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 Prologue 
 
      
 
    I had my first kiss at age thirteen. It was during the one and only summer I spent with my grandparents in New York City on the Upper East Side… a summer I remember anyway. When I was four, my parents left New York to fly across the pond and set up home in London. My memories before London are hazy, flickers of a story I can’t remember living. 
 
    On the summer of my thirteenth year, my parents went on a luxury cruise, and I was put on a plane and sent to the grandparents I barely knew. Sure, they sent cards and a ridiculous amount of money for my birthday and Christmas each year, but I didn’t know them. I can recall maybe two phone conversations with them over my entire childhood. 
 
    I wasn’t sure what I was expecting when I arrived, but it certainly wasn’t being put in my own suite at one of the hotels my grandparents owned and more or less being left to fend for myself. With room service on tap and my own personal slave, I wasn’t going to starve, and the first few days of ordering her around and having her organize trips and drivers and whatever else my immature thirteen-year-old brain could think up was fun. But then it wasn’t, and I was left with over three weeks of nothing but mindless boredom.  
 
    It was on the third day into my boredom, when I was contemplating attempting to book myself a flight home to my friends, that I met him—Ashton Cole. My first real crush and the boy I’d have my first kiss with. You know, the real kind, with tongue and these feelings that rush through your body and make you want to do irresponsible, crazy things. I bumped into him while trying to read a street sign and got knocked on my arse. He took pity on the poor British tourist and offered to show me around, and from then on, we were inseparable.  
 
    Three weeks were spent with Ash. We hung at his apartment in Brooklyn, and he came to my hotel room where we’d order huge amounts of food and stuff ourselves silly. I spent days beside him in Central Park watching clouds pass by while talking about all kinds of things. We played video games and visited New York’s tourist spots, and then on my last week, he rolled over and leant on his elbow above me as I lay on the grass. I remember my heart kicking up speed as his cinnamon-dusted eyes gazed down at me. He didn’t say a word, but I knew what he wanted. It was written right there on his face for me to see. The kiss was sweet and perfect and something I’ve never really forgotten. Of course, the kisses got better, less messy and unskilled. But the flutter in my chest, the catch of our breaths; none of it ever really compared after Ash. 
 
    Ashton Cole ruined me for all the other boys to come, and in my head, I pictured him ruined too. But I should have known better than to think there was a boy in New York comparing me to others over the years. I should have told my stupid heart to shut up as his emails became less and less frequent, until there was none. But as I grew older, I convinced myself he didn’t matter. I became wrapped up in other boys and social status. I became a person Ash wouldn’t recognize. 
 
    I became the queen of St. Paul’s Grammar. 
 
    Becoming the queen took hard work and a lot of scheming. Staying the queen was even harder. My pursuit of a kiss was more for status than the flutter of my heart, and I’d convinced myself it was all that mattered. I was on top. I had a privileged, blessed life unfolding before me. I thought I was invincible. I thought my reign was set in stone. I never realized how fragile it all was until I fell from grace. 
 
    When my world tore apart, I recalled my summer with my grandparents. Longing for its simplicity. But it wasn’t until I set eyes on Ash again that I realized he’d never left my mind at all. I’d buried him, but not erased him. And for just a second as I walked on feet that seemed to float, with a heart that fluttered again, I thought life could turn around as fast as it had burned. 
 
    But it turned out Ashton Cole had changed too. Only he still wore his crown, while mine… it’s twisted and bent. Never to be worn again. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    “Oh my God, did you see Lyla’s outfit at the party?” 
 
    “I swear, I’ve seen charity shops sell better.” 
 
    “How’d she get in anyway?” 
 
    “It’s Eric’s fault. He kissed her like… once and she suddenly thinks she’s one of us.” 
 
    “I heard the kiss was a dare.” 
 
    “No way!” 
 
    “Rose, is that true? Rose?” 
 
    Their voices are nothing but white noise in my mind, the catty nonsense they’re spouting not enthralling enough to pull me from my thoughts. My interaction with my father this morning plays over and over in my mind. The hug, the kiss on my cheek. The way he stared at me for a moment too long with regret in his dark brown eyes.  
 
    “I love you, sweetie,” he’d said as if I’d need to remember. When I can’t remember the last time he actually said those three words to begin with. The whole interaction felt so… final. But it can’t be final. We live together. He’s my father. Right? 
 
    “Hello? Rose!” 
 
    I snap my gaze to Stephanie’s as her hand waves in front of my face. 
 
    “Rude much,” I snap, glaring. 
 
    She glares back. “Erm, we were talking to you.” Her eyebrows rise expectantly as if she assumes I’m going to apologize for flaking. 
 
    I’m queen around here, bitch, I think as I study the group of girls around me. They aren’t my friends really, more like my underlings. Only Clare gets that privilege, but she’s not here today; she already messaged me this morning to say she’s sick. I’m kinda annoyed really because I could have done with discussing my father’s weird interaction with her. 
 
    Stephanie is still staring at me, waiting. Doesn’t she know I apologize to no one? I’m on top. She bows to my feet. 
 
    “Oh, I’m sorry. I didn’t realize you had anything interesting to say,” I reply, my tone so polite it cuts. 
 
    The others snigger as her gaze drops, and for a second, I think she might cry. Regret surges through me, but it doesn’t stay long enough to really sink in. I worked hard to get where I am. I was once like Stephanie, wishing to be the queen, but wishing gets you nowhere. It takes cunning and patience, and either one of two things—the current queen passes down her mantle as she moves on to better things, or the crown’s ripped from her head, the blood of her dreams splattered around her. And Stephanie… she’s got a long way to go if she thinks she’ll be able to steal my throne from me. 
 
    The bell chimes the start of classes and I turn away without another word, striding through the school’s halls to my first lesson of the day. I don’t look to see if Stephanie and the others are following; it’s a certainty, and together, we enter class with the envy or hate of those around us. 
 
    “Morning, babe,” Luke says as he slips into the seat beside me, his hand landing on my bare knee. “Where’s Clare?” 
 
    “She’s sick,” I reply, looking sweetly into his eyes, ignoring the fact his hand is making its way up my leg and under the hem of my skirt. 
 
    “My gain.” He grins. 
 
    “Perv,” I answer, leaning in for a kiss. 
 
    “Miss Keeley, Mr. Brooksbank, do I need to separate you?” 
 
    Luke chuckles as he releases my lips, and I sigh as I plaster an innocent smile on my face. 
 
    “No, Mr. Davies.” 
 
    The class begins and I struggle to hold my concentration. Luke’s hand makes it to the edge of my knickers three times before I snap. “I swear to God, Luke, I’m going to break your fingers if you don’t give it a rest.” 
 
    “You weren’t complaining last night,” he murmurs softly. 
 
    My thighs clench automatically at the remembered pleasure Luke’s fingers and mouth tore from my body. But I shake it off, keeping my face the epitome of demure. “Time and a place, Luke. I’ve a reputation to keep. I’m a good girl, remember.” 
 
    “If you say so.” He smirks but goes back to pretending to work. 
 
    I return my attention back to the math equations in front of me, but instead of concentrating on numbers, I find my father’s face entering my mind again. The other thing that’s bothering me is the fact my mother wasn’t present at all. Nor was Emily our housekeeper. I should have asked him why Mother wasn’t there, but I was so enthralled with having his attention—attention that began to dwindle a year ago—That I didn’t give it enough thought. 
 
    The speaker system crackles through the air, the old-fashioned set-up screeching as my name is announced.  
 
    “Principal’s office? What have you done, Rose? Has the headmaster found out just how much you like my fingers deep up your cunt?” Luke whispers. 
 
    I screw up my face. “Don’t be so vile, Luke.” If his last name wasn’t Brooksbank and his family wasn’t wealthy and important, I’d have told him to get lost months ago. 
 
    “Off you go, Miss Keeley,” Mr. Davis instructs. 
 
    Packing my things into my bag, my mind races. I have no idea what this is about. People generally don’t get called out in the middle of class unless they’ve done something wrong, and I never do anything wrong. Well, I don’t get caught doing anything wrong anyway. I’m on top of most of my classes, and I have a near 100 percent attendance. There isn’t a reason why I’d need to go to the principal’s office. 
 
    “Hey,” Luke whispers, taking my hand and squeezing. “It’s probably something stupid, like asking you to organize this year’s fundraiser or something.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I mumble. But I’m already organizing that…. 
 
    Leaving the classroom, I walk toward the office with my father’s face haunting my mind. Something is wrong. I can feel it in the pit of my stomach. It’s instinct. The body’s way of warning you something terrible is coming so you can turn and run. But I don’t run. Humans rarely do. We head straight into the doom beckoning us forward, fully aware it’s coming. Yet when it strikes, we are no better prepared. Instincts suck. We just end up suffering before the real crisis hits. 
 
    “Miss Keeley,” the receptionist says as I approach. “There is a car waiting for you outside. There’s a family emergency you must attend.” 
 
    Emergency? “What type of emergency?” I ask as ringing starts in my head. 
 
    “I’m not sure. Your mother said it was quite urgent and you needed to leave right away. Best be off,” she finishes when I’ve made no attempt to move, flicking her hand toward the ornate double doors, which lead outside. 
 
    Following her instructions without a word, I push through the heavy wooden doors into the gloomy day. Summer has nearly ended, school only just beginning for another year, but this is England, and our weather never really gets the message. It’s as dark and dreary as winter and likely to start raining soon. 
 
    I don’t recognize the driver as I slip into the back of the idling black sedan. 
 
    “Miss Keeley?” he says as I close the door behind me. He’s far younger than our normal driver and not the familiar friendly face I was hoping for. 
 
    “Where’s George?” I ask. 
 
    “Your mother has sent for you,” he answers instead. 
 
    “So why didn’t she send George?” I snap. 
 
     “I only know what I’m told, miss.” 
 
    “Fine.” I sigh, buckling my seat belt. “So you have no idea what this is about?” 
 
    “No, miss,” he replies, but I’ve played this game long enough to know when someone is lying. Not that questioning him is going to help. I’ll have to wait for the twenty-five-minute drive to be over and ask my mother myself. 
 
    Maybe Father’s ill? Maybe that’s why he said I love you…. 
 
    I swallow the sudden anxiety threatening to make me sick and slide a cool, calm, mask onto my face. Being yourself isn’t always the best thing. Sometimes it’s easier to be someone else. To slip on a persona the world sees and bury your true emotions deep, deep down. So far down, in fact, you often forget they were there to begin with. 
 
    As the driver pulls to a stop outside of my Victorian-era home, it looks its usual regal white self. It has three stories and a cute porch over an emerald green door. The top floor boasts a small balcony, which comes out over the large bay windows on the lower levels. The small garden out front is as pristine and pruned as my eyebrows. Nothing looks out of sorts or unusual, and it’s only when I walk through the wrought iron gate and up the stone porch steps, past the oval-shaped hedges in sparking white pots that I hear the arguing inside the house.  
 
    Arguing isn’t unusual in my house. But the way my mother throws her words with a pitch of hysteria is. There are no polite remarks with the intent to cut, no hushed disagreements being thrown without raising their voices; it’s is an all-out war. It’s screaming and yelling, and as I walk into my home and witness my parents going at each other like they’ve never done before, I have absolutely no idea what to say or do. 
 
    Frozen, I wait for one of them to notice me, the door wide open at my back. This is what my mother notices first, not me, shocked and confused, but the open door allowing her craziness out into the world. 
 
    “Rose, close the door,” she snaps as if I’m stupid. “Whatever are you thinking?” 
 
    I glance back at the open door in confusion. What am I thinking? What am I thinking!? 
 
    Marching the two paces back, I slam the door as hard as I can before spinning around to glare at my mother. “What am I thinking? Well, I’m not sure, Mother. Maybe what the hell I’m doing here instead of in school and why it seems you’ve called me out to witness the two of you lose your shit.” 
 
    “Language,” she mutters. 
 
    I stare in disbelief. Language… really? 
 
    “You called her out of school?” my father demands. 
 
    “Of course, I did. Surely you didn’t expect me to leave her here with you?” my mother replies as if his question is stupid. 
 
    “Will someone please tell me what’s going on?” I yell. 
 
    “Nothing, sweetie,” my father replies, attempting to smile. 
 
    Scoffing, my mother adds, “We’re moving to New York, Rose. Go pack your things.” 
 
    Pack… New York…. I’m so confused I can’t form words. 
 
    “Neither of you are going to New York.” My father cuts in. “I told you I’ve handled it. There may be a small scandal, but nothing that won’t blow over, and we can go along as we always have.” 
 
    “What with you manipulating and stealing your way through some more of our friends?” 
 
    Stealing…? 
 
    “He deserved what he got for fucking my wife,” my father shouts. 
 
    I suck in an audible breath and both my parents look at me as if they’ve just remembered I’m here. “Y- You’ve what?” I stammer, staring wide-eyed at my mother. The mother who does nothing but drum into me how perfect and ladylike I must be when she’s been sleeping with another man. “Who?” I ask when I’m not sure I really want to know. 
 
    My father laughs cruelly. “She’ll not be leaving with you now, Violet.” 
 
    “You wouldn’t dare,” my mother says, the first sign of fear in her tone. She looks from me to my father and I can see it—the impending doom. 
 
    I’m not sure my father should be smiling as he says his next words to me. He shouldn’t take delight in informing his daughter her mother has been having an affair with her boyfriend’s father, but he does, and in that moment, I see a whole new side of the man I’ve spent my entire life idolizing. I see cruelty and vindictiveness. I see underneath the mask. 
 
    “How could you?” I whisper, horrified. It’s bad enough she is cheating but doing it with Luke’s father is unforgivable. “You told me I should marry Luke. You told me I’d be set for life if I did. How was that going to work out? Did you envision us being a big happy, fucked-up family?” 
 
    “Don’t be so dramatic, darling. It was just a little fun.” 
 
    “Fun? You’re married,” I snap. 
 
    She waves her hand at me like I’m foolish. “You’ll understand one day, Rose. Marriage isn’t all white knights and happily ever afters.” 
 
    “Don’t turn our daughter into a morally corrupt slut like yourself,” my father hisses. 
 
    My mouth drops open. Never has my father spoke like this. 
 
    “You’re one to talk of morals, Richard. I’m pretty certain the number one quality in a con man is low morals.” 
 
    “Con man?” I whisper. 
 
    “Ignore your mother, Rose. She’s just bitter her fun is over.” 
 
    “No, Rose, you should listen.” My mother takes a step toward me, her gaze slightly unhinged; it frightens me. “We’re leaving, and we are leaving today before word gets out that your father is a thieving scumbag.” 
 
    “What?” I gasp, gaze flicking between my parents. 
 
    “All of this,” she says, gesturing to the expensive things displayed in our even more expensive house. “It’s all stolen off the backs of others. He’s not in finance, Rose. Well, not the kind the police and taxman like anyway.” 
 
    “Lies, Rose.” 
 
    But even to my ears that so desperately want to believe him, my father’s words seem empty. A tear rolls down my cheek as my heart begins to break. 
 
    “Save your tears for later, Rose. We must leave now,” she warns. 
 
    “B-But where are we going?” I stammer. 
 
    “To my parents. They sent a car for us.” She waves toward the window and the sedan’s still waiting outside. 
 
    So that’s why it wasn’t George who collected me. 
 
    “You’re not leaving,” my father argues. 
 
    “Just watch me,” my mother spits. “The only reason you aren’t in police custody already is because I was sleeping with the man you made the mistake of conning. He’s giving Rose and me enough time to get out before it all comes crashing down around your feet.” 
 
    Fear clouds my father’s expression. “I covered my tracks.” 
 
    I race for the stairs to pack my things. My father might sound sure, but his mask has slipped; his expression tells a whole other story. His end is here, and as much as I hate my mother for what she’s done, I’m not waiting around to see the destruction of everything I hold dear. I’m getting out. I’m following my instincts. 
 
    His downfall is coming, and when it does, I don’t want to be anywhere near it. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    I never realized how much stuff I actually own until I attempted to put it all into two Louis Vuitton suitcases. I have an entire wardrobe just for shoes for Christ’s sake. How am I going to decide which to bring? Trailing my hand over my collection, I do one lap before picking up a pair of Jimmy Choo boots and Gucci sandals. Then I remember my Gucci ankle boots, which are both practical and stylish and decide I must bring them too. Before I’ve finished, I have nearly one suitcase of shoes, and I’m currently trying to squish underwear and light pieces of clothing in between the cracks. 
 
    “Aren’t you finished yet?” my mother screeches as she enters my room. “Rose, we need to leave.” 
 
    I give up trying to stuff my Stella McCartney dress into a boot and lay it on top. Closing the suitcase, I sit on it for good measure as I attempt to close it. “I have so much stuff, Mum,” I whine, huffing as the zip finally moves. “Do you have room in your luggage?”  
 
    It’s a stupid question since my mother has more clothes than me. 
 
    “Rose, forget the clothes. Grandpa will buy you more.” 
 
    “But, but—” My clothes!  
 
    “Darling, you’ll need to look like a New Yorker if you’re going to fit in anyway. Take things of sentiment and be downstairs in five.” 
 
    Things of sentiment. I pull down a few photo frames and take the pictures out, then grab my box of keepsakes from underneath my bed. Next goes in the bear my father bought me when I was a child and signed copies of my favorite books. Turning in a circle, my chest tightens; there’s so much stuff left and I’m almost out of room. This is my home, my life. How can I fit it into two bags? And what about my friends and Luke?  
 
    “I can’t just leave,” I whisper. Escape for survival is one thing, but when everything is said and done, London is my home. It’s all I’ve ever known. I have a life here and I’m not sure I can pack two bags and walk away without looking back. 
 
    “Rose!” my mother calls, her voice vibrating up the stairs. 
 
    The driver who brought me from school appears at my door. “Miss Keeley, I’m here for your bags.” 
 
    “Oh, erm… I….” I don’t have any other choice. My mother’s leaving, and I’m not naïve enough to think she’d stay if I refused to leave. “On my bed. I just have too—” Running into my closet, I pull out an armful of clothes, hangers attached, and run back to my bed. Stuffing it all in the second case, I sit on it again, but it won’t close. “A little help?” I snap, looking at the man hovering in my doorway. 
 
    With his help, it closes, and he takes them away, huffing at the weight as he picks them up. Hope you’ve booked extra luggage, Mother. I smile. 
 
    My parents’ arguing filters up the stairs, and with one last glance of my room, I grab my laptop and iPod, a book for the plane, and then stuff all the makeup and cosmetics I own into a carry-on bag before dashing for my door. On my way, something catches my eye. A camera that I bought before I’d started high school. It’s something I haven’t used in a long time. Dust has settled on its surface, but the thought of leaving it makes me want to cry. Picking it up, I cram it into my already overfull carry-on case and head for the stairs. I’m still wearing my school uniform and Burberry coat from when I came in, but I guess it doesn’t really matter. 
 
    “Rose, please. This is silly. There’s no need to leave. Everything will be fine,” my father pleads as I head for the door.  
 
    Pausing on the threshold, I look between my parents—one in my childhood home, the other inside a waiting car. I love them both. They’re my parents, and no matter their faults, they love me. Tears spring in my eyes, running down my face. I don’t know how to do this—how to pick a side without tearing my heart in two. 
 
    “Dad,” I whisper through my tears. “Dad, I don’t know what to do.” But before he can answer, the distant sirens of the police send everything into fast forward.  
 
    My father rushes forward and hugs me, repeating the same words he murmured to me only a few hours ago. “Remember I love you.” Releasing me, he pushes me toward the car, calling after me, “Whatever you hear, Rose, it’s not true. You know me. It’s all lies.” 
 
    The door to the car opens as police cars appear on our street. My mother screams from inside, “Get in this car now!” 
 
    It’s moving before I’m fully inside, the tires screeching as it speeds away, and as I tumble in, gripping the back of the seat to keep myself from falling, I see an image, which will forever be burned into the back of my mind. 
 
    My father on his knees as three policemen take him to the ground, snapping cuffs onto his wrists. 
 
    It’s all lies. His voice echoes in my head, but why did he tell me this morning, before all this mess began, to remember he loved me? As if he knew all along the police were coming for him. As if he knew the end was here and it was too late to get out. 
 
    *** 
 
    My mother’s arguing on the phone, but I’ve tuned out her words. All I process is the general pissed off tone she’s yelling down the phone. 
 
    We’re in a hotel room just outside of the airport. I’ve been texting Clare and Luke for the last thirty minutes, but neither of them is answering, and I have this awful feeling they already know everything that’s happened. Clare’s parents are very good friends with Luke’s—her father works for the same law firm—and I think everyone, including myself, to be honest, was shocked when Luke picked me instead of Clare as his girlfriend. Not that I didn’t work hard to be the “chosen one” and, without sounding like a complete bitch, I am hotter than Clare. She’s from wealthy, noble blood, and I’m… well I’m obviously from criminal blood, but my point is Clare’s plain compared to me. I won, and somehow the two of us ended up staying friends despite that. 
 
    Yet no matter how many times I text or call, my best friend and boyfriend do not answer. My mind spins. Maybe Clare wasn’t ill at all and somehow knew what was going to happen today and called in sick to avoid me. But then why was Luke at school? Because if Clare knew, Luke surely would… unless Luke didn’t care and thought he’d have one last laugh with me. Stick his fingers under my skirt in class and get one last slutty story to tell his mates. Yet he squeezed my hand before I left class. He didn’t act at all weird, so he couldn’t have known. 
 
    “They don’t know,” I tell myself aloud. 
 
    “Don’t know what?” my mother snaps, and I realize her angry voice stopped a few minutes ago. 
 
    “Nothing, Mother.” I sigh. 
 
    “Have you heard anything I have just been saying?” She taps her foot and huffs at me like I’m a naughty four-year-old again. 
 
    “No, sorry,” I mumble. 
 
    “We can’t get a flight until morning,” she says. “I have to nip out and take care of a few things, but you are to stay here and not leave this room. Understand?” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “I mean it, Rose. You stay in this room.” 
 
