we both knew I was lying, though, so I don’t know why Hunter thinks I’ll care that he’s here.

I glance at the table anyway and my face flushes as I notice they’re all watching us. Valerie doesn’t even bother to look away—or hide her confusion—when I catch her staring.

“What the fuck is this shit?” she asks her friends as we approach.

I’m still not used to the unabashed swearing—Sara and I just don’t do that—but I’m even more floored by it when I realize the brunette that had initially been turned away when I approached is turned around now and it’s Hunter’s mom.

Hunter’s mom is at the group hang? What?

If she’s fazed by Valerie’s mouth, she doesn’t show it. Her smile widens and she flashes me an excited smile like we’re best friends. “Hi, Riley! How are you doing, babe?”

It’s a stupid first thought to have, but I can’t help thinking that my mom would be so hurt if she knew I wouldn’t let her even walk me in, and apparently Hunter’s mom is shopping with us. I didn’t notice her when I first looked because they’re all sitting and she was turned away. Hunter’s mom is a thin woman and since she’s sitting down, she kinda blended in.

She’s also much more vibrant here today than the anxious mess I saw at their house trying to wrangle her abusive, dickbag husband.

The memory of what she allowed to happen to Hunter makes it a little harder to return her greeting with the same enthusiasm.

“I’m good, thanks. How are you?”

“Great,” she says, still brightly. “I love to shop, so this is right up my alley. Next time you’re over, I’ll show you my closet. I probably even have a few pieces I don’t wear anymore that you could have.”

That grabs Valerie’s attention. “She’s been to your house?”

Valerie’s sidekick pokes her blonde head forward. “If you’re giving away clothes, I volunteer as tribute.”

My ears perk up. “Hunger Games? I love that book.”

She looks at me like she didn’t expect me to speak to her. “Oh, no. I just saw the movie.”

“You should read the books, they’re so good,” I advise.

“It’s true, she has me reading the first one now,” Hunter states, lending his support to my suggestion. “It’s pretty good.”

Mark smirks at him. “She has you reading it, huh?”

Hunter slides him a dead-eyed look. “Don’t worry, Poplowski, we don’t expect you to join our book club; we all know you can’t read.”

Mark rolls his eyes and Valerie smirks over at him, then looks back at Hunter. Only when she does, my stomach sinks, because I recognize the way she looks at him. It’s the same way I look at him.

Aw, man. Valerie Johnson has a crush on Hunter, doesn’t she?

“I want to read it,” Valerie says. “Can I borrow your copy when you’re done, Hunter?”

“I’m actually reading Riley’s copy.”

Her smile doesn’t change, but something in her eyes does. It infuriates her that he borrowed my book. Shifting her crazy eyes to me, she says, “Can I borrow it after, Riles?”

Riles? Also, no. I want to say no. I don’t even like to loan out my books because I’m too afraid other people won’t take care of them. I made an exception for Hunter, but I definitely don’t want to loan it to her. I know beyond a doubt that if I do, I’ll never see it again. I doubt she’ll even read it, either.

I don’t feel comfortable just saying no, though, so I make up an excuse. “I actually promised it to someone else after Hunter. Sorry.”

“Oh, one of your other friends?” she asks innocently, cocking her head. “Who are your friends, actually? I literally forgot you go to our school. I must be such an idiot.”

Hunter’s mom stands, sliding her purse strap over her shoulder and flashing me a smile. “Why don’t we get going, babe? We have so much shopping to do. I’m gonna spoil you rotten.”

Hunter’s arm drops from my shoulder, and he turns toward Sara. She looks back at me with a flash of excitement before she follows him over to finally get an introduction to Wally. I watch as she beams at him excitedly, as she lights up even more when he nods in acknowledgment and offers back a “Hey.”

Hunter glances over his shoulder at me. He doesn’t say anything with words, just gives me a speaking look before taking off with his friends—and the only one I have.

I frown at Venus as she starts to walk, seemingly expecting me to follow. “Wait, they’re all going in the other direction.”

She glances at her son and his friends, then back at me. “Oh, yeah. Hunter wanted me to help you pick out some clothes first, then you can catch up to them and I’ll get lost for a little while. Sound good?”

I frown, looking over my shoulder. Sara is walking next to Wally, looking up at him with stars in her eyes while he talks to her. Valerie Johnson has sidled up next to Hunter and she casts him a fawning look, too.

This sucks. I can’t believe he just ditched me with his mom and went off with his friends.

My sigh comes out as more of a huff, but I turn my attention back to his mom. “I don’t know what Hunter told you. My mom only sent me with $20 for spending money, I can’t really…”

“Oh, no, honey, it’s on me,” she says dismissively as I fall into step beside her. “I’m so sorry about the other day. That was definitely not the first impression I would’ve liked to make on one of Hunter’s friends. My husband… he’s volatile, especially when he drinks. I always tend to go for those volatile messes. I’d advise you not to follow in my footsteps, but I see the way you look at my son.”

My cheeks flame, even though she said it playfully. “I don’t think Hunter’s that volatile,” I mutter.

“That’s because you haven’t made it onto his bad side yet. Hopefully you never will, but I’m sure you’ll see other people get there. No one can hold a grudge quite like my son.”

She looks over at me like we’re girlfriends shopping together instead of an adult shopping with her kid’s friend. I don’t really know what to say, so she goes on.

“He takes after his dad a lot. That man ran hot and cold. Either he was volcanic, or a complete iceberg. When his love was flowing over me, it was the greatest thing I’d ever felt, but when he turns on you… oof. Not good,” she says, shaking her head.

“Hunter hasn’t really turned on anyone, has he?”

Her eyebrows rise like she’s surprised I’m so out of the loop. “Don’t you remember Marshall Gough? He was Hunter’s best friend in elementary school.”

“Vaguely. Didn’t he move a couple years ago?”

I think he used to be one of the popular kids, but I had forgotten about Marshall Gough until she mentioned him. We were all in the same fifth grade class together, but I only ever spoke to him once—and it almost got me in trouble.

Marshall was something of a class clown, and one day during science he earned a few chortles with some dumb comment about how the planetary nebula we were studying looked like a woman’s vagina. He was sitting at my table between Hunter and me, and since I was not one of the chortlers, I guess Marshall felt the need to convince me. He started tracing the picture in our textbook with his fingertip and saying things like “See it now? You’ve got one, you should recognize it.”

Since the jerk wouldn’t stop talking to me and he was embarrassing me, I told him to leave me alone and pay attention. That’s all I said, but I happened to say it when the teacher was looking at our table. Mr. Branch snapped, looking directly at me, and my heart plummeted. I thought I was going to get in trouble for talking when I wasn’t supposed to be, but at the last moment he changed his mind and his gaze shifted to Marshall for the verbal warning.

Venus nods. “He and Hunter had a falling out. Things got so bad for him at school, his mother decided to pull him out. She open-enrolled him somewhere else for middle school so he could have a fresh start.”

I can only stare at her as she says this like it’s acceptable. “What? What do you mean it got so bad? Like, Hunter… bullied him?”

“I wouldn’t say bullied,” she says, her tone rising by a couple octaves. “Hunter’s just… he can be a little intense if you cross him. Like his father,” she adds, like that helps. “His father pretty much ruined my modeling career just because his fiancée found out about us and left him. It wasn’t my fault. He’s the one who initiated things between us, and stronger women than me couldn’t resist that bastard, but at the end of the day, I was the one he punished.” Looking over at me with wide eyes, she adds, “And she came back, so I don’t know what he was so upset about.”

It’s all I can do to keep my jaw from dropping open as she says all this to me like it’s perfectly normal. My mom and I have a very open and honest relationship, but my mom isn’t nearly as scandalous as Hunter’s. I don’t even know how to process what she said, let alone respond to it.

Seeming to sense she’s over sharing, she waves away that conversation. “Anyway, let’s not focus on all that unpleasantness. We’re here to shop. Do you know what kind of look you want to go for?”

I shake my head, glancing down at my clothes. I’m wearing light denim jeans and a plain T-shirt. “Not really. I can’t take home a whole wardrobe or anything, though. My mom will flip.”

“Okay, no problem. We’ll keep it simple, get you some staples. I’m thinking a great pair of jeans, some black leggings, a couple tops, a stylish jacket. Oh, this is going to be so much fun,” she enthuses, flashing me a big grin.

I try to smile back, but I’m definitely feeling intimidated. “Yeah, so much fun.”


Chapter Five

 

IT TURNS OUT shopping with Hunter’s mom is fun.

She’s a lot to absorb right off the bat, but the more time I spend with her as she hauls me through stores collecting more bags than I wanted to take home, the more I realize she just lives in her own world. She regales me with horrifying stories of “fun” things she did back in her modeling days, but recounts it all with fondness, like it’s nothing to be ashamed of. She buys me things I think are really pretty, and a few things I try to talk her out of because I know I’ll never wear them.

“Camel looks so good on you,” she insists, holding up a top that… well, I’m not sure if it’s a shirt or a bandana, but it doesn’t cover nearly enough skin.

“I’m never going to wear it,” I tell her, shaking my head. “It doesn’t matter how pretty it looks.”

“Nonsense. It looks great. We’re buying it,” she announces, draping it over her arm.

“I really think we should stop,” I tell her, glancing anxiously at the stuff she has already bought me. “We already have so many bags. I feel bad about you spending so much money on me.”

“Nonsense.” She waves me off. “When I got pregnant with Hunter, I hoped so hard he’d be a little girl so I’d have a daughter to doll up and shop with. Obviously, he was not a girl. I still dressed him cute, but boy clothes just aren’t as much fun as girl clothes.” Suddenly inspired, she says, “Oh, we need to get you a couple dresses! Every girl needs a little black dress and a little red dress in her closet.”

“I don’t really have a lot of occasions I need to wear a dress to,” I tell her.

“You’ve got those middle school dances, right? Picture this walking into your next one: you’re rocking heels and a flirty red dress, a black leather jacket, and a cute clutch purse. Oh, we need to get you a clutch. And makeup. We need to get you mascara. Your eyes are beautiful, a little mascara will really make them pop.”

I look around at the five shopping bags we have already accumulated. “I literally cannot take all this stuff home with me. My mom sent me to the mall with twenty dollars.”

“We’ll condense before we send you home,” she assures me. “It only looks like a lot because of all the bags, we can easily fit everything in just a couple. Don’t worry so much. Is your mom really going to be mad that you got to go on a shopping spree she didn’t have to pay for? Come on, now.”

She will, though. Not least of all because it’s not just some shopping spree she didn’t have to pay for—it’s a shopping spree sponsored by Hunter’s mom, and anything having to do with Hunter sets my mom on edge.

“Heeled boots,” she says, suddenly inspired. “Black heeled boots.”

“I don’t think…”

But she isn’t listening. She’s wandering off to the cash register to pay for the shirt I told her I’m not going to wear so we can go shop for boots I’ll also never wear.

_______________

After a full day of shopping, Venus and I have returned to the food court. She bought us bubble teas and sat me down to give me a makeup tutorial.

She only bought me a few makeup items, but she taps each one as she tells me what I need to know. She bought me a moisturizer, too. Apparently, Venus Keller believes it’s never too soon to start moisturizing.

“You’re not going to wear a lot of makeup, and you’re definitely not going to look like you wear a lot of makeup,” she tells me now, as she carefully applies a coat of mascara to my lashes.

I try to keep from blinking, but I feel like she’s going to poke me right in the eye.

“Your everyday makeup is only intended to enhance your natural beauty, so you don’t want to use a heavy hand. For an evening look or a special occasion you can get a little more dramatic, but for a day at the mall?” She shakes her head. “Take Valerie, for example.”

I stiffen a little just hearing her name.

“Valerie is a very pretty girl, but she’s trying too hard; she needs to tone it down. The pale blue eye shadow she’s wearing today? No woman needs to own that awful shade of eye shadow. I did the same thing when I was your age, though,” she says, rolling her eyes. “Tried so hard to look pretty I just ended up looking like a clown. When I started modeling, I learned a better way, so I’ll just teach you now and save you the painfully awkward stage.”

I crack a smile. “I appreciate the effort, but I don’t wear makeup daily. I don’t really wear it at all.”

“Maybe not now, but you’ll probably start to soon. It usually starts around the time you notice boys,” she says lightly. She finishes my mascara and leans back, smiling at her handiwork. “Beautiful.”

“Can I see?”

She nods, screwing the cap back on the mascara and opening the powder compact she bought me.

I take it, checking out my reflection. I look the same, of course, but she’s right—my eyes do stand out more with the mascara. “It looks pretty. Thank you.”

“That’s the thing about makeup,” she tells me. “It’s not always about looking good, it’s about feeling good. I just feel better when I wear it.”

I flash her a smile and close the compact, handing it back to her to put in the bag.

“You can put it in your purse.” She hands me the mascara, too. “We’ve got to condense bags and hide the evidence anyway, right?” she teases.

“Right,” I murmur, sliding the makeup into my purse.

She said it like she was joking, but as she folds up the bag, she echoes a question her son has already asked me. “Is your mom super strict?”

I shake my head. “No, not really. Aside from Sara, my mom’s my best friend. I think she’s just worried that I might be starting to like a boy, and she’s not ready for it,” I explain, even though it makes my face heat up to admit it—and to his mom, no less.

“I get that. My mom was the same way when I was your age, believe it or not. But the more restrictions she put on me, the more it convinced me that I must be missing out on something really exciting. It didn’t keep me from boys, just made me sneakier. I was a bit of a rebel,” she confides.

I smile faintly. “I’m not.”

“I can see that,” she says dryly.

Ordinarily, I would never dream of asking an adult to explain their relationship, but since Venus has shared so much with me already today, I try to think how to ask her what’s going on with her husband. Hunter is convinced she’s in the process of leaving him, but nothing I’ve seen and nothing she’s said today has backed that up.

At the same time, she has to be, right? He hit her son. He hit him so hard he had a black eye, and I saw the hostility between them the day I was over at his house. Surely it’s not okay with Venus that the man she’s in a relationship with dislikes her son so vehemently.

One time, my mom had a boyfriend that didn’t like me. It wasn’t that he was mean to me (and he certainly never laid a hand on me), but he seemed disinterested in getting to know me or interacting with me more than he absolutely had to. She thought maybe he was just being shy at first so she brought him around more to break the ice, but he always seemed mildly annoyed when I was around.

She ended up dumping him. Mom told me she couldn’t be with someone who didn’t treat her favorite person right, and that was that—we never saw him again.

Before I can figure out a way to approach it with Venus, though, Hunter and his friends find us in the food court. His mom just finished condensing everything she bought down to two bags, so she passes them to me under the table before asking us if we’re getting hungry.

“I am,” I volunteer, since only the guys have spoken up so far.

“Of course she is,” Valerie murmurs under her breath to her friend, who chortles.

I look at her, frowning mildly. “I’m sorry, was that supposed to be an insult?”

“Of course not,” Valerie says innocently. “It must be nice, that’s all. I’m on a diet so I’ll just have a salad.”

“Okay. I’m going to have bourbon chicken with a heaping plate of fried rice,” I tell her. “It’s going to be delicious.”

Hunter smirks. “That does sound good. I think I’ll have that, too.”

Valerie gets even pissier when everyone decides what they’re eating and Hunter and I walk alone to the Asian place with the bourbon chicken.

“You and Valerie seem to be hitting it off,” he jokes, grabbing two trays and passing one to me.

“She’s mean,” I inform him, not bothering to mince words.

“She’s a little mean,” he acknowledges. “It grows on you, though.”

“Why would I want it to? I don’t like her, she doesn’t like me—I’d say that’s that.”

He moves down the line, placing his tray on the counter. “Our moms are friends, so she’s kind of hard to get away from. We’ve always been pushed together since kindergarten. There was a brief period one summer when Valerie’s mom thought her husband had flirted with my mom at some cook-out and we stopped hanging out, but come August, everything was fine again.”

“Your mom is… interesting,” I tell him, placing my tray down beside his.

He smiles faintly, glancing back at me. “She is. She talks a lot. Has she been telling you stories?”

I nod my head. “Apparently you’re a bully, but your dad was also a huge jerk so you can’t help it and that’s okay.”

His eyes widen slightly and his eyebrows rise in genuine surprise. “Wow, thanks for talking me up, Mom,” he says sarcastically.

“She’s very honest.”

“You think I’m a jerk?”

Usually there would be an undertone of humor when we’re going back and forth, but there’s no amusement when he asks that. His gaze slides to mine and even though he doesn’t say anything more, I get the distinct feeling that my answer matters to him.

My heart gives under the weight of his gaze. I have heard things today that reinforce my previous belief that he might be a jerk, but he hasn’t been a jerk to me. I also don’t want to believe he’s a jerk because I like him. I don’t know what to say, though.

Before I have to answer, the lady on the other side of the counter interrupts to ask what we want. We don’t speak to each other while we’re ordering, then we slide down the counter to pay. I start to dig my money out of my purse, but Hunter tells the cashier we’re together and pays for both our meals.

“You didn’t have to do that,” I murmur, feeling a little awkward.

“Wanted to,” he says simply, not looking at me.

I look up at him, wanting to say something but unsure of what. His silence weighs on me more heavily than anything else could, and even though my rational mind brings up the best friend he apparently turned on and chased out of school, my heart counters with the image of him carrying my broken backpack home for me and then buying me a new one, him reading my favorite book and then calling me Catnip.

There’s evidence he might have done some bad things I don’t know about, but there’s irrefutable evidence that he’s done good, too.

He picks up his tray and turns to head back to the table. I don’t think he’ll say anything else to me right now if I don’t initiate, but it’s bursting out of me anyway, so I blurt, “Hunter.”

His steps slow ever so slightly and he looks at me.

I meet his gaze, my heart in my throat, feeling strangely vulnerable. “I don’t think you’re a jerk.”

His gaze locked on mine, he doesn’t respond right away. He holds his silence long enough that I start to get anxious, then he finally says, “No?”

I shake my head vehemently.

A faint trace of humor returns to his tone and his lips curve up ever so slightly. “What am I, then?”

I don’t know how to answer. I don’t know who he is yet, but I’ve seen enough that I want to find out.

I know I’m drawn to him. I know I’m somehow comfortable with him, even though he’s the last person I would ever expect to be comfortable around. It doesn’t bother me to be completely myself when we’re together. We might have some problems, but it’s all superficial stuff, nothing that really matters. Not to me, anyway. Maybe it matters to him, but I don’t care that much what other people think. If Hunter and I could be alone in the world, just us, I don’t think we’d ever have any problems.

I picture us alone together, just the two of us on the footbridge in the woods with no external forces causing conflict—no parents or friends or social hierarchy at school. We’re free to be on the same level—and when we’re alone, we are.

The answer to his question hits me all of a sudden.

I smile, anticipating with pleasure him laughing and telling me what a dork I am. “You’re my Gale.”

He doesn’t call me a dork, but his green eyes fill up with pleasure and his lips tug up in a smile that makes my heart stutter. “Oh yeah?”

I nod my head, my cheeks flaming. “Yeah.”

The playfulness returns to his tone. “I guess I can live with that.”


Chapter Six

 

WHILE GETTING FOOD with Hunter was nice, as soon as we get back to the table—back to his world—the comfort I felt when it was just us disappears. Valerie Johnson has never zeroed in on me before—I only disliked her on Sara’s behalf—but now bad vibes are radiating from her and I am definitely the target. Even when she’s not saying anything to pick at me, I can feel her stewing in my presence. Anytime I speak, she looks aggravated.

Hunter definitely notices, I can tell by the subtle ways he keeps reinforcing that he’s backing my presence here when his friends undoubtedly don’t understand it. He doesn’t say anything to her, though. He must think I can handle it on my own. And he’s right—it’s just annoying.

It’s also annoying that she likes him. I guess I shouldn’t be surprised. Lots of girls in our grade have crushes on Hunter, but I guess I feel like they don’t know him the way I do. They like his image more than they actually like him, and that’s not real. It’s like being attracted to a single photograph of a person, then seeing them in real life and realizing it was just the angle.

I like him from all angles. I bet Valerie doesn’t.

At least Sara is having a genuinely good time, though.

By the time we finish eating, I’m already tired of the hostility from stupid Valerie. I don’t think of myself as a mean person, but she’s certainly filling my head with mean thoughts. Maybe it’s the casual way she lashes out at me with her constant digs and “jokes,” maybe it’s blatant jealousy because even though I hate her, she’s Hunter’s friend so he still talks to her. Whatever it is, I’ve had enough of it.

When I take my tray over to the garbage can to empty it, I also text my mom and let her know we’re ready to leave.

I don’t say anything to anyone about it when I get back to the table. I want to tell Sara so she’s not taken by surprise when my mom gets here, but she is so swept up in our day pass to the cool table, she doesn’t even look at me long enough to shoot her a look to check her text messages. It kind of annoys me because she even fawns over Valerie, who—besides being rude to me all day—has been passively mean to Sara since first grade.

“What time does the movie start?” Valerie asks Hunter, scrolling through her phone.

I didn’t pay attention to which one they were seeing since I knew we would be gone by then, but I am a little bummed to miss out on going to a movie with Hunter. I’d like to, I’d just like to go with him alone—not him and his friends.

My mom would never let me though. It would seem too much like a date.

I sigh, momentarily hit by how difficult it will be to build any kind of relationship with Hunter, friends or more. I don’t like his friends and my mom doesn’t like him—which is so stupid, because she doesn’t even know him.

Maybe I can find a way to make her like him. Give her a peek at the side of him I see. Instead of getting together for something like this with his friends, I could have him over to my house. Maybe he could come over for dinner and Mom would get to talk to him and see that he’s perfectly harmless.

It is kind of stupid that she won’t let me have a male friend. Just because he’s a guy doesn’t mean hanging out with him would automatically be a date. I want to keep spending time with him even if it’s only as friends; I just don’t want to have to also spend time with people I don’t like to spend time with him.

Everyone else is finally gathering up their trash and taking it to the nearest receptacle. I notice Hunter doesn’t clean up his own; he adorably—and annoyingly—messes with Valerie, stacking his plate on top of hers and then sliding his empty tray under hers, too.

He smiles at her. “Thanks, Val, you’re the best.”

She sighs, trying to look annoyed with him, but she’s as bad at it as I am. “You suck.” Hunter cocks an eyebrow at her and her eyes light up with scandalized horror. “Oh my god, shut up, perv.”

Their easy familiarity bums me out even more. Hunter and I have that; he’s not supposed to have it with her, too.

“I didn’t even say anything,” Hunter says, like he’s innocent. “Now be a good girl and go throw away my trash.”

“I hate you,” she lies as she hauls the tray to the trash can.

I sorta wish she hated him. I tell myself that’s stupid. It shouldn’t matter how she feels about him if he likes me… it’s just, I don’t know if he likes me that way, and since I never want to hang out with his friends again, it will be much easier for him to spend time with her than me.

I’m starting to see what he means about me making his life easier if I could win his friends over.

I’m starting to see why it doesn’t even matter if he likes me the way I want him to—this is never going to work.

That’s the thought in my head—and the look on my face—when Hunter’s gaze swings in my direction. He loses his easy smile and pushes back his chair, then he walks over to my side of the table. “Hey. You good?”

I force a smile, glancing down at the table instead of at him. I can’t look at him when I’m about to lie to him. “Yeah. I’m good. Um, I just… my mom’s on her way, so me and Sara won’t be able to go to the movies with you guys.”

He scowls. “Already? Didn’t you tell her we were all gonna catch a movie after—?”

“Yeah, but it’s—she got called in for an evening shift, so she won’t be able to pick me up later.”

“My mom can give you a ride home.”

I shake my head, offering up an apologetic smile. “We’re leaving. Sorry.”

Seeing right through my excuse, he looks me dead in the eye and asks, “You’re not having fun, are you?”

I shrug, not knowing what to say. “I like spending time with you…”

“But you don’t like my friends.”

Still avoiding his gaze, I try to explain it without placing all the blame on Valerie. “I just don’t really have much in common with them.”

“You haven’t spent enough time with them to know that.”

“I don’t like seeing you with Valerie,” I admit.

He rears back a bit, clearly stunned to hear that. “What? Why?”

“She likes you,” I say, so uncomfortable I want to crawl out of my skin. “And maybe you like her, too—”

“I don’t,” he says, not letting me finish. “Not like that.”

“Well, it’s hard to tell,” I say, flushing with a mix of pleasure and embarrassment. “You kinda… I don’t know, flirt with her a little.”

“I flirt with her?” he asks, breaking into an amused grin as realization dawns on him. “You’re jealous.”

Oh my God. A blast of burning heat rushes to my cheeks. I wish I could crawl out of my own skin like a snake and slither away into some clever hiding spot where Hunter Maxwell could never find me.

The closest thing I can do is explode up out of my chair, so I do that. My face is on fire as I gather my bags and slide my purse strap up over my shoulder. “I did not say that.”

“Didn’t have to.” He grins at me, his green eyes dancing with amusement. “You sure you want to bail? Leave me here alone in a dark theater with Valerie? Maybe you should tag along and make sure I behave myself.”

I know he’s only ragging on me, but I scoff at him anyway. “Please. I’d never babysit a guy. My mom taught me better than that. If you like Valerie, there’s no way you like me. If you don’t like me, then—”

He stands just as abruptly as I did, moving so close he’s practically on top of me.

My words halt and my amusement fades. His handsome face is so close to mine, my heart sinks. I can’t think straight when he stands so close to me.

“Then what?” he challenges, looking down at me and holding my gaze.

It feels like a stampede of wild animals are stomping through my chest as I look back at him. I can see from the glimmer in his eyes, he knows exactly how he’s affecting me.

“Don’t torture me, Hunter.”

“This isn’t what it feels like to be tortured by me, Catnip.”

My heart seizes again at his response and that nickname. He’s toying with me, but he means no harm. I’ve given him enough insight that he knows my weak spots. It might be silly, but when he calls me that, he turns my brain into celery juice.

If this isn’t what torture feels like, I don’t think I could bear it. My heart is already in the palm of his hand, his fingers positioned around it so perfectly, the faintest squeeze is unbearable. I can only imagine the damage he could do if he wanted to break it.

I like him way too much. Part of me thinks maybe my Mom was right about spending time with him, but mostly I don’t care. It might be a really bad idea to fall for him, but I’m probably gonna do it anyway.

As if he can sense how close he is to winning the war waging inside me, he reaches out and tucks a lock of hair behind my ear. His touch is so casual, so seemingly harmless, but it lights up every nerve ending above my neck and sends a jolt of awareness down my spine.

Heat suffuses my face—not from embarrassment, but something else altogether. I look down, no longer able to hold his gaze. I know this casual little touch probably isn’t anything to him, but it’s a lot for me. I’ve never had a guy touch my face this way—or at all.

It makes me wonder what it would be like if he kissed me. Would he touch my face and draw me close? Would it be slow and sweet and so tender my heart would explode?

He drops his hand and takes a step back, leaving me here with my head in the clouds.

“All right,” he says, the lightness of his tone relaying that he’s gonna let me off the hook—for now, anyway. “I guess we’ll catch a movie some other time.”

I look up just long enough to catch his gaze, but then Mark calls out for him. Hunter needs to head back to his kingdom, so he spares me one last charming little smile, then he moves past me and goes back to his friends.

I’m feeling a little floaty, my heart so light in my chest, I’m surprised it doesn’t lift me off the ground. A tiny smile plays around my lips—at least, until I look up.

Valerie is standing just a few feet away, her feet cemented to the ground. I can see by the look on her face that she just witnessed Hunter touching me, and if blue eyes could kill, hers would be roasting me alive.

“Huh. Guess I won’t be able to squeeze all of Hunter’s trash into that tiny receptacle,” she says, her eyes moving up and down my body with the sharpness of a blade.

Since she wants to cut me so badly, I offer her a little smile to show her I’m unscathed. “Aw, don’t feel bad. Keep eating those salads and I’m sure eventually you’ll fit.”

It takes a moment for my barb to land, but when she gets it, her eyes narrow and she glares at me. “Watch it, Riles. You don’t want to make an enemy out of me.”

I don’t bother to mean mug her back. “I’m not afraid of you.”

“You should be,” she states.

“Why?” I challenge, cocking my head. “What exactly are you gonna do to me?”

Her eyes narrow even more, but she doesn’t seem to have an answer for me.

I’d say she’s all bark and no bite, but she’s not—Sara’s social isolation is proof of that. But that’s the thing—Valerie reigns over a kingdom I don’t care about. She could cut me down socially… but I’m already in social Siberia with Sara. Hunter’s the only socially relevant person who pays me any attention, and she can’t take him away from me. As much as she’d obviously like to, she doesn’t have that power.

She can’t do anything to me, and I can see her simmering as she realizes it.

Finally, she says, “Stay away from Hunter.”

I don’t know why she thinks she’s my boss, but I derive great pleasure from telling her, “No.”

Her eyes widen slightly like she has never heard that word before in her life, but I don’t wait for a response. I take my bags and go over to find Sara so I can tell her my mom is on her way.

 

 


Chapter Seven

 

SINCE HANGING OUT with his friends didn’t go so well, I’m not sure what to expect when I go back to school on Monday. All morning as I get ready I think about Hunter. I don’t want to set myself up for disappointment, so I tell myself we probably won’t even get a chance to talk today. And that’s okay. My relationship with Hunter isn’t a status thing for me, I don’t care if I’m not seen talking to him.

With my expectations adjusted, I prepare to start my day. Mom can give me a ride to school on her way to work, but I’ll have to walk home. That’s perfectly fine with me. Hopefully I’ll run into Hunter.

Mom’s frowning lightly as she waits by the door, keys in hand. “Hey, that’s a snazzy jacket. Where did it come from?”

“My genie.”

“Ah. What did I tell you about wishing for clothes? Dream bigger, kid.”

I flash her a smile and head out the door, adjusting my backpack strap over one shoulder as I head for the car.

Mom locks up behind me and follows me out. “Seriously, though. Where did you get the jacket?”

I sigh, walking around to the passenger side door and pulling it open. I shouldn’t have worn the jacket. When I got home from the mall, Mom asked to see what I bought—not to check up on me, she just likes shopping and was excited to see what I picked up at the “awesome sales” I mentioned to explain how I had two bags full of stuff when she sent me to the store with only $20. I managed to get out of showing her, and I hoped she just wouldn’t notice when I started peppering the items Venus bought me into my regular wardrobe.

The jacket is too obvious, though.

“I don’t remember which store it was,” I tell her, shoving my backpack into the space between my legs in the floorboard. “It’s not very warm, but it’s just a little chilly today, so I thought I might as well take it for a spin.”

She’s still frowning, looking me over as she drops into the passenger seat. “You managed to get this and something else in the other bag? And you bought food? Do you actually have a genie? If so, can you pass the lamp to me when you’re done with it?”

“I didn’t pay for my food,” I explain. “I was going to, but—” The prospect of mentioning his name trips me up, and I pause awkwardly before admitting, “Hunter bought my dinner. He was in line ahead of me and he got the same thing, so he just… paid for both orders.”

Mom gets that look on her face like I’m talking about having a tea party with the antichrist yet again. “Ah. Good old Hunter.”

“I really don’t understand what you have against him,” I tell her as I fasten my seatbelt. “I wish you’d give him a chance. I honestly believe you’d like him if you did.”

“I’m not not giving him a chance.”

“You hate him for no reason,” I state, cocking an eyebrow at her.

“I do not hate him. You’re putting words in my mouth,” she says, watching in the rear-view mirror, then looking over her shoulder as she backs out of the driveway. “I just think you’re too young for a Hunter, that’s all. I was prepared for all this to start in a couple years—I’ve ordered the blueprints for the tower I’m going to have built in the back yard and everything. But now here you are, liking a boy before I’m ready. It’s so rude.”

I crack a smile. “A tower, huh?”

“The brick and mortar is already stashed in the garage. I got a good deal buying bulk.”

“I guess I better start growing my hair out then,” I tell her.

“Nope. That won’t work. I’m going to cut your hair every six weeks to make sure no stupid boys can climb it and thwart my crafty thinking.” She taps her temple. “See? I’ve thought of everything.”

I shake my head at her, turning my attention to watch out the window. I still think she’s being close-minded about Hunter, but I’m glad we’re not fighting over him this time. My mom has always been my rock, and there’s nothing worse than being in a fight with her.

_______________

After a long day of not seeing Hunter, I finally spot him in the cafeteria. He’s not looking my way and we don’t get a chance to talk, but I just like being near him. Sara talks my ear off about going to the mall with them this weekend, and even though Wally hasn’t paid her any attention either, she is not discouraged.

We go outside for recess and Sara takes a break from her Wally chatter to admire my new jacket. I told my mom it was faux leather, but it’s the real thing—black and slim cut. I feel really pretty in it, and it reminds me of what Hunter’s mom said about makeup. I haven’t worn any of the stuff she bought me yet. I did slather on some moisturizer after my shower this morning, but I thought my mom might notice if I put on mascara.

Our post-lunch break passes quickly and then it’s back to class. The rest of the school day drags and then it’s finally time to go home. I look around for Hunter as I’m making my way toward the woods, but I don’t see him.

I’m just a little past the bridge when my phone vibrates in my pocket. When I draw it out, I see a message from an unknown number on the screen.

“What are you doing tonight?”

I scowl at the screen and type back, “Who is this?”

I can almost sense the casual impatience in the response. “Who do you think it is?”

“Someone who’s about to be blocked?” I shoot back.

“You like me, so that would be unfortunate. How about I give you clues?”

“How about you tell me who gave you my number?”

“It was Sara,” he answers.

A grin splits my face. “Hunter.”

“Damn, you got that one fast.”

“That dirty rat, giving out my number to sketchy dudes.”

“Right?” he shoots back. “Don’t worry though, I told her not to hand it out to any OTHER sketchy dudes, so I’m the only one you have to worry about.”

Every step I take feels a little lighter now that I’m texting him.

“Back to my original question,” he types. “What are you doing tonight?”

“Homework and then watching movies with my mom,” I answer. “What about you?”

“Lame. Can’t you blow off your mom?”

“No?” I quickly add, “Why, did you have another idea?”

“You owe me a movie,” he states.

“Oh, do I?” I ask, barely able to contain my pleasure that he wants to go to a movie with me.

“Yep. My mom’s going out with the asshole tonight, so I thought maybe we could grab some food and see a movie.”

I would consider blowing off my mom for that, but I’m 90% sure she won’t go for it. “The problem with that plan is that if I told my mom about it, she would insist it sounds like a date.”

“It would sound like a date because it would be a date,” he informs me.

My heart just about rockets out of my chest. I stop walking in the middle of the dirt path and barely fight the urge to squeal so I can type back, but my fingers are shaking now with excitement. “The problem with that is my mom won’t let me date. She thinks I’m too young.”

“I see,” he texts back. “Well, in that case, it’s definitely not a date. Tell her I’m an idiot and you have to help me study. Tell her we’ll be at my house.”

“Lie to my mom?”

“You’re killing me, Bishop. We’ve gotta find a way to get that halo off your head.”

“I do not have a halo on my head, but I can’t lie to my mom. I’ve already bent the truth enough after that shopping spree your mom took me on.”

“Ok, new plan,” he says. “What time does your mom usually go to bed? Maybe you can sneak out and we can watch a movie at my place instead. My mom won’t care what time it is. We hang out on different levels more often than not anyway, so we won’t keep anyone awake.”

“I can’t sneak out of my house!”

“Not with that attitude you can’t,” he shoots back. “It’s not technically lying. What are the chances she will ever ask you what you did tonight after you both went to bed? See? This can work.”

“You’re a bad influence,” I tell him, despite smiling so much my face is beginning to ache. “I’m going to block you just for being a deviant.”

“Do it, I’ll just show up at your house. Your mom will really be happy then.”

I snort with laughter, grinning at my phone as I text back. “You wouldn’t dare.”

“Watch me.”

He probably would, so I text back, “All right, I’ll back down this time. I want my mom to like you, and if you showed up on my doorstep because I blocked your number she would definitely think you’re a psycho.”

“So when we meet, I SHOULDN’T tell her about my nighttime hobby of peeking in your bedroom window. Got it.”

“Creep,” I answer.

“Your creep,” he sends back.

I nearly drop my phone. My heart skitters. I want to respond so he doesn’t think he spooked me, but I don’t know what to say. I’m elated—definitely not spooked.

Fortunately, Hunter has enough self-confidence that he does not doubt my interest just because he struck me momentarily speechless.

“Movie. You. Me. Tonight. How are we doing this?”

I have no idea, but while I may have started this conversation thinking a movie definitely wasn’t in the cards for us tonight, now I want it more than air.

Hunter called himself mine.

Maybe he was joking, but even if he was… you don’t just tell a joke like that if you’re not seriously into someone, right?

“Let me talk to my mom when I get home and figure it out,” I text back, finally breaking my silence. “I’ll text you in a bit with a better answer.”

“I’m looking for ‘yes,’ so just assume I’m going to talk you out of all your excuses until you land there.”

I roll my eyes indulgently even though he can’t see me. “I’m already looking for a way to give you a yes, don’t worry.”

“That’s what I like to hear,” he answers.

I sigh with pleasure, sliding my phone back into my pocket and resuming my walk home. Everything that just happened has thrown me so off balance, but in the best way possible. I was floored that Hunter even had my phone number and he opened the door to being able to talk to him whenever I want, but to ask me on a date and then talk like we’re already together? I may not be an angel, but I’m definitely in heaven.

My mind races with possible scenarios as I make my way home. First, I run through all the ones that don’t involve lying to my mom, but none of those end in a sneaky date with Hunter tonight. I don’t agree with him that a premeditated deception that doesn’t require vocally lying is any less shady than outright lying, but I already know my mom’s stance on me dating, and I know it won’t change for Hunter, who she has already decided she doesn’t like. I’ll find a way around that in time, but I’m not a miracle worker; I can’t pull it off tonight.

If I want to see him tonight, I’ll have to be sneaky.

That gnawing feeling threatens to flood my stomach with guilt just thinking about it, but I push out the guilt and replace it with excitement. Mom’s arbitrary rule about me not dating yet isn’t reasonable, so is it really that bad to find a way around an unfair rule? I like Hunter and he likes me. How old we are shouldn’t matter.

By the time Mom gets home, I have a plan. I’ve already called Sara and clued her in so she’ll be my alibi in case my mom calls to verify, but I’m going to tell Mom Sara wants to hang out. Sara doesn’t live far away so she’ll probably let me walk there, but even if she doesn’t, I have a backup plan. I will go in and pretend I’m gonna stay, but very quickly I will develop a stomachache or headache or some kind of ache and decide to go back home. I’ll insist on walking—fresh air will help my ailment—and instead of walking to my house, I’ll walk right past it, cut through the woods, and meet Hunter at his house.

I’m pretty sure it will work as long as I don’t crack under pressure, but as soon as I hear my mom pull in the driveway, my stomach begins gymnastics training for the winter Olympics.

Since I’m anxious, I’m fidgety when Mom comes in. She tosses her keys in her purse and drops it on the table just inside the doorway, then she walks over to the couch, flings herself down dramatically, and sprawls out.

“I am exhausted. Being an adult is terrible.”

I crack a smile. “Long day?”

“Literally everyone I work with took stupid pills today—and not their normal dose, either. These were extra strength stupid pills.”

I walk around the couch and take a much less dramatic seat beside her. “I’m sorry.”

“I need an infusion of joy—and a personal chef, ’cause Momma ain’t cookin’ tonight.” She sighs, sinking even deeper into the couch. “Why didn’t I marry rich and become a trophy wife?”

“You’re too picky,” I point out. “Trophy wives might get bank accounts full of money to play with, but they can’t usually be as selective as you are.”

“That is true. Damn my standards!”

I get a little less comfortable knowing I’m about to lie, but I don’t keep my gaze averted for long so she doesn’t get suspicious. “Well, in that case I have good news.”

“You learned how to cook while I was at work today?”

“No, but you don’t have to feed me, after all. Sara asked if I could come over. I know we were supposed to veg out and watch TV tonight, but I have a science test coming up that I’m super not ready for. Since Sara is so good at science, I was hoping it would be okay with you if I went over so she could help me study.”

“Aw, man. I was looking forward to bingeing bad movies with you.”

“I know, me too,” I say, and I mean it. My stomach twists into so many knots, I start reflexively doubting my decision.

I mentally review Hunter’s playful texts from earlier to renew my dedication to my cause. I want to go out with him. Maybe Mom thinks I’m too young, but I don’t, and it’s not her life.

“But school comes first,” Mom says, nodding and not even questioning our change of plans. And why would she? She’s always been able to trust me before.

Before Hunter.

My mood threatens to sink again, doubts about her being right fighting to the surface, but I shove them down.

“So, I can go?”

“Yeah. Now I don’t have to be a responsible adult and make dinner, I can just have a bowl of cereal in my PJs. What time do you need me to take you so I can mentally prepare for standing again?”

I shake my head. “Cool, I’ll text her and see what time she wants me to come. You don’t have to take me. I’ll just walk over.”

“You sure?”

I nod, standing up and making my way back to the kitchen. I need privacy to text Hunter because I have a feeling it would only take one look at my face and my mom would know it’s not Sara I’m talking to.

“The ‘yes’ is secured. I repeat, the ‘yes’ is secured,” I text him. “What time/where should we meet up?”

My heart pounds as I stare at the screen and wait for him to read my message and respond. It only takes a few heartbeats, then he answers back, “I knew you could be devious” with a winking emoji.

“Don’t say that, I’ll back out,” I joke.

“Let’s meet on the bridge, then we’ll walk to the movie theater.”

My brow furrows in mild confusion. “I thought we were going to watch a movie at your house?”

“We can if you want. I thought you might be more comfortable going out.”

“More comfortable?” I question.

“You, me, alone in my house. It’s dark. The movie’s probably scary… maybe you should come a little closer.”

My eyes widen and I type back. “Movie theater—good call. What time?”

“How’s 7?”

I flick a glance at the clock hanging on the wall in the kitchen. “Works for me. We won’t have time to eat first though. I don’t have a curfew, but I told my mom I’m studying at Sara’s so I have to be home before ten.”

“Not ideal, but doable. We can get hot dogs and nachos at the theater,” he sends back. “Next time we make a secret date, we should start planning earlier so we have more time.”

Next time. We haven’t even gone on a first date yet and he’s already assuming there will be a second. I want to play it cool and flirt back about how cocky he is to assume I’ll even go out with him again, but I’m too excited.

I feel floaty again as I head to my bedroom to get ready for my first date. I hate that my mom doesn’t know about it, though. I always imagined her sitting on my bed helping me pick an outfit the night of my first date. Like Hunter pointed out, I’m not super fashionable, so I would’ve felt a little more confident with her input.

This is how it has to be for now, though. Once she gets to know Hunter, maybe she’ll bend on her no dating rule. We can have a do-over first date that she can help me get ready for.

It still won’t be the same, though. It’ll just be another lie I have to tell to be with Hunter.

For a moment, that reality bums me out, but I shove it away and continue getting ready. I keep it casual with the black leggings Hunter’s mom bought me and one of the tops. I survey myself in the mirror, smoothing down my hair and frowning. I don’t like my hair, so I put it up in a high ponytail instead, then I carefully pull a few tendrils down on each side of my face.

I’m satisfied with my appearance, but I think I could do a little better.

I look over at my closet door. The purse I had with me at the mall is hanging there, so I go over and grab it, fishing around for the tube of mascara Hunter’s mom bought me. After locating it, I go back to the mirror and carefully apply a coat.

I smile at my reflection, imagining several different scenarios of Hunter reacting when he sees me. They’re all good, and I’m so happy I could ride a cloud to the bridge.

Once I’m ready, I slide my stylish new jacket on, completing the look, and head out the door.

I’m full of nervous energy for the first two minutes of my walk. I get lost in daydreams after that. I think about what movie we’ll see, but I don’t even care about that. It’s the little things. Will he hold my hand? Will he give me a tight, lingering hug at the end before I go home? Will he kiss me?

My imagination is brimming with possibilities.

I left a few minutes early, so I get to the bridge a few minutes early, too. I’m just in time to see the sunset through the trees. I sit down on the bridge and dangle my feet over the edge like Hunter did that first day we talked.

I would have never imagined that day that anything would come of it, let alone this.

Sitting here in the woods and waiting for Hunter to show up for our secret date, I can’t help smiling as I imagine his response when he gets here and I liken it to Gale and Katniss sneaking out to hunt in the woods.

I know he’ll be entertained. I’m sure he’ll call me a dork. He might even weaken my knees and call me Catnip again before he reaches down and takes my hand.

I guess I never know exactly what Hunter will do, but man, I can’t wait to find out.

 

 


Chapter Eight

 

IT WASN’T SUPPOSED to rain tonight. At least, I didn’t think it was. But here I sit on the footbridge with my feet hanging over the edge, watching raindrops pelt the water below.

I’m drenched. When the rain first started, I was worried about dumb stuff—it was going to soak my hair and cause my mascara to run down my face like it does in the movies. I shrugged my coat off and held it over my head for a while to try to protect my appearance, but eventually I gave up.

That was a half hour ago. My arms got tired. My heart did, too.

Hunter never showed up.

I put my coat back on, no longer caring if the rain ruined my hair or made my makeup run. I don’t know how many times I can text him without appearing crazy. I went with three. One text for every half hour I’ve spent sitting on this bridge like an idiot, waiting for a guy that wasn’t on his way.

I thought about walking to his house a couple times. It’s not like it’s far. The first time I told myself to be patient. If I walked to his house, what if he came another way and got to the bridge while I was gone? What if his phone had died so he couldn’t text me to let me know he was running late?

The second time I was more stubborn. I’m not walking to his house to remind him he was supposed to go on a date with me. If he got busy and forgot, then screw him. If it’s more than that… I don’t even know.

As if the weather is keeping up with my mood, the rain starts to fall harder. It’s coming down so hard it stings a little when it hits my face, so I finally push myself up off the ground, fix my purse strap on my shoulder, and turn around.

Even though there’s no reason he would be, no reason he would stand there without saying anything and torture me, my foolish heart hopes he’ll be standing there, just as wet as I am, looking back at me.

He’s not.

As light as I felt earlier, now it feels like I’m carrying the weight of the world as I trudge through the muddy path back to my road.

I can’t believe he didn’t show up. I don’t understand.

Somewhere along the walk, the rain and my tears start to mix together. I’m thankful for the bad weather when I open my front door and step inside, sopping wet. I’m a mess, but at least Mom won’t be able to tell I’ve been crying.

The TV is on and Mom is sitting on the couch, enjoying our night in without me. Tears threaten to fall again, but I hold them back as she turns around to greet me.

Her eyes widen in sudden horror at the sight of me. “Oh my God, Riley! Honey, why didn’t you call me? It’s a downpour out there. You shouldn’t have walked home in this.”

I shrug off my coat, holding it over the mat just inside the door so it doesn’t drip on the hardwood floor. “I didn’t realize how bad it was, then once I started walking I figured I was already wet, no point turning back.”

Shooting up off the couch and zooming around it, she chides, “You’ll catch your death. What are you thinking?”

She races to the hall closet and comes back with towels. Immediately, she drapes one over my shoulders and starts patting me dry with the other one. Emotion wells up inside me. I know we were only supposed to sit on the couch and watch stupid movies, but I’d have preferred that to sitting alone on a bridge in the rain and having my heart dinged up.

Maybe this is what I get for lying and sneaking around and doing something I knew I wasn’t allowed to do.

Swallowing past the lump in my throat, I look up at her and offer a wobbly, “I’m sorry, Mom.”

Her eyes widen in alarm, then soften with concern. “Oh, honey.” She wraps her arms around me, even though I’m soaking wet. “You don’t have to be sorry, silly girl, I just don’t want you to get sick.”

I know she doesn’t know what I’m sorry for, but I do and I need a hug anyway, so I wrap my arms around her and give her a big, wet hug. “Now I’m also sorry for getting you all wet.”

“Come here, you,” she says, tugging me close and settling my head on her shoulder.

“I’m really, really sorry.”

She holds onto me for a while, murmuring comforting nonsense words while I settle down. Once I’m calm and no longer an emotional mess, she tells me to go change into something dry while she microwaves some popcorn.

I feel worse about lying to her to sneak out with Hunter, but a lot better at the prospect of salvaging what’s left of our bad movie night. I towel off in the bathroom and strip off my sopping wet clothes, then I change into a pair of blue flannel pajama shorts and a white tank top. I take my hair out of the rat’s nest pony tail it turned into and brush out the knots, then I wash my face, but the mascara doesn’t want to come all the way off.

I panic, realizing my mom probably noticed the mascara when I came in. Maybe she didn’t since I was an emotional mess. Maybe she was distracted.

I wash my face twice until I finally get all the mascara off, then when my face is fresh and bare, I put my hair back up and go back to the living room for movie night.

Since I got Mom all wet, she had to change too. She’s sitting on the couch in a pink t-shirt with leopard print pajama pants. She perks up when she sees me come in.

“Ready?”

I flop down on the couch beside her and reach over to grab a handful of popcorn. Since I was planning to eat at the theater with Hunter, I’m famished. “I was born ready,” I tell her.

Mom smiles, grabs the remote control, and starts the movie back over at the beginning so I don’t miss anything.

_______________

When our bad movie mini-marathon comes to an end, it’s time to go to bed. Ordinarily Mom wouldn’t accompany to my room since I’m not a little kid anymore, but tonight she does. She hangs out in the doorway as I check my backpack to make sure everything I need for school tomorrow is inside. The sight of my backpack makes me feel a bit sad.

Hunter never texted me back. Despite feeling wretched for doing it, I texted him one more time after I got home to let him know I gave up waiting on him and went home, but if he’s read a single one of my texts, I certainly can’t tell.

My stomach aches when I think about it. I dread going to bed because I know I won’t fall right to sleep. I’ll lie there torturing myself with my thoughts. They started seeping in even while we watched the movie, but alone in the dark, trying to fall asleep? The torture is inevitable.

I sigh to myself and zip my backpack up, then I turn around to look at my mom. She’s still in the doorway, a funny little smile on her face—almost sad—as she stares at my backpack.

“You know what I was thinking earlier?” she asks, her gaze still fixed on my school bag.

“What?”

She shifts her gaze to me, putting a little more effort into her smile, but it looks no less sad. “If you were going to Sara’s house to study for your science test… why didn’t you take any of your school books?”

My heart sinks so low, it practically drops out of my body. “What?”

Arms crossed, she shrugs. “Doesn’t really make sense, does it? Plus, why would you put on makeup just to study with Sara?”

Oh, crap.

She knows.

Of course she knows.

I’m so stupid. I can’t believe I thought I could get away with this.

Swallowing past the knot of shame and sadness blocking my throat, I avert my gaze downward. “I messed up. I’m sorry.”

“Hunter?” she asks knowingly.

I nod my head, feeling a sting behind my eyes, but I fight it. “He told me he wanted to go see a movie, but I knew you’d say no because it would sound too much like a date. I didn’t want to lie to you,” I add, looking up at her. “I really didn’t. I hated it.”

I expect her to get mad—I kinda wish she’d get mad, because it’s so much worse that she looks sad instead. After a minute, she says, “Man. I wasn’t ready for this to start yet.”

I shake my head, looking down again. “I don’t think you’ll have to worry about it. He didn’t show up.”

Now she frowns at me. “What?”

“We were supposed to meet up and walk to the movie theater together, but he… he didn’t come. I literally spent the whole time waiting and getting rained on.” My voice wobbles toward the end as I begin to relive the disappointment and embarrassment in my head.

Mom gasps, her sadness turning to anger now, and she rushes into my room to give me a hug. “Oh, honey. Your first date stood you up?”

“I don’t know why,” I say, hugging her back. “I mean, I really thought he liked me. I know I’m not the type of girl he usually hangs out with, but…”

“You are incredible, and anyone who doesn’t agree can fight me,” she states.

I crack a smile, squeezing her a little tighter. “I’m just sad. I’ll get over it.”

She sighs, rubbing my back. “You should have told me. We could’ve talked instead of watching terrible movies.”

“I didn’t want you to know. I felt so stupid, especially after we’ve fought over him. And it really doesn’t make sense. Maybe there’s some explanation. Maybe he got in trouble and his mom grounded him or something. Maybe she took his phone so he couldn’t text me and let me know he wasn’t coming. There could be a reasonable excuse…”

Mom grabs my shoulders and pulls me back, grimacing. “Or… honey… he could just be a dick. You know my ‘this kid’s a dick’ senses have been going off since you met him. I know it’s more hurtful, but it might be time to consider that maybe I’m right about him.”

I swallow, knowing she might be right, but desperately wanting her to be wrong.

Especially because the only scenario I can conjure where she’s right is a really mean one, and it makes me feel really stupid.

In the darkest moments as I sat there on that stupid bridge and waited for him, as I sat on the couch afterward and tried to focus on the movie but my thoughts drifted to what could explain why Hunter would do this to me, a darker idea occurred to me.

What if I’m seeing the side of him I’ve heard about, but considered myself safe from? What if Hunter has been playing me all along? What if he was making it seem like he liked me, luring me in and making me like him, just so he could humiliate me?

What if he does like Valerie, and they thought it would be funny to make an absolute fool out of me? I never thought Valerie hated me, but she could take issue with my standing by Sara after she socially dismissed her. I don’t know.

It would so mean and so unnecessary, but how many movies have been made where the jackass popular jock plays a trick on the nerdy girl he never noticed before? Maybe it does happen. Maybe he was playing with my heart out of cruelty and not actual interest. Maybe all of our interactions leading up to this moment were just build-up. He needed to get me to agree to go out with him; he needed to soften me up and convince me to break all my own rules to sneak out and see him, then he left me hanging, and he and Valerie are holed up somewhere together laughing about it right now.

In that case, yes, Mom would be right.

I desperately hope she’s wrong.

I expect her to ground me, even though I’ve never been grounded before.

I guess she thinks I’ve suffered enough, because rather than punish me, she gives me more hugs and support before finally going to bed.

I turn out the lights and climb into my bed. My heart aches, and the more time passes without so much as a text from Hunter, the more my imagination works to convince me I got played.

Hunter didn’t know me that day we met on the bridge. We’ve gone to the same school for ages, but we were strangers. Maybe when he started all this he didn’t feel bad about toying with my emotions because it was what Valerie wanted, but now that he’s actually gotten to know me… maybe he’s conflicted?

Does it matter if he is, though? If everything has been a lie up to now, then we’re still strangers, and we’re better off that way. I don’t want to know someone who would do something like this to someone for no reason other than sick amusement.

His own mother thinks he’s a bully. Maybe I’m the fool for thinking he’s not.

 

 

 


Chapter Nine

 

I’M NOT ASLEEP when my room suddenly brightens. I look over at my nightstand where I plugged my cell phone in to charge. It’s all lit up and I can see a notification on the screen, but I can’t tell what it says.

I swallow, reaching for it and tilting the screen so I can read it. My heart falls when I see Hunter’s name.

His message reads simply, “Are you awake?”

Are you serious?

I don’t send anything back for a minute. A long minute—it feels like forever that I stare at the phone, unsure what to do.

Finally, when I can’t take it anymore, I unplug my charger and hold my phone up in front of my face. “You stood me up,” I send back.

“I know,” he answers, causing my heart to fall even more with the admission. “I’m sorry,” he adds.

“Why did you do it?” I demand.

“Is your mom awake?” he sends back, instead of answering.

“I don’t know, and it doesn’t really matter. I’m not sneaking out to see you again.”

I stare at the screen, waiting for a response. It takes a while, but I finally realize one isn’t coming. I lay the phone down on my chest for a few minutes, telling myself he’s not going to answer, but secretly hoping I’m wrong and my phone will buzz.

Eventually, I give up for real. I reach over and plug my phone back in, then I curl up on my side and hug my pillow. My mind is even more preoccupied now, but I try to clear my thoughts so I can get some sleep.

I’m just about to drift off when I hear the tapping on my window. At first I think it’s the weather. The rain has stopped, but it’s still windy. I’ve been hearing the gusts of wind hitting the house, so it’s not impossible a tree branch could be causing the noise.

I hear the knock again. It sounds decidedly like knuckles rapping glass, so I sit up and take a look.

My heart stalls at the sight of a human-shaped figure standing outside my window. The panic is just a knee-jerk reaction—I know who it is. As soon as my instinctive first response recedes, anger swells up inside me. I whip back my blankets and climb off the bed, going over to my window so I can open it and give Hunter Maxwell a piece of my mind.

I unlock the window and push it up, mean mugging him through the glass the whole time.

“You’ve got a lot of nerve,” I tell him as soon as I get the window open.

“I know,” he says. “Can I come in?”

“No.”

Ignoring me, he grabs onto the windowsill and starts to climb in anyway.

“Excuse me. I said—” The rest of my words get lodged in my throat as he easily climbs through my window and turns to face me.

My eyes are already adjusted to the dark since I’ve been lying here trying to fall asleep for thirty million years, and standing right here in front of my window, there’s enough moonlight streaming in that I get a good look at him.

“Oh my god, Hunter, what happened?” I ask, dropping my attitude and reaching up tentatively to touch his face while I frantically look him over and realize he’s hurt. His lip is split open and swollen. His eye is starting to swell, and there’s a gash on his head frighteningly close to his temple.

“Got in a fight with the asshole,” he grumbles, letting me touch his face even though it might hurt. I keep my touch light, trying not to cause him more discomfort.

“Stay right here,” I tell him, pointing to the edge of my bed as I make my way to the door. I slip out into the dark hall, checking to make sure Mom didn’t fall asleep on the couch. Seeing the coast is clear, I walk as quietly as I can into the kitchen. After the incident with the bag of corn, I bought a real cold compress to stash in the freezer just in case it ever happened again.

Of course, I hoped it wouldn’t.

I grab a washcloth from the hall closet and wet it with warm water in the bathroom sink, then I go back to my bedroom, my stomach in knots. Hunter is still sitting on the edge of my bed in the dark. I feel terrible for being so mad at him now.

I curl up one of my legs and sit on it, leaning forward and silently cleaning his head wound with the washcloth. I am more than a little alarmed when I pull it away and there’s a bloodstain.

“Hunter… I think maybe you need to go to the hospital.”

“I don’t need to go to the hospital,” he says, surlier than I’ve heard him before.

“You might need stitches. I’m afraid to turn the light on, I don’t know if my mom’s asleep or not, and if she sees the light on, she’ll definitely come in.”

“I’m fine,” he says, gently pushing my hand away, but still not looking at me. “I just—you were mad at me and I needed to explain why I didn’t show up tonight. It wasn’t because I didn’t want to. Dennis was in one of his fucking moods and he and my mom started fighting. He put hands on her so I stepped in and… the situation escalated.”

“Where’s your mom? Is she safe?”

Hunter nods, his jaw locking. “Yeah. Seems they bonded over the sheer terror they both felt when he smashed my head against the sink so hard I lost consciousness. Not enough terror to call an ambulance, apparently, but…”

I can’t even breathe. I have no idea what to say. I’m physically ill imagining the scene he just described, but the terror of knowing his mom didn’t even call for help…

Because she didn’t want her trashbag husband to get in trouble?

She would protect him even at the cost of Hunter’s life? Because if he was unconscious, she couldn’t have possibly known he was okay.

Oh my god.

Tears spring to my eyes again tonight, but this time, they’re so much worse. I’m not just sad for Hunter, I’m not just angry at his mom—I’m frightened for him. She isn’t protecting him, and Hunter is too stubborn to back down. This is only the second time I know of that his stepfather got physical with him, but if it escalated this badly this fast?

I’m just so glad he’s here now. I’m still afraid he might not be okay and that he really needs to see a doctor and make sure he doesn’t need stitches or have a concussion or anything, but right now I just need to hug him, so I do. I wrap my arms around him and hold on tight, but I quickly loosen my grip when he hisses as if in pain.

“I’m sorry,” I say quickly, starting to pull back.

“No,” he says, placing a hand on my back to keep me there. “Stay put. I’ll be fine. I’m just a little sore. It was a bad fight.”

“It’s not a fight when you don’t stand a chance,” I snap, but it’s not him I’m mad at. “You’re 14 and he’s a grown man. That’s not a fight, Hunter, it’s abuse. He should be in jail.”

He doesn’t say anything to that, just keeps his arm around me while I hug him a little more gently this time.

I let go after a minute, then I wrap the cold compress in a thin cloth and hand it to him to put on his eye. We don’t say anything for a few more minutes, we just sit together in a companionable silence.

The gnawing in my gut won’t go away. I want to tell him he can’t go back home tonight. I want to tell him we need to wake up my mom. I want to tell him I know I promised I wouldn’t say anything, but I can’t keep that promise anymore. What if tonight had gone just a step further? What if his stepdad had smashed his head against a sink and caused more than unconsciousness? I could never forgive myself for holding my silence if something happened to Hunter. It’s not his job to cover for the people who aren’t protecting him—it’s their job to do better.

I don’t know where his head’s at, though. I guess I need to find out.

“Did she kick him out?” I ask softly.

Hunter doesn’t say a word for the space of a few heartbeats. His jaw locks and he stares straight ahead. Even in the dark, I can see the storm in his gaze. The betrayal and heartache stirring there, and I have my answer. Tears spring to my eyes before he says a word.

“We’ve fought about him before. Especially last time, when he gave me the black eye. I know she didn’t make him leave after that, but I thought… She told me she was afraid to leave him. He’s kinda crazy and she was afraid of what he might do. Plus, I know she’s afraid to be alone to begin with, but I told her I could protect her. I wouldn’t let him hurt her.”

I want to tell him that’s not his job, but he goes on before I even get a chance.

“Turns out she was just making excuses, though. When I came to tonight… I lost it. I was fucking pissed. I grabbed the phone to call the cops. I didn’t even have to be the one protecting her this time. He had done enough damage that there’s no way he would’ve been allowed near us after that, but… she took the phone and begged me not to call. I didn’t get it. I’m so stupid, I believed her. I really thought she just wouldn’t leave him because she was afraid to.”

“That might be part of it,” I say carefully, but I definitely don’t want to take her side. With a mother like mine, I legitimately cannot begin to comprehend how his stepdad isn’t sitting in a jail cell right now. If someone ever did to me what Hunter’s stepdad did to him, that man might be the one with his head smashed against a sink because my mom would never in a million years put up with it.

Hunter shakes his head, staring off into nothing. “No. She was finally honest tonight. She sat on the edge of my bed, crying her eyes out. Not because of what he did to me, but at the prospect of losing him.” He pauses, inhaling slowly. I don’t know if it hurts to breathe deeply because of his physical injuries, or if the rest of what he has to say is just that heavy on his heart.

Then he answers my question and breaks my heart in half, but I’m not mad about it. I know his is broken, too.

“She told me she just loves him so much,” he says, his voice strained. He pauses to clear his throat and swallow, looking down at his lap and shaking his head. “And I guess… I guess I must be pretty stupid, because I thought she loved me.”

Tear well up in my eyes again, and this time, they start to fall. I take a labored breath and throw my arms around Hunter again, burying my face in his shoulder and holding on tight. I’m not careful this time. I can’t be. I just want to hold him and never let him go. I want to move him into my house and let my mom take better care of him than his stupid mom does. We might not have money, but what we have is much more valuable.

“I’m so sorry, Hunter,” I whisper.

I feel him nod in acknowledgment, his grip on me tightening.

“You don’t deserve this,” I tell him. “Your mom should protect you. She should love you and keep you safe. That’s her job. If she isn’t able or willing to do that, the problem is with her, not with you. Please believe that.”

“Doesn’t matter,” he grumbles, voice low. He’s still holding onto me so I don’t try to pull back.

“It does matter,” I say, wanting my disagreement to be firm despite the comfort I’m offering. I have no idea what to do in a situation like this, but I don’t ever want him to feel like it’s somehow his fault. I try to imagine what my mom would say to me in a position like this, but I can’t even get there mentally. I want to wake her up, because I’m sure she would know what to do, but Hunter needs me right now and I can’t bring myself to leave him.

He takes the cold compress off his eye and sets it down on the foot of my bed. He pulls away, so I start to lean back too, but before I can, his hand moves toward my face. He cradles it in one hand, his touch sending tremors or awareness shooting all through my body. The muscles in my legs even tauten, then a sensation stirs between them and startles the hell out of me.

My face heats up as Hunter guides me closer. My heart starts to pound as I realize he’s going to kiss me.

It’s definitely not how I envisioned my first kiss, but as we sit here on my bed in the dark, Hunter leans in and brushes his perfect lips against mine. It doesn’t matter that his is split open and probably tender; it doesn’t matter that I spent more time crying over him tonight than I’ve ever cried over any boy, and it doesn’t matter that the kiss is coming before the date. My expectations are completely obliterated, and this moment is so much more real than any I could have dreamed about.

I don’t feel nervous or self-conscious because of my own inexperience. I’m sure Hunter has probably kissed other girls before, but I know that none of them could ever measure up to what we have.

He doesn’t deepen the kiss, but even just softly brushing his lips against mine, he reaches deep and roots himself inside me. I feel it happening. My affection for him grows exponentially, hardens into something unbreakable. It’s like my heart knows that loving him will be hard, that I need to preserve all the tender, protective feelings I’m experiencing right now or we’ll never make it.

I save it all in my memory. His tender touch on my face, his soft lips on mine. I was so sad just a moment ago, but now I’m so happy I could float away.

Hunter pushes me back on the bed, but it feels so natural I don’t hesitate to let him. It feels good when he climbs on top of me, when he flattens me against the bed and buries his face in my neck.

Maybe a little too good. My senses soar as he kisses his way up and down my neck, my nerve endings all going absolutely nuts. My heart begins to race, my breaths coming a little more rapidly, and then Hunter’s hand covers my left breast and I come to my senses.

“Hunter, wait,” I say, pushing at him lightly.

He stops, hovering over me and looking down at me. He doesn’t say anything, but I’m struck by how beautiful he looks. Everything about him feels dark right now. It’s too dark to really see into his eyes, but I can feel their intensity when he looks down at me. His dark hair is disheveled and a little too long. I smile, reaching up and threading my fingers through the soft locks.

I don’t want to tell him he’s moving a little too fast for me or that I’m not ready, because I don’t even know if he was trying to do more than kiss me, but I know what I was feeling. I know if I let him kiss me for much longer, I won’t have the presence of mind to say no if he does.

He doesn’t push, though. Without a word, he absorbs my reluctance and dials it back, settling in the tenderness but not pushing for more. He leans down so that our bodies are pressed together again, but I don’t feel the need I felt a moment ago. He’s put it away, caged it to make me more comfortable.

I’m grateful. He presses his forehead against mine and steals one more sweet kiss, then he eases down on the bed beside me.

I carefully wrap an arm around his torso and curl up close to him. Neither of us says a word out loud, but it feels like we’re saying so much.

I’ve never felt so close to someone before.

“Was that okay?” he finally asks.

“Yes,” I assure him, resting my head against his arm. “More than okay.”

“Good.”

We lay there together for so long, I almost drift off. When I realize it, I force myself to move away from the welcoming warmth of his body and sit up on the bed.

I’m not sure he’s awake at first, but after I sit up, he slowly pulls himself up, too. I notice he makes a faint grunting sound as he does and presses a hand to his side.

“Are you okay?” I ask quietly.

Hunter nods wordlessly.

I lick my lips, then bite down on my lower one uncertainly. “Are there marks? I mean, other than the ones I can see.”

“I don’t know. Probably. I haven’t looked.”

“Maybe we should,” I tell him.

He doesn’t say anything for a moment, then he stands and tugs his hoodie off without another word. I watch in mild alarm as he drops his gray wrestling hoodie on the ground, then tugs off the white tee he was wearing underneath.

I skitter off the bed. It’s partially because he’s undressing in my bedroom, but I also need to turn on the light if I’m going to inspect his wounds.

We both grimace at the sudden brightness when I turn it on. I want to turn it back off, but the impulse fades and alarm takes hold of me when I get a good look at Hunter’s upper boy. He didn’t take his jeans off, but there are angry red welts all over his upper body. He’ll definitely have bruises.

My heart must be in my eyes when I look back at him, because his features suddenly darken and he snaps, “Don’t feel sorry for me.”

“I’m not,” I say quickly, shaking my head.

“I’m fine,” he says, scowling.

“I know. I’m not feeling sorry for you, I just… I’m just mad. I’m mad that this happened. And yes, sad, but it’s not like that.”

Hunter sighs and looks off to the side in aggravation, then he grabs his T-shirt. “He’s such a prick. I hate that asshole.”

“So do I,” I assure him, watching as he starts to pull his shirt back on. “Wait. Why don’t you let me take pictures so you have proof? Just in case you ever need them. I have a phone now, I can take pictures and text them to you so you’ll have them. And if you ever need someone to testify on your behalf…”

He looks at me, a little guarded, but doesn’t say anything. “I don’t know what I’m gonna do yet, but remember, Riley, you said you wouldn’t tell anyone.”

I did say that. It was the dumbest thing I have ever said, but I also said it when things were less perilous than they are now.

I don’t say that, though. I don’t want to fight with him, and I won’t be able to keep from getting angry if he protects his stupid mom again right now.

Nothing has to be decided tonight, but I do want to take the pictures. Tomorrow, when the angry red marks have turned to bruises, he can take more if he wants to, but we need to start a record that this abuse is happening. Even if he refuses to speak up right now, I want there to be evidence of this assault for him to use later if he changes his mind.

“You don’t have to use them right now,” I reiterate. “But I think it would be smart to have them in case you ever need to.”

He knows I’m right. He doesn’t look happy about it, but he drops his shirt on the ground and walks around the bed so he’s over by me again. “All right.”

My hands shake a little as I take my phone off charge. I open the camera app and photograph every mark on his upper body. They’re angry red marks, literal fingerprints from where his stepfather grabbed him and pushed him around. I take a picture of his face and then another picture closer up of the gash by his temple.

My sadness is renewed by the time I’m done with that dreadful photo shoot. I want to cry again, but I don’t this time. I’m just so sad that this happened, sad that his mom lets it happen. However she feels for the jerk who did this to him, she should love Hunter enough to put a stop to it. I don’t want to let him go back to his house. I want to keep him here and protect him.

He can see I’m distressed, so without even bothering to pull his shirts back on, he walks over and turns the lights back off, then he comes over and stops in front of me. He reaches down and takes my hand, twining our fingers together in the dark. “I can stay for a bit longer if you want me to.”

“I do,” I tell him, giving his hand a little squeeze.

This time he doesn’t kiss me, but we still climb on my bed together. I still curl up next to him and wrap my arm around his waist, only this time it’s bare. I am curious about his body. I’ve never been alone with a boy like this, after all. I don’t want to do anything, though, so I just rest my head on his shoulder and cuddle with him.

Despite the horrible circumstances, it’s amazing. I never dreamed I could feel so comfortable with a guy in a situation like this. Only the thin fabric of my tank top prevents us from lying here with no clothing between our upper bodies. But I am comfortable. I feel like I’m right where I belong.

“I can’t believe I was mad at you earlier,” I tell him, mildly annoyed with myself. “It never even crossed my mind that something like this could have happened to you.”

At least he sounds lightly amused and not offended. “I wouldn’t expect it to. Besides, I still disappointed you. I didn’t mean to, didn’t want to, but… I did.”

“Well, I’m sorry,” I tell him, tilting my head back to look up at him.

“So am I.”

“You don’t have to be,” I argue.

“Neither do you.”

I smile, snuggling him close again. “I like you.”

He chuckles. “I like you, too.”

I close my eyes and soak up the moment, knowing it can’t last and not knowing where any of this will go. The obstacles we both face won’t disappear with the morning light just because our bond grew tonight. Tomorrow I’ll wake up to a mother who not only refuses to let me date him, but who thinks he stood me up tonight and who won’t understand—or believe—that he had a good reason. When we’re done cuddling here in the safety of my room, Hunter will have to cover up his injuries and head back to his house where he doesn’t have even the most basic assurance of safety.

There are big issues at play here, big obstacles that will make this hard, but I don’t care about any of that right now. All I care about is the feeling of his arms wrapped around me, the reassuring beat of his heart. The comfort we can draw from each other here and now that will help us get through it all.


Chapter Ten

 

“WHAT THE FUCK?”

I fade in and out of consciousness as the world shifts beneath me. I’m groggy, struggling to separate myself from the dream I was just lost in. My sudden jarring ascent back to reality has me momentarily disoriented.

What is happening?

My mom’s voice again, louder this time. “Get out of my house!”

“Shit.”

My mom screaming didn’t entirely make sense, but my blood runs cold at the sound of Hunter’s voice. Hunter and my mom in the same room. My bedroom.

Oh crap.

Oh my god, we fell asleep.

“Mom,” I slur, shaking my head as I sit up, trying to pull it together.

“You, not a word,” she says, pointing at me, her eyes flashing with anger. “You.” She points at Hunter, even as he stumbles over and grabs his clothing. “Get out of my house and don’t come back.”

“Mom, it’s not what it looks like.”

“He’s not wearing clothes!”

“Yes he is, he’s just not wearing a shirt…” I trail off, looking over at him. He is wearing clothes now. He got the T-shirt on in record time, but instead of looking at me, he’s looking at my mom, his expression guarded.

“Get out,” she says again, her eyes wide.

Hunter spares me a glance, but he doesn’t stick around to defend himself. He darts past my mom without a word.

I feel bad, but I know he probably has to get home, too. When I get in trouble, my mom says stern things to me. When he gets in trouble, it’s much worse.

Oh, no. How mad will his mom and stepdad be? Surely after what happened last night, Hunter should be safe today… right?

Oh God, what if he’s not? What if he gets in so much trouble for not coming home last night that something bad happens?

Not even taking into account the fact that my harmless mother is about to blow up, I grab my phone and quickly type out a text to Hunter asking him to let me know that everything is all right after he gets home.

“What are you thinking?” Mom demands, staring at me like I’m an unfathomable creature. “He stood you up last night, Riley. He couldn’t even be bothered to show up for a movie date and you jump into bed with—” She cuts herself off, running her fingers through her dark hair in aggravation. “Please, please tell me you were at least safe. I cannot believe I have to say this to my 14-year-old daughter. My god, I have failed. I have failed as a mother.”

“Mom, stop.” I’m so uncomfortable I want to flee the room, but I understand why she’s jumping to the wrong conclusions. “Nothing happened. I know how it looked, but trust me, it wasn’t—”

She holds up a hand to stop me. “Don’t even try it, missy. I need coffee before I can deal with this. Come to the living room. We’re going to have a serious talk.”

“Mom, we don’t need to have a talk. Not about this. Please, I am literally begging you—”

“Nope. You are not getting pregnant. We are talking about this.”

I sigh heavily as my eyes roll back into my head. “I told you, nothing happened!”

“I told my mom that, too, and nine months later you were born. Living room. Couch. Now.”

I huff, flinging myself off the bed and stomping down the hall to the living room.

I can’t believe she won’t even let me talk, but I tell myself brewing a pot of coffee will give her time to cool down. It could just as easily go the other way, though. It could give her more time to stress out about something that didn’t even happen.

Mercifully, by the time she comes in she seems to have calmed herself down a little. She stands in front of the couch and looks down at me as she grips her mug of coffee.

“I was 15 the first time I had sex.”

I sigh, sinking back into the couch. “Oh. Okay, we’re going to have this conversation.”

“It was with a boy I had been making out with in a stairwell at a party. I had only met him a couple times before. That night was the first night we had even spoken to each other. It was extremely unspecial. That is not what I wanted for you,” she says, sitting down beside me and placing one hand over mine. “You deserve special, sweetie. You deserve for your first time to be with someone who loves and respects you.”

“Mom, we weren’t—I’m not—it wasn’t like that. Nothing happened.”

She stares at me hard, wordlessly expressing she doesn’t appreciate my sad attempt to lie to her. “Honey, he was half undressed. A boy you like, a boy who snuck into your bedroom in the middle of the night, was lying in your bed with his shirt off and you in his arms.”

I push out a breath. “I know. I get how it looked, but you have to believe me. We fell asleep in my bed, yes, but we didn’t do anything before that. I didn’t have sex last night. Don’t you trust me? You know I’m not a liar. You know I’m responsible and I make good choices.”

She nods once, not arguing that. “I absolutely do. I also know that sometimes even the smartest, best, most responsible girls in the world make really bad decisions for a boy they really like. Especially a very persuasive boy who talks them into breaking rules and sneaking out and doing all these things those great, smart, responsible girls know they are not allowed to do.”

My shoulders sag. “I get that those things have not helped my case, but you need to trust me on this. There was a good reason he took his shirt off, I just can’t tell you what it is. He didn’t mean to leave it off, we just... I don’t know, we were laying there talking and we were tired and we fell asleep, but I swear nothing happened.”