    “Clare and Luke aren’t answering. I need to say goodbye. They’re my friends.” 
 
    Her arms cross as sadness and pity fill her gaze, and it’s such an unusual look, I almost begin crying. “Rose, listen to me,” she starts softly, sitting on the bed beside me and taking my hands. “I know this is hard to hear, but those people aren’t your friends anymore. Your father’s pissed off a lot of important men, including Luke’s father. He’s stolen from them, Rose, and I know it’s hard to hear and understand. I’m still processing it all myself, but Luke and Clare won’t answer. Our life here is over.” 
 
    “It’s not my fault, though. Why would they care? They’re my friends.” I wouldn’t care if it was me. Yes, we’re petty and selfish, but when it comes down it, we all have each other’s back. We have to; being at the top requires it. There is always someone willing to stick a knife into our backs.  
 
    You’re not at the top anymore, Rose, a cruel voice whispers in my head, and I start to cry, angering my mother. 
 
    “Enough of this, Rose. You’ll make new friends in New York. I loved growing up there. It’s about time I went back, and you’ll soon see it’s what’s best. I won’t be long.” Releasing my hands, all softness is gone as she gets up and grabs her coat. “Don’t leave the room.” 
 
    She’s gone ten minutes when I decide to fuck her and her orders. Collecting my things, I slip my arms into my coat and leave the room. If Luke and Clare aren’t going to answer their phones, I’m going to go to them. If my mother is right, then I need to hear it from their mouths. 
 
    I call a taxi and head to Luke’s first. I can’t knock on the door, so I try his phone again, but he doesn’t answer, so I send a text. 
 
    Me - I’m outside your house. Answer the phone, please, Luke, otherwise I’ll have no choice but to knock. 
 
    The front door opens a minute later, and Luke and Clare slip out, surprising me. I glance between them both.  
 
    “I thought you were sick,” I say stupidly. 
 
    Clare rolls her eyes as Luke roughly takes my arm and drags me around the side of the house.  
 
    “What are you doing here, Rose?” Luke growls. 
 
    “Well, I’ve had a really shit day and thought you’d maybe want to know why I was dragged out of school this morning?” 
 
    “We know,” Clare answers for him. “Of course, we know.” 
 
    I look between them, hurt building inside my chest. 
 
    “Did you know in class?” I murmur to Luke. It feels like a knife is gorging out my heart. 
 
    “No. Jesus, Rose, what do you take me for?”  
 
    “Then why aren’t you answering my calls?” I ask weakly. I hate myself for sounding so feeble and needy. This isn’t me; I wear the crown. I rule St. Paul’s Grammar. I do not beg for attention.  
 
    “My father invested a lot of money, which your father said would be doubled, not stolen. He’s a con artist, Rose. What do you expect me to do?” 
 
    “I’m not my father,” I plead, sounding pathetic. Mentally I’m screaming at myself to walk away, to save the last shred of dignity I have left, but I don’t listen. I carry on, heading right for the crash that will finish me off. 
 
    “That’s bullshit, Rose, and you know it,” Clare snaps. “Your reign’s over. Your family’s name’s mud. If I were you, I’d never want to show my face around here again.” 
 
    “Sorry, babe,” Luke adds, and he does look sorry, but Clare, she looks almost giddy. As if she’s been waiting for a moment just like this to kick me while I’m down.  
 
    “Keep your friends close and your enemies closer,” she’d often whisper, but I never imagined the statement applied to me.  
 
    Tears are forming again, and I feel sick. My mother was right; I should have listened to her. I could have saved myself this pain. This humiliation. 
 
    “But you love me,” I choke, embarrassing myself further. I’m heading down a path I can’t seem to get off. It’s like my heart wants to be crushed. 
 
    Luke laughs as Clare looks away with pity. It’s cruel and wicked, and it cuts deeper than I ever expected.  
 
    “Look, Rose, you were fun and all, but we both know it was all a game. You were on top, and now you’re not. If I were you, I’d get on the plane with your mother. It’ll be easier that way.” 
 
    I swipe at the tear trailing down my cheek. “How do you know—” Mother, he knows she’s been sleeping with his father.  “You know about my mum?” 
 
    Clare laughs wickedly, and I’m left feeling like I never really had the crown at all. It was an illusion, a gift the real elite let me carry so they’d have more entertainment when I inevitably fell. 
 
    “Looks like your mum’s a slut too,” Clare answers, ever so politely. “Now, if you don’t mind, I have a kingdom to rule, and you are not a part of it.” 
 
    My blurry gaze flickers between them as my dazed brain tries to catch up. My heart pounds painfully through my skull as my lungs search desperately for air. I want to wake from this nightmare. For this pain to stop. But it doesn’t. This is reality. This is my life. 
 
    Turning, I stumble, their laughter chasing me down the street. I run with no real direction, and at some point, the rain, which has hung heavy and threatening in the sky all day, begins to fall. It mixes with my tears, clinging to my skin, and soaking through my hair and clothes. 
 
    It’s fallen dark when I stop, my legs unable to take another step. My lungs burn with each shaky breath, and numbness has taken over my body and mind. 
 
    In a way, I knew what was coming. My mother warned me, and as callus as she can be sometimes, she doesn’t lie to me. Her warning had been for a good reason, yet I’d gone despite it. I’d gone because I needed to see for myself. It didn’t feel right walking away without a backward glance. In my own selfish way, I cared for these people. But it had never been real, and I think deep down I knew that.  
 
    The top is hard to stay at for a reason. There’s always someone waiting to kick you while you’re down. It’s a lonely place, but I’d thought that sacrifice was worth it. I thought being admired and envied was enough, but what was the point if when I really needed someone, all backs were turned?  
 
    Luke and Clare helped me keep the crown, but when it started to slip, instead of steadying my hold, they ripped it from my head, leaving carnage in their wake. 
 
    I’m a broken queen, thrown out by her court, and like my mother, I have no option but to flee. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    “I warned you,” my mother says as I enter the hotel room. “Didn’t I warn you?” 
 
    I ignore her and walk straight for the bathroom to fill the tub with scalding water. Maybe I’ll be able to burn the last few hours away. 
 
    “I hope his parents didn’t see you,” she says, following me into the bathroom. 
 
    I turn and glare, all my anger and sadness boiling together. “Get out!” I scream. “Get out, get out, get out!!” 
 
    She tuts at me like I am being childish but backs out and slams the door behind her. I watch numbly as the water fills the tub, bubbles frothing up. Steam fills the room, and when it’s inches from the top, I switch off the faucet and go back out into the main room to retrieve some clothes and music. 
 
    I don’t have pajamas, because evidently, I didn’t think they were important, and instead end up selecting a silk dress, which could be a slip but actually isn’t. Though I do remember my mother muttering I shouldn’t wear lingerie in public the one and only time I wore it. 
 
    My mother says nothing as she watches me collect my things, but she doesn’t have to. Her eyes say all she needs too. I’m a disappointment…. Well, guess what, Mother? So are you. 
 
    Returning to the bathroom, I strip out my clothes and step into the boiling water. Hissing out a breath, I grit my teeth as the water burns, but it’s a good burn. It encases my body as I sink in fully, destroying all my remaining feelings to ash. The heat consumes me, rising and clouding my brain, and as I turn my iPod up and put my earbuds in, it’s like the entire world doesn’t exist. 
 
    The water’s cold by the time I get out, and my skin is a lovely shade of pink. Dressing, I move around the bathroom with deliberate, slow steps, dragging out the time I have left before I need to return to the room and face my mother. I pull on the hotel’s complimentary dressing gown and step into the matching slippers before taking a deep breath and bracing myself to open the door. 
 
    If there’s something my mother hates above anything else, it’s allowing one’s feelings to show in an eruption of hysteria—her words, not mine. Ladies keep their emotions to themselves. They hold them inside until it’s safe to let them out and even then, screaming and shouting aren’t allowed. What makes me laugh is my mother broke her rules today; she yelled at my father. She allowed all of her pent-up feelings to escape, but it will be me who gets the lecture, not her. 
 
    “I’m ordering room service,” she announces as I leave the bathroom. “What would you like?” 
 
    “I’m not hungry,” I mutter, not looking her way. I don’t need to see disappointment in her eyes. I’m disappointed enough for the two of us. I should have walked away before Luke and Clare could make a fool of me. The angry bitch in me, the one who ruled St. Paul’s, wants revenge. Wants to leave one last parting gift for the people she thought were her friends. But the rest of me is too tired. The rest of me has had enough of schemes and revenge plots.  
 
    “I’ll order you a salad,” she replies sharply. “You need to keep your strength up.” 
 
    Salad! I internally roll my eyes. You’d think a time like this would require chips and burgers and ice cream, but no, even in crisis my mother finds time to think about my figure. 
 
    Climbing into my bed, I turn my back to her and close my eyes. I can’t sleep, but pretending to do so is better than interacting with a woman I don’t have the patience for right now. It doesn’t work, though. Five minutes into the silence, I hear my mother tut her announcement before she speaks it. 
 
    “Rose, stop being so uncouth, and sulking will do you no good.” 
 
    Silently swearing, I will myself to ignore her. 
 
    “What did Luke say to you? Did you go to Clare’s as well?” 
 
    You’re asleep. You are asleep. 
 
    “Rose, it is very rude to ignore your mother,” she snaps. 
 
    Fuck it. “And God forbid I’m rude, Mother,” I snarl, rolling over and sitting up. “God forbid I do anything that might cause a scene or show I’m human.” 
 
    “Enough.” She sighs as if she’s as tired as me. I sometimes wonder if my grandmother made her this way, and she doesn’t know how to be any different.  
 
    “I’ll tell you what they said.” I smile cruelly—seems the bitch in me hasn’t been fully silenced. “They told me to get out. That our name was mud and we didn’t belong here anymore. It seems criminals and sluts aren’t welcome in Kensington anymore, well ones who have been discovered anyway.” 
 
    She sucks in a startled breath, but I’m not done. 
 
    “Oh yes, Mother. Luke and Clare knew you’d been having an affair, but do you know what really pisses me off? Being shunned for the sins of my parents.” 
 
    The door knocks, making us both jump. 
 
    “Room service.” 
 
    I leap out of the bed before my mother has the chance to move, opening the door. 
 
    “Thank you,” I say, taking the tray from the man. “But I’ve decided I’d like a burger, chips, and ice cream as well. Would it be a bother to add them to our order?” I ask, charm and privilege dripping off my every word. 
 
    “No problem, miss.” 
 
    “Obliged.” Knocking the door closed with my hip, I turn and face my shocked mother. “You can have both salads, Mother. You need to keep your strength up too.” 
 
    We don’t speak for the rest of the evening, but she watches me devour my greasy junk food and fat-laced treat with equal amounts of anger and envy. I take the offered glass of wine she hands me without so much as a smile and a part of me begs her to react. To scream. To do something other than act like the perfect unemotional robot I’m so used to. 
 
    There are times when I appreciate her indifference, but our world has fallen down, and inside, I’m being torn apart. I’m this mass of messy, complicated emotions, and I have no idea what to do with them. I miss my father; the thought of never seeing him again is unbearable. It’s worse than if he’d have died because I know he’s still out there, living a life separate from us. Yes, the life might possibly be in prison, but it makes no difference. I have questions to ask him, betrayals, and anger I need to vent. He’s my father, and cutting him off and moving to another country isn’t going to change that. 
 
    This morning I knew where I stood. I knew my place. I knew my future, and now it’s all gone. It’s unknown, and I’m honestly not sure how I’m going to cope. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    The eight-hour flight is a killer, and to make matters worse, my grandfather booked us in cattle class. He clearly hates us. When I questioned it, my mother raised her voice in a very unladylike way, drawing people’s attention, and I decided maybe she’s not as unaffected as I first thought, and it was best to leave her alone. 
 
    She drank way too much wine on the plane, and I tried to ignore it by watching movies, but it didn’t help much. Instead, I flicked through my phone, crushing my already bruised heart further by looking at the pictures of the life I was leaving behind. 
 
    They were mostly of Luke, Clare, and me, with a few of my mother thrown in. The obvious lack of my father only made everything hurt more. It was like he’d left our family a long time ago, and we never noticed. Well, maybe my mum did, but she went looking for attention elsewhere. I can’t even be angry at him for it, because I stopped making an effort to talk to him and include him in my world too. We became three separate people living under one roof, and I wish I knew how we got there so I can fix it. 
 
    “Rose, listen,” my mother says, pulling me to a stop as we climb out of the car my grandparents sent to collect us. “Whatever your grandfather says, please don’t react. We need his help, and talking back isn’t going to get us it.” 
 
    “Say what?” I frown. I’m tired and most likely jet-lagged; she needs to be clearer. 
 
    “I’ll put it this way, Rose. Your grandfather wasn’t a fan of your father even before all of this mess, so please don’t snap when he inevitably badmouths him, me, and possibly you.” 
 
    “Because it’s totally my fault for having the father I have.” I roll my eyes.  
 
    “I didn’t say it would be easy, Rose.” 
 
    “Nothing ever is,” I mutter, walking again. When she doesn’t answer, I glance back to find her frozen, hurt glistening in her eyes. “Mother?”  
 
    Shaking her head, she catches up to me. “I never meant for this, Rose. Getting out wasn’t supposed to be messy,” she says quietly. 
 
    Getting out? “I don’t see how this situation wasn’t ever not going to be messy, Mother. I’m not sure I’ve even grasped what the situation is yet.” 
 
    Her gaze holds mine for a second, as if deliberating what to say next. “I do not like groveling, Rose, and I certainly do not like to be made a fool of. It all came crashing down far sooner than I anticipated, and I wasn’t ready to get us out without help.” 
 
    We push through the doors and into my grandparents' building. My steps faltering as her words sink in. 
 
    “Wait… you knew?” I look up, find her walking ahead, not listening. “You knew?” I say louder, causing her to turn sharply around, her expression frantic. 
 
    “Not here,” she hisses, as my grandparents call our names. 
 
    But shock and rage have taken hold of me, and I couldn’t care less what they or anyone else thinks of me.  
 
    “You knew what Dad was doing, and yet you played happy families anyway?” I accuse, my high-pitched tone echoing around the foyer.  
 
    Every family dinner, every party, and fake smile… how many years did my mother know we were benefiting off the backs of others while she smiled her pretty smile and pretended she was lady of the manor? How long was she sleeping with Luke’s father while my own stole his money? She calls him a criminal, yet she’s as bad as him. They deserve each other. 
 
    Her face turns hard as her hand grabs my arm, pinching painfully. “Yes, I knew, Rose,” she hisses. “I knew, and I played the game while I plotted our escape. Do you think it was easy for me, pretending everything was okay? Because I assure you it was not. But I gritted my teeth, and I held my tongue so you could have a future. I did it for you, Rose.” 
 
    “Me?” I laugh, tearing myself away from her. “Don’t kid yourself, Mother. You’ve wanted this life for way longer than me, and as for myself, I’m beginning to see it’s nothing but poison dressed in lace.” 
 
    “Darling,” my grandmother purrs, pulling us both from our heated anger. “It is so good to see you.” 
 
    “Everything all right?” my grandfather adds, his tone sharp. 
 
    “Yes, we’re just so tired from the flight,” my mother replies, smiling wide. 
 
    His gaze holds mine, willing me to reveal the truth, but I don’t. I wield my rage and force it into a ball inside me, allowing my face to soften. “It’s so good to see you, Grandpa,” I lie, sickly sweet. “I’ve been missing New York since I was thirteen.” 
 
    “Isn’t she just the image of Violet, Charles,” my grandmother gushes, touching his arm. “Such a beautiful young lady.” 
 
    “Shall we head up?” my mother asks, saving me from talking. 
 
    Together, we walk toward the elevator the image of a perfect family reunion when below the surface, we stifle the truths we have inside. The hateful words and poisonous secrets, which run like molten lava through our veins. We cover it all with fake smiles and expensive clothes, all in the name of the game. I stare at my mother’s back, imagining pushing her from her perfect feet, but the truth is, I’m as bad as her. I’m playing the game right now, because just like her, I’ve no idea who I am without money and status. In the same position, I’d have probably done the same. It’s why I hate her the most. When I look at her, I see my worst features reflected back.  
 
    “As luck would have it,” my grandmother begins as the concierge takes our bags, following us into the elevator and pressing the button for our floor. “A lovely two-bed has been empty for a few days, and your grandfather worked his magic and acquired the keys.” 
 
    In other words, he threw money at it. It’s what most of the wealthy do when they need to perform magic. And honestly, it works every time. And as we step inside my new home for the conceivable future, I’m eternally grateful for my Grandfather’s skills at magic.  
 
    The first thing I notice is the floor-to-ceiling window looking out over the Hudson, and as I walk through the white-on-white apartment and peer down through the glass, I see the city sprawling out below me. There’s more white in the open galley kitchen, every surface glossy and shining. The appliances gleam silver, and when I open the cupboards, I find it stocked with food. 
 
    “I had someone buy a few essentials,” my grandmother says, smiling at me. “And there’s a swimming pool in the building too.” 
 
    “Cool,” I reply, wondering what my grandmother’s idea of indulgence is if this amount of food is the essentials. 
 
    “Well, we’ll leave you to it,” my grandfather interrupts, his voice gruff. “We’ll expect you both at seven.” 
 
    I nearly groan aloud. I just hope there are at least four hours for me to sleep because if I’m expected to wash up and make myself presentable and keep my perfect façade in place, I’m going to need to recharge my batteries. 
 
    “Yes, Father, and thank you again for this. We’re both so grateful.”  
 
    God, do I sound as fake and kiss-arse when I’m pretending to be nice? 
 
    “Yes, thank you, Grandpa,” I add when my mother fixes me with a stare.  
 
    “We couldn’t have you on the streets now, could we?” my grandmother replies happily. I don’t even think she’d pretending to be nice; she’s just oblivious to the undercurrents in the room. 
 
    “I’m just surprised it didn’t happen sooner. I warned you about him. Maybe in the future, you’ll heed my words, Violet. Save yourself the bother.” He says every word with a politeness that leaves no room for argument, and I begin to get a clearer picture of why my mother is how she is. They most likely drove her into the arms of an English man and onto a plane. 
 
    We all exchange another round of polite smiles before finally, we’re left alone. Dropping my handbag where I stand, I let out a huge groan as I stretch my hands above my head.  
 
    “Thank God that’s over,” I mutter. “If you need me, I’ll be in the shower and then bed…. So don’t need me.” 
 
    It’s a testament to my mother’s own exhaustion that she doesn’t chastise my words or bags I’ve left lying on the floor. Walking away without another thought, I go in search of the shower and then hopefully a nice comfy bed. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    We’ve been in Manhattan a week, and already my mother sounds like she’s never lived in England, there’s not a murmur of British in her. It’s as if London never existed, as if Dad never existed. I’ve asked about him, but whenever I do, I’m either ignored, or she politely steers the conversation in another direction.  
 
    Everything I have learned has been from internet searches. He was arrested and charged, with bail set at an amount I’m not sure he’ll have. Crimes include fraud, theft, tax evasion, and I’m sure more. The media is making him out to be a devious crime lord, but that’s not the man I have in my memories. I spend a good deal of my time looking back through my life trying to pinpoint the moment he went from father to crime lord. All our assets have been frozen. The papers wrote about that, and they also wrote about me and Mum and our disappearing act. Not that they have any pictures to go with the headlines, but they have plenty of my father being cuffed and taken away. Obviously, my mother had been right to whisk us away as fast as she did, because I can imagine if we were still in London, there’d be more news articles on the sorrowful, now poor, wife and daughter. 
 
    My accent, of course, is as British as ever. I might have been born here, but I wasn’t raised here, and it shows every time I open my mouth. I get asked if I’m on vacation wherever I go, by waiters, staff, a random person in a restaurant bathroom, and when I explain I’ve moved here, they ask for further details. I’ve no idea why complete strangers think it’s okay to ask for private information, but they do, and I am beginning to loathe it.  
 
    I’m going through my days acting as if everything is fine when inside, I’m bursting with unasked questions. It’s as if I have this flashing neon sign on my head, saying, My father’s a criminal. I’m from a broken home. But only I can see it. I’ve shopped for clothes, had lunches out with my mother and grandmother, and wandered New York City as if everything is normal, but it isn’t. I don’t feel normal anymore, and I wonder if others can see it too. Can they see the turmoil I hide beneath? Can they see the tears I hold in until the midnight hours? Do they hear the voice inside of me screaming to be heard? 
 
    If my mother does, she doesn’t say. There’s no wonder really; I’m sure she’s too busy ignoring her own voices to be aware of mine. And the most fucked up thing of all… I keep reaching for my phone to contact Clare or Luke. I’ve written messages and only realized what I’m doing as I’ve gone to press send. I’m alone, and it’s the worst feeling in the world. 
 
    “What are you wearing?” my mother snaps as I walk out of my bedroom. 
 
    Pausing, I look down at myself. Jeans and a baggy sweater. Not my usual attire, I must admit, but I’m not in the mood for the world today and plan to spend the day on the couch watching Netflix. 
 
    “Go get changed immediately. We need to leave in thirty.” 
 
    I groan. “Mum, I’m not in the mood for lunches today.” 
 
    “Rose, we’ve got our appointment at Albany Nightingale’s Private School this morning.” 
 
    “School.” My eyes widen, brain snapping awake. “You want me to start school?” She’s crazy if she thinks I can find the energy to survive school at the minute. 
 
    She laughs. “Did you think you were just going to laze around for the rest of your days?” 
 
    I don’t answer because her snotty tone doesn’t deserve one. Instead, I ignore her and go and collect a pastry off the kitchen counter and pour myself a coffee from the pot. 
 
    “Rose, I’m serious,” she snaps. “Go get changed.” 
 
    “I’m depressed, Mother. I can’t handle school. Besides, I’d just started my last year. I’ll homeschool instead.” I stuff the croissant in my mouth and select a cinnamon swirl. Grandmother must have had them sent up because my mother sure as hell wouldn’t let me eat anything with this much sugar and fat. 
 