She looks over at me, weighing my words, but she doesn’t say anything for a long moment. She eyes me as she takes a slow sip from her mug, then she lowers it and says, “All right, then tell me about this good reason.”

“I can’t.”

“Why?”

“Because I promised him I wouldn’t,” I say, dread flooding me as I think about that promise. “Just know that it was innocent.”

Mom frowns at me, probably frustrated that I’m not being forthcoming. “Just answer me this. If you were to have sex—”

“Oh my god.” I close my eyes and hide my face just for good measure.

Going on a little more assertively, she says, “If you were to have sex, you would use protection, right? Since you’re not on birth control—unless you’ve done that behind my back somehow, too—then you would use a condom? You would not be reckless enough to have unprotected sex, right?”

I want the floor to open up and swallow the couch so I don’t have to endure this conversation any longer. “Right.”

Mom nods. “Okay.”

I frown at her as she leans forward and puts her mug down on the coffee table, then she stands and heads toward my room. “What are you doing?”

“I’ll be right back and we’ll continue this conversation.”

“Mom,” I say, pushing off the couch and running down the hall after her.

This time I’m the one standing in the doorway and she’s in my room. She walks over to my bed, checking the nightstand and the floor beside my bed.

“What are you doing?” I demand.

“Checking for a condom wrapper,” she tells me.

“I told you, we didn’t have sex!”

“Then you won’t mind if I double check to make sure.”

I huff in annoyance. “You won’t find anything. I have no idea if he would even have a condom with him but I certainly didn’t. That is not what he came over for.”

Mom has stopped patting down my bed. She’s facing the foot of the bed now, staring at the bundle of cloths and towels I forgot about. My stomach sinks and I step inside the room, seeing the bloody one on top—the one she’s staring at.

“What the hell is this, Riley?” she demands, her tone more serious than I’ve heard it before.

I swallow, my voice stuck in my throat.

Mom’s gaze snaps to mine, fire in her eyes. “Did he hurt you?”

“No!”

Despite my quick objection, her gaze travels up and down my body and she comes over, grabbing my shoulders and looking me up and down. “Did he… did he touch you? I need to understand where this blood came from, Riley. I’m starting to freak out.”

“It’s not from me,” I tell her, pleading with my eyes for her to drop it.

That only causes her frown to deepen with confusion. “I—I don’t understand.”

I look past my mom at the pile of cloth on the foot of my bed. “The blood is his,” I say softly, my heart threatening to beat its way out of my chest. I swallow before I go on, trying to figure out how to say it as I go. “He had a cut on his head and a split lip and a black eye. He showed up here last night because he didn’t have anywhere else to go, I’m the only one who knows…”

My mom tries to cover up her alarm, but she’s not doing a great job. Despite the clear concern etched across her face, she manages to keep her tone even when she asks, “Knows what, Riley?”

Tummy twisting into knots, I don’t know what to do. I’ve come this far and Mom knows something is wrong. I know she won’t let it go until I tell her, but once I tell her… I don’t know what will happen.

“Riley?”

I look up at her. “His stepfather is violent. He doesn’t like Hunter, and they butt heads a lot, especially when he starts fighting with Hunter’s mom and Hunter tries to protect her. Sometimes…” I pause, unsure how to finish this sentence. After a few unsteady breaths, I tell her, “Sometimes he hits him. He did last night, and it was really bad, that’s why Hunter didn’t meet me for the movie. He couldn’t.”

Mom looks like I’ve dropped the weight of the world on her shoulders. I didn’t mean to, that’s why I tried to avoid this. “What do you mean, he couldn’t?”

“He was unconscious,” I whisper, looking down at the ground. “He and his mom got in a fight after he came to because Hunter keeps thinking she’s going to make Dennis leave, but she doesn’t. I think he finally realized last night she’s not going to. Her husband smashed Hunter’s head against a sink, Mom. He was unconscious on the bathroom floor and she didn’t even call an ambulance because she was too worried what it would mean for her husband.”

Covering her mouth in horror, Mom says, “Oh my god, honey. You’ve been dealing with this all on your own?”

I shrug helplessly. “I didn’t know what else to do. Hunter swore me to secrecy and he told me his mom was handling it. When he had the black eye, he said it hadn’t even happened before, but I’m trying to rationalize how this could escalate from a black eye to what he described last night, and… I don’t know if he’s being honest about that. That seems like a really dramatic escalation. He’s so worried about protecting his stupid mom that he’s not protecting himself and I don’t know what to do. I’m terrified something will happen to him,” I say, bursting into tears.

“Oh, honey.” Mom comes over and wraps her arms around me, pulling me in for a hug. “You should have told me sooner. I’m so proud of you for trying to help your friend, but this… this is serious.”

“I know it is.” I sniffle, holding on a little tighter. “I asked him to take his shirt off last night so I could take pictures of all the welts on his body with my cell phone. I thought in case he wanted to report Dennis, he’d need evidence.”

Mom sighs, calmly petting my hair. “That was good thinking.”

“He made me promise not to tell anyone.”

“I know,” she murmurs reassuringly. “You had to, though. A secret like this can’t be kept. When someone’s getting hurt…” She shakes her head. “You did the right thing, honey. I wish you had told me sooner, but… I’m glad you told me now.”

 


Chapter Eleven

 

HUNTER ISN’T AT school the next day, but I’m not surprised. Now that we can text each other, he told me his face is too fucked up right now to come to school. His mom told the principal they had to go out of town this week, so he sent schoolwork home so Hunter wouldn’t fall behind.

Hunter was in such a hurry when he left my house that he left behind his gray wrestling hoodie. I asked if he wanted me to bring it over one day after school, but he said he doesn’t want me to come to his house right now. He told me he has others, so I can just keep it.

Under normal circumstances, I would be pretty happy about the prospect of wearing Hunter’s hoodie around my house, but my heart is so heavy right now, there’s no joy to be found in it.

The talk Mom wanted to have with me definitely changed once she learned about what has really been going on with Hunter. Maybe her opinion of him changed a little, too, but I can’t tell if it did or she just feels for him. No kid should have to go through this, and it shouldn’t be my mom willing to fight for him—it should be his.

Mom made an appointment with the principal and the guidance counselor on Wednesday to talk to them about it. She wanted to get in as soon as possible, but she had to work Tuesday and couldn’t afford to call off.

She made me tell her every detail I knew about the violence at Hunter’s house. I told her about the day I went over there, even though I knew I might get in trouble. I told her how Dennis acted and how even though I asked him to come back to our house until things settled down, Hunter stayed to protect his mom. I told her about the day I found him on the bridge and brought him back to our house. I sent her the pictures I took of his injuries Monday night.

I hate that it feels so much like I’ve sold him out. I wish he hadn’t asked me to keep this awful secret. I know we have to tell someone who can intervene because next time maybe Dennis injures him more permanently or even kills him, but I also have a strong hunch that when this comes out, Hunter will feel I’ve betrayed him.

Maybe I shouldn’t have gone about it this way. Maybe I should have gone to Hunter and appealed to him and convinced him to come forward instead of outing him like this, but once I told my mom, I lost control of the situation.

Even if he’s mad at me, even if he hates me for it, I can’t just stand by and allow this to keep happening to him. The integrity of an unbroken promise won’t be sufficient solace if next time Dennis attacks Hunter, I have to go to his funeral.

I know we’re doing the right thing, but it doesn’t feel like it. It feels wretched, and I’m sad all the time.

On Wednesday, I’m called down to the principal’s office during class.

Mom is there with the guidance counselor and the principal. They ask me about Hunter, even though I’m sure my mom has already told them everything. I guess they want to really make sure before they accuse the richest woman in town of child endangerment.

Because that’s what happens next. I don’t hear from Hunter, but I hear it from my mom.

The school obviously found out Hunter wasn’t really out of town, but he still doesn’t come to school all week. On Friday after school, I send him a text to see if he’s okay.

“You’re dead to me,” he texts back.

My heart sinks and my stomach knots up. I swallow past a lump in my throat and text him back. “I’m so sorry, Hunter. I had to tell someone. I was afraid for you.”

He doesn’t respond.

_______________

The following Monday, Hunter is back at school. I find out pretty immediately from overhearing other people whispering about it.

There are so many rumors flying around about the week he was out.

Some people have it right. Some have it completely wrong. There’s even a crazy one flying around that his father—some big shot from Europe—is in town and that’s why Hunter wasn’t in school last week.

The truthful version of the controversy surrounding Hunter could have made him seem more human, but somehow it has morphed into a complete fiction that has only made him seem even cooler than he already was.

In history class, I overhear the girls at the desks in front of me gossiping about it.

“I heard Hunter’s dad is some exiled Italian royal who married this French actress and they live in a chateau just outside Paris. He cheated on her with Hunter’s mom back when she was a model.”

“Wait. Like, actual royalty?” the other girl exclaims, aghast.

The first girl nods. “I think his dad was a king or a prince—I don’t remember exactly what Ciera said. Hunter’s dad is totally Italian royalty though, that’s the gist,” one of the girls in my history class is gushing while we wait for the bell to the ring.

“Does that make Hunter a prince?” her friend asks, grinning.

The first girl sighs like she can’t even stand it. “Ugh, he’s so hot. I mean, he already was, but like… wow.”

Disgusted, I roll my eyes and flip open my textbook. I want to tell them both they should pay a lot more attention in this class because the Italians voted the monarchy out in the 1940’s—there is no Italian royal family. I suppose it’s possible Hunter’s dad descends from the last king of Italy, but it’s most likely just nonsensical fodder for the gossip mill. Since Hunter’s dad exists only in our imaginations, he can be as impressive as anyone can imagine.

Of course I know Hunter doesn’t even have a relationship with his dad, so he’s definitely not in town for a visit.

I don’t get to see Hunter until lunchtime. Since he told me I was dead to him and we never even interacted at lunch when he didn’t hate me, I know it’s a risky move to approach him, but I can’t seem to stop myself.

I sent him more apology texts trying to get him to talk to me after the one he responded to, but he didn’t respond to any of them. I don’t think he blocked my number because they seemed to keep going through, he just didn’t answer. I even tried calling to talk to him once, but he didn’t pick up.

I get it if he doesn’t want to talk to me right now, but I hope he’ll forgive me once the dust settles. In the meantime, I just want to make sure he’s okay.

I catch his eye as I approach and he does a double take, staring at me like he can’t believe my nerve.

His eye looks a lot better now. His lip is pretty much healed, but the wound on his head still looks bad. I wonder if it will become a scar.

I tear my attention from his hairline and meet his green-eyed gaze. I can’t decide if he looks more amused that I’m approaching him in public, or… something else. There’s an undercurrent of malice I’m unaccustomed to, and it sets my nerves on edge.

“Hey Hunter,” I begin, a little more cautiously than I would ordinarily feel approaching him. It’s that gleam in his eye that’s throwing me off.

“Riley,” he acknowledges, leaning back in his seat and crossing his arms. “To what do I owe the pleasure?”

“I just…” I pause, swallowing, and glance at his friends seated around the table, watching me. I shift my gaze back to Hunter. “Can we talk?”

Still holding my gaze, he shakes his head. “I don’t have much left to say to you.”

“Oof,” one of his friends comments to another.

“That’s cold,” the other one remarks back.

Hunter’s lips tug up in a smile that doesn’t quite seem friendly.

Mark Poplowski, never the brightest kid in the bunch, speaks up. “I thought you two were cool. I thought you liked her or something.”

“Eh.” Hunter shrugs almost noncommittally. “We were, but things have been a little weird since her mom walked in on us in bed together.”

My eyes widen and I feel the color drain from my face. I can feel the surprise in the guys at the table, but Hunter is as casual as can be as he decimates my reputation.

“You two…?” his one friend trails off.

Poplowski doesn’t dither. “You’ve been banging the nerd?”

My chest starts to tighten as Hunter shows his pearly whites, smirking across the table. “Why else would I be hanging out with her?”

“Aw, shit,” one of his friends says before busting up laughing.

I can’t breathe.

Hunter looks back at me, the malice in his eyes no longer camouflaged or confusing. He hates me, and he wants me to know it. “I told you it’s over, Riley. Don’t make it harder on yourself than it has to be.”

His friends laugh at me—the stage five clinger who apparently can’t let go after the prince of assholes took my virginity and got caught in my bed the next morning.

I cannot believe he just did that. My whole body feels shaky, and my stomach is sick. Not because everyone’s laughing at me now, not because of the lewd way Mark looks at me after hearing I put out, but because Hunter did this to me. He knew exactly what he was doing. He’s punishing me, just like he punished his old best friend for whatever he must have done to earn Hunter’s wrath.

I feel like I’m going to be sick and I can’t face further embarrassment right now, so I turn on my heel and make my way out of the cafeteria as quickly as I can without running. My insides are so restless and unsettled. I can’t go back in there. I can’t sit through the class after recess, knowing by then the juicy gossip he just created will have spread and everyone who isn’t talking about him will be talking about me.

Before I entirely know what I’m doing, I head to my locker, collect all my things, and flee the building.

I want to walk straight home so I can curl up alone in my bed, but I don’t. Mom hasn’t left for work yet, so she’d want to know why I’m home from school early. I can’t explain, because I can’t tell her what just happened.

I stop at the bridge instead. I sit down and dangle my feet over the edge, staring down at the water until I feel calm again.

After a little time passes, I open my backpack and take out my homework. I might as well get started on it. Maybe by the time I finish, Mom will be gone and I can walk the rest of the way home.

I get carried away in my work. It’s a great escape, but more time passes than I intended. I don’t realize it until I hear footsteps on the bridge. Until they stop and Hunter laughs a little.

“Wow. You’re still here after all that.”

I start to put my things back in my book bag, casting a guarded look at him over my shoulder. “I’m not here for you. I didn’t realize school had already let out. I was just killing time until I could go home.”

“Maybe you should suck my dick first since everyone thinks you have been anyway,” he says, apparently amused by the destruction he caused.

I don’t bother to dignify that with a response. “Did that make you feel better? You completely ruined my reputation. Every single person we go to school with will have heard about this by the time I get to school tomorrow.”

“I know. But hey, this makes me look better than the other things they could be saying about me,” he states.

I shake my head, zipping my bag back up and standing. “That is without question the most selfish statement I have ever heard.”

“You brought it on yourself,” he says, completely remorseless. “All you had to do was keep your mouth shut, Riley. All you had to do was keep your word.”

Dropping my backpack and pivoting angrily, I fling back, “I was afraid he’d kill you, Hunter. I was terrified that the next time you disappeared, it would be for good. I was trying to protect you.”

I’m so overcome with hurt and anger that I can’t keep my composure, but Hunter stands there looking cool and unaffected as he tucks his hands into the pockets of his jeans. “I didn’t need your protection.”

I draw a shuddering breath, angry at my own emotions for being so out of control. “What I did may have hurt you, but it wasn’t malicious. What you did today… that was just cruel.”

Hunter shrugs. “Never claimed to be a nice guy.”

I shake my head, looking down at the footbridge. “Well, not like you care, but for the record? I’m extremely disappointed in you.”

I expect him to shoot back something cruel at worst, casually indifferent at best, but he falls silent. The silence lasts for so long that I finally look up at him.

He’s looking off at the woods that lead to his house. “Well, you won’t have to be disappointed for very long,” he tells me, his tone more grounded, but a little hollow. Not hollow like he doesn’t care, but… something else. Something more serious.

I shouldn’t care. After what he just did to intentionally hurt me, I should walk away without another word, but it’s not in my nature. “What do you mean?”

“All the shit you kicked up caused a lot of trouble for my mom.”

I cock my head, glancing past him and narrowing my eyes in consideration. “I think it was allowing her husband to beat the shit out of you that caused trouble for your mom, but… go on.”

“Apparently, while my existence wasn’t enough of a draw for my father to ever come here, a potential public scandal is.”

I straighten at the mention of his father. I thought the girls in history were just peddling slush from the gossip mill. I didn’t think there was any truth to it. “Your dad’s here? I thought you guys didn’t even talk.”

“We don’t,” he says, bending to pick up an errant stick on the bridge, then throwing it as hard as he can into the woods. “We’re strangers, but his name’s on my birth certificate. I guess he’s some kind of big deal, and there’s already been so much scandal in his family that he won’t tolerate a bastard in America who ends up a ward of the state because his mom’s been ruled an unfit parent until she completes some bullshit parenting classes.”

“In America?” I question, eyes wide.

Hunter finally looks at me. “He’s European.”

“Don’t tell me he lives in a chateau in Paris,” I say, thinking of the gossip from earlier.

Hunter shakes his head. “Not a chateau, but he does have an apartment there. A place in Geneva, too, where his wife—who hates me—and two daughters—who don’t even know I exist—live in their family home. I guess my dad works in Italy though, so he has a house in Umbria where they won’t have to deal with me on the regular. Apparently… I’m being shipped off to Italy.”

My heart sinks and I feel a little light on my feet. “What?”

He clears his throat and nods, looking down at the footbridge. “Don’t speak a word of Italian so I’m not sure how that’s gonna work, but… I guess I’ll learn.”

“But… your mom only has to take parenting classes, right? And keep Dennis away. And then she can still parent you. Can’t she explain that to him? Why would he take you all the way to Italy—?”

“Because he said so, Riley. You’ve met my mom. Did you not notice she’s not very good at standing up to men she has feelings for on my behalf? He’s decreed that I’m going to be hidden away like a dirty secret in some fucking mansion in the Italian countryside, so that’s what’s going to happen.”

I don’t know what to say. My mind is racing nearly as fast as my heart, trying to absorb all this new information. Trying to find a way around it. Hunter may have been a real jerk today, but I don’t want him to leave. I especially don’t want him to be sent off to live with people who don’t even like him in a country he’s probably never been to.

“Maybe… maybe we can figure out a way around this. I can talk to my mom. Maybe she can talk to your dad. Your mom might not be able to stand her ground with him but my mom won’t have the same problem. No one intimidates my mom. Even if he is some ex-prince of Italy, she won’t care. My mom’s unstoppable. I’ll explain the situation to her, I’ll—I’ll—”

Hunter shakes his head. “It won’t change anything.”

“You won’t have to go in the system, though,” I blurt, thinking as quickly as I can. “You could come live with us. If your dad’s whole thing is how it would look if you were put into foster care, then we’ll find a way around that. I’m sure there is something your mom could do to give my mom temporary emergency custody, or… something like that. That sounds like a real thing, right? I know there’s something like that, I don’t know the details, but we can figure it out. There won’t be a scandal. You’ll have somewhere safe to live and your dad can go back to pretending you don’t exist; everybody wins.”

Scowling at me with distrust I haven’t seen in his eyes since that first day I encountered him on this bridge, he says, “Why would you even be willing to do that after what I just did to you at lunch today?”

“I don’t care about that. I mean, I do…” I look down, sighing. “I do, but… not enough that I want you gone.”

For a moment, there’s silence aside from the natural noise of being in the woods. There’s something almost like regret in his voice when he finally speaks. “You might not, but your mom will. Even if she would have agreed to that before, she won’t now.”

“I won’t tell her.”

“She’ll find out. If you don’t crack—which you probably will—she’ll find out some other way. Be realistic, Riley. You know your mom better than I do, and just from what you’ve told me and what I’ve seen for myself… there’s no way.”

He’s right. I want him to be wrong, but he’s not. I might have the capacity to forgive him for intentionally hurting me, but my mom wouldn’t. She was skeptical of him when she had nothing to go on but a bad feeling, disliked him for failing to show up on time to a date. If she finds out he told the whole school he had sex with me just to get back at me for telling his secret, she’ll loathe him for the rest of her natural life—and into the next, if reincarnation is a thing.

“There has to be some other way around this,” I say.

“There’s not.”

“You don’t have grandparents or an aunt or uncle—?”

“Riley,” he says, raising his voice to get my attention.

I look up at him.

“Just stop,” he says, like it’s that easy. “It’s over. It’s done.”

I take a shallow breath and then another. I can’t accept that. I can’t accept that he’s going away because of me and there’s nothing I can do to fix it.

Hunter already has, though. Hands still shoved into his pockets, he starts making his way across the bridge. He pauses when he gets to me and leans a little closer. “See? I may have ruined your reputation, but you ruined my life.”

I draw on every ounce of strength within me to keep standing when all I want to do is collapse. Tears burn behind my eyes, but I don’t let them fall. It’s a good thing he’s standing close, because I can’t get out much beyond a whisper. “I’m so sorry.”

With a knowing little nod, he says, “Not sorry enough, though. Don’t worry. You will be.”

A chill travels down my spine and my gaze snaps to his. “What is that supposed to mean?”

“They may be able to ship me out of the country for now, but in a few years, I’ll be 18.” Hunter bends down and picks up the backpack he bought me. He holds it out for me to take and I do, a bit woodenly. Then he smiles, and it’s one of his not-so-nice smiles. “I’ll be back for you, Riley.”

“Hunter…”

He reaches out to touch my face, but this time the chill in his eye makes the touch unbearable.

I turn my face away, looking at the water instead of at him. Like cornered prey hoping if I avoid eye contact, the predator hunting me will get bored and wander away.

He’s going away, all right, but my predator isn’t easily distracted. He has a long memory and an axe to grind, and as he speaks again, dread gathers in the pit of my stomach.

“You ruined my life. It’s only fair I return the favor.”

I don’t say anything to that. He doesn’t expect me to.

Dropping his hand, he looks at me one last time, then he crosses the bridge and heads off in the direction of his house.

Even now, in this moment, I still don’t want him to go. I don’t know if I’m more worried that he’ll start a new life there and completely forget about me, or he’ll be true to his word and come back for me when he’s old enough and nobody can stop him.

I don’t know what the future holds for us, but I do have a sinking feeling that if I ever see Hunter Maxwell again… he’ll make me wish I hadn’t.
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Prologue

 

THE CABLE TIE around my wrists was so tight my fingers were going numb. The pole they’d tied me to dug into my back, the cold metal and the evening breeze making me shiver.

Or maybe I was shivering from fear.

They’d never gone this far before, never hurt me this badly.

I sobbed, the flood of tears stinging my sore cheek.

The knife was small—just a little switchblade thing—but it looked sharp. A shudder raced down my spine as the tip was dragged gently down my throat, the middle of my chest, my belly.

For the first time, I wondered if I would actually survive this night. Were they really about to kill me? Did their hatred really run that deep?

Movement in the distance caught my attention. Someone was sprinting toward us across the football field.

My heart soared . . . then I recognized him, and it plummeted again.

He stopped just a few feet away, breathing hard, his wide eyes taking in the whole fucked-up scene. He couldn’t hide his reaction; his beautiful face gave it all away—surprise, horror, disbelief, disgust . . . was that anger I saw next?

I couldn’t be sure of anything anymore. My soul was being torn to shreds, and my mind was going with it. I had no idea what he’d do next.

Would he join in and help them destroy me?

Would he stand by and do nothing, let it happen?

Would he walk away, like a coward, so he wouldn’t have to watch?

Or would he defend me? Save me?

Knowing what I’d just learned, what it would mean, what it would cost, did I even want him to?

He took a step forward, and I braced myself to find out if the boy I loved would be my salvation . . . or if my heart would be torn to shreds right along with my mind and soul.


Chapter 1

 

THE TENNIS BALL thunked rhythmically as my cousins got into a lengthy rally. It wasn’t even midday yet, but the sun was already unbearable, reflecting brightly off the blue of the tennis court.

Donna and Harlow were in pristine tennis whites right down to their shoes, their skirts swishing around their tanned thighs as they lunged for balls as though competing at a world-class tournament. I was in shorts and a tank top, my flip-flops abandoned under the chair—nothing pristine about any of it. I didn’t know the first thing about holding a tennis racket, let alone hitting the ball.

My cousins lived on a property big enough to hold a tennis court and a pool. I lived in an apartment off a hallway that always smelled like curry. This was not my world, but these girls were the closest thing I had to friends.

The rally broke, and Donna grunted a “yes” as she pumped her fist.

“Are you two nearly done?” Amaya yelled from the chair next to me before taking a sip of her watermelon juice. She went to Fulton Academy with my cousins and lived on the next street. They’d been friends since preschool, so she was always around when I was around. Not that I minded. I liked her confidence—if only some of it would rub off on me . . .

“Yeah, some of us would like to get in the pool,” I added.

“We need to finish this,” Harlow ground out before crouching down, waiting for her sister to serve.

Amaya and I both groaned and slumped down in our chairs. We were in the shade of a massive umbrella, but it felt as if the sun was beating right through it onto the top of my head. I drank the rest of my own watermelon juice, loudly slurping up the last dregs of the sweet liquid through my straw.

Amaya finished hers too, dropped the empty glass on the table between us, and reached for her phone. She changed the song, the new beat thumping out of the little portable speaker, then stretched her arms up over her head. Her perfectly straight, almost black hair hung down the back of the chair, shining like silk. Her long brown legs were toned and perfect.

I wished I had her beautiful skin. I wished I had anyone’s skin but my own, especially the skin on my face.

“How was your summer, Mena?” Amaya asked, giving me a genuine, friendly smile. It was the question I’d been dreading all morning.

The three of them had spent most of the summer at some camp with their other rich friends. I’d spent the summer on the cramped little balcony of my apartment, doing elaborate makeup looks and then wiping them off again—when I wasn’t working at the diner.

“Pretty chill.” I shrugged and hoped she’d drop it.

“Did you do anything fun with your friends?”

Your friends. Not your other friends or your friends from school. Did she not consider me a friend?

I pushed the choking feeling down and worked hard to keep my expression neutral. “Nothing worth mentioning.” Please drop it. “I can’t stand this heat anymore.” I groaned. “I don’t know how those two aren’t melting.”

My cousins were still whacking the tennis ball, sprinting up and down the court.

“Ugh, I know. They’re gonna get heatstroke.” Amaya took a cigarette out of her pack and lit it.

Seizing the opportunity to avoid the topic of my nonexistent friends, I slipped into my flip-flops. “I’m gonna go get another drink and jump in the pool.”

Amaya waved me away with the cigarette held between her elegant fingers. “Hey, you maniacs!” she yelled as I walked up the path toward the house. “We’ve had enough. You have until I finish this smoke, and then we’re getting in that motherfucking pool, or so help me . . .”

My cousins started shouting back, but I could no longer discern what they were saying. I smiled to myself as my shoulders relaxed. I loved hanging out with these girls, but I really didn’t want to talk about my life. It was easier to just pretend.

I walked through the Meads’ massive house, my flip-flops slapping on marble tile as the AC cooled my flushed skin. My aunt Emily was sitting at the island in the kitchen, flipping through an interior design magazine and sipping on a coffee made for her on the professional espresso machine in their butler’s pantry.

She looked up at me and smiled. Donna and Harlow got their blonde hair and athletic bodies from her and their round eyes from their dad.

“You girls having fun?” She brushed my hair off my shoulder as I leaned on the counter next to her.

“Yes.” My returning smile was genuine. My mother’s sister had never made me feel invisible. She’d also never made me feel awkward about my face or treated me differently because we didn’t have the kind of money she had.

“Where are the others?” She glanced behind me, in the direction of the tennis court.

“We’re all gonna jump in the pool soon. I just came in to get more watermelon juice.” I rolled my eyes and chuckled. “ After your daughters are done battling it out for the top spot in the Australian Open.”

“In this heat?” She shook her head. “Do I need to go tell them to knock it off?”

“No, no,” I rushed out. I didn’t want her to catch Amaya smoking. “They’re wrapping it up.”

My aunt nodded and smoothed my hair again. “OK. Oh, by the way . . .” She hopped off the stool, her understated perfume wafting toward me as she breezed past in a tailored shirt and khaki shorts, not a hair out of place. She picked up a MacBook and coiled-up charger off the side table. “We got Donna and Harlow new laptops for school, so I wanted to give you this one. It’s been reset and all that jazz.”

“Oh.” I took it reflexively, the sleek metal cool in my fingers. “Thank you . . .” I trailed off. I really was thankful, but I knew Mom didn’t like me taking things from my cousins. My dad would be fine with it. He knew my aunt’s gifts came from a good place, and he wasn’t too proud to accept the help. But my mom . . .

My aunt saw the uncertainty on my face. “Don’t worry about your mom. I’ll talk to her. You need a good computer for school.”

Her tone brooked no arguments, so I nodded. My current laptop was clunky and constantly crashing—often midsentence as I worked on an assignment. We couldn’t possibly afford a new one, so I hadn’t even mentioned it to my parents.

Aunt Emily took the laptop out of my hands again and set it on the bench. “You go on out to the pool. I’ll have the drinks and a snack brought out to you before I head off to lunch.”

“Thanks, Auntie Em.”

I did as she said, making my way through the open-plan living area, out through the French doors, and down another manicured path toward the pool. I would much rather have just gone to the fridge and gotten the damn drinks myself than deal with the awkwardness of having a servant bring things, but there was no point arguing with my aunt.

The pool was as ostentatious as the house, with curving edges, natural stone paving, and lush landscaping, complete with stunning views of California’s natural landscape. Umbrella-shaded loungers lined one side, towels already placed neatly on each one. I toed off my flip-flops and whipped my tank top off over my head as voices preceded the arrival of the others.

The girls walked up before I could get my shorts off. Donna and Harlow spotted me, and matching evil grins pulled at their faces.

“No,” I said as firmly as I could, throwing my arms out in front of me.

They shared a look and sprinted directly for me. Neither one seemed to give a shit that they were still fully clothed in their tennis gear as they tackled me into the water. All three of us splashed into the pool in a tangle of limbs and hair.

“Oh man, that’s refreshing,” Harlow yelled as we surfaced, spluttering and laughing. They waded to the edge of the pool and got out, removing their sodden tennis shoes.

“You guys are such dicks!” I smacked the water on either side of me, but I couldn’t help the smile tugging at my face.

“Hey, you wanted to get in the pool,” Donna teased, and I flipped her off. Somehow, her short, sleek haircut still looked neat and cute even plastered to her head.

“You did want to get in the pool.” Perfectly dry and unruffled, Amaya flipped her shiny black hair over her shoulder, lit another cigarette, and unhurriedly lowered her perfect ass to one of the loungers.

The sisters headed to the pool house to get their bathing suits, shedding wet white clothing as they went.

“Whose side are you on?” I arched a brow at Amaya as I headed toward the ladder, the denim tight around my hips. The shorts would be a pain in the ass to get off.

“Mine.” She shrugged. “Always mine.”

Just as I reached the ladder, a servant in black shorts and a collared T-shirt came down the path, carrying a tray laden with drinks and snacks.

I ducked my head and pushed off the ladder, diving back under the water. Better to deal with the wet denim for a few more minutes than deal with someone I didn’t know looking at my gross face.

I surfaced at the deep end and took big gulps of air, facing the verdant plants on the other side of the pool.

“He’s gone,” Amaya announced. She had stripped down to a white bikini that practically glowed against her smooth dark skin, her black hair gathered into a messy bun on top of her head.

I sighed in relief and swam back to the ladder. She gave me a warm smile as she waded in at the shallow end. The girls knew how self-conscious I was of my face, but they also knew I didn’t like talking about it.

Donna and Harlow came back out wearing swimsuits that probably cost more than my whole wardrobe, with geometric mesh cutouts, and joined us in the pool.

“I wish you went to our school, Mena.” Harlow pouted.

“Yeah, senior year would be epic with all of us together,” Donna agreed. Donna was born eleven months before Harlow, making them as close in age as sisters could be without being twins.

I nodded before kicking my legs up to float on my back. “Me too.”

I’d have given anything to go to their fancy private school, where I’d actually have friends. But I was stuck at my shitty public school, where I wished I didn’t exist—on a good day.

We spent the rest of the day by the pool, listening to music and talking, the girls telling me about their time away. We had lunch brought to us and hardly left the loungers other than to cool off in the water.

We all took photos on our phones, but when Amaya went to post one with all four of us squished into the frame, drinking watermelon juice through straws, I made her promise not to. I didn’t want anyone seeing the repulsive thing on my face, and I really didn’t want anything online that could be used against me. They argued with me, but I was pretty stubborn on this front, so Amaya ended up posting one with just the three of them. As usual, she added #DevilbendDynasty to the caption.

They’d started using the phrase last year, after we found a stack of photo albums in the Meads’ attic—our moms and grandmothers, generations of Devilbend women, in social clubs, at charity functions, sticking together, supporting one another. I knew the girls wanted to include me in the sentiment, but I wasn’t dynasty material—I was just a poor, ugly girl with no future.

My mom picked me up on her way home from work, coming inside to catch up with her sister while I squeezed in every last moment with the girls. I was pretty sure they argued about the laptop, but it came home with us, so my aunt must have won.

The carefree, light feeling I’d had hanging out with the girls was pushed out of my chest with every mile that took me farther away from them. As the manicured lawns and immaculate, tall fences gave way to tightly packed concrete buildings on the fifteen-minute drive home, some of that concrete settled on my shoulders, my reality weighing me down.

“Did you have fun with your cousins?” Mom asked as we parked in the lot behind our building. It was the first thing she’d said since we got in the car, both of us lost in our thoughts.

I sighed. “Yeah.”

“Well, don’t sound so enthusiastic about it.” She chuckled.

I didn’t answer, and she was too tired to prod me any further. My mom had the same blonde hair as my aunt Em, but I got my thick, light brown hair from my dad. I also got his pale blue eyes. If only I had some of his height too. He towered over both my mom and me—but then, most people did.

After dinner and a shower, I went out to the balcony to let my hair air-dry.

The sun was beginning to set, casting everything in a warm yellow-orange hue. Even the shitty side of Devilbend—with the squat apartment buildings, the run-down park, and the shady area near the train station—looked kind of pretty in this light.

But it was an illusion. Under the golden light and summer shadows was hard concrete and graffiti, people struggling to survive, and me. I’d had an amazing day, but it made the evening even more bitter by comparison. Back to reality. Tomorrow I’d have to go to work at the diner—I’d picked up as many shifts as I could during summer. Then on Monday, it was back to school.

I rubbed the side of my nose and sighed, wishing for the millionth time I could scrub the ugly mark off. Wishing I could change just one thing about my life.

That was impossible, so I decided to paint the pretty sunset onto my face in the form of a smoky but vibrant eye makeup.

“Motherfucker!” My chair scraped against the balcony floor as I leapt up to avoid getting splatters of foundation on my white shorts. The bottle had just slipped out of my hand and smashed on the table. “Fucking fuck. God damn it!”

I growled in frustration as more than fifty dollars’ worth of goop, perfectly matched to my skin tone, went oozing over the edge.

“You all right over there?” A deep male voice came from the balcony next to ours, a shadow shifting behind the bamboo screen my mother had put up for privacy.

“Shit.” I froze, heat spreading up my cheeks. That was all I needed—some asshole to tell me off over my potty mouth.


Chapter 2

 

“YES. I’M FINE. Just dropped something. Sorry about the cursing,” I scrambled to reply, hoping he wouldn’t demand to speak with my parents.

He chuckled, sounding more amused now than concerned. “I don’t give a flying fuck about the cursing.” His voice was smooth—like the ocean on a calm day. Mellow and even on the surface, but underneath . . .

I smiled and relaxed my shoulders. “Well . . . fucking great then.” I rolled my eyes at myself.

“Must’ve been something important.”

“What?” I frowned, inching closer to the bamboo screen.

“The thing you dropped?”

“Oh!” I’d almost forgotten about the foundation. “Yeah, it was . . . expensive and . . . er . . . never mind.”

I suddenly felt shy. I didn’t want this random stranger with the beautiful voice to know I’d been that upset over makeup. I didn’t want him to think I was conceited.

“Fine. Keep your secrets.”

I could hear the smile in his voice. It made me smile too, but I ironed out my expression so he wouldn’t hear it. “Why would I trust you with my secrets? You’re a stranger. You could be an axe murderer.”

His laughter trickled through the tiny gaps in the bamboo and wrapped itself around my shoulders, sending a little shiver down my spine.

“I’m not a stranger. I’m your neighbor. You can trust me,” he said.

I realized I was just standing motionless in the middle of my balcony, staring at the bamboo partition. I reached for the roll of paper towels on the table and started cleaning up the mess. “Never trust someone who says trust me,” I quipped.

“Touché.” He chuckled again. “I’ll just have to earn your trust the old-fashioned way.”

“A cavity search?” I paused mid-wipe. Had I really just said that to a random?

But he didn’t even pause before answering. “I was gonna say drug screening, and you jump straight to finger in the ass? Brutal!”

“I don’t fuck around.” A laugh escaped at the end, part of it slight hysteria from the rush of relief that he hadn’t taken offence.

“No, you do not, neighbor.”

I couldn’t get enough of his smooth voice; his relaxed, casual tone was putting me at ease in a way I never had been with a person I’d never met. Was it the screen between us that allowed me to talk to him without feeling self-conscious about my face? Or was it him?

I couldn’t tell how old he was just from his voice. Not elderly, that much was clear, but was he my age? A college guy? Maybe he was in his thirties and married with three kids. I really hoped I wasn’t flirting with an old dude.

Was that what I was doing? Flirting?

I cleared my throat and deposited the last of the dirty paper towels into a handbasket, then wiped my hands with micellar water to get the foundation off. “So, you just moved in?”

The apartment had been empty for months. Their balcony was right next to ours, but that didn’t make us neighbors exactly. Our apartment was the last one at the end of the hallway on the eighth floor. Theirs was the last one at the end of their hallway, but we had to use separate entrances to the building. There were five entrances total—twelve floors of cramped apartments, thousands of people literally living on top of one another.

“Yeah, yesterday. Although I’m questioning the decision.”

“New neighbor scaring you off? Am I the one giving off axe murderer vibes now?”

“Hah! Nah. It’s the smell.”

I frowned and silently sniffed at my underarms. I’d just showered. I smelled like strawberries. “The smell?”

“Yeah. The whole apartment smells like feet.”

“Ugh, gross!”

“You have no idea! Every single room. Even the kitchen! If it hadn’t rained last night, I would’ve slept out here.”

I laughed. “Have you tried, uh, cleaning it?”

“Yes, thank you, smart-ass. We only got the keys yesterday. My dad had to work all day, so I did what I could on my own. Shampooing the carpets seems to have helped.”

He hadn’t mentioned a wife and kids! I did a little fist pump. He lived with his dad, but that didn’t mean he was my age. Oh god! What if he was, like, twelve, and he was just one of those kids whose voice had dropped early?

“Well,” I said, “I hope you get the feet smell out. It’s a shame we didn’t meet sooner. I could’ve told you this was a shitty place to live.”

“We’ve had worse. Trust me. Plus, if we hadn’t moved in here, I never would’ve gotten to talk to you.”

I bit my bottom lip to hold in the grin and leaned back in the chair. I had no idea what to say to that.

The sun had set; with my window of natural light for makeup application gone, I started to pack everything into my case. After the zip made an obnoxiously loud sound, he cleared his throat and spoke again.

“I’m sorry. Was that . . . weird?” Gone was the casual confidence.

“No!” I rushed out, then took a breath to calm my tone. “Not at all. Sorry. I just . . . got distracted. I like talking to you too.” I cringed.

“Good.” I could hear the smile in his voice again.

“So, you move around a lot?” I blurted to fill the silence.

“Yeah. We . . . my dad’s . . . yes, we move around a lot.”

Maybe he was as nervous and flustered as me. Why did that make my chest feel all warm and fuzzy?

The kitchen light flicked on inside. Mom or Dad would be checking on me any minute now. I didn’t want them to know I was talking to . . . whoever this was.

“Shit. I gotta go.”

“Oh, OK. Nice talking to you!”

“You too!”

I ducked inside and closed the sliding door behind me just in time.

“I was just about to come check on you, Sweet Chilly.” Dad leaned on the kitchen counter and chugged a glass of water. My full name was Philomena Ann Willis. At some point, before I had a say in it, my parents had started calling me Sweet Chilly Philly, and it stuck. The girls called me Mena. The assholes at school called me . . . Ugh! I pushed the thought out of my head. I still had a few days before I had to deal with them.

I smiled and poured myself a glass too. Mom was snoring lightly on the couch.

“I’m going to bed,” I said.

“This early?” We both glanced at the time on the microwave: 9:38 p.m.

“I’ve got work tomorrow.” It wasn’t a lie. One of the waitresses had called in sick, and I was more than happy to take the double shift. It would help me replace the foundation I’d just lost.

“Early one?”

“Yeah. Can I get a lift?” I’d get there half an hour early if Dad dropped me off before heading to work, but it would be better than walking and taking the bus in this heat.

“Sure thing.”

“Good night.”

“Night.” He waved me off, heading to wake up Mom.

The next day, I got home from my double shift around ten. Mom was already drifting off on the couch, but she startled awake when I came in and offered to heat up the casserole they’d had for dinner.

“No thanks. I ate at the diner.” The pay was shitty, but at least Leah—the owner of the aptly named Leah’s Diner—fed us when we worked long shifts. Leah had been friends with my mom in high school, and they’d reconnected when we’d moved back to Devilbend just before I started high school. Just before my life turned into hell on earth.

Actually, high school wasn’t hell—it was more like limbo. It wasn’t constant daily torture, although there was some of that too. No, it was punishment through alienation. Unless I was being sneered at, laughed at, or having something thrown at me, I didn’t exist.

Most of the time I preferred it that way—preferred that people didn’t look at me. Didn’t look at the hideous birthmark on my face. But fuck, it was lonely sometimes.

The purple birthmark started at the inner corner of my right eye, pooling out down the side of my nose and the top of my cheek like spilled wine—which was probably why they were called “port-wine stains.”

It wasn’t raised or bumpy; it wasn’t a rash or an infectious disease. It was just something I was born with. Something I couldn’t escape. Something I hated. Most people stared. Some clearly thought it was contagious, shrinking away from me. The kids at school just used it as fuel for their ridicule.

I took a quick shower, then brought my lotion out to the balcony. As soon as the sliding door was closed and I’d settled myself on the little chair, I heard movement on the other side of the bamboo.

“Neighbor?” There was that ocean voice, immediately making me smile.

“Hey, stranger,” I called back, propping one foot on the railing so I could rub lotion into my leg.

“I was just about to head to bed. Glad I caught you. Long day?”

“Yeah. I pulled a double shift.” I didn’t say where I worked—there was still a chance he was an axe murderer.

“That’s rough.” He sounded unsure; some of the ease of our banter from the previous night was gone.

“It’s OK.” I fought to keep my tone casual. “I only work part time, so I’m happy to take the extra shifts when I can.” I moved on to my other leg.

He sighed. “I gotta get a job.”

“Yeah? What do you do?” This was the part where he told me he was a professional whatever and way too old for me.

He laughed. “Whatever I can. Although it would be nothing if it were up to my dad.”

“Really?” Hope blossomed. Most adults didn’t let their parents dictate what they did for work, right?

“Yeah. He’d prefer I focus on . . . other things.”

I frowned. Neither of us spoke. That was vague and weird.

“It’s getting late. I better go.” As he moved, his balcony light threw his shadow over the bamboo screen. He was tall, broad shouldered.

When I didn’t speak, he did. “Cute toes.”

And then he was gone. The sound of his sliding door closing made me shake my head at my idiocy. Why hadn’t I told him good night or something? But hey, I sure was glad I’d let my mom paint my toes that deep red on the weekend. They did look cute.

The next day, I got home just after lunch. Mom and Dad were both at work, and there was nothing to stop me from racing through the apartment like a maniac, changing out of my work uniform and into a T-shirt dress, and launching myself onto the balcony. He wasn’t there. I waited all afternoon, going inside only for snacks. The sun was setting and I was packing up after my second makeup look when the slide of a balcony door made me pause.

Someone settled in on the other side of the bamboo screen. My heart leapt into my throat, and my hand froze over my makeup bag, several brushes clutched in my fist.

Then I rolled my eyes at myself and let the brushes drop with a clatter.

“Hey, stranger.” This time, I let the smile show in my voice.

“Oh, hey!” He sounded a little surprised. “You’re early tonight.”

“Didn’t work this afternoon. Been sitting out here for hours.” Shit! I cringed. Now I sounded like a creepy moron who’d been waiting for him all day.

But he didn’t skip a beat. “I would’ve come out sooner, but the smell of feet has finally vacated the premises, and I got dragged into a particularly frustrating campaign on Halo.”

“Well, I’m glad to know the stink is gone, but, er, what’s a Halo?”

“Oh!” His laugh this time was a little nervous. “It’s a video game. But not, like, a kid’s game or whatever. It’s got a parental advisory and everything. It’s super violent, actually. Not that I like it for the violence! It actually requires strong problem-solving skills and . . . I’m rambling.”

“Yeah, a bit.” I laughed.

“Sorry. I just didn’t want you to think I was a kid or anything.”

Fuck. How old was he? I was so damn confused.

“I still watch SpongeBob SquarePants on Saturday mornings,” I blurted, “if I’m not working. There’s just something comforting about cartoons and cereal, ya know?”

“Yeah. Takes me back to a time when everything felt right with the world and I didn’t have so much to worry about.”

“Yeah . . .” I was a little surprised he understood so immediately. What heavy shit was he dealing with? Was it as bad as the reason I was dreading going back to school? Was it worse?

The following day I had the late shift and was kicking myself for not telling the boy next door I wouldn’t be home in the evening. Then I was rolling my eyes for assuming he cared enough to notice I wouldn’t be around.

Work was busy—the Saturday night dinner crowd keeping us on our toes, especially considering it was the last weekend before school started. I didn’t get home until almost eleven. The apartment was dark and quiet, and my dad went straight to bed after picking me up.

I didn’t even bother changing—I just went straight out to the balcony.

“Neighbor?” His voice came as soon as I closed the door. It was softer than usual.

“Hey.” I smiled, matching his quiet tone. I guessed we were both aware of the thousands of sleeping people in close proximity. “You’re still up.”

“Yeah . . .” He didn’t sound as happy as he usually did. Maybe it wasn’t the late hour keeping his voice muted. “I’ve been sitting out here for hours. I’m kind of avoiding my dad—he’s in a mood. I wanted to hear your voice.”

That warm feeling in my chest intensified even as my brows drew together. His ocean-deep voice had dropped even further, hinting at tumultuous currents underneath.

I pushed aside the chair I usually sat in and lowered myself to the ground, leaning back against the wall. This was where he usually sat—they’d only just moved in, and I had a feeling there was no patio furniture on their balcony.

We were practically shoulder to shoulder, only the flimsy bamboo between us.

“Are you OK?” I asked.

Silence.

I pressed my hand against the bamboo.

After another beat of silence, I felt pressure against my palm, then, slowly, heat spread through the thin screen. He was pressing his hand against mine.

“What’s your name?” he asked, his voice almost a whisper.

He’d ignored my question, but that was OK. Some questions were too hard to answer.

I chewed on my lip but didn’t want to keep him waiting too long. Even though I hardly knew him, the urge not to disappoint this boy was strong.

“Mena,” I said. I wasn’t sure why I didn’t tell him my full name. It wasn’t that I didn’t like it, but I was more myself with him than I’d ever been with a new person. The only people I could remotely consider friends called me Mena, and they were the only ones I could truly be myself with. I wanted to be myself with him.

“Mena,” he repeated.

“What’s yours?”

He didn’t hesitate for a second. “Turner.”

I opened my mouth to tell him we weren’t strangers anymore, but the sound of his sliding door cut me off.

His hand disappeared, and I curled mine into a loose fist, as if trying to hold on to the warmth.

“Turner?” an older, gruffer voice said. “Who are you talking to?”

“No one.” He shuffled away.

I tried not to feel hurt.

“I heard something,” the older man—probably his dad—said.

“Maybe it was the neighbors.”

The door opened, then closed, and he was gone.

I wrapped my arms around my legs and leaned my head back against the wall. Goose bumps rose on my arms in the chilly night air, but I couldn’t seem to make myself move.


Chapter 3

 

MY FEET SPED up, trying to match the hammering rhythm of my heart. I had to take a deep breath and force myself to slow down. It was only a fifteen-minute walk to school, but at the rate I was going, I’d make it there in five. I wanted to spend less time there, not more. But my legs hadn’t gotten the memo and kept trying to break into a sprint.

I didn’t want to feel like this.

I growled and made myself stop, closed my eyes tight, and forced a long breath in through my nose and out through my mouth, gripping the straps of my backpack until my knuckles were as white as the stars swimming in my vision. After a few moments, I steeled my resolve and moved forward at a steady pace, trying to distract myself by counting the steps in my head.

The tail end of summer meant another perfectly sunny California morning, but I wished it was cloudy and cold so I could have an excuse to hide inside a hoodie all day. I hoped I would go unnoticed regardless, that it would be the silent treatment. Being ignored was much better than how the first day of junior year had gone down.

I tried to push the memory away, but it forced its way into my mind, as insistent as the hot sun on the back of my head.

First day of school had been hot last year as well. I’d fought to slow my steps then too, but there had been a hint of excitement, a tiny sliver of hope, driving the nervous energy that day.

I’d spent all summer—every moment I wasn’t working or hanging out with the girls—learning how to do makeup. I’d watched countless hours of YouTube videos and spent half my pay on new products, brushes, pallets, and all kinds of things I hoped would make me more normal in the eyes of my peers. By the end of the summer, I’d gotten pretty good at it, even practicing on Donna, Harlow, and Amaya.

That day, I’d applied an understated look. My birthmark was covered, my lashes accentuated, my lips natural. I thought I looked pretty good.

I was a fool.

I should’ve known—in high school, the only thing worse than being different is making an active effort to change the thing that makes you different.

I’d walked into school with my head up, smiled, made eye contact; I even gave Jessica Miller a little wave as I stopped at my locker. Most people shot me surprised looks, not really knowing what to make of the new me. A few even reflexively smiled back.

By lunch, word had spread. No one had said anything to me, of course, but they’d all been talking behind my back. Oblivious, I went into the girls’ bathroom off the science wing corridor.

I came out of the stall to find four girls leaning against walls and sinks, watching me with amused smiles. Madison and her friends.

I froze, like a gazelle that had just wandered into a circle of leopards.

“Been holding that all morning?” Steph chuckled, tilting her head. “Sounded like an elephant pissing in there.”

“Or a man,” Bonnie added, crossing her arms and leaning against the tiles next to the mirror. “Do you pee standing up like a man?”

“Her name is Phil.” Steph giggled. It would’ve been a cute sound if they all weren’t looking at me with promise in their gazes.

No, no, no, please no. It wasn’t supposed to be like this. This year was supposed to be different.

I dropped my gaze to the stained beige tiles and walked to the sink, drawing my shoulders forward to make myself as small as possible. All I could do now was be quiet and hope I could get out of there fast.

“That’s it, isn’t it?” Steph giggled again. “We’ve been calling you Phil this whole time, but you really are a man, aren’t you?”

“Those tits must’ve cost a fucking fortune, then.” Kelsey spoke for the first time, her tone bored, her eyes on her phone. I was dying on the inside, and she was double tapping pics on Insta. Bitch. Her comment probably came from jealousy. She was super-model thin but flat chested, and I was comfortably filling out a D cup. Not that I’d ever say that to her out loud. It was easier to silently wait it out. They’d get bored eventually.

“Oh my god.” Bonnie giggled, and the others all laughed with her. “Did you—”

“No,” Madison cut her off. The laughter died. No one dared interrupt Madison. “She’s not a man.”

I shut the water off. Steph was blocking my access to the hand drier. I decided to just leave with my hands wet.

Each girl took a step closer to me, as if they’d practiced it, as if they instinctively knew I was about to bolt.

I froze again, tried to calm my breathing so my boobs would stop heaving. I didn’t want any more attention on them.

Madison kept speaking. “Can’t you see Philomena’s turned into a woman? Look how beautifully she’s done her makeup.”

Her voice was so steady, earnest even, that my eyes snapped up in surprise. She gave me a warm smile, her own makeup impeccable. Her linen shorts and V-neck hung on her perfect frame as though they’d been made for her. She tilted her head slightly and took a strand of my hair, gently twirling it between her fingers. I’d gotten up half an hour early to put a slight wave in my usually dead-straight hair.

I cleared my throat. This had never happened before. I had no idea what to do. My instincts were screaming to get the fuck away from these monsters, but Madison was saying nice things with a perfectly straight face.

“Your hair is so soft,” she whispered, twirling more of it around her manicured finger.

After an extended silence, I cleared my throat again and managed to croak, “Thanks?” It came out sounding like a question.

Madison gathered more of my hair into her hand, tangling her fingers in it, and a heavy dread settled in the pit of my stomach. Her fingers scraped my scalp, and she yanked, making me wince.

The others shifted—predators scenting blood.

Madison laughed. It started out as a light chuckle and quickly turned manic, her wild eyes inches from mine as she laughed literally in my face.

“Thanks?” she mimicked. “Fucking pathetic.” She punctuated her words with another yank. I cried out and instinctively reached up to wrap my hands around her wrist.

The others moved, pulling my hands behind my back.

Tears stung my eyes.

“You’re not a man, Phil.” Madison shook her head, her eyes narrowed. “But you’re not a woman either. You’re fucking nothing. And we can’t have you walking around, lying, pretending to be something. You think covering up that hideous thing on your face makes you better? You’re a fucking joke. And we can’t have anyone forgetting that, can we?”

No one said anything. My labored breathing echoed off the old, chipped tiles. The side of my head where Madison was still pulling on my hair stung like a bitch, and my neck was starting to hurt from the odd angle. A tear slid down my cheek.

“Can we?!” Madison shouted into my face.

“No.” I closed my eyes—the next best thing when I couldn’t move my head to lower them.

“Good.” She released my hair and patted my head as if I were a dog.

My eyes flew open as the bitches holding me pushed me against the sinks.

Madison walked to the back of the bathroom slowly, calmly. She gripped the handle of a mop that had been left in a bucket in the corner and turned back to face us. What idiot of a janitor had left that out? Bonnie giggled again, as if someone had handed her a puppy. Kelsey took a break from her scrolling to snap a picture as Madison raised the mop out of the bucket.

It splatted on the tiles. She dragged the sodden thing across the bathroom.

“No. Please.” I started to struggle, but I had no chance. There were four of them, two of them holding me down. The edge of the sink dug into my lower back as my shoulders pushed against the mirror. “I’ll take it off. Just let me go, and I’ll take it off right now. Please, Madison, please, don’t do this.”

She stopped in front of me and flipped the mop so the shaggy, dripping head was level with my face. The abrasive smell of bleach hit the back of my throat.

I sobbed, pleading with them to stop, to let me go, but it was pointless.

They held me down as Madison shoved the mop into my face. I coughed and spluttered, the bleach making it hard to breathe, making my eyes water and sting. She roughly wiped at my face with the scratchy, disgusting strings until she was satisfied the makeup had been removed.

The mop clattered to the ground moments before they released me, and I collapsed next to it, sobbing, pushing away from them. But I had nowhere to go; the sinks were already at my back.

On their way out, someone dumped the rest of the filthy gray water over my head.

I gasped and spluttered again, the smell making me gag.

The door closed behind them, and I was alone once again.

I refused to look at myself in the mirror when I finally gathered the strength to pick myself up off the floor. I just wrung out my ruined hair and washed up with clean water, splashing it onto my face over and over.

As I turned the tap off, the door opened again. I flinched and turned to face it, chastising myself for stupidly not getting the fuck out of there before they came back.

But it wasn’t them. Jessica Miller stopped in her tracks, her eyes widening as they took in my appearance, the mop and bucket, the water all over the ground.

She’d smiled back that morning, but now the status quo had been reestablished. She lowered her head, turned around, and walked back out of the bathroom without saying anything.

In some ways, that hurt even more than what those bitches had done to me.

I knew in that moment that nothing would ever change. Not until I left.

Last year, I’d had hope that if I tried hard enough, I could fit in, make people forget why they hated me.

This year, I’d given up.

With a heavy heart, I rounded the corner, and Devilbend North High School came into view—patchy dry grass and cracked pavement framing the low brown building with bars over the windows.

I arrived with just enough time to go to my locker and get to my first class. Keeping my head down, my hair draped over the birthmarked side of my face, I sat off to the side about halfway back—not in the back with the assholes who thought they were cool and rebellious, and not in the front with the kids who were constantly called on to answer questions. I didn’t speak to anyone or look at anyone who wasn’t a teacher. I did my best to remain invisible, and I managed to get to lunch unnoticed and unscathed.

“Hi, Phil.” Madison’s voice was so close I almost flinched, but I somehow managed to calmly put my books away and close my locker, revealing her pretty, made-up face as she leaned on the lockers next to mine. Kelsey was behind her, on her phone; the others milled about nearby, mostly ignoring me.

I turned to leave, but Steph and Bonnie blocked my path. Clearly they were paying more attention than I thought. I sighed and waited. The corridor was packed. They weren’t above doing something mean to me in front of other people, but even they weren’t stupid enough to pull a stunt as bad as the bathroom incident when teachers were close by.

“Where are you going? I’m just trying to say hi.” Madison stepped around her friends to stand in front of me.

I kept my gaze on her purple kicks and said nothing.

After an extended silence, she leaned in and spoke low, close to my ear. “How was your summer?”

I kept my mouth shut. There was no right answer. If I replied, it would be thrown back in my face. If I tried to defend myself and was as much of a bitch to her as she was to literally everyone else . . . I shuddered to think.

“Nothing to say?” Madison tapped her foot as I remained still. “Good. We don’t want a repeat of last year, do we? That bleach really fucked with my nails.”

With a snicker, she led her sheep away, and I walked off in the opposite direction. At least we agreed on one thing—I didn’t want a repeat of last year either.

I spent lunch in a back corner of the library. Food wasn’t technically allowed in there, but if I was quiet enough between the bookshelves, no one noticed. I ate my sandwich as I scrolled through my Instagram feed, which was mostly filled with makeup pics and baby animals. I followed every person doing makeup I could find, but I never posted anything, and I had no followers. I was a lurker, too scared to post any of the hundreds of pics of my own makeup I had hidden on my phone.

Despite the horrible thing Madison and her friends had done to me, I hadn’t abandoned my makeup hobby. There was something cathartic about focusing on a single task and being able to see the finished product—about pretending to be someone else for the few minutes before I wiped it all off again.

On my way out of the library, I heard that confident tone, the ocean-deep quality that wrapped around the smooth timbre of his words. For the first time that day, I lifted my head and looked for the guy I’d spent hours talking to on my balcony. The hallway was packed with students making their way to class, and I couldn’t see him anywhere.

Then I rolled my eyes and remembered I had no idea what he looked like.

It was just my pathetic heart hoping against hope that I might have something positive at school for a change. I didn’t even know if he went to school. He was probably older and way out of my league.

I dropped my gaze again and wished for a hoodie for the millionth time that day.

As I settled into my seat for my last class, I heard it again.

I was just reaching into my bag to grab my English textbook when that voice made me pause, hunched over, my hand tightening around the book’s spine.

“Yeah, we moved to Devilbend last week,” he said. There was no mistaking it this time. It was definitely Turner, and he was definitely walking right past my desk.

“Yeah, nice.”

I clenched my teeth. Jayden. The only person who made my life hell as much as Madison.

“You gonna try out for the team?” Jayden asked.

“Which team?”

The two chairs in front of me scraped, and they sat down. I straightened and placed the book gently in front of me, keeping my eyes on the desk but straining to listen.

“Oh, yeah.” Jayden laughed. “The football team.”

“Yeah, I’ll think about it.” Turner sounded friendly, pleasant, like any guy having a normal conversation with a new person.

I chewed my lip to hold in the sigh, fighting to keep the scowl off my face.

Mr. Chen came in, demanding the class’s attention, and Turner and Jayden stopped talking. When I was certain everyone’s focus was on the front of the room, I slowly raised my eyes.

My heart thudded in my chest. He sat directly in front of me, Jayden on his left. There were those broad shoulders I’d seen only in silhouette, the white cotton of a collared T-shirt stretched over them. He had dark blond hair, cropped short at the base of his neck but wavy and growing just past his ears on the sides. He needed a haircut.

He reached up to scratch the back of his neck, and I nearly jumped as I looked away. But not before I noticed how long and strong his fingers looked, his nails square, the muscles in his arms flexing from the movement.

I made sure to look only directly at my desk and the teacher for the rest of the class, as I usually did. All I needed was for someone to notice me staring at the new guy.

It was lucky it was only the first day and we spent most of the class going over the syllabus, because I hardly heard a word Mr. Chen said.

I was in so much trouble.


Chapter 4

 

I WENT STRAIGHT to the balcony after school, but he never showed up. It was probably for the best—I had no idea what to say. I just had an irresistible urge to speak to him.

I couldn’t do it at school though—they’d find a way to ruin it. Of course, once he realized who I was, what I looked like, the flirting would stop, but I wanted to at least stay friends. That meant ignoring the fuck out of him at school and staying out of his way.

I still caught glimpses though. Anytime I heard his voice in the halls, I couldn’t help looking up. He was friendly, talkative; I saw him chatting to several seniors and even a few juniors, but I never hung around long enough to hear the conversations.

He didn’t come to the balcony for several nights, and I started to think maybe he’d already realized who I was. But that wasn’t possible.

I was so determined to avoid him at school I didn’t get a proper look at his face until my shift at the diner on Wednesday night.

He came in with his dad—a taller, frownier version of Turner with gray hair at his temples. They sat in a booth, thankfully not in my section.

Chelsea took their order while I stared at the beautiful boy so clearly out of my league. He had that defined jaw—not square exactly, but strong—and a heavy brow. Gone was the smiling, open guy who talked to everyone at school. This Turner matched his dad’s posture, leaning forward on the table with his shoulders hunched, his brow furrowed. I couldn’t even tell what color his eyes were.

As soon as Chelsea walked away, they leaned back into each other, but not before Turner cast those dark eyes about the diner, as if checking for anyone listening in, or maybe looking for someone.

I turned away to clear a table.

“Philly, can you pour table three’s coffees for me?” Chelsea caught me just as I unloaded a tray of dirty dishes. “I’m busting for the toilet.”

She ran off without waiting for a response.

Shit. I picked up the coffee pot and swallowed around the ball of anxiety lodged in my throat. My gaze stayed on the ground as I approached their table.

“. . . you sure?” Turner’s dad’s voice was as deep and gruff as it had been on the balcony the other night.

“Yeah, Dad. But it hasn’t even been a week. I’m still learning the layout—” Turner cut himself off as I poured the coffee. He glanced up at me, my every nerve aware of him in my periphery as I hoped like hell my hand wouldn’t shake and spill coffee all over them.

“Thank you, miss.” His dad gave me a small smile. I smiled back and nodded, the effort not to look at Turner directly almost crushing.

Then I walked away and avoided Chelsea until they left.

On Friday night, I walked out onto the balcony hardly even expecting him to be there. Maybe the feet smell had come back and they’d moved.

“Hello?”

His voice made me jump, my hand flying to my chest. “Fuck. You scared the crap out of me.”

He chuckled. “Hey, neighbor.”

I drew my cardigan closer, hunching against the light breeze, and smiled. “Hey, stranger.”

“How was work?”

“How’d you know I was at work?” Had he seen me? Maybe heard me talking to another customer? Fuck!

“Uh . . . lucky guess? It’s late and . . . I swear I’m not an axe murderer, Mena.”

Oh god—my name on his lips, uttered so casually and confidently. I wanted him to end every sentence he spoke to me with my name.

“No, you’re just a stalker, Turner.”

He laughed lightly and shifted, knocking the bamboo screen. It was getting a little cold, but I moved the chair out of the way and sat next to him, against the wall.

“So? How was work?” he asked again. His light was off, and I couldn’t even see his silhouette. I reached up and flicked my light off too. For some reason, it felt easier to say what I wanted to say in the dark.

“Work was fine. Same old.” I chewed on my bottom lip and blurted it before I chickened out. “How was school? It can be hard being the new kid, but I have a feeling you’re handling it just fine.”

There was a beat of silence. My heart hammered in my chest, my throat, my whole damn body.

“Now who’s the stalker?” He sounded amused, if a little wary.

“It’s not stalking if I have a legitimate reason to be there.”

“So, you go to Devilbend North High? What year are you in? Shit! Are you a teacher? I mean, not that it matters—to me. I wouldn’t care. Although that would be technically illegal, I guess. But I am eighteen, if that makes any difference.” As abruptly as he’d launched into his rambling, he cut himself off.

My head swam a little, even as the grin spread over my lips.

He cleared his throat. “Did I just make shit really awkward?”

“What would technically be illegal, Turner?” I wasn’t sure why I was making this conversation even more awkward for him. Maybe I liked seeing a hint of him being just as nervous about this as me—at least in this moment. He was so damn confident and self-assured the rest of the time.

He took a deep breath—he was so close, just on the other side of the screen. “It’s illegal for a teacher to have a relationship with a student, isn’t it?”

“Is that what this is?”

“Maybe it’s what it could be. Maybe it’s what I’d like it to be.”

So fucking confident. So not what I was or ever would be. My smile drained away along with any excitement I’d had about this conversation, leeching out of me and into the cold concrete under my ass. “You don’t even know me.”

“I know enough that I want to know more. Can I see you?” The bamboo screen shifted, his perfect fingers gripping the edge.

“No!” I shot my hand out and covered his, keeping the screen in place.

“Why?”

“I . . . I can’t . . . you don’t . . . I’m just not ready, OK?”

“I don’t understand. Mena, are you OK? I was joking before, but are you actually a teacher at my school?”

“No. I’m a student.”

The relief was palpable in his sigh. He released his grip on the screen only to push farther past it and take my hand.

As his perfect, warm fingers tangled with mine, he asked, “Mena, what’s this about? Why don’t you want me to know who you are?”

Because you’ll stop talking to me. “It’s complicated. I just want you to know me—the real me—before you know who I am.”

After a beat of silence, we both chuckled.

“Yeah, that made more sense in my head than it did coming out of my mouth,” I said, glad that some of the heavy tension had lifted. “Look, this is all pretty new, and I like you . . .”

I took a deep breath, hardly believing I’d been that honest with a boy about how I felt.

He jumped in before I could keep speaking. “I like you too. A lot.”

I squeezed his hand, running my thumb up and down his, taking a moment to get my shit together while I jumped around and screamed on the inside like a fangirl at a BTS concert. “Enough to be patient with me? I know this is weird. I just . . . I think it could be kind of fun?”

“Easy for you to say. You’re not the one being stalked by someone who’s probably in the CIA.”

I laughed. “I think you mean the FBI. The CIA isn’t supposed to operate on home soil.”

“Why do you know that? The evidence is mounting.”

“A friend of mine said it a while back, and it just kind of stuck.” Harlow spent so much time on the internet I wasn’t entirely sure when she slept, but she was full of random-ass facts.

“Oh? And what—” A low thrumming noise cut Turner off. His hand tensed around mine as all the lights went out. “What the fuck?”

“Chill. The electricity just went out. Happens about once a month on this side of town—sometimes more often in the summer. The grid is old and unreliable. It’ll be back up in ten minutes.”

“Seriously? What a pain in the ass.”

“You get used to it.”

The sun had gone down an hour ago, and the night was overcast. Without the glow of the moon, it was pretty much pitch black. And I had at least five minutes before the lights came back on.

I extracted my hand from Turner’s and got to my feet.

“Wait, Mena—”

“Shh!” With the electricity out, there was no background noise either. My parents were asleep, but we had to be extra quiet, just in case. “Stand up.”

“Did you just shush me?” he whispered, sounding amused, but he shuffled and did as I asked.

I gripped the edge of the bamboo screen and unhooked it from the nails holding it to the wall. When I rolled it aside, there was nothing between us but the metal railing separating his side of the balcony from mine.

My eyes were adjusting to the heavy darkness, and I could just make out his silhouette. I reached out and tentatively placed my hand on his arm. It was ridiculously hard, like warm rocks under his skin.

He responded to my touch immediately, reaching out and placing his hands on my waist.

“Oh, hey, neighbor,” he whispered, leaning in.

“Hey, stranger,” I whispered back, moving my arms up to his shoulders. Why was every part of him so damn solid? And why did I want to run my hands over every inch of it? And why was being so close to him making a heavy, pressured feeling appear low in my belly? “I know we can’t technically see each other, but I hope this makes up for it a bit.”

His hands flexed, and we leaned into each other more.

“Yeah, this makes up for it.” His breath fanned over my face. He was so close I could almost make out the lines of his jaw, his straight nose. But none of the details. And if I couldn’t see the color of his eyes, I was pretty positive he couldn’t see my birthmark.

My boobs pressed against his hard chest, and my breath hitched. He smelled like fresh rain and something warm and comforting—amber, maybe.

“Fuck, you smell good.” Zero filter. I closed my eyes and cringed, but he just pulled me closer, his hands moving to my back, the railing digging into my hips. I hated that damn railing.

“You feel good. Can I kiss you?”

“Please . . .” I didn’t even have time to consider how desperate I sounded. The word was barely out of my mouth before he closed the miniscule distance between our lips and kissed me firmly.

He sighed and moved his lips against mine in a determined but gentle way. His body was hard and lean, but his lips were pillow soft.

It didn’t take long for the kiss to intensify. I don’t know if he darted his tongue out or if I sucked on his bottom lip first, but then our tongues were involved, and little gasping breaths were coming out of my throat.

The thrum of the transformer on the corner snapped me out of the moment, adrenaline coursing through my veins as surely as the electricity was rushing through the wires. I knew that sound—I had about five seconds before the lights turned back on.

“Fuck.” I pulled away abruptly, and he grunted, his body following mine, his hands gripping my clothing.

“Shit. Sorry.” He let go immediately, and I shoved his shoulders until he was safely on his side of the balcony. I yanked the bamboo screen across just as the streetlights below once again bathed the world in artificial light.

I chuckled through shaky breaths, the exhilaration of having kissed Turner, then gotten away with what I’d just pulled, still igniting my every nerve. “That was . . .”

“Yeah . . .” he breathed. “Are you sure you don’t work for the CIA? That was a little too perfectly timed.”

“FBI, remember? And I never denied it.”

He laughed, his voice lower, huskier—it sent desire shooting through my body again. I wanted to feel his lips against mine as he made that sound; I wanted to feel it reverberate through his chest. I clenched my thighs, suddenly aware of the moisture in my underwear.

I had to get out of there before I broke down and did something stupid—like show him my face. “I have to get to bed.”

“Wait.” The urgency in his voice pulled me up short. He shuffled around for a moment, then shoved his hand through the narrow gap between the bamboo and the wall, his phone clutched in his perfect fingers. Fingers that had been digging into my back moments ago, holding me against him as he . . .

I shook my head. Focus, Philomena!

His screen displayed the keypad.

“You want my number?” I asked. “How . . . old school.”

“I mean, I’m happy to connect on Insta or Snap or Twitter, or even Facebook, but you’re determined to maintain your secret spy identity, and I’d like to talk to you outside of this balcony from time to time, so . . .” He wiggled the phone at me.

I took it and entered my number, saving it under “Neighbor.” “Good night, Turner.”

“Sweet dreams, Mena.”

Naturally, I didn’t sleep a wink that night. I’d never experienced such a high. Sure, I’d kissed a few guys before at some of Amaya’s parties—I’d even liked one enough to get to second base with him in her pool house—but I’d never stayed up all night replaying every single thing a boy had said to me. Not to mention the kissing—oh god, the kissing!

Every time I thought about it, I either grinned or bit my lip to keep from making a frustrated/excited sound.

The pressure between my legs didn’t abate—if anything, it intensified to a constant dull throb. I rolled onto my front and pressed my face into my pillow, dragging my hand down my body and between my legs as I imagined Turner’s perfect, strong fingers pushing my panties aside. I was so worked up it didn’t take long before I panted my release into my pillow, biting it to keep silent.

Only after that was I finally able to sleep.

The Turner-induced euphoria lasted well into the next day. It was harder than usual to keep my head down and avoid contact with everyone when all I wanted was to spread my arms wide and shout to the whole world how amazing he made me feel. I had to bite the inside of my cheek to keep myself from grinning when I passed him in the hall on the way to second period.

I was putting my books away in my locker at lunch, smiling as I thought of how his lips had felt against mine, when my locker door slammed shut. I flinched back, only narrowly avoiding getting my arm or head smacked by the metal.

My smile fell, all thoughts of Turner replaced by fear.

“What the fuck could you possibly have to smile about?” Jayden leaned against the locker next to mine, frowning as though he were doing long division without a calculator.

Jayden was Madison’s boyfriend—as if that wasn’t the most predictable fucking high school scenario. The mean girl dated the dumb jock, and they liked to make other people’s lives miserable so they could feel better about themselves. Groan.

Jayden had started at DNHS the same day I had. We could’ve been friends—comrades in being the new kids at school. Madison had been a bitch to me from day one, making lame jokes about my birthmark that half the class laughed along with. Jayden had actually treated me like a human being for a few days. We had lunch together, shared awkward fourteen-year-old chitchat. Then one day I saw Madison and her friends talking to him at lunch. Then he tried out for the football team. Then he ignored me for a solid week. When he sat down next to me at lunch the following Monday, I was happy, excited to have my friend back.

“How was your weekend?” he’d asked.

I smiled and started to tell him, but he cut me off before I could get one word out. “Oh wait!” He half turned in his seat, and that’s when I realized Madison and her friends were watching us, tittering on the sidelines. “I just remembered—I don’t give a shit.”

They all burst into laughter. Jayden’s eyes flicked between what I’m sure was the devastated look in my eyes and the popular kids howling like hyenas. I guess that was his initiation—publicly making me feel like shit.

After that, Jayden and I settled into a new routine. I avoided him as much as all the other assholes, and he pretended I didn’t exist in the most obnoxious and oxymoronic way possible. He routinely bumped into me and loudly said, “What was that? There’s clearly nothing there, but I just tripped.” Or he looked right through me and took a deep inhale, then said another moronic thing like “Do you guys smell that? I don’t see anything, but something smells like loser.” Naturally, everyone laughed at his brilliant jokes.

He’d spoken directly to me only a handful of times—incidents I wished I could forget.

I fought to keep my breathing under control, focusing on a spot at the bottom edge of my locker where a bit of the bluish-gray paint had chipped off. Hoping he’d just go away.

He leaned in, his face close to my cheek, and said in a light, conversational tone, “I asked you a fucking question, Phil.”

“Nothing,” I replied as calmly as I could. I wasn’t allowed to ignore them.

“That’s right—you’re nothing. You may as well not exist.”

Then why are you talking to me, idiot? I so wished I was brave enough to say some of the things that went through my head.

Lucky for me, Jayden was easily distracted.

“Hey, new guy!” He turned away, relegating me back to phantom status.

“Hey, man.”

Turner. I lifted my gaze toward the voice before I even knew what I was doing.

For one glorious, torturous moment, our eyes met. In a world where I was invisible, he looked directly at me and he saw me, a slight frown marring his strong brow. He’d saved me from whatever fucked-up thing Jayden had planned without even knowing it.

I looked away quickly as Jayden slung his arm over Turner’s shoulders and led him away, leaning in to speak to him.

I grabbed my bag and beelined for the picnic table at the back of the science building. It was in a dingy spot, and one of the benches was split, but no one ever went there. I sat down heavily and dropped my head on my arms, unable to eat the sandwich I’d made myself that morning.

The churning in my empty stomach persisted until school let out. As I trailed into the hot afternoon sun along with the other students, I once again spotted Turner. My heart stuttered, and I couldn’t help slowing down. He looked so beautiful, his messy hair shining like gold in the sun, his broad shoulders relaxed, his brilliant smile wide.

But who was he smiling at? I frowned as Jayden thumped him on the back and Turner extended one hand.

The man standing with them was a little shorter than Jayden, but he had the same build, the same dark brown hair, the same olive complexion. His gray suit stretched over his back as he reached out to shake Turner’s hand.

Why was Turner shaking hands with Jayden’s dad? Why was the older man even here?

I couldn’t hear what they were saying, but it looked harmless enough. Except I knew how rotten Jayden was deep down. Could the rancid apple really have fallen that far from the tree?

Before I could move closer to listen in, Jayden happened to look over and spot me. His already tight smile fell into a frown, the look one of pure derision, and I realized I was blatantly staring.

I dropped my head and rushed in the opposite direction of home, resigned to taking the long way back—just in case Turner saw me and got suspicious.

I had to be more careful. Meeting Turner was the best thing that had happened to me in a long time—I couldn’t risk any of the assholes at school finding out and ruining it.


Chapter 5

 

THERE WERE ABOUT ten minutes left until lunch ended, and I resisted the urge to text Turner. We’d exchanged numbers a week ago, but I was keeping the texting strictly to outside of school. God forbid anyone notice me interacting with another human being. We talked every night though, if not on the balcony then on the phone.