    “Depressed. What a load of nonsense.” She looks down her nose at me. “I’ll find you a shrink then.” 
 
    Not going to win that easily, Mother. I smile internally. “Good. I’ll tell them all about my criminal father and manipulative mother. They’ll have a field day.” 
 
    Her faces twists, revealing the monster beneath. It’s almost a relief to see her fake smile fade. Marching toward me, a thread of fear worms its way down my spine. Have I pushed her a step too far this time?  
 
    “Now you listen to me,” she snarls, ripping the pastry from my mouth and throwing it onto the countertop. “You’re lucky your grandfather was willing to pull some strings; otherwise, you’d have ended up in public school. Now get your butt back into the bedroom and don’t come out until you look and sound like the daughter I raised.” 
 
    I shouldn’t push her, but I do. I’m on a downward spiral and I can’t seem to stop. I’m self-destructing and I don’t have the energy to care.  
 
    “Newsflash, Mother. I stopped being the daughter you raised the day I found out my family was one big lie. You remember the day, Mother…. It was the day both our crowns were ripped from our heads.” 
 
    We’re both rigid with anger, bombs waiting to go off. Our masks have slipped and there is no putting them back on. 
 
    Straightening to her full height, she looks down her nose at me as if I’m dirt. “I haven’t lost my crown, Rose. I was born with it, and now I’m simply looking for a new kingdom to rule. And maybe if you stopped wallowing in self-pity for five minutes, you’d see I’m trying to give you the same opportunity.” 
 
    “You want me to rule Albany Nightingale?” I scoff.  
 
    “Let me put it this way, Rose. You’re going to school whether you like it or not. It’s your choice whether you become someone or stay a no one.” 
 
    Crossing my arms, I lift my head in defiance, even as her words worm their way inside my head. 
 
    “And remember, they leave school at eighteen here, unlike the UK,” she adds sweetly. 
 
    Two extra years. Two years to either be on top or underneath the shoe of those who are. She has point, even if I hate her for doing so. 
 
    “I’ll be ready in thirty.” 
 
    “I thought so.” God, I hate it when she’s right. 
 
    *** 
 
    The dress I’m wearing is as elegant as it is stylish. Finishing just above my knees, it’s an appropriate length for meeting with my new school headmistress. The navy color lightens my blue eyes and cream skin. I’ve curled the ends of my hair to lay neatly over my shoulders and applied the perfect amount of makeup to my face. I look good, and I don’t need the current eyes turning my way to know it. This I’m good at—this I know. It might all be fake, but at this moment, it doesn’t matter. To the outside world, I exude confidence. I am someone… even if, in reality, I’m not. 
 
    “Violet Keeley. Well, I must say I never thought I’d see the day when you’d be back in our corridors.” 
 
    I pause slightly behind my mother, hands clasping lightly at my front as I let the adults do the talking. It’s all smiles and sweetly covered insults, and I’m bored the second they begin. Clearly the headmistress and my mother have history, and I’m beginning to think it’s not a good thing.  
 
    Grandpa must have thrown a lot of money at this magic. There’s probably a new library wing named after him. 
 
    “Devenport. I’m going by my maiden name now,” my mother replies. “It was time to come home. Show my daughter where I grew up.” 
 
    The headmistress turns her attention to me for the first time. “Rose, your grandfather has told me such good things. I’m Mrs. Chandler, the headmistress at Albany Nightingale.” 
 
    “It’s lovely to meet you, miss,” I reply, bowing my head slightly. “I look forward to attending your school.” 
 
    “Listen to your accent. How very quaint. I’m sure your mother’s told you all about her time in these halls.” 
 
    No, she has not. I glance discreetly at my mother to find her looking less composed than usual. “Yes, so much so it feels like I already attend here.” 
 
    Mrs. Chandler smiles approvingly. I can play the game too, bitch. “Well then, let’s have a little tour, and then we can attend to the paperwork in my office.” 
 
    We follow Mrs. Chandler around as she points out certain aspects of the school, every so often reminding my mother of the misdemeanors she got up too when she attended. I’ve gathered my new headmistress attended Albany Nightingale too, only she didn’t rule, and my mother… well, she reminded her of it. 
 
    By the time we make it to the office, I’m ready for this ordeal to be over and am considering public school. I’m certain Mrs. Chandler is going to have it out for me just because of my mother, and I have a feeling she doesn’t even know what my father’s done back in London. 
 
    “Is Rose’s father in London?” Mrs. Chandler asks as if reading my mind. 
 
    “Yes. It was best for us both to come back. Divorces can be so toxic for children,” my mother answers with the ease of someone who’s used to lying. 
 
    Criminal cases too.  
 
    “Indeed.” Mrs. Chandler purses her lips. “Everything seems to be in order. Though you know on official papers, I can’t use Devenport for Rose as legally it’s not her name. I’m happy for her to use it unofficially of course.” 
 
    “Yes, of course,” my mother responds. 
 
    “Well then, we’ll see you bright and early tomorrow, Rose. Violet, always a pleasure.” 
 
    When we make it outside, both my mother and I drag in an audible breath.  
 
    “Do me a favor, Rose. Stay out of trouble. I’d like to never see that woman again.” 
 
    I laugh. “She an old friend of yours?” 
 
    “Something like that. Come on, I’m in need of a drink.” 
 
    Day drinking with a minor probably isn’t the best parenting practice, but when you pair it with a meal, it’s acceptable. I stick to orange juice and order pasta, then dessert, which my mother doesn’t even blink at—a sure sign she’s losing it.  
 
    “Mother?” I ask quietly when she’s been quiet for too long. “Are you and Father getting divorced?” 
 
    Her eyes sadden. “Yes, darling. We need to distance ourselves from the damage he’s caused.” 
 
    “What’s going to happen to him?” 
 
    She shakes her head. “I have no idea, Rose. Your father has always had a way of getting away with things, but I’m not sure he will this time.” 
 
    “This time?” I frown. That implies he’s done this type of thing before, and if he has, then why did she stick around then? 
 
    Her face hardens. “Enough questions. I think it’s time to get going. You’re starting school tomorrow, and we need to get the uniform.” 
 
    My anger stirs. “Did you ever love him?” I ask a little too loudly. 
 
    “Yes, Rose, I did. I left New York for that man, ignored my parents’ warnings, and destroyed the relationship I had with them. But love can only carry you so far. Remember that.” 
 
    “So I should just settle for whichever man gives me the most comfortable life then? Because love isn’t worth it?” 
 
    She shuts down before my eyes, holding up her hand to call the waiter and check. She is so frustrating. Whenever I feel like I’m getting answers out of her, she cuts me off, leaving me with nothing but half-truths and my imagination.  
 
    There must have been a reason my grandparents hated my father; it can’t have just been because he was British. And why did we leave for London when I was four when my father supposedly didn’t have any family in the UK left? Whenever I asked my father about his parents, he’s said they were dead, and he had no other family he spoke too. So why London? Why put a huge ocean between the only family my parents had? Were Grandpa and Grandmother really that intolerable? The only thing I do know is I’m not going to find the answers today, and especially not from my mother’s mouth. 
 
    I choose to let it go and concentrate on preparing for school. Because if Albany Nightingale is anything like St. Paul’s Grammar, I should be prepping for a battlefield. Tomorrow I’ll be the new girl and my actions could very well make me the elite’s target or their next recruit.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    Sitting on the edge of my bed, I run my knee-high socks over my toes and up my legs before sliding my feet into my Jimmy Choo pumps, courtesy of Grandpa. Standing, I brush away invisible lint and turn to look at myself in the full-length mirror. Albany Nightingale’s uniform is a navy-check skirt, white shirt, red tie, paired with a fitted navy blazer, donning the red and gold school crest on the chest. 
 
    I’ve spent a good hour this morning making sure my hair and makeup are perfect. I will not be giving the elite of Albany any excuse to use me as their next target. 
 
    “Okay, Rose,” I say to myself. “Time to show these New Yorkers what Londoners are made of.” 
 
    As I leave my room and enter the main living area of my apartment, my mother looks up from the couch, her critical gaze giving me the once-over. I presume from her lack of comment, I meet her standards and proceed to the kitchen for breakfast.  
 
    Deciding on tea and toast because it’s all my nervous, queasy tummy can take, I sit at the breakfast bench and methodically force myself to chew and swallow. Anxiety is not an emotion I’m used to and I’m not quite sure how to deal with it. Starting a new school is bad enough, but coming in when the year has already started makes it even harder. I’ll be the only one starting new today, which means I’ll be the only one under scrutiny. If Albany Nightingale’s elite act anything like St Paul’s did, then they’ll have already picked their recruits this year, and I’ll be considered fresh meat for all their malicious fun. 
 
    But I remind myself I’m no ordinary target. I know them. I’ve been them. Taking me down isn’t going to be easy; they’d be better off having me on their side. 
 
    “Rose,” my mother calls as I head for the exit.  
 
    Forcing a smile on my face, I look back. “Yes, Mother?” 
 
    “Remember, you’re Rose Devenport now.” 
 
    I nod in return, not sure what to say. It’s not her words that haunt me as I ride the elevator down but the expression on her face, the tone of her voice. I get a weird sense of déjà vu, only it was my father last time who sent butterflies aflight in my stomach. It’s the sense of knowing something but not quite being able to grasp it. It’s the implied meaning behind an otherwise normal statement.  
 
    Why is being a Devenport so important?  
 
    Maybe I'm paranoid. Maybe first-day jitters are getting to me, or maybe the events of the last ten days are finally catching up with me. Whatever it is, I can’t afford to dwell on it. 
 
    I have a kingdom to conquer.  
 
    *** 
 
    The first hour of my morning is spent waiting on Mrs. Chandler to go over my class list and decide on which electives I’ll be taking this year. I’ve no idea why we couldn’t have done this when we visited yesterday, but I sit politely and wait. Sometimes I’ve learned it’s best not to question. 
 
    The problem with this, of course, is entering my first period when it’s halfway through and having the entire class stare at me as I make my way to the one and only seat available to me. I walk with an air of superiority. Ignoring every set of eyes on me, chin up, shoulders back, my hips sway just enough to catch the eyes of the boys. Unfortunately, the girl next to the empty seat is as far from the elite as I could get, and while I don’t want to be mean by ignoring her, I also can’t be seen being openly friendly and risk being viewed at the same standard as her. 
 
    Honestly, I find the game so exhausting at times. I often wonder what it would be like to not care at all what circle I belong in, but I come from a family that expects me to be on top. From the moment I started high school, my mother has pushed me down a certain path. I had no choice but to be queen. The alternative was to face the wrath and disappointment of Violet Keeley—the original bitch. 
 
    It’s Devenport now. I smile to myself. Sometimes it’s comical how stuck-up my mother is, yet I know how easily a name can make or break you. After all, the Keeley name was once gold in London, but now it’s mud. Now it is a social death sentence. 
 
    By the time lunch comes around, I’m wondering whether I can take an extra two years of school. It sucks big-time Americans finish later than the UK. Lessons have always come easy to me, which means they also don’t hold my interest. My father often said I got my brain from him; hopefully, that doesn’t mean I’ll lean toward criminal activities as I get older. It’s so strange living without him, not finding him with a glass of scotch at midnight, his head over some paperwork. He was never an active parent, but he was always in the background, living his own life.  
 
    I miss him. Despite all he’s done, I can’t just switch off my love for him and pretend he doesn’t exist anymore. Unlike my mother, who seems to have fallen back into her Upper East Side life like she never left. She’s already found herself an event to plan and started up her business here. Though from what I’ve overheard, my grandfather is footing the venture as the police have frozen all her UK business assets, even though she started it without my father’s funding. 
 
    The only information I receive is either from dramatized news sites or hushed whispers. It’s frustrating and maddening to be kept in the dark. My mother and grandparents expect me to behave like an adult yet treat me as a child too delicate to hear the truth. If they think I’ll stay happily unaware forever, they’re sorely mistaken. My father’s out on bail now after somehow finding the means to free himself. Maybe it’s time I get the truth from the criminal himself. 
 
    Lodging the train of thought into the back of my mind to think about later, I concentrate on the task at hand. Lunchtime. The moment I’ll be at the elite’s mercy.  
 
    My every step is carefully thought out. I scan the area discreetly, taking in my surrounds and getting a picture of what I’m up against. I spot the group I want to belong in almost immediately; they are hard to miss. Wealth drips off their every accessory, the shoes on their feet worth thousands. I’m admiring a handbag when the owner’s pale green eyes find mine, and she pauses midsentence, her smile becoming calculating as she nudges the guy next to her with his back to me. 
 
     The rest of the school fades away as the group seems to part in harmony, their critical stares taking me in. I keep my expression neutral, pretend I couldn’t care less what these people think of me, but as the last guy turns, all my carefully prepared plans shatter. 
 
    Faltering midstep, my heart attempts to leap out my throat as disbelief rolls through me. 
 
    “Ash,” I whisper, eyes wide as I take him in. 
 
    It can’t be him. He shouldn’t be here. And yet he is. The Brooklyn boy I met years ago, before high school turned me into the person I am today, stands in all his glory. He’s grown, in more ways than one. His shoulders are wide, his jaw sharp. He’s gone from a cute thirteen to a sexy sixteen. 
 
    We stare, both as shocked at each other, and for just a second, I think I have my in. I think life in New York is going to better than I imagined. 
 
    A tall, slightly leaner guy steps beside Ash and pats his shoulder, gripping it before letting go, gaining Ash’s attention. 
 
    “Who do we have here, Ashton?” he says, his dark eyes looking between us with interest.  
 
    Ashton… he hates Ashton. My brain cells kick back to life and I hold out my hand. “I’m Rose.” 
 
    “Well, listen to her. Wherever did you meet a pretty English rose, brother?” he asks Ash, while keeping his gaze on me.  
 
    I hold his gaze as he takes my hand and brings it to his lips, suppressing my shudder as he kisses the tops of my fingers. His eyes are cruel. He’s the type to wield charm to hide the wickedness within. 
 
    “Well?” he prompts when Ash stands mute. “You met the delightful Rose….” 
 
    He looks at me expectantly and I supply my last name. “Keeley.” My heart lurches the moment the word leaves my mouth. 
 
    Remember, you are a Devenport now…. But surely it doesn’t matter, surely my last name won’t affect me here. I’m new. They’ve no idea who I am. My family left America when I was four. Yet it does. I can see it in the gleam in his eyes, in the way he pauses and calculates. 
 
    Ash notices too. His head swivels to his taller friend and they silently talk. 
 
    “I don’t know her,” Ash announces, crossing his arms and giving me the once-over. “Though I’m sure she’d be good for one night.” 
 
    His friend chuckles darkly as the rest of their crew joins in.  
 
    I’m too dazed to pick up on the inner workings of the group. Ash’s words circle my head as I try to match the image in front of me with the memory I’ve stored safely in my mind. It’s him, but it isn’t. This Ash is as gorgeous as he is cruel. He’s king, and the king doesn’t need his past reminding him and everyone around him where he came from. 
 
    And yet words pour from me as if I’m an untrained novice. As if I’d never had a crown on my head and ruled. “Ash, it’s me. You remember our summer? We met in Central Park when I was on vacation visiting my grandparents.” 
 
    For a split second, I think he’s going to admit the truth, but then his smile twists, transforming him into someone I have never known, and I realize my time at Albany Nightingale is going to be nothing but hell. 
 
    “My name’s Ashton. And you and I have never met before.” 
 
    The girl whose handbag I was admiring steps up to his right, hooking her arm through his and pressing herself against his body. “You heard him. He doesn’t know you.” She swats her hand at me. “Run along.” 
 
    I glance between the three of them. A king and his queen, with his evil second willing to do any deed. I wanted her crown, I wanted to be his queen, but right now, I’m the thirteen-year-old version of myself having her heart ripped out by the boy who gave her, her first kiss. 
 
    Turning, I run to the sounds of their amusement. Rushing through the school halls, I desperately try to keep my humiliation from spilling over my eyes. A sigh of relief leaves me as the toilets come into view, and I crash through the door, heading straight for a stall and slamming the cubicle door closed. As I cry, seated on the closed toilet seat, I realize I’m feeling what every girl felt after I’d finished tearing her apart. 
 
    I hate myself, but I’m not sure if it’s for making others feel this way or because I stupidly let my guard down over a schoolgirl crush I’d had when I was barely a teenager. 
 
    Kiss your crown goodbye, Rose. Looks like your reign ended the day your father was put behind bars. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    The rest of my school day is hell. I’m either ignored or sniggered at by Aston’s groupies. The worst thing is I’d have settled with groupie; it’s way better than being a nobody. But my fate is sealed before I even had the chance to begin. I walk home instead of getting a cab, hoping to clear my head, but it doesn’t help. I’m lonely and miserable, and as stupid as it is, I’d love nothing more than to be able to ring Clare and tell her all about my day. I can imagine her reaction now—the disgust and outrage in her tone and her not so nice words when she’d tell me to stop feeling sorry for myself and conduct a plan to take them down.  
 
    But she isn’t here, and she isn’t my friend anymore. I have never felt so lost or unsure of myself in my life. My family being torn apart has shaken the ground beneath my feet. I’m not as talented as my mother; I can’t ignore all the facts and play the game. 
 
    Maybe my game-playing days are over. No more schemes, no more scandal. Knuckle down and finish school. 
 
    “Concentrate on my grades,” I whisper to myself as I enter the elevator in my building. “I could do that.” I say the words, yet even to my own ears, they seem half-hearted. “Damn it, I’m doomed.” 
 
    Unlocking the apartment door, I stomp in, huffing and puffing like a kid who’s had their favorite toy taken away. I notice my mum sit up straighter out of the corner of my eye as I make a beeline for my room. I’m not in the mood for her. I’m not in the mood for anyone. 
 
    The bedroom door slams loudly behind me, rattling the walls, and I dump my bag at my feet and sling myself onto my double bed, burying my head into the duvet. One Jimmy Choo falls with a thud to the carpet, the other hanging half off my foot. 
 
    “Argh!” I yell, muffling the sound with the duvet, smacking my fists to release my tension. 
 
    The bedroom door opens. “Rose, what are you doing?” 
 
    “Being pissed off. What does it look like?” I mutter, face pressed into duck down. 
 
    “It looks like you’re being childish.” 
 
    “Ugh,” I groan, sitting half up and glaring at her. “I’ve had a really shitty day. Just go away and leave me alone.” 
 
    My mother narrows her eyes as she crosses her arms across her chest. “What happened to you?” she starts, her voice cold. “My daughter wouldn’t be screaming into her pillow; she’d be plotting revenge.” 
 
    Her words sting, but the reality is, she’s right.  
 
    “Newsflash, Mother,” I yell as she retreats from my room. “I’m not your daughter anymore.” 
 
    The door shuts far quieter than I closed it, but the act is deafening all the same. She’s never been a cuddly, caring mother, but for once, it would have been nice to have been given comfort, not words designed to hurt and humiliate.  
 
    I know she’s right. I know I’m not acting myself, but I don’t know who I am anymore, and her twisted idea of a pep talk isn’t going to rectify it. Neither is crying, but my body doesn’t seem to care about that either. 
 
    Angry and annoyed with myself, I bring up my phone and the pictures I’ve been obsessively scrolling through since leaving London, and begin to erase them one by one. That life is dead and buried, and it’s time I erased the evidence of ever belonging to St. Paul’s Grammar. Next I go onto social media I’ve been avoiding. It takes all of two Facebook messages to know there’s no need to look at the rest. My wall is filled with hate. Not one single notification is a message asking where I am and if I’m okay. Removing all the social media apps from my phone, I decide I’m grateful Mum whisked us off to America. Staying in London would have been the equivalent to swimming in shark-infested water with an open wound. 
 
    It’s dark when I emerge from my bedroom again, unable to ignore the gnawing at my stomach. I hardly ate at breakfast and school, so my body’s desperate to make up for it. My mother is seated at one end of the couch, a glass of wine in one hand as she looks over papers and material samples spread over the cushions. 
 
    She doesn’t look up, but her tone holds none of the bite it did earlier. “I ordered Chinese. I left yours in the oven to keep warm.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I murmur, heading over to the kitchen on silent feet.  
 
    “Maybe you need a glass of wine, too,” she suggests. 
 
    Your answer to everything. I’ll be an alcoholic by the time I graduate at this rate. 
 
    Taking my food and drink, I come over to the seating area and place them on the coffee table, sitting cross-legged on the floor. Silence lands between us while I eat and my mother works, but eventually, she looks up, holding out two squares of material.  
 
    “Which color do you prefer?” To the untrained eye, they’d seem the same color, but while one is a crisp white, the other has a slightly warmer tone to it.  
 
    “What colors are the centerpieces?” I ask. 
 
    “Pastels. She wants blush roses.” 
 
    “Off-white,” I say, looking away and picking up another forkful of chow mein. 
 
    It’s at least five minutes before she speaks again. “Tell me about them.” 
 
    I know who she means. Only one group of people matters to my mother at Albany, and it has nothing to do with being good or smart or nice. These people could be as wicked as they come, but if they have wealth and status, she’ll look past even the deadliest of sins. She clearly did with my father, until his sins were going to have the family fortune ripped away. 
 
    “Do you remember the time I came here for the summer?” I ask. 
 
    She meets my gaze, intrigued. “Yes. You went on and on about a boy you’d met.” She smiles warmly, giving me a glimpse at the rare mother she can be. “I kept telling you, no boy from Brooklyn would be good enough, but you wouldn’t listen.” 
 
    “He goes to Albany now.” 
 
    Her eyes widen in shock. “Scholarship?” 
 
    “I don’t think so. In fact, the boy from Brooklyn I couldn’t shut up about is gone. He’s an Upper East Sider now and is as cruel as they come. He acted as if he didn’t know me. It was awful, Mother. I was laughed out of the courtyard.” 
 
    A crease appears on her brow. “How strange. Maybe they do not know he is from Brooklyn.” Her grin’s smug. “Reveal his true beginnings, and you will have all the revenge you need.” 
 