He kept asking when he could see me again, and I kept deflecting with coyness and jokes about keeping the mystery alive, but I knew this would have to come to a head eventually. He’d probably lose interest before I got up the courage to show him who I really was.

I sighed and drew my knees up, leaning my head on the row of encyclopedias as I opened Instagram to distract myself. I was studying a makeup look with a watercolor effect on the eyes, wondering which products the artist had used, when I heard my name.

“Mena, Mena, Mena.” It was barely a whisper, but it was definitely Turner’s voice. How the fuck had he figured out who I was?

Eyes wide, I looked around, but all I could see were the rows of books on the shelves to either side of me and a cart at the end of the row I was hiding out in.

Fuck, was I starting to hallucinate?

“Middle name?” he mumbled, sounding more confused. His voice was coming from my right.

Slowly, as soundlessly as possible, I lifted onto my knees and peered through the narrow, uneven gap in the books.

He was standing on the other side; my eyes were about level with the top button of his jeans. Twisting my head, I could just see the bottom of last year’s yearbook as he slowly turned the pages and cursed under his breath.

I covered my mouth to hold back my laughter. He was trying to figure out who I was, sweet, infuriating boy.

Balancing the yearbook on one hand, he reached the other above his head and leaned on the bookshelf. His T-shirt rode up, revealing his hips, the toned muscles in his lower abdomen, the trail of light hair disappearing into the top of his jeans. I had an urge to shove all the books out of the way so I could run my hands through that hair, maybe lick one of the hipbones peeking out next to it.

“Hey, bro!” Jayden’s voice was like a bucket of icy water poured over my head. I recoiled and barely caught myself before I smacked into the opposite bookshelf.

“Hey, Jayden.” Turner sounded friendly, but I knew his voice—there was a hint of annoyance there too.

“What the fuck are you doing in the library?” Jayden laughed, as though the very existence of libraries was preposterous. I allowed myself an eye roll.

“Some of us know how to read.” Turner’s voice was light, as if he was laughing with Jayden and not at him. I still wanted to kiss him for the dig at that asshole’s intelligence.

“Fuck you, asshole.” Jayden laughed, not sounding the least bit offended. “Come on, I’ve been looking for you. Coach wants to talk to you.”

I heard the yearbook getting shoved back into place, and then they started to walk away. I frowned. Turner hadn’t mentioned anything to me about who he was making friends with at school, but if he started hanging out with them, that would really fucking suck. Couldn’t he see how fake and mean they were? I wasn’t the only student at DNHS whose life was made miserable because of those dicks.

I was just the only one who wasn’t allowed to make friends with other misfits—because I didn’t exist or matter, as they liked to remind everyone.

I sat back on my heels and tried to quell the panic. Maybe if I came clean now, told him who I was and how they treated me . . . but what if he thought I was pathetic and stopped talking to me? What if he already knew and was just in on some elaborate prank?

I squeezed my eyes shut and tried to push that last thought out of my mind—it was too painful.

“Hey, pipsqueak.” Jayden’s voice sounded farther away, but it still made me open my eyes, my body primed to go on the alert at any sign of him. “Dad’s picking you up after school, so don’t waste time after the last bell, all right?”

A small voice murmured in response, and then the sound of the library doors opening and closing announced that they’d left.

A moment later, a skinny girl rounded the corner. She saw me sitting on the ground and froze, clutching her open bag to her chest. She was clearly a freshman. She had that deer-in-the-headlights look that starting high school put in everyone’s eyes. Her dark blonde hair was cut short, and she had knobby knees under her cute blue shorts. When she grew out of this awkward stage, she’d be gorgeous. And since she was Jayden’s sister, she’d probably be a total bitch too.

Jayden had never mentioned having a sister, but we were friends for only a grand total of three days, and I’d been avoiding him like the plague ever since.

“Did you drop something?” her soft voice asked, even as she averted her gaze.

“Huh?” I frowned, then remembered I was sitting on the ground. “Oh, yeah, kind of.” My dignity. My sanity. My sense of self-preservation.

I shoved my phone and the remnants of my lunch into my bag, rose up onto my knees, but paused before I fully got to my feet.

The girl had buried her chin in her chest, and her eyes were watering, seconds away from spilling fat tears down her innocent cheeks.

“Hey, what’s wrong?” I shuffled forward, the worn carpet scratchy against my bare knees.

She shook her head. “Nothing.”

I took a chance and placed a gentle hand on her shoulder. She jumped slightly at the contact but didn’t shrug me off. “Doesn’t look like nothing.”

She took a lightning-quick glance at me. Whatever she saw must’ve been enough to crack her defenses just a little more.

“It’s just . . .” She breathed hard, and the tears spilled over. “It’s just overwhelming. I feel like I’m drowning, and I don’t know what to do.”

I sighed. I didn’t want to feel anything for anyone even remotely related to Jayden, but she was so vulnerable, so broken. “I get it. Starting high school can be hella scary. Everyone feels like this from time to time, OK? Even if they don’t show it. It does get better.”

It hadn’t gotten better for me. It got worse. But she didn’t need to hear that. She just needed someone to tell her it would be OK.

She bit her lip. If anything, she looked sadder, but her tears were drying up.

“What’s your name?” I asked, rubbing her shoulder lightly.

“Jenny,” she mumbled, her voice a little steadier.

“Hang in there, Jenny.” I gave her a reassuring smile. “You can do this.”

She met my eyes. She didn’t smile back, but she did give a little nod.

The bell rang, and her eyes widened. “I can’t be late.”

She zipped up her bag, swung it onto her back, and turned to rush away.

I grabbed my own bag and got to my feet just in time for her to turn back and wrap her gangly arms around my waist.

“Thank you,” she mumbled into my T-shirt, then ran off before I even had a chance to hug her back.

I saw her again at the end of the day, along with another, unfortunately familiar, face. I didn’t know what it was about Jayden’s dad—I hadn’t even met him—but I’d taken an immediate dislike to him, probably because he was related to Jayden. Or maybe I was just jealous that he could stand in front of the school and shake hands with Turner in front of everyone, while I had to keep my very identity secret from the boy I liked.

As I made my way through the parking lot, I watched him out of the corner of my eye. He was leaning against his car and reading something on his phone when Jenny walked up. She reached for the car door, but he stopped her so he could grab something off the front seat. Bending at the waist until they were at eye level, he pulled a cupcake out of a paper bag and held it out with a big smile.

She was facing away from me, so I didn’t see the happiness the sugary treat surely brought to her face.

Maybe I’d misjudged Mr. Burrows after all.

When was the last time my parents got me a cupcake for no reason, let alone picked me up from school? I had to walk even when it was pouring down rain. It wasn’t their fault—they both worked hard—but still, it wasn’t fair.

Jayden bumped my shoulder, nearly making me drop my bag, as he barrelled past me toward his family.

I turned and hastened away, both happy the sad little girl was having her day brightened and bitter that an asshole like Jayden had anything positive in his life. Why shouldn’t he suffer the same way he made me suffer every day?

After school, I needed to focus on something other than Turner, so I got my makeup out with the intention of trying to re-create that watercolor look I’d seen on Instagram. I quickly realized I didn’t have the right kind of eyeshadow and decided to do a dramatic vintage look with killer winged eyeliner instead.

It had been a dramatic day, so it was only fitting.

With a full face of makeup, I spread my books out on my bed and started on my homework. I worked on an English essay, then reluctantly moved on to a Statistics worksheet.

Halfway through my fourth question—and about fifty percent sure the previous three were wrong anyway—the sound of the front door opening provided the perfect excuse to stop.

I stretched my arms over my head and walked into the kitchen to find my mom depositing several grocery bags on the counter.

“Hey, Mom. Is Dad working late?” They both picked up overtime whenever it was offered. That usually resulted in takeout for dinner—my parents liked to cook together as they talked about their day. I used to sit at the dining table and do my homework, or when I was little, they’d give me something nonessential to the meal to chop.

“Yeah.” She smiled at me, then paused. “Oh my god, Philomena, you look stunning! When did you grow up?”

She stroked a lock of hair hanging over my shoulder as she inspected my makeup.

“Thanks, Mom.” She was so busy, so overworked and tired, it was rare for us to talk like this.

“I’m making pulled pork tacos for dinner. Wanna help?”

I shot her a skeptical look. She was full of energy and in a suspiciously good mood, but it was nice, so I chose not to question it. “Fine. But only because you buttered me up with your compliments.”

“Great! Can you unload while I freshen up? Thanks!” She didn’t wait for a response before disappearing into the bathroom.

“Child labor . . .” I grumbled as I started putting things away.

She came back in a pair of my sweats, her hair up in a messy bun and her contacts replaced with glasses. We were the same size, but my mom was a little shorter.

Mom chatted about her work, the gossip she’d heard from the ladies she had coffee with every Saturday afternoon, and the movie she’d fallen asleep during the other night. She asked a few questions about school and my friends, but I’d perfected dodging those questions a long time ago. Instead I told her about the math homework I was struggling with and the few things I did with my cousins and Amaya.

My parents had enough on their plate without worrying about me. What would be the point in telling them I didn’t have any friends at school? They couldn’t afford to send me to Fulton Academy, and there were no other public schools I could get to in under an hour on public transport. I was better off gritting my teeth and getting through it. Not counting days off, I had only 174 days of school to go. I was on the home stretch.

“You know what we haven’t done in a long time?” Mom said as we laid everything out on the table. “A girls’ day with your aunt Emily and your cousins.”

I smiled. “Yeah, we should definitely organize that.”

When we moved back to Devilbend, my mom and her sister had started organizing girls’ days for us. My mom hadn’t really kept in touch with my aunt before we moved back—I wasn’t sure why—but Auntie Em seemed really happy to have us living so close. She invited us over all the time and had encouraged us girls to become friends.

We’d go to parks and have picnics, go for hikes, or even take the hour-and-a-half drive into San Francisco and spend the day there—although my mom didn’t like that too much; it was expensive. I didn’t see what the issue was when my aunt was happy to pay for everything.

“That smells amazing.” My dad toed his shoes off at the door, back just in time for dinner.

“Gross!” I gagged as my mom gave him a big hug and kiss.

We sat at the dining table to eat for the first time in weeks, and the TV even stayed off. Dad was exhausted, but Mom was in the best mood I’d seen her in for a long time. I figured it had something to do with a class she kept rambling on about. It was run by BestLyf—I knew nothing about them other than that they had a tall building in downtown Devilbend and employed a lot of people from the nicer side of town—and Mom had attended her first session over the weekend. It sounded like self-help bullshit and was likely to go the route of the yoga class she’d taken at the community center, or the pottery class she’d taken with Auntie Em, or the stack of adult coloring books she’d brought home one time. None of those things had lasted, but they’d each given her a brief period of excited energy.

When I went back to my room, my math homework was still sitting on my bed, mocking me in all its half-finished glory. I sent Turner a text whining about it and then packed up all the books, deciding to get up early and finish it tomorrow.

After sending the girls a pic of my makeup, I headed to the bathroom to wash it all off and get ready for bed.

I got a little pang of excitement when I returned to see my phone flashing with notifications. I didn’t get a lot of messages. Usually it was Mom or Dad telling me they were working late or asking me to do a chore.

I turned the light off, got into bed, propped my phone on my pillow, and settled in for some scrolling before trying to sleep.

The messages were from the girls, gushing about how good I looked and how flawless my makeup was. Amaya begged me to post them on Instagram every single time I sent a pic, and tonight was no different.

In between chatting with them, I scrolled Instagram, obsessing over makeup that was way better than what I could do and trying to ignore the fact that Turner still hadn’t replied.

Under a pic of some artfully arranged makeup brushes, there was a post from the “DNHS Confessions Page.”

“The new guy—Turner—is fucking hot!”

Usually I scrolled past, trying not to read what they said, but Turner’s name caught my attention. Like a masochist, I tapped on the page and scrolled through the recent confessions. No one knew who ran the page, but the description read, “Send us your Devilbend North High tea, and we’ll spill it for you! Oops!” Students sent in anonymous comments, gossip, and bitchy things, and the page posted them all, unedited. I had a feeling Kelsey ran it. Something like that would require someone mean-hearted to keep it going, and that bitch was always on her phone.

There were several posts about how hot Turner was and what people wanted to do to him. There were common ones like “Anna cheated on the science quiz” or “Meg and Josh were making out in the back of the admin building even though Josh has a girlfriend.” The juicy gossip was interspersed with just plain mean comments. At least one per day was about me. “Phil looks particularly fat today,” “Is that thing on her face contagious?” and so on. It was a running joke for people to then comment with some variation of “Who? What are you talking about?”

I growled and locked the screen, dropping the phone on the bed beside me and rolling onto my back.

Why was I reading that shit? Why was I doing that to myself?

Those people weren’t my friends. I didn’t like them, and they definitely didn’t like me. But it still hurt to read comment after comment about how fucking worthless I was as a human being.

I’d tried to switch off from it completely once. I deactivated my accounts and embraced being as invisible as they all liked to joke I was. It was bliss . . . for about two days. Then I opened my locker at school, and a sea of paper came flying out. Hundreds of printouts of posts, comments, and taunts I’d avoided while offline smacked me in the face, quite literally.

“We saw you deactivated your accounts, and we didn’t want you to miss anything important,” Kelsey had said, a self-satisfied smile on her face.

“Can’t believe you’re going to keep killing trees when you can read all this online. Don’t you know we’re in a climate crisis?” Madison’s threat had been clear—get back online or keep receiving printouts.

Defeated, I cleaned up the mess before one of them reported it to a teacher and got me in trouble. Then I reactivated my accounts. What else could I do?

And if I really thought about it, I’d missed the makeup accounts I followed, not to mention talking to the only people my age who didn’t treat me like shit—the girls.

My phone vibrated next to my thigh, and I picked it up reflexively, my heart kicking up a notch, as it did every time. I never knew if the notification would bring a mundane message from one of my parents or an anonymous suggestion I end my own life.

It was Turner.

Turner: Sorry I didn’t reply sooner. It’s been a crazy day. I had to help my dad with something. Did you get the math homework done?

I smiled and responded immediately, not even caring if that looked as if I’d been up just staring at my phone, waiting for him to message me. I was so happy to hear from him.


Chapter 6

 

I POURED SALT into the shaker and passed it to Chelsea. She screwed the top on while I did the next one, both of us taking our time, leaning on the end of the counter.

Barry, the cook, was out back having a break, and Leah had taken the night off. Tuesday nights were always quiet, so a good part of my shift was spent refilling the salt, pepper, and sugar shakers and restocking the takeaway cups, along with general cleaning and tidying. And of course, gossiping with Chelsea. Or rather she’d gossip, talking a million miles an hour, while I dropped in the occasional “OMG!” or “Are you serious?”

She used to talk a lot about her boyfriend and his friends, but they’d broken up recently, and now she talked more about some new course she wanted to do.

“Sorry, what was it called?” I realized I’d zoned out and overfilled the last saltshaker. I mopped up my mess as she repeated what she’d been saying.

“BestLyf.” She huffed. I was pretty sure that was the same thing my mom had been talking about the other day. “You OK, girl? You seem more quiet than usual. Distracted.”

“Yeah, I’m fine. Sorry. Just tired.” I’d been staying up way too late talking to Turner on the balcony or on the phone. I gave her a smile, and she launched right back in.

“Well, remember the info session I mentioned a couple of weeks ago?” She waved the saltshaker lid around animatedly as she talked.

“Uh-huh.” I nodded and glanced around the diner, making sure the three currently occupied tables didn’t need anything.

“Well, it was so good. I mean, I only went because I had nothing better to do, and that chick I met at yoga was raving about it, and she seemed nice, but it was totally worth it. They even had sushi platters out after, and I didn’t have to worry about dinner.” She chuckled, and I gave her a wide smile. That girl was obsessed with raw fish. “It was the first time in, like, a month I managed to not think about Dave for more than ten fucking minutes.” At the mention of her ex, her face fell.

I dropped the large box of salt and squeezed her hand. “He didn’t deserve you.”

“No, he did not.” She squared her shoulders, and we got back to work. “I mean, I came out here for him. I left all my friends and my family back in Illinois because I thought we were in love and creating a life together. Then six months after we move here, he dumps me and moves to San Francisco! He is such a fucking asshole.”

I shushed her, glancing around at the patrons again.

She cringed. “Sorry. Anyway, I’ve been thinking about moving to San Fran myself, just to stick it to him, ya know? But it’s so expensive. And then I was thinking about moving home, but I haven’t told my mom that we broke up yet, and I’ve kinda lost touch with my friends and . . . I dunno. Anyway, I think I’m gonna stay now. That info session really helped put things in perspective for me. I learned that it’s OK to put myself and my happiness first, so that’s what I’m gonna do.”

“You learned all that from one free info session? Wow.”

“No, silly.” She grinned. We finished with the salt and moved on to the sugar. “I’ve been to three free info sessions, and the other night I went to my first workshop, which they charge for, but it was so worth it.”

“You went to four events in two weeks?” I asked, a little surprised.

“Yeah! I mean, it’s not like I had anything better to do, and I was learning so much and meeting all these amazing, successful people. I think it’s lucky that BestLyf has one of its centers right here in Devilbend. Makes it possible for them to offer more events, ya know?”

“Uh-huh. Lucky. I’m really happy for you, Chelsea. It’s good to see you so positive again.” I didn’t know much about this program, but I wanted to be supportive.

“Thank you.” She beamed. “Hey, you should come. They’re super welcoming to everyone. It’s a really flexible program that’s tailored to your individual needs, the further along you get. The main focus is always on helping you be your best self—whatever that means for you.”

“Uh, yeah, maybe . . .”

The bell above the door dinged, saving me from having to awkwardly avoid going to whatever motivational self-help crap Chelsea had gotten involved in.

“I got it.” I rushed to the door before she could say anything else.

Donna, Harlow, and Amaya walked in wearing their school uniforms, looking cute in their knee-high socks and so pretty. I’d never look that pretty. The table of college guys in the corner watched them with unconcealed interest.

“Well, hello there, fair maidens.” I gave them a mock bow. “Welcome to our humble establishment. How may I be of service this evening?”

Donna and Amaya chuckled, but Harlow jumped right into the ridiculousness with me. “Your finest table, wench. We’re weary travelers in need of a warm meal to fill our bellies and a pitcher of your best mead.”

“Who you callin’ wench, bitch?” I dropped the act and stepped forward to give them each a hug before leading them to a booth.

“That uniform looks amazing on you.” Amaya tugged on the edge of my stained blue apron.

I gave her a skeptical look. “Please.”

“I’m serious. The apron cinches you in at the waist and accentuates your curves. I’d kill for half your boobs.” She grabbed her own admittedly smaller boobs and looked down at her modest cleavage. The table of college guys started squawking and carrying on, nudging each other like a flock of seagulls.

We all rolled our eyes at them.

“What are you guys doing here?” I asked, changing the topic.

“We went shopping after school and thought we’d grab dinner before heading home,” Donna said, perusing the menu.

“Oh, OK. What can I get you?” I pulled my pen and pad out of my apron pocket, fighting to keep my smile from shaking. I knew they did things without me, had their own lives—how could they not when we went to different schools and had other social circles? Or rather, they had other people they hung out with. I was just alone all the time. It still hurt to be reminded of it.

“You mentioned you were working tonight, so we thought we’d come see you,” Harlow added. My smile became more genuine.

“I’ll have the cheeseburger with a side of fries and a strawberry milkshake, and do you guys wanna share the loaded nachos?” Amaya looked up to find us all staring at her. “What?” She dropped the menu and crossed her arms. “I’m fucking hungry.”

I had no idea how that amount of food would even fit into her tiny stomach, but I recovered first. “Hey, no judgment. The nachos are really good.”

The others ordered, and Donna asked when my break was. I put their order in and, when it was ready, told Chelsea I was taking my break and went to sit with them for a little while.

I stole some of their nachos, Amaya playfully batting my hand back, but the ding of the bell over the door yanked my attention away.

Jayden’s dad walked into the diner in a suit but no tie, the top few buttons of his shirt undone. He was off the clock.

He paused at the door and scanned the room, then smiled and walked forward when he spotted someone. Chelsea. I frowned, completely tuning out the girls as I focused on their exchange.

She smiled widely, as if he’d just handed her a million dollars and not a folded-up scrap of paper. She slipped the paper into her apron pocket, and they spoke briefly before Boyd extended his hand. Chelsea took it, and he covered her hand with his other one, holding on for an inappropriately long time while leaning in to speak into her ear.

Then, as unexpectedly as he’d appeared, he walked back out the door.

What the hell was going on? Was Chelsea having an affair with Jayden’s dad? My stomach rolled at the thought. He was at least fifteen years older than her, but it would explain her sudden good mood and positive outlook. Was he even married though? I’d never cared to learn about Jayden’s family life.

“Earth to Mena!” Harlow waved a hand in front of my face as the others laughed.

“Huh? Sorry!” I snapped out of it. I had enough problems of my own to worry about, and I didn’t want to waste what time I had left with my friends thinking about anyone with the last name Burrows.

We talked shit, discussed the latest episode of the webtoon we were all reading, ranked the college guys in order of hotness. My break was over way too soon, but it was nice to spend time with them and feel normal for half an hour.

“I would’ve said to just hang out with your friends, Philly, but . . .” Chelsea smiled apologetically as she picked up two plates from the servery.

“It’s all good.” I waved her off. A few more people had come in for dinner, and we really couldn’t slack off anymore.

The girls hung around a bit longer, then came to say goodbye when there was a lull.

“It was so nice to see you guys.” I held on to them each a little longer than I had saying hello. I hated saying goodbye, even though I knew I didn’t mean as much to them as they meant to me.

“Same. Come over on the weekend.” Harlow bounced on the spot, her big headphones jostling on her chest.

“Yeah, we can have another pool sesh before the weather turns to shit.” Donna rolled her eyes.

“I gotta work.” I huffed. The weather was already getting cold. Fall was beginning to turn the leaves golden, and I needed a cardigan to sit out on the balcony in the evenings.

“What about during the week?” Amaya asked.

“Homework, and I don’t have a car . . .” I couldn’t get to their place on the nice side of town without a car, and my parents were never home early enough to drive me.

“God, I keep forgetting. I’m such a bitch.” Donna looked guilty. “We’ll come pick you up one night. We’ll sort it out later, OK? Get back to work.”

“Sounds good. I can tell you about this guy I’ve been talking to.”

“What?!” Amaya stopped midturn and faced me again. “Way to bury the lede.”

“Yeah, we’ve been here all night, and you only mention this now?” Harlow whacked me on the arm.

Donna’s eyes just sparkled, her smile brilliant and greedy. She wagged a finger in my face. “You’re not getting away with this. There will be questions, missy. So many questions.”

“And I will provide answers,” I promised. “But I really gotta get back to work. Bye!”

I rushed away without waiting for a response. When I looked over my shoulder, Donna was dragging the other two out the door as they glared at me.

I held in a laugh and went to clear a table. It was nice to have them so interested in something going on with me—even if it was more because of the boy-related gossip than anything else. But as my shift came to a close, I started to worry about what exactly I would tell them. “Oh, I started talking to him on my balcony, and he goes to my school, and I’ve seen him (he’s really hot, BTW—way out of my league), but he has no idea what I look like. Also, we’ve kissed. Also, I’m pretty sure I’m falling in love with him.”

Fuck my life . . .

_______________

The next time I saw Turner, the sight of his broad shoulders, encased in a dark gray hoodie, stopped me in my tracks before I made it around the corner. I’d spent so much time silently observing him I’d know his build, his mannerisms, anywhere.

I just wasn’t expecting to see him at the bottom of the back stairs in the dingy end of the English and humanities wing. The last two classrooms had busted windows or other issues and weren’t even used. I went out of my way to take these stairs from time to time to avoid bumping into Madison and her friends, or Jayden and his friends. I could count on one hand the number of people I’d seen in this part of the school.

“Just tell me what to do to prove . . . please!” I missed half of what he said as I silently plastered myself against the wall, tightly gripping the strap of my bag.

I was about to walk away, risk the main stairs, but the desperation in his voice kept me glued to the spot.

“. . . that simple.” The small voice that responded was female. Now I definitely wasn’t going anywhere.

“OK, then how about—” Turner’s ocean-deep voice had some ripples in it now, but a sharp shush cut him off.

He resumed talking, but I couldn’t make out what he was saying.

I chewed on my bottom lip and tried to make myself walk away, but curiosity got the better of me. I took a deep breath and leaned around the corner.

Turner had shifted against the railing, revealing the person beyond: the sad little girl from the library the other day.

Jayden’s little sister? What the actual fuck?

He was holding his hands out, palms up, as if he was pleading with her . . . or maybe threatening her? Her arms were wrapped around her waist, her head hanging. She looked so vulnerable—especially next to Turner’s height and strength. He was easily twice her size.

Why the hell was he talking to a freshman in an abandoned part of the school, making her look as though she might burst into tears at any moment?

It killed me to even consider that the sweet, funny guy I was falling for wasn’t who I thought he was, but I couldn’t just stand there and do nothing . . . even though that’s what all my classmates had done for years as I’d endured Madison’s and Jayden’s torture.

I was about to bust my cover. He’d know who I was as soon as I opened my mouth. He’d had nothing to focus on but my voice for weeks.

I didn’t care.

I took a step around the corner, but Turner beat me to it. He leaned down and whispered something to Jenny, his big hand engulfing her delicate shoulder, then rushed away up the stairs.

Jenny lifted her face to the ceiling and sighed, unshed tears glistening on her lashes. She lowered her head and immediately spotted me.

Her eyes widened in fear—of me? Of him?

With one hand still gripping the strap of my bag, I cautiously reached the other out to her, taking small measured steps forward. “Hey, Jenny. Remember me? We met in the library the other day.”

She nodded and glanced at the stairs. The tears spilled over.

“I just want to make sure you’re OK. That looked kind of intense, and—”

“I’m fine,” she interrupted, squaring her shoulders and swiping at the tears on her face. “Just leave me alone.”

She started to move past me, and I let her, not wanting to make her feel any less safe.

“Was that guy bothering you?” That made her stop and face me again. “Did he do something to hurt you? Is he—”

“No,” she interrupted me again. “Leave him alone too. He’s just . . . just don’t say anything to anyone, OK? It’ll only make everything worse. I just . . . I need to think.”

She rushed off, leaving me standing at the bottom of the stairs, confused.

She’d seemed afraid of him when they were talking, but I’d caught only a glimpse of it. Was she just upset? Maybe he was trying to comfort her? He did look as though he was pleading with her at one point. And the way she demanded I leave him alone . . . it was fiercer than the way she’d defended herself.

Was I reading this all wrong? Or was my connection with Turner making me search for any explanation that put him in a positive light?


Chapter 7

 

MOM AND DAD were both working late, and I didn’t even attempt to do any homework when I got home. I dumped my bag at the foot of my bed and immediately reached for my makeup case. I needed to clear my head, calm my racing heart, get lost in the precision and focus required to execute a full face of makeup.

I set up in my room, retrieving the circle light I’d had out on the balcony all summer. It was getting too cold to sit out there at night anyway, but really, I was avoiding Turner. My phone had lit up with several messages from him, and it took a Herculean effort not to read them. In the end, I put the damn thing on silent and shut it in my bedside drawer.

I ended up doing a split-face makeup—definitely not something you’d ever wear in public but fun to experiment with. One side was fierce, with a strong brow and smoky eye, a defined deep red lip, and contouring around the cheeks—the bitch you didn’t mess with. The other half was youthful and vulnerable, with light makeup around the eyes, soft blush on the cheeks, and a gloss on the lips—the naïve young girl who needed protecting.

I was neither.

I was both.

It spoke to my confusion and conflicting feelings about the day.

I snapped a few photos and wiped it all off just before my dad walked through the front door. While he was in the shower, I started dinner, needing something to occupy my hands and my mind.

“Er . . . you feeling OK, Sweet Chilly?” He eyed the knife in my hand with wide eyes.

I gave him a withering look and got back to chopping the pepper. “Stir-fry, right?”

“I was gonna say we should get a pizza since your mom and I both worked late, but you’ve already done half the work, so sure!”

He put the rice on, and we had dinner ready in no time. Dad chattered about mundane things, asking about school and work. I managed to respond just enough to show I was listening, but half my mind was still in that stairwell with Turner and Jenny, my gut churning about what I’d seen and heard.

Obviously, I wasn’t the only one with secrets. I just couldn’t figure out if his were going to get me into trouble.

To both my parents’ astonishment, I sat on the couch with them and watched some TV for a while, then I went to bed early.

I took time with my evening routine before flopping into bed on my back, staring at the dark ceiling. With nothing left to distract me, I could no longer resist the urge to reach into my drawer and check my phone.

There were forty-eight messages in the group chat with the girls, mostly demands for more information about “the hottie you mentioned the other day.”

An anonymous message told me I’d looked like shit today and should stop making other people deal with having to look at me by just killing myself. I got out of that one quickly, but my heart still plummeted in my chest.

There were three from Turner.

The first was from barely an hour after school.

Turner: Hey, neighbor. Balcony?

The second was from about half an hour later.

T: Mena? I didn’t think you were working tonight. I miss you.

The third was sent about fifteen minutes ago.

T: Are you OK?

Was I? I supposed I was physically OK. Mentally, I was a confused mess. Emotionally? I didn’t even know where to start.

I stared at my phone, trying to think of something to say until it went dark and locked itself. I groaned and ran my hand through my hair, then rolled onto my side, unlocked it, and replied.

Mena: I’m fine. Just need to think.

His reply was instant.

T: About? Anything I can help with?

My fingers hovered over the keyboard, my gut churning. What was I supposed to say? Hey, are you doing something shady with Jayden’s little sister? It sounded insane, even in my own head, but I knew what I’d seen. I couldn’t just ignore it.

On the other hand, if there was a logical explanation and I accused him of doing something awful, I’d feel really bad.

Every time we spoke, Turner seemed to me like a good person—I just couldn’t reconcile that with how scared Jenny had looked while talking to him.

My screen went dark again, and he sent another message before I could.

T: Shit. Is it about me? About us?

M: Kind of. I don’t really know how to explain it.

T: Fuck, Mena, what did I do? Did I say something bad? The more I get to know you, the less filter I have.

M: No, you didn’t say anything or do anything to me.

But what did you do to her?

T: Then what is it? Can we talk out on the balcony? I want to hear your voice.

M: My parents just went to bed. I can’t.

T: Then can I call you?

Without waiting for a response, he did. I let it ring out and then replied.

M: They’ll hear me. I can’t talk to you right now. I just need to process some things.

T: I can’t fix anything if you don’t tell me what the issue is.

M: I don’t know if this can be fixed.

T: Fuck. You’re really scaring me.

M: I’m sorry. I’ll talk to you tomorrow. I need to get some sleep.

He didn’t reply for a long time. All I could think about was him in his bed, staring at his phone. Was he confused? Angry? Scared? Pissed off?

Maybe all of those things. I knew I was.

When he finally did respond, it was a simple “OK.”

I put my phone away and rolled onto my other side, facing the wall, as tears pricked the backs of my eyes. He was the best thing that had happened to me in a long time. But was he who I thought he was? Or was I so desperate for human interaction that I was seeing something that wasn’t there?

_______________

The next morning, I looked more like shit than usual. The lack of sleep and crying had left my eyes puffy and my nose red; even my birthmark looked worse.

Some concealer would’ve covered the imperfections, and a swipe of mascara would’ve made my eyes look more open and alert. But I just looked wistfully at my makeup case and remembered how scratchy the fibers of that mop had felt and how the smell of bleach had choked me, and I settled for washing my face with cold water, hoping that would bring the swelling down.

Like every morning, I drank my coffee on the balcony and waited for Turner. He left later than usual—I guessed he hadn’t slept much either—his shoulders hunched, hood up, hands in pockets.

I waited until he was around the corner, then I left, pulling my own hood up and tucking my ponytail out of the way.

Most of the day passed in a blur as I went from class to class, took scattered notes that would probably make no sense later, and avoided Turner in the halls. I’d figured out his schedule—or at least which general area of the school he would be in at any point in the day. Usually I used this information to pass him in the hall, get a glimpse of him, hear his smooth, deep voice as he talked.

Today, I used it to keep as far away from him as possible.

Even Bonnie bumping into me and loudly declaring, “That was weird. I just knocked into thin air. Does anyone see anything?” didn’t make me feel as shitty as it usually did. A bunch of kids laughed as I walked away, but my mind was with Turner.

By lunch, my stomach was still churning, which meant I wasn’t even remotely hungry. But I was over feeling like shit.

School was shitty enough. I couldn’t have this hanging over my head too.

I sat down in the abandoned stairwell where I’d seen Turner talking to Jenny and got out my phone to text him.

He beat me to it.

T: Can we please talk? This is killing me.

M: Yes. I was just about to text you.

T: In person. Please. I want to talk to you.

M: Tonight? Balcony?

T: I can’t tonight. My dad needs me. Can I come meet you somewhere? Please, Mena!

M: Lunch is half-over. There’s no time.

T: I don’t care. Can’t fucking concentrate on anything anyway.

M: Me neither . . .

I chewed my bottom lip and racked my brain. I wasn’t ready for him to see me, but I needed to speak to him. I craved his touch, even as I worried it might burn me.

It would have to be somewhere dark.

The gym would be empty during lunch. We’d have to finish our talk before the next class came in to use it.

M: Meet me in the gym. There’s a storage room at the back next to the seating. We should have privacy there.

I grabbed my bag, rushing in that direction as fast as I could. I should’ve waited until I was there before sending that text. Hopefully I could get there first.

The gym was empty, and I ran across the polished floor to the back corner, praying the door to the storage room would be unlocked. Luck was on my side, and the heavy door opened.

I dashed inside and took a deep breath.

Sneakers squeaked on the polished gym floor. I’d only just beaten him. Had he been close by? Or had he rushed here like me?

It was pitch black in the dank space, but light would flood it as soon as he opened the door. I hurried toward the other end of the room and around the corner, darting past the industrial shelving that held balls and mats and other torture devices high school gym teachers had used since time immemorial. The room was an L shape, with another door leading outside, providing access to the equipment from the football field.

The door opened. Light streamed in. I held my breath. What if it wasn’t him?

“Mena?” he whisper-shouted into the room.

“Shut the door,” I said. “Quick.”

He closed the door, then cursed. “Where’s the light?”

“No!” I stepped in his direction. “Just leave it. Come toward me.”

“Are you fucking serious right now?” His voice had lost some of that silky-smooth quality, frustration and weariness creating ripples. But he shuffled forward.

“Follow my voice.” I reached a hand out. It was so dark I may as well have had my eyes closed. If I hadn’t been half-convinced we were about to break up (were we even together?) it would’ve been fun, seeking each other out in the dark.

My hand bumped his chest . . . and stayed there.

“There you are.” He lowered his voice, his hand landing on my ribs, then shifting up to my shoulder.

I felt so distant from him, so uncertain of who he was, what we were. But I couldn’t stop myself from getting closer. My feet shuffled forward; my other hand settled on his hip. And then we were moving as one, stepping into each other’s space, hands tentative at first but incapable of holding back. My arms wrapped around his waist, and his banded around my back. We were chest to chest. With my cheek over his heart, I listened to the thud-thud as my breathing began to match his without my even realizing it.

For a few moments, we just stood there, holding each other. I felt at home in his arms, even though I’d touched him only a handful of times through the bamboo and kissed him only once.

His soft voice broke the silence. “Mena, what are we doing here?”

“It’s called hugging.” He’d torn through my defenses without much more than his touch and solid presence. My mind had calmed, the churning in my stomach had settled, and I’d reverted to our usual banter. But there was nothing normal about this situation—about me.

“I’d like to turn on the light.”

“No. Please, Turner, don’t.” I tried to pull away, fully prepared to find an exit and run before he could see me. But he held on. His grip was firm but not insistent. I could’ve wrenched out of it if I’d really wanted to. I didn’t want to.

His chest expanded against mine in a deep sigh, which turned into a soft growl at the end. “I don’t understand this. We’ve been getting to know each other for weeks. I’ve told you things . . . I don’t care what you look like, Mena. I like you—your mind, your sense of humor, how you feel in my arms. What is the big deal? Why won’t you tell me who you are?”

I smiled sadly at how direct he was being. It was incredible to know he felt this connection between us just as strongly as I did.

But he’d been hanging out with Jayden and his friends more and more. I’d seen Steph and Bonnie hovering around him, giving him flirty looks. He was falling into the worst possible group, and I wasn’t sure if it was too late.

“I’m sorry, Turner. I know this is frustrating for you. But once you find out who I am . . . it’ll change everything.”

“No.” He squeezed me. “It’ll change nothing. At least not for me. Are you really that insecure about your looks?”

“Yes. No. Argh!” This time I did push out of his embrace. My hands dropped to his waist, my body unwilling to separate from him completely, but I needed some space to breathe. He smelled so damn good; I wanted to give him whatever he wanted so I could continue to bury my nose in his chest and breathe in that warm fresh-rain scent. “It’s not just about that. There are things you don’t know. About me. About this school. I . . .”

“So tell me. Why can’t you just be honest? Haven’t I earned your trust?”

And just like that, I remembered why I’d been questioning everything in the first place.

“Don’t act like I’m the only one keeping secrets, Turner. You can’t demand honesty if you’re not willing to give it.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” His voice rose a little in pitch. He was getting frustrated. So was I.

My heart rate quickened, and before I could chicken out, I blurted, “I saw you yesterday. Talking to Jayden’s little sister.”

His muscles tensed under my fingers. He went very still, his thumbs no longer rubbing little absent-minded circles against my shoulders.

“How much did you hear?” The ocean-smooth quality that made me want to sink into his voice was gone—this smoothness was like glass. Sharp and deadly.

What the fuck had I been thinking locking myself in a dark place with a guy I suspected was . . . doing something to sweet, innocent little Jenny? I was a fucking moron.

“Nothing. I hardly heard a word, and I only saw you guys talking for, like, two minutes.” I removed my hands from his sides and took a step back, mentally calculating if I was closer to the door that led to the gym or the one that led outside.

“Shit.” He sighed, and his hands found my hips. “You sound fucking terrified. I’m sorry. Please . . . I didn’t mean to be so intense. I just . . . I don’t know what to say.”

He sounded genuine, but he hadn’t answered my unasked question. What the fuck was he doing with Jenny? I put my hands on his arms, ready to push him off if I had to, fighting the urge to pull him closer.

“What was that about then?” I asked. “I didn’t hear much, but that girl looked fucking terrified.”

“I know. I didn’t put that look on her face. Trust me.”

“Never trust someone who says trust me.”

He chuckled, and it turned into a groan. “I can’t really tell you much more about that situation—the secrets are not . . . it’s not just my story to tell. But I’m trying to do something good. I’m trying to do the right thing.”

“Is she in some kind of trouble?” My nails dug into his forearms. She’d defended him when I confronted her. Was it possible the fear in her eyes wasn’t of him but for him?

“Maybe. I promise I’ll tell you the full story when it’s all over. And I hope that will be sooner rather than later. In the meantime, I have to ask you to trust me. Trust that I’m doing the right thing.”

My gut was telling me I could. The idea of Turner doing something malicious was so discordant with the guy I’d gotten to know. It just didn’t fit.

And Jenny had defended him.

He hadn’t threatened me or even raised his voice. He hadn’t demanded I keep my mouth shut. He was just asking me to trust him.

I decided to take a leap of faith and do just that.

“OK, I’ll trust you, but I’ll be keeping an eye on Jenny.”

He released a heavy breath. “That would be amazing, actually. I can’t be around twenty-four seven, and knowing she has another person I trust in her corner actually makes me feel a lot better.”

I dragged my hands up his arms to rest on his shoulders. “But you have to trust me too. I know it’s frustrating for you, but I need you to trust that my reasons for keeping my identity secret are not frivolous. I just need time. I’ve been my true self with you in every other way, I promise.”

“I believe you. I’ll try to be patient.” He pulled me flush against his chest and kissed me on the forehead, his lips landing off-center, as he couldn’t see me.

But I could feel him. Every hard muscle pressing against me. His strong arms holding me, making me feel safe, even after I’d felt scared just moments ago.

“Did we just have our first fight?” His shoulders shook under my hands with quiet laughter.

“I dunno.” I shrugged. “Aren’t fights something couples have?”

“Is that not what we are?”

“Oh . . . uh . . . you’re not seeing anyone else?”

“You are?” He suddenly sounded a little worried, a little unsure. “I mean, I’m not interested in anyone else.”

“Good. Neither am I.” Not that I had any other options. He was it for me, and I wouldn’t change that for the world. But he had girls all over school hanging off him. There was no question he’d been asked out several times already. Had he said yes to any of them?

“Good.” A smile warmed his voice, and his hands started rubbing small circles on my lower back.

“Are you sure about this? You don’t know what I look like.” I couldn’t help feeling a bit insecure.

“I’m not falling for your looks, Mena. I’m falling for your personality. And this fine body.” He gave me a squeeze on the hips, his strong fingers only just digging into the area above my ass.

I laughed and dropped my forehead to his shoulder.

“Now, since we’ve survived our first fight”—his low words reverberated through my chest—“we really should make up.”

“Oh?” I smiled into his shirt, then tilted my head to speak just beneath his jaw. “And how do you propose we do that?”

I punctuated my suggestive question with a soft, lingering kiss to the side of his neck.

His voice was as breathy as mine when he answered. “I have a few ideas.”


Chapter 8

 

I KISSED HIM again, a little higher, getting drunk on how his arms tightened around me every time my lips connected, how his breathing grew shallower. Emboldened by his reaction, I did something I’d been daydreaming about since I got a good look at him—I darted my tongue out and licked his jaw. Just a little lick right under his ear.

He exhaled sharply and turned his head, his lips searching for mine in the dark. I tipped my face up and met him halfway.

We kissed as if we were reuniting lovers, back together after being unsure we’d ever see the other again—tongues tangling, hands tugging at clothing. The bell rang as we started to back toward the rear wall of the room, neither of us willing to break the kiss. My back connected with the stack of gym mats, and Turner smacked one hand beside my head for balance as he leaned his body flush against mine.

He pulled his delicious lips away and croaked against my burning cheek, “We should get to class.”

“Fuck that.” I managed to get my hands between us and pulled the zipper of his hoodie down, stroking his chest and hard abs all the way down to the waistband of his jeans. He groaned as my hands slid under his T-shirt, my thumbs rubbing those hipbones I’d been at eye level with in the library.

Just like that day, I had the urge to kneel down and lick them, but I settled for copping a good feel. I’d never given anyone a blow job—I wasn’t sure I was ready for that—and getting on my knees and licking that general area was sure to lead to a dick in my mouth.

Instead, my hands ghosted up his back, drawing him against me. The discordant thud of basketballs on polished wood only just registered—a gym class was starting. I vaguely hoped they wouldn’t need any other equipment.

Turner kissed me deeply, in smooth, rhythmic strokes of his tongue against mine. His hand went to the back of my head and, finding my hair up in a ponytail, gripped the hair tie firmly and tugged. It stung for a second, and then my hair tumbled down around us.

He inhaled deeply and broke the kiss to whisper against my lips, “You smell so good. Like strawberries.”

My response was an incoherent moan. I was beyond words, completely lost in the lust; the heavy, heady feeling low in my belly; the ache between my legs.

I rolled my hips against his, and his body responded, his hips meeting mine in a steady rhythm.

“You feel fucking good too,” he growled.

I forcefully pushed my lips once more against his. I could drown in his voice, find bliss in the gritty quality I’d put there. But I needed his lips on mine.

I widened my legs, bent my left knee. He took it in his big hand and hooked it over his hip.

And then I could feel him, his hardness right there, giving me exactly the friction I was craving.

I moaned loudly. Too loudly.

The sound bounced off the walls, reminding me where we were. My sudden rush of adrenaline only added to the heady cocktail of pleasure already coursing through my veins.

Turner started kissing and licking my jaw, his mouth moving down toward my neck as his hand traveled up my front. He caressed my breast over the fabric of my T-shirt, his hand almost completely covering it, while our hips kept up a steady rhythm.

Then he was pushing up under my T-shirt, pushing my bra out of the way so he could fondle me skin-to-skin.

He groaned into my mouth, the sound going straight to my core. Maybe I was ready for a blow job after all—I wanted to hear him make that sound over and over. I wanted to be the one to wrench it from his throat. I wanted all our clothing gone. I wanted a bed instead of the stinky old gym mats at my back.

Something banged against the door, making us both jump.

We stopped kissing and froze, only our hips still rocking slightly as we panted and listened, suddenly thrown back into reality.

“I said no contact, Andrews! How in the hell did you two end up there?” The coach sounded mad but a little amused.

The class’s chorus of laughter followed, along with a loud male guffaw right on the other side of the door. The door that stood between an entire class of sophomores and Turner and me.

“Shit.” I pushed gently against his chest, and he removed his hand from my breast. I missed it already. I never wanted to wear a bra again—Turner could just walk behind me, holding my boobs in place with his big, warm hands, all day every day.

“Since you’re there, grab the orange cones, would ya?” The coach shouted again.

“Fuck.” This time it was Turner’s turn to curse.

I adjusted my bra and ran a hand through my hair. Snatching up my bag, I rushed in the general direction of the football-field door and ended up walking right into it, bumping my knee with a grunt.

“Mena?” Turner hissed into the dark. “Fuck, what are we gonna do?”

“I’m sorry. I gotta go. Just hide or something.”

“What?” He sounded panicked, but I was running on pure adrenaline now. I had to get out of there immediately.

I found the door handle just as the other door creaked open. Thankfully, mine opened inward, blocking me from view as light flooded the room.

I closed the door behind me and threw my hood up, thanking every deity imaginable that no one was on the football field as I powerwalked away. I’d go to the bathroom to get my shit together and kill more time before my next class started.

No one—not even Turner—stopped me as I hurried off, and I smiled, my chest heaving. I couldn’t believe we’d gotten away with it. I just hoped Turner hadn’t been busted.

_______________

“Not too dark on the eyes, Philly. I want to look sophisticated, not slutty,” my mom directed me as I started applying eyeshadow to her lids.

“Eew! Why the hell would I make my mother look slutty?”

We’d set up at the kitchen table, all my makeup spread out, Mom at my mercy. She’d come home in almost as good a mood as me—declared we’d get Chinese for dinner, but it would be just me and Dad, as she was going to a seminar thing, and could I please do her makeup?

I took pretty much any excuse to do makeup, so there we were.

She smiled. “I didn’t mean you’d do it on purpose, sweetheart.”

“So, you just think I’m shit at makeup,” I deadpanned.

“What?” She backed away from my brush and opened her eyes. “No, Philomena, I was just trying to crack a joke.”

I snorted and let my grin burst through. “I know. I’m just messing with you, Mom.”

She breathed a massive sigh of relief and closed her eyes again so I could get back to work. “I just don’t know these days. And please don’t take this the wrong way, but you get in your moods, and I . . . well, I worry about you sometimes.”

I paused for a second and looked into my mom’s face, her eyes closed, her chin tipped up. We looked so similar, but her eyes were a little more tired, her lips marred with a few lines. She was still pretty. It didn’t make sense, because I wasn’t pretty. How the hell did that work?

I got back to work, fighting the urge to tell her everything. The messages, the taunts, the way I was ignored at school, even the few incidents where I’d actually been attacked.

But then I swallowed around the lump in my throat and shoved down that urge. There was literally nothing she could do. No point in adding further stress to my parents’ already frantic lives.

“Anyway, you’re in a good mood today.” Mom broke the silence before I could. “It’s nice to see.”

“Yeah I . . . had a good day.” I couldn’t stop the smile pulling at my lips as I thought about what Turner and I had been doing in the storage room just hours earlier.

Mom cracked one eye open and gave me a sly grin. “I know that smile.”

“You know nothing, woman. Close your eyes.” I gave her a very serious look, but the smile broke out again as soon as her eye closed.

“You have a crush,” Mom sing-songed.

“Mom.” I laughed, then after a pause, added, “It’s more than a crush.”

What the hell had just possessed me to imply to my mother I was seeing a boy? Maybe I was just desperate to tell someone, bursting with the excitement Turner made me feel.

“Holy shit, my Sweet Chilly Philly has a boyfriend!” My mother squealed like a preteen and backed out of the reach of my makeup brush.

“Mother.” I shot her a withering look.

“OK, OK, I’ll try to have more chill,” she said while bouncing in her chair.

I rolled my eyes. “I can’t finish your makeup if you’re bouncing around like that.”

She stopped and closed her eyes again, tipping her face up. I sighed and got back to work.

After a few minutes she asked, “What’s his name?”

“Uh . . . I . . .”

“Don’t tell me you don’t know his name.” She chuckled.

“Of course I know his name.” He just doesn’t know mine. “I’m just . . . it’s kind of new.”

“OK, I respect your privacy. I just have to ask, Philomena, do we need to have the safe-sex talk?”

“Mom!” Now it was my turn to screech. “No. I am well across safe sex, and we do not need to discuss this.”

“Fine.” Her expression grew suddenly serious. “Just promise you’ll come to me if you need to, OK? I’ll never judge you or be mad if you need help.”

The urge to tell her about how miserable high school was nearly overwhelmed me again. “I know. Thanks, Mom.”

She smiled and nodded. “And for the love of god, don’t get pregnant.”

“Jesus fuc . . .” I put the brush away, done with her eyes. “Look down so I can do your mascara.”

She obeyed, and I changed the topic immediately. “So, what exactly is this thing you’re going to? Chelsea from work has mentioned going to the same thing, and it sounds a little new-agey to me.”

“Oh, yes, I think I met Chelsea at the first info session I went to a few weeks ago. She’s lovely. And Boyd Burrows runs the sessions. He’s Jayden’s dad—you two go to school together, right?”

“Ugh. Unfortunately.”

“Oh, you’re not friends?”

“Not exactly. How’s that?” I held a mirror in front of her, blocking my own scowl at the mention of Jayden. I wanted to ask if Chelsea and Boyd seemed close at the last session—I was curious if that was the reason behind Chelsea’s sudden enthusiasm for these seminars—but Mom would only lecture me about not gossiping, so I kept my mouth shut.

“I look ten years younger! This is amazing! Thank you.”

“You’re welcome.” I gave her a genuine smile. I really hadn’t done much—covered up the dark circles, accentuated her eyes. “You didn’t answer my question about this event,” I said as I started to pack up, separating the brushes that needed to be cleaned.

“Oh, it’s nothing ‘new-agey,’ as you put it. BestLyf is a large, successful professional-development company. They have offices all over the country and run workshops and courses. That kind of thing. It’s all about improving yourself while improving your skills. It’s hard to explain unless you come along and experience it for yourself. It’s very motivating.”

“I can see that. There’s not much that will get you out of the house on a school night.”

“It’s worth it. But I’m not sure it’s going to keep happening. I’ve got another two events that they offer free of charge, then the next level up is paid workshops and retreats, and I just don’t think we can afford it.” She sighed.

There wasn’t much I could say to that. Whether it was my mother wanting to improve her skills, my father wanting to spend time with his friends on a fishing trip, or me wanting to get away from my abusers—we couldn’t afford it.

“I hope you and Dad find the money for it, Mom. I like seeing you happy and motivated.”

“Thanks, sweetheart, but you don’t need to worry about that.” She waved her hand dismissively as she walked off toward the kitchen. “How about a snack?”

“Sure.”

We spent the next half hour munching on celery sticks slathered in peanut butter. Mom managed to bring the conversation back to boys and started reminiscing about all the “shenanigans” she and Auntie Em had gotten up to when they were my age and running amok all over Devilbend.

Thankfully, Dad came home and saved me from hearing anything that would have scarred me for life, and Mom left for her meeting.

Turner wasn’t home that evening, but whatever he was up to with his dad, he had time to text me occasionally.

T: I can’t believe you managed to slip away without me seeing you! I’m once again convinced you work for the CIA.

M: How many times do I have to tell you—it’s the FBI.

T: Maybe it’s the KGB. They use beautiful women to lure men with their wiles.

M: Wiles? LOL!

T: Yes. You have incredible wiles. I’m still hard just thinking about your wiles.

I looked over my shoulder to make sure my dad was nowhere around. He was glued to the TV on the other side of the balcony door, but I still dropped my hands low in my lap before replying.

M: We definitely have some unfinished business. I can’t stop thinking about it either.

T: If my dad wasn’t sitting right next to me, I’d be describing all the things I want to do to you next time.

M: Change of topic then! Did you get into trouble?

T: Nah. Luckily the kid who came into the room as you ran away was someone I know—he’s on the football team. He gave me shit about having a girl in there and tried to get me to say who it was, but he covered for me with the coach, and I slipped out the back door.

M: Good. I was worried you might get caught.

T: But not worried enough to hang around.

M: I’m sorry! I panicked!

T: It’s OK. I’m teasing!

I went to bed with a smile on my face.

But life’s a bitch, so anything good that happened to me naturally had to be balanced out by something shitty.


Chapter 9

 

MADISON MUST’VE BEEN in a bad mood, because she seemed to have made it her mission to make my life hell all day.

She bumped into me from behind on my way to first period, making me drop my books, then declared, “You dropped something” in a monotone before walking away, as if I were gum on the bottom of her shoe.

Between second and third period, I was at my locker when the whole group walked past. Bonnie slammed my locker door on my arm, and when I wrenched back, wincing, Kelsey slammed the door shut.

“How careless, leaving a locker wide open like that.” Madison was already walking away, the other girls snickering.

I rubbed my arm and flexed my fingers. That was going to leave a bruise.

At lunch, I made the mistake of walking past the cafeteria on my way to hide out in the library.

Jayden rounded the corner just as I passed the doors, his arm slung over Madison’s shoulders, their friends trailing behind them. Turner was with them.

My heart skipped a beat—I wasn’t sure if it was from seeing him or from fear. I hunched my shoulders and tried to slip past, hugging the wall, but it was too late.

“What is that smell?” Jayden waved his hand in front of his face exaggeratedly.

Madison gave me a satisfied, cruel smirk as the others blocked my path. Turner paused halfway through the cafeteria doors and turned around with a frown.

“I hope that’s not coming from the cafeteria. I swear, the standards at this school are slipping.” Steph tutted. Everyone laughed.

I wanted the floor to open up and swallow me, anything to keep Turner from seeing this. Hopefully they’d get bored or hungry quickly.

“I mean, everything looks clean, but . . .” Steph looked around, making it obvious I was invisible in this scenario—like a bad smell.

“What’s that stuff? That gas that comes off volcanoes?” Jayden snapped his fingers. “Smells like rotten eggs. It’s in fertilizer and shit.”

“Sulphur,” Turner supplied, his voice flat, emotionless.

It wasn’t until that moment that I realized I’d been hoping he would say something, do something, to stop them. No, he didn’t know I was Mena—the girl he’d been talking to all this time. But I hadn’t thought he was the kind of person to be OK with assholes being assholes for no reason.

My heart cracked in my chest; I couldn’t make myself look at him. I couldn’t make myself look at any of them as they continued to pretend I didn’t exist while cracking jokes about how bad I smelled.

I blocked out the rest of their words, keeping my head down as my eyes searched for a way out.

“We gonna stand out here all lunch? I’m fucking starving.” Turner’s deep voice was the only thing that could’ve made me tune back in. My head unconsciously turned in his direction, but years of habit kept my eyes low.

His right hand was in a fist by his side; his other arm lifted and flopped back down in a frustrated gesture. A small blue band circled his wrist—a hair tie. My hair tie.

As shitty as it felt to be standing there copping their shit, a tiny flare of warmth erupted in my chest.

They all followed Turner into the cafeteria without another glance at me, and I rushed away, gulping air, suddenly realizing how hard it had been to breathe just moments before.

After that, I was extra vigilant to avoid them and made it to my last class without another incident.

Moments after I arrived, Turner wandered in and sat in the seat directly in front of me—the seat he’d occupied since school started. It had gotten increasingly more difficult not to reach out and touch him, brush a bit of lint off his collar, run my hands through his soft, messy hair. But I restrained myself, not even looking at him too much.

Jayden sat next to him, and I tried just as hard to ignore him too, albeit for vastly different reasons.

The first half of the class was spent discussing The Crucible, the second half working on an upcoming assignment. Most of the students fell into silence, hunched over their books, as Mr. Chen buried his face in his laptop and typed away furiously.

It wasn’t long before people lost focus, and several surreptitiously pulled out their phones. After a long and stressful day, my concentration was lacking too. The words on the page kept blurring; I’d read the same sentence three times, and it still wouldn’t register in my brain. I kept finding myself glancing around the room, forcing my gaze away from Turner’s broad shoulders hunched over his desk, the short hair at the nape of his neck, the way his knee was bouncing lightly. I knew how hard those shoulders were, what that hair felt like under my palm, what a thrill it had been when that knee pushed its way between my legs.

I bit my lip to keep from smiling and shifted in my seat, pointing my eyes back down at my book. After a few moments, I looked around the room again. No one was paying me a lick of attention, so I chanced another ogling of my boyfriend (I couldn’t believe I had a secret boyfriend!).

Turner shifted, extending the leg that had been bouncing a moment earlier. He leaned his head on his left hand, totally slouched in the desk that looked tiny supporting his big frame. His right hand hung off the edge of the desk, and his fingers were fiddling with something.

Those fingers . . . the things those fingers had made me feel, the places on my body they had touched, the places I still wanted them to explore . . .

My inappropriate fantasizing evaporated when I noticed he had my hair tie in his nimble fingers, twisting it around his pointer finger, stretching it out, scrunching it up. I’d tried not to read too much into the fact that he’d kept it, but I couldn’t help wondering.

I glanced around the class again. At least half of them had their phones out now, and several people were chatting at their desks, abandoning any semblance of doing work. I ached to take my own phone out and text my boyfriend, but that was dangerous. What if someone read over my shoulder? What if someone took it or broke it or both? What if they started teasing me about why I even had a phone when I had no one to message?

The anxiety almost overwhelmed me, but it also pissed me off. I didn’t want my life to be dictated by bullies. It wasn’t fucking fair.

I didn’t want to be Phil—the sad, friendless loser everyone picked on. I wanted to be Mena—the normal teenage girl who had a boyfriend she could secretly text in class. So, I pulled my phone out, hiding it behind the bulk of my textbook, and surreptitiously did just that.

M: You have something of mine.

I kept my head down, pretending to read, as I watched him in my periphery. He pulled his phone out and read the text under the desk, sitting up a little straighter.

Would he deny it? Would he be confused? Maybe he didn’t put as much meaning into it as I had.

My phone flashed with his reply.

T: You left it when you ran away from me. I’m holding on to it, as per the finders-keepers rules. You can’t have it!

M: LOL! OK. Why so intense about a little hair tie?

He chuckled, glancing at the teacher before lifting his phone onto his desk. He tapped away at the screen, but my phone didn’t go off. I frowned. Maybe he was texting someone else.

He shook his head lightly and tapped some more. Then he grunted and ran his hand through his messy hair before tapping at the phone a third time.

I was wondering who was making him frustrated when my phone finally went off again.

T: I like having something of yours with me since you already have something of mine.

I racked my brain but couldn’t think of a single item of his I’d even held, so I replied with several question marks.

His reply was instant.

T: My heart.

My breath hitched. My eyes stayed glued to my little screen, my body frozen. He felt it as deeply as I did—this connection between us. I could hardly believe it.

In front of me, Turner shifted in his seat and blew out a big breath. He wiped both hands down the fronts of his thighs, his head bent over his screen.

I tried to think of the perfect response. Something simple and heartfelt that wouldn’t come off gushy but would show him how hard I was falling for him.

Before I could find the words, another text came in.

T: Too much?

I smiled and suddenly found it easier to reply. His nervousness was putting me at ease.

M: Not too much. You have mine too.

I added a heart emoji and sent it.

He leaned back in his chair and laced his fingers behind his head, giving me a good view of his defined arms, as he sighed—the relief palpable.

“You good, man?” Jayden asked next to him, breaking my happy bubble. The soft murmurings of the class came back into focus, and I remembered where I was—shark-infested water. I couldn’t show any of these people the gaping hole in my chest where my heart thudded for the boy sitting in front of me. They could smell blood in the water, and my heart was overflowing.

I tucked my phone back into my bag.

“Yeah. I’m fucking perfect.” I could hear the smile in Turner’s voice, and apparently, Jayden could see it.

“That is the most goofy-ass smile I’ve ever seen, bro. You got a chick on the hook?” Jayden nudged Turner’s shoulder, and my boyfriend laughed, neither denying nor confirming Jayden’s suspicion.

“Holy shit, you do!” Jayden announced a little too loudly, his exclamation masked by the bell. “Who is it? Is it Kelsey? She’s been all up in your crotch since the first day of school. Is it Bonnie? She gives it up to everyone though, man. Be careful of her. Oh, wait! Is it Steph?”

We all packed up and got to our feet, eager to get home.

I waited until Turner and Jayden were making their way out, carefully staying out of their line of sight. Not even Jayden could completely ruin the buzz of Turner’s adorable semi-declaration of love.

Even so, it still stung that by the time we’d made it out into the hall, Jayden had named almost every single girl in our year and even a few juniors, and my name wasn’t even mentioned as a joke.


Chapter 10

 

FOR TWO GLORIOUS weeks, Turner and I flirted unashamedly via text, sending each other messages I would have been horrified for anyone else to read. We met up in the storage area off the gym a few more times, but we had to be careful not to get caught. And I had to be careful not to let him see me.

Friday after school, it was pouring down rain but still kind of warm, in a humid way. Naturally, I didn’t have an umbrella with me, so I got drenched on my walk home. After a shower, I planted myself on the balcony, resigned to the fact that my hair was going to frizz up.

Rain continued to pelt down, the afternoon sky prematurely dark due to the heavy clouds.

I thought about doing a makeup look, but that just made me feel guilty; I had a World History assignment, Statistics homework, and the assignment on The Crucible to work on. Plus, the weather was too humid, and the light outside was too crap. I was hoping Turner might come out to his balcony later.

I slumped in the chair, propped my feet up on the little table, and pulled my phone out. I should’ve been dragging my books out and starting on my homework if I was going to be tragically pining for my boyfriend on the balcony. Oh god! I was basically Juliet. Did that mean this love story was doomed to end in tragedy?

Apparently, I was a massive procrastinator as well as a Juliet, because I pushed all thoughts of homework out of my mind and started scrolling Instagram. I did my best to get lost in the makeup pics and cute dog videos, but ignoring the DNHS Confessions posts was almost impossible. Every time the distinctive burgundy (our school color) background popped up, a jolt of anxiety shot up my spine. I scrolled past as fast as possible, but when I started seeing Turner’s name crop up, I couldn’t help myself. I went onto the page and looked.

There were the usual posts about how ugly my birthmark—and pretty much everything else about me—was and how I should just put myself out of my misery. But speculation about who Turner was sneaking off to see had finally reached the wide gossip network. It was inevitable that someone would notice eventually.

One post, dated three days ago, read, “Caught a glimpse of Turner making out with someone with shiny blonde hair behind the science building at lunch. Bonnie was also mysteriously not at lunch.” It made me gag, but I knew it was a flat-out lie, because I’d been pushing Turner against the gym mats in the storage room at lunch three days ago. Bonnie had probably sent it in herself.

There were several other posts in the same vein, including a few pics of the girls that had made my life hell leaning into him, whispering in his ear, touching his shoulder. I wanted to throw my phone off the balcony so I would never have to see that shit again.

“Fucking bitches,” I growled, squeezing the device in my hand.

“Hey, neighbor.” Turner’s voice sounded a bit wary. “You OK?”

Shit. I’d been so absorbed by the bullshit on social media that I hadn’t even heard him come out. “Hey, stranger. Yeah, I’m fine. Just crap on Instagram.”

There was a beat of silence, the relentless rain humming all around us.

“You know none of that shit is true, right?” His ocean-calm voice was serious. “I’d tell them all I was yours if you’d let me.”

You wouldn’t want to be mine if you knew who I really was. The thought flew through my mind before I could stop it, surprising me a little with its intensity. My chest suddenly felt tight.

I wanted so badly to show him who I really was.

I wanted to show them all the truth.

I wanted to run away and never see any of them again.

Before I had a chance to answer, the sound of Turner’s balcony door sliding open cut through the sound of the rain.

“Turner?” It was his dad.

“Hey, Dad. You’re home early.” Turner shifted; I could just make out the outline of his body as he got to his feet.

“Work was quiet. What are you doing out here? It’s pouring. Never mind. How was today? Did you speak to her? Did you convince her?”

I kept still, frowning in confusion. Was he talking about me? Had Turner confided in his dad? I couldn’t really be mad about that, but it didn’t make sense. His dad sounded really intense about it.

“No, Dad. I would’ve messaged you right away. Let’s talk inside.”

Whatever it was, Turner clearly didn’t want me to know. I wasn’t the only one keeping secrets.

I tried not to let it get to me, but it was hard not to feel hurt when I was already in a vulnerable, self-conscious state. My feet fell to the floor, and I leaned my elbows on my knees and dropped my head in my hands. What the fuck was I doing? This needed to stop. I had to tell him the truth—the whole awful history. If he decided he didn’t want me after, then I didn’t want him either. The thought of losing him—not just losing him but being rejected by him—felt like a punch to the gut, and tears welled in my eyes.

My phone went off, and I reached for the welcome distraction.

It was my boss.

Leah: Hey, Philly. Are you free to work the dinner shift tomorrow night? Chelsea canceled on me again.

M: Again? Sure, I’ll be there.

Chelsea had bailed on three shifts in the last two weeks, and I was starting to worry for her job. Leah was not happy.

L: Thanks, lovely. You’re a lifesaver!

I headed inside to start on my homework, telling myself I needed the money and that taking the shift had nothing to do with wanting to delay my chat with Turner.

Saturday nights were always busy at work. Tonight there were three other waitresses on with me, two cooks in the back, and Leah floating around helping where she could, constantly cursing Chelsea’s name under her breath for bailing on us.

About halfway through the dinner rush, Donna, Harlow, and Amaya came in with a group of their friends from school. I wasn’t sure what they were doing on the shitty side of town, and I didn’t have time to ask them; I just greeted them all warmly and seated them in a booth in my section before rushing off.

The girls had seen my birthmark plenty of times, of course, but most of their friends saw me only occasionally at parties and things. Thankfully, none of them seemed to care about it, although I did notice Nicola lean over the table and whisper to Donna, who gave her a withering look and then waved her hand dismissively. I couldn’t help but wonder if they were talking about me.

I seated a couple and cleared another table before going back to take their order.

“What can I get you guys?”

“What’s good?” William asked. Will had neat brown hair and had been on again/off again with Donna for nearly a year.

“Uh, the loaded nachos are pretty good, and we have a great pecan pie—it’s the owner’s nana’s recipe.”

“Hey, Mena.” Drew, a guy with black hair who drove a car probably worth more than our apartment, flashed me a grin. We’d hooked up once at a party. He was nice enough, but we really didn’t have anything in common. “I’ll have the nachos, but when can I take you out?”

“Oh my god.” I rolled my eyes but laughed lightly. He’d asked me out a few times, always in front of other people. I suspected he was doing it more to show off than because he actually wanted to date me.

“Leave her alone, Drew.” Harlow slapped his shoulder. “Mena’s spoken for.”

“What? No.” He groaned, a little over the top.

“Yeah, it’s true love. You can’t compete,” Donna added.

“Not that she’ll give us any damn details on the guy.” Amaya glanced up from her phone long enough to give me a reproachful look.

“Stop,” I hissed at them but struggled to keep the smile off my face. Any mention of Turner had me feeling giddy. “Are you assholes going to order or what? I’m kind of fucking busy.”

“Two servings of nachos.” Drew pouted. “I need to eat my feelings tonight.”

I rolled my eyes at him and took the other orders.

I was elated no one had made a big deal about my birthmark, and being around the girls always made me feel good. Maybe I could even sit with them on my break—if it ever slowed down enough for me to take a break.

As I headed for the servery to place their order with the kitchen, the door swung open, the little old-fashioned bell dinging. My smile fell, a heavy weight dropping in the pit of my churning stomach.

Jayden swaggered through the door as though he owned the place, his hand clasped around Madison’s. I caught a glimpse of the rest of their group before dropping my gaze and rushing behind the counter.

After placing the order, I caught one of the other waitresses as she passed. “I’m running to the bathroom,” I told her, then hurried to the back before she could answer.

In the dingy toilet, I took a few deep breaths to try to slow my racing heart. With a conscious effort, I pulled the impassive mask I wore at school over my features and hoped they’d eat quickly and get the fuck out before they noticed me.

I couldn’t leave the other waitresses in the middle of the dinner rush for long, so I forced myself back just in time to see Leah handing my worst enemies menus. She’d seated them in the booth directly next to Donna and her crew—in my section.

I groaned internally as dread settled around me like a heavy mist, making it hard to breathe or move or think straight. I cleared another table, kind of hoping one of the other girls would take their order—we weren’t super strict on sections. But we were slammed, and I had no luck.

Having done all I could to avoid it, I sighed and dragged my feet over to their booth. My shoulders slumped, my chest caving in on itself farther with every step I took. When I reached their table, I took the pen and pad out of my apron pocket and cleared my throat, glancing up.

The flat, professional “Can I take your order?” died in my throat.

Seated between Bonnie and Kelsey, his elbows casually on the table, was Turner.

Fuck, he was beautiful, with his bomber jacket and his already dark eyes obscured further by the shadow of a baseball cap. He was grinning, his strong shoulders shaking lightly at something Jayden was saying across the table.

But I didn’t have time to dwell on that. A full-blown tempest of panic, horror, and crippling uncertainty was writhing inside me. What the hell was I supposed to do now? I couldn’t let him find out like this.

I looked around at all of them, hoping like hell I didn’t seem like a deer in headlights, even though I felt like one. No one was looking at me. Maybe it had finally happened. Maybe all their jokes about me being invisible had finally translated into reality. I could only hope.

Turner noticed me standing there like a mute idiot.

“Oh, hey, sorry.” He gave me a quick glance and a little smile. “I’ll have the cheeseburger. Extra fries.”

I responded with a tight, polite smile and jotted his order down as the others all groaned, a couple of them throwing napkins at him.

“What?” He looked confused but laughed as he defended himself from the onslaught.

“Didn’t you see we were all waiting to see how long she’d stand there, not saying anything like a weirdo?” Steph filled him in.

“Uh . . . no.” Turner shifted in his seat and flashed me a wary look.

I just stood there, humiliated, hoping against hope they’d just order and I could slink away without saying something.

I’d talk to Turner after work. I’d tell him everything. I couldn’t keep doing this.

After an extended silence—my eyes glued to the table, my fingers gripping the pen so tightly my fingers were beginning to hurt—Turner cleared his throat.

“I’m starving. Fucking order already.” He said it with a smile in his voice, but I heard the growly tension underneath.

Another beat of silence, and then Madison made a show of studying the menu, tapping one manicured finger against her chin. The others snickered.

This was taking way too long. I had two other tables waiting to order; all the other staff were rushing around like crazy. But walking away, trying to ignore them as they did me, would only make it worse.

“Is the chicken pie homemade?” Kelsey asked.

I pressed my lips together and nodded.

“What about the pasta? Is that gluten free?” Steph asked.

It took physical effort not to grind my teeth or roll my eyes. I shook my head no.

Then Madison put the nail in my coffin. “I’d like to hear the specials.”

She leaned back in her seat and crossed her arms, giving me a smug look.

I hated her in that moment. I’d hated her so many times over the last few years, but in that moment, my hatred for her was seething and pure. She was taking my choice away. She was forcing me to expose myself to Turner in front of all of them, at work, with my only friends in the world right there. Donna’s table had gone silent. I could feel their eyes on me, but I could focus on only one crisis at a time. I couldn’t imagine what they were thinking. I was so humiliated.

And the worst thing was—Madison didn’t even know any of these things. She just had a natural instinct for making my life hell.

With no other options, I pulled my shoulders back. I refused to do this while cowering, even though every survival instinct I had was urging me to hunch over and duck my head, scurry away like a mouse from a cat. I hoped it looked casual as I told them about the specials, my voice clear and steady—even though I was dying on the inside.

I looked directly at them as I spoke, but I didn’t see them. My full focus was on Turner.

He’d been fiddling with the corner of a napkin when Madison had asked for the specials, his face turned down, one arm slung over the back of the booth behind Bonnie’s shoulders. When I started to speak, he froze. Every muscle in his body seemed to tense. His jaw twitched; his long fingers wrapped around the napkin and squeezed.

He knew. How could he not?

But why wasn’t he looking at me? Was he repulsed now that he knew who I was?

I couldn’t stand this. I needed to be away from this whole mess. I let some frustration leak into my voice. “We’re really busy tonight. What’s your order?”

Several cutting looks were thrown in my direction.

“Don’t rush me,” Kelsey snapped.

Tears pricked the backs of my eyes. I was done. I’d send one of the other girls to deal with them.

Before I could book it out of there, Turner spoke. “Hey, neighbor,” he said in that ocean-calm way, his eyes still downcast and hidden by the hat, not looking at me.

He wanted to confirm it was really me, but he didn’t want any of them to know. Was he protecting me? Or himself? I so badly wanted to give him the benefit of the doubt. I’d been adamant I didn’t want anyone to know about us. Maybe now he understood the implications. Maybe he was honoring my wishes.

But he’d still just sat there as they treated me like shit. This moment had been taken from me—just as they took everything else.

White-hot anger crawled up my spine, giving me the strength to remain upright.

“Oh, shit.” Jayden laughed. “You two are neighbors? That fucking sucks, bro. Imagine having to look at that face even when at home.”

A muscle in Turner’s jaw ticked. Someone slammed something onto the table at Donna’s booth. Please, god, don’t come over here.

“You must be confused. You’ve never seen me . . . stranger.” I hoped he got my meaning. He’d never seen me really—not this ugly, twisted, ground-into-the dirt side of me. Not like this.

The heat at my spine was going to my head, the rage turning to frustration and despair as the backs of my eyes started to sting. I really fucking didn’t want to cry in front of everyone.

Turner rested both elbows on the surface of the table and twisted his head to look at me. I dropped my eyes before they could meet his. I didn’t want him looking at me. I wanted to crawl into a hole and die.

“I’ll have the cob salad.” Madison placed the menu on the table delicately, as if we’d all been waiting for her to make up her mind. As if I wasn’t standing there completely destroyed inside. Was she that oblivious? Or was she turning the knife?

The others followed her lead and rattled off what they wanted. I kept my focus on my pen and pad and collected the menus, not meeting anyone’s eyes, then turned back toward the kitchen.

“Wait!” Madison held out a hand but didn’t actually touch me. I paused and looked back at her.

“Who cooks the food?” she asked.

Are you fucking kidding me? Couldn’t they just let me leave? I glanced at the counter. Leah and one of the other waitresses were throwing me cautious looks. They knew something was up; I was taking too long. I ground my teeth and answered in as calm a tone as I could muster. “Our cook and his assistant.”

“So, you don’t actually handle the food, right?”

“No.” I frowned.

“OK, cool. Just checking. I wouldn’t want to catch anything and end up looking like someone took an iron to my face.”

The table burst into laughter as I walked off.

I couldn’t look at Turner. I didn’t think I could hear his deep voice joining in the laughter, but he hadn’t defended me either. Maybe he really wasn’t the guy I thought he was.

This was the worst night of my life.

I could handle them being assholes to me. This wasn’t even as bad as what I usually had to deal with. But the fact that Turner knew everything now, that he’d just sat there and let it happen, that the only people in the world I could remotely call friends had seen me treated like a leper . . . My whole world was imploding, and the rubble was all piling down onto my chest.

As I passed Donna’s booth, I couldn’t help glancing up. Half the group was staring at me in shock, the other half studying the table. They were all deathly silent. Donna’s gaze bored into me with startling intensity. Was she embarrassed? Upset that I’d made her look bad by association? Was I about to lose every single good thing in my life in one fell swoop?

I rushed away and put the order in, waving off my concerned coworkers with a brittle smile. “Just some kids from my school being dicks. Nothing I can’t handle.”

We were too busy for anyone to really push the issue.

I did my best to go into autopilot as I delivered the food and drinks to Turner’s table in batches. The last was a tray of milkshakes. Once I’d deposited them on the table, Jayden didn’t even try to hide the flask as he tipped alcohol into all but one of the frosty glasses. I sighed. There was no point in telling them they couldn’t do that. I could tell Leah—she’d kick them all out on their asses. But that would only make things worse for me at school.

I grabbed the tray and straightened up as Madison extended one manicured hand, reaching for the milkshake closest to the table’s edge. She nudged it deliberately, like a cat pushing a mug in one of those videos online. I tried to jump back, but it was too late. A strawberry-flavored, icy mess splattered all down the front of my legs and slopped into my shoes.

I gasped as the cold seeped into my clothes.

“Oops.” Madison shrugged and pressed her lips together, fighting a laugh. The whole table was shaking with barely controlled laughter.

“You’re so reckless, Phil. I hope that doesn’t come out of your paycheck.” She tutted, clearly hoping it did. “Oh well. Better bring me another one.”

Still not as bad as other shit she’d done to me.

Still Turner did nothing.

Still I couldn’t look at him.

Sticky with sugary milk and resentment, I turned to leave.

Amaya and Drew both got to their feet. Drew’s hands were balled into fists. Amaya looked ready to explode—her beautiful face had gone red, her eyes bugging out.

My eyes widened, and in a panic, I looked at Donna. She was still seated in the booth, her posture rigid, her intense stare on me. Next to her, Harlow had her head in her hands.

I gave Donna a pleading look and shook my head. It would only make this worse if they made a scene.

“Sit your asses down,” she demanded. Drew and Amaya huffed and looked between us, ready to argue. A few of the others had half risen from their seats too, but after a tense moment, they all sat back down.

I hurried off

Leah spotted me. “Oh, shit.”

“Yeah.” I sighed. “Can someone please send another strawberry milkshake to table twelve? I need to clean up.”

“Sure thing, sweetie. Take your time.” Leah squeezed my shoulder as I passed.

In the privacy of the staff bathroom, as I cleaned up as best I could with my shaking hands, I gave in to the tears. They fell freely down my cheeks, fat drops of sorrow, humiliation, and despair. How the hell was I supposed to go back out there and face them all? What the hell was I supposed to do about Turner?

I splashed water on my face even as I continued to sob, the hot tears mingling with the cool liquid. Eventually, I managed to stop crying long enough to dry off. I let my mousy hair down, hoping it would at least partially hide my splotchy face and red eyes.

Fighting fresh tears, I headed back out.

The dinner rush had passed; the diner was half-empty. Table twelve had cleared out.

I breathed a sigh of relief.

Avoiding everyone’s eyes, I went to clear it. Madison’s group had left an absolute mess and no tip. One plate remained untouched—the cheeseburger with extra fries.

The booth next to it was half-empty too. Donna, Harlow, and Amaya sat in a row on one side, watching me silently.
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Forever is composed of Nows –Emily Dickinson

 


Blurb

 

I crashed my shitty yellow VW Beetle into Calix’s Aston Martin.

To be fair, he deserved it.

But Calix and his friends, Barron and Raz, they don’t see it that way.

 

Not that it matters.

They’ve bullied me for years, and I’ve never known why.

At least today, they have something real to be pissed about.

All of which would be fine, if today was a normal day.

But it’s not. It’s far from normal.

My mantra has always been this too, shall pass.

 

But not today.

Not the worst day of my life.

They say you live traumatic moments again and again through memories.

 

Hot bullies, busted cars, and pain.

On an endless loop.

Somebody kill me now.

 

 


Chapter One

 

THERE’S BLOOD ALL over my steering wheel.

The strange thing is, I can’t remember how it got there.

Reaching shaking fingers up to my head, I come away with a smear of ruby red on my hand, the perfect match to the blood on the steering wheel. This is my blood. The thought comes to me along with fits and spurts of memories from this morning. Running late, spilling scalding coffee down my chest, finding my dress for tonight’s party missing from the clothesline out front.

I shake my head, and a wave of dizziness washes over me. Looking up, I see the shiny black surface of Calix Knight’s Aston Martin dented and streaked with yellow paint. My bumper is very firmly planted into his passenger door.

Speaking of … my own door flies open, and Calix’s warm hand is on my upper arm, not, unfortunately, to offer assistance of any kind. Instead, he jerks me out of the seat and slams me back against the side of my car.

“Are you fucking insane?!” he snarls, releasing me as several concerned citizens approach us, all of them huddled under the protective awning that covers the gas pumps. Just past its barrier, rain pours in a seemingly endless wave, a cold chill working its way into my skin as I shiver and try to remember how I managed to crash into his absurdly expensive car. Without insurance.

Swallowing a lump in my throat, I glance over to see that his car’s parked perfectly straight in the space, right next to the gas pump. My own car—which I bought off my neighbor for about five hundred bucks—is perpendicular to his, T-boned into the side of Calix’s like I did it on purpose.

Did I? Would I?

After all the years of suffering he and his friends have put me through, it wouldn’t surprise me.

I glance back at his face, too handsome for his own good, with cheekbones carved by the gods, and a mouth that’d be worth millions if it ever smiled. The only expressions I’ve ever seen Calix Knight wear on his face are a cruel frown and a red-hot smirk.

Once, I saw his orgasm face. And even that was vicious, his hands a hot cruelty on my hips, triumph written into every line of his wicked visage. I should never have slept with him. My mistake. I don’t often make the same mistakes twice, but … I’ve just rammed him, apparently. Different sort of ramming, still not a good idea.

Calix looks at me like he’d very much enjoy wrapping those beautiful hands of his around my neck. Luckily, we’re surrounded by people.

“Are you okay?” an older woman in a bright yellow shirt asks, approaching us cautiously. I notice she has tiny daisies painted on her nails. Calix levels a dark glare on me before taking a step back, his hands curling into fists at his sides.

“I’m okay,” I reply carefully, watching him to see what he might do next.

“Should I call the police?” she inquires, and the crowd, realizing that nothing interesting is going to happen, begins to disperse back to their cars.

“That won’t be necessary,” Calix replies easily, fixing a smooth smile on his face, one that’s made up of black moths and bats, full moons and starless skies. There’s a darkness to it that makes it sinister, rather than comforting. “We’re classmates; I won’t be pressing charges.”

My heart thunders in my chest as Calix leans forward, under the guise of brushing some stray strands of purple hair back from my face.

“You know what tonight is?” he whispers, his breath hot against the side of my neck as the woman moves away. But her gaze doesn’t leave me, almost as if she knows what’s really going on beneath the surface of this seemingly pleasant interaction.

Of course I know what tonight is. The whole town knows what tonight is. But I can’t seem to find the words to respond.

Calix presses his lips to the side of my throat, but I’m neither flattered nor excited by the attention. Instead, I’m terrified. Because today is officially known as Devils’ Day in our shitty little town outside Eureka Springs, Arkansas.

And tonight … tonight is the Devils’ Day Party.

“I know what tonight is,” I say finally as Calix runs his tongue over my pulse, and I shove him back as hard as I can. He laughs, but at least that move puts some distance between us. His dark eyes flick over to the front of the convenience store as the little bells on the door ring and Raz and Barron step out. The cavalry has arrived, I think, feeling my palms get sweaty. Any one of these assholes is hard enough to deal with, but all three of them? And on Devils’ Day?

Supposedly, the holiday is named after some ancient Native American tradition. The local tribes would set up bonfires all around the edges of the woods and perform ritualistic songs and dances to draw the demons and devils from the earth. Everyone in the tribe would wear masks, to confuse the spirits as to who was human and who was one of them. And they’d play tricks on each other—cruel tricks—to prove they were just as cunning.

Today, we celebrate in much the same way. Except the bonfires burn next to state-of-the-art sound systems, and alcohol makes its rounds along with weed and psychedelics. Masks are still worn, tricks are still played, and I swear that the devils still rise from the earth to torment humanity.

My devils come in the form of Calix, Barron, and Raz. Every year. Like clockwork.

“What the fuck happened here?” Raz asks, a plastic grocery bag clutched in one hand as he circles the cars, surveying the damage and then looking up at me with a sharp smile. “Little trailer trash bitch thought she’d get the first Devils’ Day trick on us, huh?”

Is that what I did? I wonder, my head ringing, my mouth tainted with the taste of copper. I think I bit my tongue when my head hit the steering wheel. I’ve never liked Calix and his friends, and it’s true: I’ve played my fair share of tricks on them during Devils’ Day in the past, but … Would I really hit Calix’s car like this, in front of all these people?

“I’ll pay for the damage,” I say, managing to keep my voice firm as I lift gray eyes up to Calix’s crow-black stare. He meets my gaze, a smirk crawling across his face as Barron watches us from one side, silent but no less scary than the other two.

“With what money, Trailer Park?” Calix asks, moving back over to the gas pump and pulling the hose from his car. “The change your dyke mothers pay you for working part-time at that dump they call a business?”

“Don’t talk about my parents like that,” I say coldly, feeling my temper get the better of me. I have to keep it in check though. I have to. They like it far too much when I get riled up. “At least my mothers didn’t ship me off to another state like a dirty little secret. That’s more than any of you can say about your own parents.”

“Say that shit again,” Raz spits, coming around to stand in front of me and tossing his grocery bag into the backseat of the car. He slams his palms on either side of me, pinning me in against the side of the Aston Martin. Ever since I can remember, Raz has worn red contact lenses over his pale blue eyes. I think, mostly, it’s to piss off that conservative senator daddy of his. But for whatever reason, the effect is monstrous. Monstrous, and yet, he smells far too good. Probably to lure in prey, like a carnivorous plant or something.

“Back off of her,” Barron says in that low, deep voice of his, like gravestones and cold, dead things. But he isn’t defending me because he likes me. He’s defending me because he wants to wait for the dark and quiet to play his tricks. I might like him and his big hands, stained with charcoal because he draws too much, if he didn’t work so damn hard to make my life miserable. “People are watching.”

Raz pushes off the car, his long, lean athlete’s body a testament to his position on the track team. From what I hear, dear old dad was disappointed that he couldn’t hack it in football. Even as the star sprinter on the team, he’s a fucking disappointment.

“I’ll find a way to pay for it,” I repeat again, desperate to avoid having the cops called on me. Based on the way my car is positioned against his, I can’t seem to come up with any way that I might’ve done this accidentally. Although, knowing Calix is loaded, what does it really matter? He’ll pay to have the car fixed—or more than likely just buy a new one—and I’ll have gained nothing except for a burden the boys can hold over my head.

“Maybe I’ll let you pay for it tonight with your mouth?” Calix opens the driver’s side door of the car as Raz shoves me aside, leaving me to stumble and fall to my knees on the pavement. His laughter rings out as I turn and throw a handful of rocks as hard as I can at the back of the car, the wheels kicking up dust that I cough on as I rise to my feet.

As the boys—pretty much everyone calls them and their friends the Knight Crew—speed off, they drag my car along with them for several feet, metal screeching against metal, exponentially fucking my vehicle up.

Typical.

I’ve never liked Devils’ Day, and I’ve especially never liked the party that follows it.

But I always go.

Always.

Because if I don’t, they’ll find me anyway, and I’d rather be in a crowd, wearing a mask, than at home alone like I was that one night.

This too, shall pass, I repeat, as I climb in my car and, on the third try, manage to get the engine to turn over.

At least today, the guys have something real to be mad about.

_______________

There are only two schools in our county. One is over an hour away via a bus that starts picking up kids in our area at around six in the morning. My mothers—yes, they’re lesbians and I have two—didn’t want that for me. Instead, Mama Jane, who grew up wealthy, liquidated what was left of her trust fund and prepaid four years at Crescent Preparatory Academy.

It’s a nice school, much nicer than Devil Springs High, the public school that struggles to get a fraction of the funding that the Crescent enjoys. But it’s also in the middle of butt-fuck nowhere—and that’s no accident. It used to be called Crescent Reform School for Boys. Back in the 1800s, any wealthy family east of the Rockies with a troubled son could send their kid there, either to get rid of them or to … fix them. Today, the school functions in much the same way, though not officially. No, now Crescent Prep is where wealthy families send any kids—boys and girls—that they want to disappear. We have pregnant senator’s daughters, disgraced heiresses running from leaked sex tapes, and teen boys too wicked with privilege and hate to fit into high society.

And for three years now, I’ve gone to school with all of them. Outclassed, outmatched, outspent.

The only friend I had at Crescent Prep before our newest addition—a girl named April—enrolled last year, was my bestie, Luke.

Luke, who describes herself as a pansexual, genderfluid otaku, has highfalutin fucking asshole parents who can’t handle their kid’s identity. They basically tossed her into the backwoods of Arkansas, so she wouldn’t embarrass them in front of their fancy friends.

“You did what?!” Luke—born Lucille, which is hilarious if you know her—chortles as I narrow my eyes and tap my red and black nails against the side of the rock I’m perched on. “I can see the headline now: three hundred thousand-dollar Aston Martin crushed by shitty yellow VW bug with eyelashes. What a glorious start to Devils’ Day!”

“You’re not helping,” I murmur, turning to the third member in our little group of outcasts. April Iseman, the heavily pregnant sophomore that enrolled at Crescent just four months prior, stares back at me, pushing her glasses up her nose and huffing a sigh. Her mom is a state senator for Louisiana with big ambitions, and a pregnant fifteen-now-sixteen-year-old does not fit into her carefully laid plans. “Can you back me up here? There’s nothing good about this. Today is Devils’ Day, for fuck’s sake. Calix and his minions don’t make life easy for me on a normal day. You think today, of all days, was the right time to stage a coup?”

“Well, why did you do it then?” April asks, tilting her head to one side, long, brown hair cascading over one shoulder. She sits primly on another rock, dressed in our school uniform—royal purple skirt and white dress shirt, her tie loose around her neck, Mary Janes polished to a shine. Despite her official status as outcast, April is leagues apart from the rest of the students who attend Crescent Prep—even me. She’s punctual, studious, respectful … which is why she had little choice but to team up with me and Luke.

“I … don’t remember,” I say, reaching up to rub at my sore head, my hand coming away with a bit of dried blood. The excuse sounds lame, even to my own ears, but it’s true. Something about the way I hit my head must’ve knocked my brain around a bit. No matter how hard I try, how hard I concentrate, I can remember driving down the street toward the gas station and then nothing else until the pain of impact. “But I know I’m not stupid enough to start shit on Devils’ Day.” With a long sigh, I glance up toward the towering sides of Crescent Preparatory Academy.

This area is rife with German influence, brought over by early pioneers, and our school reflects it. The damn thing looks like the fucking Matterhorn entrance at Disneyland, with wood shutters painted with tiny flowers, white stucco walls, and decorative half-timbering.

I’ve never hated a single locale more.

Glancing back at Luke, I find my painted lips pulled down into a severe frown. She’s still laughing at me, stuffing a powdered donut between her lips and grinning.

“Regardless of why you did it, or whether it’s a good idea, it’s still funny. I can just imagine Calix’s stupid face all squinched up with rage. How dare the poorest girl in school stand up to him and his ultra-rich friends?” Luke rolls her brown eyes and stands up, stretching her arms above her head. Despite her preference for pants—shorts, actually, even in winter—the school forces Luke to wear the girl’s uniform, complete with pleated wool skirt. “Well, are you going to sit here and sulk all day? Or are you going to stride in those doors like you own the place? I mean, you started the day off with a bang. Don’t disappoint me, Karma.”

Luke pulls out a grotesque, goblin-esque mask with a hooked nose from inside her backpack, sliding it over her face, and then grinning at me. The effect is eerie as hell, especially with the fall leaves whispering in the cool breeze all around us.

“God, this town is weird,” April murmurs, resting one hand on her swollen belly and looking between me and Luke as I pull my own mask from my bag, studying the glittering black tree branches that protrude from the top. “And this whole Devils’ Day thing is even weirder. Do you just get used to it after a while or something?”

“You never quite get used to it,” I say, slipping the mask over my face. “You just try to survive.”

 


Chapter Two

 

I’M JUST ONE devil among many, situated in the back row of my first period French class. There isn’t a student on campus that isn’t wearing a mask—not a single member of faculty either. No, we take our Devils’ Day celebrations seriously here.

“How do you say you’re going to burn in hell, bitch, in French?” Raz asks, leaning forward and planting an elbow on his desk. He cups his handsome face in the palm of his hand as the fourth member of Calix’s rotten little crew—a girl named Sonja—sneers at me from beneath her red leather mask. They’re all wearing matching masks—Calix, Raz, Barron, and Sonja. The only difference is that Calix’s mask is black while the others all wear bloodred, complete with horns wrapped in dark ribbons, their wicked mouths the only part of their faces still visible.

“Tu vas brûler en enfer, salope,” I answer, before our poor French teacher—Madame Dupré—can react. It’s hard to read her facial expression behind the far-too-pretty white mask she’s wearing. If the whole purpose of Devils’ Day is to confuse the dark spirits, Mrs. Dupré has clearly missed the point. “You might also say va te faire foutre Raz, sale queutard contaminé.”

“Mademoiselle Sartain! Monsieur Loveren!” Mrs. Dupré chokes out, but as horrified as she is, that’s nothing compared to the dark gleam in Raz’s red eyes as he narrows them at me. He might not know what I’ve just said, but Sonja does. Get fucked, Raz, you diseased slag. As I watch, she leans over and whispers in his ear. For years, we’ve been trading insults, bone-deep thrusts of verbal swords that sever bits of the soul. But in the last year, Raz has really amped up his game; I’m almost afraid of him now.

The way his mouth twists to one side makes my stomach roil with nausea. His eyes shine like rubies behind the mask, as red as the blood on my steering wheel.

“Oh, you’re going to regret that later,” he purrs as Mrs. Dupré writes us both up and resumes the lesson, her thin lips pinched just a little tighter beneath her fluffy white mask.

I stare Raz down because Luke is right: I already started this morning off on the wrong foot with Calix and his minions, so why not go all the way? Sonja smirks at me, her lips as red as her mask, before the bell rings and both she and Raz rise to their feet and disappear out the door together.

The way he looks over his shoulder at me, I know I better be prepared.

Their Devils’ Day tricks are legendary, and I’m prepared to be on the receiving end of all of them.

_______________

The walls of the school are plastered with posters advertising a lock-in for teens at one of the local churches—and trust me, there are many out here, in every possible faith. This one’s being held at Thorncrown Chapel, a tourist destination with windows on every side that proclaims it’s open to all people. Starting at seven tonight, they’ll lock the doors and have a chaperone-filled evening of sober fun inside the glass walls.

Hah.

Every student at Crescent Prep knows where the real party’s being held: in the middle of the fucking woods, at a spring known as Devils’ Den. There’s a cave there that leads deep into the earth, to a beautiful trickling stream that, inevitably, will be filled with drunk, naked teens before the end of the night. Last year, right before the climax of the party, Calix approached me at the edge of the spring and said he wanted to talk.

Like an idiot, I believed him.

That’s how I ended up losing my virginity, in one of the off-season treehouses nearby.

Gritting my teeth, I walk past his little group and ignore their stares, eerie behind the leather of their masks. Today, I’m wearing two masks: the one on my face, and the one that is my face. I can never be my true self within these walls, not without risking everything. And it’s not just Calix and his friends who make my life miserable: it’s everyone. This entire school is filled with monsters—monsters with trust funds and credit cards and malice scribed into their wicked, black hearts.

“Tu vas avoir des problèmes toi ce soir, Karma,” Calix whispers as I pass, his dark eyes flinty. I ignore him, but his words follow me down the hall like an arctic breeze: you’re in for a load of trouble tonight. Thankfully, I manage to get past the Knight Crew without showing my unease, but as soon as I round the corner, my shoulders slump, and I swipe a sweaty, trembling hand down my face.

“You look like you’ve seen a ghost,” Luke says, the goblin mask turning her pixie-like face underneath into something truly grotesque. Since freshman year, Luke’s gone out of her way to find the creepiest, ugliest mask in town.

“Worse: the Knight Crew,” I say, licking my lips and glancing over my shoulder as they come around the corner in a group, dressed in the white purple of the academy uniform, the Crescent Prep logo stitched in silver across the breast pocket. It’s a crescent moon, tilted slightly to the left, skewered with a crossed knife and rod, backed by stars. It’s been the same logo for over a hundred years, when the official motto of the school was spare the rod, spoil the child. Goddess only knows what the knife represented.

Luke grabs my arm and drags me into the classroom, moving into the corner to sit by April while the Knight Crew takes their seats in the front row. Sonja glances over her shoulder, making eye contact with Luke. The two of them have been playing some bizarre cat and mouse game for years.

“Don’t encourage her to look this way,” I grumble, crossing my arms over my chest and knowing that I can’t fault Luke for having a crush on Sonja when I’ve had a crush on each of the other members of the Knight Crew at some point over the last three years. This year, senior year, it has to be different. I’ve only got nine months left, and I’m out of this nightmare forever. I’ll move somewhere big, coastal, someplace where my purple hair and Luke’s Pansexual Goddess t-shirts and April with her baby don’t make people hate us.

“Why not?” Luke asks, dark brown eyes studying Sonja’s bloodred hair and matching mask with interest. “You let Calix trick you into bed last year. Why can’t I let Sonja trick me into the same thing?” My mouth tightens as I turn a glare on Luke, the ugly words I want to say dying on my lips before I can spout them. She’s right: I did let Calix trick me into bed, even when I knew his words were a lie, his intentions rotten, his love a trick.

“It’s your funeral,” I murmur, pausing as the door opens and the Devils’ Day committee comes in, bearing sweets and crystals and jewelry made from invasive insects. Shiny green beetles—called emerald ash borers—as well as brown gypsy moths and Asian long-horned beetles are encased in resin and hung with pretty silver, gold, and black chains. Others are pinned behind glass and framed like art, shiny exoskeletons gleaming in the overhead lights.

It’s a bit macabre, giving out insect corpses as gifts, but Crescent Prep has been doing it for years, since long before Mama Jane even attended. I’ll admit, dressed up and mounted as they are, some of them surrounded by crystals and beads and even precious gemstones, they’re beautiful.

“Lucille Perdue,” one of the masked students calls out, their mask dripping with leaves and bits of dangling vine. Luke rolls her eyes, but raises a hand anyway, and the student places a red velvet cupcake, complete with jewel-toned ruby frosting on the desk. Beside it, she sets down a pair of red jewelry boxes. Luke cocks a brow at me, and I grin.

“Only one of those things is from me,” I say as she carefully lifts the lid on one of the jewelry boxes. Inside, there’s a bracelet made from black tourmaline, a crystal that’s supposed to protect the wearer from negative energy. Yeah, we’re a little weird over here in Devil Springs, Arkansas, population two thousand and seventy-six. “Just be careful with it; black tourmaline breaks easily.”

“Oh, I love it,” Luke croons, slipping the bracelet onto her thin wrist. “But if you sent me this, then who’s the cupcake from?” She pulls the little napkin out from underneath the plastic container and smiles at the petite, feminine handwriting. “April.” Luke passes the napkin over, so I can read the note. When I was desperate and alone, only your smile shone through the crowd.

“Aw,” I murmur, feeling a genuine smile tilt my own lips as another student volunteer calls out my name—Karma Sartain—and gives me a cupcake of my own. So glad we’re having a baby together. Chicks over dicks. Love, April. I chuckle and tuck the napkin into my pocket for safekeeping as another set of jewelry boxes is set on my desk, and I quirk a brow of my own.

“Again, I only sent one of those things,” Luke says, opening her second jewelry box and pulling out a beautiful brooch made from the shiny green body of an emerald ash borer. She frowns and checks the card, face flushing as her dark eyes flick up to find the back of Sonja’s head. Luke reaches up to ruffle her anime-blue hair and then glances toward the row of windows on our left. I decide not to press, but if one of the Knight Crew sent a present, then we’re in for a really fucked-up Devils’ Day Party.

I open my own boxes up, the first one a present from Luke: it’s also a black tourmaline bracelet. Laughter escapes in a rush as she turns back to look at me, and I hold up my matching bracelet.

“We’re so similar it’s scary.”

“Basically the same person,” Luke agrees, taking the bracelet from my hand and cocking a brow. “May I?” She slides the bracelet onto my arm as we grin at each other. “I sent one to April, too. You?”

“Yep. It all works out though, right? One bracelet to protect her from negative energy tonight, and one to protect the baby.” I wink and pop open the top on the second box, frowning as I peer down at the butterfly inside. It’s black, with orange-tipped wings, and it’s most definitely not on the list of invasive species that the Devils’ Day committee uses to make their jewelry and shadow boxes with.

“This is a Diana fritillary,” I tell Luke, holding out the box for her inspection. “Not only is it the state butterfly of Arkansas, but it’s endangered.” My teeth clench as I look down at the necklace, the butterfly encased in what looks like amber, its wings speckled with red that could very well be blood. Or paint. It’s probably paint, right? “Who would send me this?” I check the box for a note, but there’s nothing. Pushing up from my chair, I head out the door on the heels of the committee.

“Karma!” Luke calls out, but it’s too late. The door closes behind me, and I grab the shoulder of the girl with the leaf mask. She turns back to look at me with a raised brow. Pretty sure she’s the heiress of some big hotel chain or something. For the life of me, I can’t remember her name. Unsurprising, considering nobody in this school has ever bothered to remember mine.

“Who sent this?” I ask, showing her the butterfly necklace, still carefully tucked inside the red jewelry box. The girl frowns down at it before lifting ice-blue eyes to mine. “And how did this end up in the committee’s Devils’ Day sale? Culling invasive species to make jewelry, I get, but this is fucked.”

“We never sold any of these,” the girl says, taking the box from me and then lifting her eyes accusingly to mine. “Mr. Aldrich would never allow it.” She tries to hand the box back, but for some reason, I’m hesitant to take it. The butterfly’s still form stares accusingly up at both of us. Mr. Aldrich is one of the biology teachers on campus, with doctorates in entomology and environmental science. He most definitely wouldn’t have allowed his students to kill and display an endangered species. “Is this a Devils’ Day trick? Because I’m not in the mood.”

The girl drops the box when I refuse to take it, and the amber casing around the butterfly shatters to pieces as she tosses raven hair over her shoulder. I drop to my knees, scrambling to pick it up as I stare at the torn wings in horror. The damn thing was already dead; the least we could’ve done was respect it.

“I’ll let Mr. Aldrich know about this,” she says with a smirk, kicking the rest of the pieces aside with her shiny shoe and then leaning down to get in my face. “And don’t think he won’t roast you for this. It might just be a stupid bug, but he takes this shit seriously. Here’s to hoping you get expelled, Trailer Park.” The girl moves down the hall, the long vines on her mask trailing behind her.

I clench my jaw as Luke steps out and bends down to help me clean up, my own hands shaking with rage. I shouldn’t be surprised at this sort of behavior. After all, I’ve lived with it for three years now. You’re almost done with this shitty school, I tell myself as Luke and I gather the pieces together and tuck them back in the box. The necklace is ruined, but I suppose it doesn’t matter. I don’t even know who sent it to me.

“The Knight Crew?” Luke suggests, before I can even bring it up, lifting my gray eyes to hers. “That’d be just like them, to find an endangered animal to kill for fun. They probably kick puppies on the weekend, just for the laughs.”

“If it was the Knight Crew, they’d send a note,” I say confidently, tucking the box into my back pocket. “They like their cruelty to be acknowledged. It’s always better with an audience.” Except for that one time, I add, but so only I can hear it. Luke already knows what happened with me and Calix. “It doesn’t matter. It’s Devils’ Day, isn’t it? I’d be more surprised if strange shit didn’t happen.”

Luke doesn’t look convinced, but at least she nods and holds open the door to the classroom for me. As I head back inside, I take note of the Knight Crew and their desks, piled with gifts from their many admirers.

Calix has the most out of all of them, smirking at me with an expression that reminds me of spiders and dead things. Raz watches me, too, but Barron refuses to even acknowledge that I exist. If we’re in the hallway together, he’ll walk right into me, knock me out of the way and then move on like it never happened. Sonja chucks her cupcake at me, bloody frosting hitting me right in the chest and staining my uniform.

Our teacher, too occupied with a haul of Devils’ Day gifts on her own desk, doesn’t notice.

With a snarl, I take my seat in the back and decide that maybe, just maybe, I did hit Calix’s car on purpose this morning.

For years, I’ve endured whatever they could throw at me, fighting back just enough so they wouldn’t see me as a victim, but not so hard that they’d see me as an adversary.

I’m just not sure I can take it anymore.

“Don’t do something you might regret,” Luke whispers as I glare at the backs of their heads.

“I won’t,” I reply easily, but I’m pretty sure I’m lying.

No, I’m certain of it.

 


Chapter Three

 

THE TOWN OF Devil Springs where I was born and raised is, on most days, a fairly religious, conservative place.

But not on Devils’ Day.

On Devils’ Day, things get weird.

At lunch, I sit with Luke and April in the outdoor courtyard at the back of the school. Weather permitting, there’s a large window that opens up from the kitchen, allowing students to line up for food outside. Beyond the tall, black chain-link at the back of the campus, the Diamond Point forest sweeps up and away, blanketing the hills in red and orange leaves. Deciduous trees dominate the woods here, with occasional loblolly or shortleaf pines dotting the landscape with green.

On the opposite side of the courtyard, one of the girls sits painting pentagrams on the foreheads and hands of her friends while the others unzip duffel bags and show off diaphanous dresses in red or black silk, sack-like white gowns that look like they’re meant for a witch on her way to the stake, and crowns made of thorny branches or antlers.

“I wish it were Devils’ Day every day,” Luke says with a sigh, face planted in the palm of one hand. Her goblin mask is pushed up above her pixie-like face, dark eyes focused on the girls dancing in the center of the courtyard, the colorful ribbons in their hands knotted and tied with dried flowers. “This is the sort of world I want to live in, where people like Cami Alhambra wear gauzy fairy wings to school, and Barron Farrar sits and sketches like he’s an artist instead of an asshole.”

I glance over and find Barron—tall, broad-shouldered Barron with his short, rainbow Mohawk—sitting on the bench of one of the picnic tables, a sketchbook on his lap, charcoal smeared across the side of one hand. His dual-colored eyes (he has heterochromia, meaning one is brown while the other is blue) are focused on the page, but when he senses me looking, his gaze lifts up and catches on mine. The leather mask on his face turns his cold expression into something dangerous, like an icicle ready to fall and impale me. I turn away.

“I don’t know about that,” I say, tugging my own mask back into place. “The break from boring is nice, but I could do without all the weirdness. Last year, I found Cami and her friends naked and dancing in the woods like witches.”

“Exactly!” Luke says, slapping her hands on her thighs and standing up. She spins to face us, reaching up to ruffle her short, blue hair. Crescent Prep used to have strict rules about unnatural hair color, eye color, tattoos, and piercings, but I think after a while they realized they had more important things to deal with and dialed back the dress code a bit. Part of me wonders if Raz wasn’t responsible for a big portion of that. He spit in the vice principal’s face freshman year when she asked him to remove his red contacts.

Corralling troublesome kids in the middle of the woods is hard enough. Harder still when most of them have the net worth of a small country. They might be in exile, but they get what they want anyway. Most of the things the Knight Crew puts their energy into are awful yet on this one thing, I applaud their efforts. My own purple hair dances in a quiet breeze.

“Exactly, what?” I ask, raising a brow as she steps directly between me and Barron, cutting off his intense stare. I shiver as I look up at her.

“I want to live in a world where I’m free to be as weird as I want without judgment, where other people care more about living their own lives than they do about how I live mine.” She glances over her shoulder at Sonja and Calix, their faces close as they whisper about something that I just know is going to end badly for me. I don’t just get to hit the Knight Crew’s leader’s car this morning and walk away unscathed. “Tonight, I’m making a move on Sonja.”

“Stupid idea,” I murmur as April sips a fruit smoothie, her pale green eyes nearly hidden behind the thick, black frames of her glasses as she listens intently to our conversation. The pair of black tourmaline bracelets rests against the pale skin of her left arm.

“Really? Because I let you make the worst decision known to man last year, and I didn’t say anything about it.”

“What decision?” April asks, sitting up and groaning as she cups her belly with one arm. She’s, like, maybe five foot two and pregnant as fuck. It’s a bit terrifying to look at sometimes, her dress shirt untucked, purple blazer unbuttoned to accommodate her belly. “I feel like I’m missing part of a story here.”

Luke turns to her with a puzzled expression, and then flashes a grin. I give her a warning look in response, but I can tell she’s undeterred. Maybe I’m just not that scary? If I were, maybe I wouldn’t be subject to so many awful Devils’ Day pranks. Like, for example, the one I just know is about to come out of Luke’s mouth.

“Last year, Calix Knight”—thankfully she lowers her voice some—“confessed his supposed love for Karma.”

“What?!” April squeaks, sitting up and leaning forward, her mousy brown hair plaited into pigtails and slung over her shoulders. Her mouth hangs open, the straw from her smoothie stuck to her bottom lip. I roll my eyes and stand up, but Luke isn’t done.

“Oh, it gets better. Not only did he confess his feelings, he told Karma he’d been in love with her for years, that he thought about her every night, touched himself to the very idea of her …”

“Luke, come on,” I say, crossing my arms over my chest, my pleated wool skirt dancing against the pale white of my upper thighs. “I think she gets the picture already.”

“After that, Calix took her up to one of the treehouses—the fancy ones meant for tourists—and fucked her virginity sweetly away.” Luke casts a disapproving glance in my direction as I frown, my cheeks flushed with heat. I try very hard not to glance in Calix’s direction, but it happens anyway. He’s staring right at me, his devil’s mask an ebon black to match his eyes. I look back at Luke, willing her to shut the hell up with every fiber of my being. “And I mean all of her virginity. I’m not sure there’s a position or variation on the sex act they didn’t cover.”

“The sex act?” I choke out, shaking my head, and adjusting my own mask, glitter smearing across my fingers. My mother—not Jane, but Cathy this time—made it for me. She’s a professional artist. They both are, actually, and they own a shop in Eureka Springs that manages to support our family. Of course, we do live in a trailer park, but I’m not ashamed of it. The trailers there are all nice, well-maintained, surrounded by flowers and winding paths made of local limestone.

“The sex act?” April repeats, casting a sympathetic look my way. “That’s what my parents called it when they caught me in bed with my boyfriend. Come on, Luke, up your vocabulary.”

“Well, I happen to still be a virgin,” Luke says, touching her fingers to her chest and then frowning. “Although I’m not sure I even believe in the concept. I think virginity might be a social construct presented to us by the patriarchy.”

“As much as I enjoy conversations about the patriarchy,” I start, noticing that Barron’s finally stood up, his multi-colored eyes on me. “I think we should go.”

“Why?” Luke asks, brows furrowing as she glances back in the Knight Crew’s direction. They’re all looking at me now, them and their cronies, their groupies. I try not to judge the hangers-on. After all, they’re drawn to the power, the danger, the impossibility of the Knight Crew. But yet … I can’t help wrinkling my nose at the small crowd around Calix’s table, the gleam in their eyes that says they’ll work for snacks. Like dogs. Pathetic.

“Let’s go,” I say, standing up and grabbing my bookbag. I barely make it three steps before I’m slamming into Raz’s chest. I hadn’t noticed him move, but there he is, sly mouth twisted into a rictus grin beneath his mask. His fingers curl around my wrist, tight enough to bruise. Shit. He’s magnificently—almost disturbingly—handsome in his cruelty. The universe isn’t fair, is it? He shouldn’t be so pretty.

“Bonjour, Karma,” he purrs, yanking me close as Calix, Barron, Sonja and their awful horde of followers—dressed in glittering faerie masks, grotesque goblin faces, and the grinning visages of hag-like witches—approach, circling me. Cutting me off from April and Luke.

“I’m not afraid to go to the administration!” Luke calls out, but I’m surrounded now, forced to look up into Raz’s red eyes, the vicious, spiteful gleam in them sending chills down my spine. For the past three years, I’ve worried about Devils’ Day, wondered what trouble the Knight Crew might bring my way. I thought last year’s ruse of Calix confessing his love and then fucking me was the worst they could do. But the way Raz is looking at me right now? Maybe I was wrong.

Maybe things can get a whole lot worse.

“An eye for an eye,” Raz says, dragging me forward. I start fighting him the moment he begins to move, but Barron appears on my other side, restraining me. Even outside their little circle of influence, the other students watch hungrily, their filthy rich maws wet with slaver as they seek out violence and discord with glittering black eyes.

I know—I know—that Devils’ Day isn’t supernatural, that it doesn’t mean anything, but sometimes, it feels like there’s some truth it. The demons and devils … they really have come out to play.

Raz clamps a hand over my mouth to keep me from screaming as he and Barron drag me down the halls toward the front entrance of the school. We don’t pass by any staff members on our way, and as much as I’d like to believe that Luke or April will get help for me, they’re probably trapped in the courtyard by the remainder of Calix’s worshipful mob.

We stumble down the front steps of the school and toward the gravel parking lot that’s designated for students. All around us, the woods stand a silent witness to whatever torment the Knight Crew has in store.

As soon as I see my car—affectionally dubbed the Little Bee by my family and friends—I can see what Raz means by an eye for an eye. The tires are missing, the windshield is smashed to pieces, and the rear hood is lifted up, exposing what’s left of the engine.

The boys release me, throwing me to my knees in the gravel. I cringe as rocks and bits of debris get stuck in my skin, sending a wave of agony through me. Raz adds to the torment by kicking dust up in my face and laughing as I choke on it.

“You fucking assholes,” I grind out, trying and failing to push up to my feet. Barron puts a hand on my shoulder and shoves me to my knees with little effort on his part. The crowd swarms around us, blocking me with a wall of human flesh, their masks eerie in the afternoon light. My body quivers with adrenaline as I look up and find Calix in his black mask, staring down at me, Sonja smirking on his right side. “Don’t think I’m afraid to report you,” I quip, because I’ve done it in the past, and I’ll do it again. That’s what started all of this, I think. Freshman year, I reported the three of them for harassing a fellow student. No, no, not just harassing but assaulting. They beat the shit out of some poor boy and left him with broken limbs.

Of course, I don’t know that for sure. My complaint was anonymous, so they’re not supposed to know. I just always assumed they’d found out somehow.

“Report us?” Calix asks, his voice like a cool winter night. When dark first starts to fall, when the sun first sets, and the quiet and cold set in, you convince yourself you can last until first light. But slowly, hour after hour, it just gets colder and darker and quieter until you find yourself shivering, half-frozen, and counting down the minutes until insanity, frostbite, or death. That’s Calix, in a nutshell. “You’re not going to report us. Karma, ne fais pas l’idiot.” Don’t be a fool. “You hit my car this morning—on purpose. I’m just going to assume you don’t have insurance. And we both know you don’t have any money.” Calix reaches out and runs a finger down the side of my face. I consider biting it, but that won’t make my day any easier.

I’m surrounded.

I settle for glaring, my hands balled into fists, my body quivering with unspent rage.

“Consider us even—for now.” He smiles at me again, and then leans forward, putting his lips near mine. “But tonight is the Devils’ Day Party. We both remember what happened last year.” I haul back and slap him in the face as hard as I can, and he rears back, a sharp frown curving his lips as his cheek turns pink.

“What a feisty little kitty-cat,” Raz growls, grabbing me by the hair and yanking my head back. The crowd around us hisses, as if they’re as wild and fae as the masks they’re wearing. “Do you like pissing us off? Because you’re so damn good at it.” He looks up, glancing to Calix before running his tongue over his lips—hungrily. “What do you think we could do with her this year? If I confess my love, do you think she’ll fuck me, too?”

I jerk my hair from Raz’s grasp, despite the pain in my scalp, but when I make a run for it, Barron grabs me, folding me up in strong arms and yanking me back to front against his hard body. The sleeves of his white hoodie envelop me as he sucks on a lollipop and clinks it against his teeth.

Raz peels bits of purple hair from his fingertips in disgust and gives Calix a look. Just then, the bell rings, and one of the administrators appears on the front steps, watching us with an expectant look.

Nobody at Crescent Prep gives a shit about what the staff has to say, but—despite their bravado—they sure as hell care about news of their disobedience getting back to their parents. Most of them have a lot to lose, after all—trust funds, inheritances, monthly allowances worth more than my parents’ yearly wages. There’s always very, very careful to keep their games hidden.

“Let’s tie her to a tree and leave her there overnight, see what happens when the devils come out to play tonight,” Raz suggests, fingering the edge of my now dirty academy jacket. His red eyes gleam as he rakes his other hand over his dirty blonde hair.

“Mm. We’ll deal with her later,” Calix says, cupping my face in a cool hand and looking at me with crow-black eyes. “That is, if she’s brave enough to show for the party tonight.”

“I think I’d rather deal with her now,” Raz says, reminding me that they might be called the Knight Crew to the rest of us, but that Calix Knight is hardly in charge of either Raz or Barron. No, I have no delusions that if Raz made up his mind to hurt me here and now, the other two would do little to stop it.

Calix looks bored as he stands up straight, the wind ruffling bits of dark hair around his black devil mask. He turns away, pausing just once to glance over his shoulder, a magnificent halo of cruelty in his cold half-smile.

“Do whatever you want. I’d rather keep to my family’s good graces.” He turns away, leaving me to Raz and Barron as he walks across the parking lot in his royal purple slacks and white jacket, as if the academy uniform is a set of plush robes and a scepter, like he’s some sort of king among princes.

Barron shoves me forward, knocking me back to my knees on the gravel. I turn back to glare at him, fisting my hands in the loose rock and readying myself to throw a handful or two into his face. His brown and blue eyes bore into mine as he squats down and knocks the lollipop around in his mouth, his elbows on his knees, his white hoodie stained with charcoal at the ends of the sleeves.

“Don’t come to the party tonight, Karma,” he says, rising to his feet just as I turn to launch the gravel at him. It hits him in the knees of his slacks as he stalks past, leaving me alone with Raz and Sonja. The rest of the group has already started to filter back toward the front entrance, glancing hungrily over their shoulders for one last look at whatever delicious cruelty the remaining Knight Crew might inflict.

“Whatever you do, don’t get caught. One more call to Daddy Loveren and you’re in deep shit. We need you at the party tonight.” Sonja gives me one, last scathing look before leaning down just far enough to whisper in my ear. “How did you ever believe he could love you?” she asks, like she feels sorry for me.

I decide it’s best to say nothing.

If she leaves, it’ll just be me and Raz. I can probably fight him off, but I’m not sure if I could take them both on. I’m an artist, not a fighter. Although, over the years, I’ve tried. I never take their shit lying down, but I’ve never been able to match them blow for blow either.

Sonja stalks off and I look up to see Raz staring down at me with narrowed red eyes.

“You’re fucking disgusting, do you know that?” he asks, but I say nothing. Instead, the fingers of my right hand curl into the dirt and dust, and I ready myself for a fight. Raz is strong, but I don’t have to beat him. I just have to last long enough for a teacher to hear the commotion and come running. “Don’t let me see you at that party tonight, Trailer Park.”

Raz grabs my bookbag as he passes, reaching inside and tearing out my lunch. He throws my bag aside and keeps going, twisting the top off the kombucha I packed this morning. He takes a drink and wrinkles his nose as I climb to my feet, brushing gravel and blood down my knees. When I move to grab my bookbag, Raz makes a sound of disgust.

“Is this that rotten hippie tea shit?” he asks, turning and throwing what’s left of the drink into my face. The smile that lights his own face is wicked and awful. “Too bad. If you’d packed a soda, I would’ve just drank it. Try not to be so goddamn weird, you fucking liberal snowflake. I know it must be hard, with those dyke moms of yours.”

“At least my parents love me,” I say, the words snapping hot and fast from the end of my tongue. As soon as they leave my lips, I almost regret them. Almost. Raz’s entire body goes stiff, but the cruel smile doesn’t leave his sharp lips.

“I bet they do,” he replies, making a ‘V’ with his fingers and sticking his tongue between them in a lewd gesture. My eyes widen and fury sweeps over me in a hot wave. I chuck the dirt and gravel as hard as I can, right into Raz’s red eyes. He doubles over with a sharp sound—I bet that really hurts with those contacts of his—but I’m not done. Years of frustration overwhelm me, and I charge him, knocking him onto his back as he struggles to get the debris from his eyes.

“Miss Sartain!” a voice shouts, and before I get a chance to do anything more than knock Raz over, hands are grabbing me by the upper arms and dragging me back. Mrs. Dupré kneels down next to Raz as Mr. Aldrich, the biology teacher, pulls me up and away from my bully.

The last thing I see before he marches me into the office is the awful smile on Raz’s face.

 


Chapter Four

 

I’M GIVEN A week’s worth of detention for attacking Raz, despite my protests. The administration can only punish what they’ve seen with their own eyes, and as far as they could tell, my attack on Raz Loveren was unprovoked.

But I know they don’t miss the wet, stickiness of my clothing or the bloody patches on my knees. It’s just easier for them to punish the poor kid than the son of a prominent senator. My mothers don’t donate extra money to the school to make up for their unruly child, not the way Raz’s family does.

So, even though it’s Devils’ Day, even though everyone—including most of the staff—will be heading out to some party or another tonight, I’m forced to sit for almost two hours after school in the library. At one point, I see Raz walk by the window outside, shouting into his phone, but I can’t hear what he’s saying, and I don’t care. My only hope is that his asshole dad is finally cutting him off.

When I’m finally released, I check my phone for messages from Luke and April. I sent them home to get ready for the party, promising that I’d get a tow truck for Little Bee. Neither of them wanted to leave, but April relies on Luke for rides, and she’s too far along in her pregnancy to sit around an empty school waiting for me.

I brush my fingers against Little Bee’s fake eyelashes, attached to her headlights and only partially mangled from crashing into Calix’s Aston Martin. There’s only one towing service in Devil Springs, and when I dial them up, I get a pre-recorded message from the owner about taking the day off. If it’s an emergency, he says, call the police. Well, that’s hardly an option for me, is it? After hitting Calix’s car this morning, I can’t make a big deal out of this. Whatever damage I did to his fancy ride is worth far more than a car I got from my neighbor for a few hundred bucks.

My thumb swipes down the screen of my phone, searching my contacts for a possible ride. Crescent Prep is about twenty minutes away from Devil Springs proper, and everyone I know is either prepping for the parties tonight, or going out of their way to avoid them. My aunt’s already left to visit a friend in Little Rock, and my moms are both at home in their studio, phones set to silent. If I call them, they’ll answer, but then they’ll want to know what happened to Little Bee and they’ll make a big deal out of it.

I don’t have the energy tonight.

Instead, I decide to walk to the bus stop.

It’s a good thirty-minute walk, but I enjoy the peace and quiet, bookbag swinging by my side as I cut through the woods, taking a shortcut past the creek and around the edge of the lake. The terrain’s a bit rougher, but there’s little chance of running into anyone out here, so the extra effort it takes is worth it.

Fortunately, I make it to the bus stop just in time to hop on, sighing in relief as my ass hits the seat and I put my head in my hands, forgetting briefly about my mask. My fingers come away stained with glitter as I tear it off and clutch it in my lap. After the crap I’ve been through today, I’d be an idiot to attend the Devils’ Day Party tonight.

I’d be an idiot not to.

I can’t let the Knight Crew start dictating where I go and what I do; I never have.

I lean my head back against the seat for the rest of the drive, not even bothering to open my eyes when we stop and several other people get on. After ten grueling stops in the middle of nowhere, we end up at the edge of Devil Springs, where the Diamond Point Mobile Home park sits, surrounded by trees. It’s not a bad place to live; there’s not a resident here who doesn’t take pride in their home and yard. I’m not ashamed of it, despite what the Knight Crew might want to believe.

“I’m home!” I call out, tossing my bag on the sofa and knowing that if my moms are in the studio out back, that they won’t hear me. I’m not sure whether I’m relieved or frustrated when Mama Jane peeks her head out of the kitchen.

“I’m making tea. Do you want some?” I shake my head, and she frowns, slipping back into the kitchen to answer the whistle of the teapot. All around me, art fills the colorful walls from floor-to-ceiling. There are original oil paintings, framed prints, wall hangings made of metal, and mosaic tiles. The entire house is a spectacle, somewhere between a gallery and a maelstrom. “Are you sure you don’t want tea?” Mama Jane asks, reappearing with her red hair coiffed on the top of her head, the only mark on her otherwise perfect clothes and skin a bit of blue paint on her left elbow. An elfin mask sits atop her head, just in front of her bun, the skin speckled with freckles, just like the ones on her real face.

“I’m sure,” I say, noticing as her eyes drift to my bloodied knees and stained dress shirt. Jane was raised in a house where people didn’t talk about their feelings. That means, of course, that we talk about our feelings a lot here.

I brace myself for an interrogation, just before my little sisters rush in the back door, covered in paint and wearing matching butterfly masks. They’re not twins, but they might as well be. My moms decided to get pregnant at the same time, with the same donor sperm they used with me. The girls were born two days apart, and they’ve been a pain in my ass ever since.

“What took you so long to get home?” Emma asks, sweeping her mask back from her gray eyes. They’re a bit bluer than mine, but less green than Katie’s.

“And where’s Little Bee?” Katie asks, frowning, her own black and orange butterfly mask reminding me of the Diana fritillary necklace I received today. The broken pieces are still in my backpack, a mystery for another day.

“Broke down,” I say, and Mama Jane cocks a brow at me, holding out the cup of tea I didn’t want. I take it anyway, just to get her off my back. I feel irrationally irritated right now, pissed off at the Knight Crew for my car, for hurting me, for making me feel like they might take things too far one day. I exhale sharply as Jane takes a step closer, opening her mouth to ask about the car.

“It just wouldn’t start. No big deal. We can deal with it tomorrow.”

“Karma,” she begins, her voice a warning, but I just need a moment alone to decompress. It’s been a long day, and I still have to decide if I’m going to the party tonight. It feels like giving up to stay home, but at the same time, I’m just so goddamn tired. If anything, that’s what the Knight Crew’s managed to do—wear me down. I could sleep until the end of senior year.

“Karma, come paint with us,” Emma blurts before Jane gets a chance to continue. “We’re making a mural in the carport. It’s the Horned God.” Cool, a Wiccan deity on the side of our house in a deeply religious small town. I decide to voice my opinion aloud.

“Great. Another visible sign to tell the world how weird we are.”

“Karma,” Jane repeats, the softness in her face hardening just a bit. “Your sisters are excited about this project. They’ve been waiting hours for you to come home and look at it. I know you have the party tonight, but can you spare a minute or two please?”

“You’re right,” I snap back, knowing that my anger’s misplaced, that I should be yelling at Calix or Raz or Barron or Sonja, and not at my family. The stress is just wearing down on me; I can’t take it anymore. “It’s my fault my car broke down, and I got detention for fighting with Raz Loveren, so I’m late. Maybe if you checked your messages as much as you stare at your art, you’d know about it?”

I turn and storm down the hallway, slamming the door before either of my sisters or my mom can follow. The locks slide into place, and I stuff my headphones in my ears, using my phone to blast the band New Years Day until my head begins to ring.

I have a text from Luke waiting for me.

What’s up with the party tonight? April wants to go, but I don’t feel comfortable with her being there. Can you talk some sense into this girl?

With a sigh, I sink down to the edge of my bed and rub my forehead with my fingers. My easel sits quietly in the corner, mocking me with a tiny canvas covered in black paint and silver stars. I’ve been working on it for months, adding layer after layer until the designs began to pop up off the surface. There’s a crescent moon in the center, a lone tree shining silver beneath it. I’m not sure what I’m going for with the piece. Mama Cathy says all art starts with intention, so if that’s the case, I guess I’m fucked.

Staring at the piece, I feel my anger start to ride hot and heavy through me.

Before I can think better of it, I stand up and tear it from the easel, using an X-Acto knife from my desk to score the canvas over and over again, imagining it as Raz’s face. Barron’s. Sonja’s. Calix’s. And then I throw it against the wall and sink to the floor.

One more year, Karma, that’s it.

One more year and I’ll be free of the Knight Crew and this stupid, shitty town.

But for now, I’m here, and I have to make the best of it.

I’m going to the party tonight, I tell Luke, tapping out a quick group text to her and April. If you guys want to come, meet me at the bus stop at seven.

It’s a bit of a copout, ignoring the message that Luke sent me about April—she’s probably right about April staying home—but I’m just not in the mood to deal with it. Instead, I stand up and throw my closet open, looking for something to wear tonight. You know, since my goddamn dress was stolen from the clothesline this morning.

Whatever I wear, it has to be good.

Because whatever Devils’ Day tricks the Knight Crew thinks they can pull on me, I’ve got to do better.

Or worse, rather.

Much, much worse.

_______________

The Devils’ Day Party is always held at Devils’ Den, a remote spring in the bottom of a shallow cave. Just behind it, there’s an old steam train and several passenger cars, sitting on a bit of broken track that leads to nowhere. About a five-minute walk from the spring are several glamping treehouses, locked up and waiting for the spring and summer rush. During the Devils’ Day Party, they’re inevitably broken into and defiled. The owner’s tried everything: security cameras, plywood over the windows, and even once, he sat outside with a shotgun.

Didn’t matter.

Somebody—nobody knows who—hit the man in the back of the head with a baseball bat and left him inside one of the treehouses until morning. After that, he pretty much gave up. We have exactly two police officers in Devil Springs, and they have far more important things to worry about on Devils’ Day than a bunch of teens getting drunk and fucking in some stupid luxury cabins made for tourists.

I’m standing at the edge of the clearing, the bonfire leaping and dancing in front of me, reaching orange claws up to the heaven where a crescent moon sits—much like the one on the Crescent Prep logo. Much like the painting I just destroyed. My heart aches a little at the thought, but I push the emotion aside, eyes scanning the gathered crowd for any signs of the Knight Crew.

They’re not hard to find, gathered around a very familiar yellow car with mangled eyelashes. Calix lounges on the roof like a dark god, smiling at his worshippers, his dark mask fixed in place—both the physical one he’s wearing, and the emotional one he uses as a shield.

“Karma, listen, I … don’t expect you to believe me.” Calix turns away, his face tight, raw with emotion in a way I’ve never seen. Either he’s a really good actor or else … “But I never hated you.” He looks up at me with a burning intensity, one that steals my breath away, makes my heart pound like thunder. “I’m in love with you.”

I choke on shame and guilt, my hands curling into fists at my sides.

“Hey, let’s not start tonight off with bad thoughts,” Luke says, outfitted in a sequin dress shirt, black slacks, and boots. If it weren’t for the hideous goblin mask on her face, I’d say she was as handsome as I’d ever seen her.

“This is fascinating,” April murmurs, her green eyes sparkling behind her glasses as she takes in the scene like a grad student might observe subjects for their master’s thesis. “It’s so … wild.”

“Hedonistic, isn’t it?” Luke asks, flashing a sharp grin. “Full of debauchery? A bed of licentiousness? Heathenish? Corrupt? Primal? Pagan?”

“Okay, Luke, we get it,” I say with a small laugh, feeling a bead of sweat drip down my spine. I can’t believe they dragged my car over here, I think, seething on the inside, wondering how the fuck the Knight Crew managed that one when I couldn’t get a tow truck myself. My initial response is to freak out, and I’m pretty sure Luke knows it.

“Look, you crashed into his car, this is their retaliation. Don’t react to it. That’s what they want you to do.” Luke looks askance at the Knight Crew, luxuriating on the remains of my car like it’s a chaise lounge in a faerie palace. I have to close my eyes to keep my murderous thoughts at bay. “My parents always give in at Christmas and send me money; I’ll buy you a new car.”

I open my eyes and glance over at Luke and April, both of them watching me with wary expressions, like they’re prepared for me to fly off the handle. Because the three of us are Crescent Prep outcasts, bullied by the Knight Crew, always hiding in one corner or another, I sometimes forget that even among misfits, I’m the pariah. I’m the only one at this school who’s poor, who gives a shit about a five hundred-dollar junker.

“Luke,” I start, but she cuts me off, putting her hands on my shoulders and giving me a squeeze.

“I can you get a much nicer car than Little Bee—as much as I appreciated her lovely eyelashes.” She grins and I make myself smile back, even though that’s not what I want. I don’t want charity. I earned the money for that car by working at my mothers’ shop.

Instead of saying any of that aloud, I just smile and give Luke a hug that she returns before pulling back and looking me over. I’m wearing black skinny jeans, painted with glitter, and an oversized red sweater that shows off a bit of midriff. Some of the girls here are dressed in designer gowns, their shimmering trains dragging through leaves and sticks and mud, and not caring that the outfits they’re destroying cost thousands of dollars.

“I’m not up to snuff on the dress code, huh?” I ask as Luke cocks a brow, throwing a glance back at April, who’s still dressed in her school uniform. Her parents sent her to Crescent Prep with two pairs of pajamas, two PE outfits, and every possible combination of the academy uniform—the sweater vest, the blazer, the bowtie, the silk tie, the fur-lined boots, the Mary Janes. But that’s it. They won’t give her a cent for maternity clothes—or anything else for that matter—until she agrees to give up her baby. Clearly, they don’t know April as well as Luke and I do because, even though we’ve only known her for a few months, it’s clear she has every intention of keeping her child.

“You look edgy, too cool for school,” Luke declares, turning back to me with another smile. “It’s April who’s not up to snuff.”

“I’m pregnant,” she says with a loose shrug of her shoulders, slipping on the delicate pixie mask with the sparkly antennae on the top. She’s cut out the bit between the eye holes, leaving room for her glasses. The effect is … interesting, to say the least. “I don’t have to participate; I just get to observe.” She takes off before Luke can stop her, wading into the fray. Most of the other students go out of their way to avoid her, unsure how far, exactly, they can take the bullying of a pregnant girl. Looks like some of my fellow students have scraps of morality still clinging to their hollow, wicked bones.

“I’m gonna keep an eye on her,” Luke says, already nervous at the distance between them, and I nod. She gives me one, last look before she takes off after April, and I get the sense that I’m about to be admonished here. “Don’t go looking for trouble tonight, okay?” I just stare back at her and Luke hits me in the shoulder, a little harder than necessary. “Karma, please?”

“Okay,” I say, but she narrows her brown eyes at me, unconvinced, and I reach up to flick the long, bulbous tip of her goblin nose. “I won’t go looking for trouble, I promise.” But that doesn’t mean trouble won’t come looking for me.

She nods, once, satisfied and then takes off through the gyrating bodies around the bonfire. The crowd doesn’t part nearly as easily for her as it did for April. While they might hesitate a little at bullying a heavily pregnant girl, Luke isn’t afforded the same protections. I frown as she squeezes between them, and one of the girls grabs onto the gauzy fairy wings on Luke’s back, the ones she made herself, and rips a hole in them.

I move forward to help as the girl dances away, laughing, but Luke gives me another look from inside the crowd and I pause, right at the edge of the fire’s light, where the shadows live.

“Happy Devils’ Day,” Barron whispers on my right side, startling me. He’s sucking on another lollipop, an infuriating habit of his, clicking the candy against his white teeth as he looks up at me. He’s crouched low, still wearing the red leather mask on his face, his outfit akin to something my mother might paint on a troll prince, this white jacket with long tails that drag across the ground, even as he rises to his full height. The ends are curled and dashed with a bit of black glitter. Of course, he’s shirtless underneath, wearing black jeans and boots covered in charms.

He looks like fucking trouble.

See, I knew it’d find me, and much quicker than I’d thought.

“What do you want?” I ask, feeling a drip of sweat trail down my spine. It’s cold out here, fall leaves still clinging to the trees but threatening to let loose at any moment and welcome winter in. But the fire? It burns hot; I can feel it on my face, a singeing, violent sort of heat.

I take a step away from Barron, and he follows.

Around his neck, he wears a rusted, old key. I’m pretty sure I know what it goes to … and I want it.

Licking my lips, I lead Barron just outside the edge of the firelight, leaning my back against a tree and popping my boot up to rest against the bark.

“I think you should come over and talk to us,” he says, his face bereft of emotion, like a cold slate. His eyes—one a warm, auburn brown and the other a pale blue—watch me carefully, like he thinks I might bolt. Instead, I reach up to adjust my mask, making the glass beads and metal charms in my hair tinkle. It’s the only real bit of dressing up I did besides putting on some makeup. Last year, I sewed myself a new gown for Devils’ Day, but then I let Calix defile me in it, and I can’t bear to look at it.

I decided this year that a sexy, modern look might work a bit better.

“Maybe I will,” I say, as if I have some choice in the matter. If I don’t go, eventually Barron will just drag me over there. “But I should warn you, I’ve had a bit to drink.” Lie. But I don’t feel bad lying to him, or any of the Knight Crew for that matter. They don’t deserve my honesty or anyone else’s. Stepping forward, I slide my hands up Barron’s bare chest, enjoying the sweaty planes of his muscles as I curl my fingers together behind his neck. God, this is painful, I think, lying even to myself. I’m pretending I don’t like touching him, like this is some sort of chore … but it’s not.

“You must’ve had quite a bit to drink,” he observes, but he doesn’t move, reaching up to pull the candy from between his lips. I raise up on my tiptoes, skirting my tongue along his bottom lip. He lets me do it, too. Even though he hates me. Even though I hate him.

Our mouths slide together with a surprising amount of heat, making my skin prickle with gooseflesh. This is all an exercise, I tell myself. But that’s not true, is it? I’m … enjoying this. And I’m disgusted with myself for it.

Barron leans forward, pushing the kiss a step further, sliding his own tongue between my lips. I use that moment to snap the key from his neck, tucking it quickly into my back pocket as I return his attentions with a sweep of my own tongue.

And then I pull back and he lets me go, frowning, like he isn’t quite sure of my motivations, like he suspects that I’m up to something. He’d be right, of course, but he’s also a dick with a dick. That comes first, right?

“Come with me,” he repeats, sticking the lollipop back in his mouth, as if he didn’t just let me kiss him, as if I didn’t have his sweat on my palms or the sweet taste of watermelon candy in my mouth.

Works for me.

With a shrug, I follow Barron around the edges of the revelry, to the bright yellow splotch my car makes against the green and brown of the woods. The sun’s already gone down, leaving the bonfire and the scattered torches to give off the only light. Not too far from us, there’s a makeshift stage set up with a band—all dressed in masks of their own—testing their instruments.

Live music, what an upgrade.

I suspect we have the Knight Crew to thank for that. From what I hear, the public school—Devil Springs High—has these outrageous, wild parties in an old junkyard, with music blasting from the open doors of a car someone borrowed from their parents. The beer is cheap, the masks are rubber Halloween decorations or shitty paper cutouts, and the Devils’ Day Party is legit.

It feels forced out here, with the stuffy faces of the Crescent Prep students, the fancy masks, the over-the-top outfits, like two different faerie courts battling it out to see who can be the worst, the most lewd, the most wanton, ribald, and lascivious. Although the Devil Springs High party sounds like more fun, I have no doubt who would win in a contest.

Nothing refines cruelty like unlimited resources.

“Looks like Trailer Park didn’t take our warnings seriously,” Raz bites out, pretending to smile beneath his mask. But his eyes look irritated and weepy from the gravel I threw in them earlier, although it seems he didn’t bother to take his contacts out. He’s shirtless, the tattoos on his chest impossible to make out in the low light from the fire. “Or maybe she just likes a firm hand?”

Sonja chuckles, seated beside Calix, her red hair up in a bun, a crown on her head made up of thorny branches and gold glitter. She watches me with eyes like emeralds, ready to lap up whatever drops of blood or tears I might shed.

Calix says nothing, one long leg extended, the other bent at the knee. His eyes are as black as the night sky above the trees, starless, moonless, depthless. He, too, has a crown on his head, but his looks less like a prop and more like the real thing. There are berries threaded onto the ends of the branches and as I watch, one of them drips red onto Calix’s forehead, like blood. He swipes it off with a single finger and then sucks it into his mouth.

“I’m fairly certain I asked you not to come tonight,” he muses after a moment, clearly not concerned with hurrying this conversation along. After all, he has all night to torment his fellow Crescent Prep students. There’s a girl named Pearl that he really doesn’t like. She’d probably be a part of our little group of misfits if she didn’t call April a whore, Luke a freak, and refer to me like all the others—as Trailer Park. “But then, you started the day off by crashing into my car.” Calix’s face tightens up slightly and he sits up, slinging an arm across his knee. His eyes are ringed with liner beneath the mask, his lids shadowed with black. But it’s his mouth that really gets me, a slash of awful menace that curves to the side in a smirk. “You’re not particularly concerned with consequences today, now are you?”

“You don’t tell me what to do,” I snap back, feeling my anger ride hot and wild inside of me. For years, I’ve tried to keep my cool, but my patience is wearing thin. “None of you do. If I want to be at this party, I have every right.”

“Mm.” Calix looks to Sonja, then Raz, then Barron. “What do you think? Should we lock her in?”

“Lock her in,” Raz agrees, grinning as Calix hops off the car and I feel my heartbeat pick up speed. But I prepared for this. Fuck, I was hoping for it. I yank the keychain off my belt loop, the one that looks like lipstick. Twisting the top off, I press down on the nozzle and shoot pepper spray in an arc, not caring who I hit.

And then I turn and run.

See, trouble found me. I just retaliated.

I can hear screaming and groaning behind me—pretty sure I nailed every member of the Knight Crew and most of their followers, too—but I don’t stop running. Shoving my way through the crowd near the bonfire, I make my way past the tables laden with alcohol before bursting into the abandoned train that sits behind the entrance to the cave.

There are plenty of people in here, too, and it’s standing room only, but that doesn’t stop me from working my way through the crowd to the front of the train. On either side of me, couples are entwined in intense make-out sessions … and more. There’s a lot of sex happening on this train, but even with all the kissing and groping, the masks stay on. The illusion is there. I wonder how many of these hookups are Devils’ Day tricks? Each kiss like a venomous bite that won’t be felt until morning …

Inside the train itself, I find the conductor’s seat empty and slump down on it, panting hard and holding my hand to my chest. My heart feels like it’s about to explode from my body and go bouncing, bloody and wild, down the length of the train. But I can’t rest, not yet. My plan is only half-executed.

After all, I can’t enjoy the party with the Knight Crew hunting me.

I check the grimy windows to make sure I don’t see any of them waiting for me and then slip back outside, pulling the rusted key from my pocket.

There’s only one place out here for the Knight Crew to wash their eyes—and that’s inside the Devils’ Den.

The shadows keep me hidden as I creep back around to the front of the cave. The entrance is about fourteen feet wide, maybe seven feet tall, at most. Just a few steps in and I’d have to crouch down. The thing is, I don’t plan on putting a single foot inside this cave.

On the right side of the entrance, there’s a metal sign that talks about the importance of the Devils’ Den and Devil Springs in general. During the spring and summer months, it draws quite the crowd. Supposedly, the waters found deep within the cave have healing properties.

Guess the Knight Crew will find that out firsthand, huh?

There’s a rusty gate made up of spiky metal poles in varying sizes, so that when it closes, the cave and the spring beyond it are completely off-limits. It’s supposed to be locked through winter and fall, and then opened on the first day of spring, but somehow, year after year, the students of Crescent Prep find a way to open it.

This year, Barron had the key.

And now it’s mine.

I pause at the edge of the cave entrance, listening to the snarling and cursing from inside. Someone’s lit paper lanterns all down the sloping path that leads to the water, stalactites dripping from above, stalagmites creating a maze of obstacles that make it hard to get in and out of the den without tripping.

It’s difficult to see from up here, with the angle of the sloping ground, but I can just make out Raz’s blonde hair and the deep rumble of Barron’s voice. Calix and Sonja got the worst of the pepper spray, so I just assume they’re down there, too, washing their eyes out with spring water.

My hand wraps the rusted edge of the gate and I start to drag it into place.

“I’m so disappointed in you, Karma,” Calix says, just before he wraps an arm around my waist and hauls me back. One of his hands clamps over my mouth as he puts his lips against my ear, breath fanning against the side of my neck. “Be quiet, and this doesn’t have to hurt quite so much.” My elbow goes back and hits Calix in the stomach, but his stupid abs are like rocks and the move doesn’t seem to have much effect.

He drags me back across the gravel as I struggle, reaching for my pepper spray again and accidentally knocking the keychain to the ground instead. If I don’t get free from him, he’ll call his friends up here and I’ll be outnumbered. Lock her in, they’d said. I’m not exactly sure what that means, but maybe they were planning to do the same thing to me as I was to them?

“Karma!”

Relief washes through me in a wave as Luke appears in her sparkly blue shirt, racing across the dirt toward me. April stands behind her, eyes wide, one arm banded across her belly. With a curse, Calix releases me, but it’s too late. Not for him, but for me.

“Where the fuck is she?” It’s Raz, ducking out the entrance of the cave with Raz and Sonja on his heels, a good half-dozen of their little followers on his tail. Two of the girls are dressed in diaphanous gowns of yellow and blue, but their faces are masked with long-tongued demons that hide their mouths. The boys that are with them are all wearing intricately painted monster masks that I recognize as coming from the shop next door to my moms’. Each one is worth several hundred dollars, at least.

“Don’t you dare lay a finger on her,” Luke warns. “I’m not afraid to call the cops, and you know it.” The thing is, she won’t have her phone on her; none of us do. In order to get past the gate at the end of the road, you have to give your phone to the gatekeeper. No phone, no entrance. They’re all stuffed into plastic bags, labelled with names, and then put into a net and hauled into a tree.

Told you the Devils’ Day Party was weird.

“Goddamn snitch,” Raz snarls, but it’s Barron who grabs Luke by her small wrist to keep her from bolting for help. The two demon-faced girls even have the audacity to grab April by the arms and march her forward, like she’s somehow a part of this, too.

“Leave them alone, and do whatever you want to me,” I say, feeling lightheaded and dizzy as I try to avoid Luke’s penetrating stare. You lied to me, is what she’s saying, but I didn’t, right? I didn’t seek the Knight Crew out. No, it was the other way around. All they had to do was leave me alone and none of this had to happen.

Sonja grabs for my arm, and I tear myself from her grip, the band on my black tourmaline bracelet snapping. Black beads fly everywhere as I clutch my arm to my chest, eyes narrowed, breath coming in violent pants. Some small part of me is excited by her red-rimmed, leaky eyes. Bet that pepper spray hurt, I think, but I’m not a violent person. I don’t like to have to fight all the time. I don’t like feeling scared all the damn time.

“Eye for an eye,” Raz growls out, his own eyes even more red and swollen than Sonja’s. He’s finally caved and taken his contacts out, his blue eyes feverish with anger behind his glasses. “Too bad it can’t be literally this time.” He’s holding the pepper spray that I dropped in one hand, but when he goes to spray it, nothing comes out and he chucks the pink container. “Where’s the key, Karma?”

“I don’t have the key,” I lie, beginning to shake as I scan the Knight Crew’s unforgiving expressions. I drew blood tonight, and I imagine I’m not getting out of here without them doing the same. I just don’t want Luke and April to pay for my choices.

“Let’s find out,” Barron says, grabbing me around the waist and trapping my hands against my sides with his strong arm. With his other hand, he searches my pockets, fingers sliding into the back right one to find the key. He lingers a bit too long there as I struggle, gritting my teeth as Luke’s eyes widen with fear. Barron cups my ass and presses his lips to the skin just behind my ear. “Clever, pretending to kiss me, so you could get ahold of this.” His breath smells like watermelon from those stupid suckers he’s always eating, and when he finally lets go of me and pulls away, I’m left with a smear of charcoal across my midsection.

“It didn’t have to be this way, Karma,” Calix says, his mask sitting on the top of his head. Black streaks run down his face on either side, making him look even more ghastly in the firelight. “But I can’t protect you now.”

“Protect me?” I choke out with a laugh. He smirks at me, and my temper flares. “What’s your problem with me anyway? Is it because I’m poor? Because my moms are gay?” I shouldn’t fan the flames, but I can’t help myself. Now that I’m standing here, looking into Calix’s dark eyes, I think I know why I hit his car. I snapped. I broke. There he was, at the gas station with his awful, awful friends, lounging next to a car that costs more than some people make in a decade. And yet … he looked miserable to me.

That’s what really pissed me off.

How can someone who has everything look so damn miserable? Calix is handsome, smart, rich, connected, normal. He fits into society like a puzzle piece while people like me and Luke and April, we’re singled out and cast aside like extras, like pieces to a puzzle that nobody wants to finish.

That’s why I hit his car.

And look where it got me.

“We were going to lock you in the treehouse, the one where you gave it up for Lix,” Raz sneers, circling me like a predator homing in on his prey. “But I think I like your idea better.”

“Put the others in with her, for company,” Sonja suggests, looking straight at Luke as she says it. Luke’s shoulders tighten, a familiar disappointment clouding her face. With all the subtle hints, the flirting, the gift this morning, Luke thought Sonja might actually like her. But it was all a bunch of bullshit. I wore that same look on my face when Raz and Barron stumbled on me and Calix, naked together in the treehouse. I remember watching his expression, marveling at the change in his face, even as my heart broke into pieces. It was like watching the moon eclipse the sun, cutting off all the light, plunging me into darkness.

“April’s pregnant,” Luke says, like the crowd gathered around us doesn’t already know. “It’s cold and wet in there. Your prank will be a hell of a lot less funny if something happens to her.”

“She’ll be just fine,” Sonja says as the demon-faced girls drag April toward the cave. She doesn’t fight them, which is probably for the best, but panic settles in my chest as I turn back to Calix. There’s something just behind his eyes that makes me want to plead, like maybe I could crack through to the other side where he hides all that misery I saw on his face this morning when he thought nobody was looking. “We’ll let you out in the morning, won’t we, Raz?”

“What Sonja means is, we’ll let you out when we wake up tomorrow.” He flashes a sharp grin, reaching up and sweeping his hands through his dirty blonde hair. “Considering the amount I plan to drink tonight, it might be more like late afternoon.”

“Not April!” Luke screams, struggling against the boys holding her as they pull her toward the cave entrance. “This is a huge, fucking mistake! This is false imprisonment. Do you think I won’t report this?”

“Nobody cares what you have to say,” one of the boys says, shoving Luke forward into the cave. She trips and falls, cutting her hand on a stalagmite with a hiss. I can see the ruby red blood blooming as she falls to her knees. “Your parents don’t even give a shit if you live or die.”

Some of the other boys move forward to grab me, but I keep my eyes on Calix, Raz, and Barron. One of them is smirking at me, one is grinning, and the other looks impassive, almost bored. The monster boys push me into the cave next to April, slam the gate, and lock it tight.

The last thing I hear before the Knight Crew moves away is Raz’s laughter, echoing through the trees.

 


Chapter Five

 

IT’S COLD AND dark and wet in the Devils’ Den, the pleasant trickle of the spring and the constant sound of water droplets falling from the roof echoing strangely in the narrow space. The music from the Devils’ Day Party is loud enough that we have to shout to have a conversation of any kind, but I suppose that doesn’t matter because it’s pretty obvious that Luke doesn’t want to talk to me at all.

One of the demon-faced girls kicked over all the lanterns after they dragged April into the cave, so the only light we have is from the massive bonfire. I’m a little concerned at how big it’s getting, fed with logs and old furniture and gasoline. The heat makes the rusted bars warm against my fingers as I hang off of them, my heart beating so fast that I feel dizzy.

“You just had to poke the bear, didn’t you?” Luke asks finally, lifting her face up from her knees, her goblin mask discarded and stuffed into a back pocket. “After you promised me …”

“I said I wouldn’t go looking for trouble,” I say, but as soon as the words are spoken aloud, my excuse sounds as weak and pathetic as I feel. “Trouble found me.”

“Come on, Karma,” Luke says, turning to look at me, her brown eyes dark with fury—and not just fury for the Knight Crew, but for me. “You started it this morning when you hit Calix’s car. As amusing as I’m sure that was—and as deserved—you knew what would happen, how things would end.”

I turn away from her, focused on the crowd of masked students, sweaty and drunk and high, the skunk-y scent of weed mixing with the stink of the campfire. I’m not sure what I wanted for tonight, but this wasn’t it.

“So I’m to blame for their bullying?” I ask quietly, even though I know that’s not what Luke’s trying to say.

“Please don’t fight,” April says, using the stone wall to help herself to her feet, glasses reflecting the orange glow from the fire. “Look, it’s not all that bad, right? This cave is fascinating.” She points a single finger up toward the ceiling. “These stalactites are thousands of years old. I’m honestly surprised people are even allowed in here.”

“The Knight Crew stole the key,” I say, thinking of Barron’s hands on my hips, a pink flush creeping its way into my cheeks. “And I stole the key from Barron.”

“How, exactly, did you go about doing that anyway?” Luke asks, also pushing herself to her feet. The three of us have been stripped of our dignity and left to rot in here. All I can hope is that when I don’t come home tonight, that my moms will call the police, and someone will find us here long before Raz sleeps off his drunk. “Really, I’d love to know.”

“Luke,” April warns, leaning against the cave wall and looking warily between the two of us. “What’s done is done. Karma can’t go back in time and change things, so what does it matter? I’m sure she feels bad enough as it is.”