    The queen bitch in me stirs at the makings of a plot. 
 
    “I’ve probably got some photos of us together somewhere.” 
 
    Her fingers steeple her glass. “Yes. That would do it. See, you are my daughter after all.” She laughs, but for some reason, the statement doesn’t make me feel better as my mother had intended. What does it say about me if our mother-and-daughter bonding is done over wine and the wicked glee of making someone pay? It’s not normal, I know, but it’s the only way I know how to be. 
 
    *** 
 
    It takes me a while to find the pictures from some long-forgotten backed-up folder, but when I do, I know I won’t be sharing them with our school as my mother had suggested. I’m looking at a version of myself I’ve forgotten. A time before high school, a time when life was far simpler and carefree. I look happy, and it’s not just because I’m with Ash. There is no weight of a crown dragging me down, no pressure to perform perfectly for fear of attack. I’m free, and the Ash beside me is too. 
 
    We’ve both changed, and for the first time, I’m questioning whether I’ve changed for the better. 
 
    The photographs are mostly of us laughing together, pulling silly faces, and generally being young. They are taken in various locations from my hotel suite to Central Park, but there is one snapshot that I can’t linger over. We were posing for the camera when Ash kissed me unexpectedly. It wasn’t our first kiss, but the effect was just the same. I can see the unexpected joy in my eyes, the crease of my lips as I meet him halfway, and Ash… he’s as happy and love drunk as me. There is no way on earth he doesn’t remember me.  
 
    I don’t care what he says. I have the proof right here that our feelings were real. 
 
    Closing my laptop with a little too much force, I push it to the end of the bed and shuffle beneath the teal and gray covers, then flop back onto my pillows. It’s after midnight, and in a few short hours, I’m going to have to be awake for another day in hell.  
 
    I need sleep. I need to prepare myself for the battle ahead. 
 
    *** 
 
    By the end of my first week in school, I’ve learned all I need to know about the inner circle. Some of it was gathered from studying them, some from stalking their social media, and the rest from a wannabe socialite who’s so desperate for an in, she easily became my willing friend. 
 
    Isla’s good at talking, and I let her do that for most of the school day as she fills me in on any and all, past and present, school gossip. Her ability to talk at a hundred miles a minute is useful, though a little tedious, but by Friday, I quite like the girl. She’ll be a good friend to have by my side when I eventually retake my crown. 
 
    We’re in free period, and there is only one hour left of the day. I haven’t written a word on the English paper I’m supposed to be working on; instead, I’m studying Ash and his followers, my gaze transfixed on the people I want to be and want to destroy.  
 
    Grayson Bishop, the boy who kissed my hand before realizing who I was—a reaction I still don’t understand—is Ash’s stepbrother and the previous king. Rumor is he willingly handed over his crown to his new, more golden, less wicked brother. A rumor I can believe. There are certain expectations when holding the throne, and they don’t include sleeping with a different woman every night and being far too eager to drink and dabble in the odd recreational drug. I imagine it was a relief for him to drop his poster-boy image and let the devil beneath out, and probably the reason why Ash’s Brooklyn heritage was overlooked. It was one of the first things Isla told me about Ashton Cole—his not so prestigious beginnings. Somewhere between us meeting and my return, Ash’s mother married Grayson’s father. I guess his parents must have divorced; it’s a fact Isla and even social media didn’t know. Another change that happened in our years apart is Ash’s sudden interest and ability in football. During our weeks together, he didn’t once mention playing; instead, Ash showed me his love for drawing and comic books. A nerdy trait at odds with his not so nerdy looks. 
 
    Averting my gaze, I pretend to write something when Sophia Kincaid glances up, laughing at something Ash and Grayson must have said. Out of the three, it’s her I hate the most. I tell myself it’s her Barbie doll looks and over-the-top laughter, but in reality, it’s the fact she gets to link her arms through Ash’s and press up against his toned side. The two have been dating since a month after Ash started at Albany Nightingale in his sophomore year, meaning it must be nearly a year they’ve been together. Another reason why I hate her.  
 
    But this is more than Ashton and his behavior toward me. It’s about getting back to where I’m supposed to be. What happened in London wasn’t my fault, and if my father hadn’t been caught, I’d be happily ruling with Luke and Clare by my side. Life is never easy, though and it rarely goes to plan, which means I’m left in a new country without allies I’ve had for years and my head crownless. This isn’t supposed to be my life, and there’s only one way I’m going to change it.  
 
    Sophia Kincaid’s reign is coming to an end. 
 
    “Hey, what are you doing after school?” I whisper to Isla next to me. 
 
    “Nothing, why?”  
 
    I smile. “I’ve a plot to plan, and I do my best thinking at the nail salon.” I pick up her hand, inspect her chipped polish. “We’re getting a full manicure.” 
 
    She smiles, giddy. “Still lusting after Ashton, I see. You’re not the first one to try, you know.” 
 
    “This has nothing to do with Ashton. It’s about reclaiming what’s rightfully mine. The crown, not Ash,” I reiterate when her smile grows.  
 
    Isla studies me with a mixture of envy and disbelief. “She’s been Miss Popular since before high school. Her father’s some big shot judge.” 
 
    And mine’s a big shot criminal. Sometimes it takes a bit of rule-breaking to get what you want, but it wasn’t my father who taught me that; it was my mother. And I’m beginning to think she’s not as innocent after all. She just played a better game. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    Sunday comes around and I’m forced into what seems is going to be a family ritual; brunch at Sant Ambroeus. Following my mother, we enter the building on Madison Avenue under the cute green canopy and into the lush interior within. My grandfather speaks to the waiter and we’re soon shown to our table. 
 
    A huge crystal chandelier glitters above in the center of the ornate ceiling, but it isn’t that which draws my eye but the family sitting together, two tables down. Averting my gaze as soon as my brain kicks back into function, I pray to God they’ll somehow not notice me for the duration of our meal. Of course, it’s a foolish notion; I’m bound to be trapped here for at least an hour, and we’re only a table apart. 
 
    I almost groan aloud when Sophia enters the room, striding toward Ash and his family.  
 
    “So sorry I’m late,” she sing-songs as she takes her place next to Ash, kissing him on the cheek. 
 
    I dip down further in my seat, hoping to hide behind my mother. 
 
    “Rose, stop slouching,” my mother hisses, swatting me under the table. “Whatever is the matter with you?” 
 
    “There’s kids from school. I don’t want to be seen,” I mutter, shifting back in my seat. It’s bad enough having to endure the grandmonsters I barely know, who judge my every move, without having to deal with more from the neighboring family. 
 
    “So they’re your opponents.” My mother smiles, turning to study them. 
 
    “Don’t look,” I growl, punching her in the leg. 
 
    She jumps, glaring at me, and our childish actions attract the attention of my grandfather. He looks down his nose at us like we’re both immature teenagers, before turning to see who my mother was looking at. 
 
    “Ah.” He smiles. “Arthur, how good to see you.”  
 
    “Fuck,” I whisper. “Cheers, Mother.” 
 
    Grayson’s father peers at our table, his gaze lingering on my mother for a second too long before he stands from his chair and makes his way over. My grandfather follows suit. 
 
    “Charles, I see your daughter is back in town.” His critical gaze lands on my mum. “Visiting, Violet?” 
 
    Placing her napkin on the table, my mother stands too, squaring her shoulders as she looks as sternly back. I’ll give it to my mother, she’s never one to back down from hostility, even if it is masked with layers of decorum and pleasantries. 
 
    “No, actually. I’m back for good.” 
 
    “Missed the Upper East Side, did you?” 
 
    “Something like that.” 
 
    “And this must be your daughter.” 
 
    I stand too, ignoring the three sets of eyes I can feel watching me from Ash’s table and plaster on my most winning smile.  
 
    “Rose. It’s nice to meet you.” 
 
    “What a charming accent.” He chuckles. “No husband, Violet?” He eyes the table as if we might have my dad hidden under the tablecloth. 
 
    “We parted ways,” my mother replies, somehow sounding both regretful and happy at the idea. 
 
    “Well, I’m sure Charles and Ellenor are delighted to have you home. I suspect you know my sons, Rose.” He holds out an arm toward their table, and Grayson and Ash take this as their cue to come over. Evil glee’s written all over Grayson’s face. 
 
    “We’ve met, Father,” Grayson says as he stands beside him. They’re the same height. Grayson an image of a younger Arthur, only maybe a little more sinister. 
 
    Ash stays quiet, even as his stepfather looks on expectantly. “This is Ashton, my stepson. He’s a phenomenal football player, aren’t you, son?” 
 
    “I’m all right,” Ash mumbles, avoiding my gaze. I wish he’d look at me. I wish for one second we could be the kids we’d once been. 
 
    Arthur laughs softly. “He’s a modest young man. Well, we’ll let you get on.” He takes in my grandfather again. “Charles, always a pleasure.” 
 
    “Bye, Rose,” Grayson replies, his charm not fooling me. I see the evil glint in his eye. I see the torture he plans to inflict. 
 
    And as they turn, Ash finally looks my way. For a split second, our eyes connect. There is no one else in the room. All I see is him. All I feel are the whimsical feelings of my thirteen-year-old self, and for a single moment, I see it all reflected back—the connection we both shared. Yet it’s over so quickly I’m not sure if it was real, and as I sit, a heaviness settles deep in my chest. I can ignore it all I want—plot and scheme as I dream of overthrowing their reign—but it won’t change the fact I have feelings for Ash. Feelings that have survived from the tender age of thirteen. 
 
    “He’s the boy, isn’t he?” my mother whispers after we’ve settled into our seats. “Your Brooklyn boy.” 
 
    “He’s not my Brooklyn boy anymore,” I state sadly, picking up my menu. “And no, I don’t want to talk about it.” 
 
    “Keep your eye on the prize, Rose. Boy’s aren’t as important as status.” 
 
    “You realize those two are royalty at school, right?” I mutter, not bothering to look her way. 
 
    “So she’s their queen?” 
 
    I glance up to find her discreetly studying Sophia. “Yes, Sophia Kincaid.” 
 
    “They’ll have no choice but to follow you when you take her place.” 
 
    Ducking my head, so she doesn’t see my eye roll, I groan inwardly. “Maybe I don’t want her place. Maybe my rule ended in London.” 
 
    I brace myself for the oncoming anger. Because to my mother, there is nothing more important than being on top. Sometimes I think she should take my place; she seems to like the idea of high school drama more than me. 
 
    “I’m not going to tell you again, Rose. If you want to be anyone around here, then you need to earn those boys’ respect or at least their loyalty. I don’t care how you get it, Rose, but you do, unless you’d like to end up as one of those women working nine-to-five, with the highlight of their week being a night in with their cats.” 
 
    “It’s all or nothing with you, Mother,” I hiss quietly, aware of my grandparents. “Maybe there’s an in-between, which will make me far happier. You ever think of that?” 
 
    “Your father was my happy in-between, Rose, and look where that got me. You’ll not be making the same mistakes as me. The heart… it leads to nothing but destruction.” 
 
    Her statement has me pondering the meaning; it implies my father wasn’t of status when they met. He obviously wasn’t an Upper East Sider, being British, but I’d always assumed he had wealth. It’s something I don’t think my parents have ever spoken about, and I get the feeling my mother won’t be open with the story of how they met. It makes sense if he wasn’t though; it explains why my grandparents stopped speaking regularly to my mum once we left America. Maybe she ran off with the poor man, and then my father turned to crime to give my mother the status she’d lost.  
 
    I’m more than likely never going to know. 
 
    *** 
 
    The rest of Sunday I work on the English assignment I never finished in the library and then far too soon, it’s Monday again and a fresh new week of school awaits. 
 
    Isla waits for me on the steps of the Metropolitan Museum of Art, two coffee cups in hand before the start of school. “Hey,” she says brightly as I approach. “I got you a double shot, like you asked.” 
 
    “Thanks.” I take the drink, glancing at the scuffed Gucci pumps on her feet. “Ugh, we need to take you to Barneys after school.” 
 
    She looks down. “I saved a whole year for these.”  
 
    “I can tell. They’re like two seasons old.” 
 
    “I guess they are looking a bit worn out.” 
 
    I link my arm with hers, lead her up the steps. “Don’t fret, Isla. You’ve a new best friend to treat you now.” 
 
    She grins. “How was your weekend?” 
 
    “Ugh.” I roll my eyes. “The worst. I had brunch at Sant Ambroeus with the grandmonsters, and you’ll never guess who was sitting two tables down.” 
 
    “Did Ashton acknowledge you this time?” She giggles. 
 
    “Nope, but Grayson’s gaze promised lots of lovely things to come.” 
 
    “Aren’t you afraid of what Gray might do?” she asks as she takes a sip of her coffee. 
 
    “No. I’ve dealt with his kind in London. The trick is to prepare for the worst.” But while I sound confident, inside I’m wavering. I’d thought I had prepped for all eventualities in London but fell from grace anyway. The truth is, I’m not sure anyone can be prepared. We’re all just faking it. 
 
    “How do you prep for the worst?” she asks. 
 
    “Find the juiciest dirt possible. Know any?” 
 
    “Nothing secret. It’s common knowledge he’s a man whore. For some reason, girls like it.” 
 
    “He’s their trip to the dark side. For one night, they get to feel naughty and wild, like they’ve experienced all there is. Grayson’s the devil with the roguish charm everyone loves to hate. He’s the most fun some girls will ever have.” 
 
    “You sound like you’re talking from experience.” We take a seat on the top steps, watching the hustle and bustle around us.  
 
    “Yeah, something like that.” 
 
    I think of Luke; he wasn’t as sinister as Grayson, but he had very similar traits. What we had together wasn’t love but mutual interest to keep our titles, and like Grayson, the moment I became useless, he ditched me and moved onto the next girl. What I never expected was it to be with Clare, or for them to treat me as if we hadn’t been friends for years. It wasn’t losing Luke that hurt the most; it was losing the place where I thought I belonged. It was waking up one day to find my life was a lie.  
 
    My experience of losing my place in London has taught me that maybe it’s not one person who’s the devil. Maybe the whole of society is corrupt, and the more I think about it, the more I wonder if I really want back into the hole. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    Walking into my second-period art class, I breathe a sigh of relief when there’s no sign of the Upper East Side royalty. I hope this will be my one freedom in school, a chance to let go and do what I love without the evil stares of the elite down my back. 
 
    The teacher walks in, an eccentric-looking woman considering the caliber of Albany Nightingale, but I guess it also comes with the territory. All the students are seated at easels with a blank canvas, and I’m really hoping my first lesson is going to be a freestyle painting without any rules.  
 
    Closing the door behind her, it’s centimeters from shutting when a tut leaves her mouth and she puts a hand on her hip, widening the door again. 
 
    “Be on time to my class in future, Mr. Cole.” 
 
    My stomach drops. Of course, he’s in here. It would be too much to ask for him to drop his love of art, along with his lowly roots. 
 
    Ashton strides across the room undeterred, and as he spots me, his smile turns into a smirk. The only available easel is on my left, and I purposely keep my eyes front and center as he takes it. 
 
    “Hey, Rose,” he murmurs. It takes all my willpower not to react and turn. “Going to be like that, is it?” I ignore him. “We’ll see how long you last.” 
 
    I grit my teeth, chanting in my head not to respond. The laughter in his tone rubs me the wrong way. Since the moment I saw him again, I’ve wanted nothing more than for him to acknowledge me and talk, and now he is, I refuse to look his way. It’s all part of a sick game he and Grayson must have concocted; there is no other explanation for it.  
 
    If he wanted to talk, he should have done it on day one. 
 
    “Okay, class. I thought it would be nice to kick-start the week with a little freestyle paint. Abstract, portrait, whatever you please. Collect what you need and get started.” 
 
    Climbing to my feet, I walk to the back of the room with the others and into the supply closest. It’s my first time in here, and I’m not sure where everything so it takes me a little longer than everyone else to collect my supplies. Turning to exit, paint in my arms, I nearly walk smack bang into the expanse of a wide muscular chest. I look up and into Ashton’s amused gaze. 
 
    “I never remember you being so short,” he answers. 
 
    “Oh, so now you remember me,” I snap.  
 
    “Ah, come on, Rose, you know how things are. I’ve a reputation to uphold.” 
 
    “Oh, I’m so sorry for not knowing meeting me when we were kids would ruin you.” I glare. “Now move out of my way.” His smile turns wicked as he steps the two inches between us and presses up against me until I meet the hard shelves at my back. “Move,” I repeat, breathless. 
 
    Anger drains from me as every cell touching him flares to life. He’s so much taller and wider than when we were kids. He’s all hard muscle and chiseled lines. His head dips, his lips lingering over the sensitive skin on the curve of my neck. I’m breathing heavily, melting into him as the reasons why I was so angry fade away. 
 
    The past and the present collide together. I hear the sweet laughter of the young boy he once was, see the young love in his cinnamon-dusted eyes, and then I feel the hard wall of his grown-up body and sense the electricity flowing through my veins as his breath brushes my skin. 
 
    “Rose,” he whispers roughly. 
 
    “Everything all right in here?” the teacher, Miss Spice, asks tightly. 
 
    I shove Ash back sharply as he chuckles and clears his throat. “I was just helping Rose find what she needed.” 
 
    I can’t talk. I’ve lost the ability to speak. 
 
    “Are you all right, Rose?” Miss Spice asks gently, glancing between us. 
 
    “Yes,” I manage quietly. 
 
    “Well, get back to your stations, both of you.” 
 
    “Yes, miss,” I reply. 
 
    “Sure thing,” Ash adds.  
 
    I feel him at my rear as I walk from the supply closest to my easel, dumping my paints down not so gently.  
 
    “You look a little flustered, Rose,” Ash observes as he takes his seat. “If you need help, let me know.” 
 
    I throw the dirtiest look I can muster at him before turning my attention back to the blank canvas. 
 
    “You’re sexy when you're mad,” he whispers. 
 
    Picking up the color red, I smear it onto my fingers, and with everything inside me, I force it out and into my work. My fingers smear sharp and rigid, blending colors, smearing lines, and by the time the bell rings and it’s time for our next class, the painting staring back at me is loud and dark. It speaks of rage and loss and the never-ending questions stacking up in my head. 
 
    “Hey,” Isla chimes as she steps into place beside me as I stride down the corridor toward math. “What’s got you so angry?” 
 
    Glancing around me, I notice far too many ears willing to run to their leaders in hopes of an in. “Not here,” I whisper, sliding my arm through hers and guiding us toward the girls’ bathroom. “Out!” I snap at the two freshmen applying makeup in the mirror. 
 
    One look at my expression has them scuttling.  
 
    “Wow, what’s going on?” Isla stares after the girls. “Remind me not to piss you off. You are scary.” 
 
    “Ashton. That’s what’s wrong with me. Ashton and his goddamn body.” 
 
    She frowns. “Body?” 
 
    “He’s a bloody bastard.” 
 
    She giggles behind her mouth. “Bloody bastard, you sound so British.” 
 
    “He cornered me in the supply closest, backed me into the shelves.” 
 
    “Wow, really.” She bites her lip. “He’s hot, right?” 
 
    Groaning, I rub my face as I stare to the ceiling. “Damn it, he is, and my stupid body betrayed me. Who does the arse think he is? First, he pretends we’ve never met, then he ignores my very existence, and now he’s rubbing up against me in class like we have the hots for each other. I’m over it, Isla. He can bloody do one for all I care.” 
 
    She looks at me funny. “Hmm, I think I’m translating this right. You hate Ashton, and as far as you’re concerned, he no longer exists.” 
 
    “Exactly.” I nod. “Come on, we best get to math.” 
 
    She jogs after me. “Rose, before we forget who Ashton Cole is, can we maybe discuss what it felt like to be crushed up against him?” 
 
    I can’t help but laugh. “To damn bloody good. That’s the problem.” 
 
    “I’m so jealous.” 
 
    Dashing into math just as the late bell rings, Isla and I make our way to the two empty seats at the back, and as I pass Ash’s desk, I force myself to ignore his presence even as the tips of his fingers brush my legs. 
 
    Yup, forgetting Ashton Cole isn’t going to be as easy as I’d like. 
 
    *** 
 
    After eating lunch outside, making the most of the autumn sun, I leave Isla to go to her class and make my way to mine. Turning off the main hall, I slide my hand onto the smooth wooden railing of the stairs and get one step up before being pulled down and dragged into the alcove under it. My breath whooshes out of me in a startled gasp as my hands come up to steady myself. 
 
    “Rose,” Ash breathes. 
 
    Hands clenching on his chest, anger rushes through me as I get over the shock of being dragged away. 
 
    “What the hell do you think you’re doing?!” I hiss. 
 
    “Ah, come on, Rose. Please, hear me out.”  
 
    I study him, unsure whether I can trust the sincerity in his tone. “What do you want, Ash?” 
 
    “No one calls me Ash anymore,” he whispers, as if it’s a loss. 
 
    I cross my arms as I narrow my eyes. “That’s probably because you don’t act much like Ash anymore. Not the Ash I knew anyway.” 
 
    “I guess I deserve that. But surely you understand? Gray’s my brother.” 
 
    Irritation worms its way into my head. Putting as much distance as I can between us in the small space, I lace my next words with frost. “What has Grayson Bishop got to do with the way you’ve treated me?” 
 
    “Don’t you know?” he asks, shocked. 
 
    “Know what?” I snap. “Stop with the bullshit, Ash. I’m over it.” Noise fills the stairwell as lunchtime comes to an end. “I’ve gotta go.” I’m done with these games. I’m done with the constant confliction inside me and the awakening of feelings that should have died long ago. 
 
    “Rose.” He takes my hand, keeping me with him. “I missed you.” 
 
    I shake my head and laugh. “You missed me? Oh, is that why you were overjoyed to see me again and took me into your arms.” 
 
    “Happened inside your head, though, right?” He smirks. He slides my hands up his chest. “I can’t stop thinking about you pressed up against me.” 
 