“Bad?” I ask, looking over at April with her brown hair plaited and slung over one shoulder, her green eyes dark in the shadows of the cave. It’s strange, looking at her in that uniform with her dress shirt untucked, taut around her swollen belly. I think that was her parents’ plan all along, to shame her by forcing her to stay in her school uniform every day. “I don’t feel bad. I didn’t put us in here and lock the door; they did. I figured you of all people wouldn’t be one to victim blame,” I say, looking directly at Luke.

She frowns heavily, her brown eyes dancing with carefully repressed anger.

“You know why I’m mad, and it’s not because the Knight Crew is a bag of diseased dicks. It’s because you started things today. You hit Calix’s car; you stole that key; you promised me you wouldn’t fuck with them.” Luke scoffs and shakes her head in disgust, reaching her fingers up to tousle her blue hair. “And the goddess only knows what you did with Barron to get that key.”

“What the fuck are you implying?” I ask, turning away from the bars and the masked revelry beyond so that I can look her straight in the face. My own is burning with shame, but I just hope it’s too dark in that cave for her to see it. “That I screwed Calix last year as some sort of Devils’ Day Party prank? That I wanted to be naïve enough and desperate enough to believe he really did like me?”

“You brought up Calix,” Luke snaps back, moving away from me to stand at the opposite end of the cave entrance. “I was talking about Barron. Did you steal that key spur of the moment? Or was it something you planned? Either way, you’d already made your promise to me, so it was wrong, no matter how it happened.”

“As if you wouldn’t have shoved your tongue down Sonja’s throat at the first opportunity.” I gesture at the glittering green beetle brooch clinging to the front of her shirt. “You wore the jewelry she sent, didn’t you? Maybe I wasn’t the only one planning on seeking out the Knight Crew against my better judgment? They were already planning on locking me in the treehouse, Luke. The fight was already on.”

“If they locked you in, we would’ve let you out, and they would’ve been too drunk to notice. Stealing their key, pepper spraying them, and then trying to lock them up in the Devils’ Den is a whole different animal. You messed up, Karma. Just admit it.”

“At least I tried to do something about it,” I snap back, my hands shaking, bits of purple hair sticking to the sides of my sweaty face. “At least for once, I attempted to fight back. Unlike you. Since freshman year, you’ve been letting the Knight Crew push you around, and you just take it. The worst you’ve ever done is report them which just makes you a snitch.”

“A snitch?” Luke laughs, harsh and low, shaking her head like she can’t believe I just said that. “What is wrong with you, Karma? Because you’re not acting like the person I thought I knew. The cool, quiet artist who didn’t give a shit what anybody else thought. Even the thing with Calix … I mean, I was surprised, but I understood. Lately though? I feel like you hate the Knight Crew and worship them at the same time.”

“I don’t give a shit about the Knight Crew,” I say, but it feels like a lie, tumbling off the end of my tongue like a boulder, heavy and dangerous and unstable. “I’m not the one who cries myself to sleep every night because she’s so desperate to fit in.”

Luke’s eye widen, and I know I’ve gone too far, throwing one of her secrets back into her face. It’s like earlier, when I shouted at my mom, when I stabbed my canvas. I don’t mean to do it; I don’t want to do it. Hell, as soon as I say it, I wish I could take it back.

“Come on guys,” April says softly, but it’s too late. Luke turns away from me, one shoulder propped against the wall of the cave. A few moments later, a girl in a pearlescent white mask appears, holding up a key. It’s not the same one that Barron had—this one’s much less rusted—but it fits into the lock just the same, and the gate swings open.

“This is only because I hate them so much, not because I like you,” Pearl Boehringer says, her blond hair orange in the strange half-light. She takes the key with her and walks away, her mask glittering with eight gemstones set to look like a spider’s eyes. The effect is eerie, especially when paired with the derisive sneer on her face.

Told you: everyone at Crescent Prep is an asshole. Including me, apparently.

“Do you want to apologize before I give you a ride home?” Luke says, grabbing April by the hand and pulling her out of the maw of the Devils’ Den. “Because you know I’m going to give you one either way.”

A lump of pride gets caught in my throat, and I say nothing. I’m too frustrated by the way the party’s gone, too pissed off at the Knight Crew, and quite frankly, hating myself too deeply to say anything at all.

With a scowl, Luke leads the way back to her car, this beautiful white vintage Cadillac. Her parents thought this was a punishment, buying her an old car like this. It’s worth maybe thirty thousand dollars at most, so to them, it’s basically garbage. But Luke’s the one that asked for it. For her, this is a dream car. It’s one of the things I’ve always liked about her, how she’s unapologetically Luke. I should say that, along with I’m sorry, but instead, I sit quietly in the backseat as she takes me home and drops me off just outside the entrance to Diamond Point.

I’ve barely hopped out before Luke is speeding off into the night, leaving me alone in the quiet darkness.

“Jesus.” I rub a hand over my face, suddenly so tired that I could collapse right here in the cold and sleep for a week. Something rustles in the bushes, and the hair on the back of my neck stands on end. Could be a cougar or a bear … or worse—a person. I force myself to walk slowly but confidently back toward the front door of our pale pink house. The mural the girls started earlier is hard to see in the weak porch light, but when it’s done, I’m sure it’ll be visible to every single car that drives down this road. The Horned God, in a state where most people are likely to think it’s the devil. Fantastic. That should help with my popularity.

I let myself in and find both of my mothers waiting for me.

Mama Jane stands up right away, her long red hair unbound, face twisted into a frown. Mama Cathy stays seated on the couch, her own mouth tight with worry.

“What?” I ask, because it isn’t that late, is it? The Knight Crew took my phone from the gatekeeper (so we discovered on our way out of the party), so I look toward the clock on the wall instead.

It’s after three in the morning.

Shit.

“Did you enjoy the party?” Jane asks carefully, looking at me like she has no idea who I am anymore. It’s the same way Luke looked at me earlier, like maybe there’s something seriously wrong with me that I didn’t notice until right this second. I pause in the doorway, one hand still on the knob, when I notice the ruined canvas sitting on the coffee table. Is that what this is about?

“Not really,” I say, stepping inside and pulling the door closed behind me. Despite everything, I’m still wearing my mask. I’m not sure why. Maybe because I don’t feel comfortable without it right now? Like the emotional mask I’m used to wearing is starting to fracture in places … “Why?”

“Honey, come sit down,” Cathy says, her dark eyes studying me with an even mixture of pity and parental frustration. I don’t like the way this is going. My gaze flicks back to Jane, clearly the more furious of the two.

“I don’t feel like sitting down,” I say, wishing I’d climbed in my window instead of coming through the front door. All I want right now is to be alone. “I’d rather just shower and go to bed, why?”

“Please sit down,” Cathy repeats, looking pleadingly in Jane’s direction. Her own dark hair is braided, much like April’s, and splattered with paint. Her hands, too. Some of my earliest memories involve paint-covered arms enveloping me in lilac-scented hugs. Right now, however, the sight of Cathy wringing those colorful hands is filling me with dread.

“What is it?” I ask, my heart fluttering, my head spinning. I start to think of worst-case scenarios, like something happening to one of my little sisters, or finding out one of my parents was diagnosed with something awful …

“Do you know a boy named Calix Knight?” Jane asks, clearly struggling to maintain her composure. The blood drains from my face, and I feel my hands curling into fists at my sides. Is this about the Aston Martin? It has to be, right? But how could he say anything, after what the Knight Crew did to Little Bee?

“He goes to Crescent Prep,” I say with a shrug, trying to feign nonchalance when all I feel is dread. “Why?”

The moms exchange a look before turning back to me. It’s the way Cathy reaches for her phone that first sets me off. Please no, I think, exhaling sharply. One of my worst fears after being found naked with Calix in the treehouse was that he—or one of his awful friends—would have a video of some kind. Like, if it was all a trick, then surely he’d want evidence of it to hold over my head? For an entire year now, I’ve had this gnawing feeling low in my belly, this sense of waiting for the other shoe to drop.

“Are you two seeing each other?” Jane asks, and I shake my head. My tongue feels swollen and numb. I mean, so what if they saw the video, right? They’re both progressive, understanding parents, aren’t they? And it was just sex … Or maybe I’m overreacting and there’s no video at all? “From what Luke tells us, he bullies you. Why have you never mentioned it to me or Cathy?”

“When did you talk to Luke?” I ask, feeling my trepidation fade a little. The anger comes clawing back, raging through me like a monster on a rampage, like the mask on my face is a real thing, sweeping over and consuming me.

“We called you a few hours ago, but you didn’t answer,” Jane says, and I wonder how many times they called, and I didn’t notice, too intent on revenge against the Knight Crew. Because obviously they had to have talked to Luke before we dropped our phones at the gate. “So, we called Luke and talked to her about it. Apparently, she already knew.”

“Knew what?” I ask, looking to Cathy. Tears prick the edges of her eyes as she stands up from the couch.

“We’re not mad, honey,” she says, but Jane looks it. She looks furious. “But someone posted a video of you and that boy online …” My heart plummets to the floor and shatters, spattering the walls with metaphorical blood; my body begins to shake.

“Where? When?” I choke out, wishing I had my phone so I could look it up.

“We’ve been working to get the videos removed for hours,” Jane continues, “but it could be some time before they come down. Karma, is there something you want to tell us? Did that boy coerce you into sex? Did you give your consent?”

My head is spinning, and I have to put a hand up against the wall to steady myself.

“If he hurt you, baby …” Cathy starts, but I can’t breathe. Did Calix coerce me? Well, he lied to me, but that’s not a crime is it? It’s not against the law to be an asshole. And I wanted him. I wanted him so badly I couldn’t breathe. The way he cupped my face, put his fingers beneath my chin, looked into my eyes. The words he spoke were so raw and real, so impossible to fake, and yet …

“He didn’t hurt me,” I choke out, “not physically.” But into my heart, he stabbed a knife, twisted it, laughed as I bled. “It was consensual.”

Jane doesn’t look convinced. No, she looks about ready to storm over to the fancy dormitories that house every Crescent Prep student but me, and make some blood rain down from the sky. I should love her for that, for wanting to protect me. Instead, I just feel sick to my stomach.

“You don’t have to be afraid to talk to us,” Cathy says, moving around the coffee table to come toward me. But I don’t want to be touched right now. All I want is a hot a shower and to be left the fuck alone. Part of me wants to go online and search for the video; the rest of me knows what a terrible idea that’d be. How many people have seen it? Has it gone viral? Will this shit haunt me for the rest of my life?

“Can I go to my room, please?” I ask, but Jane frowns, not quite finished with our conversation.

“What happened, Karma? Why didn’t you come to us?” I give her a dark look that she returns. There’s a struggle in her face as she tries to figure out why I’d hop into bed with a bully. Whatever possessed you to do it? That’s what her face says. The answer though … I’m not sure I have that. I don’t know. I consider myself a strong person; I was raised to demand respect and give it when earned. Calix has never earned it.

“I don’t have to tell you every little thing I do,” I say, moving over to the table and snatching up the destroyed canvas. The words are an echo of what I told the Knight Crew earlier.

“What happened with your art, Karma?” Cathy asks, studying me as I clutch the painting to my chest. “You’ve been working on it for months.”

“Sometimes things just don’t fit anymore,” I snap, feeling frustrated, overwhelmed, trapped. And I’m going to kill Luke. She talked to my parents and didn’t bother to tell me? Betrayal sits like lead in my stomach, making me queasy. “It’s my art; I can do whatever I want with it.”

“Karma?” It’s Emma, standing in the hallway in colorful Pusheen pajamas, decorated with plump little gray cats. “Do you want to see our mural?” she asks, rubbing at her eyes, obviously missing the entire point of this conversation. Katie stands just behind her in Star Wars pj’s.

“No.” I bite the word out, too harsh, too violent. “I don’t.”

I storm past them, ignoring Jane’s shouts for me to stop, and lock myself in my room. My phone is gone, but I stick my headphones in anyway and use Bluetooth to connect them to my laptop, blasting my music and hating my life.

Even though I know I shouldn’t, I Google the video. It comes right up when I type in Crescent Prep, Calix Knight, and Karma Sartain. It’s everywhere, under my real name, plastered on every social media site there is and then some.

My stomach drops, and I choke on bile as I click the first link that pops up.

The video begins to play, and I’m horrified to see that it starts right at the beginning, with me crossing my arms and demanding to know what Calix wants, with the soft tenderness in his face. “You don’t understand … for years, I’ve been wanting to tell you how I feel. It’s just … the crew, and Raz, and Barron …”

I skip further along in the video, watching his cool, pale hands undress me with reverence, watching as our mouths clash in a swirl of heat and desperate, clawing need. It gets worse after that, image after image of him entering me, going down on me, coming in me … I scroll past to the comments, choking on the vile hatred in them, the dark vitriol, the judgment.

A message pops up from Luke on the side of my screen.

I just saw the video. Are you okay?

I stare at her message for a moment, quiet and still on the outside, an explosion taking place inside of me.

Am I okay?

Fuck no, I’m not okay.

You spoke to my parents and didn’t tell me. How could you?

She starts to type a response, deletes it, starts over again.

Fuck you. Don’t talk to me for a while. I hit send, slam the lid closed on my laptop, and crack the window. I hop down, the icy wind blowing against my face, making the tip of my nose hurt. I’m shaking now, and I have the desperate urge to just get out, to be anywhere but here. The thing is, how can I run from something on social media? Even if that video gets taken down—it’s pretty goddamn sexually explicit so I’m assuming it will—people will have downloaded it, screenshotted it, shared it. It’ll be everywhere, always.

Always.

Forever.

Heartbreak clogs up my throat as I turn and look into the eyes of the Horned God, his outline painted on the inside wall of our carport. Seated in a throne beside him is the goddess, his lover. In one of her hands, she holds a chalice, representing femininity, and in his, he holds a knife, representing masculinity. I bet he never hurt you like this, I think, knowing that my moms probably put the outline up for the girls to color in.

On the ground in a wooden crate, there’s a whole rainbow of spray paint. Before I can think better of it, I grab one and pull the top off, spraying the mural with red that looks like blood. By the time I’m done, tears are streaming down my face that I can’t seem to stop. It’s like there’s a monster inside of me, making me do bad things, and I can’t fight it. Maybe I’m just too weak?

“Karma?” I turn to see my sisters looking out their window at me, staring at the damage I’ve just done to their art. Katie already has tears streaming down her face. “Why did you do that?” Emma asks, looking at me like she doesn’t know who I am. Not the first time I’ve gotten that look today.

Without a word, I drop the spray paint to the ground and head for my mom’s car. She has a tendency to lock herself out of it, and it’s old enough that it doesn’t have a keyfob or auto-unlock or anything like that, so she keeps a spare key under a small concrete statue of a goblin. I snag it and let myself into the shitty ’95 Taurus with too many miles, starting the engine and backing out of the driveway fast enough to wake the whole park.

I don’t care.

I just need to move.

I start driving, with no particular destination in mind, the windows rolled down, the breeze whipping my purple hair around my face. And still, still I wear the mask. Because if I had trouble taking it off before, I most definitely can’t bear to remove it now.

Even though I know I shouldn’t, I head back to the Devils’ Day Party, parking next to Calix’s dented Aston Martin, and marching through the woods to the bonfire.

Even though it’s now close to four in the morning, the party barely shows signs of slowing down. The whole clearing smells like weed and booze, sex and smoke. I storm right through it all and back to the train cars, looking for the Knight Crew.

When I find them, they’re all sprawled out across the seats in the rear passenger car. Raz has a girl on his lap while Barron sits in the corner, sucking on a bag of cough drops and sketching. Calix, meanwhile, holds a bottle in his hand and smirks while some girls dance naked around a much smaller fire just outside the door, wearing their masks and panties and nothing else.

I shove my way through them, taking the steps up into the train car with my chest heaving. I’m sure they can all tell that my face is streaked with tears from crying, but I don’t care.

“Who did it?” I snap, my voice cutting through the music and the laughter. All eyes turn to me—Calix, Raz, Barron, Sonja, the demon-faced girls, and the boys wearing monster masks. “Who posted it?”

“Who posted what?” Calix drawls, looking bored out of his mind. He tosses the full bottle of liquor in his hand and lets it crash to the floor, soaking the leaf-covered ground in vodka. He’s clearly drunk as he squints at me from behind his mask, dark eyes narrowed but bloodshot. I’ve caught the Knight Crew at the tail end of their party, and every single one of them is trashed.

“The video,” I grind out, barely able to force the words past my clenched teeth. Raz is looking at me like he can’t believe I’m standing here, like he thinks I should still be locked in the mouth of the Devils’ Den, while Barron’s face is as impassive and empty as usual. Sonja sneers, but she’s got a girl on one side kissing her neck, and a boy on the other. Pretty sure none of them have the energy or mental fortitude to come after me right now. “Who posted it?”

“How the hell did you get out of the cave?” Raz asks, staring at me like I’ve materialized from space.

“They were gone hours ago,” Barron says, his voice like steel and velvet, both hard and soft at the same time. “But we don’t know what video you’re talking about. Our phones are in the tree, just like everybody else’s. Well, except for yours; we smashed it.”

“Bullshit,” I snap, choking on tears. I look from Raz’s blue eyes behind his glasses, to Barron’s multi-colored gaze, and then back to Calix’s dark one. “Somebody posted a video from last year’s party,” I say, trying to get the words out but failing miserably. I can’t say it; don’t make me say it.

“There shouldn’t be any videos from last year’s party,” Raz growls out at me, pushing the girl from his lap and standing up. He stalks over to glare down at me, the whites of his eyes still slightly reddened from the pepper spray. “To get into the party, you ditch your phone; everybody knows that.”

“Yeah? Like it’d be impossible for anyone at Crescent Prep to have a second phone? Grow up, Raz.” He reaches out to grab my arm, but I jerk out his grip, keeping my back to the doorway but putting some much-needed space between us.

“What was in the video?” Calix asks, blinking at me from his position on the old, torn cushions of the train car. His eyes bore into mine, like steel spikes, blinding me to the rest of the world.

“Us,” I say, and there’s the slightest tightening of that pretty mouth of his.

“Somebody posted a video of you two fucking?” Sonja asks with wide eyes, and then she throws her head back and laughs. She’s not the only one. Within seconds, the train car is filled with it. Every member of the Knight Crew howls with pleasure at the thought of my humiliation. It takes Calix several seconds to join in, but then he does, too.

The sound rings in my ears, a deafening cacophony that makes me want to claw my own eardrums out.

“This is gold. We need to bail on this party, so we can look it up,” Raz says, and I realize that I’ve made a mistake in coming here. A big one. “Maybe we could take Karma here with us, so we can all watch it together?”

I shove him out of the way—hard—and take off running. Shouts echo behind me, and I just know that some of the crew are giving chase. The last thing in the world I want is to be there when they all see it, when they watch it together and laugh at me. It’ll be like the comments section in real life.

God, she has an ugly body. She should just be glad he’s willing to fuck her.

That girl is a straight-up ho. He says the magic words—I love you—and she just falls into bed with him?

I go to school with these people. Karma Sartain is white trash, through and through. She must really hate herself to sleep with someone who despises her.

I’d tell the bitch I loved her, too, if it’d get her to screw me.

I skid in the gravel as I come to a stop beside the car, using my palm to slow myself down, and tweaking my wrist at the same time. But when I glance over my shoulder, I see several of the monster-masked boys catching up with me, and fling the door open.

This time, when I peel out of there, I’m driving twice as fast as before. Tears stream down my face as I push the pedal down harder, all the way to the floor. I take Highway 62 toward Eureka Springs because … why not? I don’t want to go home, and I don’t want to see Luke at the dorms, and I sure as fuck can’t stay here.

The road winds through the trees and then skirts the edge of a steep cliff, passing by Thorncrowne Chapel on one side. The signs flash beneath my headlights as I sweep past, warning me to slow down, to stay at fifteen miles per hour.

I don’t listen.

I’m not thinking.

I’m not sure that I care.

And then it happens. I hit the brakes, but I can’t take the curve at the speed I’m going, and I can’t slow down fast enough. The tires skid as my heart leaps into my throat, and the old Taurus slides to one side. More, more, more. It hits the edge of the road, and then I’m weightless, flying through the darkness and into nothing.

There isn’t even time for a scream.

Just regret.

I fucked today up, I think, but really, not just today. Everything. Everything.

My thoughts spin to my mothers, my sisters, Luke, April, the Knight Crew …

And then nothing.

Because the universe just doesn’t give out second chances.

 


Chapter Six

 

THERE’S BLOOD ALL over my steering wheel.

I sit up, shaking, disoriented, certain that I must be dead. I reach my quivering hand up to my head and pull it away, staring down at the splotches of ruby red as I blink through the rush of memories. Getting locked in the Devils’ Den, finding out about the video, confronting the Knight Crew. My stomach lurches as I remember driving along Highway 62, the tires skidding, the weightless feeling as I plunged into blackness.

I look around, but I’m not sitting in the woods, surrounded by the mangled remnants of my mother’s car. No, I’m at the gas station again, tucked inside of Little Bee, her front end buried in the side of Calix’s Aston Martin.

What …

I barely get a chance for the thought to form before my door is flying open and Calix is yanking me out, slamming me back into the side of my car. I stare into his dark eyes, rife with anger, and try to remember how I got here. This isn’t like yesterday, when I had a momentary lapse of forgetfulness. Today, I’m just surprised that I’m alive at all. Did I drink something at the party that I forgot about? Did I smoke something?

“Are you fucking insane?!” Calix snarls, releasing me as a crowd gathers once again, the rainy weather eerily similar to yesterday morning. I blink back at him, but I’m not sure how to respond. Why did I come here? Why did I hit his car again? How am I still alive?

“How did I get here?” I whisper, my entire body shaking as my knees go weak, and I collapse. Surprisingly, Calix catches me before I fall, scowling as he sets me down on the pavement and steps back. The look on his face is impossible to read, but at least he’s not wearing that black leather devil’s mask anymore. “How did I get here?” I repeat, feeling my eyes tear up.

“What the hell is wrong with you?” Calix growls as an older woman approaches, leaning down to put a hand on my shoulder.

“Are you okay?” she asks as Calix glares at me from behind her, scowling and turning to look at the entrance to the convenience store.

But today, this time, I’m not okay. It’s one thing to forget a split-second in time, between driving down the road and seeing Calix’s car, to hitting it. I’ve forgotten an entire night this time. I have no idea how I got here.

Glancing down, I see that I’m dressed in my uniform instead of the outfit I wore to the party. My mask is gone and, after a quick look over my shoulder I see that Little Bee is fully intact. No more spray paint, no more smashed windows. Her tires are back on and, obviously, if I just used her to hit Calix’s car again, she must run okay.

“Should I call the police?” the woman asks, and déjà vu washes over me. She asked me that exact same thing yesterday.

“That won’t be necessary,” Calix replies smoothly, standing up and plastering a fake smile on his face. It’s sickening, the way he does it, affixes that look to his full, lush mouth. “We’re classmates; I won’t be pressing charges.”

My eyes widen as the woman nods and gives my shoulder a quick squeeze before moving away. It takes me a second to realize that she’s the same woman from yesterday, wearing the same clothes. I stare after her, dumbfounded, until Calix bends down and reaches out to smooth some stray strands of hair from my face.

“You know what tonight is?” he whispers, and I go completely still, a strange coldness sweeping over me that I can’t explain. What tonight is? Tonight is nothing. Yesterday was the Devils’ Day Party. Today is just … Saturday. So why am I wearing my school uniform? And why is Calix asking me that?

He leans in even closer, pressing his lips to the side of my throat. Reaching both hands up, I shove him away as violently as I can and rise to my feet. He hits the ground on his ass, but I get no satisfaction out of it. Instead, panic is creeping over me as I glance back into the car and see my phone lying on the passenger seat.

The phone I left at the party last night, that the Knight Crew claimed they destroyed.

So how did it get there?

“Goddamn it, Karma,” Calix snarls, rising to his feet like a shadow, a tall, dark handsome shadow that I can barely see through the white stars in my vision. The little bells on the front door of the convenience store ring and out step Raz and Barron, the former carrying a plastic grocery bag in one hand as he circles the cars and surveys the damage—exactly the same way he did yesterday.

“What the fuck happened here? Little trailer trash bitch thought she’d get the first Devils’ Day trick on us, huh?” I stare at Raz, but I don’t even have it in me to be angry. Instead, I’m just confused. Frustrated. Panicking. I’ve finally lost my goddamn mind, I think as I look between the three of them with a strange taste in my mouth, like old pennies. The taste of copper, of blood.

“I think I’m going to be sick,” I say as Barron pauses on my right and Calix sneers at me like he could give two shits whether I’m hurt or not.

“Sick? Nice try, Trailer Park.” Calix steps forward again, getting in my face, towering over me like this is any normal day, like a video of us fucking wasn’t posted online during the party last night, like I didn’t drive off the edge of the road in the dark and … end up here. “Who’s going to pay for the damage to my car? Not you. The change your dyke mothers pay you for working part-time at that dump they call a business isn’t going to cut it.”

That’s what he said yesterday, I think as I start to sway on my feet, and Barron frowns, pulling the lollipop from his mouth and pointing at me with it.

“She doesn’t look very good,” he says, and Raz laughs, loud and cruel and obnoxious.

“You think?” he asks, tossing his grocery bag into the backseat of the car. “Like she ever does. Trailer Park looks like a goth reject most days and some tree-hugging femi-nazi the rest of the time.” He stalks toward me, like he’s thinking of grabbing me, but Barron reaches out to grab his arm.

“Back off of her,” he says carefully. “People are watching.”

“Maybe I’ll let you pay for it tonight, with your mouth?” Calix suggests as he opens the driver’s side door of his car, and I feel the world tilt around me like I’m on a carnival ride. Before he has a chance to climb in, I see the world rush up toward the sky—or maybe it’s me that’s falling—and then pain, sharp and blinding, straight through my skull like a knife.

 


Chapter Seven

 

THERE’S BLOOD ALL over my steering wheel.

Shit, no. No, no, no. I sit up, my body quivering uncontrollably as I look out the window and find what’s now a very familiar scene. There’s my little yellow VW bug, the front end planted in the side of Calix’s car. Blood drips down my face and onto the front of my uniform. This time, I don’t reach up to touch it. This time, I grab my phone from the passenger seat and stare at the date and time.

Friday. Devils’ Day.

Bile rises up in my throat just before the driver’s side door is wrenched open, and I’m dragged from the vehicle by Calix. Again. Shoved up against the side of Little Bee. Again.

“Are you fucking insane?!” he growls, but maybe I am, because I just went through this. I went through it yesterday and then … five minutes ago? Then I fell onto this cement right here and woke up in my car. Yet I remember none of it.

“Very possibly,” I whisper, and there must be something strange in my expression because Calix pulls back, narrowing his eyes like he thinks I’m trying to pull some elaborate Devils’ Day prank on him. Or hell, maybe he’s the one pulling a prank on me? That makes sense, doesn’t it? For the Knight Crew to set me up like this, over and over again, just to fuck with my head?

“Are you okay?” It’s the old woman again, the one in the yellow shirt with the purple hat. I’d remember her anywhere. Her eyes are as sharp as tacks, and her nails are painted with tiny daisies. They must’ve paid her to get in on this, to keep up the charade.

I turn an awful look on Calix, enjoying the slight tightening of his face when he sees the venom in my expression.

“I’m just fucking fine,” I snap, feeling my anger get the better of me. It’s been doing that a lot lately, hasn’t it? Taking over everything and blinding me with white-hot rage. I reach up and find that the cut on my head is open again. Since it was scabbed over last night, that means the Knight Crew must be reopening it every time I pass out.

Karma, you drove off the edge of a cliff. The Knight Crew didn’t engineer that.

And yet, I can’t come up with another logical explanation for what’s happening, so I roll with it. Besides, it feels good to hate Calix, to look at him and want to kill him, to look at him and blame him for everything that’s going wrong in my life.

“How are you doing it?” I hiss as the woman takes another tentative step forward, clearly unconvinced by my proclamation.

“Should I call the police?” she queries as the rain pours down from the sky, and I try really hard not to wonder how the Knight Crew could possibly engineer the same weather patterns over and over again. I just need to go home and lie down. That’s it. It’s Saturday, so there’s no school. I can take a moment to collect myself.

“That won’t be necessary,” Calix says, smiling in a way that sends chills down my spine. He’s good at it, I’ll admit, following the same script over and over. “We’re classmates; I won’t be pressing charges.” When he leans forward to swipe some hair from my face, I hit his hand back, and his jaw clenches with anger. “You know what tonight is?” he snaps, much less practiced than he was the last two times we played this game.

“Fuck off, Calix, I know what you’re up to,” I snap, so freaked-out by the whole situation that I forget how bad the Knight Crew can really make my life when they put their minds to it. “And I’m not sticking around to play this game.”

“Play this game?” he repeats, his own anger rising in a violent wave. I can see it in his eyes, teetering on the brink of destruction, like a tsunami about to crash into shore. “What game? You crashed your car into mine. So what could I possibly be up to?”

“I’m not buying this Groundhog Day shit.” I shake my head, thinking about that old Bill Murray movie, the one where he wakes up over and over again on the same day. Life doesn’t give second chances, and it most definitely doesn’t give third or fourth or fifth ones. Sorry, but the prank is over before it’s even really started.

“Groundhog Day?” Calix echoes, looking at me like I’ve truly and utterly lost my mind. “You must’ve hit your head pretty hard, Trailer Park. Maybe I should call an ambulance and let you explain how this all happened?” He gestures at our smashed cars as the bells on the front door of the convenience store ring and Raz and Barron appear, right on schedule.

“What the fuck happened here?” Raz asks, still carrying that plastic grocery bag as he circles us. Like Calix, he plays his part very well. I’m almost convinced. Almost. But time loops do not exist. People do not get caught up in an endless cycle of days. I mean, imagine that? Imagine having to live Devils’ Day—and the Devils’ Day Party—over and over and over again. “Little trailer trash bitch thought she’d get the first Devils’ Day trick on us, huh?”

I turn and head around the front Calix’s car, climbing back in the driver’s seat of Little Bee before Raz catches up to me, grabbing the door to keep it from closing. Doesn’t stop me from trying the engine and, on the third try, getting it to turn over.

“Where the fuck do you think you’re going?” Raz asks, leaning in with a menacing sneer on his face. Barron steps forward, smelling like watermelons, and touches a hand to his friend’s shoulder.

“Back off of her; people are watching.”

Raz scowls at Barron and throws his arm off, but at least he lets go of the door and steps back. Behind the two of them, Calix just stands there, watching me with dark eyes.

“Maybe I’ll let you pay for the damage tonight with your mouth?” he says, before turning away and removing the gas hose from his car. I ignore him and hit the pedal, reversing out of the parking lot and heading straight toward home.

This too, shall pass, I remind myself.

And at least for now, in this moment, I find some comfort in that.

_______________

During the drive, I play Lost by the band Stitched Up Heart and let my mind drift to distant things. I don’t think about the Knight Crew’s prank or Calix’s face, or anything else. I just focus on getting home. Once I’m there, I feel better, turning the engine off and leaning back into my seat with a sigh. The rain’s just slowed down, the same way it did yesterday. Don’t think like that.

I climb out, taking my phone with me. I don’t look at the date on it again. If the Knight Crew had access to my phone to sneak it back into my car, they very easily could’ve fucked with that, too.

“Karma?” Mama Cathy asks when I walk in and find her in the living room, bent over a small canvas, a pile of bubble wrap on the floor beside her. The moms are always ordering art. Sometimes it’s to keep, sometimes it’s to sell. “What are you doing home?”

“Um, it’s Saturday?” I say with a breezy laugh, pretending like her look of confusion isn’t a terrifying thing to behold.

“Are you bleeding?” she asks, standing up from the couch at the same time that Mama Jane comes in, her face pinched.

“Did you get in an accident, Karma?” she asks as I turn to look at her and she spots the blood on my forehead. “Oh my god, are you alright?” Jane comes forward, cupping my face in her hands as I struggle to swallow past a sudden tightness in my throat.

“I told you yesterday that something happened to Little Bee,” I say, and Jane’s eyes narrow with worry. She flicks a glance in Cathy’s direction.

“Call the doctor,” Jane says, but I brush her off, stepping back and crossing my arms over my chest. Google today’s date, Karma, my mind urges, but I won’t. I refuse.

“I don’t need a doctor; it’s just a little bump,” I argue. “Can I just chill in my room please?”

The moms exchange a long, worried look.

“Do you have any other injuries?” Jane asks, but I’m already shaking my head.

“Look, I’m fine. It’s nothing. I can even leave my door open if that’ll make you happy.” I tap my foot and raise my brows, trying to give off the impression that I’m fine. I’m not, but it doesn’t matter. I’ll smoke some weed on the back porch, take a nap, and everything will be … well, not okay. Things will never be okay again, now that the video is making its rounds on the internet, but they could be better. Things will be better.

“If you leave the door open …” Jane hedges, but I highly doubt she’s going to leave me alone for long. More than likely, she’ll call the doctor—there’s only one in Devil Springs—and see if she’s making house calls today.

I head down the hall, breathing a sigh of relief once I’m back in my room.

My parents, despite being 420-friendly, will freak if they find out I smoke weed—they think I should wait until my brain is done developing—so I make sure to always smoke out the window to help hide the smell. I grab one of the joints I have tucked in my desk drawer and open my bedroom window, hopping up to sit on the sill as I light up.

Of course, from here I can see the mural on the inside wall of the carport.

The mural … that isn’t there at all.

My hands shake as I hold the lighter to the end of the joint, remembering the can of red spray paint and Katie’s silent tears. They painted over it, I tell myself, because that’s the only logical explanation. But then my eyes flick over to the perfect square of canvas on my easel, the one that’s still fully intact, despite my fit with the X-Acto knife.

Logic.

I have to hold onto logic.

A group of teens—one of them wearing a Devil Springs High sweatshirt—passes by, wearing masks and laughing.

“We’re already late; I say we ditch today, hit the party early,” one of them says to the others. I can’t hear their responses because they’re walking too fast, but that does nothing to melt the ice forming in my belly. My eyes stray back to my bed, to my phone lying innocuously on the comforter.

If there’s nothing wrong, why can’t you just pick it up and look at it? I ask myself, taking a drag on the joint and then perching it carefully on the edge of my glass ashtray. Carefully, as if it’s a venomous snake about to strike, I approach the silent rectangle of my phone.

“This is stupid,” I murmur after a moment, snatching it up and pulling up Google.

What is today’s date? I type, my stomach clenching before I hit enter.

When yesterday’s date—Devils’ Day—pops up, I start to feel woozy again, like I did at the gas station earlier.

“What the fuck?” I whisper, hands shaking as I try typing in my name, then Calix’s, along with Crescent Prep, just like I did last night.

There are no videos. No sex tapes. Not even a mention of a sex tape. Frantically, I start checking the social media accounts of the Knight Crew. Some of them—like Calix’s—are private, but in typical Raz fashion, he posts every aspect of his life for the world to see.

And yet … he doesn’t mention the video. Neither does Sonja.

I throw my phone down on the bed and step back, like it really has bitten me, infected me, poisoned me.

It’s the weed, I try to tell myself this time, even though I know two drags on a joint does not a high person make. Sliding into the seat at my desk, I open my laptop and perform the same searches, the same social media sweeps, just to see if maybe the Knight Crew really did fuck with my phone.

The results are the same.

“Mom …” I call out, not caring which of them responds to me. Of course, they’re both hovering nearby, so they appear within seconds. I turn to look at them, trying not to give into the fear I’m feeling inside. “I think I need to go to the hospital.”

_______________

This too, shall pass, I murmur, over and over again as I sit in the backseat of my mothers’ Taurus. Yeah, the same Taurus I drove off the edge of Highway 62. After telling my moms the full story, they bypassed our local doctor and drove me straight to the ER.

Everything seems fine, they said. I don’t have a concussion, they said.

“Just because the CT scan doesn’t show anything doesn’t mean you don’t have a brain injury of some kind,” Mama Jane says, frowning hard. Sometimes I forget that she used to be a family medicine doctor. I wasn’t born until after she’d left her career. It’s one of the reasons her family doesn’t speak to her anymore. But just one of the reasons. Mama Cathy, and in turn, me and my sisters, are some of the other reasons. “I want you to go to sleep as soon as we get home.”

“If you really think I have a concussion, isn’t it best if I stay up?” I ask, but even though it’s only early afternoon, I’m fucking exhausted. All I want to do is sleep. Because, according to my parents, to the whole world, today is September 25th, Devils’ Day. Although … it can’t be because it was Devils’ Day yesterday, right?

Goddamn it, I just want to go to bed. When I wake up, I’ll figure this all out.

“That’s a myth,” Jane says as Cathy looks over her shoulder, brows pinched with worry. “As long as you’re awake and you can hold a conversation, sleep is actually best for concussive patients.” We pull into the driveway beside the mural that, apparently, never existed in the first place?

That must’ve been one hell of a dream last night.

I don’t think very hard about this morning, about how I passed out and hit the pavement and then … woke up and started all over again.

Instead, I head inside and change into some pj’s. My moms bring me soup and warm milk, like I’m five years old again, and leave the door cracked with promises to check in on me every hour or so. As soon as they’re gone, I finish my joint, let the munchies help me clean up every last bite of food, and then curl up in bed.

There is no video, I tell myself with a relieved sigh. As weirded out as I am about the intensity of last night’s dream, I feel better. I never fought with Luke or pepper sprayed the Knight Crew or ruined my little sisters’ mural.

I’m still smiling when I finally drift off to sleep.

I am most definitely not smiling when I wake up again.

 


Chapter Eight

 

THERE’S BLOOD ALL over my steering wheel.

I wake up with a start, my heart pounding, a scream lodged in my throat. No! No, this is a fucking nightmare!

This time, I don’t wait for Calix to tear my car door open. I open it so fast and so hard that I hit him with it. He grunts and grabs onto it, but I’m already climbing out. I’m already running. I make it as far as the grassy patch on the edge of the parking lot before I collapse and throw up.

“Are you fucking insane?!” Calix growls, breathing hard as he catches up to me.

“Stop saying that!” I scream, turning to look at him while my head swims with fear and I choke on a sense of dread and foreboding. This isn’t happening to me, it’s not. This isn’t real. I figure I must’ve taken some psychedelics at the Devils’ Day Party and now I’m tripping hard. How else could I be reliving the same day over and over again?

“Stop saying what?” Calix snaps back as the older woman in the yellow shirt jogs over to us, phone clutched in her hand.

“Are you okay?” she asks, and I have to bite back the urge to scream. “Should I call the police?”

“That won’t be necessary,” Calix replies, and I cut him off before he can continue. If I hear another line repeated, I might very well go insane.

“Please leave us alone,” I say, looking back at the lady with what I hope is a fairly sane expression. I don’t feel sane. Not even close. In fact, I’m considering driving three counties over and checking myself into a mental health facility.

“We’re classmates; I won’t be pressing charges,” Calix says anyway, and I begin to sob. The woman moves away, still watching us, like she always does. “Good god, Trailer Park, what the fuck is wrong with you?” he asks, but there’s something strange in his voice, an edge of … well, it can’t be concern, but something I’ve never heard before.

Except for that one time.

I choke on a sob, burying my face in my hands.

“You hate me so much,” I murmur, not caring what he thinks of me. “Why don’t you just kill me now and put me out of my misery?”

Calix goes disturbingly still, like we’re both in a play together, but I’m not saying my parts right.

“Is this a Devils’ Day prank?” he asks, sounding annoyed, rather than pissed off. “Because I’m not in the mood.”

“A Devils’ Day prank,” I quip with a dry laugh, dashing the tears from my face and rising to my feet. I throw him a look of pure hatred. I hate him. I hate him. I fucking hate him. “I wish. Just … get the hell away from me, Calix.”

I start walking down the sidewalk, not caring what happens to my car. He can have it towed for all I give a shit. If I wake up tomorrow and that’s the worst of my problems, I’ll jump for fucking joy and compose a ditty to sing the rest of the day. The Knight Crew can hang me by my shoelaces from the loblolly pines near the courtyard and I’ll thank them for the privilege.

After about half a block, I realize that Calix is following me.

“What do you want?” I snap, turning to face him without an ounce of fear or trepidation. The Knight Crew and their bullying means nothing to me right now. Nothing. Not when I’m losing my goddamn mind.

“You just hit my car,” he says, scowling at me, dressed in his academy uniform. I hate how handsome he looks in the royal purple jacket, how well it compliments his raven-dark hair and obsidian eyes. They glitter with anger as he takes me in from head to toe, a muscle in his jaw ticking with frustration. “Do you really think I’m going to let you walk away?” He reaches out and uses the knuckle of one finger to swipe some blood from my forehead. Despite everything, my heart stutters and I feel a bit of emotion rise up in me, emotion that I thought I’d wiped away after last year’s Devils’ Day party. “Do you have a head injury or something? The press is all over this one-percent, rich versus poor crap. If something happens to you, I might actually serve time for it—even though you were the one that chose to rev your engine and hit my fucking car.”

“You’re a real piece of work, aren’t you?” I snap back, unfettered by my usual inhibitions. Don’t piss the Knight Crew off; don’t draw their attention anymore than necessary. But who cares? If I’m going to be locked away, my mind trapped in a never-ending cycle of crazy, then I might as well be bold. “I said I’m fine. Leave me alone, Calix.”

I start to walk again, but he reaches out to grab my arm, his fingers tight against the purple of my own blazer. I look back at him, meeting his dark eyes with my gray ones.

“You’re not going anywhere until we sort out this crash; I’m calling an ambulance.” He pulls his phone from his pocket, and I knock it away, sending it flying into the road. A passing car runs right over it, and his teeth clench so tight I wouldn’t be surprised if one were to snap off. That insouciant air of privilege is fading around the edges, like a mask with a crack down the middle. Fitting, considering it’s Devils’ Day. Again.

“Calix, if you don’t let go of me, I’m going to start screaming, and I won’t stop until there’s a crowd hauling you off of me.” His grip tightens and some of his usual haughtiness floods his expression.

“Go for it,” he challenges, yanking me toward him hard enough that our fronts bump together. I look up at him and for the briefest of seconds, I can remember what it was like last year when he came to my house looking for me. When he invited me to the party. Took me to the spring and the treehouse. When he confessed.

My cheeks heat and I glance away.

I guess I’m not so beyond caring that I want to scream and draw a bunch of attention to myself. Calix releases me, and I grip my wrist to my chest, as if his touch has left some sort of permanent mark on my flesh.

“Karma,” he starts, and the tone in his voice catches me off-guard, like he’s about to say something he may very well regret.

“What the fuck happened?” Raz shouts, jogging up to us with Barron on his heels. “Why is Trailer Park’s car shoved up the ass of yours?” He sneers at me, red eyes darkening with hate. “Little bitch thought she’d get the first Devils’ Day trick on us, huh?”

It’s not quite the same script, but close enough that I feel my ears begin to ring. Calix steps back from me, like he’s just realized I’m the ugly, weird, poor girl he’s never liked. One he hates so much that he was willing to spend hours fucking her just to prove a point, just for a joke.

“Leave me alone,” I whisper, wishing they’d all go away, so I could have a moment to think.

“Go away?” Raz echoes with a laugh as Barron sucks on his stupid lollipop, watching me with those dual-colored eyes of his. “You’ve got to be kidding. You think you get to pull this shit and just walk away? I don’t fucking think so.”

“Back off of her,” Barron warns, glancing over at the busy shopping center on our right. “People are watching.”

A long, tired sigh escapes me, and all three boys look at me strangely, like I’m not acting the way I’m supposed to.

“I’ll suck your dick tonight to pay for the damage,” I deadpan, stopping Calix before he can feed me the next line in the story. His eyes widen, almost imperceptibly, before he’s scowling again. Raz just starts laughing, like a braying donkey, and doesn’t stop.

“You think I want your filthy mouth on my dick?” Calix snaps, but there’s something about the way he says the word filthy that makes me wonder. It’s almost a caress, coming out of that menace of a mouth.

“You didn’t seem to mind last year,” I snap back as Barron studies me with an intensity that reminds me of the way he draws, like I’m a subject he just has to capture in charcoal. I’ve seen his art; he’s good. But he lacks passion in his work. It’s as empty and cold as his voice or that unnerving stare from his brown and blue eyes.

“Aw, are you still salty about all of that?” Raz taunts, pushing his bangs back from his forehead with a smirk. “Did you get your heart broken last year?”

“Since you’ve inconvenienced all of us,” Barron interrupts, his voice like a cool fog on the morning of a funeral. It’s … almost depthless, but also cold. Sad. Indifferent. There’s something about it that’s always scared but simultaneously fascinated me. “Maybe you can meet us at the party and suck us all off?”

“Oh, this I like,” Raz says as I stand there with ice in my belly and fear in my heart. What’s happening? Why is this happening? And how can I make it stop? “I might not like you much, but I never turn down a BJ.”

“And you have all the diseases to show for it,” I blurt before I can stop myself. Raz’s face darkens up, and he spins on me, grabbing me by the shoulders and yanking me close. The way his red eyes search my face, I can tell he hates me about as much as I hate Calix. Maybe more.

“The more I think about it, the more I like this idea. Meet us at the party tonight and we’ll work something out.” He releases me, and I stumble a few steps, but I’m not afraid of the challenge in his eyes, the darkness in Calix’s, or the unnerving stare from Barron.

I won’t be going to the party tonight regardless.

“Fine.”

They all look at me like I’m somewhat of a disappointment, like this is not how I’m supposed to act or how things are supposed to go. There’s no challenge here, and if there’s no challenge, there’s no fun.

“When did you get so goddamn boring?” Raz quips with a dramatic roll of his eyes. “Come on, let’s leave the bitch to whatever emo bullshit is plaguing her. Maybe she can write a sad poem about it and read it in front of the class?”

Raz turns and starts off down the sidewalk. After a long moment, Calix peels away and follows after him.

Barron waits for a beat longer, watching me, almost like he’s committing me to memory.

This too, shall pass, I tell myself, but maybe that isn’t true. Maybe some things don’t pass? Maybe this is punishment for all the mistakes I made in life, reparations for all the people I hurt? Maybe I really did drive my car off the road that night and this is purgatory?

Or hell.

More than likely, it’s hell.

“See you at the party,” Barron says, and then he turns and leaves me to stand alone on the sidewalk.

_______________

“You did what?!” Luke crows as I stand in front of her, trying my best to maintain some sort of calm. But it’s hard, I’ll admit. All I want to do is go home and sleep, but I’m terrified to close my eyes again. The last few times I did, I woke up at the gas station. So today, I’m going to do my best to go through the motions without hurting anyone I love, and see what happens. Maybe that’s all I need to do? “I can see the headline now: three hundred thousand-dollar Aston Martin crushed by shitty yellow VW bug with eyelashes. What a glorious start to Devils’ Day!”

I say nothing in response. In fact, I probably look like a weirdo, standing there quiet and sullen as Luke laughs and April tilts her head to one side.

“Are you okay?” she asks after a moment, breaking the script. I almost sob with relief. If I had to hear another line repeated over again, I might’ve just collapsed to the ground and given up. “Because you don’t look it. There’s some blood on your forehead and your eyes are a bit glassy. I think you should go to the nurse’s office.”

“No,” I say, but the word comes out in a whisper and Luke stops laughing abruptly, turning to look at me with a hint of fear in her gaze. “I don’t need to see the nurse; my moms took me to the hospital, and it turns out that I’m just fine.”

“They took you to the hospital?” Luke asks, exchanging a look with April. “It’s over an hour away. How did you get there and back so quick?”

“I …” I don’t know how to respond to her question, so I don’t. Instead, I glance over at the imposing form of Crescent Preparatory Academy and wonder if this where I have to spend the rest of eternity, in this big stupid Tudor building with a bunch of rich rejects that I hate, but only because they hate me. I never wanted that. When I started here in freshman year, I thought I could change their minds, show them that their wealth and privilege didn’t make them any better than me.

I’ve completely and utterly failed to do anything of the sort. I’m not some sort of folk hero. Instead, I’m just a girl living a nightmare and wishing it would end.

“April is right,” Luke says, squeezing the pack of powdered donuts in her hand enough that they’re probably ruined. “You’re pale. I mean, you’re white as fuck, so you’re always pale, but … this isn’t a normal sort of paleness. You’re ashen, Karma.”

I stare at her and before I realize it, the tears are coming, hot and salty as they run down my cheeks.

“Oh, Karma,” she says, exchanging a quick look with April before she pulls me into her arms and squeezes me so tightly that I can’t breathe. I think about her talking to my moms about Calix, spilling my secrets without telling me about it. But it’s impossible to be mad about something that might never have happened. “What’s wrong?” Luke leans back, looking at me with her dark brown eyes and her anime-blue hair. “You still love him, don’t you?”

“I never loved him,” I snap back, but it feels like a lie, even though it’s not. I never loved Calix. I … I don’t know why I gave into him last year, but it wasn’t because of that. Maybe I just wanted to try the whole sex thing, so I could stop wondering about it? He was good, too—probably a byproduct of all his whoring around—so at least there’s that. We did it; it felt good. End of story. You’re such a liar, even to yourself. “Look, I’m just having a shitty day, okay? I don’t want to talk about Calix or the Knight Crew or anything else.”

“Yeah, yeah, of course, no worries,” Luke says, pulling the goblin mask from her backpack. It makes me feel sick, watching her put it on. No matter how I deviate from the formula, the universe steers me right back in the same direction.

“God, this town is weird,” April murmurs, and I decide I just can’t take it anymore. I thought I could force myself to follow the original day step by step, but I can’t. I can’t stand how surreal it feels, how wrong it feels. My mouth burns with the taste of copper, and I turn away, storming into the woods and away from the school as April and Luke call out after me.

Then I start to run, and I don’t stop until I’m climbing inside my car and peeling out of the parking lot.

_______________

I head back to my parents’ house, parking outside the Diamond Point gates and then sneaking inside on foot. Once I’m sure that both of my moms are in their art studio out back, I let myself into the house with my key and load up as much weed and alcohol as I can find. Neither of my parents is much into substances of any kind, so there’s not a lot, but I do find a small container of pot brownies on the top shelf of their bedroom bookcase, and a case of wine that Mama Cathy bought for her book club meeting. There’s even a full bottle of tequila that some acquaintance of theirs gifted them for Christmas last year and they never drank; it still has a red and green ribbon tied around the neck.

After that, I head for the woods where the party’s being held later, intent on staking my claim in one of the train cars and getting wasted. I’m not sure why that’s the first plan that comes to mind. There are so many other things I could be doing right now, but I feel paralyzed. Helpless. At least the alcohol and the weed, they can take the pain away.

When I finally get to the train car, however, I find that someone’s already beaten me there.

It’s Pearl, sitting on one of the seats with her knee propped up, a small razor blade in her hand. One by one, she makes these perfect, tiny cuts on the inside of her right arm and watches ruby red droplets of blood well from each wound before moving onto the next.

As soon as I see her, I’m torn between wanting to rush in and tear the blade from her hand … and fleeing before she can see me. Unfortunately, my foot bumps an old beer can and her honey-brown eyes lift up to find me standing in the doorway.

“What the hell are you doing here?” she asks, but I don’t know how to respond to that, so I lift up the case of wine in response and she scowls. “Wow. Red wine for a rager. You’re a real rebel, aren’t you, Trailer Trash?”

“What’s your problem with me anyway?” I snap back, even though I know that a girl who spends her afternoons cutting class and cutting herself probably should be handled with a bit of respect and understanding. But I’m tired, and I’m confused, and I feel like I’m floating through a nightmare, so I don’t act with the compassion that I should. “You’re such a bitch, like everyone else at Crescent Prep. You, the Knight Crew, the Devils’ Day Committee,” I add, thinking of the raven-haired girl who smashed the butterfly necklace. “Everyone. No wonder your parents all shipped you off to butt-fuck nowhere, Arkansas.”

Pearl rises to her feet and comes over to stand in front of me, silver-blond hair shiny in the sunlight, the red of her cuts a brilliant ruby against her pale skin.

“I don’t like you because you’re desperate,” she sneers, getting in my face, the razorblade still clutched in her hand. For a moment, I wonder if she’ll strike me with it. She doesn’t, tucking it away in her pocket as she moves around me toward the open door. “You act like you’re better than the Knight Crew, but you look at them like you’d give your left tit to be one of them. That’s why. You’re even worse than they are.” She elbows me out of the way, and I let her go, shaking, my hand clenched around the cardboard case with the wine in it. Slowly, I set it down on the leaf-covered ground and draw out a bottle. Using the bottle opener I stuffed into my pocket, I pull the cork out and toss it aside, putting the wine to my lips and drinking deeply. I barely stop for breath, downing as much as I can stomach before I haul back and just throw the bottle as hard as I can into the wall, like Calix did that first night with the vodka.

It shatters to pieces, stinking up the room with the cloying scent of grapes and cherries. But holy shit, it feels good, freeing.

“You’re even worse than they are.”

Fuck Pearl.

Fuck the Knight Crew.

I pull out another bottle, but I don’t bother to uncork it this time. Instead, I throw it at the last intact window there is. It’s beyond satisfying when they both shatter, and a strange, strangled laugh tears from my throat as I sink to the floor, twisting the top off the tequila and swigging several mouthfuls of that. It burns as it goes down, but I don’t care. Anything to make this day go away. Anything at all.

The alcohol burns in my veins as I take my mask from my backpack, slipping it on and then stumbling out of the train car to the pit where the partygoers start the fire every year. It’s just a hole, dug deep and filled with rocks, but it works. Somebody’s already stacked firewood nearby, making it easy for me to set up. I brought my own lighter fluid and a box of matches, so by the time the other students start showing up, I’ve already teased the flames into a roaring frenzy.

“Showed up early to get warm for us, huh, Trailer Park?” Raz asks, circling around me like a shark. I just stay where I am, situated on a log near the fire, the half-empty bottle of tequila clutched in my hand. When Raz reaches out to snatch it from me, I let him have it. He swigs a bunch and passes it over to Sonja, his partner in crime. Pretty sure that amongst the Knight Crew, they’re best friends. It’s rare to see them apart, like I did this morning, and I’m pretty sure that they spend a lot of time scamming on girls together. A perfect pair of monsters.

Barron sits down on my right side, his sketchbook tucked under his arm, another lollipop in his mouth.

“I heard a rumor once,” I slur as the Knight Crew gathers around the fire, one of their lackeys setting up a net near the parking area to collect phones. No phone, no entry. If you don’t have a phone, well, you’re clearly not a student at Crescent Prep because every goddamn kid there has the latest technology in their hands at all times. It’s considered taboo to share anything that happens at the Devils’ Day Party anywhere outside of it.

What happens here, stays here.

Or it’s supposed to.

If that first day was somehow real—although as I’m sitting here, drunk off my ass, I can’t for the life of me figure out how it could be—then someone has a video of me and Calix. More than likely, one of the people in this circle of firelight does.

“A rumor about what?” Barron asks absently, still sucking on the candy and staring at me with that penetrating gaze of his. On the right, his brown eye seems contemplative, almost warm while the icy blue of his left comes across as cold and distant. A dichotomy. Heterochromia of the soul as well as the eyes. I laugh and reach for one of the bottles of wine, fumbling as I try to get the cork out.

“That you eat all that candy because you’re trying not to drink,” I slur as Barron finally takes the wine bottle from my shaking hands. He doesn’t give it back though. Instead, he hands it over to Sonja and I scowl, swaying in my seat. Stupid Barron and his white sweatshirt smeared with charcoal, the smell of watermelons, and that weird way he always defends me and destroys me at the same time. Once, after I fell off a horse during a riding lesson—yeah, our school is so posh we have riding lessons for PE sometimes—Barron picked me up and carried me to the nurse’s office while everyone else in the Knight Crew laughed.

Of course, as soon as I finished up there and headed into the locker room to change, I found my uniform shredded into pieces. Barron wore my bowtie around his neck for the rest of the week, while my moms struggled to come up with the money to afford a new uniform. They ended up selling several original paintings at a steep discount.

“Is that what the rumors say?” he asks, but I notice he doesn’t take any of the bottles making their way around the campfire. I blink at him, but my alcohol-addled brain can’t decide if he just answered my question, or presented me with a whole new one. Instead, I lean forward and squint, trying to make out the ink on his chest. He’s wearing the same outfit as before, the white jacket with the curled coattails, dark jeans, black boots. When I reach out to run a finger down his bare chest, he snatches my hand in a crushing grip and then pulls me into his lap.

My head spins, but at least I can finally see what his tattoo is.

It’s a butterfly, but not just any butterfly, it’s a Diana fritillary, that same orange and black insect that I received as an anonymous gift. My eyes lift to his, but he isn’t looking at me. Instead, he’s watching as Calix saunters into the clearing with an entourage of his own, wearing that stupid crown with the berries that drip red onto his pale skin like blood.

“It seems we have a willing guest,” Barron says, his voice rumbling beneath me as I struggle to put together my thoughts. Did he send me that necklace? And if he did, why? If it was Barron, I can only assume it was both a gift and a punishment, the beginning of some cruel trick. That’s how he works, in dichotomies. I just can’t figure the angle on this one. Or maybe I just don’t care?

“Oh?” Calix asks, like he’s bored, his black velvet doublet unbuttoned to the navel, his crown askew on his head. “You actually showed up. More’s the pity.”

“Really? Because I’m pretty damn excited about getting my dick sucked,” Raz quips, his dirty blonde hair streaked with silver glitter, his bloodred leather pants slung low enough on his hips that I can follow a trail of hair from his belly button down to his waistband. His cock is probably a scant few millimeters from popping out the top. The thought makes me giggle, and Raz shoots me a dirty look, like I’m not supposed to find any of this funny. I’m supposed to be the victim, right? This is not my role, sitting on a bully’s lap and reaching for a bottle of vodka.

I stare at it for a long moment, vision blurring in and out of focus as I try to remember if I brought it here. But nope, it must’ve been somebody else. There are leaves and bits of dried flowers swirling around in the bottom, like this is some debauch offering for the demons and devils that live in the earth beneath our feet.

Barron steals the bottle from me before I get a chance to drink any and hands it back to Sonja. Her lids are covered in bright, red glitter and her dress is so tight and short that I can see her panties underneath. I have no idea why Luke likes her, but maybe it has something to do with the forbidden? We all like to test our boundaries every now and again, don’t we? That must’ve been what drew me to Calix, wanting something I knew I couldn’t have.

Lies.

“No more alcohol for you,” Barron chastises, clicking his tongue and sucking on that damn lollipop of his. It’s turned his tongue a brilliant neon pink. He leans in and pushes some hair back from my ear, nuzzling the spot between my neck and shoulder and making me groan. Raz stares at the pair of us like he’s witnessing aliens setting foot on planet earth for the first time. I know I’m making a spectacle out of myself, but I can’t stop.

Just like it felt good to throw that bottle, to watch it shatter, this feels the same way.

Wild. Out of control. Broken.

Free.

“If you drink too much, you might not have the energy to suck me off,” Barron continues, and I laugh. There it is, that softness mixed with the deep, dark shadows of hate. We have a lot of practice in this game, me and the Knight Crew.

“Really?” Calix asks, taking a seat between the two demon-faced girls with the diaphanous dresses. One of them is named Tamika and the other is Ariel, like the mermaid. I think. The only members of the Knight Crew I ever bothered to memorize were the ringleaders: Calix, Raz, Barron, Sonja. “You’re eighteen. Do you really want to fuck a drunk minor? Count me out.”

“Are you stupid or something?” Raz growls out, looking at Calix like he’d rather choke him than party with him. At least there’s that, seeing him turn his hateful self on his friend. That was worth coming all the way out here for. The band begins to set up their instruments, and I wonder if tonight, I might actually get to see them play. “You have Karma Sartain right here, ready to open that pretty little mouth of hers and wrap those plump lips around your cock, and you’d say no to that?”

“Drunk girls are sloppy fucks,” Calix says as Sonja hands the bottle of vodka with the dried flowers back to him, and he takes a drink. He doesn’t spill a single drop, and I find myself mesmerized as his throat works while he swallows. Tamika—or Ariel, I forget who’s who—presses her lips to the side of his neck and starts kissing him.

I turn away with a scowl and spot Luke, staring at me through the trees with a wide-eyed, terrified sort of expression. As soon as she starts heading our way, I curse and stumble off of Barron’s lap. He catches one of my small hands in his big ones before I can take two stumbling steps.

“Where do you think you’re going?” he asks as Raz observes our interaction with a smirk. “We have special plans for you tonight.”

“I know,” I slur back, leaning down and putting my hands on either one of his shoulders. It’s interesting, to be so close to those brown and blue eyes of his. The only time I’ve ever been this close was that first night, when I coerced him into making out with me, so I could steal the key. “You want to lock me in the treehouse where Calix took my virginity. Whatever. I’ll be back. I just want to talk to Luke.” Barron’s eyes widen slightly, and he flicks a glance in Calix’s direction.

“Who the hell told you that?” Raz asks, but Barron is releasing me, and I’m stumbling away and falling into Luke’s arms with a laugh.

“Karma, what the actual fuck?” Luke growls out, dragging me into the shadows and doing her best to steady me. Doesn’t work. I end up sitting on my ass in the leaves, still dressed in my stuffy Crescent Prep uniform. I tear off the purple blazer, loosen my tie, and unbutton my shirt to the navel, just like Calix. “Shit, I knew I shouldn’t have come here tonight.”

“Why did you?” I slur, trying to squint up at her.

“Because I was worried about you,” she says, frowning and then sighing. “Rightfully so it seems, since it looked like you were ready to stick your tongue down the Knight Crew’s throats.”

“Where’s April?” I demand, wishing I had another drink. I feel like I’m losing my drunk, and I really don’t want that. As soon as that happens, I’ll have to face reality, a reality that feels more like a nightmare than anything else. Something surreal is happening to me, something wrong. But how can I tell Luke that? I told my moms and they rushed me to the ER and still, nothing happened.

“I convinced her to stay home,” Luke says, and I frown. That’s not in the script. April is supposed to be at the party. “Which is where you’re going. Now, can you get up or do I need to carry you?”

“I’m supposed to suck their dicks tonight,” I say, even though I never planned on doing any such thing. “The Knight Crew is expecting me.” I sweep an arm in their direction, indicating the glittering cruelty of their licentious little court.

Luke curses under her breath again and then sweeps an arm around my waist, attempting to haul me to my feet. She’s unsuccessful, and I’m far too drunk to stand up on my own. Shame sweeps over me, hot and itchy beneath my skin.

“I’m sorry, Luke,” I murmur, my eyes watering of their own volition. Don’t cry here, Karma. Don’t do it. They’ll see you and you’ll never live it down, no matter how many todays you have to live. “I’m so sorry.”

“Don’t be sorry,” she says, standing up and sweeping both palms over her hair as she looks around for a friendly face. The thing is, there are no friendly faces at Crescent Prep. There are even less friendly faces in the masked gathering that makes up the Devils’ Day Party. We may as well be on an island in the middle of the sea.

Barron appears, stepping from the firelight and into the shadows, and my heart sinks. I’m going to end up drunk and helpless on a bed in a treehouse, and then … I don’t want to think about what could happen if the Knight Crew manages to get me away from Luke.

“I know you don’t like her, but she’s way too drunk to be fooling around,” Luke says, glaring up at him from behind her goblin mask. Barron’s red leather devil mask sits on the top of his head and as he stares down at me, he very carefully pulls it back into place. “I’m honestly worried she’s going to get alcohol poisoning, or like, pass out and choke on her own vomit.”

“Luke,” I start, realizing suddenly that I still have my phone on me. Everybody else’s has been put into the net and hauled into the tree. But not mine. That must mean Luke—who didn’t have her phone on night one—talked to my moms before she found me at the party. “Did you get a call from my parents before you came here?”

My best friend freezes up, going perfectly still, like a deer caught in the headlights. She doesn’t even breathe as she drops her eyes to mine. Fury fills me in a vicious, violent wave, and even though I know I should keep my mouth shut, I don’t.

“You talked to them about the sex tape?” I hiss out, my voice thick with alcohol and menace. Luke cringes and glances sidelong at Barron, like I should know better than to have this conversation in front of him. But even if this day were to end when I fell asleep, what would it matter? Because the video would still be out there, circulating in the cruel, idle hands of the Crescent Prep student body.

“That’s why you’re drunk,” Luke says, casting her eyes to the side, where a group of students sits in a circle with a spell book on the ground between them. They don’t believe in it, most likely, or even care if it’s real. It’s all just a bit of Devils’ Day fun. Pranks, spells, sex. There’s nothing that’s off-limits tonight. The way she says it—that’s why you’re drunk—makes it seem like I need a valid excuse to let go, some reason that Luke can use to excuse my behavior.

“Sex tape, huh?” Barron asks, sounding intrigued as he swirls his candy around in his mouth. “This is an interesting turn of events. What sort of sex tape?”

“None of your damn business is what,” Luke snaps, but what’s the point of hiding it? It’s not like the whole world isn’t going to find out come tomorrow. Tomorrow. I almost laugh. Tomorrow is supposed to be one of the few guarantees in life. So long as you’re alive, this too, shall pass. There is always a sunrise; there’s always a tomorrow.

“If you tell me, I’ll help you get her in the car,” Barron offers, sticking to his usual role of being half-saint, all asshole.

“Me and Calix,” I blurt before Luke can respond. Now that I’m sitting in the cold, away from the fire and the glitter, I’m starting to feel sick. The last thing I want to do is throw up in front of Raz. “From last year.”

“Somebody has footage of last year’s Devils’ Day party?” Barron clarifies, dark shadows sliding into his gaze. That’s a big no-no. Huge. Anyone caught taking pictures or video of the party becomes a social pariah—one with a social ranking far below even mine. One of my fellow freshmen in ninth grade made that mistake. The seniors turned him black and blue and broke his ribs. He never came back to Crescent Prep after that.

“Apparently,” Luke snaps, sounding tired as she rips her goblin mask off and stuffs it into her back pocket. “Now, are you going to help me get her into the car or not?”

Barron sticks his lollipop back in his mouth, reaching down and grabbing me with warm hands. He hefts me over his shoulder like so much luggage and starts off in the direction of the parking lot. I can’t see much except for his ass. That, and the long, curled tails of his coat, dusted with glitter and dragging across the ground.

Luke sticks close behind, wary at having Barron’s help. The Knight Crew has never been kind to us. Any semblance of social nicety has always been a double-edged sword, a blade dipped in poison. It hurts, and then it keeps hurting. On their best behavior, they’re indifferent toward us.

So although Barron’s carrying me to the car, we’ll pay some additional price for it later.

If there is a later, that is.

Manic laughter escapes my throat as he tosses me into the backseat of Luke’s convertible, staring down at my sprawled form with a curious expression on his wickedly handsome face.

“Thanks … I guess,” Luke grinds out, doing her best to get me into the seatbelt before climbing in herself. She leaves the top down, despite the cold weather, and we reverse out of the parking lot, taking the windy trail through the trees slowly, carefully. Luke is always careful. “Stay awake for me, Karma,” she says as she turns her blinker on and turns left onto the main road, heading back toward Diamond Point.

I let myself relax into the seat, staring up at the sea of stars above our head, as shiny and unfathomable as Barron’s gaze. Closing my eyes, I think of how it felt to sit in his lap, to feel him beneath me, and I wonder if I would’ve liked fucking him as much as I liked fucking Calix?

More ludicrous laughter escapes my throat as I struggle to sit up, draping an arm over Luke’s seat and watching the road through the grimy windshield. There are fast food wrappers all over the floor, along with bags of brand-new baby clothes that Luke’s bought for April and keeps forgetting to give her, even when they ride in the same car together.

“You talked to my moms today; you betrayed me.”

Luke stiffens up, but she doesn’t acknowledge my words. I’m not being fair, I know, but I need someone to blame for all of this. And here she is, right in front of me. Besides, even if she did have my best interests in mind, I’m hurt.

“Karma, I’m worried about you is all. You’ve been acting weird all day, so when I got the call …”

“That’s not the only reason,” I argue, sniffling in the cold air. We’re going slow enough that we can still talk, even with the top down and the wind in our hair, but I still have to raise my voice to be heard. “Even if it were a normal day, you’d have talked to them, told them all my secrets.”

“You can’t know that,” Luke retorts, but I can; I do. “And anyway, so what? They were worried. They weren’t sure if it was consensual …”

“Did you watch the video?” I choke out, feeling my eyes water again. “Did you see it? Nobody could watch that and not realize how much I wanted it.”

“Karma, stop,” Luke says, but I’m not done.

“Nobody could watch that and miss the look on my face, the one on his …” I trail off, but there it is, out in the open. I can’t take it back.

Luke takes the next turn much slower than the posted speed-limit, but as soon as we come around the bend, a pair of deer leap into the road in front of us. Just like it did the other night, things seem to happen in slow motion. Luke does what she’s been told—accelerating instead of breaking, doing her best to avoid the animals.

But a third one hops out of the darkness of the woods at the last second, directly in front of us. The beast comes up and over the windshield as Luke screams and loses control of the convertible. Everything around me spins, the stars above me, then the road, the stars, the road.

We come to a stop, sideways and straddling both lanes, upright.

I force my aching body up, tearing off my seatbelt, the world blurring around me. But when I reach around the front seat for Luke, she isn’t there.

Instead, I turn and find her lying in the middle of the road.

A scream lodges in my throat and I scramble my drunk ass out of the convertible. Nearby, the buck we hit huffs and struggles to get to his feet, his antlers casting shadows that are eerily similar to the ones cast by my own mask.

“Luke,” I whisper, voice shaking as I kneel beside her, choking back vomit. There’s blood streaming down the sides of my face, but I ignore all of it, reaching down and turning my friend’s body over.

Dark brown eyes stare up at the blanket of stars above us. Sightless. Unseeing.

My best friend is dead.

The scream in my throat claws its way out, echoing around the dark woods, startling the buck into finding his feet and limping off, leaving a trail of blood in his wake.

That’s when another car comes around the bend, and I look up into the brightness of their headlights.

Fortunately, that’s the last bit I remember.

 


Chapter Nine

 

THERE’S BLOOD ALL over my steering wheel.

I lift my head up … and find myself looking out at the gas station parking lot.

Again.

Calix hauls me from my car again.

And we start all the hell over—again.

The first thing I do when I can get away from him is to call Luke.

Because I have to know if she’s alive.

The thing is … at this point, I’m not sure that I am.
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Blurb

 

Some say what I did was wrong. He was a great guy, a talented athlete who had a big future. People asked me why him as if I had picked a random kid out of a crowd. 

 

He was innocent, they argued. But they were wrong. Blind to the truth that I saw. 

 

He was arrested for his crimes and not even once during his three-month trial did he deny it. The evidence was stacked against him, but the prosecution was missing one key element to convict him. 

 

The body. 

 

I saw it. 

 

I was the one who found her. A young girl taken too soon by a vicious, evil teenage boy. The media shamed me while praising him. He kept his head held high, and I was an emotional wreck. It hurt to turn my best friend in, and then everyone took his side, warning me to retract my statement. They wanted me to say I was drunk and couldn’t remember what I saw. I knew what happened, and I refused to turn a blind eye. 

 

I'm the only person who can make him pay. Consequences be damned.

 


Prologue

HENLEY

“ALL RISE.”

Everyone in the courtroom stands. I let out a shaky breath and run my sweaty palms down the black pencil dress. My knees begin to shake, and my heart beats rapidly.

I jump when my father rubs my back. He notices and gives me a reassuring smile. His blue eyes are soft, but I see the worry lines around them. He hasn’t said, but I know he’s terrified of what’s to come. If this doesn’t go the way it should ...

“Council,” Judge Mattis speaks. “Has the jury reached a verdict?”

“They have, Your Honor.”

I look at the boy who stands next to his attorney at the front of the room. He’s got his head held high and broad shoulders pulled back. He looks pretty confident for a boy whose hands are cuffed in front of him while facing a life sentence. At the young age of seventeen, he’s being tried as an adult.

His three best friends stand in the row behind him with their parents at their sides. Rellik and Law keep giving me threatening looks over their shoulders. Scout hasn’t even glanced my way. He hasn’t always hated me, but he does now. They all do. We were friends, best friends. Until I turned on one of them. Now, I’ve been shunned, thrown away for my betrayal. If you can call doing the right thing betrayal.

“Breathe,” my father whispers in my ear. And I drop my eyes to my black leather pumps. I bought them just for today, as well as the dress. Hell, even my underwear and bra are new.

Camera crews are present because these proceedings are being televised. This case has been a high-profile case since the moment I dialed 911. It’s sick and disturbing how our town has welcomed the media’s attention. But most here are willing to pay any price for fame. They want their spot on the map. This is going to give it to them. No matter the outcome.

Lifting my eyes, I see the judge nodding, giving his permission for the jury to speak.

“We find the defendant … not guilty, Your Honor.”

The air rushes out of my lungs.

No.

The entire left side of the room lets out audible breaths of relief. Rellik, Scout, and Law slap their buddy Dax on his back.

I’m frozen in place while blood rushes in my ears. This... this... no. My eyes fill with tears. “I saw him.” I look up at my dad. “I saw him ...” My throat closes up on me.

He looks as devastated as I feel.

My teary eyes go back to him—the seventeen-year-old boy who should be spending the rest of his life in jail, but instead, they’re removing his cuffs and freeing him.

Dax turns around completely and hugs his dad. Then his stepmother. She’s wiping happy tears from under her eyes. His dad shakes his attorneys’ hands while laughing.

I feel the courtroom grow smaller. The air thicker. I think I’m going to pass out as I sway in my heels.

“Henley.” My brother grabs my hand, but I yank it away, not wanting the contact. “Henley, breathe.”

“I ... I can’t.” I grab my dress.

He starts talking to our father, but I’m not listening. Three months of testimonies down the drain for nothing. This was an open and shut case. I gave them all the information they needed to put him away. He should be spending his life in jail. What he did was unforgivable. Friend or not, he should be punished for his crimes.

I feel hands on my upper arms, and I’m dragged out of the courtroom and into the hallway, away from all the laughter and celebrations.

“Henley, calm the fuck down,” my brother orders in my face.

“He did it...” I choke out. I’m going to keep saying that until someone listens to me.

His jaw sharpens, and his dark eyes look away from mine. Running his hand down his tired face, his eyes land on mine once again. “I believe you.”

I blink, and tears sting my eyes.

“Did you hear me, Hen?” Placing his hands on my shoulders, he gives me a little shake. “I believe you.”

“No one else did ...” The door to the courtroom opens, cutting me off, and I stiffen. One at a time, my ex-best friends enter the hallway. Ryan Scout is first. He has his hands tucked in the front of his black slacks. The soles of his shoes slap the floor. Van Rellik is right behind him, laughing with Grayson Law. Lastly, Dax Monroe. He looks over his shoulder, and my heart stops when he winks at me before following his friends and their parents down the hallway, then disappearing around the corner. Reporters call his name and run after them.

Lights flash in my face. “Henley? What do you have to say?” one asks, shoving a camera into my face.

“Get back!” my brother shouts, pushing the woman away from us.

“Henley, would you have testified …?”

“I said get the fuck away.” My brother grabs my upper arm and yanks me down the hall before shoving me into the woman’s bathroom. My chest tightens. “It’s going to be okay, Hen. I promise.”

He’s wrong. Nothing will ever be okay ever again. He doesn’t know what all I’ve done. How much the four boys meant to me. I hate that I ever gave Dax something that I can’t get back. Any of them, for that matter. I hate that he’s walking free. And I hate that I did everything right, and it still wasn’t enough. He deserves to spend the rest of his life in jail, but it won’t be that way.

I saw him. He looked right at me that night. I heard his voice. He spoke to me. He said my name. I felt his hands. It was him. He did it. The tears run down my face. I had been drinking. That was what made my testimony laughable. But I had to do what was right. I taste the bile begin to rise.

“Henley …”

“Stop,” I choke out and push around him and run into a stall. I drop to my knees and hug the toilet. He comes up behind me and grabs my hair as he hovers behind me.

“It’s okay.” He runs his free hand over my forehead.

I close my eyes tightly as a memory floods my mind.

“Don’t do this, Hen,” Scout says as we sit in his car.

The sun fell hours ago. He texted me thirty minutes ago that he was in my father’s driveway and wanted to talk. I didn’t want to have this conversation, but there was no way to around it. I’m surprised he waited this long to see me since the investigation has already begun.

I try to ignore the tightness in my chest. Or the way he’s refused to look at me over the past two weeks. He’s completely ignored me at school as well. All of them have. They no longer see me as their friend. They took Dax’s side, and that hurts. I lick my dry lips. “He did it, Scout … He.”

“No, he didn’t.” His hands tighten on the wheel. “You were drunk. Fucked up. You were confused …”

“It wasn’t a mistake,” I growl. “I know what I saw.” How can he not believe me? Why would I make this up? Dax is my friend too, but that doesn’t excuse what he did.

He hangs his head. “You’re wrong. And you’re going to tell the police that. Retract your statement. Tell them you made a mistake.”

He can’t be serious. “I will not.”

His head snaps up, and he finally looks at me. Green eyes narrowed on mine. I suck in a deep breath. “If you do this, there will be consequences.”

Good. “He deserves …”

“For you. Not Dax.”

I begin to dry heave.

I testified. I’ll be the one thrown into the inferno. They’ve already taken that oath. And the four of them keep their promises.


Chapter One

HENLEY

I SIT ON the end of my bed. My suitcases still packed and cover my white carpeted floor. Five months ago, I was in this same position, but instead of returning, I was leaving.

“Dad, what are you doing?” I ask, crossing my arms over my chest.

He’s throwing my clothes into an open suitcase. “I spoke to your mother yesterday, and we decided this is what is best for you.”

“What are you talking about?” I look over at my brother. He shrugs, clearly as confused as I am. Our parents never speak to one another.

My father rips my pajama pants out of my top dresser drawer and wads them up before shoving them into a bag. “You can’t stay here. Not after that verdict.”

“Where am I going?” I ask nervously, pulling on the dress once more. I just want to take it off and shower. I want to wash this horrible day away.

“To stay with your mother.”

My eyes shoot to my brother again, and he ducks his head, running his hands through his dark hair. Our parents separated when I was five, and my brother was eight. We’ve both lived with our father ever since. Our mother remarried only months after their separation, but our father has chosen to stay a bachelor.

“No,” I argue.

“Yes.” He shoves some shirts in there as well. “I work all the time. Your brother is two hours away at college. You need to be far away from this town. Away from those bastards and away from the spotlight.”

“But Dad ...”

He spins around to face me. “I bought your ticket three weeks ago, Henley. Just in case. You are going. And that is final.”

I was supposed to finish my senior year in New York, but here I am. Back at home. My mother’s husband got a job offer in Switzerland, and he took it, forcing me to move back in with my father two months into the semester. So, now I’m going to spend my senior year here in Texas.

With them. My ex-best friends.

My father isn’t happy.

“Hey.” My door opens, and my brother steps into the room.

“Hey.” I give him a weak smile.

He comes to sit down next to me at the end of the queen-size bed. “You could come to college with me,” he offers. “I’ll hide you in one of my suitcases.”

I give a rough laugh. “As tempting as that sounds, I need to do this.” As afraid as I am, I’m also relieved. I didn’t want to run in the first place because I think it made me look weak. And that’s one thing I am not.

“Dad’s freaking out. He’s on the phone with Mom. He’s pissed that they had a deal, and she didn’t honor it.”

I shrug. “It is what it is. Pat got a job opportunity he couldn’t turn down. Not like she sent me back here for her own selfish reasons.”

He runs his hands through his hair. A clear sign he’s frustrated and trying to come up with a solution to a problem. “This is serious, Hen. The boys will try to destroy you.”

My eyes drop to my hands knotted in my lap. “I know.”

“Do you?” he snaps, turning to face me. “That bastard walked. Meaning someone, somewhere high up in the rankings of Wilton was paid off.”

I’ve had five months to think about what I saw. What was said in court. Too many things didn’t add up. I have gone over them in my head a million times, and I can’t understand what I saw and what the court argued. They had proof to back up their arguments. I just had words. And sometimes words mean absolutely fucking nothing. “Maybe I was wrong.”

“Henley!” He grabs my face, and his narrowed eyes bore into mine. “Don’t fucking pull that shit now! Don’t second-guess yourself. And do not allow them into your head!”

I was drunker than I had let on to the court. I was wasted. We were at a party. That was the point. Kids were on Molly and other drugs. I was on my fifth, maybe sixth mixed drink. And I had also had a few shots. I think. Thank God they never drug tested me. “I was drinking …”

“I don’t give a fuck if you were high. The girl had been killed. You saw her. A condom was found at the scene. Just because there was no body doesn’t mean you were wrong.”

Actually, that’s exactly what it means, according to the court. No body, no crime. But I’ll keep that to myself. Instead, I nod, and he lets go of my face. “Do you have protection?” he asks.

“Oh.” I throw up my hands. “I don’t plan on having sex. With anyone.” I’ve only ever slept with two guys—Dax and Scout. One time while Law and Rellik were in the room watching us. It was our secret. And one hell of a mistake that I don’t plan on repeating.

He sighs heavily and digs into his pocket. “I don’t mean sex, Hen.” Pulling a knife out, he flips the blade open and holds it up. “I want you to keep this on you at all times.”

I stand and shake my head. “I can’t …”

“Yes, you can.” He stands and closes it, placing it in my hand. The cold steel feels foreign and heavy. “You keep it in your purse. Or in your backpack. And if anyone tries to hurt you, you use it.”

I roll my eyes. “No one is going to hurt me.” No, they’ve turned their backs on me. I’m the outcast. They will act like I don’t even exist. And just that thought makes my chest tighten. They may think I betrayed them, but I lost my best friends. They betrayed me when they didn’t believe me.

“I love you, Hen.” He pulls me in for a tight hug. “Be careful, and if you need anything, you call me. I’ll be here immediately.”

I sit and watch him leave with tears in my eyes. Not because of what’s to come but because of what has happened. How one night destroyed everything.

Death Valley. Once known as Spring Valley. It was an all-boys preparatory school. They taught boys from kindergarten to twelfth grade. The students and staff lived here on campus twenty-four seven, three hundred and sixty-five days a year. It was known for its five hundred acres of manicured lawn and Victorian-like structures. It looked like a castle in a fairy tale, but its story is anything but pretty. Now it resembles a haunted castle from a scary movie.

A place where we come to get high, get drunk, and fuck shit up. We’re here every Saturday night. Friday nights too after football games during ball season.

I stumble across the uneven lawn. My heels dig into the earth, making it hard to walk. No one maintains it anymore. It’s abandoned and has been for years. A fire broke out and caused so much damage that they couldn’t afford to rebuild. Not to mention all the lives that were taken that night.

“Hen, wait up.”

I hear a familiar voice call out behind me. I spin around and lose my balance. I close my eyes and fall. It feels like I land on clouds, but when I open my heavy eyes, I look up to see Scout standing over me. He has a glass cup with amber liquid in one hand and his cell in the other. A smirk spreads across his face as his eyes sweep over my body.

“What are you doing out here?” he asks with a chuckle.

I tilt my head back and look at the sky. It’s full of a thousand shining stars. They’re so bright that they’re almost painful to look at. “Admiring the sky,” I slur.

He falls onto his side and lies down next to me. “How about some company?” Propping himself up, he cups my cheek. I lean into him. His hands are cool from the drink he was holding. They feel good on my hot skin. “Hey, don’t do that. Not here.”

“Hmm?” My eyes roam his face.

His fall to my chest. The corners of his perfect lips are tilted upward in a grin. “You moaned. You know that makes me hard.”

I did? I didn’t realize it. “What would you do if I did this?” My hand falls to his jeans, and I run my palm over his crotch.

He throws his head back and closes his eyes. “Hen …”

“Or this?” I sit up and straddle him, throwing my hair over my right shoulder. I get a head rush from moving too fast and am thankful I’m not standing. “What about this?” I run my hands through my hair, gathering it up and throwing my head back. I let out a moan, rocking my hips back and forth on him. I can feel him grow inside his jeans, and I moan again; only this time, it wasn’t fake.

“Henley.” He grips my hips, bringing me to a stop. “Not here.”

I look around. The area is littered with kids everywhere. But no one is paying us any attention. A group of about twenty are over to the right, standing at a bonfire. They’re all sipping their alcoholic drinks, and the Jeep backed up to it has its speakers blaring. “No one cares what we do.” This is why kids come out here.

“Doesn’t mean people aren’t watching us.” He sits up and pushes me off him.

I pout. “You embarrassed all of a sudden to be seen with me?” I arch a brow. “Afraid of what people will say if they find out you’re fucking me?” No one knows what we do. Kids at school expect it because he’s one of my best friends. But there’s a difference in rumor and fact. No one has yet to prove it. And the ones who can, won’t.

Scout grips my hair in his hand, tilts my head back, and slams his lips to mine in a possessive, dominating kiss. Our teeth hit, and our tongues dance. I moan into his mouth, and my pussy tightens.

He pulls away. “I don’t give a fuck what they think.”

“Then why?” My hand falls to his hard dick again, but he pushes it away.

“Just … not here,” he snaps, jumping to his feet.

Grabbing my hand, he yanks me up as well. He’s dusting my back and ass off when I look up and see a familiar face in a hole where a window once was in the old and damaged building. “I thought you said Dax wasn’t coming tonight?” I ask.

“He’s not,” he answers.

“I just saw him.”

He shakes his head, chuckling. “Lay off the alcohol, Hen. Come on, let’s go inside.”

I don’t get to argue. He grabs my hand and pulls me inside one of the many abandoned buildings. The music drowns out my thoughts. The only lights on in the house are from glowsticks. Most of the kids are rolling. I follow Scout into the cafeteria. The place once held up to a hundred boys at once. It’s bigger than some prisons, and the security was just as tight. He pulls out a chair for me to sit at one of the tables. I look over at the one next to us and see several lines of cocaine lined out. Kids have hundred-dollar bills rolled up and held to their noses as they snort them.

A guy by the name of Derek sits down across from me and holds out his right hand. “Here, Henley. Have one.”

I look down at the circular pink pill. I shouldn’t do it tonight. I’ve already drunk too much.

I look up when I feel hands on my shoulders. Scout is standing behind me, whispering in my ear, “Take it. I’ll fuck you after it kicks in.”

I should never have swallowed it. I should never have taken a sip of alcohol that night. And I sure as shit shouldn’t have gone looking for Dax to prove he was there. I hate that I was right.

 


Chapter Two

HENLEY

I PULL UP to the school. Thankfully, my windows are blacked out so I can sit here for a moment unseen while I gather my bearings. I haven’t slept in days. Not because I’m afraid of them, but because of what everyone at school will say about me. They think I made it up. Or that I’m crazy. I went up against one of them, and they all banned together, taking me down and making me sound insane.

The parking lot is packed with kids. Many stand by their cars, not ready to go inside just yet, while others mingle in the courtyard. Any extra minute of freedom they can get, they’ll take.

I look out my passenger window and spot them immediately. Each one of their cars is backed in, side by side, in the front row. They’re all the same color—flat black—and intimidating just like them.

All four gather around Ryan Scout’s Lambo. Girls flank them as though they’re all members of a rock band, and you have to suck their dick to get backstage. One even stands between Dax’s parted legs. His hands on her hips.

I grip the steering wheel and drop my head. Closing my eyes, I take a deep breath. 
“I can do this,” I chant.

The fact that I ran after the verdict was announced made me look even more like a fool. The media took my departure as an omission of guilt; that I had lied, and when I lost, I was afraid to show my face.

Everyone thinks I made it all up. Girls and boys from our school took to their social media and spoke about how I was in love with Dax, and when he wouldn’t return the favor, I tried to get him arrested.

I had to shut down all of my accounts and close myself off to the outside world. The case was heard all around, and there was no escape.

But one thing still remained. Brenda Nash was never found. By the time the cops arrived, the body was gone. And as I found out while Dax was on trial, no body means no conviction.

They also argued that no murder weapon was present. I told them they wouldn’t find one. He used his hands.

But my argument went unnoticed. I might as well have been talking to a wall. Plus, I’m sure money was involved. His father paid someone off—star football player with a bright future and a young girl who was a product of the system.

You take your guess who was treated more like the victim.

Opening my eyes, I take another deep breath to try to slow my racing heart. Before I can chicken out, I reach over to grab my backpack and exit the driver’s seat.

The moment I round the front of my car, all chitchat comes to a halt, and everyone stares at me. It’s as if I’ve gone momentarily deaf; it’s so quiet. Not even a bird chirping. No wind howling, just deafening silence. My heart begins to pound, and my palms begin to sweat like they did that day in court when Dax was given a pass because of his fucking name.

I have sunglasses over my eyes, giving me the advantage to sneak a look over at them.

Ryan Scout leans back against his car in black skinny jeans and a matching shirt. His arms are crossed over his chest, and his green eyes are on mine. The coldness almost makes me trip over my own feet. They send a shiver up my spine while also piercing my heart. He’s never looked at me like that before. They drop to my shoes and start their way up my jeans. I swallow when they get to my eyes again, and he smiles. It’s cold and deadly, like a promise of what’s to come.

My eyes shoot to Van Rellik. He’s smoking a blunt—typical Rellik. The guy can’t function unless he’s high, especially at school. One arm draped over a blonde. He smiles at me as well, but it’s different. His smile reminds me he’s a snake and will strike at any moment. He’s the most devious out of the four. He pretends to be a good guy, but he’s not.

Grayson Law sits on the hood. One leg out straight while the other is bent at the knee. He’s got a hat on backward to shield his dark curls and a cigarette between his lips. He pays me no attention. He’s scrolling through his phone without a care in the world. That’s Law for you. He never gives a shit about much. He’d give you the same look if you were killing a man or on your knees sucking his dick.

My eyes find Dax. He still has Amy Lane between his legs, but his eyes are on me. And just like last time I saw him, he winks, as if he knows I’m staring right at him.

A cold shiver runs up my spine, and fear cripples my legs, but I try not to let it show. They can’t break me. I won’t allow it. They’re harmless. They can’t hurt me. Not here. Not now. Too many witnesses. Honestly, my safest place will be at school. No, if they want to hurt me, they’re gonna do it when I’m alone. So, I need to stick with a crowd.

My brother was wrong about me coming back here for my senior year. It’s not a mistake. Everything happens for a reason. And mine is to get to the bottom of the truth. I’m going to do what no one else in this town took the time to do. Prove to the world that Dax Monroe is a rapist and killer.

Once I enter the school, I make a beeline to the women’s bathroom and pretend to check my lipstick when I really need to collect my thoughts and get my head on straight. Suddenly, the door flies open, hitting the wall. I jump back when Jamie enters.

“What in the actual fuck, Hen?” she snaps.

“J ...”

“You leave town for the summer and just show back up without a warning?” She’s shouting. Her fists are flying. Jamie was my best friend. I say was because when I left Wilton, I left everything and everyone.

A girl I don’t recognize exits one of the stalls. She looks over at Jamie with narrowed eyes. “Geez, chill ...”

Jamie grabs her by her hair and shoves her out the door.

“Bitch ...” 
She slams the door in her face and locks it, caging me in here with her. “I ... Hen … what the fuck?” she snaps, sucking in a breath. She’s pissed, and I understand that. I left her.

“I’m …” I start to apologize but stop myself. I shouldn’t have to apologize for anything. Shouldn’t she be telling me she’s sorry? Where the hell was she when I was testifying against one of my best friends? She sure as hell wasn’t cheering me on.

She tilts her head, narrowing her hazel eyes on me. “You left. You just fucking left.”

There’s nothing to say. She wouldn’t understand. She never took the guys’ side, but she never really proved she was on mine. And once I gave my statement to the police, everyone picked a side. They were all for Dax. His friends stood behind him, and that was enough for them to follow.

And like a dam breaks, her rigid body sags, the mask of anger she wears falls off her face, and her blue eyes glisten with tears. She wraps her arms around me and yanks me to her. “Fuck, I’ve missed you,” she whispers, holding me tight.

“I’ve missed you,” I admit with a sniffle, hating the fact that I’m getting emotional.

“God, I never thought I’d see you again.” She pulls away and rubs the tears from her face.

I tuck a piece of hair behind my ear. “I need to ask you something.”

“Anything.”

“Did you know I was coming back?” It’s a long shot, considering she just jumped my ass, but I ask anyway. Maybe my brother said something to hers. They were best friends before they went off to different colleges. I’m not sure how close they are now.

“No.” She playfully shoves my shoulder. “But I should have. Why didn’t you call and tell me?”

My number was changed. That was the first thing my father did. Someone had leaked it after the trial, and I was getting calls from reporters. My father shut my phone off and got me a new number. I only had three numbers saved to my contacts. My father’s, my mother’s, and my brother’s. No one else mattered.

I ignore her questions and ask my own. “Then why didn’t the guys look surprised by my return?”

Scout

“What the fuck is she doing back here?” Amy demands as Monroe shoves her from between his legs.

None of us answer her.

“Dax?” She slaps his chest. “Why is she here?”

“Why do you think I’d know?” he asks, throwing his backpack over his shoulder.

“Because you didn’t seem surprised to see her.” She huffs. “And I would think you’d be pissed she’s returned after what she tried to do to you.”

We’re not.

This is where we want her. In our world. We control this school. We own this town. Her actions made us even more powerful than we were before. The town looks at Dax with pity and her with disgust.

Law looks at me as he puts out his cigarette. “Ready?” he asks.

I shake my head.

Not today. We’ll let her think she’s safe here. That we no longer care what she does, or that she even exists. And just when she starts to get comfortable, we’ll remind her just who we are—the guys who are going to fucking bury her.

 

 

 


Chapter Three

HENLEY

FIRST AND SECOND hour went mind-numbingly slow as fuck. My eyes pretty much stayed on my desk because I could feel everyone else’s on me. Even the teachers’ eyes grew two sizes when they called my name. I acknowledge that I was here, and that was that. I was handed my designated book for that class, and I followed along silently.

I wanted to sit in my chair longer to bypass the rush of kids in the hallway when the bell went off, signaling class was over, but I forced myself to my feet and to move with the crowd. I can’t let anyone see that this bothers me or that I’m ashamed of the choices I’ve made. What I did was right. And I will fight for every woman to do the right thing no matter how much discrimination they face.

I walk into third period and drop into a front row seat. I never was the kind of student who hid in the back, and I’m not about to start now.

The door opens, and I see Jamie enter. I smile at her, and she returns it, falling into the seat next to me. “Well, at least we have one class together,” she sings.

I start to laugh, but it stops the moment I see Dax Monroe enter the classroom as well. My entire body stiffens, and my hands curl around the edge of my desk. I have the urge to look away, to get up and run out of the room, but I can’t. Not now. Not here. He will know he’s still winning.

“What’s wrong?” she asks, looking over her shoulder and spotting him. She quickly turns back to face me. “I’m sorry,” she whispers. “I should have warned you.”

Yes, she should have. We’re two months into our senior year, so she knew he was going to be in this class with us.

I swallow nervously and try to calm my breathing as he walks near me. Then just as I was praying he wouldn’t … the fucking bastard takes the empty seat behind me.

“Good morning, Hen,” he whispers in my ear, and I jump. His dark chuckle follows as I hear him sit back in his seat, getting comfortable.

I close my eyes, taking in a deep breath and manage to release the hold I have on my desk. With shaky hands, I pull out my cell and send Jamie a quick text since it’s obvious we can’t talk without him hearing us.

Me: I thought he was going to have to repeat junior year?

His trial started at the end of school last year. His arrest caused him to miss quite a bit of school. Even when he was out on bail, he didn’t go to his classes. He missed finals. He was going to have to repeat his junior year due to that.

My phone vibrates in my hands. I haven’t saved her number, so her name doesn’t show up. Good thing I remembered it.

Her: They decided to let him make up all his credits in summer school due to his verdict.

I grip my phone in my hands. Of course, they did. It’s his senior year. He plays football. Scouts will be all over him. Wilton, Texas, needs to make sure they are seen. And he is a big asset.

It fucking pisses me off even more and makes me even more determined to show those fuckers how wrong they were about him.

Scout

“She needs to disappear,” my father argues.

He pulled me, the boys, and their dads into his office downtown for an emergency “family” meeting. Henley showed her face at school today, and now they’re all losing their shit. Not sure why they are so surprised. We knew this would happen. She’d return. The girl had nowhere else to go.

“How do you propose we do that?” Law asks from my right.

“I don’t give a shit if you tie her leg to an anchor and throw her out to sea. Fuck, bury her alive in the backyard, and I’ll have concrete poured tomorrow,” he snaps.

I look over at Dax. He didn’t seem affected by her presence earlier while at school. But as the day has gone by, he’s become agitated. He sits with his fists on his thighs, his back ramrod straight, and his chin up. His jaw is clenched, and his eyes stare out into nothing. The man will snap her neck without a thought. He wants her dead. We all want her dead. But ... not like this.

“If she goes missing after she moves back, it will look suspicious.” I speak my thoughts. It’ll be just like the trial all over again. Too many questions will surface, and I refuse to put my best friend through that again. The only difference is, this time, he would be guilty.

All our fathers’ heads snap in my direction.

“What do you suggest we do?” Mine growls, roughly undoing his black silk tie. A clear sign he’s pissed off.

“We force her out,” I explain. “Henley needs to leave of her own free will. It’s a process and will take time, but it is very doable.” Lie. The boys and I have a plan for her. But I don’t want them to know. They’re getting impatient, and we want to do it on our own time.

Will Monroe, Dax’s father, shakes his head. “If she’s alive, she can talk. And I don’t want her fucking opening that mouth for anyone.”

Why would he care what she says now? Nothing would hold merit. She lied. Dax won. End of story.

Law snorts. “She can open her mouth for me.”

His father lets out an audible sigh and runs his hand down his unshaven face. “Keep it in your pants. Next thing you know, she’ll be accusing you of rape,” he growls.

They all know Dax and I have fucked her. She was supposed to be ours. We got to pick who we wanted, and she was it.

Law chuckles.

“You think that’s funny?” His father arches a brow.

“We’ll take care of it,” I assure him, getting back on track.

Silence falls over the room before my father lets out a huff. “If you’re going to do this. I want it done under the radar.” I just stare at him. “I mean it, Ryan. No talking to her at school. Don’t even look her fucking way. She does not exist to you while around anyone who isn’t present in this room.”

I roll my eyes. “That’s a little unreasonable.”

“Ryan ...”

“It’ll have to be public.” Rellik agrees with me.

“Wouldn’t that be the ultimate slap in the face?” I add, to get my point across. “For everyone to see her hanging around with the man she accused of rape and murder?” My eyes slide to Dax’s for a quick second. “To see her fucking the very men she turned on?” I’m reaching. I’m not a hundred percent sure how we’ll be able to get her in bed with us. But one thing I know for a fact is that none of us are rapists. We will not force her, but something tells me we won’t have to. And even if she won’t do it, it sure as hell will look like it.

The room falls silent, letting the weight of what I said sink in. No one believed her. I don’t know what Dax did to Henley for her to say what she did on that stand, but I’m going to find out. That’s one thing I will force out of her. One way or another, Henley will confess she lied and beg us for the forgiveness she will never get. And I will make sure that the world sees that when it happens.

 


Chapter Four

HENLEY

DAY TWO AT school has gone just like day one. The only person speaking to me is Jamie. The boys ignore me completely. Even Dax sat in a different seat today in third period—far away from me.

They’re buying their time. I know it, and a part of me is relieved.

I’m having problems trying to figure out how to get into their good graces. How to get close to them again to get to the truth. It’s going to get dirty, and I’m okay with that. Some things are worth sacrificing, and my dignity will be one of them. Once I out that sorry son of a bitch, the town will see me as a hero. And every bad rumor spread about the poor orphan will be silenced.

I’m sitting alone at a table in the cafeteria when Jamie plops down beside me. “Today has been one hell of a day. Is it over yet?” She blows some hair from her face.

“I wish,” I mumble, taking a bite of my cheeseburger.

She rolls her eyes, opening a can of Dr. Pepper.

I look up to see Scout and Dax enter the room. Dax has his right arm thrown over Cindy Shelton’s shoulders, and Scout is talking to Laney Willow. She has been trying to get into his pants for over a year now.

“They started fucking over the summer,” Jamie says, reading my mind.

I lower my eyes before either of them spot me looking. “I’m not surprised,” I say even though it makes my chest tightens. I thought we had something special, but we were only seventeen, and I was obviously an idiot.

“Don’t let it get to you. He’s been using girls ever since you left.”

I shrug her off. “I want nothing to do with him anymore.”

She places her hand on my shoulder. “It’s okay to still be in love with him, Henley. He didn’t do anything.”

My hand fists. He didn’t hurt me, but he also didn’t stick up for me. “I don’t love him,” I argue through gritted teeth. “I fucking hate them all.”

She drops it and starts to eat her sandwich.

I push my tray away, no longer having an appetite.

“What’s up, ladies?” A guy plops down across from us and starts to eat off my plate. His soft brown eyes meet mine. “Datson.” He reaches over the table to shake my hand. “You must be Henley.”

I take it and nod. “Do I even wanna know how you know who I am?”

His eyes slide over to Jamie, and she smiles.

I arch a brow. “You two dating?”

He laughs at that. “No. I’m her cousin.”

“Oh.”

“Yep, transferred here for my senior year. I’m staying with Uncle Bob and Aunt Jenny.”

Jamie’s parents. “Well, it’s nice to meet you.” I offer a soft smile.

He nods. “It sure is.” He shoves another bite of my food into his mouth. “There’s a party this weekend. You guys wanna go?”

“No,” Jamie rushes out. “We’ll skip this one.”

I look over at her. Her eyes go from mine to her cousin’s and then back to mine before they drop to her plate. Sure, I’m not a popular girl at the moment, but this is what I need. To get myself out there. To show that I’m not afraid of these bastards. A place to make my move.

“What?” I ask.

She lets out a sigh. “The party is at Dax’s house.”

I perk up. A party at his house? I’m not surprised. He used to have them all the time. That could be my in. But what will I do once I get inside? How will I dig around for clues when people are all over the place? I’m not even sure what the hell it is I’m looking for.

I look over at them sitting side by side at the head of the room. Rellik sits back in his seat with his eyes on his phone. Law sits next to him, stuffing his face. Laney is now perched on Scout’s lap. That’s where I used to sit. He’s whispering something in her ear, and she’s laughing. My eyes move to Dax, and he has his signature shades on. But I know he’s staring at me. I can feel it—a coldness seeps into my bones, making me shiver.

I’ve had five months to wonder what-ifs. And I realized that none of the scenarios in my head would come true. I’m going to have to force the truth out of him. And I’m going to have to spread my legs to do it. Men act stupid when they’re jealous. And no matter what I did to Dax, I know for a fact that Scout will throw a fucking tantrum if I touch another guy. But the problem is, no one here will even look at me. Except for one …

I look at Datson and give him a big smile. “We’ll be there.”

He knocks his knuckles on the table. “We’ll pick you up. Nine o’clock.” Then he stands and exits the cafeteria.

Jamie turns to me. “What the hell are you doing, Hen?”

“What must be done,” I answer truthfully, pulling my tray back toward me. All of a sudden, my appetite has returned.

“This isn’t the time for some personal vendetta,” she growls.

I ignore that. “What’s the story with Datson. He single?”

“Son of a bitch,” she whispers to herself. “You need to stay clear of them, Hen. Do you hear me?”

I take a bite of my fries since Datson ate my cheeseburger in four bites.

“Henley?” She grabs my shoulder and forces me to face her. “I’m serious.”

“I have it under control.”

Her eyes soften, and her shoulders sag. “Do you want to end up like her?”

My heart beats faster at her question. “What?”

Her eyes slide to the boys quickly before coming back to mine. I see that Scout and the bitch are making out. His hands are tangled in her blond hair while she grinds on his lap. I fight the urge to go over there and yank her from his lap. Instead, I turn my attention back to my friend. “That’s what will happen if you try anything with them. And … and I can’t lose you again. If you choose to walk away, I will respect that, but not like that. I don’t want them to hurt you like they did Brenda Nash.”

It’s the first time she’s admitted she believed me. That she thinks they all had a hand in it. It’s not farfetched because they are a team after all. They don’t do anything that the others don’t know about. I think that’s why Scout tried to warn me off. He knew what had happened and that no matter what I said, it wouldn’t hold up in court. Maybe he was trying to save me from being slaughtered by the town.

I swallow the fry and lump in my throat. “I didn’t think … you never acted like …”

“You know I believed you.” She grabs my hands in hers, and tears build in her eyes. “You doubted me?” Her face scrunches in agony at my silence. “I’m sorry I ever made you think that. My father …” She swallows. “My father told me to keep my mouth shut and my opinion to myself, but I always knew you were telling the truth.”

Tears sting my eyes, and I pull her in for a tight hug. “Thank you.” I didn’t know how much I needed to hear that until now. I pull away. “I need to do this, Jamie. I won’t ask for your help or to get involved, but I can’t walk away from this. Please understand.”

She bites her bottom lip. “I know. You already went through this once on your own, though. I won’t let it happen again. Just tell me what to do.”

I take a deep breath. “I’m going to need your cousin. And a shit ton of alcohol.”

Scout

Saturday night, I sit in the basement. Dax sits to my right in a chair with a naked girl kneeling between his legs. His shirt lies next to her clothes, and his jeans are unzipped. Both of his hands are in her strawberry blond hair while she chokes on his cock.

On my left, Law’s smoking a blunt. He passes it to me, and I take a hit as the door opens, and Laney enters the room. She comes to stand in front of me, placing her hands on her hips. “I need to speak to you?”

I tilt my head and look her up and down. I’ve never liked her. She threw herself at me last year, and I turned her down. She knew I was fucking Henley. At the time, she belonged to us.

Our girl.

This bitch here wanted a piece of the pie. Wasn’t happening. But after everything went down and Henley left, I jumped all over it. Literally. Every chance I get. I saw the way Henley watched us earlier today in the cafeteria. We stayed back and observed, getting ready to make our move. I want to see what she does and how she reacts. She’s seemed laid-back for the most part. No one really talks to her other than Jamie. And that’s exactly how we want it.

“No one’s stopping you,” Law tells her.

“Privately,” she bites out, glaring down at me.

I take another hit and then blow it up into her face. Her eyes narrow. “Scout ...”

“Whatever you have to say, you can tell us all,” I inform her.

Her hands fist when I make no attempt to get up. “It’s about Henley.”

I’m not surprised. She’s a good little messenger without even knowing that’s the real reason I keep her around. She’s jealous of Henley and the time I gave her. And the rumors that had spread around the school about us and about what she was to us.

Laney lets out a sigh of annoyance when she understands I’m still not moving. “She’s upstairs with that freak Datson.”

Fuck! My fists tighten.

Dax pushes the girl off his dick and stands, buttoning his jeans, knowing we’re going up there. We’ve stood back to buy some time, but obviously, our time is up. No one touches her but us. No one fucks her but us.

 

 


Chapter Five

HENLEY

I SHOULD FEEL bad that I’m using Datson, but I’m not because I’ve had plenty to drink. I’m not sure if he took my advances as genuine or if Jamie gave him a heads-up, but at this point, it doesn’t matter. I’m willing to go as far as this needs to. I started making out with him on the couch in front of everyone. I wanted witnesses. Needed them. Then I stood, took his hand, and pulled him upstairs into a spare room. I specifically chose this room. For a moment, I thought about taking him to Dax’s, but I refuse to go down memory lane tonight. I have other plans.

I throw my shirt and unfasten my bra. His lips are on mine. His kiss is frantic with a little too much tongue, but I ignore it. I push down any comparison to Dax and Scout. I can’t let those feelings enter my mind at the moment.

“Henley …”

He pulls away from me, but I yank his lips to mine once again. I don’t need any dialogue to give him time to chicken out. We need to be up here for quite some time. And when we’re done, there needs to be evidence of what we spent our time up here doing.

I’m unbuttoning his jeans when the door swings open and hits the interior wall.

Datson turns around to see what the hell is going on, and he’s punched in the face.

“What the fuck?” I squeal. “Scout, what are you doing?” I cover my bare chest as Law and Dax enter. But there’s no Rellik.

Of course, Scout ignores me as he bends down and shoves a disoriented Datson out the door with a bloody nose.

Shit! I didn’t expect them to interrupt us. I just wanted them to hear the rumors come Monday at school. “You had no right ...”

He slams the door shut, caging me in here with them.

I swallow the panic that tries to surface. They won’t hurt me. Not here. Not while there are other students around. “Hand me my shirt,” I demand.

Dax leans down and picks it up before throwing it over his shoulder.

Motherfucker!

“Get the fuck out!” I scream even though this is what I wanted. I used Datson. I made a show downstairs right in front of Scout’s current fuck, knowing she’d run to him and rat me out. Such a good little bitch, she is.

Dax reaches behind him and locks the bedroom door. My heart starts to pound.

Scout advances on me. “Are you horny, Henley? All you have to do is ask us.” A cruel smile spreads across his face. It’s the first time I’ve heard his voice in five months. The sound of my name makes my thighs tighten even though the hairs stand on the back of my neck. “Get on your knees and beg us, baby.”

My stomach knots at his words. Us? It’s no longer about him and me anymore. They’ve done exactly what I expected them to do. They all want their own revenge. Attack one, they all attack you. I hate that they’re so predictable. I slap him across the face. “Fuck you!” I shout and try to shove him away from me, but he doesn’t move.

“You think that hurt me?” He tilts his head to the side, his dark brows creased. “I fight for fun. Your little slap won’t take me down.”

He’s right. I’m not strong enough to knock his ass out. And it’d be three against one, so I wouldn’t have a chance. I try another tactic. One that would only work with him. Or at least that’s what I tell myself. Really the alcohol and closeness of him are making my chest hurt with betrayal. “I loved you.”

His body stiffens against mine, and his face goes hard as stone. Tears prick my eyes because the words were true. I loved them all. But Scout? He was the one for me. He was the one that I would do anything for.

“Yeah, I loved you too,” he admits after a long second. His eyes skim over my body, and he pulls his lip back in disgust. “But you chose to betray us.” He turns to walk away, and I refuse to let him have the last word. I didn’t show up here for nothing tonight.

I grab his arm and yank him back to me while my free arm is across my chest, covering my exposed boobs. “I did the right thing.”

He places his hands on the wall, caging me in. He pushes his body into mine, pinning my back to the wall. “Was it the right thing?” he demands. “It cost you everything, Henley.”

I swallow.

“Your friends. Your reputation.”

“You know I don’t care about that.” I’ve never cared much what people think of me.

“And me,” he whispers as if it hurt for him to say it.

My chest tightens. “Scout ...”

“I was the biggest price you paid, Henley. Do you regret it?” He runs his knuckles down my right cheek.

My thighs tighten, and my breathing picks up. “I never wanted to lose you,” I admit shamelessly. Out of all of them, I thought he would back me up, would believe me, but I was wrong.

His hand lowers to my throat, I pant as he wraps his fingers around me and squeezes in a warning. Then he runs his thumb over my jaw and slowly over my lips.

He leans in, and I close my eyes, unable to look at him anymore. A tear runs down my cheek before I feel his soft lips gently kiss mine. It’s a lover’s kiss—tender and a promise of forever—but we both know the truth.

I open for him, and he doesn’t hesitate. His tongue sweeps into my mouth, tasting me, and I kiss him back. But then he pulls away, leaving me panting. “You were ours before, Henley, and you’re ours now. But instead of loving you, we are going to destroy you.”

And with those words, they exit the room without a backward glance.

 


Chapter Six

HENLEY

TO SAY I’VE been nervous all weekend is an understatement. After Scout delivered the threat last night, I went home and drank some more. I tried to think of every scenario as to how they could destroy me. Honestly, I can’t think of any. They were my best friends, but it wasn’t like I lived a double life.

We were all just every-day high school kids. We went to parties and got drunk, sometimes high. I even did Molly every now and then, but that’s not anything that the other student body didn’t do.

The only difference today is that Jamie isn’t speaking to me. She’s pissed about Scout hitting Datson. I’m pretty sure he figured out I set him up. If he didn’t know, then Jamie filled him in.

I’m back to being alone.

I walk into the cafeteria to see the boys haven’t arrived yet. I pick an empty table, preparing to sit all alone when a girl by the name of Lacey sits across from me.

“Hi.” She smiles softly at me.

“Hey,” I mumble, playing with my strawberry Jell-O. I’m not in the mood to eat. That’s become the norm.

“It’s Henley, right?”

I snort. As if she doesn’t know who I am. Everyone does. The news made sure of that.

“I admire you standing up for that girl.”

My head snaps up to look at her.

She bows her head and sighs. “I hate what happened to her, but I hate it more that no one seemed to care where she ended up.”

“Did you know her?” I ask.

She nods. “She was my best friend.”

My eyes widen.

“She’d had a thing for Dax for a couple of years now. They talked to each other quite a bit. They had plans to go on a date that weekend.”

“What?” I throw up both of my hands. “Why didn’t you come forward with this information?” I growl. Why does this entire town fear them? They can’t take out everyone. That would put a bull’s-eye on their head.

“Because no one would believe a child of the system,” she says quietly.

I sigh, leaning back in my seat. She’s a foster kid, just like Brenda was. Running my hands through my hair, I close my eyes, and my jaw tightens. Goddamn them for doing this to these women. “We can …”

“Why are you sitting with her?”

I look up to see Natasha Halls has sat down next to the girl. I loathe Natasha. She’s a conniving, lying little slut. She spread some very hateful things about me on social media, and I want nothing more than to grab her hair and slam her face into the table. But that would just give her what she wants—it would prove to everyone that I am mentally unstable. I’m not ready to make that move yet, but it will come when it’s needed.

“I told you,” Lacey growls at her. “I believe her.”

Natasha snorts. “Brenda was just as crazy as she is.” She juts her chin toward me.

I grip my spoon in my hand, thankful it’s not a knife. I’d stab her eyes out. “You …”

“Ah Satan.”

My heart picks up at the sound of Dax’s voice as he enters the cafeteria, and my eyes go to him without thought. He wears a white T-shirt that fits him like a glove, showing off every muscle, ripped jeans, and tennis shoes. His Gucci sunglasses shield his eyes.

I figured they would stay away from me for a few days after his party. But I guess my time is up, and my actions have granted me their attention.

Lucky me.

He, Scout, and Law may have interrupted my night with Datson, but he let Scout do all the talking. Until now. He’s planning something. My palms begin to sweat. I quickly look around for the other guys, but they’re not present.

“Fuck off, Dax,” she spits.

My brows lift. She said it with so much hate, yet she believes he’s innocent. Why does she hate him so much? Maybe she made a pass at him, and he turned her down.

“I’d fuck anything but you,” he replies smoothly, confirming my thoughts.

She lets out a growl, shoves her tray across the table, then stands and stomps out while the other kids laugh at her.

He’s such a dick. He used to be charming and sweet. He made everyone laugh.

Thanks to this unlucky day, he plops down at our table. “Good morning, gorgeous.” He runs his tongue along his upper lip, the ball of his piercing peeking out from underneath his tongue.

“Why do you call her ‘ah Satan’?” Lacey asks, genuinely curious.

He smirks. “’Cause that’s Natasha spelled backward.”

“Oh.” she frowns.

“What do you want?” I ask, getting to the point. The cafeteria is packed, and everyone has their eyes on us. No one says a word because they’re too busy watching our exchange.

He pushes his shades up to reveal his dark eyes. They’re the lightest brown I’ve ever seen with specs of green in them. Absolutely stunning. It’s a shame he’s such a dick, rapist, and murderer.

“We have a home game this weekend. This is me extending an invitation.”

Lacey stiffens, and I just stare at him.

“I’m serious,” he adds.

I lean forward, lowering my voice. “No, you’re not.” I used to actually love football. Now I fucking hate the sport.

“Come on, Henley.” He leans back, and I stiffen myself, knowing he’s about to allow the entire room to hear what he has to say. “It’ll be like old times. You can wear those fishnet tights for me again.” He winks, and my stomach drops when the students snicker. “I know you remember that night.” His dark eyes drop to my chest. “I know I haven’t forgotten it.”

Blood rushes in my ears, and my cheeks heat at that memory.

A Year Ago

I look at myself in the mirror and smile. A soft laugh bubbles up as I run my hands over my massive cleavage. Who knew you could get these puppies this high? My chin practically sits on them.

Turning around, I pick up the heels off the end of my bed and slip my feet into them. Then I bend over and buckle the leather strap around each ankle. I turn back to the mirror and line my lips with Roussy by Chanel.

I pick up my phone, debit card, and license ’cause that’s all I have room to carry.

Walking down the stairs, I hear the boys in my father’s den. I trip over the last stair but manage to catch myself with the banister. As pretty as these heels are, I hate them.

Taking in a deep breath, I strut down the long hallway and right into the open den. Dax sits on the couch with his right hand lifted as he changes the channel on the TV. His signature Gucci shades sit on top of his head. He’s dressed in a shredded pair of jeans and a black Armani T-shirt and Rolex watch. And of course he has his diamond studs in his ears. He flaunts his expensive taste every chance he gets.

He spots me first. The pen he was chewing on falls out of his mouth, and the remote bounces onto the floor. His brown eyes widen for the briefest second before he licks his lips.

Law sits next to him, looking down while texting on his phone. Grayson Law goes by his last name because he and his father share a first name. He has an I-don’t-give-a-fuck attitude. He does what he wants, whenever he wants. He’s never seemed interested in anything other than football and girls. Multiple ones. He always has one lined up. “Hey, Noelle just messaged me. We going to that party tonight?” he asks, typing away.

“No.” I hear Scout answer, but I don’t see him. He must be bent down behind the minibar getting something out of the mini fridge. They come over here and go through my father’s shit all the time.

We’ve been doing it since we were little. The first time I ever got drunk with them, we were fifteen, and my father was away on business. All five of us shared a bottle of gin and were sick for days. Over time, we’ve each seemed to build up a tolerance, and now we could each go through a bottle ourselves. And it doesn’t help that the guys are twice the size they were then. All they do is workout, play ball, and party. I don’t play any sports. They’ve never been my thing.

“Oh, we’re going,” Dax mumbles and slaps Law on the chest.

“What the fuck, man?” he snaps, looking up, and he sees me. His blue eyes start at my heels, run up my fishnet tights and the black spandex booty shorts before he gets to my black lace-up corset. When his eyes make it to my tits, he swallows hard. “Yeah.” He nods to himself. “We’re going.”

Law has that surfer boy look going for him. Curly brown hair that he keeps slicked back with a hat on his head, blue eyes, and a pretty boy smile. It’s easy to see how he keeps the girls lined up. He could treat them like shit, and they would continue to crawl back.

“No, we’re not.” I hear Scout growl right before he pops up from where I knew he was behind the bar.

Ryan Scout is their leader, and I’ve had the biggest crush on him for as long as I can remember. His dark green eyes, dark hair, and tan skin make him mouthwatering gorgeous. And his smile. Fuck, he could melt a woman’s panties off. Every girl wants him, but he doesn’t fuck around. Not that I know of anyway. I’d be crushed if I found out he was with someone other than me. He’s the quarterback of the football team, and I’m in love with him.

He spots me, and his green eyes narrow. A muscle jumps in his sharp jaw. “What the fuck are you wearing, Henley?” he demands.

I place my hands on my hips. “Don’t like?” I bite my bottom lip, pushing my hip out.

Law tries covering a laugh with a cough.

Dax shuffles in his seat and nods his head. His eyes on my legs. “I like.”

Scout storms around the bar and points at the hallway. “Get your ass upstairs and take that shit off.”

Jealous much? “Hmm ... nah.”

“Henley,” he growls.

Maybe it’s the fact that I find him more attractive when he’s angry, or maybe it’s my father’s bottle of Patrón I sipped on while getting ready, but I find myself walking over to the couch. 
Dax sits up straighter, and I fall onto his lap, straddling him.

“Ahh …” Law begins to scoot farther away from us.

“I wanna go to the party.” I pout at Dax. Grabbing his hands, I place them on my waist. He stiffens, but he’s not gonna shove me off. No, he allows his dick to control him too much, and right now, I feel how hard that fucker is inside of his jeans. I lean forward, smashing my tits to his chest, and whisper, “I need a ride.” Then I pull his earlobe into my mouth, sucking on it. The diamond stud filling my mouth. His hands squeeze my waist before moving to my hips.

“Damn.” I hear Rellik’s voice as he finally enters the room. “Who forgot to inform me we were having a party? Hope I have enough condoms,” he jokes as the leather creaks from him plopping down in the recliner.

Tossing my hair to the side, I look over my shoulder at Rellik throwing back a beer. He spits it out when his ocean blue eyes meet mine. “Henley?” His wide eyes shoot over to Scout, who still stands behind the couch.

I roll mine and crawl off Dax. He doesn’t keep me on his lap, but his fingers glide down over my ass as I stand. “Never mind. I’ll find a ride.”

I exit the living room, and my heels clap on the floor as I walk down the hallway. 
A hand grips my upper arm, and I’m yanked back before slammed into a wall. Scouts green eyes drill into mine. “You’re not fucking going anywhere dressed like a whore.”

I’d be pissed if I wasn’t drunk, but the liquor makes me frisky. “Want me to be your whore, Scout?” I reach out and grab his crotch, wrapping my hand around his hard-on.

He jumps back, grips my wrists, and restrains them above my head. He leans down, our faces nose to nose. I can practically see the steam billowing from his ears.

“Henley.” My name is a growl. A promise that if I keep pushing, I may not be leaving this house.

“Wanna fuck me, Scout?” Leaning forward, I run my tongue along his bottom lip. Then I whisper, “Then get it over with and fuck me.”

His eyes fall to my tits. His lips are parted, and he’s panting. He’s almost there. Weak enough to use.

Then he takes a step back, and my arms drop to my side, slapping my fishnet thighs. 
He reaches up and runs his thumb across his lips before he gives me a smile. It unsettles me. He’s like a switch, turning emotions on and off at any given time. “Have fun playing the role of the slut, Henley.” Then he lowers his voice. “We both know under that whore-ish outfit, you’re nothing but an innocent virgin who wouldn’t know how to use a dick if it was offered to you.” Then he turns and leaves me leaning up against the wall.

I storm back into the living room. “Dax?” I snap.

“What?” He jumps to his feet. His sunglasses fall into his face and quickly shoves them back into place.

“Drive me to the fucking party,” I order.

He nods. “Yes, ma’am.”

I give him my back and smile. Well, at least he’s getting easier to control. We make our way out to his car, and I fall into the passenger seat. I watch him through the windshield as he rounds the hood. He’s mumbling to himself as he pats his pockets like he’s doing a mental check of his wallet, keys, and phone.

He gets in and shuts the door. I wait for him to start it up, but he doesn’t. Instead, we just sit here in the driveway. In silence.

I look over at him, and he’s staring at me. Well, my chest and legs. We both know under that whore-ish outfit, you’re nothing but an innocent virgin who wouldn’t know how to use a dick if it was offered to you. Scout’s words echo in my mind.

“What are we doing?” I growl.

“Waiting.” He clears his throat and starts up the car.

“For what?” I ask.

“The others.”

“They’re not coming,” I assure him.

“Oh, they are.”

I look over at the house and see Law and Rellik exiting. But no Scout.

Law comes over to Dax’s driver’s side window, and he rolls it down. “I’m going to drive Rellik and me.” Then he looks at me. “Sure you wanna do this?”

They all know that Scout and I have been going round and round. I’ve done everything short of throwing myself at him, and he hasn’t acted on it. He wants it just as much as I do, but for some reason, he refuses to take that step with me. “Yes. Let’s go.”

Law sighs and takes a step back from the car.

Dax peels out. And I look over at him. He’s got his signature shades on his face even though it’s nighttime. His sleeves are now rolled up, showing off the veins in his arms that make every girl drool. He shifts his car from the paddles on the steering wheel. And my eyes drop to his light wash jeans. He’s no longer hard, but I don’t think it’ll take much.

As we pass other cars, I lean back in the seat and close my eyes, preparing myself. I’m gonna fuck Dax tonight. I will lose my virginity. Because Scout was right, I’ve been pretending to be the slut. I’m the good girl. Well, not anymore. And I’m going to do it just to piss Scout off.

The memory of that night unsettles me, and the smirk on his face tells me that he knows it. I get up and storm off, exiting the cafeteria. I need to put some space between us to clear my mind.

“Are you alright?” I hear Lacey ask from behind me.

“Fine,” I lie, picking up my pace. I round a corner …

“Whoa. Where are you going so fast?” Scout asks, stepping in front of us.

We come to a halt, and she squeals.

His green eyes are on mine. “Tell her to go.”

My jaw sharpens. “Scout...”

He steps into me. “Tell her to go, or Dax is going to remove her.”

I feel him come up behind us. I always feel them like electric currents running through my veins in the worst possible way.

“I’ll meet you after class.” I squeeze her hand, and she gives him a go to hell look as she walks off down the hall.

“What do you want?” I cross my arms, refusing to back down to them. This is what I wanted. I need to get close to them, no matter what I must do.

“To talk.”

“About?”

“Why you tried to make us jealous?”

My heart thumps in my chest. “Hooking up with Datson had nothing to do with you.” I hope he believes the lie, but I was always easy to read. Plus, almost fucking the guy in Dax’s house was a dead giveaway. I didn’t think it through. I just wanted to act. I needed their attention. And fuck, did I get it.

I go to walk around him, but he steps to the side, blocking my retreat, and his hands lands on my waist. “Don’t touch me,” I snap, stepping back, but I hit Dax.

I stiffen as he leans down and whispers in my ear. “You have three seconds.”

My eyes narrow up at Scout

“One ...”

“Who I choose to fuck is none of your …”

“Two …”

I clamp my mouth shut.

“Three.”

Scout smiles down at me. “You picked the wrong shirt today, Henley.”

I look down at my plain white T-shirt, wondering if I dropped ketchup on it when I’m picked up from behind. I scream out in surprise as Dax’s arm wraps around my waist. His free hand clamps over my mouth, and he begins to drag me back down the hallway. I fight him, kicking my feet, but Scout picks my ankles up. My arms can’t reach him, and I can’t get a hold of Dax. I try to twist out of their hold, but it doesn’t work.

I start to panic when I see where they’re taking me. The boys’ locker room. Scout kicks it open, and they walk me past the rows of lockers and over to the showers. One is already running. I try to shake my head, but Dax’s hand is still over my mouth, his fingers digging into my cheeks. They toss me into the running shower, falling onto my side. The freezing cold water hits me, and I scream as it soaks my clothes, hair, and body. I scramble to the corner where the sprayer doesn’t reach and grab my shoulder that I landed on.

The guys stand there, watching me—no smile on their faces or laughing. Just stare like I’m some kind of experiment as I shiver and pull my knees to my chest.

“Look how wet we made you, baby,” Dax says, cracking a smile. “We have that effect on women.” His eyes drop to my chest. “Especially you. You remember, don’t you?”

Tears run down my face, and I’m thankful that I’m wet so they won’t be able to see them. 
Dax kneels in front of the shower as Law enters the boy’s locker room and comes up behind them. He watches me with a careless look in his eyes. “You’ve always wanted the four of us, haven’t you?”

I shake uncontrollably.

“You know the difference between three jokes and three dicks?” Dax asks at my silence.

I don’t answer.

He smirks. “You can’t take three jokes.”

I push myself further into the wall. The tile freezes my skin along with the puddle of water I’m sitting in. He stands and walks out with Law on his ass. Scout stays kneeling before me.

I push myself up to my shaky legs. My eyes narrow, and my lips thin. Wrapping my arms around my soaking stomach, I look down on him. “You’re no different than him.” I manage to get out through clenched teeth. My soaked clothes hang off my bones, making me feel a hundred pounds heavier.

He stands to his full height and shoves his hands in the pockets of his jeans. “I never pretended to be anything than who I am. You’re the one who hid behind a fake smile and a pretty face, Henley.” I shake my head at those words. “You were the one who tried to feed the town full of lies but will choke on them in the end.” He reaches over and picks up a duffel bag I hadn’t noticed before. He tosses it to the floor. “Don’t say I never did anything for you.” With that, he turns and exits the locker room.

I swallow a sob that tries to bubble up. I will not let him get to me. So, what that I got a little wet? That he threatened me? They’re just words. He can’t hurt me. Or they already would have.

I wipe the tears and water off my face as my teeth chatter and unzip the bag. There’s a pair of my white denim jean-shorts and dark purple tank-top. I stare at them in my hands.

Where did they get these?

Had they been to my house? Did they sneak in while my father was at work? A thought hits me, and I fist my clothes. They have a key.

“Motherfucker.”

They could have walked right in. I gave one to Scout a couple of years back. He came and went as he pleased. My father didn’t care. He liked him around. My brother was already away at college, and I think my father missed a guy being around. I once came home from a party and found Scout out back with my father grilling steaks. I remember being pissed at him because he was supposed to go to the party with me, but he had chosen to hang with my father instead.

Was this the real threat? Leaving this clue to remind me they have access to my house?

The door flies open, and I jump to my feet, shielding my body since the soaked clothing clings to me but let out a sigh when I see it’s Lacey.

“How did you know I was in here?” I ask, teeth chattering.

“I was walking by as Scout walked out. What the fuck did they do to you?” she demands.

I wave her off. “I’m fine.”

“Henley …”

“It’s just water,” I repeat my thoughts to her. “I’ll be fine. Find me a towel. I need to dry off and get out of these clothes.”

She tosses me a towel, and I quickly remove my wet clothes, dry off, and pull the other ones on. “Why would they get you wet but bring you new clothes?” she asks, looking me up and down.

“I have no clue,” I say honestly, biting my lower lip.

“Maybe they put a bug on them.”

“A bug?” I arch a brow, unable to chuckle at her question.

She nods quickly. “They’ve had something sewn into the seam, and now they can track your every move.”

“You need to cut back on the stalker romances,” I say even though I know nothing about this girl. Obviously, she has a vivid imagination or a sketchy past. She did say she’s a part of the system.

I throw my wet clothes into the duffel bag and toss it over my shoulder. “Come on. We’ve got class.”

I push open the door and look left and right. The hallway is completely empty, letting me know the bell has rung, and I’m now late. But as we exit the boys’ locker room, my stomach begins to knot because what they did isn’t making any sense. Wouldn’t they love making me walk the crowded halls in wet clothing? Wouldn’t they enjoy the students laughing at me? Videoing me? The kids here always have their phones glued to their fingers. I wouldn’t be surprised if someone recorded them taking me into the locker room to begin with.

I take the towel and run it over my hair to absorb the excess water dripping over my shoulder before placing it in the bag as well.

“Here you are,” she says, coming to a stop in front of my class.

“Thanks for everything.”

She grabs my hands. “It’ll be okay. I promise you. They’ll get tired and move on.” Neither one of us believes that bullshit. “Let’s have a girls’ night tonight?” she offers. “I’ll come over, and we can watch a movie. Pop some popcorn and drink a bottle of wine—”

“I think that sounds nice.” I interrupt her, not even needing her to finish the idea of a girls’ night.

 


Chapter Seven

HENLEY

LACEY HAS BECOME one of my best friends in a matter of days. She’s also still my only friend at the moment.

She was born in a small town in Colorado. When she was three, her mother ran with her to Texas to escape an abusive husband. It turned out, her father found them and killed her mother before turning the gun on himself, so she was put into the system at the age of six. She’s on her sixth home and plans on running the moment she graduates.

I feel sorry for her. For Brenda. For all the boys and girls out there who feel like they are alone. That they have no one to turn to. To help them. To love them.

I haven’t spoken to Jamie since I used Datson. She’s ignoring me, and a part of me knew that’s how it would go. I’m beginning to think she never believed me. That maybe she just told me all that shit to make me feel better at the time. Who the fuck knows. I no longer care. I’m over it. I didn’t come back to be her friend. Or for her support.

The week has gone by slow as shit. I keep to myself but refuse to look at my feet when I walk. The girls point at me and laugh. The boys just give me death glares. Thankfully, there haven’t been any condoms or lube in my locker. The boys who I once considered my friends are smarter than that. More calculated. They have a plan, and it doesn’t include such juvenile things. I’m on high alert all the time, though, because I sure as fuck don’t trust them. I’m a threat to them. Damn right, I fucking am!

It’s officially Friday, and the hallways and classrooms are covered in red and black banners to show team spirit for the football team tonight. They have a home game. Apparently, they’re 4-0 this season. Big surprise there.

Not.

I’m bent down, placing my books in my locker when I hear “Triggered” by Chase Atlantic being played. I look over my shoulder to see Dax coming down the hall with his cell in his hand. He has the song playing on it at full blast. Everyone quiets and watches him walk by. He has his Gucci shades over his eyes, but I feel his eyes on me. This is my warning.

The song.

The words.

It’s him telling me in front of the school that they’re all going to come after me.

I stand to my full height, which I hate is only five feet five, and slam my locker shut. Turning to face him, I watch him walk past me, fisting my hands. Anger fills every inch of me, and hatred boils to the surface. “Dax?” I call out.

He comes to a stop and slowly turns to face me. The corners of his lips turn up, and my heart pounds in my chest.

“Yeah, sweets?” He calls me by the nickname he gave me after our first kiss. It just infuriates me more.

“Go fuck yourself.” My words are just as shaky as my fists are.

Audible gasps fill the hallway. I hate everyone else as much as them. They act as if I should bow to these motherfuckers and lick their shoes.

My words grant me a full-blown smile, showing off his impeccable white teeth. His tongue darts out to run across his lips seductively. He moves, walking back toward me, and my shoulders stiffen, but I don’t step back. Not here. Not in front of these kids. I refuse to look scared of this monster.

He comes to a stop as the song ends. He locks his screen and slips it in the front pocket of his jeans. He reaches up and takes a piece of my hair and starts to twirl it around his finger. I’m panting at his closeness, but I must remind myself that he won’t touch me here. He won’t hurt me in the open. No. He’ll do it like he did Brenda—when I’m alone and vulnerable. And when he makes his move, I’ll be ready.

“I’d rather fuck you, sweets,” he says loudly for all to hear. My teeth clench. “And I always get what I want.”

“Even if you have to force it,” I state.

The smile drops off his face, and his body goes rigid. “I don’t have to force myself on anyone.” He steps close to me, pressing his body into mine. He grips my hair in his hand and yanks my head back. Lowering his head to my ear, he whispers, “They’re all fucking sluts. Just like you are. Remember how easily you spread your legs for me?”

“Dax?”

He lets go of me and takes a step back as Scout calls out his name. Dax looks over my shoulder, and I spin around to see him coming toward us with Law and Rellik on either side of him. They’re drilling holes into me.

“Everyone get the fuck out,” Scout orders.

Lockers slam shut. Shoes squeak on the floor as kids scatter to the nearest exit. I stand my ground. “I’m not afraid of you,” I say through gritted teeth.

Scout laughs at that. “Well, you never were all that smart.”

I charge at him, but Dax grabs the back of my shirt and slams my back into the lockers. His body presses into mine. “I’m getting fucking tired of you …”

“Why don’t you get rid of me? Like you did Brenda?” I arch a brow, poking the bear. I’m playing with fire, knowing that if I get too close, I’ll end up being ashes. But I can’t stop.

“Calm down, man.” Scout slaps him on the back a couple of times in some sort of Morse code. Some understanding that he’ll get his chance at me. Just not here.

Dax steps back from me. His chest heaves as he breathes fire. I’ve hit a nerve. Good. I want to break him. Every man can fall. It just takes a strong woman to do it, and I’m her.

Without another word, they all walk away from me and out the door.

“Henley?”

I look over to see Lacey running toward me. “Are you okay?”

“Fine,” I growl, throwing my backpack over my shoulder, knowing that I need to up my game. Dax is close. He wants to make his move and hurt me. Possibly kill me. He knows that I’m the only one in this town who can take him down because I saw him that night. I know everything. He won’t stand by and wait like the others are telling him to do.

“Are you sure?” she asks, pushing her glasses up her nose.

I ignore her. “What are you doing tonight?”

She frowns as if worried that I changed the subject. “I need to study—”

“We’re going out,” I interrupt her.

“Where to?”

Where it all began. “Death Valley.”

 

 

 

 


Chapter Eight

HENLEY

“WHY ARE WE here?” she asks as I turn onto Spring Valley Boulevard. Spring has been blacked out with black spray paint and above it now reads Death.

“Because the guys will be here after the game.” This is their hangout on the weekend.

She sighs heavily.

I pull through the open gate, looking around the vast property crowded with vehicles. Trucks have their tailgates down with ice chests sitting on them. Cars have their trunks open, and Jeeps have their tops off.

“I’ve never been here,” she states as I pull up next to a white Range Rover.

“Never?” That’s not a total surprise. This place isn’t for girls like her.

She shakes her head.

A man dressed in black pants and a black shirt runs by us wearing a white mask and red contacts. She shrieks, jumping into my side to get away from him.

“Come on.” The front double doors are open. We step into a grand foyer. A staircase runs up the middle of the large space and then splits off to either side. It reminds me of Beauty and the Beast. Before he turned back into a prince and everything was shiny again.

“This place gives me the creeps,” she whispers. “It …” She sniffs. “Smells like death.”

“There’s an urban legend that it’s haunted.”

“Haunted? By whom?”

“The boys who died that night.” I take her hand. “Come on. He’ll be fighting soon.” I drag her farther into the castle as she sighs.

She comes to a stop as her phone begins to ring in her pocket. She pulls it out and bites her bottom lip nervously. “I have to take this; it’s my foster brother.”

I nod, and she walks away, answering it. She told me last week that five of them currently live in their foster home, and I think she has to play mom to all of them. I run my hands along the wall. The wallpaper has been peeled off, and there are holes throughout. Not to mention the smell. Lacey was right. I make my way up the stairs and down the long hallway. Pieces of the walls are missing. A girl fell out of a second-story window two summers ago and broke both of her legs while on an acid trip. It was not a good day for her.

The only reason we party here is because it’s twenty-five miles from the closest town. The cops don’t bother us, but that also means if there is a problem and we have to call 911, it takes the paramedics a while to reach us.

I squeeze between the couples who are making out on either side of the hallway and walk into a room.

I find myself walking into the chapel even though my mind is screaming not to do it. This is where it happened. It’s as if I’ve come full circle. The room looks the same as it did then. The stained glass has been broken out, allowing the full moon to shine in. It’s the only light in this room.

I walk over to the corner where I saw Brenda lying on the ground. Where Dax killed her.

A noise behind me has me spinning around, but I come to a quick stop when I see something. No, someone. They’re up on the stage crouched down with their forearms on their thighs. It’s Scout. I can feel it.

He wears black jeans, unlaced combat boots, and a black hoodie. It’s up over his head. I can’t see his eyes, but I know he’s staring right at me. He has a mask on. Its lit-up blue. An X marks both of his eyes, and lines across his lips look like stitches.

My spine tingles, and my thighs tighten. It’s like an imaginary rat is crawling up my back. I want to shout and jump around to try to shove it off, but I don’t.

Slowly, he rises as though he has all the time in the world and jumps off the platform. He stalks to me, closing the space between us.

I quickly look around to see that I’m still alone. I should have never left Lacey. Swallowing, I find my voice. “Scout.”

He comes to a stop before me, and I tilt my head to look up at him. My palms sweat, and my knees shake.

He says nothing but tilts his masked face.

I look around quickly. “I, uh...”

“Henley.” He whispers so softly, and I wonder if I imagined it.

I take a stumbling step back. My body is shivering. “I should be going...” I turn to leave, but I’m brought to a stop when his hands grip my hips, and he yanks me back.

His arm snakes around my waist, holding me in place. “Stay. It’s about to get interesting, baby.”

“What...?”

I look up to see the other three guys dressed the same as him enter the room. But they have weapons. The one on the far right—which has to be Law, judging by his height—has a baseball bat over his shoulder. The one in the middle, I’m guessing is Rellik, holds a knife fisted in his left hand. And the one on the far left, who I know without a doubt is Dax, has a chain wrapped around his fist. It’s so long it puddles at his feet.

My breathing picks up. Scout’s free hand comes up to wrap around my neck. I gasp.

“How do you like it, Hen?”

“W... what?” My voice shakes. To my surprise, none of them laugh at me.

“Sex,” he clarifies. “How do you like to be fucked?”

Panic grips my chest, and I try to shove him off, but he’s too strong.

“If I remember correctly, you like it rough,” he whispers in my ear.

“Please.” I bite my bottom lip before it slips out again. “Scout ...”

“If you’re going to beg, then you’ll do it from your knees.” He shoves me forward, and the force has me tripping over my feet. My hands slap the dirt-covered concrete along with my knees. I cry out from the pain that shoots up my arms and legs.

“We all prefer pain more than pleasure.” I hear Dax say.

“Well ...” Law chuckles. “Their pain gives us pleasure.”

I snap my head up and blow the loose strands from my slick face.

Dax steps forward, and before I can move, he has wrapped the chain around my neck and pulls me forward, momentarily cutting off my air. He yanks me to my feet, and I slam into his body. His mask-covered face is staring down into mine.

I suck in a shaky breath and grip the chain in my fists, trying to get it off, but it’s pointless.

“A bitch should always be on a leash,” he says. “On her knees ready and willing.”

I lift my knee, connecting with his balls, and he drops the chain. As he hits his knees, I run out of the room and down the dark hall. Reaching up, I remove the chain from around my neck and toss it to the ground. I turn a corner and scream out when I slam into someone.

“Are you okay?” a woman asks me.

“Fine.” I breathe, quickly looking over my shoulder to see if they have chased me.

“Are you sure?” She goes on.

I nod quickly and turn back to face her. She looks older than me, but not by much. Her long dark hair is down and curled in big waves. She wears a red long-sleeve shirt with the sleeves pushed up. My eyes catch sight of a scar that runs along her forearm. My eyes instantly snap up to hers, hoping she didn’t catch me staring. Her green eyes look me over with worry.

“Looks like you’ve seen a ghost,” another woman says, coming up beside her. The blonde with blue eyes crosses her arms over her chest. Her eyes go to the ceiling. “I imagine there are a lot in this place.” She smiles as if she likes that thought.

“Yeah,” I breathe. “I guess.”

“Another reason we should get the fuck out of here.” A guy comes up behind her and wraps his arms around her shoulders and pulls her back to his front.

“Give it up, Deke. We’re staying,” the blonde tells him, rolling her eyes, but she doesn’t push him away. The rock on her ring finger lets me know he’s either her husband or this is where she brings her side piece. Noticing his ring confirms it’s her husband.

“This place is identical to Silence,” another man growls, coming to stand next to the brunette. “Boring and uneventful. At least this place was free.”

She looks up at him and smiles. “Can you try to pretend you want to be here?”

“No,” he replies flatly.

The guy looks like he wants to punch someone in the throat. His blue eyes are narrowed on nothing in particular, and his plump lips are set in a hard line.

She turns to face him fully. “I want to be here. Isn’t that good enough?” she asks, placing her arms up and around his neck.

He looks down at her, and his hard lines soften just a tad, but he doesn’t answer her.

“Henley?”

I spin around at the sound of my name to see Lacey running toward me. “Where did you go? I was worried sick about you.” She comes to a stop and looks at the two couples I ran into. “Oh,” she says, looking back and forth between them. “Hello. I’m Lacey.” She reaches out her right hand.

“Hi. I’m Austin …”

I grab Lacey’s outreached hand and yank it back. We don’t have time for this. The guys are still here somewhere, and it’s apparent they plan to fuck with me tonight. “We gotta go,” I announce and yank her away from them.

“Where were you?” she asks once we’re away from them.

I look over my shoulder to see if the guys have followed me. All I see are the couples, and now a third one has joined them. “The guys ... They—”

“What?” she interrupts. “What did they do?”

“I ...” deep breath, rubbing my sore neck. “They ...”

Music begins to pound so loud it shakes the dirty walls. I flinch and place my hands over my ears. “What the fuck?” I shout.

“Come on,” she yells and grabs my hand, yanking me down the hall. We come to the end and step out onto a balcony. Looking down on the first floor, I see an arena type structure. It’s the cafeteria where the boys once gathered for breakfast, lunch, and dinner. It’s one of the largest rooms here at Death Valley. It’s also where I sat the night Scout brought me inside after he found me lying on the lawn. They’ve cleared it all out for the fights.

A man stands in the middle dressed in a pair of stained jeans and a white wifebeater. The music changes to “Shoots and Ladders” by Korn, and I stiffen as a figure steps into the center.

It’s Scout.

He removes his mask, then his hoodie, and tosses them both over to Law. A crowd begins to form.

“What’s going on?” Lacey asks.

“He’s about to fight,” I answer. “That’s the only reason we come here. To fuck, fight, or get high.”

The guy in the center with the microphone smiles as he spins around in a circle. “Welcome to hell!”

Everyone explodes in cheering him on.

“There you go, Cole.”

I look over to my left to see the two couples have come over to see what’s going on.

“This is your kind of place,” the guy who holds hands with the blonde says.

“You’re not fighting. Not here. Not tonight,” the brunette tells her husband. “You’ll kill them.”

The guy I now know as Cole cracks a smile. “It would make this place more tolerable.”

“No,” both girls say in unison.

The other guy laughs, shaking his head. “Where the fuck did Shane go?” he asks, taking a quick look behind us.

“You know Shane,” the blonde says. “He and Brynn are probably fucking in a room somewhere.”

I swallow the knot that instantly forms in my throat at that thought. It makes a chill run up my spine. Just like that night I watched Dax fuck Brenda in the room I had just been standing in.

I stumble down the hall, carrying my drink in one hand. I blink rapidly, trying to clear my blurry vision. Fuck, what did I take? That pill is fucking with me.

“Dax …” I hear a girl laugh.

A-ha. I told Scout he was here. I slide my free hand along the wall. This place was once a gorgeous palace, but now it’s nothing but a dirty shack. The walls have holes and burn marks on them from the fire.

I come to the chapel as I hear her again. “I’m not in the mood.”

“I am.” A male’s voice chuckles.

“Dax … what …?” Her words are cut off.

Walking in, I stumble to a stop.

A girl lies in the corner with her skirt pushed up to her waist. One hand is pressed over her mouth, another around her neck. Her arms flail aimlessly in the air. A man I know well straddles her. His hips thrust forward over and over. He has a baseball cap on that she manages to push off.

I stand paralyzed. Blinking, I try to comprehend what I’m seeing. He doesn’t stop, but she does. Her arms drop to her side, and her body stops fighting.

He thrusts one more time and then gets up off her. She lies there, and I see a pair of panties ripped on the floor next to her. He picks them up and places them in his pocket. He removes the condom and tosses it to the corner.

I get a look at her face. It’s Brenda Nash. I know her from school.

He bends down and pulls her skirt down over her exposed thighs. Then he turns to face me. He stops when he sees me. Our eyes meet, and I blink. My face feels wet. Am I crying? I can’t move. My feet feel cemented to the floor. I realize I’ve dropped my drink when I bring both hands to cover my mouth.

“Dax,” I manage to get out.

He storms over to me. Wrapping his hand around my neck, he shoves my back into the nearest wall. I can’t fight him. The drugs too strong. My body too weak at the moment.

He smiles down at me like he’s happy I caught him. As if he wanted an audience. “This is our little secret,” he says, lowering his head on my neck and inhaling my scent.

I shake uncontrollably against him.

“Or you’ll be next.” With that, he lets go of me and exits the room.

I fall to my knees, unable to stand anymore. “Brenda?” I cry out. She isn’t moving. I crawl to her and shake her small body. “Brenda? Wake up.”

I dig my cell out of my pocket and dial 911.

 

I had rushed out of the room and out of the building. I didn’t want him to come back and catch me on the phone with the cops. So instead, I waited for them out on the lawn. Once they arrived, I showed them to the chapel. But to my surprise, her body was gone. But the condom was there. Later in court, it was said that the condom did, in fact, have both Brenda and Dax’s DNA, but it did not prove rape or murder. Plus, Dax confessed that he had slept with her, but she had still been very much alive when he walked away.

It was utter bullshit!

“You okay?” Lacey asks, placing her hands on my shoulder.

I jump but recover quickly. “Yeah.”

I look down to see Scout standing in the middle of the room. Blood covers his hands, chest, and face. It’s not his. The other guy lies face down, knocked out. The crowd is chanting his name. He turns and looks up at me like he feels my stare. And he smirks.

I step back and look at Lacey. “Let’s go.” I’ve had enough of memory lane tonight. Coming here wasn’t going to accomplish anything except for them playing with me like a toy.

Scout

I watch Henley turn and walk away. My smile widens. My girl thinks she can take us on. I know what she’s doing. It’s not going to work, but I’ll give her time. I’ll let her think she has a chance at beating me.

My eyes slide to the right, and I spot two guys I know. Everyone knows them—the Great White Sharks. Cole and Deke moved here from Oregon. A lot of kids at my high school have older brothers and sisters who attend UT, so word of them spread like wildfire when they started at the University of Texas last year.

There are several rumors about them, and their story sounds similar to the one Henley fabricated. The only difference is Dax really is innocent. He didn’t rape Brenda, and he sure as hell didn’t kill her. I have a feeling that they did exactly what they were accused of but were smart about it. I know if I ever kill someone, there would be no evidence left behind to convict me. No. I’d bury that body deeper than a man could dig. And I’d frame someone else to take the fall. Because I’ve seen my father do it a hundred times in his business.

Always tie up loose ends.

He taught me. And Henley is a big loose end that I would love to tie to my bed, but that’s not an option. No. I’ll have to get creative with her.

“Here you go.” Matthew Hope hands me a wad of cash. “It’s all there.”

“I trust you,” I say. He knows if a dollar is missing, I’ll take it out on his face.

He walks over to the guy I knocked the fuck out and grabs his arms. Pulling him out of the center of the makeshift arena, he gets ready for the next fight.

I walk over to the side where my friends stand. Dax has his arms crossed over his chest, looking up at the balcony. “What do you think they’re doing here?” he asks.

“Who?” Law follows his line of sight.

“The Sharks.” Dax growls. “Think they’re here to fight?”

“No.” I snort. According to Deke’s social media pages, his friend Cole likes to fight. All you have to do is type in his name and videos pop up of him kicking other guys’ asses. If you ask me, the guy has some major anger issues.

“Maybe they came to watch you,” Rellik adds.

“Doubtful.” I pull my shirt up and over my head. “Come on. We accomplished what we wanted.”

“You think she’s sticking with her plan?” Law asks, knowing I’m referring to Henley.

“Yeah. She’s not going to give up that easily.” I hope. Otherwise, there’s no fun in what we’re doing.

I’ve known her all my life. She wasn’t raised to be a quitter, and that’s what we’re counting on.

She may believe in God, but he cannot save her from this hell. Down here, we all worship without the need for redemption.

To be continued …
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Blurb

 

Hood River was supposed to be the change I needed.

A fresh start.

An escape from my painful past.

Better in every way.

 

I’m a popular guy. Approachable. I make friends easily.

Cool car. Nice clothes. Good attitude.

Everything will be fine.

 

School is school.

I’ll keep my head down until graduation and try not to stick out.

College will be here before I know it.

 

Yet my first day proves to be anything but easy.

The Hood River Hoodlums—our school’s most notorious group of bad boys—have put a target on my back.

Their leader, Roan, hates me.

He calls me Rat.

To him and his friends, I’m a loser who doesn’t belong at their school.

 

I could pretend I don’t care about their hate.

If only Roan wasn’t so hot.

He’s mean, cruel, and sexy as hell.

My nemesis is impossible to ignore…and a secret part of me doesn’t want to.

 

Here I thought being gay was the worst of my problems.

Turns out, being gay and crushing on your enemy takes the cake.

 

 

 


Chapter One

Hollis

GUILT IS A ravenous beast. One I tend to feed on the daily. Not because I want to, but because it demands it. With every sad smile my mother gives me and each emotional meltdown of one of my little sisters, the beast begs to be fed.

I did this to them.

I ruined my mother and uprooted my sisters.

I’m a selfish, selfish boy.

A shudder ripples through me as my father’s words repeat inside my head. You ripped apart this family, son. You.

I’m gay.

Being gay shouldn’t be a problem. This isn’t some era or a foreign country where this isn’t deemed acceptable. It’s on television, movies, commercials, and books. Friends and teachers and family. Someone is gay. No big deal.

But to Dr. English, Vermont’s most revered surgeon, being gay was an embarrassment. Having his oldest child come out to his school and it make its way to the hospital where Dad works was the shock of his life. Never mind the fact that Vermont is really accepting of gays. It was my father who was not. Rather than being a normal fucking human about it, Dad blew up in the worst way. Threatened to kick me out. To disown me. To take away my car, my trust fund, my college savings.

Yet…he was unsuccessful.

Mom stood in front of me and took his wrath. Chose me over him. Ended a twenty-year marriage because protecting her son was more important than protecting her marriage.

I love her for that.