    I can’t keep up with him. This constant push and pull. Does he like me or not? Is this some stupid, sick game he and Grayson have cooked up, or does he actually miss me and his old self? I can’t decide, but I can play my own games. I can take back my power. 
 
    Smiling slowly, I allow my face to soften and inch my hands higher, closing the space between us. “You’re right, it did. I’ve wanted to do nothing but kiss you again since day one.” 
 
    Ash’s gaze heats, his breathing becoming thick. My tongue darts out and wets my bottom lip as I press myself harder against him, feeling him stir to life. 
 
    “You’ve wanted that too, haven’t you?” I whisper hoarsely. 
 
    “Yes,” he breathes, bending his head to mine. I laugh inside, my wicked core sparking to life, even as I fight my own desires. 
 
    I let him lead, drawing him in, using my body as a tool. My hand dips lower, skimming the rigid plains of his abdomen, and as it dips below the waistband of his trousers, he groans aloud.  
 
    Smiling against his lips, I savor the feel of him as we kiss. He’s putty in my hands, mine to control and manipulate. He’ll be sorry he ever sought to play games with me. Raising my knee, I aim right for his prized jewels, and step back as he slumps to the floor. 
 
    “Fuck,” he rasps, holding himself. “What the fuck, Rose!” 
 
    I eye him with a satisfied smile. “You’re not the only one who’s changed, Ashton.” 
 
    My heels click on the wooden floor as I stride away, passing his bimbo of a girlfriend by the stairs. “Ashton’s gotten his self into a little trouble, Sophia,” I say, covering my fake smile with my hand. “He might need a little help.” 
 
    She takes me in, from my mussed hair to my kiss swollen lips, and then her angry gaze lands on Ashton, groaning on the ground. 
 
    “Ashton Cole,” she screeches. “This best not be what I think it is.” 
 
    I giggle all the way to class. It’s good to be back. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10 
 
      
 
    “You’ll never believe what I’ve heard people whispering,” Isla says upon greeting. 
 
    I probably will. 
 
    “Tell me all about it on the way out. I think we need to get our nails done again after buying some shoes.” I link my arm through hers, leading her away. It’s been a long, eventful day, and I’m looking forward to an hour at the salon. 
 
    “They’re saying you attacked Ashton and kissed him.” 
 
    I laugh. “Attack, really? I kneed him in the balls, and the dick deserved it.” 
 
    “Oh my God, tell me everything.” 
 
    I reveal every detail, enjoying the awe in her hazel gaze. This, I’ve missed. The high of a win, the shock and awe as people spread the gossip. It can become an addiction. 
 
    “Sophia’s going to be out for blood now. You know that, right?” 
 
    “Tomorrow’s problem. It was going to happen sooner or later. At least it’s on my terms and not hers. I can’t take being messed with anymore. I’m no pushover, and I think I needed to remind myself of that.” 
 
    “You’re crazy. I wish I had your confidence.” 
 
    I smile. All I have to do is hold on to it.  
 
    A few hours later, I return home with perfectly shaped nails, painted blood-red, and a full, satisfied belly. It’s not often I allow myself to indulge in fatty foods such as pizza, but Isla insisted she knew where we could get the best pizza in NYC. 
 
    The apartment’s empty when I enter. I’ve no idea where my mother is, which isn’t new; she was always off doing something for either work or some charity event when we lived in London, and I imagine her life is much the same here. 
 
    Helping myself to a Coke, I make my way to my bedroom and settle down on my bed, opening my laptop to check my emails. It’s not something I’ve done since moving, and as I wait for the page to load, anxiety churns in my gut.  
 
    “Please don’t be hate mail. Please don’t be hate mail,” I chant softly as it appears on the screen. 
 
    But there is only one email that grabs my attention. All the rest just fade away. Heart in my throat, I click the message open and read: 
 
    Rose, 
 
    Your mother refuses to talk to me other than through a solicitor, and from the lack of response on your Facebook messages, I’m beginning to think you both don’t want to have contact with me. 
 
    I understand, Rose. I do. I’ve done terrible, unforgivable things, and you have every right to ignore me. 
 
    This is my last message. My last apology. I cannot undo what I have broken, but I need you to know I love you, Rose. I love you more than anything in this world, and I’M SORRY I lost track of that. 
 
    Goodbye, my darling girl. 
 
    Maybe one day we’ll meet again, 
 
    Love, Dad. 
 
    I can hardly see the screen by the time I reach the end of his email. Frantically, I open another tab and load Facebook, my finger tapping on the edge of the keyboard as I wait for it to come on the screen. They shake as I move the cursor to Messages and click. Every move seems to take an eternity; I need to call my father. I need to hear his voice. I need him to know I didn’t know he was trying to contact me; I do want to talk. 
 
    I’m so angry at my mother for not telling me he wanted to speak. As far as I was aware, he was unable to contact me. His email was from two days ago, and I pray to God he’s not been taken away in the meantime. If I’ve missed my opportunity to talk to him, I will never forgive my mother. It’s not fair of her to expect me to carry on as if he doesn’t exist. As if he isn’t out in the world living a life without us in it. She might be able to cut off her feelings and start a new life, but my emotions won’t be buried. My memories, my love for my father, they won’t fade just because she wants them too. Even if I wanted them too, I’m not sure they would. Life isn’t as simple as that. 
 
    Ignoring all the unread messages from my old school peers, I open my father’s to find messages going back five days and several missed video calls. Skipping reading what he’s said, I press on the video icon and watch as my video pops up and begins the call. 
 
    “Come on, Dad. Answer.” It’s been ringing for too long, and when it cuts off, I try again. “Please, Dad, please.” 
 
    My heart’s pounding, my stomach doing summersaults. I’ve never wanted to hear my father’s voice so much before; it’s an almost painful need. Desperation grips tight around my chest, threatening to steal my breath, and the tone rings on. 
 
    “Daddy, please,” I whisper as a tear rolls down my cheek. 
 
    “Hello? Hello, Rose. Rose, is that you?” 
 
    I open my mouth to answer as my father’s face fills the screen, but as I do, a strangled sound leaves me, and I shatter, bursting into tears. It’s as if everything I’ve been keeping locked inside has escaped. I can’t talk. I can’t breathe. I sob, gasping for air as I press a hand to the screen. 
 
    “Please don’t cry, baby girl. Please, Rose, please,” my father begs. 
 
    My vision is too blurry to make him out clearly, but even so, I note his disheveled appearance. Gone are the crisp suits and white shirts. The tee he has one looks rumbled and in need of a wash, the stubble on his face days old. I want to climb through the screen and hug him. I want for one moment to go back in time and be my daddy’s little girl again, safe in his arms. 
 
    “I’m so sorry, Rose. Please, please, don’t cry.” 
 
    “I’m okay,” I splutter through tears. “I’m okay.” But I am the least okay I have ever been.  
 
    “You will be,” he reassures. “You’re strong, like your mother.” 
 
    His statement cuts through my tears, lighting a frightening rage in me. “I don’t want to be like her,” I growl. “I don’t want to be heartless and cruel. I won’t forget, Dad. I won’t forget you exist.” 
 
    “Sweetheart, she’s not heartless.” 
 
    “Could have fooled me,” I snap. I don’t understand why he’s defending her after she ran out on him when he needed us the most. She should have stayed and helped him fight. We could have found a way through this mess together; instead, my mother fled at the first sign of trouble, leaving my father to clean up the mess. 
 
    “Come on, Rose, you know her better than that. She’s putting on a brave face for you, that’s all.” 
 
    “Dad, she’s just picked up life here like she never left.” 
 
    “Darling, there is a lot going on in the background, which you don’t understand.” 
 
    His comment infuriates me. I’m sixteen, nearly seventeen. They have expected me to act like an adult for a while, but when something happens, they treat me as if I’m a fragile kid. 
 
    “Then tell me what’s going on, Dad, because being in the dark is killing me. I’ve no idea if I’m coming or going. It’s unfair to pick me up and dump me in a new country and expect me to act as if it’s all normal and fine. Because everything isn’t normal and fine, Dad. It’s so far from it.” 
 
    “Is that why you’ve not been on Facebook?” he asks gently. “I saw some of the posts on your wall.” 
 
    “The private messages are worse. I’ve deleted all the apps off my phone.” 
 
    “It will die down eventually, Rose.” 
 
    “It’s not just that, Dad. I miss you, and I’m worried about you, and Mum doesn’t even want to hear your name, let alone speak of you.” 
 
    “I’ve done some unforgivable things, Rose. It’s understandable she doesn’t want to talk to me.” 
 
    Sighing, I rub at the remaining tears clinging to my face. “How bad is it?” 
 
    Regret fills his dark brown eyes. Eyes that look nothing like mine. It’s my hair I got from him—thick brunette locks, which make me stand out from my mum’s blonde. “If I’m lucky, I’ll do five years, but it could be as much as ten. I have the best people working for me,” he adds with a smile, as if it somehow lessens the blow. 
 
    At least five years. I’ll be in college by then.  
 
    Five years is a long time. It’s more than my high school career. It’s more than enough time for my mother to have got divorced and remarried. I look ahead at the endless years stretching out before me without my father present. It’s such an impossible scenario. It’s been only weeks, and I often feel as if life isn’t quite real. As if I’m in some alternate universe or bad dream and any moment I’ll wake, and life will be normal again. 
 
    “Why, Dad, why?” I cry. 
 
    “I don’t have excuses, Rose. I could blame it on your mother and say I started this when you were a child, and we were desperate, but the truth is, Rose, my business has been legitimate for most of your childhood. I broke the rules in the beginning to give your mother back what she’d lost, but I have no excuse this time. I got greedy. I thought I was above the law and now I’m paying for it.” 
 
    “What do you mean, give Mum back what she lost?” 
 
    Panic fills his features as he realizes he’s revealed information about my past I wasn’t aware of. 
 
    “When we moved to London, Rose, your mother wasn’t on the best terms with your grandparents, and we didn’t have much to start again with. She said she wasn’t bothered, but you know your mother. She’s always been used to a certain standard, and it was hard to give her it in those early days.” 
 
    “So you did this for her?” I snap. “Because she’s so stuck up, she couldn’t possibly live without her designer shoes and galas?” 
 
    “No, Rose. It wasn’t like that.” 
 
    “It sounds like that to me. Why leave New York to begin with? Why did you take me to London?” 
 
    “I don’t come from wealth or status, Rose. I met your mother while traveling and we fell in love. Your grandparents could never accept that, and it made life difficult. I had an uncle in London who was willing to put us up while we got back on our feet. It seemed like the right thing to do at the time.” 
 
    I laugh bitterly. “Brilliant. So not only did this all begin with my mother, it began with my snobbish grandparents too.” 
 
    “Rose, you mustn’t say that.” But I can tell he doesn’t really mean it. I can see in his eyes I’m speaking the truth. He’s never met their standards, and it’s made my father do reckless, stupid things. 
 
    “Listen, Rose, I have to go. I’ve a call I need to answer.” 
 
    My stomach drops. “But, but when will I speak to you again?” 
 
    “The trial’s date is set in two weeks. We can video and talk for as much as you want until then.” 
 
    My eyes sting as dread uncoils in the pit of my stomach. “And after?” I ask thickly. 
 
    His face crumples. “Let’s not think about it yet.” 
 
    But I can’t not think of it. Two weeks is not enough time. Two weeks won’t get me through the next five to ten years. “But, Dad,” I gasp. “How will I speak to you?” 
 
    He swipes at his face as a tear rolls over his weathered skin. “I’ll write to you, Rose. It won’t be the same. It can never be enough, but it’s all we’ll have. I am so sorry, baby girl. So, so sorry.” 
 
    I’m crying again, though I’m trying to keep myself together. “I love you, Dad.” 
 
    He smiles sadly. “I love you too, my beautiful girl. Never ever forget that. We’ll speak soon.” He holds his hand over his heart, and I do the same. 
 
    “I’ll message you,” I promise. “Bye, Dad.” 
 
    “Goodbye, Rose.” The screen goes blank, and although I know I have two weeks left, I can’t shake the feeling I’ll never see or hear from my father again. 
 
    Closing my laptop, I flop down on the bed, covering my head with the pillow as great heaving sobs shudder through me. The sound of my agony is too loud to be muffled by the duck-and-goose down held over my face. I crumble like I’ve never done before, the pain in my heart spreading throughout my body, and it feels as if I might die.  
 
    Over the last year, my father and I grew apart. I was busy with school and holding my place in the social hierarchy, and he was obviously busy trying to cover his tracks. It’s time we can never get back. Time we thought was better spent on other tasks.  
 
    I thought I had all the time in the world. I thought I had forever, but it wasn’t until forever was lost and broken, I realized it was never a real concept to begin with. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 11 
 
      
 
    The next day doesn’t get much better. Like Isla warned, Sophia is out for blood. Tension lingers through the air, thick and foreboding as I enter the courtyard adjacent to the cafeteria, a tray of food in my hands. The looks and stares I’m receiving distract me from the actual danger, and by the time I see Sophia out of the corner of my eye, it’s too late to stop her. She slams into me, sending the tray flying and nearly knocking me over. A collective gasp fills the air, and I regain my balance and stand straight, teeth clenched tight. 
 
    “Oh, I’m so sorry, Rose. I didn’t see you there,” Sophia purrs, her smile as fake as her apology. 
 
    Bending to collect my yogurt, water, and salad, which thankfully didn’t split open on impact, my gaze catches Ash watching us from across the yard. I can’t work out his expression, and when our eyes meet, I see nothing but confusion. 
 
    That makes two of us. Because while I’d love nothing more than to make Ash and his minions pay for thinking they can mess with me, I’m also dealing with the conflicted feelings inside me, leftover from when we were thirteen. 
 
    Everyone in the vicinity watches me with bated breath; they are waiting for the explosion. The drama, which would surely follow such a move, but I’m not so easily swayed. I’ve played this game before, and I’ve dealt with bitches far worse than Sophia. Picking up my tray, I straighten, squaring my shoulders as I look Sophia straight in the eye. 
 
    Her smile falters as mine grows. “That’s all right, Sophia. I know what a klutz you are,” I reply, sickly sweet. “Be careful now.” 
 
    With a flick of my hair, I turn my back to her, grin still in place and find Isla watching me from a table across the courtyard. Whispers follow me as I walk to her, the tension turning into excitement. The game’s not over, it’s only just begun, and my reaction has only added fuel to the fire. 
 
    Bring it on, bitch. 
 
    “Oh my God,” Isla hisses as I take my seat. “I was totally expecting you to explode.” 
 
    “Well, you know the British are renowned for our decorum. Now tell me, Isla, what does Sophia treasure most in life, not including Ashton and her title?” 
 
    She picks up a chip, sticks it in her mouth, crunching as she thinks. “Hmm… well, she’s on the event committee, and I know she’s always in charge of the theme and decorations for school events.” 
 
    Leafing through my salad, I consider my options. While I’m not really keen on joining a committee, it will look good on college applications and help with my social status. Plus, it will piss Sophia off big-time. The question is, how do I get onto the committee? 
 
    “Are there any events coming up?” I ask. 
 
    “Yeah, actually,” Isla answers. “Albany hosts a fall charity gala each year in October.” 
 
    My lips lift. “Excellent. My mother’s an event planner. I’ll offer her services free of charge and hopefully get myself an in.” 
 
    “Are you really sure you want to do this, Rose? It might be easier to ignore her and hope she goes away.” 
 
    I laugh. “Do you really think that’s going to happen? I was made a target from day one, and I’m not the type to stand back and take it.” 
 
    I say the words and talk the talk, but on the inside, a part of me is still considering bowing out. A part of me is tired of this world and its games. A part of me is simply tired of life itself. 
 
    I make it through the next two classes unscathed, but I know something is coming when I walk to my locker at the end of the day. There are too many hushed giggles directed my way and not enough movement. It seems the entire school is hovering around my locker, waiting to see this next round unfold. The crowd parts and I notice water on the floor first, except it’s not water; it’s a pink liquid with tiny bubbles floating on its surface. Fizzy pop. My gaze follows the small puddle to the drips, which steadily fall onto its surface from my locker. My jaw sets. Marching forward, I punch in my combination with force, spreading my feet around the vastly growing drink pooling on the floor. Opening the door only makes it worse and pink liquid splashes all over my three-thousand-dollar shoes. A sound of rage leaves me as I ball my fists and take in the mess. Two large bottles of soda sit nearly empty upside down in my locker, and when I reach inside to take them out, I see the bottle tops have been half unscrewed, causing the drink to slowly leak out and coat my belongings. 
 
    “Shit.” 
 
    I turn at Isla’s gasp. “Shit indeed.” 
 
    “Miss Chandler’s coming,” a collective hiss travels down the corridor. The crowd around me disperses immediately. 
 
    Isla looks from me to the exit. “Need help?” she asks, even though I can see she wants to run. 
 
    I kinda do myself. “Go,” I tell her. “I’ll message you later.” 
 
    Returning to my locker, I pull out my things, shaking off the excess liquid. 
 
    “What has happened here?” Mrs. Chandler demands. 
 
    Taking a breath, I put on a polite expression and face her. “Someone thought it would be funny to pour soda in my locker, miss.” 
 
    She takes in the scene with a look of outrage, her hands on her hips. “How did they get into your locker?” she asks, raising one perfectly manicured brow. 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    “So these aren’t your soda bottles?” 
 
    “No, Mrs. Chandler.” It takes all my effort to keep the frustration from my tone. 
 
    “Well.” She taps her foot as if she doesn’t know what else to say. She’d love nothing more than to pin this one on me. “Is there something I need to be aware of? How are you getting on with the fellow students, Rose?” 
 
    She says the words, but she doesn’t mean them, and even if she did, I wouldn’t be grassing on Sophia any time soon. This is a battle to be won between ourselves.  
 
    “No, Mrs. Chandler. I’m settling in fine.” 
 
    Her critical gaze travels over me and then the mess. “I’ll find you a plastic bag for your things and have the janitor come clean this mess.” 
 
    “Thank you.” I smile. 
 
    Ten minutes later, I’m exiting school, a bin bag slung over my shoulder and a fire burning at my core. The flames only grow when I find Ashton waiting by the decorative gates, his stance casual, his gaze anything but. 
 
    “I’m so sorry, Rose. I tried to talk her out of it,” he starts, striding to catch up with me as I ignore him and march past. 
 
    “Leave me alone, Ash.” My shoes stick with every step I take, the soda on my knee-high socks beginning to irritate my skin. “I’ve not got the patience for your games today.” 
 
    “I’m not playing games,” he insists. 
 
    I stop, my anger surging forward. It doesn’t matter that my rage isn’t only caused by Ash. I let it out anyway. The bin bag drops to the ground as I ball up my fists and, with as much force as I possess, shove Ash in the chest. 
 
    “You’ve played nothing but games since I got here,” I yell, causing those passing by to look our way. “First we’ve never met, then you’re all over me in the art closet, and let’s not forget under the stairs.” 
 
    “You started that.” 
 
    “Ugh!”  
 
    “Okay, okay.” He laughs. “I deserved the kick to the balls.” 
 
    I cross my arms, and his eyes go directly to my cleavage, igniting my fury further. “And I’m going to kick you in the balls again if you don’t stop ogling me and piss off.” 
 
    “You were such a polite, innocent girl when we met.” He smirks. 
 
    I pick up my bin bag. “Well, guess what, Ashton? Life has a way of stamping the innocence right out of you.” 
 
    Turning on my heels, I walk away, hailing the next cab racing by. Looking back, I can’t see Ash on the sidewalk; he’s either been swallowed by pedestrians or he decided to listen and left. 
 
    Tears prick at my eyes as I slump in the seat. 
 
    “Where to, miss?” 
 
    “The Bel-Air, please.” 
 
    Closing my eyes, I will myself to keep it together. Crying can come later, when I’m alone and no one will witness the start of my demise. The last thing I need is some arse-kissing minion snapping a photo of me breaking down, and Sophia thinking she’s won. Because she will most certainly be paying for her soda stunt. 
 
    *** 
 
    My mother returns home late again. I don’t register her presence until she’s standing above me, peering at my open laptop. I had all the best intentions of devising a cunning battle plan when I got in, but after speaking to Isla, I ended up in bed crying as I tortured myself going through my Instagram feed. Picture after picture of my old friends having fun, going to parties, or just hanging out. Living a life that was once mine and I can never have back. 
 
    I might be able to find some semblance of it here, but it won’t happen without a fight, and as much as I tell myself I’m ready for Sophia’s takedown. In reality, I’m not. 
 
    In reality, I return home from school to an empty apartment, which feels nothing like home, and the aching emptiness of my lost family wearing me down to the depths of my soul. Sophia’s winning, but she had a helping head start. I began falling before I stepped foot on the plane. 
 
    “What are you doing?” my mother snaps. 
 
    “Having a pity party,” I mutter, not bothering to look at her. Instead, I click on a picture of Luke and stare at his face. 
 
    “Enough of this, Rose. Pull yourself together.” 
 
    “Why?” I glance up, the emptiness inside me hurting. “What’s the point?” 
 
    Frowning, the anger drains from my mother’s face. “Rose, why are you acting this way? What’s happened?” 
 
    “Do I really have to explain this to you?” You’d think it’d be obvious. You’d think she’d be feeling some of what I am; after all, she lost her life and my father too. 
 
    Sitting on the edge of my bed, she reaches for my hand, sadness filling her features. “Things will get better, Rose. It will feel like home eventually. Give it time.” 
 
    I open my mouth to answer when a video call pops up on my screen. 
 
    My mother’s face twists and rage darkens her gaze. “Why is he calling you?” she growls. 
 
    Sitting up, I pull my laptop out of her reach. “Because he’s my father,” I yell. “And he’s given me more comfort through one video call than you’ve managed since this whole mess began.” 
 
    “I don’t want you speaking with him,” she demands, getting to her feet. 
 
    I jump to mine. All of today’s events snowball together, building inside me until I’m ready to burst. My teeth hurt from clenching as my body shakes with emotion.  
 