I also hate me for that.

She shouldn’t have had to choose. She shouldn’t have had to leave her cushy life as a surgeon’s wife to move out west to Oregon. Away from her friends. Away from her life. Away from everything. Sure, we could have stayed and continued our life there without Dad, but Mom said she needed the support of her sister.

“What’s wrong, honey?” she asks, sipping from her coffee mug, her hip propped against the countertop in my aunt Karen’s kitchen.

I stiffen, hating that she caught me deep in my self-loathing thoughts. She’s so perceptive, so normally I do everything in my power to keep that from her. My mother has enough to worry about with Charlotte and Penny.

“Nothing, Mom,” I tell her with a bright smile. “Just thinking about school.”

She sets her mug down and walks over to me. Her fingers ruffle my dark blond hair that matches hers exactly. “I can read you better than I can read myself. You’re nervous.”

“Yeah,” I lie. “New school, new friends. It’ll be fine.”

Her lips press together. “I can try and get you in the private school, but you insist on public. I can manage a way to pay for it.”

But she can’t.

Again, because of me.

Mom now works as a bank teller and we live with Aunt Karen until she can get on her feet. Dad will eventually have to pay obligatory child support and alimony, but it’s not enough for Mom to buy us a house and pay for private school. And until the divorce goes through, she’s scraping by just to feed us.

“I swear,” I assure her. “It’ll be fine.” This time, I mean it. I came from a school where I was well-liked and popular. Most of my friends I had since kindergarten. I’m an easygoing guy and tend to make friends without having to try too hard. That’s not what I’m worried about.

I’m worried about Mom.

“Promise me you’ll let me know if the academics aren’t what they should be. I want you to still have all the same opportunities you had back home.”

“The academics are better at Hood River,” Aunt Karen says in her no-nonsense principal voice. “We’ve gone over this, Kelsey.”

Mom sighs and steps away, shaking her head at her sister. “I know. I’m just worried. They’re starting in the middle of the school year.”

“Garrett knew what he was doing when he gave you that ultimatum,” Aunt Karen tells her gently, stroking her fingers through Mom’s blond hair. “And my strong sister stood up to him, even if it meant a little chaos for her children. You did the right thing.”

Once again, the guilt threatens to drown me.

“Hollis is the most resilient kid I know.” Aunt Karen smiles fondly at me. “And if anyone gives you grief, I’ll give them detention.” She shrugs and chuckles as though she’s teasing, but we both know she’s not. I’m not sure having my aunt as the principal is a good thing or a bad thing.

“I really will be okay.” I give them both a reassuring grin. “Four months and I’ll graduate. I’ve got this.”

As they set to preparing breakfast for my little sisters, I flip through my phone. Dad canceled our phone plan, so Mom got us new ones once we got to Hood River. I had to input all my old friends and text them from my new number. Some haven’t responded back and I don’t know what to make of that.

This will just have to be a fresh start. I’ll skim through the next four months unnoticed and when I go off to college, I can be the Hollis I was meant to be. Guilt-free and gay. At Hood River, I plan to be invisible Hollis.

“My hair won’t act right,” Charlotte wails as she stomps into the kitchen. Her blond hair is sleek pulled back in a ponytail and doesn’t look bad, so I don’t know what her deal is.

“You look beautiful,” Mom assures her.

“I look gross and no one will want to be my friend.” She turns on the waterworks, making my mom’s shoulders hunch with defeat. It kills me.

“Toughen up, Char,” Aunt Karen barks out. “If you go into middle school crying, they’re going to make fun of you. Your hair is beautiful and so are you. That’s enough.”

Mom winces at Aunt Karen’s harsh delivery, but she doesn’t correct her. This only makes Charlotte cry harder. I don’t remember being so emotional in the eighth grade.

“My iPad is broken,” Penny complains, walking into the kitchen shoeless and still half asleep. At twelve, she’s more worried about her stupid apps than school.

“Your iPad is going to go into the trash if you don’t get ready for school right now,” Mom threatens, pointing upstairs.

Penny pouts and stomps off.

“Right,” I say with a sigh. “Who wants a ride to school?”

“I’ll take the girls to their schools,” Aunt Karen says. “Just get yourself settled in. When you get there, ask for Ms. Sommers. She’s the counselor and will have your schedule. If you need anything during the day, come see me.”

After kissing my mom and hugging my aunt, I slip back to my bedroom. It’s Aunt Karen’s office, but we were able to add a twin bed to give me my own space. My mom took one of Aunt Karen’s guest rooms and the girls share the other. Since this is all my fault, sleeping on a twin crammed behind a computer desk feels fair.

Especially since I kept my car.

I’m both relieved and sickened. On one hand, it’ll be nice driving my 2018 Ford Mustang GT Coupe to school and not having to rely on my aunt to get me there. On the other hand, though, it was a gift from my father, which leaves a bad taste in my mouth. When I turned eighteen last fall, he paid cash for it and put it in my name. Some rite of passage being a man bullshit. Whatever the reason, it kept him from being able to take it away when we left. Insurance is fucking expensive, but I’ll get a job and worry about that later.

“Everything will be fine,” I mutter to myself as I glance at the mirror Aunt Karen hung on the wall in an effort to make the office feel more like a bedroom. At least I look nice. It’s not like I’m some loser going to a new school who’ll get bullied. I’m Hollis English. All-American boy with a happy smile and a friendly attitude. Teachers love me. Students want to be me.

It’s fine.

Totally fine.

Though I’d wanted to go for comfort—a hoodie and sweats—I decided on something more reasonable to make a first impression. Dark slacks. Dress shoes. Button-up shirt. I’d thought about grabbing a tie, but then wondered if it would seem too preppy. At the last minute, I decide preppy is fine if I want my teachers to take me seriously so I can get the scholarships I need. I can’t rely on Dad anymore. I snag a deep purple tie from the closet and quickly put it on like my father taught me. With my dark blond hair styled neatly and my approachable smile affixed, I deem that I look better than good for my first day of school.

Plus, my tie nearly matches my car, and that’s a small win I’ll take for the day.

Letting out a heavy sigh, I grab my gray pea coat, my black leather Michael Kors messenger bag, and the keys to the ’Stang.

I’m fine.

This is fine.

_______________

My new high school is insanely different than my prep school back home. For one, there are hardly any cars in the parking lot. Everyone at South Burlington Prep drove. And most of them drove something equally expensive to mine, though theirs was probably more snowy weather appropriate in comparison. Either I’m really early, or there are twelve people who drive.

A bout of nerves makes my stomach clench painfully. I’ve been having these pains when I’m stressed. Like someone grabs my stomach and squeezes it. A few times, I’ve even puked over it. Mom says it’s nerves and for her sake, I try not to tell her anymore. She looks sick herself anytime I mention it and the last thing I need to do is make my mother sick.

I park on the first row between an old Ford Explorer with the paint peeling off and a gray minivan. I still have twenty minutes before school starts, so maybe more kids will show up and fill up the parking lot. As I get out of my car, I cringe slightly noticing how obnoxious my vehicle looks in comparison.

I’m just grabbing my messenger bag from the backseat when a car door slams. I dart my eyes up to find a guy in front of the Explorer staring at me. His eyes look black and wild, and coupled with the cigarette hanging out of his mouth and shaved head, he looks borderline criminal.

“Nice purple car,” he says, his tone mocking, his cigarette bouncing between his lips.

“Uh, thanks.” My voice sounds high. Nervous.

“Wasn’t a compliment.”

The guy starts walking toward the school, flicking his cigarette into the grass, when the other car door slams. I drag my stare from the wannabe convict to another guy. Rather than bored and slightly unhinged, like the first guy, this guy looks pissed.

Dark brown hair that’s grown out long enough to hang over one of his intense eyes. Flaring nostrils. Sharp jawline that clenches. All that aggression is directed my way, but couldn’t possibly be for me considering I literally just got out of my car and have never met the guy.

I look over my shoulder to see who he could possibly be glaring at. When I find no one, I realize all that boiling hatred is for me.

Fucking great.

“Hi,” I squeak out, hating how much of a pussy I sound like. “I’m Hollis.”

“Don’t care.”

He walks off and I gape after him. What the hell was that all about? The guy is wearing the outfit I wanted to wear—black sweats, white tennis shoes, and a gray hoodie. It’s too cold not to be wearing a coat, but he doesn’t seem bothered by it.

I shoulder my bag and lock my car before hurrying after him. “Hey, man, wait up.”

He stops abruptly. It gives me time to approach him. The guy’s big, at least five inches or so over my five-foot-eleven frame. His shoulders are broad and he looks like he could fuck up someone like me.

Since he won’t turn around, I slowly circle him like one would a rabid animal. Calm. Soft tones. No quick movements.

“I think we got off on the wrong foot for some reason.” My breath comes out in a rush. “Can we start again?”

His head cocks to the side, his hair shifting to reveal a barbell through his eyebrow, and his honey-brown eyes bore into me. I can’t help but squirm under his scrutiny. He takes a step toward me, forcing me to take an awkward step back. His upper lip curls in disgust.

“Are you a teacher?” His deep, sultry voice startles me stupid for all of three seconds.

“W-What? No, I’m just a kid like you—”

“I’m not a fucking kid,” he snaps, his brows furling with anger.

I hold up a hand, hating that I’m already fucking this up. “I just meant…I’m sorry.” My hand shakes and of course he zeroes in on it. Quickly, I shove it into my coat pocket. “I’m new here and just wanted to introduce myself.”

“You did. Now move out of my way.” He takes a threatening step toward me, but I stand my ground this time.

“Listen…” I utter. “I’m not trying to piss you off, I’m—”

He grabs my shoulders roughly and physically moves me to the side. Then, he storms past me and into the building.

What. The. Fuck.

“Oh, man, you screwed up,” a voice calls out as he trots my way. “Take note, new guy, don’t piss him off.”

I slouch and scrub my palm along my cheek in frustration. “I didn’t mean to. I was just introducing myself. Trying to make a friend. You know, be a normal human being.”

He snorts. “Spoiler alert, everyone here sucks. Except me. And apparently you. The name’s Gio Montoya.”

I size him up quickly. Dark hair. Glasses. Small gap in his front two teeth. He’s dressed nicely, albeit a little nerdy, but he’s friendly.

“Hollis English. Moved here from Vermont.”

“Welcome to Hell, Hollis.” He grins. “Joke!”

I can’t help but laugh. “Joke’s on me. I was not expecting this.”

“Expect the unexpected around here. And stay away from guys like Roan Hirsch.”

Roan.

The psychopath’s name is Roan.

A tiny thrill shoots through me knowing I now have his name despite him refusing to give it. It’s a nice name for a not-so-nice guy.

“Don’t worry,” I grumble. “I’ve learned my lesson.”

“His minions are just as bad. Avoid them at all costs. Terrence, Jordy, and Cal. Jordy, though, he’s a mean ass motherfucker. Touch his stupid car out there and he’ll break your nose. Just ask my buddy Richie.”

“Thought you said you were the only one who didn’t suck around here. What about Richie?”

Gio’s features darken. “Richie’s mom moved him the fuck out of here after that fight. I’m telling you. The Hoodlums are vicious.”

Hoodlums?

“Right,” I say with an exasperated sigh. “I’ll stay away. Gladly. Can you show me to Ms. Sommers? I need to pick up my schedule and figure out where the hell I need to go.”

“Ms. Sommers?” Gio waggles his brows. “She’s so damn hot. It’d be my honor, man.”

So today got off to a bad start.

No big deal.

Everything is going to be okay.

That lie feels extra sour in my stomach today.

 

 


Chapter Two

Roan

“YOU HAVE TO come,” Sidney pleads, twirling a strand of her silky brown hair. “I know we’re broken up or whatever.” She rolls her eyes as though she doesn’t believe it. “But we can still be friends. You know it wouldn’t be Campfire Chaos without the Hoodlums.”

“I have shit to do,” I lie, ignoring her no matter how much she tries to shove her tits in my face.

“Ugh,” she hisses, shoving my shoulder. “When did you become such an asshole?”

I snap my head her way and narrow my stare. Sidney tries too fucking hard. She’s been whoring herself out to the whole student body since at least the eighth grade. I would kill Roux if she even looked at a boy.

My little sister is never allowed to turn into Sidney.

Fucking never.

“I said I have shit to do.” I lift a brow, waiting for her to challenge me.

The bell for second hour rings, making several people drop into their seats.

“Maybe I’ll just ask the new guy,” she sneers, turning back in her seat to text someone.

Her comment boils my blood and not in the way I’m sure she hoped. I’m not jealous. Fuck no. I’m pissed. Who the hell was that guy rolling up in his Mustang like he was fucking royalty?

Mr. Henley starts to work out a problem on the white board even though no one is paying any attention. Two minutes in, the door creaks open.

Mustang Motherfucker walks in, making my skin burn. He has a forced smile affixed on his pretty-boy face and he saunters into the room as though it’s no big deal to be dropped into this school. My school. He looks like the kind of guy who’s used to being the big man on campus. I’d enjoy the fuck out of knocking him down a few pegs.

“Sorry,” the guy says. “I got mixed up on where I was supposed to go.”

“Not a problem, young man. Find a seat.” Mr. Henley waves him off as he goes back to his equation.

The new guy—Hollis—glances around the room, looking for a place. Our eyes meet and he freezes, his smile slightly falling. He quickly darts his blue eyes away from mine and rushes to the seat in front of Sidney. She must find him cute—or the prospect of making me jealous—because she leans forward and taps him on the shoulder.

I’m still glaring at him when Mr. Henley says my name.

“Mr. Hirsch,” he says again, finally dragging my attention to him.

“What?”

The whole class sniggers.

“Don’t what me? I want you to come solve this problem.”

I stare at the board in irritation. Fuck no. I don’t know how to do that shit.

“Pass,” I grumble.

“Which is exactly what you won’t be doing if you don’t get up here and attempt this problem.”

Hollis glances over his shoulder at me, a frown on his face.

“Look somewhere else,” I snap.

He jerks his head around, but I don’t miss the way his neck blazes crimson.

“That’s enough,” Mr. Henley grumbles. “Apologize to this young man.”

I snort. “No.”

“Son, I will not have you—”

“I am not your son.” I pin Mr. Henley with a dark glare that has him taking a step back.

He huffs in exasperation. “Get out.”

Unbelievable.

“Hirsch, I said go,” he barks. “To the office. Now.”

I stand with an exaggerated sigh and storm up the aisle. The preppy new fucker has some fancy bag on his desk. For some reason, I make a stupid decision my dad would be proud of and shove it off the side of the desk.

“What the fuck?” Hollis howls.

“Both of you!” Mr. Henley yells. “Out of my class. I will not tolerate these disruptions.”

I cast an amused look over my shoulder at Hollis. His features go from angry to surprised to horrified. I’m quite pleased with myself by the time I make it into the hallway. It’s stupid to continually get kicked out of class, but it sure beats doing the schoolwork. I start down the hall and then footsteps follow after me.

“My laptop is in my bag,” Hollis tells me snippily as he approaches.

I turn on my heel and glower at him, forcing him to stop right in front of me. “So?”

“So, it’s expensive.”

It annoys the fuck out of me that he’s barely been at this school half a day and I’ve already encountered him flaunting his money twice now.

“Get the fuck out of my face,” I sneer.

He gapes at me. “What is your problem with me, man?”

“I don’t associate with your kind.”

My words hit their intended target because he flinches. His blue eyes flash me a wounded look before he averts his gaze. I scrutinize him openly for a moment since he’s standing right in fucking front of me. Shorter than me but built enough that he might take me in a fight. Dark blond hair that makes him appear sort of innocent. And sad eyes. How the hell a rich kid who drives a purple Mustang could be sad is beyond me. If I were rich, I’d be happy as fuck.

He’s a rich prick and I’m me.

Our kinds don’t play nicely together.

I shove past him, clipping his shoulder. He lets out an annoyed groan. Stalking down the hall, I try not to think about how pissed Ms. Frazier will be. Last time I got sent to her office, I thought she was going to skin me alive. As soon as I make it to the front office, I smirk at Miss Fields, the office secretary. She’s young—fresh out of college. My buddy Cal is positive he’s going to fuck her before the year is over.

“Frazier,” I clip out to her.

Miss Fields gives me a snooty once-over. “Have a seat. She’s with another student.”

I plop down in one of my usual chairs as Hollis enters. Her face lights up at seeing him.

“Hey, honey. How’s your first day going so far?” she chirps, smiling fondly at him. “Ms. Sommers said you got into all the classes you wanted.”

Of course she’d love the pretty new boy. If I had to guess, he has a much better chance at fucking Miss Fields than Cal does.

“It’s fine,” he says in a bright voice that doesn’t at all seem defeated like it was moments ago. “Is it supposed to snow today?”

While they start talking about the fucking weather, I slouch in my seat, stretching my long legs out in front of me. We have basketball practice after school and then I have to haul ass to my after school job. Mondays and Wednesdays are always long ones. And now that winter break is over and I’m no longer on vacation, I’m back to work this week.

Ms. Frazier’s door opens and Terrence storms out. I lift my chin at him. We fist bump as he walks by, neither of us saying a word. He’s pissed, though. When Ms. Frazier sees me, she lets out a heavy sigh.

“It wouldn’t be a Monday if I didn’t see all my favorite Hood River boys,” she grumbles. “Were you involved with the vending machine incident?”

“Nope.” I pop the ‘P’ in an obnoxious way that makes her nostrils flare.

“What then?” she demands. Her eyes drift over to Hollis, who’s gone quiet, and she gives him a concerned smile. “Everything going okay?”

He shakes his head, briefly looks over at me, and then forces a smile. “I got kicked out of class.”

Ms. Frazier blinks several times in confusion. “Why?”

“I cursed in class.”

Her face turns red with anger. “And why did you curse in class?”

His eyes dart my way and then he looks at his feet. “I don’t know.”

Ms. Frazier sees right through bullshit, though, and doesn’t believe him. “Roan,” she barks out. “What happened?”

I clench my jaw and shrug.

“Both of you. In my office now. You both know me well enough to know I’m not going to let this go until I have answers.”

How the hell does rich boy know?

It’s his first damn day.

With a huff, I rise to my feet and stalk past her into her office. I plop down in a chair. Hollis takes the one beside me. Where I’m all sprawled out and uncaring, he sits rigid and straight like he’s here for a fucking Harvard interview. Unbelievable.

Ms. Frazier glares our way as she takes her seat. Without missing a beat, she launches into her lecture. “I won’t stand for disrespect at my school. Mr. Henley is fair and only asks that you show up, shut up, and do your work. It’s not that hard. Hollis, you excel at math. The fact you’re getting kicked out of algebra on your first day is uncharacteristic for you.” She hardens her eyes at me. “Roan, what happened?”

I would get mad and accuse her of blaming me of being the perpetrator, but I know better. Ms. Frazier is one of the few people who cares about me. Mom sure as hell doesn’t. Ms. Frazier wants my account because she trusts me with the truth.

“Henley wanted me to do a problem, but I didn’t know how to do it,” I admit with a grumble. “Then he got pissy.”

“And how did Hollis get involved?”

For just fucking being there.

Annoying me.

Looking perfect and rich. Reminding me I’m not.

“I pushed his bag off his desk.” I challenge her with an evil stare.

Her brows crash together. Disappointment. Fuck. I’m screwing this all up. I can’t get on Ms. Frazier’s bad side. She’s too important to my family.

“And you cursed for that reason?” she asks Hollis.

“My laptop is in there,” he says bitterly. “It’s expensive and it’s probably ruined.”

Tattletale. His words boil my blood.

“Fuck off, rat.”

“Roan!” Ms. Frazier bellows, slapping her palm on the desk. “Enough of this.”

I curl up my lip and give Hollis a look of disdain before turning to regard Ms. Frazier with a cool expression. “I’m sorry.”

She rolls her eyes. “No, you’re not. But you’ll be sorry if you have detention.”

I wince at her words. She’s right. I can’t get detention. Detention is after school. I can miss basketball, because even though I love it, it’s not a requirement. My after school job is.

“Listen,” she says, leaning forward. “I need you to be someone Hollis can turn to. He’s new and doesn’t have anyone yet.”

Hollis groans in embarrassment. “Aunt Karen—”

“What?” I snap, frowning at her.

Her lips thin out. “Hollis is my nephew. He doesn’t gain favor because he’s family. You of all people know I’m fair, Roan.”

She’s right, but it’s still annoying as hell.

“I’m not going to give you detention with your friend Terrence, though he could certainly use the help cleaning off the horrible words he wrote on the vending machine,” she tells me. “You have basketball…and everything else.” She lets out a heavy sigh. “I need you to remember to stay focused, okay?”

I let out a defeated sigh. “I get it.”

“You’re not like him.” Her eyes sear into me, but I don’t believe them. I’m more like my father than she’ll ever know.

“Can I go?” I clip out, ending this line of conversation.

“You both can. I don’t want to see either of you in my office again. Make nice with each other. You’re both adults, so act like it.”

 

 


Chapter Three

Hollis

LUNCH TIME USED to be fun. I had friends. Lots of them. Plenty of guys and girls I could sit with. We laughed and joked and talked. Sometimes we studied. Mostly we planned whatever parties were coming up.

It wasn’t like this.

Not even when I came out to everyone that I was gay.

This is weird.

Fucking creepy.

People eye me curiously, but don’t offer a seat. The room almost comes to a hush—the air crackling with electricity as they wait.

Wait for what?

I scan the crowd looking for the kid Gio I met this morning. Nothing. I’m seconds from abandoning lunch altogether when someone sidles up beside me.

“Hey, new guy,” the brunette girl from my algebra class chirps. “Looking for a place to sit?”

She’s pretty. If I were into girls, I’d find her attractive enough to want to date. I can definitely tell she’s interested in me. It’d be smart to come right out and tell her I’m gay so she doesn’t waste her time.

But…

Things are weird around here and I will take what I can get right now. If that means befriending a girl who thinks I’m potential boyfriend material, so be it.

Turning on my charm, I grin at her. “I would love that. This school is bigger than my old one. It’ll take some getting used to. Call me Hollis. And you are?”

“Sidney.” Her green eyes brighten as she grabs my elbow and points. “The girls and I sit right over there. Wave to Wendy.” A girl with blond hair and a big smile waves goofily at us. I wave back. “So let’s get food and talk about the next Campfire Chaos.”

I allow her to lead me to a line. “Campfire Chaos?”

“Everyone who’s anyone goes. It’s something the Hoodlums started when everyone was in middle school and it’s been going strong ever since.”

“We camp?”

She laughs. “Among other things.”

What other things?

“I’ll have to ask my mom.”

Her brows lift as she blinks her long lashes at me. “Aren’t you adorable?” Then her lips part. “Oh, wait. You’re serious? You really have to get permission?”

I cringe at her words. It’s on the tip of my tongue that our family has been going through some shit and I’m just trying to give my mom the respect of asking. Sure, I’m eighteen and can technically do what I want, but I don’t know if she needs me to babysit or has family stuff planned.

“I’ll see, okay?” I say, winking at her.

Her cheeks turn pink and she nods. “Okay. I really want you to come. You can share a tent with me.”

Oh crap.

Back up, Hollis.

Slow your fucking roll here.

“I, uh,” I start, but then I’m shoved out of line. I stumble a few steps and knock into some kid who barks out something in annoyance. When I swivel around, I come face to face with the guy from this morning who was with Roan. The stomach pains I’d been managing just fine come back in full force. I almost double over and have the urge to puke.

“Jordy!” Sidney screeches. “Don’t be an asshole!”

Jordy cracks his neck, his dark, nearly black eyes searing into mine. The guy is a bit bigger than Roan. Meaner too, it would seem. Violence ripples from him and I don’t want any part of it. I’ve never been in a fight in my entire life.

“Back of the line, fuckface,” he sneers, gesturing with a nod of his head in that direction.

“You can’t do this,” Sidney whines, but losing her fire when he peels his stare away from me to glower at her.

He takes a threatening step toward her. My stomach pains and the fear of a fight dissipate as I worry about the girl. I stalk over to him and step in front of her.

“Don’t.” I say the word quietly but laced with warning.

The crowd hushes.

“Or what?” Jordy bites out, bumping his chest to mine.

I want to swipe the spittle off my face, but I’m staring at a venomous snake. One false move and I’ll regret it.

“She’s just a girl,” I grumble.

“And so are you.” His grin is wolfish and evil.

“Let’s go, Hollis,” Sidney utters, grabbing my elbow.

I tug my arm free and don’t take my stare off Jordy. “We were here first. He can’t take our spot in line.” It’s not right.

Jordy laughs. “You have no idea whose goddamn school you walked into, do you?”

“This is my school now too.” I may not say them as vehemently as he does, but there is fire in my words. I believe them. I’m here for just a few months, but I’ll be damned if I let a couple of bullies make my life hell for no reason.

Before Jordy can go off, I feel his presence. Roan. Like a tidal wave of hatred growing so high it blots out the sun before obliterating everything below it. He’s about to crash into me and drown me.

“You heard him. Back of the line, rat. I won’t say it twice.” Roan’s stare is seemingly bored, though I notice the tick of his jaw and the way he has his hand fisted in Jordy’s hoodie.

I could maybe take one. But two? Hell no.

“Whatever. I’m not even hungry.” I shove past them, clipping Roan with my shoulder like he did me and away from the crowd of weak bystanders. Everyone just stood around and watched. No one intervened. That dude was about to kick my ass and no one cared. What’s wrong with these people?

“Hollis, wait,” Sidney calls out.

I ignore her until I get into the hallway outside of the cafeteria. She regards me with a pained expression.

“Are you okay?” she asks, reaching for my hand.

I cross my arms over my chest to avoid contact. “Yeah. Just another shitty thing to add to my already shitty day.” I let out a heavy sigh. This is not me. I don’t feel sorry for myself. Normally, when faced with a craptastic situation, I’d find the good in it. Forever an optimist. But now that we’ve been displaced and I’m in some level of hell, I can’t find it in me to try. “I’m sorry, Sidney.”

“It’s just Jordy being Jordy. He doesn’t hurt girls. That was all show for you.”

I let out a sigh of relief. “I don’t know what their problem is with me.”

“They’re Hoodlums,” she says as if this explains everything. “They’re used to telling people what to do and them listening. Once you get used to them, they grow on you. They’re not bad all the time.”

Another sharp pain seizes my stomach as my skin flushes with a cold sweat.

“I’m going to head to the nurse. I don’t feel so hot.” Not a total lie. I feel like shit, but I’m not going to go to the nurse.

“You know where to find me and Wendy. They’ll leave you alone now,” she promises, but I can tell by the flicker of her green eyes she doesn’t believe it.

I flash her my widest, albeit fakest, grin. “I’ll be back.”

“Oh good. And ask your mom about Campfire Chaos. Friday night after the basketball game, everyone heads over to the river. Cal’s dad owns a campground over there and we have permanent access to part of it. As long as we don’t trash it, he lets us use it. It’s really fun,” she promises. “Everyone drinks and roasts hot dogs. In the summer, we swim. In the winter, we cuddle up and stay warm.” Her smile is flirtatious and hinting of ways we could stay warm.

The thought of sharing a tent with Sidney really makes me feel sick.

“I’ll ask.”

“Goodie! Now give me your number so I can fill you in on the details.”

After we exchange numbers, she gives me a hug. The girl is shorter than me and feels right tucked against me. Right in a “just friends” kind of way. It’s selfish of me to want to latch onto her knowing she’s interested in me for other reasons besides friendship. Regardless, I hug her tight anyway, thankful of her kindness, no matter her motives.

We pull apart. She bounces back into the cafeteria, pleased at having gotten what she came after, and heads over to Wendy. I feel an angry stare on me. I’m ready to back out without finding the source of the stare when my eyes lock on his.

Roan.

He sits hunched over his plate of food, eyes on me, as he eats like it’s his last meal. I’m reminded of how a lion looks as he tears into a gazelle he’s just slaughtered.

A chill that has nothing to do with my stomach issues ripples through me and I visibly shudder. One corner of his lips quirks up in satisfaction.

Fuck him.

His eyes seem to glitter with challenge.

I hate backing down to these assholes, but in this moment, I do. The last thing I want to do is puke my guts up in front of the whole school. So, rather than running off with my tail between my legs, I shoot him the bird.

And then I get the hell out of there.

_______________

I sit in the driveway, my forehead against the steering wheel for a long time. Probably an hour. Maybe two. When I walk in that house, I’ll have to deal with Charlotte and Penny and Aunt Karen. Today, I don’t have the energy for it.

A coldness settles in my bones the longer I sit without the heater on. There’s snow in the forecast for this evening, but not enough to cancel school tomorrow. Pity. For someone who always loved school, I’ve done a complete one-eighty. This school sucks. I want to blame the Hoodlums for being assholes or Mom for bringing us here or Aunt Karen for not getting a handle on those monsters. But I know better.

It’s Dad who’s to blame.

He ruined our lives.

Hot, angry tears burn at my eyes. I squeeze my lids closed, hating that wetness escapes, streaking down my cheeks. I’m so tired and I’ve only just begun. In minutes, I’ll have to go inside, put on a fake face for my family, and pretend everything is okay.

My stomach clenches violently, reminding me nothing is okay.

Sitting back, I swipe at the stupid tears and swallow down bile in my throat. I should have eaten, but the Hoodlums made that impossible. My stomach churns at the prospect of eating anything at this point.

I climb out of my Mustang and slam the door too hard. It feels good to release a little tension. I’m just walking up to Aunt Karen’s front door when I hear a loud engine echoing down the street. Stopping in my tracks, I whip around to see a familiar Ford Explorer pull up in front of the house.

Shit.

How do they know where I live?

Did they follow me home?

Dread consumes me, making all my bones feel like jelly. I know Sidney said they wouldn’t hurt a girl, but it still worries me considering I have a houseful behind me. Jordy’s dark eyes lock on mine from the driver’s side through the window, but he makes no moves to get out. The passenger door flings open and Roan hops out.

Fuck.

He has a bag slung over his shoulder that’s seen better days. Sweat clings from his hair and his face is slightly red like he’s been running or working out. All I can do is gape. It’s cold as fuck out here and he’s wearing basketball shorts and a T-shirt—the hoodie and sweats from earlier long gone. I hate that the motherfucker who’s been nothing but an asshole to me sparks a physiological response in me. My dick twitches as I rake my stare down his muscular form that glistens with sweat. Thank God I have my messenger bag slung across my front hiding my semi.

Our eyes meet and Roan’s flash with gold fire.

Hate. Anger. Bitterness.

Not violence.

I don’t let my guard down, though. If he’s going to try to kick my ass, I’ll be ready.

“Who’s that?” a voice says from behind me. Charlotte.

“Go back inside,” I grind out, glancing at my little sister. “Now.”

“No,” she sasses, her blond ponytail swishing back and forth.

Roan is no longer looking at me as he opens the back door. A girl with brown hair and glasses climbs out. She sort of stumbles, but he steadies her. Confusion washes over me. What the hell is going on around here?

“Roux?” Charlotte exclaims. “Oh my God!”

My sister tears off in a full sprint to go hug the girl about her age. Roan scowls, shooting a glare my way like I’m some accomplice to whatever the hell is going on.

“Char,” I call out.

She grabs Roux’s hand and tugs her toward me. “This is my new best friend Roux. We’re in most of the same classes together. And now she’s here!” Then she frowns. “Why are you here?”

Roux fidgets, her face turning red, and looks down at the dead grass. “I, uh, I—”

“It doesn’t matter,” Charlotte chirps. “Now you can see my room. I have to share with Penny and oh my God she’s such a slob, but we can still hang out. Oh! Do you like birthday cake ice cream? Aunt Karen bought some and it’s so good.”

Roux seems relaxed at my sister’s nonstop rambling. Roan cracks his neck. If I had to guess, he wants to kill me for unknown reasons. What else is new today?

“Why are you here?” I blurt out.

Charlotte scoffs. “Hollis! Don’t be a butthead!”

Roux flinches at my words, which makes me feel like an ass. It sets Roan off, though. He stalks over to me and pokes my chest with his finger. “Watch the tone you take around my sister.”

Charlotte blinks in surprise. Back home, we were well-liked. Popular and revered. She’s never seen such animosity from anyone before. The tension between Roan and me is so thick and cloying you can taste it.

“Ms. Frazier tutors me,” Roux explains softly. “I’m sorry.”

Guilt swells up inside me. “Don’t be sorry, kid,” I say, injecting lightness into my voice for her sake. “I was just confused. Aunt Karen is inside. Go on in.”

The girls hold hands and walk inside. Roan stares after them, an unreadable expression on his face. He turns, waves at Jordy who takes off, and then looks down his nose at me.

“Stay out of my way, rat.”

 

 


Chapter Four

Roan

I SHOULD GET great satisfaction each time he flinches at my insults, but it only makes me feel dirty inside. Is this how Dad feels when he asserts dominance over anyone who isn’t him? I hate my dad and don’t want to be anything like him.

But I also don’t like Hollis.

He’s already seen too much of me.

It was one thing for him to see that me and Ms. Frazier have an agreement. It’s a whole other for him to see Roux. Roux is a vulnerability not many are allowed to know about. I protect her at all costs. She has no one but me. Sure, she has Jordy and Cal and Terrence and Ms. Frazier and a couple others, but that’s it. Her father is in prison and her mother’s a fucking addict.

“Close your mouth, rat, or you’ll catch snowflakes.”

The promised snow has just started to fall. Tiny flakes of white dust his features that look as though they’re carved in porcelain—not unlike the dolls Roux used to have when she was little. Guys aren’t supposed to look so perfect. Perfection isn’t real anyway. It’s unattainable and fucking ridiculous. Still, I can’t look away from his face.

Why not?

My skin heats in an uncomfortable way I don’t understand. All I know is the sight of the snowflakes dusting his long, dark blond lashes and settling on his slightly pink cheeks is one I can’t look away from.

His brows furl together and his blue eyes flash with anger. I’m not like Sidney or Miss Fields. I can see right through his façade. He wants everyone to think he’s as perfect on the inside as he is on the outside.

He’s not and we both know it.

I hoard this secret just like he knows about Roux.

I’ll be damned if I let him use her against me.

“Why are you here, Roan?” he demands, his arms crossing over his chest.

It’s cold as fuck and I’m still dressed for basketball practice. We’re standing outside arguing. I hate this kid.

My eyes skim over his preppy coat in disdain. “I’m here to work.”

“Work?” His probing expression contorts into one of confusion. “Doing what?”

Jesus. Does this family not talk about anything?

“Doesn’t matter. You don’t pay me.” I start for the door when he grabs my still sweaty, but now chilled bicep. His touch sends fire racing through my arm.

“It matters. Tell me.”

I shake off his grip and throw a finger in his face. “You don’t get to order me around, rat. Just because I work here doesn’t mean it involves you. So fuck off.”

His lips press together and I note that they’re full and pink, like a girl’s. I don’t know why the hell I notice his lips, but I add it to the growing list of annoying shit he does. I’ve known this guy for a day and he’s already the most obnoxious person in my life. That’s a lot considering my mom has a revolving door of horrible boyfriends.

Ignoring his poutiness, I hurry into the house to look for Ms. Frazier. I find her already at the kitchen table with Roux with a textbook open. Charlotte, Roux’s new friend she prattled on and on about today on the way here, grins at me.

“I can help too, right, Aunt Karen? I’m good at math like Hollis.” She beams at me. “This is so exciting!”

Roux giggles and it causes tiny cracks to form inside of me. My sister rarely smiles or laughs. The ride home and her incessant talking about a new friend was so out of character for her, Jordy shot several worried glances my way.

“I’m not here to do schoolwork,” I tell the bubbly girl. “I have other work to do.”

Ms. Frazier chuckles. “You could always join us for some math problems.”

“Pass,” I say with a smile as I walk over to the oven to peek in at what’s cooking. “What am I doing today?”

“The attic’s a mess. If you want to make sense of it, that’d be a great help. My sister Kelsey brought in a bunch of boxes when they moved up here over winter break, so everything is just thrown on top of everything else.”

I give a nod and start out of the kitchen.

“You’re still staying for dinner, right?” Ms. Frazier asks.

The thought of having dinner with Hollis makes me see red. But life isn’t about me. It’s about Roux. And Roux getting a home-cooked meal is more important than having to look at some asshole while I eat.

“Duh,” I tease. “We never pass up lasagna night.”

Charlotte squeals with excitement and Roux giggles again.

Needing space from this new situation, I drop my bag by the sofa and then rush up the stairs. I pass by Ms. Frazier’s office and groan when I realize it now has a bed. Hollis lies on top of it face down.

Messenger bag smashed beneath him.

Coat and shoes still on.

The air is thick with despair.

What the fuck does he have to be unhappy about?

A spike of pleasure shoots through me at the thought of me causing the despair. It’s only fair since he’s kind of fucked up my world.

And then I hear it.

A whine.

Pained and sad.

Familiar.

It spooks me because I recognize it as my own. I don’t understand how this kid can have everything and hurt like I do, but I feel it. I can almost taste it. From experience, that shit doesn’t come from one day of dealing with assholes like me.

That sort of pain is slashed into you over time.

Inflicted day after day.

Ongoing mental torture.

I backpedal away from his room and rush to the end of the hall where the attic door string hangs. With a quick yank, I pull down the ladder and make my way up. It’s cold up here, but I know I’ll sweat my ass off by the time I’m done. All the jobs I do for Ms. Frazier are labor-intensive. Basically, I work my ass off in trade for her to tutor Roux two times a week.

Ignoring the chill, I begin with her Christmas boxes that were recently thrown in one corner. Had she called me after Christmas, I would’ve taken it all down, but when school is out, Ms. Frazier doesn’t ask for help. It’s strictly a trade for Roux. Two years ago, Ms. Frazier offered to do it for free, but I hate fucking handouts. We made a bargain that I’d work to pay for it, and it’s been that way ever since.

My mind lingers on Roux as I organize the boxes. She struggles so much with life in general. Mom is a piece of shit who can’t keep food in the pantry. If it weren’t for me forcing her ass to get her food stamps, Roux and I would starve. Her boyfriends are always worthless assholes who keep her laid up in bed, moaning like a whore, with God knows what sort of drugs running through her veins. Frankly, our home life sucks, which is why I’ve always been grateful for these two days a week of normalcy for Roux. We can relax, feel wanted, and eat real food.

A twist of my gut reminds me I’m hungry. Since we get free lunch, one lunch is all we get, though on basketball days, I could eat a helluva lot more than the school dishes out. This afternoon, Coach Rendell ran us hard. Jordy complained like a little bitch. Cal, the energetic bastard, just laughed at us. Terrence was too busy cleaning Sharpie off the vending machines and missed practice, which means he’ll be benched Friday. All that running made me hungry as fuck.

I manage to get the Christmas decorations put away in a better spot and then work on the boxes labeled “Kelsey.” I open one and pull out a picture frame. A pretty woman who looks like Hollis smiles at the camera. Beside her is a man with a serious expression and three kids. Hollis grins like his mother and sister Charlotte. The other little girl is expressionless.

“You came here to snoop?” Hollis demands hotly as he yanks the frame from my hand.

Holy fuck, the guy is a silent creeper. Where the hell did he come from?

“Just cleaning the attic,” I snap back. “Don’t you have somewhere else to be?”

“Unfortunately, no.” His words are softer this time.

I sneak a peek his way. He’s no longer in his substitute teacher outfit. Wearing jeans, tennis shoes, and a black hoodie, he almost looks normal. Under the yellow bulb of the attic, his eyes seem haunted and dark circles are more prominent under them.

“If you’re going to bother me, at least help,” I grumble, hoping to send him on his way. To my surprise, he picks up the box I’d just opened and carries it over to a far wall.

“So you help my aunt? You do work and she tutors Roux?”

“Yep. Got a problem?”

He picks up another box but gets distracted by the label. When he tears it open and sucks in a sharp breath, I can’t help but look his way. I get a brief glimpse of two guys wearing basketball jerseys—Hollis being one of them—smiling into what looks like an almost kiss. He throws the frame back in the box and stomps over to the corner with it.

Okay.

Who was that guy in the picture?

Were they going to kiss?

He continues to move boxes in an almost angry way. As though I’m the one who’s pissed him off. I’m getting tired of his attitude. I was doing just fine without his help. When he bumps into me, I lose it. Swiveling around, I grab the front of his hoodie and shove him into a stack of boxes.

“What the hell is your problem, rat?” I snarl, my face inches from his.

“Fuck you.”

“You’d like that, wouldn’t you?”

He flinches and gapes at me with such a wounded look, I release him. I take a step back and study his hurt features.

“Why are you so fucking pissy?” I demand, crossing my arms over my chest. “Tell me.”

His eyes roll as he shakes his head. “Seriously? Hmm, let’s see. I was looking forward to my first day of school when some guy I don’t even know is a total dick to me. Then, he tries to break my laptop. Then, he and his friend keep me from eating lunch. Now, this same dickhead is in my home, messing with my shit. Oh, and his sister is friends with mine now too. So not only is he an asshole to me at school, but I also have to deal with him after school. Everything’s fucking peachy, Roan.”

I bristle at the way he says my name. It makes the hairs on my arms stand on end. The nerves in my body electrify. My heart speeds up angrily.

“Are you going to go downstairs and cry to your aunt?” I taunt, overwhelmed with the need to put more cracks in his perfect façade.

Disappointment flashes in his blue eyes that are darker in the attic. “No, man. She has enough shit to deal with than to worry about me.”

His comment worms its way inside of my head.

I’ve developed that mentality. I take the focus off myself and put every ounce into Roux. She’s the one who needs it. What I want doesn’t matter as long as she gets what she needs.

“Hey, boys,” Ms. Frazier calls out. “Dinner will be ready in fifteen. Roan, don’t you dare come to my table smelling like a locker room.”

As soon as she’s gone, I leave him without another word and head for the ladder.

Anytime I’m here, I take a shower after whatever grueling work Ms. Frazier puts me through. This is the first time I feel weird about it.

I hustle down the ladder and practically jump down the rest of the way. Like there’s a fire under my ass, I rush downstairs to grab my bag and then head back up. I’m just making it to the landing when Hollis is pushing the ladder into place in the ceiling. His hoodie lifts and it reveals, pale, toned muscles that pretty boys don’t get from just being pretty. Those are the kind of abs you work your ass off for.

His arms fall to his sides and his brows furrow. “What?”

Heat floods up my neck to my cheeks. I was not just checking out the abs of my new nemesis. That’s not fucking weird or anything.

“Sorry, rat, but there’s only room in the shower for one.” I laugh cruelly at him in an effort to chase away the awkward feeling settling in my bones.

“And your ability to be a bigger asshole with each passing second knows no bounds,” he grinds out as he storms down the hall and into Ms. Frazier’s office.

I stop him before he can close the door. “You’re just sad you won’t ever get a piece of this asshole.” I’m not one hundred percent sure he’s gay, but I have my suspicions.

He looks over his shoulder at me, affixing a smug grin I haven’t seen before on his face. In an agonizingly slow way, he makes a blatant show of skimming his gaze down my body and then back up again. He bites on his lip, not unlike how Sidney always does, and his eyes flash with heat. My dick fucking responds much to my horror.

“You wouldn’t be able to handle me anyway,” he says with such sure confidence, I’m left speechless.

The door slams shut, making me jump.

This rich prick has no idea who I am. He’s the one who wouldn’t be able to handle me. I’d dominate him in the bedroom. Make him quiver and cry. I’d make him beg for every single touch. I realize my dick is achingly hard and that I’ve been fantasizing about a roll in the sheets with fucking Hollis the rat.

What the fuck?

I’ve never even been with a guy, and if I ever entertained the idea, it sure as hell wouldn’t be with some prissy bitch like Hollis.

I’m sure of it.

It’s my dick that’s a little confused on the matter.

And unfortunately, I’ll have to tame the fucker in the shower. I just hope to hell I don’t beat off to the memory of Hollis’s parted lips. The image of them—plump, pink, and parted—briefly flashes in my head. My cock jolts in appreciation.

I am so fucking screwed.

 

 


Chapter Five

Hollis

MOM LOOKS TIRED. Guilt coils itself in the pit of my stomach. She didn’t have to work back home. Life was easier for her. Now it’s too hard. We’ve barely gotten here and it’s too damn hard.

Aunt Karen busies the girls—including Roux—with setting the table. I stay out of her way and opt for tossing the salad while I clear my head. Mom sits at the table, watching the girls with a smile on her lips that doesn’t quite reach her eyes.

I turn away, unable to witness her unhappiness any longer. I’m singularly focused on the salad when my body seems to come alive. I don’t have to look up to know it’s Roan. I can feel him and I don’t understand what to make of that. When I’d dated Lucas, one of my teammates back home, it’d been fun and flirty and hot. He was my first and only, sexually, and I really liked him, but he wasn’t the committed type. Since he was bi, and mostly swung toward females, it wasn’t something he wanted out there for the public knowing. Our entire relationship was a secret until he ended it not long before I came out as gay.

Seeing the picture of Lucas earlier in the attic hit me right in the stomach. I hate that I miss him, but I do. I’d give anything to see him right now, even knowing we’d never be lovers again. Today, more than ever, I crave the normalcy of my old life.

Aunt Karen introduces Roan to Mom, and no matter how much I try to ignore him, my eyes eventually creep his way. He looks too good dressed once again in his sweats and hoodie. For the girls, he smiles and it’s real. I don’t understand why he’s such a prick to me and nice to all of them. He sits down beside Roux and playfully pokes at her. It amazes me that Roan is more comfortable at my family’s dining room table than I am. It’s as though he fits in better than I do.

Shame floods through me. Had I just stuck to the mold, Mom and Dad might still be together. The girls wouldn’t have been uprooted. Aunt Karen wouldn’t have had her house taken over by four extra people.

“Everything okay, honey?” Mom asks, her palm at my back.

I jolt at her sudden nearness. “Yeah.”

“You look a little pale. Is your stomach acting up again?” Her concern for me makes my stomach roil violently.

“I’m fine,” I lie. “How was work?”

It’s her turn to look ill. “Great.”

Yeah right.

“It’s fine,” she assures me with a smile, her arm coming around me for a motherly hug. “I don’t like my boss, but it was the first day and we were busy. I’m sure it’ll get better.”

I lean my head against hers and enjoy the moment with my mother. Life is so messed up right now, but this feels right.

“Your dad texted,” she says with a sigh, her voice low so the kids won’t hear.

“And what did he have to say?”

“Wants to see the girls.”

The girls. Not me.

“Oh,” I mutter.

“He wants to see you too, I’m certain of it,” she assures me, “but he’s horrible at expressing himself.”

I tug away from her and frown. “I don’t want to see him anyway, so it doesn’t matter.”

We finished out the semester and then moved to Aunt Karen’s over Christmas break. I’d wondered how he’d managed the past three weeks without having anyone to bitch at. Must have been a boring holiday for him.

“The divorce isn’t final,” she reminds me. “So if he wants to see them, I have to let him. He’s not fighting for custody, and I don’t want to poke the bear. I already told him he’ll have to make the effort to come out here, though. The girls can’t miss any school.”

“Just let me know when he shows up so I can make myself scarce.”

She presses her lips together but rather than defend him or argue, she simply nods. “I love you, kiddo. No matter what. I’d do anything for you.”

I hate that she’s already had to.

She left her husband, uprooted her children, and moved across the country for us—for me. The gnawing, burning pain in my gut flares up. Where I was hungry moments ago, now I can barely handle the smell of the food without feeling nauseous.

Mom, always able to sense when I’m not quite right even though I dazzle her with bright smiles, cradles my cheeks with her hands. “We’re going to get through this, honey.”

“I know, Mom.”

I feel eyes on me and dart my attention to Roan, who watches me with cool indifference. Mom notices him looking our way and gives me a silly smile.

“Friend or…” she whispers.

“Neither,” I grumble. “But our sisters get along, so there’s that.”

Her eyes twinkle knowingly. “Give it time.”

There’s not enough time in the world to ever make me grow to willingly like Roan, much less want to date him.

“I met two people today. Gio and Sidney. Both really nice.” I flash her my big, fake grin. “You’d really like both of them.”

Two friends. I made two friends.

My smile falters.

“It’s only been a day,” she says. “You’ll be the boy everyone loves in no time. How could they not?”

I hug her to me again, inhaling her familiar motherly scent. I’m taller than her and bigger, but she’ll always be my mom. Someone who I want to lean on when shit gets tough. She can’t do much about anything, but she just has an inner strength I can tap into.

“Lasagna’s ready,” Aunt Karen chirps, ending our heartfelt moment. “Let’s eat.”

_______________

It really bothers me that Roan is more comfortable in my aunt’s kitchen than I am. We never visited her in Hood River. She always came to us. So even though we’ve been here a few weeks, it doesn’t feel like home.

Roan, however, acts like he lives here.

Mom, Aunt Karen, and the girls have all retired to the living room to play a board game upon Charlotte’s obnoxious insistence. I offered to stay back and clean, and to my surprise, Roan hopped up to help.

“You don’t have to do this,” I tell him, as I set down a clean plate from the dishwasher a little too hard in the cabinet, making it clang.

“It’s my job,” he bites back, shooting me a nasty glare.

Whatever, asshole.

I continue to unload the dishwasher while he grabs plastic containers to put the leftovers away. He hesitates for a moment as though he’s unsure what to do. Before I can utter a word, Aunt Karen peeps her head in.

“Roan,” she tells him lightly. “Roux loved the lasagna. Can you just take the rest back with you tonight? There’s not enough for this gang to have leftovers, but there’s plenty for the two of you for tomorrow night.”

He nods and then continues on with his task as she leaves. When I’m caught staring, he drops the container onto the counter and turns around, crossing his arms over his chest. Just three feet away from me, I can nearly feel the heat from his muscular body burning into me.

Why must horrible people be so hot?

“What?” he demands, his brows furrowing and his jaw clenching.

“Nothing.”

“Say it, rat.”

I take several steps toward him until my chest bumps against his arms. “Stop calling me that.”

“Or what?” He smirks, an evil glint in his fiery bronze colored eyes. “You’ll tell?”

“You think because you’re bigger than me that I’ll take your shit?”

His eyebrow hikes up, making the barbell piercing look extra hot on him. “Yep.”

“I’m not one of the spineless cowards at school.”

“Is that a threat?” He lowers his head until our faces are inches apart. “Because I don’t take threats lightly. I deal with them.”

I refuse to back away, but this close, he smells good. Too good. My gaze travels down his strong nose to his full, pink lips. His hair is still wet and hangs long and messily over his brow with the piercing. Roan is too good-looking. It’s maddening.

“How?”

“How what?”

“How do you deal with threats?”

His head cocks slightly to one side as he studies me up close. I want to squirm under his intensity, but like a dog with a scent of meat under his nose, he’ll hunt down my weaknesses if I show any sign of them.

“With your fists?” I taunt. “You’re eighteen too, right? Fights could land your ass in jail.” He flinches at my words, so I pounce. “What would Roux do then?”

He grabs the front of my hoodie and pushes me back until my ass hits the counter. I’m crowded by his massive frame that radiates with fury. His hips press hard against mine, making a strangled breath escape me.

Seconds tick, tick, tick by.

His anger morphs into something confusing and heady—something he doesn’t seem to understand either. He roams his hot glare over my features, but rather than his eyes being filled with hate, something sparkles in them. Interest. Curiosity. Heat.

I’m imagining it.

Roan Hirsch hates me for no fucking reason.

He certainly doesn’t look seconds from kissing me.

Because I feel like a rat caught in a trap, all I can do is stare down the predator before me. I lick my lips in a nervous way that attracts his attention. Then I feel it.

Hardness.

Between us.

Me? Him? Both?

His cheeks flush with a tint of pink before he releases me and steps back, nearly stumbling over his own feet.

“There are certain things you’re not allowed to talk about to anyone. Roux being at the top of that list,” he warns, his hands folding together and hanging loosely over his crotch.

I can’t help but dart my stare there, wondering if what I felt was my imagination. “My sisters and mother are off-limits too.”

He nods without hesitation. “Our sisters are friends, and for that reason only, I’ll be fucking civil to you in this house.”

“At school?”

“At school you’re on your own, rat.”

_______________

We manage to get the kitchen cleaned up without any other conversation. When we finish, Aunt Karen comes in to check on us.

“Hollis,” she says, giving me a side hug. “Can you do me a huge favor?”

“Of course.”

“The girls need to shower and your mom is exhausted. I’d love it if you could take Roan and Roux home for me so I could help her get them off to bed.”

He stiffens and I nearly choke at her request.

“W-What? Me? Even after today in your office?” I stammer out.

Her lips press into a firm line as she bounces her attention between us. “I think you’ve managed to sort out your differences today. You’re both grown up enough to handle a little car ride. Be careful out there.”

Defeated, I give her a nod, despite the churning in my stomach. “Sure.”

Roan stalks out of the kitchen. He tells Roux to gather her stuff. Aunt Karen gives me a sympathetic look, but then she leaves me. Fuck. I grab my coat and keys, leaving out the front door without a word. The car is cold as hell, but I sit inside of it as I wait for them to come out. Snow flutters around, but nothing too heavy yet. Within minutes, Roan and Roux head out of Aunt Karen’s house toward my car. Roan is normal and nice to Roux. It’s interesting to see this side of him. He’s a mean, hateful bastard at school and to me, but to her, he’s sweet. I expect him to sit in the back with her, but once she’s buckled in, he sits up front with me with his container of leftovers in his lap.

“Where to?” I ask as I back out of the driveway.

He grunts out some directions. We’re quiet as I maneuver the dark, icy streets. As I near the apartment complex he named, he goes rigid.

“Pull over,” he barks out.

“What? We’re not there yet—”

“I said pull over now!”

I dart my eyes to the rearview mirror to see Roux’s eyes widen at her brother’s outburst. Not wanting to make this worse for her, I pull over onto the side of the road.

“Roan, it’s snowing,” I mutter.

“Yep. Roux, get your stuff. Let’s go.”

“Let me pull up farther—”

“Leave it alone, Hollis,” he snarls at me.

Not rat. Hollis.

Something in his burning expression tells me I need to back off. I just don’t understand what his deal is. Is it because he doesn’t want me to see where he lives? I’ve driven by this apartment complex before. It’s rundown and old, but nothing to be ashamed of.

“I, uh…” I pull my phone out of my pocket and hand it to him. “Can you put in your number? I can text you and when you get home safely, you can text me back, so I know you guys didn’t freeze to death or some shit.”

He eyes the phone for the longest time and then he takes it from me, his rough fingertips grazing along my palm sending a tingle of awareness shooting through me. Quickly, he enters in his number before tossing my phone back at me. While he gathers his backpack and climbs out, I text him.

Me: This is Hollis.

Feels formal as fuck, but I don’t know what else to say to the guy. He doesn’t respond, but instead busies himself with getting his sister out of the car.

“Bye, Roux,” I call out through the still open front door of the car. “See you Wednesday, I guess.”

She smiles and waves at me. “Bye, Hollis.”

Roan doesn’t even look at me. Simply slams the door shut and walks off, his arm slung over his sister’s shoulders in a protective way.

I don’t drive off.

Just watch them walk away.

Alone. In the dark. Snow billowing all around them.

Fuck if my heart doesn’t squeeze inside my chest with worry.

The asshole better text me back.

 

 


Chapter Six

Roan

I HATE THIS place, but I especially hate it at night. Most everyone leaves me the fuck alone because they know I’ll kick their ass if they don’t. But it’s dangerous for a teenaged girl.

Pulling Roux to my side, we weave our way through the parking lot, steering clear of any groups of people. This complex is a haven for drug deals. A few guys call out to me. I acknowledge them with a head nod, but don’t further engage.

“Charlotte is my best friend,” Roux chirps happily. “We’re going to have slumber parties every weekend. She said her mom will take us roller skating. Did you know she used to have a python, but she had to leave it with her dad when she moved?”

I can’t help but smile as Roux rattles on. She hasn’t been this excited in God knows how long. Truth is, Roux has a hard time at life. Her mom is worthless. Her dad is doing life in prison for shooting and killing three men during a bar fight. And the kids at school are fucking monsters to her. All she has is me.

And now Charlotte.

It makes me uneasy because I know how kids can be. Especially the pretty popular ones. They’re vicious and mean. What happens if Charlotte realizes Roux doesn’t have any friends? Will she leave her behind for the cool kids?

That thought angers me.

I swallow it down, though, and focus on getting up to the third floor in one piece. Several assholes glower at me like they might start some shit, but I crack my neck and eyeball them back. In the end, they leave us alone. As we walk up to our apartment, I notice smoke sliding out from underneath the door.

What the fuck?

I touch the handle, but it’s cold.

“Hold this,” I tell Roux, passing off the leftovers as I unlock the door.

With the turn of the knob, I open the door and push it open. Thick, gray smoke billows out.

“Stay here,” I instruct as I rush in. “Mom? Alejandro?”

Nothing.

They’re not home.

I choke and wave my hand in the air as I make my way into the kitchen. A fucking pot of macaroni is cooking, but the water has long since evaporated. It’s charred to black and smoking. With a growl, I turn off the stove and then toss the pot into the sink. Once I fill it with water, I open a couple of windows and head back to Roux.

“Is our apartment on fire?” she squeaks.

I scrub my palm down my face, fighting exhaustion. “No, but it’s smoky. I’m going to call Mike and have him come check it out for us. Make sure we can sleep here tonight.”

Roux sits down on the dirty carpet and pulls out one of her novels. While she reads, I call one of my mom’s few ex-boyfriends who was worth a damn. Of course he smartened up and moved on. It just sucked we got left behind too.

“This is Mike.”

“Hey, man,” I grunt out. “How busy are you tonight?”

“Never too busy for you or Roux.”

I let out a sigh of relief. “Great. So, uh, Mom or Alejandro left something on the stove. The apartment is filled with smoke—”

“Don’t go inside. I’m on my way,” he says, immediately going into fireman mode.

“I already did. Got the stove turned off and the pot in water. I opened a couple of windows.”

“That was dangerous, Roan,” he chides. “You could have been exposed to toxic smoke.”

“I know, I know,” I grumble. “You don’t have to bring the firetruck—”

My words are cut off by the wail of a siren on his end.

So much for that.

As I wait, I notice my phone has been blowing up in my pocket. I wouldn’t even have a phone—neither would Terrence or Jordy for that matter—if it weren’t for Cal getting his dad to put us on their family plan. We pay him ten bucks a month each for the added lines. Sometimes I don’t know what I’d do without the added security of being able to call someone like Ms. Frazier if I need help with Roux or when I need a ride from one of my boys.

Unknown Number: This is Hollis.

I add the number in as “Rat,” and it changes all the texts from him, which are a lot.

Rat: Are you safe?

Rat: Do I need to come get you guys?

Rat: I know you hate me, but just reply, okay?

Rat: You don’t have to be a dick about it.

With a sigh, I reply.

Me: We’re fine. Get off my nuts, rat.

The dots move and stop. Move and stop. I smile, wondering what sort of flustered look he has on his face right now.

Rat: Do you need a ride to school tomorrow?

Fuck no. The whole reason I had him drop us off was so he didn’t get his car jacked by some thug. You can’t ride around in a car like his in my neighborhood. It’s a good way to put a target on your back. And if the fuckers who live at this apartment complex with us thought we had money, they might not let Roux and I just walk on by.

Me: I said back the fuck off. You’re not my girlfriend, though you do have dick sucking lips.

I’m being a mean bastard, but I don’t care. He needs to leave me the fuck alone. We’re not friends. Just because Ms. Frazier and I have our deal, it doesn’t mean he gets to saunter into my life and be a part of it.

Rat: Okay.

I’d expected fire back from him. More angry words. Maybe even no response at all. Anything other than okay. Such a defeated answer. I hate how guilt settles all around me like the smoke from the apartment—choking and tainting me.

The moment I hear the sirens, I tuck my phone away and let relief flood through me. Maybe they can clear us to go inside and then I can finally relax. It’s been a helluva long day.

Minutes later, three firemen show up. Mike, tall and burly, walks over to us. The other two firemen head into the apartment while he squats in front of where we’re sitting.

“Hey, kiddos. How’s it going?” He smiles at Roux. “Where’s your mom?”

I scoff at his question. “Who the fuck knows.”

His lips thin out and he glances down the hallway. “She at Popper’s?”

Popper’s. The topless bar down the street. Fucking gross.

“If she was, Alejandro would be home. They’re both out.” When Mom’s not flashing her tits for money, she’s laid up in bed with Alejandro. If they’re both gone, that means they’re off getting drugs together.

“I should call this in to CPS.”

I shoot him a nasty glare. “I’m eighteen, Mike. I’m looking after Roux. For fuck’s sake, don’t do that to me.”

He softens and sighs. “Yeah, yeah, I know. I just want to know who looks out for you, Roan. Sure as hell not your momma.” When I don’t respond, he stands. “I’ll check it out. I think you should be fine to stay, though I wish you wouldn’t.”

“If we can’t stay, I’ll call Cal’s dad,” I assure him, but it’s a lie. I only call Cal’s dad when I’ve called everyone else—Ms. Frazier, Jordy, Cal, and Terrence.

He stares at me long enough to make me fidget, and then he walks into the apartment.

“I’m tired,” Roux says. “When can we go to bed?”

“Won’t be long,” I assure her, hugging her to my side. “What movie are we watching tonight? The Goonies sounds good.”

“Not that one again!” she says, giggling. “We should watch To All the Boys I’ve Loved Before.”

“Dude,” I playfully grumble. “We’ve watched that one like seventeen times this month alone. Nope. Not happening.” We both know it’s happening. I can recite that damn movie by heart now.

“Maybe Hollis can watch The Goonies with you and Charlotte can watch To All the Boys I’ve Loved Before with me at our slumber party.”

I freeze at her words. There’s no way in hell I’m sleeping over at Hollis’s house. But would I really let Roux go without me? I take her everywhere. Even to Campfire Chaos. Thank fuck Cal’s mom loves her like a granddaughter and looks after her on Friday nights. It gives me one night of social freedom.

“We’ll see.”

“That wasn’t a no.”

“It wasn’t a yes either, twerp.”

Our playful banter is cut short when Mike and his guys step back into the hallway.

“All’s clear, but leave the windows open until bed,” Mike instructs. “I want an update later. Text me.”

He hugs us both and then the three of them leave. Mike was like the dad we should have had. Instead of the one who left us eight years ago in the back of a squad car and never came back. Too bad Mom couldn’t get her shit together to keep him.

“Ew,” Roux complains. “It stinks.”

“Nah, you stink worse,” I tease. “Grab a shower and we’ll watch the movie.”

As she scampers off, I set to cleaning up the mess Alejandro and Mom left. There are clothes all over the living room floor, which is fucking disgusting. Underwear. A bra. Condom wrapper. I don’t want Roux seeing that shit, so with mounting frustration, I clean it all up. When I find a burnt-up spoon barely kicked under the old ratty sofa, I lose it.

What the fuck?

Heroin?

I’m glad Mike and the guys didn’t see this. He would’ve sure as fuck called CPS. I speed clean the rest of the apartment, including the charred pot, before closing the windows that are blowing in chilly air. By the time I make it to our bedroom, I’m tired as hell. I’m glad I already showered at Ms. Frazier’s.

“The Hunger Games,” I state as I walk into the room, flicking off the lights. “You never cease to surprise me, kid.”

“I figured we needed something different.” She curls up on her twin bed, hugging her pillow to her.

I kick off my shoes and sprawl out on my bed. “You okay, Roux?”

“Yeah. You?”

“I’m good.” I let out a heavy sigh. “I’m gonna get us out of here one day.”

“I know.”

“Don’t ever forget.”

“Never.”

_______________

I wake to laughing. Loud and high-pitched. Mom. She’s fucked up from the sound of it. Music blares from the living room. God, I fucking hate her sometimes. Yawning, I roll over and grab my phone.

Four sixteen.

What is wrong with these people?

I should have just gone over to Cal’s. David, Cal’s dad, would have given me hell about my mom and shit, but he would’ve let us stay. Now they’re going to wake up Roux and she’s already struggling in school enough as it is without losing sleep on top of it all. I’m just about to tell them to shut the fuck up when the door flings open. A massive body fills the doorway.

Alejandro.

I tense up, sitting up in the bed.

“Where’s Roux?” he slurs.

I’m on my feet in the next instant. “Get the fuck out of our room.”

“Don’t talk to me like that, shitstain.” He laughs, swaying in the doorway. “Roux and I are gonna play a game.”

“You’re not playing shit with Roux.” I storm around her bed and shove him into the hallway. “Stay the fuck away from my sister.”

Alejandro is bigger than me and is always packing heat, but he’s so damn wasted all the time he’s no match for my youth. He recovers and swings at me. I get clipped on my cheekbone by his fist, but I dodge most of it. Slinging my elbow up, I nail him in the nose. He makes a groaning sound and then stumbles back to the other bedroom he shares with Mom. I hear her fussing over him, which pisses me off.

“Tell your dickhead boyfriend to stay the fuck away from us, Mom.”

I don’t wait for an answer. I stalk into the living room to unplug all the shit making noise. An empty Tupperware container that once held lasagna sits on the coffee table where Alejandro and Mom must have dug in. That small thing sets me off more than anything that’s transpired tonight. They know I bring that shit home for Roux and they don’t care. Selfish motherfuckers. I grind my teeth all the way back to our room. As soon as I get the door closed, I drag our dresser over to it to keep that fucker out.

Eventually, I fall back into bed, exhausted as hell. I’m just drifting to sleep when I hear Mom’s loud ass moans and the headboard hitting the wall.

Anger bleeds from me and defeat consumes me in the darkness.

Why is life so fucking hard?

I just want to be normal and have normalcy for Roux.

Thankfully Alejandro doesn’t last long. By five in the morning, I’m drifting back to sleep. I fall asleep imagining a life where we can relax. Where Roux is safe. Where we don’t have to drag dressers in front of the door or put out kitchen fires.

And then, I think of him.

He’s the last thought on my mind before I pass out completely.

Hollis the pretty fucking rat.

 

 


Chapter Seven

Hollis

MY PHONE BUZZES in my pocket as I pull into the school parking lot. This time, I avoid parking next to the Ford Explorer and choose a spot several rows back. Of course, in the empty lot, I stick out like a sore thumb. With an annoyed sigh, I swipe open my phone.

Lucas: Saw your dad last night. He looks like shit.

I’m irritated that when I finally get a message from Lucas, it’s referring to my father, not catching up.

Me: Yeah? Why?

Lucas: I don’t know. Just looked tired and angry.

Me: That’s his signature look. How are you doing? How’re Jamie and Wendell?

I know I sound fucking desperate, but I ache for my old life. When it was filled with friendship and laughter. Where Lucas and I would flirt all the time and most everyone chalked it up to a bromance. How we’d sneak off and make out, sometimes jacking each other off within earshot of our teammates.

Lucas: Jamie’s still a dumbass. Wendell’s out for the season. Broke his ankle.

I wince, knowing how much this hurts the team. Wendell was one of the best.

Me: Fuck. That sucks.

The reply back is instant, but it takes me a second to realize it’s not him.

Roan: You too good to park next to Jordy?

I lift my gaze to see Roan leaned against the back of Jordy’s Ford Explorer as Jordy stalks my way. My heart rate stammers wildly as I wonder why in the hell this guy is headed my way like I’ve done something to him.

He walks right up to my door and flings it open, his body tight with barely contained rage. This dude has serious anger issues.

“You got a fuckin’ problem with me, rat?” he snarls, cracking his thick neck.

Jesus, now they’re both calling me that shitty nickname.

“Nope,” I grumble.

“Get out of your car.” He thrums with violence.

“Nah, I’m good right here.”

The fucker pounces on me, yanking me out of the car. I drop my phone in the process. Jordy shoves me to the dirty, snowy pavement. The wet, cold slop saturates through my jeans before I manage to jump to my feet.

“He’s not worth it,” Roan calls out to his friend, approaching the two of us. “You’d hit him and he’d break. Little porcelain doll.”

Jordy’s lip curls up. “You thought my piece of shit was going to door ding your gay-ass purple car?”

I try not to flinch at the word “gay,” but it’s too late. I’ve done it and Roan zeroes in on it with narrowed eyes. I’m not ashamed of being gay, but it’s times like these that people make it really fucking difficult.

“I just wanted to avoid this,” I hiss, waving between us. “A stupid altercation over nothing.”

Jordy charges for me, shoving me again. I don’t fall down this time and fist my hands. Sure, I’ve never fought, but that doesn’t mean I won’t go down without swinging at his psycho ass.

“Let’s go,” Roan grumbles. “You’ll get your ass expelled, Jordy.”

“And I give a fuck, why?” Jordy throws back.

Roan grabs his jaw, turning him so they can face off. “I need you. Roux and I both do.”

This seems to dismantle the bomb. I guess underneath all Jordy’s psychopathic tendencies, he has a conscience. Carting around his best friend and his little sister are what gives him purpose, it would seem.

I’m thinking I’ve managed to go unscathed when a loud, big black truck whips into the parking lot. The dual exhaust is obnoxious and deafening. Thankfully it cuts off as he parks crookedly right beside my car. The three of us have to step close to my car to avoid getting run over. At least there is distance between me and Jordy. He’s near the hood of my car with Roan and I’m closer to the trunk. The driver of the big truck flings his door open with no regard to my car.

Thunk.

“What the hell?” I grind out, rushing over to inspect the damage.

A big ass guy steps out of the truck and slams the door shut. Someone shuts the door on the other side, but I can’t see over the vehicle. I stare up at a guy taller than either Roan or Jordy. The guy has a baseball cap on, flipped backward, and his big green eyes burn into me. He’d be cute in a country boy kind of way if he didn’t have the same mean look to him that Roan and Jordy do.

“Oops.” He smirks unkindly at me. “My bad.”

“Fuckin’ Cal,” Jordy says with a snort from behind him.

Our eyes travel together to the dent in the top of the upper doorframe that takes up the entire three-inch width. Unbelievable. I’m about to go off on this asshole when I feel a presence behind me. A quick glance behind me and I realize it’s Roan’s friend I saw briefly leaving Aunt Karen’s office yesterday. Fucking wonderful. Four assholes all present and accounted for, ready to kick my ass for no goddamn reason.

And, on cue, my stomach decides to choose this moment to give me problems. Nausea burns up my esophagus, making me feel like I’m going to puke. Dizziness washes over me and blackness eats at the edge of my vision.

I’m going to pass out.

I start to collapse, falling toward Cal. He shoves me right into the guy behind me. That guy pushes me to the asphalt. Protecting my face, I curl into myself, waiting for the abuse. I don’t know what to expect, but with four of them, it can’t be good. I’m groaning, trying hard not to throw up, when a foot nudges me.

“Get up.” Roan. “Now.”

I blink back the dizziness, wishing like hell I wouldn’t have turned my nose up to biscuits and gravy this morning. I should have eaten.

“Rat,” Roan snaps, a little more forcefully. “I said get the fuck up.”

Shakily, I sit up. The world spins around me. Roan, who’s now squatted in front of me, seems to go around and around like I’m on a merry go round. I reach out, grabbing his shoulder, to steady myself. Surprisingly, he doesn’t shake me away and hauls me to my feet. I lean against my car, praying like hell I don’t pass out. That was too close.

“What’s your problem?” he demands. “Are you sick?”

“You saw what he did to my car,” I spit out. “You’d be sick too.”

“Poor, spoiled baby. You have a dent in your precious car. I bet the world feels like it’s fucking end—”

Everything goes black.

“Whoa, man, why are you so pale?”

I’m vaguely aware of being manhandled back into my front seat. My clothes are wet and dirty, but all I can worry about is making the world stop spinning.

I close my eyes, willing the episode to pass.

“Hollis? Are you okay?”

I blink my eyes open in confusion to see Aunt Karen standing in front of my open car door. How much time has gone by?

“Aunt Karen?”

“You’re white as a ghost, honey,” she says, reaching in to run her palm over my forehead. “Clammy too. I’m going to run you home. I’ll call Kels—”

“No!” I bark out. “Mom just started her job. Please don’t make her feel like she has to leave to come deal with me.” I let out a heavy sigh. “I didn’t eat anything.”

“Hollis Nathaniel English,” she chides. “You know better than that.”

“Sorry. I just…maybe I can sit here until it passes.”

“I’ll grab you a soda and some crackers. Sit tight.” Then, to Roan who’s hovering nearby, she says, “Please stay with him until I get back. I’ll write you a pass.”

“Happy to help,” he says with false cheer.

“Don’t look so eager to get out of class,” she grumbles.

As soon as she disappears, Roan opens the passenger side door and sits down like we’re best fucking pals. I groan and try to ignore him.

“You look like shit, rat.”

“Fuck off.”

“You dropped this,” he says, handing me my phone with a now cracked screen back. “Your boyfriend has been blowing up your phone.”

I see several missed texts from Lucas, one of which he admits he misses me. Knowing Roan has seen this causes anger to spark inside of me, chasing away the ill feeling.

“Is this the same guy you were kissing in the picture?” he probes, his voice low and demanding. “Or a different one? How many guys do you have exactly?”

I turn my head to look at him. He’s wearing me out. Instead of responding to his stupid questions, I stare at him. Dark shadows beneath his eyes that weren’t there before now stand out, showing me he isn’t the only one having a bad day. It makes me wonder what kept him up so late. Sure as hell wasn’t studying. I don’t know much about the guy, but I can deduce he’s not a studier.

“If you hate school, what do you plan to do after this?” I ask, voicing my question.

It catches him off guard because for a second, he seems scared and unsure. And that’s not right because he’s fucking Roan. A prick who’s quite sure of himself.

“We’re not friends,” he reminds me.

“So?”

“So I’m not giving you my life story.”

“I was just asking for your future.”

Our eyes meet and his amber ones blaze with intensity. It’s a shame he’s such an asshole. He’s hot. Really hot. Distractingly so. I crave to push away the overgrown fallen lock of hair that hangs over one brow that I know is pierced. I want to see the piercing up close and wonder if he’s pierced elsewhere. This guy is a dick, and yet I still want to touch him.

“I want to be a fireman.”

I’m so stunned he responded, all I can do is gape. “For real?”

Anger flashes over his features. “I didn’t say it would fucking happen. You just asked what I wanted. Whatever, man.”

“Don’t be so sensitive,” I grumble back. “It was just a question.”

His body relaxes. “I know this guy Mike. He’s a fireman. Cool as hell. Loves his job.”

Imagining Roan all decked out and sweaty in fireman gear is enough to make me want to faint all over again. Rather than embarrass myself, I close my eyes.

“I used to want to be a doctor.”

“Used to?” His voice is gruff.

“My dad’s a doctor. We’re not speaking anymore. Trying to figure out what I want to do now.”

“You look more like a substitute teacher if you ask me.”

And you look like an angry underwear model.

“No one asked,” I say instead.

Roan’s not so bad when he’s not under the influence of his friends.

“What are you doing after school?” he asks, his voice tight with some sort of hidden emotion.

“Going home.”

“Nope. Pick up Charlotte and bring her to basketball practice. Roux never has anyone to talk to.” He starts to get out of the car as Aunt Karen makes her way toward the parking lot from the building. I grab his arm to stop him.

“I’m not an errand boy.” I huff. “Besides, what would I do?”

“Play ball with us.” He shrugs. “I saw your jersey in the picture. Figured you played.”

“And snooped in my texts,” I grit out. “How did you even get into my phone anyway?”

“Fingerprint. Yours.”

“You seriously broke into my phone using my finger while I was passed out?”

“Yep.”

“Unbelievable.”

“Believe it, rat.”

“Fine.”

“Fine, what?”

“I’ll pick Charlotte up and bring her to the gymnasium. Penny has to come too, though.”

He smiles—real and beautiful. “I like that broody kid.”

“Are we…is this a truce?”

His features darken. “No. It’s you helping my fucking sister be happy because it’s the right thing to do.”

“Which makes you happy,” I bite back. “What the hell do I get out of it?”

“You keep from getting your ass kicked. I’ll call off the dogs.”

“For how long?”

“Depends on how long your sister stays friends with Roux.”

“Feels like blackmail.”

“Feels like the truth.”

 

 


Chapter Eight

Roan

DEFEATED.

Exhausted.

Ruined.

I know the feeling. I live it every day. For some reason, I’m fascinated with seeing it so blatantly displayed on someone else. Hollis. He’s still wearing the dirty pair of jeans from this morning, but it’s long since dried. I track him as he walks into the lunchroom. Alone.

“That kid is such a pussy,” Cal says with a laugh. “Did you see him nearly piss his pants this morning?”

Jordy growls. “The rat needs to watch his back.”

“What did he do to piss you guys off anyway?” Terrence asks as he shoves a handful of fries into his mouth. “Did he fuck your mom, Cal?”

“Don’t be a dick,” Cal bites out, whacking Terrence’s hand and sending his new handful of fries scattering across the table.

“He’s a rich asshole who thinks he’s better than us,” Jordy snaps. “And he knows about Roux.”

Cal and Terrence sober up.

“He’s messing with Roux?” Terrence demands, popping his knuckles. “That’s not right, man.”

With a sigh, I finally speak. “He’s Ms. Frazier’s nephew. Hollis lives there.”

“No shit?” Cal gapes at me from across the table. “Is he threatening to tell about your deal with his aunt?”

“Nah,” I say, “I already told him he’s not allowed to.”

“If the rat tries to use Roux against Roan, he’ll fucking pay,” Jordy warns.

My eyes drift back over to Hollis. He’s standing in line, now smiling brightly at some nerd and Sidney. Of course Sidney would be all up on his nuts. He’s the hot new kid. I’m surprised she hasn’t charmed him into her bed yet. Sid’s fucked every single one of us at this table except Jordy. Some of us more than a few times. That someone being me.

She notices my staring and makes a deliberate attempt to flirt with Hollis in an apparent effort to make me jealous. His smile is fake as fuck, but she believes it. I’m pretty sure he’s gay. Sidney is barking up the wrong tree. For some reason, this satisfies me. Not because I’m jealous of him sleeping with Sidney. I don’t even like Sidney most days. I just…I don’t think he needs to fuck her.

The nerd speaks up and somehow manages to engage Sidney in talking to him. Her flirtation fades as she has a serious conversation with the kid. Hollis seems to be relieved at the loss of her attention. He stares hard at the menu board, his jaw clenching. They go through the line and where the other two emerge with trays, he walks out holding an apple.

What the fuck?

I know he eats. I saw him eat at dinner last night. He barely touched the lasagna but filled up on bread and salad. I’d think he has some kind of stupid, prissy rich kid eating disorder, but now I’m not so sure. He has a muscular body. I caught a glimpse of his stomach yesterday and felt his biceps when I moved him to his car this morning. You don’t get fit like that and not eat. It’s like he’s sick.

My heart thuds hard in my chest, confusing me.

I get that nervous, worried feeling whenever something is wrong with Roux. Not some random kid I met yesterday and whom I also hate.

They sit at a table and he waves off offerings from both Sidney and the nerd. At least they notice it too. It’s strange he’s not eating.

“You think he’s fucking her?” Cal gestures toward them.

“Sidney is Hoodlum property,” Jordy snaps, challenging me with a glare to argue. “We’ll make sure he doesn’t.”

I nod, not because she’s our property, but because I don’t think Hollis will fuck her anyway. “I thought you didn’t like Sidney.”

Jordy’s dark eyes glitter evilly. “I don’t. She’s your and Cal and Terrence’s little slut.”

“Awfully protective of our little slut,” Cal teases him, batting his lashes at him in a dramatic way.

Jordy cracks a smile. “Do you always have to be an idiot?”

“Only always,” Cal says seriously, making me and Terrence snort.

“We’re done with her,” I offer. “You seem like you could get laid. Maybe time to finally hit that.”

“And catch whatever STDs you assholes are carrying? Fuck that,” Jordy says, taking a bite of his burger and talking over his chewing. “She’s all yours.”

He’s just fucking with us. My boys may like to fuck, but they use condoms. We all do.

Terrence launches into a heated story about the fight he had with his grandma over getting detention. I’m only half listening because my gaze drifts back to Hollis. He nibbles at his apple, grimacing with each swallow.

What’s going on with you, rat?

As though he can hear my inner thoughts, he lifts his gaze. His long, thick lashes seem to make his blue eyes pop out like bright stones in a clear lake. Because of his episode this morning and only eating an apple, his skin is stark white. He looks tired and his hand trembles when he rubs at the back of his neck. Our eyes never leave the other. I know he’s staring at me, but I don’t care at the moment. When he licks his plump, pink lips, heat burns down my spine. I’m embarrassed and should look away, but I don’t.

I fixate on how his lips now glisten.

I drag my stare along his pale throat, noticing the bulge of his Adam’s apple and wonder if it protrudes when he takes Lucas’s cock.

I’m sporting a chub in my sweats, which is fucked considering I hate this kid. I’ve never been attracted to a guy before. I like sex and have plenty of it…with girls. But my curiosity is strong. My mouth waters to taste him. To bite him. To kiss him.

Images of his mouth on mine are not bad ones. I don’t feel ashamed or grossed out. No, I’m fucking turned on. With a groan, I scrub my palm down my face before tearing my stare from him. Terrence is imitating his grandma, so I lose myself to his hilarious story.

Don’t look.

Don’t look.

I look a few times.

_______________

I’m distracted and practicing like shit. My eyes keep drifting to where Hollis sits with his sisters and mine on the bleachers in the gym. Coach Rendell is running us hard and I want to fall to the ground and die.

Terrence dribbles easily past me and throws the ball to Wyatt, who shoots. They make the basket and Coach yells at me.

“Come on, Hirsch! Would you rather play dolls with the girls?”

I grunt and try to focus on the next play. I’m tearing down the court when I hear Roux’s giggles. The ball falls from my grip and rolls out of bounds right over to Hollis. Coach yells at me again. Ignoring him, I trot up to them.

Hollis picks up the ball and throws it at me. Hard. Challenge gleams in his stare. Because I’m a dick, I throw it back at him, harder. Hoping to knock him on his ass. He catches it like it’s no big thing. We go back and forth, throwing the basketball to each other, harder and harder. Then, instead of throwing it back, he takes off with it. Flashes right by me, dribbling fast. I turn around to see him sidestep Jordy’s crazy ass, outrun Cal’s long legs, and then shoot over Terrence’s arms trying to block it. The fucker makes the basket from the three-point line.

Everyone just stares at Hollis.

“You go to school here?” Coach asks him.

“It’s Principal Frazier’s nephew,” Brody reveals like he’s a fucking gossip girl.

“No shit?” Coach grins. “Want to practice with us today?”

I expect Hollis to shrug him off or something, but he nods, an easy smile on his face. “Yeah. I’d like that.”

Jordy shoots a death glare at him. Cal and Terrence don’t seem impressed either. I’m annoyed as fuck. Coach is going to want to replace me with a rat. Unbelievable.

The rest of practice, Hollis annihilates. He dominates the court. It’s surprising because he’s shorter than anyone on the team and just looks so…pretty and breakable. And considering he passed out this morning and only ate an apple, my mind is reeling.

Who is this kid?

I always have basketball. Even with Mom being a shit parent, and me taking care of Roux, I have this. Something I’m good at and call my own. Now, it feels as though it’s being taken away from me. Hollis has infiltrated my life in every aspect. School. Job. My sister’s friends. Basketball. Anger swells up inside of me. I know it’s probably unfair to blame him, but I do. Fuck him for being perfect at everything.

We’re all dripping with sweat and dying by the time practice ends. Coach tells Hollis to hit the showers and to grab some of the extra clothes to borrow since his are drenched. I shoot a look Roux’s way and when I see her happily talking with Charlotte and Penny on the bleachers, I head for the locker room.

Several guys are already undressing and talking to Hollis like he’s on the fucking team. Jordy, Terrence, and Cal all give him dirty looks. I know mine rivals theirs. As soon as Hollis’s smiling face looks my way, he flinches.

Damn right.

I hope he feels my anger radiating from me.

Is this how Dad felt all those times before he kicked someone’s ass?

The thought sobers me up and I breathe out heavily, trying to expel some of my dad’s rage. Hollis must sense my fury because he retreats toward the showers. He pulls off his hoodie and shirt, dropping them on a bench along the way. I take in his sculpted back and muscular shoulders. His hips are narrow and his jeans hang off his ass enough to reveal his black Hugo Boss underwear band. I’m still staring when he shoves his jeans down, showing off the tight globes of his ass.

“Who the fuck does he think he is?” Jordy demands, coming to stand beside me. “Coach acted like he was some basketball god. I’ll be damned if he plays on this team.”

I tear my eyes from Hollis when he pushes down his underwear. I’m not going to lust over my fucking nemesis, especially when I don’t even understand why I feel this way in the first place. My dick may be confused, but my mind knows exactly what’s up. Hollis is a little bitch who’s getting in my way.

“His aunt is the principal, man,” I bite out. “Coach will put him in.”

“I’ll make sure he doesn’t play,” Jordy threatens. “Hard to play ball with broken wrists.”

I sling my arm over Jordy’s shoulders. “We’ll figure out some other way to knock him down a few pegs. Don’t take this away from Roux.”

Defeated, Jordy relaxes. “I never heard her laugh like that, Roan. Ever.”

“She likes Charlotte a lot. Unfortunately, Charlotte is Hollis’s little sister. We just need to be careful where the girls are concerned.”

He nods. “I may hate that kid, but I’d never do Roux dirty. You know that.”

“I do and that’s why you’re my best friend.”

I stick my tongue in his ear just to piss him off. He shoves me away and swipes at his ear, laughing. Truth be told, Jordy’s laugh is one I don’t hear often either. It’s a good sound. A real good sound.

The four of us cut up while we undress. Hollis is leaving the showers as we enter. I stay back and nod for my friends to keep going. My towel is wadded up in my hand, covering my junk, thank fuck, because my body is reacting to his.

Why does this asshole have to look so good?

With his hair wet, it no longer looks blond, but instead brown. Water rivulets run down his muscular pecs and down his tight abs. His obliques are a beacon, directing the eye down to where his towel is wrapped at his waist, covering his dick. The blond hair below his belly button glistens and my mouth waters wondering what he tastes like right there.

“Keep staring at me like that and people are going to wonder,” he says, his voice low and meant only for me.

I walk right up to him, our noses nearly touching. “Wonder what, rat?”

“Why Roan is sporting a hard-on for the new guy.”

Smug ass motherfucker.

“I don’t have a hard-on, freak.”

His lips twist up on one side in a half grin. Blue eyes twinkle with mischief. “But you will.”

My jaw clenches. “You’re fucking with danger.”

“I can’t help that danger looks so good.”

What is this?

Is he fucking flirting with me?

I grab one of his shoulders to push him away, but my greedy hand won’t let go. I’m transfixed by the way his muscles feel in my grip.

“Don’t forget that I hate you,” I snarl, squeezing his shoulder.

He breaks free from my grasp. “Don’t forget that you hate me when you’re jerking off later.”

With those words, he leaves me with the hard-on he promised.

Fuck him.

Problem is, I kind of want to.

 

 


Chapter Nine

Hollis

ME: I MADE the team.

Lucas responds immediately.

Lucas: You told me you weren’t trying out!

Me: It sort of happened.

Lucas: Of course it did. Story of your life, golden boy. All the good things fall into your lap.

Like you, I think bitterly. But then he ended it.

Me: So who’s the lucky lady nowadays?

The dots move and then stop. I frown as I wait for him to respond. Ten agonizing minutes later, he sends me a text.

Lucas: Eric.

Eric? Eric from our team Eric? Eric, who last I checked, was dating some college chick?

Me: Ha ha.

Lucas: Truth, man. People know now…that I’m bi. I worried over nothing.

Acid burns in my gut. For months, we slept around in secret, kissed in corners, and kept our friendship turned lovers relationship on the down-low. And in the few weeks I’ve been gone, he’s suddenly come out and openly dating someone from our team?

Me: Congrats.

“Who pissed in your Cheerios?”

I nearly drop my phone and dart my head up. Roan stands in the doorway of my room, his hands gripping the doorframe as he leans in. It does amazing things for his biceps, making them strain against his T-shirt. The bottom of his shirt rises up to reveal toned, tanned flesh.

“What?” I stammer, dragging my stare from his body and back to his face.

“You look irritated and you hadn’t even seen me yet.” He flashes me a smug grin.

Truth is, I saw him plenty today. I didn’t have any altercations in the parking lot like yesterday, but the Hoodlums did give me shit. I guess my showing them up on the court yesterday didn’t sit too well. The school day was almost over today when I was called into my aunt’s office where Coach Rendell was asking if I wanted to join the team. It’d been surreal and I said yes, because for the first time since I’d moved to Hood River, I felt wanted.

“Don’t you have attics to clean?” I grumble, the venom missing in my words.

“I’d much rather bug you.”

I let my eyes skim over his appearance again. He didn’t take a shower after practice today, no doubt knowing Aunt Karen would make him do dirty, sweaty chores. My mouth waters as I wonder how salty he would taste if I ran my tongue up the side of his throat.

“You should have eaten lunch, rat,” he says, releasing the doorframe to step into my room. “You’re looking awfully hungry.”

The air seems charged, but I don’t say anything to make it spark.

“Dinner will be ready in an hour,” Aunt Karen chirps, making us both startle as she peeks her head in the door. “Roan, hon, I was thinking instead of the attic, you could dismantle my desk and move it into my bedroom. I’m hoping to give Hollis a little more space.” She winks at me.

“Yeah,” Roan says, “I’ll get right on it.”

She leaves us and he saunters the rest of the way into the room. His attention is on the desk as he inspects it. My phone continues to buzz, no doubt texts from Lucas, but I’m no longer mad at him. I’d much rather watch Roan take apart a desk while I imagine him taking my ass over it.

He leaves, and I’m assuming to grab tools. I take the moment to gather my wits and reply back to Lucas’s texts.

Lucas: It’s nothing serious.

Lucas: You’re not mad are you?

Lucas: I like Eric, but we don’t have the connection you and I did.

Lucas: If you hadn’t moved away, you know it would be you.

Lucas: Text me back when you’re not pissed at me.

He then sends a picture of his abs as though that will fix everything. When we’d been dating in secret, we sent dirty pictures back and forth a lot. I’d enjoyed the thrill back then, but his abs are just abs to me. I don’t have the spike in body temperature or the rapid beating of my heart or the instant hard-on. No, my body responds to one guy in particular now. My fuck-hot enemy.

Me: We’re cool. Just have to study. Talk soon. Tell Eric I said hi.

I leave it at that. He responds with smiling emojis. I’m feeling slightly sorry for myself when Roan enters the room. He tosses the tools on the bed beside me and then sets to pulling stuff off Aunt Karen’s desk.

“Need help?” I ask, my eyes roaming down his muscular back and to his nice ass.

“Nope.”

“Fine, I’ll just watch.”

He looks over his shoulder and smirks, sending a ripple of heat rushing through my veins. “Suit yourself.”

Annoyed at my eagerness to stare at him, I snatch my algebra book out of my bag and start to work on my homework. “Did you already do the assignment in Henley’s class?”

Roan laughs. “No.”

“Do you plan on doing it?”

“Fuck no.”

“It’s worth twenty-five points.”

“So?”

“So you kinda need this class to graduate.”

“I’ll pass.”

He’s getting pissy now, tossing stuff onto the floor off the desk. One thing I’m learning about Roan is when you poke at his touchy subjects, he responds with defensive anger.

“I could help you,” I offer.

He jerks his head my way, a sneer on his face. “In trade for what?”

“Why does there have to be a trade? Why can’t I just help you?”

“I don’t want your help.” He snags up a small Allen wrench and kneels to start with the first screw.

“You could be nice to me. That’s a fair trade,” I grumble.

“I’m already being nice.”

I scoff. “This is your version of nice? Maybe I ought to tutor you in that department too.”

At this, he laughs. The sound is throaty and goes right to my dick. “This house is neutral ground. I already told you.”

Oh, God. He’s being serious. This is as nice as he gets.

“I could fix your dent,” he says, his back to me.

Fix my dent?

“On my car?”

He nods and shoots me a serious look. “Jordy’s brother owns a garage. Sometimes when they’re overloaded, I go in and help. The money’s under the table, but it helps me save it away for when Roux and I get the hell out of here.”

“Where are you going?”

He lets out a heavy sigh. “Not far since I still need Ms. Frazier to help her. But an apartment of our own.”

“What about your parents?”

“Dad’s in prison,” he states in an icy tone. “Mom is unfit as fuck.”

I think about my mom and how wonderful she is. How she gave up her entire life and marriage to protect me from my father’s anger. It makes my chest ache to think of her not loving or caring about me. No wonder Roan is such a dick.

“So you think you’d be awarded custody?”

“I don’t know. It’s not like Mom would fight me on it.”

Tossing the book to the side, I stand and walk over to him. “I can help you. Here. Whenever you finish what you do for my aunt. If you really are planning to take care of Roux, you can’t fuck up school.”

He rolls his eyes and his jaw clenches. “You sound like Ms. Frazier.”

“Maybe because it’s sound advice you need to hear.”

“I don’t accept help for free. So let me fix the dent and we’ll be even.”

“Deal,” I agree. “But you can’t be an asshole. Let me help you without all this grumpiness.”

“No deal. I can’t change who I am.”

I step closer, drawn to his salty scent. “Then here, when it’s just the two of us, change for me. You said it was neutral ground. Let it be neutral. Drop the tough guy act. I’m not some dick who’s going to exploit you.”

He grits his teeth and pokes my chest. “People aren’t nice for no reason.”

“There’s a reason,” I tell him, my voice husky. “We both know my reason.”

Him.

His lips press together to form a thin line as his copper eyes study me. I take note that his skin turns slightly pink. Beneath all the asshole exterior is a vulnerable boy curious about the one in front of him. It gives me hope. If I can crack him, maybe he’ll let me in.

Why do I want to be let in?

Because he’s different. I’m drawn to him. He’s fucking hot. So hot it hurts a little to look at him sometimes. I want his smiles directed my way. I’ve never wanted a guy in my entire life as much as I want Roan.

“I know you’re not gay,” I tell him boldly.

“You don’t know shit.”

My brow lifts. “Sidney said you two…er, dated.”

“We fucked,” he says bluntly. “Plenty of times. She’s not my type, though.”

“What is your type?”

“Not her.”

“Are you bi?”

“I’m nothing.”

His words, spoken softly and with such pain, cut into me. Not a gory slash. The kind that dives deep, slicing through every internal organ along the way. With every pulse of my heart, I bleed for him.

“You’re not nothing.” I step closer and lift my chin to look at him. We’re inches apart. Any other guy and I would’ve already made my move. I feel the heat that burns hot between us, but he’s too brittle. I have an urge to protect him. Even from me.

He leans in, bringing his mouth close to my ear, brushing it barely. “Careful, rat, I might think you care.”

His awful nickname for me doesn’t feel awful at all. It’s a breathy caress. An endearment.

“Have you ever kissed a guy?” My words tumble from my lips in a whisper.

“No.” Then, in a way meant to hurt me, he says, “Don’t plan on it either.”

I’m not scared away, though. If anything, it makes me want to taunt him further. Make him face what he feels deep inside, because clearly it’s not far off from how I feel. We may hate each other, but our bodies sure as hell haven’t gotten the memo.

“I kissed girls before,” I reveal, my voice low. I bring two fingers to his lips and ghost them over his flesh. “Too soft.”

His amber eyes flare like a ball of flames, but he doesn’t move away. Simply pins me in place with his hot glare.

“But guys,” I murmur. “Guys have just enough roughness. Scruff. Edge.” I lift my gaze from his mouth. “Meanness. They aren’t sweet like girls.”

“I’m not kissing you, rat,” he says in a husky tone. “No matter how much you try to seduce me.”

A grin tugs at my lips. His bronze orbs fall to my mouth, catching a glimpse of it and lingering. “Pity because I’ve been told I’m a great kisser.”

“By Lucas?”

The name has me jolting in pain, but the look on Roan’s face erases it. Barely masked jealousy. I’m not sure why this thrills me, but it does.

“And others.”

“Girls or guys?”

“Both.”

My thumb brushes his bottom lip this time, pulling the soft flesh to the side. His facial scruff scratches against my palm. It’s exhilarating touching him. I’m liking “neutral ground.” His hand reaches up, gripping my wrist hard. He doesn’t pull me away, though.

“Did you fuck all those people?”

“Just Lucas.”

Satisfaction glimmers over his features. I want to dissect his mind. Ask him a thousand questions. Figure out every part of him that makes him tick.

His lips part, and without hesitation, I press my thumb inside. The heat of his mouth sends pleasure tingling right to my dick. I’m hard and aching with need. He bites down on the tip of my thumb. Not painfully. Just a statement. That he has me. I don’t think he even realizes he stakes such a claim.

“Boys,” Aunt Karen calls out. “Come eat!”

I jerk my hand back and turn toward the window, hiding my boner, right as she makes her way into my room.

“Oh, good, you’ve got the desk cleared and ready to be taken apart.” Then, to me she says, “Hollis, hon, I made your favorite. Chili enchiladas.”

“Thanks, Aunt Karen.” I flash her a brief smile. “Be down in a second.” My stomach twists violently at the idea of eating chili anything.

She leaves and I catch Roan watching me with an unreadable expression. His guard is back up and his features are stony. Awesome. Back to square one.

_______________

“I’m so proud of you,” Mom says, reaching over the table and ruffling my hair. “And surprised. I didn’t think you’d try out.” She bites on her bottom lip, refraining from saying the rest. Your dad would be so proud of you too.

“You can thank Roan. He made it happen.”

Roan nearly chokes on his enchilada. He sucks down some tea and shoots me an annoyed look.

“How wonderful,” Mom tells him. “Thank you for inviting him. You’ve been great to my children and I can’t tell you how much that means to me.”

Roan’s cheeks turn redder than I’ve ever seen them. “It’s fine.”

“Roan’s a good big brother,” Roux tells her, pride in her tone. “When he finishes school, we’re going to live in our own house.”

Roan tenses and shoots her a look that has her shoulders slouching.

“What about your parents?” Mom asks.

Roan’s jaw ticks and I can tell he’s freaking out. So I save him. Neutral ground and all.

“Did you say you got cupcakes?” I waggle my brows at Mom.

She affixes her fake smile because she can sense the air is charged and I’m begging her to move on. “Duh,” she says, rolling her eyes, looking much younger than her thirty-eight years. “There’s a little bakery right next to the bank. When Karen told me about you making the team, I picked some up. There are all different flavors to choose from.” Then, to Roan, she smiles. “If you let me know your favorite, honey, I’ll make sure to get some for next time.”

“Roux loves chocolate like me,” Charlotte says, her mouth full of half-chewed enchiladas.

“I only like the icing,” Penny tells us grumpily. “Like Daddy.”

Mom and I deflate at her words. Sometimes it’s as though we’re the same person. Our moods are that similar.

“You can have my icing,” I offer, knowing full and damn well I’m not eating those cupcakes. My stomach is seizing violently at the few bites of spicy enchiladas. “For my favorite sister.”

“Hey!” Charlotte growls. “I’m the favorite.”

Penny sticks her tongue out at her. “No, you’re not!”

As they argue over who the favorite is—not that either cares about being favorite, just that they like to win—I lock eyes with Roan. His angry mask has fallen and he seems relaxed. I try not to obsess over the fact he looks good sitting at the table with my family. Like he belongs with us. Such a dumbass thing for a guy to think about another guy he met only days ago.

His easy smile fades when he looks down at my plate. Coppery brown eyes flash with anger, confusing me. Why the hell does he care what I do or don’t eat?

“When is Daddy coming to see us?” Penny asks Mom, jerking me from my internal thought.

“I spoke with him today,” Mom says with false cheer. “As soon as he gets a few days off. He can’t wait to see you. Maybe later you can call him and talk about it.”

Penny nods, revealing a rare smile.

The food I did manage to consume roils in my gut. It feels as though my stomach is on fire. Nerves. Worry. Stress. They seem to settle there and pulsate with energy. I grab my glass of tea and gulp it down, hoping to put out the internal fire. All it does is make me want to throw up.

Dad is coming.

Sooner rather than later.

I dread that day with every fiber of my being.

 

 


Chapter Ten

Roan

“I HAVE TO pee.”

I crack my eyes open and stare up at Roux’s sleepy face. “What time is it?”

“Time to pee.”

“Smartass.”

She laughs. “I can’t move that thing on my own.”

With a grumble that she woke my ass up at four in the morning, I climb out of bed and walk over to the dresser. Last night, after Ms. Frazier dropped us off, we made a beeline straight for our room. Alejandro was partying with some of his friends and I didn’t want to deal with any of them.

I move the dresser out of the way, and she bolts into the bathroom. Leaning against the wall next to the bathroom, I wait for her. Music plays from the living room, but I imagine everyone’s gone home or passed out. I’m yawning when I sense a presence.

Alejandro.

“Fucking pussy decided to come out of his cage?” he sneers, taking a menacing step toward me.

“Mom!” I bark out. “Call off your dog.”

Alejandro’s lip curls up. “She’s out.”

“Mom! Wake up!”

“Not asleep, dumbass. Out.”

Where in the fuck would she be at four in the morning?

“Leave us alone,” I warn.

Roux opens the door and steps out behind me. Alejandro’s eyes drop to her and he grins like a motherfucking wolf about to devour a bunny.

“Go to our room,” I hiss at her.

“Roan.” Her whine of terror is my undoing.

“Go!”

She scurries off and slams our bedroom door shut. I wish she were strong enough to move the dresser. Fisting my hands, I square my shoulders and glare at Alejandro.

“Leave us the hell alone.”

“This is my home, boy,” he sneers. “My rules.”

“Last time I checked, it’s HUD housing under Mom’s name and you’re not even supposed to be here.” I take a step forward, cracking my neck, ready to beat this motherfucker’s ass if need be.

His dilated pupils glimmer with hate and then he rushes me. I barely get a swing before I’m shoved into the wall, something cold digging beneath my jawbone at my throat.

“I could blow your fucking head off right now,” he threatens, grinding the barrel harder into my flesh. “Make your sister clean your brain matter off the wall.”

“You’d go to prison,” I spit back at him.

“So?”

“You don’t think my old man won’t find you and gut you like the pig you are for killing his son?”

His eyes narrow, but I know he contemplates my words. My dad is a mean bastard. Alejandro is nothing in comparison. With a cool expression, he takes a step backward. And then with a hard swing, he pistol whips me with his gun.

Pain explodes across my cheek and I stumble. He cracks me over the back of the head with the gun, sending me hurtling to the floor. I groan and blink away the dazed feeling. When I hear a scream, I get on my hands and knees, adrenaline fueling me. I rush into the room after him, ignoring the dizziness. Alejandro, with his gun in hand, swats at Roux like she’s a pesky little sister and they’re playing. This fucker is twisted, so I don’t want him playing anything with Roux. I tackle him, sending him crashing into the dresser. He snarls as I start wailing punches on his back. I manage to get one good one to his head and knock his ass out. With a grunt, I drag him out of our room and into Mom’s. Once the door is shut, I make my way back into our room, pushing the dresser back into place. I hide the gun under the mattress. The room spins and I crash into the end table, knocking over the lamp.

Roux is crying, but I’m so fucking tired.

I fall onto the bed now that she’s safe and pass out.

_______________

My head is killing me.

The voice on repeat is making it worse.

“Roan! Roan! Roan!”

Roux.

I force my eyes open. My sister sits beside me on the bed, sobbing. She hands me my phone.

“Who is it?” I croak. “Hello?”

“Oh, Roan, honey, thank God.”

“Mom?”

“No, baby, it’s Kelsey. Roux called the house phone crying. Hollis and I are on the way to come get you.”

“What?” I’m so fucking confused right now. “Why?”

“It’s not safe there.” Her voice is firm. Motherly. Fuck, it makes my heart hurt worse than my head. “We can bring you here—”

“No,” I bark out. “I mean, we have someplace to go. The fire station. I have a friend there.”

“We’ll be there shortly. If it feels unsafe to leave, let me know and I’ll call the police.”

“Please don’t,” I beg. I’m eighteen, but Roux? They’ll fucking take her from me.

“Okay,” she says with a ragged sigh. “Be there soon. You have Hollis’s cell if you need to call us.”

We hang up and I frown at Roux, which makes my head throb worse.

“Why did you call them?” I murmur, hurt in my tone. I always take care of her. We don’t need anyone else.

Her bottom lip wobbles. “I tried all your friends. No one answered.”

“Mike?”

“He must be asleep or at a fire. He didn’t answer either.”

“The dresser is there. We would’ve been fine,” I try, hating that I don’t even believe my own words.

“Not you,” she utters. “You’re bleeding and I think you have a concussion.”

“Okay, Dr. Hirsch.”

She laughs and the sound is a miracle worker. “My new best friend said she’s going to be a doctor like her dad when she grows up. I think I’ll be a doctor too.”

“Good,” I tease. “Then you can take care of me in my old age.”

I hug her to me and kiss the top of her head. We stay like that for a moment before we get up and pack our shit. Everything we own fits into a couple of bags. There’s no coming back here. Not after Alejandro pulled a gun on me. Next time, if he’s fucked up on drugs, he might just pull the trigger. I can’t live without Roux and I’ll be damned if I let her watch me die. I’m not sure where we’ll go or how we’ll manage, but I have to try. Anything is better than this. Hell, I’d be happy camping in my favorite tent at Cal’s campground if it meant never having to see Alejandro again.

“Let me make sure it’s clear first,” I tell Roux as I move the dresser from the door.

The apartment is quiet aside from the music playing in the living room. One quick look toward my mother’s door and it’s still shut. I walk back into our room, gather up most of the bags, and leave a couple for Roux to carry. Quietly, we slip out of the apartment. At five in the morning, no one is up. We make it out of the building and into the blistery cold just as a suped up Denali pulls up with Hollis at the wheel.

“Oh, thank God you’re both okay,” Kelsey cries out the moment the passenger door flings open. She rushes to the hatch and opens it. We toss our bags inside and she closes it. Before we can get in the car, she pulls us both to her for a hug. “I have you now. You’re safe.”

Tears burn at my eyes as I slump against this woman. She’s small, but her strength is addictive. I need so badly to be strong right now. A sob catches in my throat. Her hand pats my back as she whispers assurances. I break away and quickly jump into the backseat with Roux so I don’t do something stupid like cry. Everyone is quiet on the way to the fire station. Hollis keeps glancing at me in the mirror, worry evident in his stare.

I can’t look at him.

I can’t look at either of them.

When I try to see myself through their eyes, I see a weak brother who can’t keep his sister safe. I see all of my insecurities like blinking lights for all to witness. I see the fatigue of a life that’s too fucking tiring for someone only eighteen.

Defeated, I close my eyes and hope I’ll find my way to a bed soon. We pull up to the fire station and park. One of Mike’s friends, Frank, comes out to greet us.

“Everything okay? Do you need medical attention?” Frank asks. When he realizes it’s Roux and me, concern washes over his features. “Roan, what the hell, man? You might need stitches.”

I shrug. “Is April here? She can stitch me up.”

“Everyone’s asleep. I’ll get them up, though. Let’s get inside.” He ushers the four of us into the fire station. The scent of coffee hits my nostrils, making me recoil. I don’t normally dislike the smell of coffee, but at the moment, it makes me nauseous.

He takes us to the living area where there are a couple of sofas before rushing from the room. Hollis paces while Kelsey and Roux sit down. It makes my heart ache to see Kelsey hug Roux like she’s her daughter. Roux deserves so much better than the piece of shit who gave birth to us. I stumble a bit and Hollis pounces on me. He gently guides me down to sit.

“How’s your head?”

“Fine,” I grumble.

He doesn’t release my arm, sitting so close our thighs press together. “You’re not fine, Roan, you have a huge gash on your cheek and can barely stand upright.”

I grumble, but don’t argue. Truth is, I don’t mind his touch. It’s comforting in this moment.

“What in the ever-loving hell?” Mike demands as he charges into the room, still sleepy-eyed, with Frank and April on his heels. April has her kit in hand. She’s a nurse and is married to Frank, so she’s always up at the station with him.

“Good morning to you, too,” I deadpan.

Mike doesn’t seem amused as he plops his big ass down on the coffee table in front of me and puts his fingers under my chin, lifting my head. He touches below my jaw and I wince.

“I have to call this in,” Mike says, frowning.

“Mike!” I bark out, hating the wave of dizziness from this action. “You can’t.”

We both glance over at Roux. He grits his teeth.

“Fine, but you’re not going back,” he throws at me. “Ever again.”

I shrug my shoulders. “I can call Cal or Jordy—”

“Nonsense. I have the garage apartment. It sits empty. You can move in there.”

My heart rate speeds up. “Really? I mean, I can pay. Well, not right this second, but I can get a job and—”

“We’re not worrying about all that when you’ve clearly got a concussion and are bleeding all over the damn place. Let April get you stitched up. We’ll figure the specifics out later.” He clutches my shoulder. “I’m sorry I haven’t been able to do more. I always wanted to.”

“I know,” I choke out, hating how fucking emotional I feel right now. This isn’t me. I’m hardened. The boy made of steel. I won’t allow anyone or anything to hurt me or my sister. Right now, I feel every bit as breakable as the porcelain boy beside me.

Mike rises and moves out of the way so April can set to assessing me while Frank hovers, his brows furrowed in concern. I overhear Mike and Kelsey speaking in hushed tones. Roux is already fast asleep with a big blanket on her. Hollis remains at my side. It’s then I realize he’s holding my hand.

Warm.

Comforting.

Secure.

I don’t shake away his hold, simply draw strength from it.

Hollis swipes his thumb over my flesh. I don’t know what to make of it. It’s weird as fuck to hold hands with the kid I hated from the second I saw him. But the hate has evolved. In a few short days, it’s melted into something dangerous and consuming. Something I’ve never experienced. Frankly, it scares the hell out of me. How can someone feel so inexplicitly drawn to another person in such a short time?

I want to hate him, but I can’t.

I don’t like him. That much I’m certain of. Yet, I can’t figure out what it is about him that I crave. Friendship? Affection? His voice? The searing looks he gives me? It goes beyond some lust filled, sexual desire. If it was just sex, guy or not, I would’ve fucked him out of my system much like I did Sidney. This is different. All-consuming. Scary as hell.

I try to pull my hand away, unsure if I’m able to handle whatever this storm brewing between us is. I don’t know if it’ll end with fists and broken bones or kisses and broken hearts. It’s too intense and cataclysmic to not end in destruction, though. If it’s not hate, it’s something close. Hate destroys and decimates. Whatever this is, it’ll ruin too.

Ruin me.

Ruin him.

Probably ruin everyone in this room.

His fingers thread with mine and I fucking let him. I let the perfect, rich boy hold my hand like I belong to him. April says stuff to me, but I’m not entirely focused. I mumble out words that must calm her because then she begins stitching my cheek. Hollis squeezes my hand, reminding me he’s here with me. My heart throbs hard in my chest.

She finishes and then gives me a stern look when I yawn. “You need to stay awake so we can keep an eye on you.”

“I’m fine,” I grunt.

“You’re not fine.” She frowns. “Stay awake. I’ll grab you some coffee.”

She stands and walks away. Frank follows after her into the kitchen area toward the nauseating smell, talking lowly. I’m so fucking tired. I don’t have a concussion. I just didn’t get enough sleep last night. Bitterness makes my eyes sting.

I fall back against the cushions and my head throbs harder. My eyes must close because I’m shaken awake a second later.

“Roan, man, you can’t,” Hollis says, an apology in his tone. “Sit up.”

“No,” I snap. “Leave me alone.”

“I’m trying to help you.” The concern in his features kills me.

“Why?”

“Because I want to.”

“I’m so tired.” Of this day. Of this life.

“I know.”

“I want to go to sleep and never wake up.”

He swallows. “I know.”

“I don’t know what to do.”

Rather than offer an answer, he pulls me to him. The rat of Hood River, my enemy, hugs me to his chest. Fucking holds me like he can put all the broken pieces back together again. I fist his hoodie in my hand, breathing in his scent. Tears burn at my eyes and then leak of their own accord. I cry silently, overwhelmed with life, and soak Hollis’s hoodie. He doesn’t offer assurances, simply holds me.

“Stay awake for me,” he murmurs. “Please.”

The tears burn hotter and with more intensity.

“I’m awake, rat.” I smile, the fabric of his hoodie soft against my lips. “You can’t get rid of me that easily.”

 

 


Chapter Eleven

Hollis

ALL OF MY texts go unanswered. It’s frustrating as hell because I want to know what’s going on with them. Roan and I may have our beef, but there’s something linking us. It would feel too surface to say physical attraction. I feel connected to the broody asshole in ways I don’t understand. When he’s near, I want to inhale him and look at him. Feel him. I’ve never wanted to just be in someone’s presence before like I do with him.

It’s really fucking confusing because he’s a total prick most of the time.

That’s just surface too, I think.

Beneath all that hardness is a soft, vulnerable boy. Just knowing he’s inside there makes me want to dig and dig and dig until I unearth him. I feel like he’s mine. Like he could be mine. If I take the time and effort to find him.

Me: How’s your head?

I send Roan another text. This one, like the others, goes unanswered. It makes me worry his condition has worsened. He’s not at school, which is understandable considering he got the shit beat out of him by some thug, but what if he had to go to the hospital or something? My gut tightens and twists.

The bell rings for lunch and I take my time getting to the cafeteria. I’m sick to my stomach with stress and worry. The scent of pizza or whatever the fuck they’re cooking today has my insides burning in protest. I bolt into the restroom and head for a stall. Bile creeps up my throat and the room spins as I push into the handicap stall. I barely get the lock pulled when I’m scrambling for the toilet. Pain lances through my stomach as I gag. There’s nothing in my belly because I felt too sick after all that happened with Roux and Roan this morning to eat. I’m thankful I didn’t eat anything, because I’m too exhausted and overwhelmed to add puking my guts up to shit I’m dealing with today. Acid burns up my esophagus, but nothing escapes.

Once I feel like I’m no longer going to dry heave, I stand up and rush from the stall, eager to splash cold water on my clammy face. I’m just turning on the sink and getting my hands wet when the door to the bathroom opens.

In walk the Hoodlums.

Minus their grumpy leader.

“I thought I smelled a rat,” Jordy sneers, prowling inside with Cal and Terrence behind him. Terrence stands in front of the door, blocking it. Cal cracks his neck, towering behind Jordy, as Jordy steps into my personal space.

I don’t like him at my back, so I turn off the water and face off with the psycho freak.

“What did you do?” Jordy demands, poking my chest. “What the fuck did you do?”

“What the hell are you talking about?” I bite back.

“We know you ratted like the bitch you are.”

Cal must sense my confusion because he clutches Jordy’s shoulder. “I don’t think he knows.”

“Knows what?” I glare at them both, imploring them to tell me just what it is they think I did.

Jordy pokes my chest again. Hard. “You told your aunt and now child protective services are involved. So help me—”

The words are drowned out as my blood turns to ice. Aunt Karen told CPS? Oh, shit. This is bad.

“You hear me, motherfucker?” Jordy roars. “We’ll make your life a living hell!”

He shoves me with the strength of three men, sending me hurtling across the bathroom. I fall to my ass, bruising my tailbone on the linoleum floor. My stomach is seizing as my stress reaches new heights. Not because Jordy is seconds from kicking my teeth in, but for what this means for Roan and Roux.

Oh God.

I need to explain that I didn’t know Aunt Karen would say something.

The guys are taunting me, but I manage to get back to my feet. Jordy stalks my way, his fist raised, when someone bangs hard on the door.

“Open this door now,” a deep voice booms.

Coach Rendell.

We all flinch and Terrence steps out of the way. Coach storms in, assessing the situation.

“You okay, English?” he asks me, clearly understanding the tension and that it’s directed at me.

Jordy gives me a murderous warning glare.

“Y-Yeah. Fine. I, uh, I just need to leave. Feeling sick.” I push past them and head for the office. I want to confront Aunt Karen. Ask her how she could throw Roan and Roux under the bus.

I find Aunt Karen in her office, on the phone. When she sees me storm in, she tells them goodbye, before turning her sympathetic eyes on me.

“Why did you call CPS?” I practically shriek at her. “Do you know what will happen?”

Gone is her sympathy as her stern authoritative scowl washes over her features. “As principal of this school and an adult, I have an obligation—”

“Aunt Karen,” I snap, cutting her off. “They’ll take Roux away.”

“Perhaps it’s for the best,” she says softly. “Their home situation—”

“Unbelievable.” I pace her office, ripping at my hair in frustration. “What happens now? She goes and lives with another family? This will destroy him, Aunt Karen.”

“Honey,” she says in a soothing tone. “It’s best if you let people more qualified handle their unique situation. I’m only trying to help them.”

“By ratting them out?” Tears of anger prickle at my eyes. “I have to go.”

“Hollis! You can’t just leave!”

“I’m sick,” I growl. “So fucking sick. I’ll see you later.”

_______________

I speed the whole way to the fire station. It’s snowing and the streets are slick, but I’m a man on a mission. Make everything right. But how? I don’t know and that just makes me want to throw up. This day keeps getting worse and worse.

I need to explain.

I want to help.

He’s going to hate me more than he already does, and it kills me. It kills me because I didn’t want this for him or Roux.

My car slides into a parking spot. I barely get it turned off before I’m flying out and into the station. As soon as I step inside, I notice a woman speaking to Roux while Roan paces. The woman sees me and smiles.

“You must be Hollis? You and your mother went to get Roux and Roan last night?” she asks, her nose crinkling.

Unable to formulate an answer before seeing Roan’s face, I glance over at him. His jaw clenches, but he says nothing.

“Yeah,” I grunt out. “Roan, can I talk to you for a sec?”

The woman nods. “I think that would be great. Roan, go talk to your friend. I wanted to ask Roux a few questions anyway.”

His nostrils flare, but I plead with my eyes as he walks over to me. He passes me and steps outside. I follow him around the side of the building. Is this where he’s going to kick my ass? Finish the job Jordy clearly wanted to do?

His expression is unreadable. It’s dead. Empty. A void. I don’t know if he’s mad or upset.

“Roan…”

“Don’t,” he warns, his bronze eyes flashing a yellowy gold like fire.

“I didn’t—”

He rushes me, his palm covering my mouth. The brick digs into my back and his hips keep me pinned. “I said don’t.”

His eyes lose their fury as anguish sets in. He’s scared. Devastated. Fuck. I want to wrap my arms around him and promise him it’ll be okay. Has anyone ever assured him it would be?

“I can’t lose her,” he hisses, bringing his mouth to my ear. “Carol is talking about putting her in a temporary home and I…” His voice breaks. “I can’t fucking take that, rat.”

I flinch at the name. Doesn’t feel like much of a caress now.

My palms slide up his muscular chest over his hoodie. I’m desperate to hold him and make him all the promises in the world. He needs it.

“If…” He trembles, trailing off, as his hand slides from my mouth down to my neck. “If they take her away from me…” He pulls back, searing his flaming eyes into mine. “I’ll fucking kill you.”

I blink in confusion. “What?”

“You heard me, rat. If this all blows up and I lose my sister, then I’ll have nothing left to lose. I will hunt you down and fucking destroy you.” His palm tightens around my throat, restricting the airflow.

“I can fix this,” I promise, though it’s not my fault and I don’t know how. “Let me help you fix this.” My hands slide up his neck and into his messy hair. I scrape my fingertips along his scalp. His eyes flutter closed briefly.

I steal the moment.

Inhale him.

Stare at him.

Feel him.

We’re on the edge of something, and it’s about to be taken away from me.

So I keep the moment for as long as I can.

I grip his hair tighter, making him open his eyes and hiss in warning. He clutches my throat tighter. Despite his anger and devastation, his body responds to mine. I can feel just how much so, as his dick rubs against mine through our jeans.

His shoulders sag slightly and his hand falls away from my neck. I pull his head toward mine. Forehead to forehead, we breathe in each other’s scent. Amber eyes lock onto mine—the brokenness in them causing little fissures inside my heart. I caress his scalp with my fingers, trying to convey wordlessly these intense feelings for him that have consumed my every thought.

Our mouths are so close.

I could kiss him.

Would it solve everything?

So close.

A tilt of my head.

I could make it happen.

He exhales and tilts forward, bringing his lips near enough to mine, they almost brush. “Remember, Hollis, if I lose her, I’ll ruin you in every way possible.”

Not a kiss.

Just cruel, hateful words that make my stomach clench violently.

“Roan…”

He pulls away so abruptly, I nearly collapse without his body holding mine up against the wall. Roan is hard in his jeans. An angry scowl paints his face into something hauntingly beautiful. Those lips…fuck. Those lips are pink and full and would feel so good pressed to mine.

“Roan…” My voice is shrill and pleading.

The vulnerable boy retreats into the shadows as the fierce one steps up, ready to defend.

“Get the fuck out of my life, rat.” He cracks his neck and gives me a scathing glare. “Or I’ll do it for you.”

 

 


Chapter Twelve

Roan

I GLOWER AT Hollis through the window of the fire station as he slowly walks back to his car. His shoulders are hunched, utterly defeated. It’s bullshit. I’m the one suffering here because of his family, and he’s the one feeling sorry for himself.

His head turns, looking my way, but he can’t see me from his vantage point. He fumbles for his keys in his coat pocket. They fall to the snowy asphalt at his feet. His knees buckle and he grabs the side of his car before bending to get them. I’m still staring after him, even after he drives off, when a hand clamps down on my shoulder.

“Carol’s not going to separate you two. You know that, right?” Mike asks, his voice filled with fatherly authority.

I almost believe his tone.

Believe him.

But I’m not stupid.

Nothing ever goes right for me and Roux.

“She said that? In those exact words?” I challenge, shaking off his hand to turn and look at him.

Mike’s lips thin out and he nods. “Pretty much. I told her I have the garage apartment.”

“She’s letting Roux stay with you because you’re stable and can provide,” I grit out. “This has nothing to do with me. I’m only getting to stay because you like me. If it weren’t for you, we’d be split.”

He shrugs. “Maybe. But that’s not the circumstance. You do have me and you’re not getting split up.”

For now.

He doesn’t have to say the words because I feel them. I know them as truth.

“Come on,” he says. “Carol is leaving. It’s probably best I get you two settled in and back to the station while we have coverage.”

Ten minutes later, we pile into Mike’s big redneck truck. The drive is quiet, each of us trapped in our heads. I’m sure Mike is wondering how in the hell he managed to suddenly get himself two kids. Roux is scared. I’m just angry at the injustice of it all. He pulls into a familiar neighborhood.

Oh, Jesus.

Seriously?

“There’s Charlotte’s house,” Roux says, pointing at a house as we drive.

My body tenses when I notice a purple Mustang parked out front. Mike drives to the end of the street and hangs a left. His house is at a dead end with a green belt behind it. The house is modest in size but boasts a big garage—probably for his monster truck—and the apartment sits on top.

We climb out and Mike helps Roux with her bags. He shows us up to the garage apartment. Once inside, I take in the small space.

“This kitchen is outdated, but everything works. I just had everything serviced up here because I was considering renting the place out,” he says as he walks over to the fridge and opens it. “I’ll get some food for you guys. Until then, just help yourself to whatever’s in the house.”

Guilt niggles at me. He obviously needed the money if he was going to rent it out, and now here we are freeloading. I’m going to have to find a job and fast.

“The television works, as does the DVD player, but if you want cable, we’ll have to get a box added—”

“We don’t need it,” I blurt out. “We’ll be fine.”

He gives me a knowing nod and then shows us down a hallway. “Here’s the bathroom. The sink sometimes is slow to drain so just watch that.” He opens another door once in the hallway. “This was a laundry room at some point, but the plumber said it’d cost a shit ton of money to fix the pipes. We capped it off and I converted it to a small bedroom.”

Roux steps inside and points out the small window. “Look! You can see the ducks in that little pond!”

Hearing her excitement does something to me. It melts a glacier-sized hunk of ice on my heart. I’ll have to work my ass off to pay for this somehow, but I’ve never wanted anything more than to give Roux a safe place to stay. Someplace happy and homey.

“And the other bedroom is back here. It doesn’t have the duck view, but you have a fabulous view of the street,” Mike jokes.

Though I want to give Roux the bigger room, I like that I can see what’s coming for us with this view.

“I get the duck room,” Roux tells me. “Sorry, bro.”

“You wound me,” I tease.

“I’ll round up some stuff from the house and bring it back so you guys can get your beds made up and shower. If you need anything, you have my cell. Take today to get settled, but tomorrow I want you back at school.” He gives me a firm look. “Both of you.”

So much for dropping out and job hunting.

“Thanks, Mike.”

“No problem, kid.”

He leaves and my tension hitches a ride with him. Just Roux and me feels more like normal. They can’t fucking take her from me. I won’t be able to cope.

I make my way back to the duck room. She’s already unpacking her clothes into a small dresser that’s made of clear plastic. Leaning against the doorframe, I watch her.

“I like it here,” she tells me, looking up from her task. “Without Alejandro…without Mom.”

“I do too.” I scrub my palm down my face. “I’m going to work my ass off. I’ll make sure we get to stay here. Maybe even get someplace better eventually.”

“You’re afraid.”

I let out a heavy sigh and sit down beside her on the bed, hugging her to me. “I’m afraid they’ll tear us apart.”

“Me too.”

“They can try,” I say, ruffling her hair in a playful way.

We both grow quiet because it’s not a joke. If they separate us, I’ll do everyfuckingthing in my power to bring us back together again. My father is a law breaker. Maybe the apple doesn’t fall far from the tree. I’d do it for Roux. I’d do anything for Roux.

“We’re going to be okay.” My whispered assurance does nothing to calm the stuttering in my heart.

Will we ever be able to relax in this lifetime?

“I hope so,” she says. “I really want us to be okay.”

_______________

I walk out of Coach Rendell’s office burning with anger. It’s irrational, but I want to throttle Hollis. He’s nowhere to be found, which is good, because there’s no telling what I’d do to him if I saw him right now.

Definitely not rub my fucking dick against him like yesterday.

A shot of lust shoots straight to my dick when I remember the way he ran his fingers through his hair and worried his plump bottom lip between his teeth. I was furious, but something about his nearness made me burn hot with something else. Something unfamiliar and strange.

Attraction.

Intensity.

Need.

I’ve fucked a few girls in my lifetime, and none of them, naked and balls deep on my dick, ever made me feel that way. It was mindless sex to get off and pass the time.

Hollis fucks with my head.

The hate I have for him feels a lot like desire.

Strangest fucking thing ever.

In this moment, I’m unsure if I could even kick his ass. Not that I’m afraid he’d get one over on me. That’s not it at all. I’m afraid I’ll let him do worse. Much worse.

Images of kissing him assault my mind—unwanted and hot.

It makes my headache worsen.

Fuck this and him.

I’m charging out of the locker room when I slam into a hard body. Terrence grips my shoulders and steadies me.

“Dude, what the fuck?” he mutters, his dark brown eyes assessing me. “Are you okay? What the hell happened yesterday?”

I rub at the back of my neck and let out a heavy sigh. “Too much.”

Footsteps round the corner, revealing Jordy and Cal. Jordy rushes over to me and yanks me to him for a hug. I let out a heavy sigh as I sink against my best friend, desperately needing his violent strength to get me through the fucking day.

“There are rumors and shit,” Jordy growls, pulling away to glower at me. “I want to know the truth.”

Cal nods behind him, his normally playful features twisted into a solemn expression. “Yeah, man. Tell us what’s up.”

My three best friends crowd in on me. We’ve been tight ever since I can remember. Bad boys with a bond. They’re my family.

As much as I want to throw Hollis under the bus, just to bitch about him, I can’t. So, I do what they ask. Tell the truth.

“Alejandro pulled a gun on me.” I wince at the reminder. My heart gallops in my chest. Had he pulled the trigger…

Jordy gently slaps at my cheek. “He did fucking what? Focus, man. You’re dazed right now. Are you on drugs?”

“W-What? No.” I pinch the bridge of my nose and shake my head. “Alejandro tried to mess with Roux. I don’t know what he was planning on doing, but I wasn’t fucking having it.”

Jordy’s eyes darken and his nostrils flare with barely contained rage. Roux is not just my little sister, she’s theirs too. They take care of her like their own.

“The fucker pistol-whipped me and then started in on Roux while I was out—”

Slam!

Jordy rams his fist through a locker, crunching it inward. The sound echoes loudly down the hall. I cringe, wondering if it was loud enough for Coach to hear.

“Did he…” Terrance trails off, unable to finish.

Cal’s haunted expression chills me to my core.

“No,” I mutter. “I woke up and beat the fuck out of him.”

Jordy slides down the wall of lockers, falling on his ass. Anger is his go-to expression, but currently, his features are pinched. His eyes are glassy. I don’t miss the tremble in his hand before he scrubs his palm over his face.

“So you bailed?” Cal asks, brows pinched.

“Not exactly. I got a concussion. I was kind of out of it and it scared Roux.”

Jordy growls. “I’ll fucking kill that asshole.”

“You don’t have to kill him,” I assure my best friend. “We’re out of there.”

His menacing glare seems to argue otherwise.

“Did you call the police?” Terrence asks, knowing if I did, it was a last resort kind of thing.

“No, uh, after Roux tried calling you guys, she eventually called her friend Charlotte, who woke up her mom, Kelsey.”

All three guys’ shoulders slouch when they realize Roux tried to contact them.

“I was sleeping, man, or otherwise,” Cal tries, his voice hoarse.

I grip his shoulder. “I know. It’s okay.”

Jordy pulls his knees to his chest and bends down, bumping his forehead over and over again on his knees. “I should have answered.”

“Kelsey is Hollis’s mom.” I bite out the words, hating the bitter taste on my tongue.

“What?” Terrence demands, now pacing beside me. “That prissy purple car motherfucker?”

Jordy is on his feet in an instant, all despair erased as rage fuels him forward. He stands too close, assessing me. “He went with his mom to get you?”

I nod and let out a sigh. “They took me to the fire station to see Mike. Apparently I might have a concussion. It’s enough that Coach doesn’t want me playing tonight. I’m benched.”

Cal groans. “Fucking really? We need you, man.”

“You have Hollis now,” I bite out harshly. “Coach says you guys will manage a game without me, especially with him on the team.”

The truth of Coach’s words hurt.

I’ve been replaced by a prettier, richer, more perfect version.

A golden boy.

I’m nothing but old news. Replaceable. A problem that needs fixing.

“So the fucker tells his aunt and CPS gets involved?” Jordy demands. “Now they’re going to take Roux away from us?”

My heart races wildly in my heart. “No one is fucking taking her.”

He relaxes. “Damn straight.”

“We’d kick their asses if they tried,” Terrence grumbles.

“Make them regret the day they messed with Little Hoodlum,” Cal agrees. “Do you need a place to stay? I bet Mom and Dad wouldn’t mind.”

“For now, Mike’s letting us stay with him.” I let out a heavy sigh. “I’m going to have to lie low for a while. I can’t get into any shit and risk them yanking Roux into the system.”

All three guys nod, features contorted into angry scowls.

“Don’t worry.” Jordy snarls, his eyes locking in on a target behind me in the hallway. “We’ll do the dirty work for you.”

We all turn to see Hollis walking toward us, his head down and shoulders slumped. He doesn’t notice us until he nearly runs into Terrence. As soon as he acknowledges the four of us, he tenses and straightens. His eyes dart over to mine, concern glimmering in them.

I look away.

“Watch where you’re going, rat,” Terrence snaps, shoving Hollis back.

He stumbles but regains his footing before falling. Fury turns his pale features crimson and he fists his hands, readying for a fight. As though the porcelain boy is a match for four Hoodlums.

“Roan,” Hollis says, eyes burning into me as he ignores the others. “Can we talk?”

“Fuck no, you can’t talk,” Jordy sneers, stalking over to him. His chest bumps Hollis’s. “If you have something to say, you say it to me.”

Hollis tries to look around Jordy, but Jordy isn’t having that shit. He grabs Hollis by the jaw and shoves him against the bank of lockers on the wall, pressing his head into the depressed locker he ruined moments earlier. Hollis wriggles to no avail, panic flashing in his blue eyes.

“You stay away from my boy,” Jordy warns. “Or I will fucking crush you.” To punctuate his words, he digs his fingers into Hollis’s jaw.

Hollis cries out in pain.

The sound burns down my spine, chasing butterflies into my stomach. I don’t understand the sensation, but it isn’t a pleasant one.

“Not here,” I murmur. “You’ll get your ass in trouble.”

Jordy holds Hollis in his punishing grip a second longer before releasing him roughly. He spits at Hollis’s feet before stalking off down the hall. Terrence and Cal saunter after him. I start to follow, but Hollis grabs my bicep before I get far.

I shake off his hold and step close, my face inches from his. “You heard Jordy. Stay away from me.”

His brows furrow together. “I just want to make sure you’re okay.”

“You stole my spot on the team for tonight’s game and your family called CPS on mine.” I laugh cruelly at him. “I’m fucking peachy, rat.”

I start to pull away, but he fists my hoodie, pulling me flush against him. My hand flies to the smashed locker behind him to keep from slamming my hips on his. His breathing is uneven and mine is harsh. Bravely, he stares at me as though he can project thoughts straight into my skull.

Don’t hurt me.

I won’t hurt you.

A shudder ripples through me. I don’t like the spooky ass mental vibes he’s giving me. Like he knows me. I met the guy Monday. He doesn’t fucking know me.

“Roan, I’m not a bad guy.” His blue eyes soften, warming the iciest parts of me.

I cool every part inside me, especially the heat flooding down to my dick. “Sucks for you then, rat,” I mutter, leaning in to brush my words against the shell of his ear, “because I am.”

 

 


Chapter Thirteen

Hollis

THE CROWD SCREAMS when I make my shot. Adrenaline races through my veins, chasing away every nervous or uneasy feeling. When I’m on the basketball court, I’m in my element. A few guys from the team slap my back in appreciation as they pass.

Not the Hoodlums.

Terrence curls his lip up in disgust.

Cal’s nostrils flare.

Jordy shoots me glares filled with venom and hate.

Besides that, still feeling pretty good.

That is, until I catch Roan’s stare on the sidelines. He’s benched, just as he said, watching the game with furrowed brows and sadness gleaming in his eyes.

Someone from LHS rams into me, knocking me to a knee. Coach yells at me to pull my head out of my ass. Roan now smirks at me, satisfied.

Fucker.

“We wipe our asses with Hood River trash,” the Lebanon High kid mutters.

My eyes track the ball, ignoring this douchebag. He says something else, his attention diverted my way, and not on the play.

“And we embarrass Lebanon losers in front of all their friends and family,” I grunt as I dart around him, intercepting the ball that was meant for him.

The crowd screams again, numbing me with a pleasure you can only feel when everyone is rooting for your success. I storm down the court, sidestepping every LHS asshole along the way, before throwing the ball from the three-point line.

Swoosh!

Coach yells at me again, but this time he’s grinning. “Way to run the court, English!”

By half time, I’m starting to feel slightly woozy. The rush of adrenaline has sapped up the last of my energy. I knew I should have grabbed more than a protein shake. We’re all herded into the locker room so the cheerleaders can perform their halftime show. I get knocked along the wall a couple of times. Blindly, I reach out to steady myself. My palm wraps around Roan’s firm bicep.

Oh shit.

I should let go, but I can only stare at him, hating that he makes me feel even more lightheaded than before. He grips my wrist in a punishing hold, prying me from him. But, rather than letting go, he hauls me over to his locker.

“You’re going to pass out, rat,” he complains as he flings open his locker. “Coach won’t let me bail you out, so you’re going to have to figure your shit out and fast.”

Coach is rambling about kicking LHS’s ass, but I’m too focused on Roan to hear all the details of his gloating.

Roan pulls out a package of peanut butter crackers. My stomach recoils. His features darken when he notices my reaction. Before I can open my mouth to protest, he rips open the package and shoves a cracker at me.

“Eat this. Now.”

I shake my head. “I…”

“So help me, rat. Eat it or I’ll make you.”

Anger pulses deep inside me. It makes my gut clench hard and painfully like a fist. Rather than get into it with him, I snag the cracker and make a great, messy show of eating it. He smirks and hands me another one.

“Good little rodent.”

“Fuck off,” I grumble.

His eyes dart to my mouth, chasing away my irritation with a shot of heat. When he lifts his hand, I stop mid-chew. Oblivious to the chaos around us as Coach says something that makes everyone cheer, Roan lifts his thumb to my mouth. My breath catches in my throat.

“Crumbs.” He utters the word. I see it tumble past his lips more than I actually hear it over the noise. His thumb brushes along my bottom lip.

Time slows like molasses hanging thickly from an overturned jar.

The moment almost passes, but lingers.

Barely.

Seconds drag by, the heat of his thumb on my lip scarring me.

He pins me with a hot stare for what feels like an eternity. I’m no longer breathing. My heart doesn’t beat. I simply stare at him.

He kills the spell when he shoves the pack of crackers into my chest. “Eat so you don’t fuck up the game.”

With those words, he’s gone.

I’m left feeling even more fucked up than ever.

Why does Roan get inside me and strip me bare every damn time? Being so stupidly affected by him is becoming an issue. It’s overwhelming and exhausting.

And exhilarating.

Thrumming with adrenaline, this time the Roan induced kind, I run out of the locker room with the rest of the team to go kick some Lebanon loser ass.

_______________

“Keep kicking ass out there, English, and you might just lead this team to the state championship,” Coach says, slapping me on the back. “Awesome work out there.”

He turns to shower praise on a couple of other guys. I’m left grinning.

“You played so well!” Sidney exclaims as she bounds over to me. She throws her arms around my neck for a hug. “Ew, you stink.”

“I just ran my ass off,” I say with a chuckle, hugging her back. “You walked into this sweat trap.”

She pretends to look offended but makes no moves to peel herself from me. Gio walks up, winking at me.

“You two are so cute,” he teases, batting his lashes. “Future prom king and queen.”

“Pass,” I grumble.

Sidney pouts. “But we’d be such a cute couple.”

I manage to pull her away from me. “Yeah.”

“So convincing,” she groans. “Well, I can speak for everyone when I say we’d be adorable. Right, Gio? Back me up on this one.”

I smirk as he placates her in a teasing way. Gio clearly likes Sidney. From what I’ve gathered this week, she’s on a totally different social rung than him, but they get along great regardless. Maybe if she wasn’t so hell-bent on trying to date me, she’d give a guy like Gio a chance.

“Hello, Earth to new kid,” Sidney whines. “You’re always in your head. There’s a whole world out here with me in the center of it.”

Gio snorts. “Give him a break, Sid. He just scored most of the points for our team. I wouldn’t be surprised if he passed the hell out at any second.”

“Save the passing out for my tent later,” she whispers, fluttering her lashes at me. “You’re going, right? To Campfire Chaos? I’ve only begged all week.”

“I, uh,” I start but then snap my mouth shut when I feel an intense presence behind me.

“What’s happening?” Roan’s smooth rumble ripples down my spine and makes the hairs on my neck stand on end.

“We’re inviting Hollis to Campfire Chaos,” Sidney says bravely, staring past me with fiery challenge in her eyes.

“Me too,” Gio throws in. “Packaged deal.”

Sidney’s lips twitch. “Duh.”

“I don’t remember inviting the rat to the river,” Roan says in a menacing tone. “Do you?”

I don’t have to see them to feel three more guys flank Roan. Having them at my back makes me nervous, but knowing we’re in front of a shit ton of parents, students, and teachers helps.

“It’s fine,” I mutter.

Sidney’s face tightens with fury. She opens her mouth to speak when my mom pushes her way into the group to hug me.

“You did amazing, honey,” she praises, kissing my sweaty head. “I was so proud.”

I close my eyes, ignoring all the bullshit, and focus on my mom. So strong. So loving. So kind.

“Thanks, Mom.”

She pulls away to grin at everyone in the group. “Hi, Roan.” Her smile is sympathetic and motherly. Then, she regards the others. “I’m Kelsey.”

Roan sheds his asshole attitude and introduces his friends. Terrence and Cal shake hands with my mother, both wearing matching good ol’ boy grins. Jordy grunts out a hello and manages to somewhat smile for her, which feels crazy to me since I’ve never seen him do it before. Gio hams it up for her when he introduces himself, making sure to kiss the back of her hand. I kick him in his ass, aiming for his balls, but he manages to thwart my attempt.

“I’m Sid. Hollis and I might go to prom together.”

Mom’s brows lift in amusement. She knows I’m not into Sid, but she plays along anyway. “That’s wonderful, sweetie.”

Sidney preens and then sidles up to my mother, her eyes flashing with victory. I don’t know what she thinks she’s won. That is, until she opens her mouth. “We invited Hollis to go camping with us. Cal’s dad owns a campground and in the winter, we basically have the place to ourselves. Everyone behaves. We cook hot dogs and tell ghost stories. Super fun and safe.”

Mom chuckles. “Wasn’t born yesterday. I know you’re giving me the G-rated version.”

Sidney’s face burns bright red. “I, uh, I…”

“It’s okay,” Mom assures her. “My son is eighteen. It’s good to see him going out and meeting new people. I trust you all to take care of him.” Her eyes settle on Roan, who’s now come to stand beside me, our shoulders brushing.

“I won’t be there.” His voice is gritty and raw. “I have to get back to Roux.”

Mom’s eyes light up. “About that. I was just coming over here to ask you if it would be okay for Roux to spend the night with us. She tells me you’re staying at the nice fireman’s house and that he lives close by. I promise we’ll take good care of her.” She reaches up and ruffles Roan’s hair. “I’ll take care of yours if you take care of mine.”

He’s stiff but when he catches sight of Roux and Charlotte talking nearby, his shoulders sag in defeat. “Okay.”

Jordy growls from behind me, but my mother doesn’t notice his rage.

“Wonderful. How about we all meet up at The Mushroom Hut? My treat. Everyone loves pizza, right?” Mom beams at us. “You boys better shower first, though.”

“We’ll totally be there, Mrs. English,” Sidney says, reaching over to take my hand. “Thanks for inviting us.”

“Right. Meet you there,” Roan grunts, pushing between Sidney and me, breaking our hands apart.

Mom tosses me a knowing wink, which I pretend I didn’t see. She has no idea how much this guy hates me. And she just invited all the Hoodlums for dinner. Fucking great.

_______________

“We’re almost there,” Sidney assures me and points. “Turn here.”

I’d wanted to drive alone, but Sidney hopped in my car when everyone left the pizza restaurant. The Hoodlums surprisingly hung out with Roux and Charlotte, ignoring us, while Sidney and Gio chattered my mom’s ear off. No fights broke out, so I consider dinner a success.

Even if I couldn’t stomach a single bite of the pizza.

I pull up to a snow-covered camp area, nestled in the woods, and shut off the car. Vehicles are parked already. It appears we’ve arrived later than most everyone. I’m about to open my door when Sidney runs her palm over my jean-clad thigh.

“I like your mom,” she says softly. “Much nicer than mine.”

“Thanks.”

Her palm slides higher. “We could be good together, you know. Really good.” She palms my cock through my jeans, making me hiss out.

Gripping her wrist, I pull it gently away. “No.”

Shock morphs her pretty features. Apparently Sidney isn’t used to being told no. For a brief moment, she seems tired. Used and abused and worn out. When she’s not smiling, she looks pretty fucking sad.

I hold her hand, threading my fingers with hers. “It’s not that kind of no. Not how you’re thinking. More like the fact that I couldn’t ever reciprocate.”

“I give good head,” she whispers. “I don’t need anything in return.”

“You should, Sidney,” I say firmly, pinning her with a hard stare. “You’re sweet and funny and fucking beautiful.”

Her lashes bat hard at her cheeks, but it’s because her eyes are watering and she’s trying desperately to hold back tears. “Why are you saying these things?” A tear leaks down her cheek.

I reach up and swipe it away. “Because they’re true. You’ll make some guy really happy. Just not this guy. And, for the love of God, stay away from the Hoodlums.”

“If I’m so funny and pretty, why doesn’t anyone want me?” Her bottom lip wobbles. “Not you. Not the Hoodlums.”

“I can’t speak for those assholes, though I’m almost positive it’s because they’re self-centered dickheads who only love themselves, but I can speak for me.” I give her a genuine smile. “Sid, I’m gay.”

She blinks at me as my words settle in. “What?”

“Gay. Not bi. Just gay. I like guys.”

“Oh.”

Leaning in, I kiss her wet cheek. “But if I were straight, you’d be my type. The serious girlfriend with marriage potential type. I hope you find someone who sees that because you deserve it.”

She hugs me and then cries softly into my neck. I stroke her silky hair, almost wishing I could be that person for her. I can barely be the person I need to be for me. Someone bangs on the window, making Sidney scream in surprise.

“Hey, lovebirds, save some kisses for me,” Gio says, pressing his mouth against the glass.

We both laugh at his antics.

“Yeah, yeah, we’re coming,” I grumble.

He walks off chuckling. I grab her hand and squeeze it.

“Listen,” I say with a sigh. “Since you’re my friend and all, I want to confide in you. While I’m gay, and I already came out in my old hometown, I’m not ready for that here. Not with the Hoodlums breathing down my neck and just getting on the basketball team. Can we keep it between us?”

“Can I at least tell Wendy? Gio? I need to tell someone. Please,” she begs. “You can’t give a girl such juicy information and tell her to zip her lips.”

“You can tell Gio,” I relent with a smile. “If you let him ask you out.”

She snorts. “Good one.”

“I’m being serious.”

“Have you seen him? He drives a van.”

“So?”

Her lips press together before she lets out a huff. “He’s Gio. I don’t know. I’m not attracted to him.”

“Because you’re attracted to assholes like the Hoodlums? How’s that working out for you?”

She rolls her eyes. “Ugh. They’re such dicks. Gio does make me laugh and he doesn’t ever try to stick his tongue down my throat or cop a feel.” Then, she stiffens. “What if he doesn’t want to ask me out?”

At this, I laugh. “Are you serious? That boy is obsessed with you. Show one ounce of interest and he’ll ask you out in a heartbeat.”

“Obsessed? Why? What did he say about me?”

I try to mimic Gio, which makes Sidney giggle. “She’s so sassy, Hollis. Her lips. Look at them. She’s running her head about the craziest shit and I can’t look away.”

“That asshole,” she shrieks, swatting at me. “I do not run my head.”

“You totally do, but it’s endearing.”

She lets out an exaggerated huff. “Fine.”

“Fine?”

“I won’t tell anyone but Gio and I’ll let him take me out if he asks.”

“He’ll ask.”

 

 


Chapter Fourteen

Roan

IT’S COLD AS fuck tonight, but I love it. Something about the way it numbs me to my soul, I can’t get enough of. Lately, everything hurts inside, and the bone-chilling is a preferable ache. People are everywhere. Each Friday night, probably half—the cool half—of the seniors show up. Everyone piles around one of the main cabins sleeping in tents and vehicles. Cal usually builds a big-ass bonfire that somehow reaches higher than the cabin and still manages not to burn the forest down.

Tonight feels different.

Rather than relaxed and happy in one of my few retreats in my world, I’m anxious. Unnerved. Jumpy. It has everything to do with the fact Hollis is planted on a log beside Sidney and Gio. While Sidney is a Campfire Chaos regular, Gio and Hollis are not. It’s as though the freaks have infiltrated our fun.

I could have said no.

I could have looked Kelsey in the eye and told her he wasn’t invited.

But she was so happy he was included. She wanted to keep Roux for the night. I just couldn’t do that to her. I may be an asshole to a lot of people, but unfortunately it seems as though Kelsey isn’t one of them.

Jordy bumps my shoulder with his and hands me a beer. I sip it, my stare never leaving Hollis. Snow flutters down but melts as it nears the heat of the fire. Even wearing my coat, heavy jeans, and boots, I’m still not warm.

“He needs to go,” Jordy mutters under his breath that reeks of someone hitting the bottle a little too hard tonight. “After everything he did…” He trails off, an angry silence finishing his statement.

After everything he did to me and Roux.

Problem is, he didn’t really do anything. Not directly. If anyone is to blame, it’s his mother. And I’ve already established how I feel about getting pissy with her. Hollis is just an easier target for blame. He practically begs for it. Like he’s a goddamn martyr.

“How is Roux?” Jordy asks before chugging his beer. “Is she sad?”

His question pokes a hole right in my heart. Jordy may be a lot of things—unhinged, psycho, mean—but he’s nothing but loving when it comes to me and my sister.

“She likes Mike’s place. Has a good view of some ducks.”

We both laugh.

Our laughter earns Hollis’s stare. I hold his eyes with mine as I continue to talk to Jordy. The heat of the gaze from the porcelain boy is hotter than the bonfire flames.

“It’s safe. One full night there and I could tell a difference, man. She’s not so tense. The haunted look in her eyes isn’t fully there.” I break Hollis’s heated stare to look at my best friend. “If a day away from that fuckface Alejandro and my mom makes her feel that good, imagine what a lifetime will do.”

His eyes darken into demonic orbs that would scare the fuck out of anyone but me. I understand Jordy’s intensity. He loves violently. “You think they’ll ever pull some shit and try to get her back?”

I shrug. “She’s her mom. Right now, no. Mom is a skanky addict. So, legally, no. Now I wouldn’t put it past them to do some shady shit, especially Alejandro.”

Jordy grips the back of my neck and pulls me to him, our foreheads pressed together. “He can fucking try,” Jordy growls. “But I promise you he’d die trying.”

Someone whistles, pulling us from our deep conversation.

“Carson got some roman candles,” Cal calls out. “Who wants to shoot shit off the bridge?”

He’s drunk as shit already.

Terrence nods at me, understanding my concerned look. He’ll watch over him. That’s always been the deal. I look out for Jordy and he looks out for Cal. Someone has to keep those two assholes in line.

“Come on. Let’s go watch these dickheads blow their hands off.”

_______________

By the time we reach the pedestrian bridge that crosses the Hood River from the campground to a park area, the wind is howling and spitting hard pellets of snow and ice at us. The alcohol is no longer keeping me warm. I’ll need to somehow convince Sidney to get out of her Gio and Hollis sandwich so she can warm my sleeping bag up tonight.

Thoughts of Sidney riding my dick with her pert tits bouncing normally sends a spike of fire burning through me. Tonight, I feel nothing. I glance at her friend Wendy. The girl isn’t as giving sexually as Sid, but I know she’s given head to a few guys on the team. I bet I could get her in bed.

Sidney giggles, earning my attention. Gio is fucking with her. Flirting maybe. Whatever it is, she’s into it, grinning in a silly way I’ve never seen. Hollis watches with satisfaction. He’s dressed in his substitute teacher coat, but he’s wearing jeans and Docs. A scarf is wrapped around his neck and a beanie is pulled down over his head.

He looks warm.

I shudder against the wind, forcing my feet to remain glued on the bridge over the river rather than carrying me over to him, seeking his warmth. Despite the freezing temperatures, the river rushes by beneath us. Cal, the fucking idiot, shoots off several roman candles, not mindful of everyone around him.

One of the drunk guys named Tim, who almost took a firework to the face, pushes Cal. He and Cal get into a shoving match until Terrence tackles him against the railing. The wood snaps off with the weight of their bodies. Both Cal and Tim land on the snowy wooden floor of the bridge, but don’t fall off. I start toward Terrence as he grips the handle tight, but more parts of the bridge railing snap. He nearly goes over into the icy waters when Hollis flies out of nowhere, grabbing his coat before it’s too late. I freeze, shocked that he got him in time.

No way.

My heart hammers in my chest as Terrence shakes Hollis off him and storms away from the edge. Tim stumbles away as Cal rises to his feet. Jordy and I approach Hollis.

Hollis’s gaze finds mine, seeking approval. Fuck if I don’t want to give it to him. He just saved my friend. He deserves something. A smile of thanks tugs at my lips. One his eyes drop down to admire. I lick my cold lips, loving the heat that races straight to my dick when his eyes widen.

I start forward, unsure what I want to do. Maybe I’ll tell him thank you. Maybe I’ll just hug him. My mind drifts to the fire station. How he ran his fingers through my hair. What if I pressed my cold lips to his? My dick is halfway to hard.

We’re so focused on each other that we don’t notice Jordy.

Swift. Angry. A storm.

“This is for Roux,” Jordy snarls.

I watch, horrified, as my best friend shoves Hollis off the bridge. The collective gasp from the group nearly rumbles the earth. I catch Hollis’s eyes before he falls over.

Not afraid.

Fucking terrified.

It haunts me to my goddamn soul.

I charge over to the edge seconds too late. I heard the splash but didn’t see it.

“What did you do?” I yell to Jordy. “What the fuck did you do?”

“Holy shit,” Cal gasp.

“I, uh,” Jordy stammers.

We all stare at the icy, churning waters, waiting for Hollis to come back up.

A hand.

One desperate grab for the surface, but an utter failure. It reminds me of when Roux fell in the public pool one summer when we were younger. Thrashed wildly before she sunk to the bottom and had to be fished out by a lifeguard.

Oh my fucking God.

“He can’t swim.”

 

To be continued very soon…
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