    “He’s my dad. You can’t stop me,” I hiss.  
 
    “You’re only dragging out the pain, Rose. He can’t video chat from behind bars.” 
 
    “Do you think I don’t know that? Do you think it doesn’t plague me every night wondering how long it’s going to be before I see my father again? I’m not like you, Mother. I don’t have this magic ability to cut everyone off and be all right.” 
 
    “I am far from all right, Rose,” she rasps.  
 
    “Could have fooled me.” I glare. 
 
    “I am just trying to do what is best for you.”  
 
    I hate how she turns the conversation around in her favor. As if this move isn’t about her holding on to her social status. I’ve lost mine; I don’t see why she should get to keep hers. 
 
    My laptop stops ringing and starts up again. 
 
    “Bullshit. This move, in fact, this whole entire mess started with you.” 
 
    “What does that mean?”  
 
    “Dad told me everything. I know why you moved to London. I know why he started doing what he did.” 
 
    Disbelief coats her face. “If he did, then I have no idea why you’re blaming our situation on me.” 
 
    “Because he could never keep up,” I shout. “Because you were born into this world.” I throw my arms up, wave them around the bedroom. “And he was desperate for a way to give it back to you.” 
 
    “Is that what he told you?” she asks far too calmly. I expected yelling. Dignified outrage at least, but the more I’ve said, the calmer she’s become. “He said the words: he broke the law for me so I could live the good life? He said that?” 
 
    “Not exactly.” My anger stutters. “But it was implied, and I know what you’re like.” 
 
    “Why did we leave America, Rose?” she asks carefully. 
 
    I’m confused; I feel like I’m walking into a trap, but I don’t understand why. “Because of your parents, because they made it too hard, and you both wanted a fresh start.” 
 
    She sits down, but I don’t copy her. Instead, my stomach churns with the warning of what’s to come. I glance at my now quiet laptop and wonder what lies my father has spun. 
 
    “We did want a fresh start, but did he explain why, other than my parents?” 
 
    I shake my head. 
 
    “I didn’t want you to know this,” she begins. “But your father has always had the tendency for breaking rules.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “He started something here, invested money with someone else to start a business, but it went under. At first, it seemed to just be one of those things, but your father had been taking money out of the business for his own gains. I believed his excuses of course. I gave him his second chance, even as my love for him destroyed the relationship I had with my parents. Nothing could be pinned on him or proven, but it didn’t mean our life in New York City wasn’t over. So we left, started over, and I believed him when he said he’d stay on the straight and narrow. When it happened a second time, I threatened to leave, but he convinced me to stay.” She smiles sadly. “Your father was always so good at convincing me.” 
 
    “How do I know this isn’t a lie?” I snap. “He wouldn’t lie right to my face like that.” 
 
    “He didn’t, Rose. He just didn’t tell you the whole truth.” 
 
    “No,” I whisper, shaking my head. “Why would he do that? And why would you stay if he did it again?” 
 
    “For you, Rose.” 
 
    “No! Don’t do that. Don’t put this on me.” 
 
    “Darling, just because I stayed for you doesn’t make it your fault. We were a family, and by then, we already had a new life set up. I didn’t want to lose it for you or myself. So I made sure I was involved in your father’s business. I checked the accounts; I watched his every move so he would have no choice but to follow the rules.” 
 
    “And yet he didn’t.” 
 
    “I got lax, Rose. I trusted him again. For ten years he conducted business by the book. How was I to know the second my back was turned he’d fall into his old ways?” 
 
    “Why?” I cry. “Why would he do that?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” She shrugs. “For the thrill, or maybe simply because it took less work to be crooked.” 
 
    “How could you stay when you knew what he’d done the second your back turned? How did you sleep with him at night?” 
 
    “Loves a strange thing, Rose. It makes us do all sorts of unreasonable, questionable things, but in the end, I stayed so I could work out how to leave.” 
 
    “Leave with money, you mean,” I mutter. 
 
    “Yes, Rose, money. The stuff that buys all those expensive clothes in your closet and pays for this home and your private school.” 
 
    “Grandpa pays for all those things,” I growl. 
 
    “He wouldn’t have paid for any of it if I hadn’t shown him I could run my own business and look after myself. They’ve never fully cut you off, Rose, but they cut me off the day I chose your father over them.” 
 
    I’m breaking. My heart is shattering from the inside out. I picture my father. He lied with such ease, implied he’d done what he had for my mother without ever quite saying those words. He played me, like he plays everyone else in his life, and the worst part is, he could have told me the truth, and I’d have forgiven him. I’d have preferred the truth. It would have hurt far less than another lie.  
 
    He wanted our last few weeks together guilt-free. He wanted to listen to me cry and complain about my mother when it was his actions that led me to this situation to start with.  
 
    I hate my mother at times. She can be hard and cruel with an ability to cut straight to the ugly truth without flinching, but my mother never intentionally lies. She’ll pretend, she’ll avoid, but when it comes to the final confrontation, the truth always spills from her lips. No matter how deadly. 
 
    And as I look back with a new perspective, I can see my father has subtly manipulated me. He was always there ready with a new gift and a smile. Always willing to distract me with his love and affection to avoid the hard truths. He could ignore me for days at a time, but when he turned his head back my way, I’d eat the interaction up like a starving pup. He’s played me my entire life, and I let him do it again, even with the cold, hard truth staring right in my face. 
 
    I can’t decide if I’m angrier at myself or him. I’m not sure if I’m even angry anymore. What is the point when he’s not here? I’m weary, numb. I’ve reached a point where I just can’t take another day. 
 
    “You mustn’t give up, my darling,” my mother says as if she can see the life draining out of me before her eyes. “I know he’s lied, but he loves you, Rose. He has always loved you.” 
 
    “You don’t lie to the people you love.” 
 
    “It’s not as simple as that, sweetheart, and you know it. That’s why it hurts so much.” 
 
    A tear slips down my cheek. Liquid sorrow on show for her to see. “I wish I was more like you. I wish I could just start again like nothing has happened. I wish it didn’t hurt.” 
 
    “Darling, no.” Closing the space between us, she takes me into her hands, and as the warmth of her wraps around me, I try to recall the last time my mother hugged me. “Is that what you think? That I don’t feel a thing? That my heart isn’t as broken as yours?” 
 
    I can’t answer past the pain clogging my throat. 
 
    “Because I do, Rose. And no matter what he’s done, I miss him. I miss him even though I knew a long time ago we’d be leaving. I miss him even though I was having an affair with another man. It’s stupid, isn’t it? How the heart clings to people even though they’ve done unspeakable things?” 
 
    “Then how are you acting so fine?” I ask between tears.  
 
    “It’s what I do, Rose. I keep it all inside and bury myself in work, but it doesn’t mean I haven’t come home each night and needed a full bottle of wine just to sleep.” 
 
    “So your suggestion is become an alcoholic at nearly seventeen?” I mumble, pulling back from her hold. 
 
    “No. I’m merely pointing out you are not alone. I am struggling too.” 
 
    I attempt a smile, but it feels odd on my face and I’m certain it looks more like a grimace. “I hate school, Mum.” 
 
    “If it’s really that bad, I’ll pull you out,” she offers. 
 
    For a second, I consider it. I imagine never having to walk through the elegant, decorative doors again, but I know it’s not as simple as that. Leaving Albany Nightingale won’t make Sophia disappear. I live on the Upper East Side now. We’ll bump into each other at Sunday brunch or charity galas my mother will make me attend. The Upper East Side isn’t just a place, it’s a lifestyle, and as tired and defeated as I might feel, there are just enough sparks left inside me to fight another day. 
 
    My mother buries herself in work. Maybe it’s time I bury myself in revenge. I can’t change my father’s actions or our move to New York, but I can walk back into school and deliver vengeance. After all, I’ve already lost my father and my crown. What else they can do to me? 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 12 
 
      
 
    Skipping morning coffee with Isla at the Met, I head early to school. Dressed impeccably, not a hair is out of place on my head, and my lips are painted a delicate shade of blush. I cried my tears, I raged at the unfairness of my life, and then I picked myself up and decided revenge was best served with a smile and in a fabulous pair of shoes. 
 
    “Miss Devenport, what brings you into my office so early?” 
 
    “I have an offer for you, Mrs. Chandler,” I begin, taking a seat and then crossing my legs neatly. “You see, my mother heard of the upcoming fall gala and would like to offer her services free of charge.” 
 
    “I see.” 
 
    I knew Mrs. Chandler wouldn’t be so easily convinced, throwing freebies at her wouldn’t be enough, especially because I’m certain the two have history I don’t know of.  
 
    “She was a successful events planner in London, and we thought it would benefit the school, having her help. It would, of course, leave more money to be donated to the charity.” 
 
    “Yes, that is true. I suppose you’d be wanting to help on the committee as well?” 
 
    “I would love to, Mrs. Chandler. Of course, I wouldn’t want to step on anyone’s toes. I am new here, and I understand it’s not easy accepting foreign students.” 
 
    Her head tilts. “What do you mean ‘accepting foreign students’? Are there people who haven’t made you welcome, Rose? Because if there is, something will need to be done about it.” 
 
    Smiling gratefully, I hide my true feelings and cast my eyes down as if troubled. “It’s fine, honestly, Mrs. Chandler. I just thought if I was on the events committee and my mother helped the school, it would help others see I want to belong here at Albany Nightingale like they do.” 
 
    “Of course. Well, Miss Devenport, if you’d please thank your mother for me. There is an event meeting after school today. If you’d like to help, we’ll be meeting at Mrs. Barrett’s classroom.” 
 
    “I look forward to it. Thank you, Mrs. Chandler.” 
 
    Task one complete, I head quickly to the school lockers before students begin to arrive and slip a note in between the vents to drop inside Sophia’s locker. My note is simple and to the point. A reminder it will take more than some soda and knocking my lunch to destroy me. 
 
    Bring it on, bitch. 
 
    “Hey!” Isla rushes up to me. “I’d already bought coffee when I got your text.” 
 
    I take the cup. “Thanks.” 
 
    “Did you get in trouble for the locker stunt?” 
 
    “No. I was coming in to see Mrs. Chandler and get myself onto the committee.” 
 
    Isla shakes her head. “You’ve got a death wish.” 
 
    “It’s not my death that’s impending, Isla.” 
 
    “What have you planned?” she asks, eager. 
 
    “You’ll have to wait and see.” 
 
    My first two classes pass with relative ease. I share both with Sophia and her worshipers, but the most they can do to me is glare. I take great pleasure in smiling back in return. What I’m most dreading is third-period art and an entire hour alone with Ash. I find it hard to think of him as one of the elites. In my head, he’s a mashed-up version of the boy I knew and the person he’s become. A part of me wants to do nothing more than steal him from Sophia, but my heart is hurting enough already, and any game involving Ashton is going to become complicated fast. I’ve learned over the years that feelings are best left out of schemes; otherwise, they tend to go horribly wrong. 
 
    His smile hits me in the chest as I walk into the room. It’s ridiculous how a simple smile can affect me. I take my seat next to him, doing my best to ignore the seemingly genuine happiness on his face. 
 
    “Hey, Rose,” he says softly. 
 
    “Hi,” I reply curtly, spending longer than I need putting my things on the floor. 
 
    “So,” he begins as I straighten in my seat, “would it be too much to ask for you to take the high road and drop this thing between you and Sophia?” 
 
    I laugh. Of all the things I thought he was going to say, it wasn’t that. “Why don’t you ask your girlfriend to step down?” 
 
    “I did. She refused.” 
 
    “And what made you think I would be any different?” 
 
    “Because you’re not like her, Rose,” he murmurs softly. 
 
    Our eyes connect, and my stupid body reacts as memories flood me. His laughter echoes through my head, his smile, the light in his eyes, but there’s my laughter too, my happiness. Longing fills me. I want us to be those two kids again, happy and free. 
 
    “You’ve no idea who I am. And if she’s not willing to drop the fight, why should I?” 
 
    “Come on, Rose. The note you sent her… you might have well declared war.” 
 
    I smile, cruel and hard. “Did you ever think it’s maybe your fault? If you’d have acknowledged who I was on the first day, this wouldn’t be happening.”  
 
    His face falls. “I’m sorry, okay. If I could go back and change it, I would. But, Rose, Gray’s had it out for you the second he knew who you were. He’s whispering in Sophia’s ear. I tried to talk her out of the soda stunt, I swear.” 
 
    “The wicked stepbrother.” I laugh bitterly. “Honestly, Ashton, I don’t care whether you helped her or not. We aren’t friends. You were right the first day. We don’t know each other.” 
 
    The teacher walks in and calls the class to order.  
 
    “We could,” Ash hisses, keeping his eyes forward. 
 
    I glance at him briefly. Annoyed with the flare of hope that runs through me at his words. “We’re on opposite sides, Ash,” I whisper. He’s the enemy, no matter how much I don’t want him to be. 
 
    “Not in here. In here, we exist outside of the politics.” 
 
    His words invade my head, seep into my blood, and pulse through my heart. One class. Two hours a week. To be free. To pretend nothing has changed. To be Ash and Rose and nothing more. Yet I can’t forget the first day, the hurt he caused when he blanked me. 
 
    “You know you want to,” he whispers with a smile. 
 
    I glance at Miss Spice, try to look interested as she explains our next project. 
 
    “I owe you nothing. I can’t just forget what you did. I still don’t understand why you did it. It’s not a secret you’re from Brooklyn.” 
 
    He sighs. “Please give me a chance to explain myself. Please, Rose, then decide if you can forgive me. Meet me at five at our café.” 
 
    Our café. I internally roll my eyes. I’m surprised you even remember. 
 
    I tear my gaze from the front and stare at him far too long. I’m being pulled in two directions, and either way, it’s inevitable pain will await me. “Fine, but there are rules.” 
 
    Ash laughs under his breath. “Of course there are.” 
 
    “No flirting.” He looks at me, all charm. How he can look so innocent and sinful at the same time is beyond me. “And no smiling at me like that,” I growl quietly. “I mean it.” 
 
    “Fine, fine, I’ll be a good little boy and keep my hands to myself, but I’m telling you, Rose, you’ll be begging me to change the rule.” 
 
    “In your dreams.” 
 
    “Ashton. Rose.” I groan as Miss Spice calls our names. Shit. “Because you are so interested in this class, I’m now assigning you two extra work. Consider yourself the volunteers for our mural project.” 
 
    “Come on, miss. Football practice takes up all my spare time,” Ash moans. 
 
    “I suggest you keep talking for outside of the classroom then, Mr. Cole.” 
 
    “We’re sorry, Miss Spice,” I respond solemnly. Art’s one of my favorite subjects. I don’t want Miss Spice thinking I’m not interested.  
 
    “Stay after class, please,” she requests.  
 
    I nod my agreement and glance at Ash to see him doing the same. He looks agitated, and I wonder if it really is because of football or something else. He never once mentioned football or any sport for that matter when we were younger. He was too busy scribbling sketches and telling me how he was going to design comic books one day. 
 
    He looks like a jock—all defined athletic muscles, yet I can’t picture him playing. As we begin today’s project—a still drawing—I find myself watching Ash work. Taking in every detail as he puts his pencil to paper, the way his lips part slightly as he concentrates and his eyes narrow as he studies the object. To me, the real Ash has smudges of pencil lead on his fingers and a sketchpad under his arm, not a football. But is that Ash real? Was he ever real, or was he simply a figment of my imagination? I’m not sure I want to find out. I’m not sure I can handle another part of my life being a lie.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 13 
 
      
 
    I’m nervous as lunchtime approaches. My next move will be the spark that starts an inferno. There will be no turning back after this. I’ll have no choice but to keep fighting until I’m either the winner or the loser. 
 
    Leaving my sandwich with Isla, I stand, opening the yogurt I bought. Sophia’s sitting in her usual spot—Ashton and Grayson on either side of her while her girlfriends sit opposite her. Ash catches my eye as I approach. He frowns and he notices the yogurt pot in my hands. He sits back, eyes wide, a silent no on his lips. 
 
    There is no going back. Going down on one knee, I pretend to trip, flinging the yogurt pot in my hands. An audible gasp fills the air as it seems to flip in slow motion, flying through the air and landing on her back, splattering into her hair. 
 
    Sophia screams, her chair falling backward as she leaps to her feet, her rage-filled gaze finding mine. 
 
    “Oh my God,” I gasp, scrambling to my feet. “Sophia, I’m so sorry. It’s these shoes.” 
 
    The noise out her mouth is somewhere between a screech and a growl. I don’t react. I’ve been playing this game for years, so I’ve got it down to a fine art. 
 
    “They’re new,” I continue, Sophia seemingly too angry to talk. “Someone filled my locker with soda and destroyed my others, and I’m just not used to them. I tripped.” My voice drips with sincerity, my blue eyes filled with fake concern.  
 
    Sophia’s shaking, her fists clenched white. “Do you think I don’t see through this act?” she shrieks. 
 
    “I swear I tripped,” I reply, holding my hand to my chest. “I’m so sorry.” 
 
    Grayson steps forward, his expression every bit the dark prince. “Your days here are numbered, Keeley. We ran your family out before. We’ll do it again.” 
 
    I falter, his words confusing me and cracking my mask as doubt whispers into my mind. 
 
    “Come on, guys. Rose said it was an accident,” Ash interrupts, stepping toward me. 
 
    Sophia’s enraged face finds Ashton. “Look at me,” she cries. “Are you seriously taking her side over mine?” 
 
    “Come on, Sophia, I’ll take you home,” Grayson suggests, guiding her forward. 
 
    “I really am sorry,” I lie, trying on an innocent smile. 
 
    Grayson looks back, his dark gaze finding me then Ash. “What’s given can be taken away, Ashton.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Rose,” Ash whispers as he leaves, escorting Sophia from the courtyard. This was never about Ash; he was never my prize. Yet seeing him walk away with her hurts more than I care to admit. 
 
    Grayson’s words eat at me. I didn’t understand his comment to me or his comment to Ash. It was a threat intended to pull Ashton back in line. 
 
    What does he have on you, Ash? And what does he have on me? 
 
    “Rose!” Isla runs to me. “That was insane. No one has ever dared challenge them before. I thought she was going to lose it and hit you.” 
 
    Students are looking at me. Others join Isla in her gushing.  
 
    “Did you see Grayson’s face?”  
 
    “OMG, he was scary.”  
 
    “That was so badass, Rose.”  
 
    “I wish I was as brave as you.”  
 
    “The soda stunt was so mean.” 
 
    Their words blend together as Isla takes my arm, leading me from the courtyard, a crowd following. I smile and say the right things, but on the inside, I’m in turmoil. I wanted this. I’m cracking their kingdom in half, gaining followers, yet I’m dreading what’s to come because there is no way Ash and I can walk out of this war with our hearts intact. We are on opposite sides, and I’m beginning to realize what it means. Ash will always take her side. He’s my enemy, and when I take them down, he’ll fall too. 
 
    “You could actually win this,” Isla exclaims, her smile huge. 
 
    Then why do I feel like I’ve already lost?  
 
    Lifting my chin, I laugh. “Did you doubt me?”  
 
    I’m plastic. I’m a broken girl, playing at queendom. But without the game, without the fake smiles and faker words, I’m left with nothing but a reality I can’t face. A father in prison and a mother as desperate for an in as me. This is all they gave me. It’s all I know how to be. 
 
    *** 
 
    “Come with me,” I say to Isla on my way to the event committee meeting. 
 
    “Are you sure? I wasn’t invited.” Her big hazel eyes study me with equal amounts of hope and nerves. 
 
    “Isla, sometimes you’ve just got to show up and pretend you were. Otherwise, it will never happen. Besides, I hear Sophia’s not returned after the yogurt accident. Imagine her face when she finds out we were both at the meeting without her.” 
 
    “I am. That’s why I’m not sure.” 
 
    Linking my arm through hers, I drag her toward the classroom. “Time to put on your big girl knickers.” 
 
    “Knickers?” She giggles.  
 
    “Pants, whatever. Come on.” 
 
    “Ah, Miss Devenport, it seems we’re missing two of our members tonight.” Sophia and Jenny, her best friend. Round two to me. 
 
    “It’s a good job I brought help then,” I answer, smiling sweetly and nudging Isla beside me. 
 
    “Oh yes, I’d be happy to,” Isla adds. 
 
    “Well, with only three weeks left, it’s all hands on deck. I’ll let the other girls fill you in on what’s already planned, and they know of your mother's offer to help. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’ve things to attend to.” 
 
    Within ten minutes, I have the others doubting the theme Sophia’s picked. It’s actually quite nice, but this is war, and I’m playing to win. I ease their worries of time constraints by pulling in my mother’s professional capabilities, and by the end of the night, I walk away in charge of decorating the fall gala. 
 
    It’s only later when I fall into bed, I realize I’ve forgotten all about meeting Ash. As I drift off, I tell myself it’s for the best; we could never have been friends with missiles flying from both sides. He might be hurt I didn’t show, but our café… our anything… doesn’t exist anymore, and we need to remember that. 
 
    *** 
 
    “Mother.” I smile, sliding onto the stool next to her and handing her a coffee. “I’ve a favor to ask.” 
 
    Studying me before taking a sip of the coffee, my mother laughs softly. “I know that face. What have you schemed this time?” 
 
    “Well, you wanted your daughter back, didn’t you?” 
 
    “Just tell me what you need, Rose.” 
 
    “You’re planning this year’s fall gala at Albany’s. It’s in three weeks. Oh, and you’re doing it free of charge.” 
 
    “Free of charge. Rose! I’m trying to build a business.” 
 
    “And what better way to do that than by designing a party where the Upper East Side’s, richest and most influential families will be attending?” 
 
    “All right, I’ll help. So tell me who have you crossed to get this position because I don’t believe they’ve left planning to three weeks out.” 
 
    “Sophia Kincaid. And I haven’t won yet.” 
 
    “Kincaid. You’ll need to take more than her committee position, Rose.” 
 
    “Thanks for the reminder, Mother. Can we make time tonight to go over the gala?” 
 
    “Yes, all right.” 
 
    “Great. I’ll be bringing friends.” 
 
    Hopping off the stool, I return to my room to finish getting ready. I’ll need my armor to be perfect today as no doubt Sophia will be out for blood. But as I enter school later, there is no amount of prep time that could have prepared me for what I find.  
 
    My face stares at me from printed posters stuck on what seems like every surface available. Forcing the tears that spring into my eyes away, I rush forward, ripping the doctored pictures off the wall, which show my profile picture as a mug shot below the articles incriminating my father.  
 
    My heart pounds as I attempt to rid the school of them before anyone sees. It’s an impossible wish as they are everywhere, and already students are whispering and staring at me. Heat creeps over my skin as I tear poster after poster down. I was stupid to think an ocean would protect me. That somehow moving countries would make my family’s scandal disappear. The truth is it wasn’t Luke and Clare who stole my crown; it was my father. He’s stolen everything from me, and now the entire school knows it. 
 
    “Rose.” I stop, admitting defeat at the papers float from my arms to the floor. My secrets are out. Every skeleton in my closet on display for all to see. “Is it true?” Isla asks gently. 
 
    “That my father’s a criminal. Yeah, it’s true.” What’s the point in hiding? She’s used her only source of ammunition. I’ve already lost everything. Sophia can’t break what’s already broken. 
 
    “I’m so sorry,” Isla whispers.  
 
    Her pity’s worse than everyone else’s disgust.  
 
    “Don’t be.” Dark anger unfurls in my gut as I shut down. “The truth’s out, and now the bitch is going to pay.” 
 
    “What?” Isla gasps. “What are you going to do?” 
 
    I don’t answer. I have no idea. My feet have taken over, my body acting on its own accord. Isla trails after me, jogging to keep up. The rage in my gut spreads, licking its way through my veins. My jaw hurts as I grit my teeth, desperate for release, and it’s not until I enter the courtyard and see her laughing face that I realize there’s nothing left in me but bitter hate. 
 
    I lunge at Sophia as all I’ve been ignoring explodes. She screams as I grip her hair, dragging her to the ground with a yell of my own.  
 
    “Did you think that would silence me? Did you think I’d turn and run once the truth was out?” Her feet kick uselessly as I sling her away. The fear in her eyes should worry me. I’ve stepped over a line, have lost all sense of self, but I am so far gone, no one can reach me, not even my own silent screams to stop. 
 
    Strong arms wrap around me and I struggle to be free. I kick and scream, a wild, crazed thing. 
 
    “Rose, stop. Stop!” 
 
    His voice gives me pause, and I release my grip on Sophia. My head spins as I’m lifted off my feet and dragged away. The rooms sway, my vision blurring, faces becoming all the same. 
 
    “Rose, breathe. Breathe, damn it, breathe.” 
 
    But I can’t. There’s a vise around my chest as deadly as the hate in my heart.  
 
    “Please, Rose. Look at me. Come on, look at me.” I find his gaze. “That’s it. Breathe. You need to breathe.” 
 
    His voice wraps around me, his eyes pulling me from the darkness threatening to consume me. Dragging in a breath, I take in my surroundings, realizing I’m outside the school gates, my back against the wall. 
 
    I have no recollection of getting here.  
 
    “What did I do?” I gasp. “Oh God, what did I do?” 
 
    Burying my head in my hands, tears burn at my eyes and wet my skin. I attacked her. I freaking attacked her. 
 
    “It’s going to be all right, Rose.” 
 
    His concern cuts through my tears, dragging hollow laughter from me. “Are you serious, Ash? Were you there?” 
 
    “I know you attacked her. But she did plaster shit about your dad all over the school. And your dad’s in prison. It entitles you to an out I’d say.” 
 
    “He’s not in prison. Well, I don’t think so anyway. My mother had our bags packed and on the plane before he was even charged.” I sniff, wiping at the tears clinging to my cheeks. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Rose. That’s awful.” 
 
    “Sorry? What are you even doing here, Ash? I attacked your girlfriend. Shouldn’t you be by her side?” I ask, shaking my head. I don’t want him to leave, but I’m afraid of the feelings he stirs. It’s better he leaves now before they get stronger. 
 
    “She’ll be fine. She’s probably got everyone fusing over her by now. She won’t even notice I’m gone.” 
 
    “Whatever you say.” She most certainly will notice his absence, but it’s their problem, not mine. I get to my feet and brush off my skirt. “I can’t go back in there. Everyone is going to think I’m crazy. Maybe I am crazy.” 
 
    He takes my hand and leads me away. “Everyone’s crazy, Rose. Some are just better at hiding it.” He sticks up his hand to hail a cab. 
 
    “Where are we going?” 
 
    “To our café. You know, the one you stood me up at yesterday?” 
 
    I grimace. “I was distracted.” 
 
    A cab stops beside us and Ash opens the door, ushering me in. Sliding in beside me, he gives the driver the address before turning his attention back to me. “Didn’t have anything to do with redesigning Sophia’s theme for the gala, did it?” 
 
    I can’t help it, I laugh. “You heard about it, huh?” 
 
    He rolls his eyes. “It’s all she talked about this morning, and for the record, it was Grayson who brought her the posters.” 
 
    “The wicked stepbrother strikes again.”  
 
    “Does that make me Cinderella?” he asks. 
 
    “Something like that,” I mutter. “Do you go back to Brooklyn often?” 
 
    Turning away from me, Ash looks out the window as buildings pass us by. “Not as often as I’d like.” 
 
    “How did you even end up as the king of Albany Nightingale, anyway?” 
 
    Our gazes meet, and I see nightmares in his cinnamon-dusted eyes. Whatever he says next isn’t going to be nice. “My dad got cancer. Died three months after being diagnosed.” 
 
    I let out a pained breath, sadness filling the back of the cab. “That’s why you stopped emailing me.” 
 
    “I just couldn’t handle the world, Rose. I didn’t know how to say the words, and then so much time had passed…” 
 
    “It’s okay. You don’t have to explain.” 
 
    “But I do. We meant something to each other. Even if we were kids, we meant something, and I threw it away.” 
 
    The cab rolls to a stop and Ash throws some money at him before taking my hand and helping me out. We stare, side by side at the café we spent days in, drinking milkshakes and inhaling massive stacks of pancakes.  
 
    “I lost the boy who belonged in this place with you, and I didn’t know how to tell you,” he explains sadly. 
 
    “You’re not the only one who changed, Ash.” 
 
    “I know. Come on.” 
 
    We might have changed, but surprisingly the café hasn’t. It still has the same vinyl-covered booth seats and big pear-shaped lamps hanging from the ceiling. I can almost pretend I’m thirteen again. 
 
    “This place hasn’t changed a bit,” Ash notes. 
 
    “When was the last time you came here?” I ask as we slip into the same booth we did as kids. 
 
    Color appears on his cheeks and he dips his head as he picks up a menu. “That last time with you. Not including when you stood me up the other day.” 
 
    “Sorry about that. I can’t believe you stopped going here.” I laugh. 
 
    “Don’t laugh at me. I know it’s stupid. It just didn’t feel right coming here without you anymore.” 
 
    “It’s not stupid.” I nudge him under the table. “It’s sweet.” 
 
    “Sweet is not a word I need associating with me.” 
 
    I try not to smile and fail. “Fine. It’s very manly of you.” 
 
    “Shut up.” 
 
    The waitress appears, saving him from my teasing. “What can I get for you kids?” 
 
    Kids… I can’t remember the last time I was referred to as a kid. My parents have been treating me as if I’m a grown-up for years. It’s easier for them that way; if I’m grown-up, I can look after myself. 
 
    We both order exactly what we did last time we were here—pancakes, Ash’s with bacon and eggs, and mine layered with syrup and ice cream, plus two strawberry milkshakes. I’m probably going to have a sugar coma by the time I am done. I haven’t consumed this much in years. 
 
    He’s quiet after we order, and I let him have his peace. There are a million questions circling my head, but I can tell he’s not ready to talk. School and social politics seem so far away here, like they are from a different life. This place is a snapshot out of time, a memory I’ve had stored safely away. We aren’t Ashton Cole and Rose Devenport here; in fact, I don’t know who we are. 
 
    “After Dad died, we lost the house to medical bills, and my mom started drinking. I got a job to help cover the costs of our shitty apartment and took over the role of parent to Josh. My mom just checked out. Without Dad, she couldn’t cope. She didn’t want to cope, and as much as I wanted to be mad at her for it, I couldn’t. Honestly, I wanted to check out too.” 
 
    “How is Josh?” I met Ash’s younger brother a few times over the weeks I spent here. He’s six years younger, and at the time, he was a cute little version of Ash with a mouth that talked a million miles a minute.  
 
    “He’s all right, I guess. He took a while to adapt when we moved to the Upper East Side.” 
 
    “How did you end up moving?” I ask. 
 
    Our food arrives, and Ash waits until it’s been placed in front of us before meeting me with haunted eyes.  
 
    “It was bad, Rose, and I didn’t know what to do. I somehow stumbled into playing football. I was good, but honestly, I don’t love it, yet people started to notice me. Coach started talking about scholarships to college if I played my cards right, so I tried harder, and I got better. Mom noticed me too. She wasn’t better, but she pulled herself together enough to start coming to games. We ended up playing Albany. Grayson used to play too, something his father pushed on him. Anyway, to cut a long story short, my mom met Gray’s father at the game, and they somehow started dating. I don’t like to think about it, to be honest. I still don’t really understand it. He’s not the type of guy to notice lowly Brooklynites.” 
 
    “How long were they dating before they got married?” 
 
    “Three months.” Ash shakes his head like he doesn’t understand it. “I love my mom, I do, but she moved on in the same amount of time it took my dad to die.” 
 
    “Must have been hard.” 
 
    He sighs before taking a long sip of milkshake. “It was and it wasn’t. In a way, I was pleased to have my mom back again and not have to look after Josh all the time, but…” 
 
    He looks at me, afraid.  
 
    “You can tell me, Ash.” 
 
    “This is going to sound weird, but sometimes, I think… I think Arthur was more interested in me than my mom.” 
 
    “Okay.” I stick a bite of pancake in my mouth as I mull over his words. I’m certain Ash doesn’t mean in some sinister way. “Grayson’s the dark prince and you… you’re the golden king.” 
 
    Ash laughs, rubbing his face. “Does it sound crazy? I mean, why would this random guy want to adopt another son for his image?” 
 
    “It’s the Upper East Side, Ash. People do crazy shit for status. My father turned to crime just so he could keep up.” 
 
    “I don’t even think Grayson’s bothered.” 
 
    “Of course not. The spotlights off him and he’s left to his wicked ways.” 
 
    “Gray’s all right. He’s always treated me and Josh like part of the family. But Arthur, he’s always watching me. The pressure gets to me sometimes.” 
 
    “I can imagine.” I know all about parental expectations. It can make us do crazy things. It’s already made me cross a line. A line I’m not ready to think about yet. 
 
    “It’s why I freaked out when I saw you. I was so shocked to see you there, and then Gray reacted to your surname, and I panicked… Seeing you, it reminded me of everything I’ve lost. I know it’s stupid. I live in luxury now, but I can’t help but think we sold our souls to get it.” 
 
    “Is your mom happy?” I ask gently. 
 
    He shrugs. “I have no idea. I think she’s happy to know Josh and I are taken care of for life. Her happiness died with my dad.” 
 
    “That’s so sad, Ash,” I murmur, pushing food around my plate. 
 
    “Yeah.” He sighs. “Fucking is, isn’t it?” 
 
    We’re both quiet for a while, not really eating but moving food around our plates. I sip at my milkshake, thinking how much has changed in three and a half years. I’d never really noticed until my life crumbled around me. Seeing Ash awoke a part of me that was buried under social status and the shallow life of being on top, yet I crave to have the status back. I might remember my time with Ash and the simplicity of being a kid, but I can’t go back. I don’t know how, and even if I did, I’m not sure I would. 
 
    The Upper East Side is my life now. Albany Nightingale is my school, and I can either spend the next couple of years being an accepted member of the circle or being stepped upon by them. My mother has pushed me for a reason—wealth and status matter in this world. The world my mother was born into anyway. How you get the status doesn’t really matter. As long as I keep it and the secrets I carry never come out, I’ll always be on top, with everything I could ever want at a snap of my privileged fingers. 
 
    “Well, I put us off our food with my depressing life. Why don’t you tell me yours?” 
 
    “You know most of it, Ash. My dad’s most likely going to prison. He blames it on trying to please my mother. My mother blames it on him and says he’s always been a criminal. Honestly, I don’t know who to believe. My mum doesn’t usually lie to me, but then I didn’t think my dad did either. But why would my mother have stayed with him if she knew what he was like?” 
 
    “What does she say?” 
 
    I laugh. “She’s blaming it on love.” 
 
    “You don’t believe her?” 
 
    Running a hand through my hair, I take a moment to really let his question sink in. “I do, but I also believe she loved being rich more than having morals.” 
 
    “She was maybe trying to protect you?” he offers. 
 
    “Maybe. And maybe she was just protecting herself. She knew what he was doing and lived with him for years while she started her own business so she could get out.” 
 
    “You don’t believe her?” 
 
    “She’s got my grandparents. And I just don’t buy that it took her time to rebuild her relationship with them.” Groaning, I cover my face. “Or maybe I just want to be angry at her because she’s here for me to be mad at.” 
 
    Ash looks at my plate. “You finished?” 
 
    “Yeah, kinda lost my appetite.” 
 
    He stands, throws some notes on the table, and holds out his hand. “Let’s go to Central Park.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 14 
 
      
 
    Central Park in summer was beautiful, but autumn is breathtaking. Yellow and orange leaves litter the pathways as we walk hand in hand around the lake and then toward quieter areas. Trees tower above me, their golden hues brilliant against the blue sky. The further we walk, the further away my worries seem to be. Sophia is a horrible distant nightmare, which I could have imagined, and my father’s crimes are far from my mind. We don’t mention school, or home, or the fact we are holding hands when he has a girlfriend.  
 
    Today we exist out of time. Today we are Ash and Rose, the kids who didn’t change. Winding through one of Central Park’s many wooded areas, Ash pulls me off the track with a charming smile and guides us through the trees. 
 
    “Don’t get us lost,” I warn half-heartedly. Getting lost with Ash wouldn’t be all that bad. 
 
    It takes me a moment to recognize the secluded grassed area. The trees aren’t as lush and leaves cover the lawn, but as Ash turns and grins, pulling me to the ground with him, I am transported back in time. 
 
    I’m laughing as he flips me over onto my back and comes up over me, but as his warm eyes seek mine, it dies in my throat as far deeper, confusing emotions take over. I know what he’s going to do before he does it. Ash gives me plenty of time to pull away. His heated gaze falls to my lips, and a small sigh slips out before they touch mine. It’s innocent and soft at first, much like the first time we kissed in this spot, but within seconds, we cross that line. 
 
    His hand cradles the back of my head as he deepens the kiss, dipping his tongue into my mouth. The other roams my body, sending delicious sensations across my skin. I arch into his touch, moaning as his fingers find their way below my shirt and onto bare skin. The rigid hard length of him presses against my thigh, his leg thrown over mine, trapping me beneath him. 
 
    It’s more than a kiss. It’s more than an act of lips meeting lips and bodies pressing together. I’m overwhelmed with sensation, hazy with a need that consumes. Our movements are desperate and greedy, the sounds escaping us breathless gasps. I have been kissed many times, but not once when Luke touched me did I respond as I do with Ash. With not just my body but my heart. 
 
    He’s dangerous. He’s going to break me, and yet I can’t stop. This feeling, this freedom, this second in time when I am nothing but sensation and lust… it’s worth the risk.  
 
    It’s worth the shattering of my heart. 
 
    “What are you doing to me?” Ash rasps, resting his forehead on mine as he pants heavily. 
 
    I don’t answer. I can’t. I’m fighting the need to drag his lips back to mine. I’m restless beneath him, gripping the grass as I struggle to contain the emotions he’s released. 
 
    “We shouldn’t,” Ash whispers, but his body tells another story. 
 
    “We shouldn’t,” I agree as his lips find their way back to me. 
 
    Pushing Ash onto his back, I straddle him, claiming his mouth as he moans aloud.  
 
    “Jesus, Rose,” he whispers between kisses. “Stop. We need to stop.” 
 
    His hands graze my leg, trailing up and beneath my skirt. Cupping my ass, Ash makes an incomprehensible noise as his lips devour mine with renewed intensity. 
 
    We are lost. We are two bodies fighting to become one. A small voice whispers for me to stop, but it’s drowned out by the insatiable desire coursing through my veins. I’m pushing his jacket from his shoulders, pulling his T-shirt over his head. He looks as gorgeous as I imagined, and my hands roam the dips and planes of his chest, memorizing every inch of skin. My shirt’s unbuttoned, my skirt pushed up around my waist. 
 
    Sitting up, I smile down at him as he searches my face. I see the moment it changes, feel his pain echoed within myself. Lust fades from his eyes as he sadly runs his hands up my body and cups my cheek. 
 
    “You’ll regret this if we go any further,” he murmurs. “And I don’t want you to regret me.” 
 
    Rolling off him, I readjust my skirt and lay on my back beside him, buttoning up my shirt. “I could never regret you, Ash. I’m beginning to think you’ve been the only real thing in my life.” 
 
    He takes my hand, squeezes. “Do you remember the cloud you insisted looked like a chicken?” 
 
    I smile. “It did.” 
 
    “Did not.” He chuckles. 
 
    “Well then, neither did your ship.” 
 
    Lifting an arm, he points. “There’s a car.” 
 
    “That’s a weird-looking car, Ash.” 
 
    “Fine. Your turn.” Searching the sky, I take my time before pointing out a wispy cloud. “Fish.” 
 
    “What type of fish?” he questions. 
 
    “I don’t know. A thin one.” 
 
    He bursts out laughing, and I join him, the sadness lingering between us disappearing. There will be plenty of time for sadness when today ends. When Ash returns to his golden throne, and I return to my crumbling castle. This time is ours and while it lasts, I’m determined to hold onto my happiness even as the first fine cracks begin to splinter across my heart. 
 
    It’s late when we finally part. Night has fallen over New York City, and our day out of time has come to an end. We drag out the moment, sitting together in the back of a cab as it idles outside my building. Ash doesn’t speak aloud, but I see all he wants to say in the heavy sadness clouding his eyes.  
 
    We’ve become lost, changed by the circumstances of our lives, with no idea how to get back to who we once were. The feelings are there, the first innocent sparks of love from our youth, which could easily become an inferno and burn us both. But it cannot be allowed to grow. Ash and I are on different sides of the line, and crossing it isn’t a risk he’s willing to take. 
 
    I understand, even if it hurts. Ash has his mom and brother to think of. He has expectations to live up to. I know better than most how easily it can all be taken away, and unlike me, Ash’s family doesn’t have wealthy grandparents to fall back on. 
 
    “There’s always art,” Ash murmurs. 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “Are you going to be okay tomorrow going to school?” he asks. 
 
    “She’s outed my biggest secret. There’s nothing more she can do to me.” 
 
    “Just be careful, okay.” 
 
    I laugh. “This isn’t the first time someone has tried to take me down, Ash.” 
 
    The cab driver shuffles in his seat, his cough obviously fake. Our time is up. 
 
    Ash glances at him and back to me. “Bye, Rose.” The same sense I had when my father said goodbye sits heavy in my gut. This isn’t the same; I’ll see Ash again. Yet my heart knows it will never be the same. 
 
    “Bye,” I whisper. 
 
    He leans in, kissing me softly one last time, his hand cupping my face with a tenderness that breaks me. A single tear rolls down my face, and he brushes it away with his thumb as he releases my lips. 
 
    “I wi—” 
 
    I cut Ash off. “Don’t. Don’t say it. I’ll see you around, okay?” 
 
    My emotions shut down as a cold numbness seeps over my skin. Hurt and longing fill Ash’s face, but it can’t reach me over the invisible wall I’ve built between us. I’m ice. Frozen down to my very core so my heart will never feel again.  
 
    Reaching for the door, I pull the handle and push it open. The chilly autumn air wraps around us. Climbing out, I look back one last time, a smile on my lips that doesn’t quite fit. It’s as if I’ve detached from my body—I move and talk, but none of it really sinks in. 
 
    “Rose,” Ash gasps, reaching out for me. 
 
    His pain splinters the ice, shattering through the walls I built to survive. I feel it right down to my core, and for a moment, we reach out to each other across time and space. The kids we used to be and the adults we’ve become clashing and becoming one. 
 
    “It’s okay,” I lie, because it never will be again. “It’s okay.” 
 
    The car pulls away and Ash’s face grows smaller and smaller through the back window of the car. The world carries on around me, but I can’t move, even when the car is gone, and Ash’s pain is too far away to reach me. I stand, and I watch. To move would mean it’s over. To move would mean the line has been drawn and, for all my bravo and sass, the truth is I’m not sure I’m going to be okay tomorrow. 
 
    My secrets are out. My closet is wide open. They’ve no ammo left to fire. Except there’s no point firing at an opponent who’s already broken. I’ll hold my head up high. I’ll plaster a smile onto my face. But unless I find and expose their secrets, the war will be over before it has begun. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 15 
 
      
 
    “Do you realize what time it is?” my mother snaps as I walk through the apartment door. 
 
    Walking into the open kitchen, I glance at the clock on the wall. 11 o’ clock… oops. 
 
    “Your phone is switched off,” she continues, striding toward me. “I’ve been trying you all day.” 
 
    I shrug. It’s all I have left in me to offer. It’s not enough for my mum; her face heats with anger. 
 
    “Do you have any idea how worried I was? School rang me this morning to say you’d not arrived. Where have you been, Rose?” 
 
    “I went to school, but then I left,” I answer tonelessly. 
 
    “That’s it? That’s all the explanation you have for me? You left?” 
 
    Opening the fridge, I pull out a half-full bottle of wine and find myself a glass. 
 
    “What do you think you are doing?” 
 
    Taking a leaf out of your book. “Drinking away my sorrows, Mother.” 
 
    There is nothing left inside me. I can’t even find the energy to explain and try to put into words the emotions I feel. 
 
    “What has gotten into you?” Her voice rises, her face taut. 
 
    Gulping down half my glass, I relish the burn of my throat and the heat that pools in my stomach. But it only adds to the emptiness inside me. Looking my mother in the eyes, I speak, my voice dull and devoid of emotion. “What has gotten into me? Well first, there’s my lying, scheming parents and the fact my father’s most likely off to prison and I’m not sure when I’m going to see him again, because despite all he’s done, I still love him, which is crazy really because I also hate him more than anything too. Oh yeah, and then there’s the fun fact that when I arrived at school this morning, some lovely person took it upon themselves to photoshop a picture of me into a mug shot, along with my father’s scandalous news articles, and the delightful hate mail people are leaving me on social media.”  
 
    She stares at me, the anger draining from her face. 
 
    I shrug. “So yeah, I took a day off school. Might do the same tomorrow and the next year too.” 
 
    Draining the last of my glass, I drop it back down onto the counter a little too harshly and head for my bedroom. My mother takes so long to respond, I’m already undressed and in bed by the time she walks through my bedroom door. 
 
    “I’ll ring school in the morning and make excuses for your absence, but Rose, you are going back tomorrow. I’m sorry this has happened to you. I’m sorry for not being able to protect you from the fall out of our actions, but I cannot let you give in.” 
 
    “I’m not giving in. I’m beaten. They’ve beaten me, Mother.” 
 
    Approaching my bed, she looks down at me, arms crossed, expression determined. My mother doesn’t give out hugs often; she gives out pep talks, and even those sound more like insults.  
 
    “No, Rose. They’ve won round one, and I did not raise you to bow out at the first hurdle.” 
 
    “I don’t care, Mum. I don’t care about any of it anymore. Your little queen is ruined, and it wasn’t Sophia who did it.” 
 
    Her gaze hardens. “Fine. But if you give up now, all you’ll ever be is the girl whose father destroyed her dreams.” 
 
    “And you’ll be the woman who married a con man,” I spit back. 
 
    “Now that’s where you’re wrong, Rose. I refuse to let that be my story. Yes, the man I loved was a liar with a tendency to twist the law, but I will be the woman who rose up even as her world fell apart. I’ll be the woman who built her life again from scratch.” 
 
    I laugh bitterly, hitting my pillow as I turn away from her. “From Grandpa’s wallet, you mean.” 
 
    Her footsteps retreat from my room, but I don’t look up again. I can’t, because as much as I hate her for being the mother with pep talks and harsh realities, she’s right. My father’s betrayal could have destroyed her. She has every right to be hiding from the world and crying under her covers but instead, she walks out the door every morning with her head held high. A survivor, not a victim. 
 
    “Get some sleep, Rose, things will be clearer in the morning.” My mother’s voice drifts through the door. 
 
    But I honestly don’t think they will be. 
 
    *** 
 
    By morning my head is heavier, not clearer. But even though I can’t see my path forward, I walk ahead anyway. Maybe I’ll find light in the dark, or maybe my road will become murkier, but it is a journey I have no choice but to take.  
 
    I can’t change what my father has done, or what I’ve lost, but I can choose how it will affect me.  
 
    Dressed and ready for school, I look at my reflection in the mirror. There is no evidence of the emotions swirling below the surface. I am the perfect socialite. My mask hides every imperfection. 
 
    “You’re stronger than your emotions,” I whisper to myself.  
 
    “Rose?” My mother knocks before opening my door. “Oh. You’re up.” 
 
    The fact she’s so surprised shows just how bad I looked last night. I smile, the action almost robotic by now. “Yes, I’m up.” 
 
    “Right… well, I made breakfast.” 
 
    Normally when my mother says she’s made food, what it actually means is she’d ordered it from a restaurant or had a staff member cook for us. Since we don’t have staff to cook anymore, I presume she’s been out and brought something back from a café, but as I enter the kitchen, I see bowls piled up in the sink and flour dusted across the kitchen surfaces. 
 
    “You made pancakes,” I stammer, shocked. 
 
    “There’s no need to sound so surprised. I can cook, you know.” 
 
    “Hmm… no, I actually didn’t.” I laugh, sitting at the breakfast bench. 
 
    “Here.” She huffs, handing over maple syrup. “Eat.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I mumble. I’m not sure what is stranger, the fact my mother cooked or that we’re sitting and eating together. But before the whole scenario can throw me off balance, my mother opens her mouth, and we are instantly back to being the dysfunctional family I grew up with. 
 
    “I grew up in this world, Rose, and I assure you they are not as invincible as they appear.” 
 
    “I know that, Mother. It’s not much different from London. It’s finding something that can be used against them.” 
 
    She puts a piece of pancake in her mouth while she mulls over my words.  
 
    “It’s Sophia Kincaid, right?” I nod. “I knew her mother, Isabelle, in school. She wasn’t very bright, Rose. Just a pretty face, and her daughter will be the same.” 
 
    “Yeah, but Sophia has Grayson Bishop whispering in her ear. It’s him I need to take down.” Without Ashton being collateral damage. 
 
    My mother shakes her head. “The Bishop men are known to be the biggest womanizers on the Upper East Side. There must be dirt there. Then there’s the Brooklyn boy Arthur adopted. I know you knew him once, but he is not that boy anymore.” 
 
    No, he’s so much more. 
 
    “They will think they have beaten you, Rose, and I would let them. Let them think they crushed you; it will make them sloppy. It is not going to be easy, darling, but you will find a way.” 
 
    “I’m not so sure, Mother.” 
 
    She pats me on the hand. “You do not need to be sure, Rose. What matters is what others see, and you are already an expert at wearing a mask. Play the game, Rose. It is the only way you will win.” 
 
    Leaving home, my mother’s words haunt me, her advice ringing in my ears. Everything she said was right, except… expert or not, I’m not sure I want to wear a mask anymore. It’s too heavy and I’m tired. I’m tired of this game. I’m tired of this life. The crown’s not even upon my head, and I’m ready to rip it off. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 16 
 
      
 
    I don’t get to experience being the center of gossip long because Mrs. Chandler calls me into her office the second I step onto school grounds. I almost trip when I find Sophia, Grayson, and Ashton waiting in her office as I enter. Sophia glares at me, Grayson smirks, and Ash keeps his head down. I’m pleased he does because I’m not sure I’m ready to see what he hides in his eyes. 
 
    “Miss Devenport, take a seat.” The second I do, the printed posters about me and my father are slammed down on the desk between us. “Would any of you care to explain these?” 
 
    I look everywhere but at the other people in the room. I was ready to face the elite but not the wrath of Mrs. Chandler. The silence is deafening, and I have no idea what to say. 
 
    “No? Not one of you knows anything about this?” Mrs. Chandler demands. “Rose? What about you? I presume it wasn’t your idea to plaster your family’s affairs all over school property?” 
 
    “No, miss, it wasn’t.” 
 
    “So, who did?” She gazes at each of us. But I know better than to call them out on their crimes. “There have been several reports of Rose and Sophia fighting yesterday. I am not stupid. I know how this school operates. This ends here, today. We are a school that prides itself on exclusivity and academic standards, not gossip and scandal. Whatever the four of you have against each other will not spill over into these halls. Do you understand?” 
 
    “Yes, Mrs. Chandler,” we all chime together. 
 
    “Good. Now get to class.” 
 
    I stand hastily, wanting to escape the room before Sophia and Grayson. 
 
    “Oh, Rose, Sophia, I almost forgot to say… I do hope this little misunderstanding isn’t going to get in the way of your ability to plan the fall gala?” 
 
    Glancing back, I find Sophia’s pale skin a shade of pink, her fists clenched. “She’s still on the event committee?” 
 
    “Why wouldn’t she be? Violet Devenport has graciously offered her expertise free of charge. I expect this year’s event to be our best yet. Understand, Sophia?” 
 
    “Yes, of course.”  
 
    I almost laugh. Sophia might sound sincere, but her body is rigid with rage. It helps lessen the blow from yesterday; satisfaction is always a good motivator. 
 
    When it appears nothing more is going to be said, I rush for the door, striding ahead to put some distance between us. 
 
    “Where’s the fire, Keeley?” Grayson calls, his laughter following me. 
 
    “Leave it, will you, Gray?” Ash hisses. 
 
    I can’t make out their conversation after that, only Sophia’s growl of frustration and the lower timbre of Grayson’s comeback. I can imagine though, Ash is probably regretting ever speaking, but he did, and it affects me far more than I’d like it too. 
 
    I am the master of my emotions, I remind myself, even as my stupid heart flutters hopefully, dreaming of an Ash I can never have. 
 
    *** 
 
    Despite Mrs. Chandler’s warning, several posters find their way to me. One is slapped across my back as a student runs by, another posted into my locker, and finally, someone took great effort to glue the entire surface of my English desk with cut-out images of my mug shot. The students of Albany Nightingale have even nicknamed me Devenfraud, but none of it hurts as much as walking through these school halls and having Ash ignore me. I knew this would happen. I knew, and yet it hurts all the same. My heart kicks up speed whenever he’s nearby, the memory of his gentle touch an echo over my skin. 
 
    At lunch, I watch him with Sophia, analyze his smile and laughter. Is it fake? Does he put on a show every day for these people, or was the show for me? I hold on to the Ash I have in my head, remember the emotions that burned between us, but with every passing hour, my memories become further away. Doubt creeps in, shattering the perfect picture I keep in my mind.  
 
    “You haven’t taken your eyes off him since the start of lunch,” Isla points out. 
 
    Looking up, I find her studying me. I shrug. “He’s good to look at.” 
 
    She smirks. “It’s more than that. I’m not blind, and neither is the half of the school who saw him carry you out of here. You should have seen Sophia’s face; I think she was angrier at him than you.” 
 
    I don’t answer. I’ve nothing to say that won’t get Ash or me in trouble, and I already have enough of to deal with at the moment. Not that it stops Isla from asking. 
 
    “Where did he take you? He took you somewhere, right? Because he was missing from school all day and I overheard Sophia bitching he wasn’t answering her calls.” 
 
    “He just took me for a walk to cool off, then I went home.” 
 
    “Then why are you looking at him like that?” 
 
    “I’m not looking at him like anything,” I argue. 
 
    “Fine, don’t tell me, but you could, you know… tell me. We’re friends.” 
 
    Sighing, I soften my tone. I’ve one friend in this entire school; I can’t afford to lose her. “Yes, we’re friends, and it’s complicated. Ash and I… we knew each other when we lived in different worlds.” 
 
    “So you did know him then? Why’d he lie on your first day?” 
 
    “Like I said, it’s complicated, and if it’s all right with you, I don’t want to talk about him.” 
 
    “I get it. Must be horrible watching him with her.” 
 
    More than you can ever know. On the outside, though, I fake a smile and flick my hair, sliding my queenly mask into place. “Enough about him anyway. I’ve got bigger fish to fry.” 
 
    She giggles. “Crispy fried Sophia. What’s the plan?” 
 
    “I’m still working on it, but until then, I plan to take over her precious gala design. You’re coming to the committee meeting after school, right? My mother’s coming to see the space.” 
 
     Shaking her head, Isla smiles. “I seriously expected you to be on the next plane out of here. I don’t think anyone has ever dared challenge Sophia before.” 
 
    The evil bitch in me surfaces. “You’ve seen nothing yet.”  
 
    *** 
 
    “Isla, this is my mother, Violet. Mother, this is Isla, my friend.” 
 
    My mother smiles wide. “Lovely to meet you, Isla.” 
 
    “You too,” Isla replies just as Sophia marches into the hall, her heels clicking on the wooden floor.  
 
    “The queen bitch has arrived,” my mother mutters as we turn to face Sophia. 
 
    Isla covers her laugh with a cough as I struggle to contain my own. Sometimes my mum is awesome. 
 
    “The one and only,” I whisper. 
 
    “Mrs. Devenport, I’m Sophia Kincaid, head of the event committee,” Sophia declares, her tone overly polite. 
 
    “Sophia, I’ve heard so much about you,” my mother replies curtly. “All good things of course.” 
 
    Sophia’s gaze travels to me, lingers before returning to my mother. “I’ve brought a few design ideas for you to see,” she continues. “I was thinking we could have the dance floor here an—” 
 
    My mother cuts her off. “I’ve actually put together some layouts already. I remember this place from when I went here. It’s all still so fresh in my mind. Isla, be a dear and fetch me those designs I left by the door.” 
 
    Isla scurries off as my brain struggles to keep up. I had no idea she’d already made plans. As far as I knew, she was coming here to see the space before designing something. She meets my gaze, a silent understanding passing between us. It’s always handy to have soldiers when going to war, and my mother’s been in this game longer than I’ve been alive. 
 
    “I do hope you like them, Sophia. Rose told me all about your vision,” Mum continues, fake smile in place.  
 
    Again, I haven’t told my mother anything, but I go along with it, gleefully watching Sophia squirm. Any moment, steam might appear from her ears. 
 
    “Has she now?” Sophia grinds out. 
 
    What my mother shows us isn’t anything like the purple and white frothy lace theme Sophia had in mind. But she holds her tongue as my mother explains all she has planned. There was nothing wrong with Sophia’s plan; maybe just a bit too much princess-themed wedding, but I much prefer my mother’s regal design. And the others on the committee do too. By the end of the meeting, my mother has them all eating out the palm of her hand, and I watch on in awe, wishing I was half as good as her. If I was, Sophia would already be yesterday’s news. 
 
    “A heads-up next time would be nice,” I mutter to my mother as we leave after the meeting. 
 
    She laughs. “I do miss high school, Rose. There is nothing more fun than winding up a girl with a smile on your face.” 
 
    “You’re scary, you know. But it was awesome. I needed to see her put back in her place after today.” 
 
    “How was your day?” 
 
    I shrug. “Okay, I guess. Could have been worse. Mrs. Chandler dragged us all in her office this morning about the posters plastered over the walls and my little outburst.” 
 
    “Hmm, I would have rather her not know. It was inevitable, I suppose.” We climb into the black sedan waiting outside the school for us. 
 
    “I can’t wait to get home. All I want is a hot bath and some sleep.” 
 
    “Unfortunately, darling, the bath is going to have to wait. Your grandfather has requested our presence. Oh, and your father has been calling you all day too.” 
 
    I grit my teeth. “I haven’t forgiven him for lying. He tried to twist this around on you.” 
 
    Reaching for my hand, my mother meets my eyes, and I know the next words out of her mouth are going to hurt. This isn’t my usual mother; she doesn’t hold my hand and look at me sadly. “Whatever has happened in the past is done with. Your father and I are both to blame for many things. Besides, I’m fed up with him calling, and his sentencing is tomorrow, Rose. You might not get a chance again, and as much as I’d rather you not speak to him, I don’t want you blaming me for not being able to say goodbye.” 
 
    “Tomorrow?” I gasp. “But he said he has a few weeks.” 
 
    “Sometimes things get brought forward, or deals are made. He’s pleading guilty. His lawyers think he will have a better chance at a lesser sentence that way.” 
 
    I drag in a shaky breath. With everything that has happened, I’d almost forgotten about the ticking clock in the back of my head. “It doesn’t seem real. Sometimes I half expect to find him at home after school or sat sipping a coffee in the morning.” 
 
    “It will get easier,” she reassures. But somehow, I don’t think it will, and I’m not sure I want it to. He’s my father; I shouldn’t get used to not having him around. It shouldn’t be normal. It shouldn’t be easy.  
 
    It’s going to hurt, and I’m going to let it. No matter what he’s done, he deserves to have at least one person missing him. 
 
    When we arrive home, I take a quick shower and dress for dinner with my grandparents before opening my laptop and calling my father for the last time in I don’t know how long. My throat’s thick before he even picks up. Just the thought of not having him at the end of the phone is killing me. 
 
    “Rose,” he breathes, his expression the saddest I’ve ever seen. It’s a terrible thing to see a person you’ve always imagined as invincible, crushed. There’s a sorrow in his eyes that ages him, and the smile he’s put on is shrouded in pain.  
 
    I just want to reach through the screen and hug him. 
 
    “Dad, how are you?” 
 
    “Ah, I’m all right, sweetie. Hanging in there.” 
 
    “What do your solicitors say?” 
 
    “Let’s not talk about it, Rose. What’s done is done, and I am facing the consequences of my actions. My lawyers have been instructed to inform your mother of the outcome. Now tell me about you. How’s New York?” 
 
    I roll my eyes. “Where to start? This isn’t a happy story, Dad.” 
 
    His face falls. “It hasn’t been an easy move then? I was really hoping it would be. I know you loved it there after the summer as a kid.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, it was less the city and more the person I shared my time with.” 
 
    He grins, his eyes crinkling at the corners. “I remember you had a crush on a boy.” 
 
    I giggle. My father has a way of making me feel like a little girl again. “Unfortunately, he lives on the Upper East Side now, across enemy lines.” 
 
    “That can’t be easy. Have you made any friends?” 
 
    “Yes, one. Her name is Isla. She’s nice. I’m on the events committee. I roped Mum into helping for free.” We both laugh. “There’s this girl, Sophia. She’s queen bee and hates me. I might have thrown yogurt all over her in retaliation for pushing me over. Then she plastered news articles about you all over the walls.” 
 
    “Oh dear. Maybe it’s best you don’t go to war, Rose. Wearing a crown isn’t all it’s made up to be.” 
 
    Don’t I know it. “I guess you’re right, Dad, but if I don’t fight back, she’s just going to keep at me until I break. It’s how it works.” 
 
    “How are classes?” 
 
    “They’re okay. We’re more or less covering what I started at St. Paul’s, which makes it easy. Art’s great.” 
 
    “You’re a smart girl. You are going to do great things.” 
 
    “Things you aren’t going to be able to see,” I mumble sadly. 
 
    “You can write and send pictures. I’ll be cheering you on, Rose, always. Just because I’m not there doesn’t mean I don’t care or love you, okay. I need you to remember that. I’ve been stupid. I’ve made mistakes, and I’m sorry you’re suffering for it.” 
 
    “So you’re not going to blame everything on Mum then?” I raise a brow as I glare. “Because that’s what you did last time.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, okay. I know I implied that. It’s hard to admit what I’ve done to my daughter.” 
 
    “I still love you, Dad, but don’t lie to me, okay.” My eyes sting as I fight the urge to cry. 
 
    “I love you too, sweetheart. Always.” 
 
    “I’ve got to go have dinner with the grandparents soon.” I sigh. I don’t have the energy to put on a happy face when it seems I’m the only one who cares about my father’s sentencing. 
 
    “How are the king and queen?” He smirks. 
 
    “I imagine as they have always been, but since I don’t know them, I can’t be certain. Grandmother seems oblivious to the undercurrents between us all, or maybe her poker face is just that good.” 
 
    “Don’t doubt her ability to act dumb; there’s no sharper cookie. She certainly made sure I knew what she thought of me. All with a smile on her face of course.” 
 
    “Of course.” I laugh. “It would be improper to allow our true emotions to show.” 
 
    He becomes stern all of a sudden, an urgency lighting his eyes. “Don’t become one of them, Rose. Don’t let the Upper East Side dim the fire in you. I couldn’t bear it if I got out to find my daughter the plastic queen of socialites.” 
 
    “You were happy for me to rule St. Paul’s Grammar. In fact, you encouraged it,” I note. It’s not fair for him to have pushed me down a road and now decide I need to turn back. 
 
    “I know, but, Rose, if this entire mess has taught me anything, it’s that world isn’t worth the sacrifice. It takes something away from you, and before you’ve even realized it, you’re crossing lines just to keep up.” 
 
    “I’m not you,” I reply quietly. I would never cross the lines he has. 
 
    “No. You are so much better than me, and I’m so proud of you.” 
 
    My mother knocks on my door, her head appearing in the doorway. “We must go, darling. Grandfather won’t be happy if we are late.” 
 
    “Heaven forbid we upset the king,” I mutter. “Go. I’ll come when I’m finished.” 
 
    “It’s all right, Rose,” my father murmurs. “I have things I need to finalize anyway.” 
 
    “But this is the last time we’ll have the chance to talk.” My heart lurches painfully. “I don’t know how to say goodbye, Dad.”  
 
    Breathing becomes hard as the pain in my heart spreads and constricts my lungs. I take in his face, wondering how many more lines will mark his skin when I next see him. Will his hair be fully gray? Will he look at all like the man I know? 
 
    “It’s not goodbye for good, Rose. I will see you again. I promise.” 
 
    “You don’t know that, Dad.” 
 
    “I do. It could be five years or ten, but no matter what, the first thing I am doing is getting in touch with you. Okay?” 
 
    “Okay.” I sob as my vision blurs. “I miss you, Dad, and I’m going to keep missing you,” I say through the emotions closing my throat. 
 
    “No more crying, Rose. Go live your life. Be happy.” 
 
    “I’ll try,” I whisper, nodding as I wipe my eyes. 
 
    “Goodbye, my sweet girl. I love you.” His hand comes to his lips, pressing a kiss on his fingers before he touches the screen. “Always.” 
 
    “I love you, too.” Tears roll down my face, thick and fast. “Goodbye,” I whisper as the screen goes blank. 
 
    I don’t recognize the sound leaving me. It’s raw and primal—a wounded creature screaming out their pain. I don’t realize I’ve slid to the floor until my mother pulls me into her arms, rocking me as she did when I was a little child. I can’t stop the tears falling from my eyes; there is so much emotion inside me it feels as if my skin might burst. I hurt everywhere. I can’t breathe. Every time I think I’ve reached as low as I can go, the floor under me crumbles away, leaving me falling into a new level of despair.  
 
    “It’s okay, Rose. It’s going to be okay,” my mother murmurs, rocking me softly. “Shush, baby, shush.” 
 
    I’m detached. As if living in a world that’s not real. I feel like water, never truly solid, constantly falling and slipping away.  
 
    “Grandpa,” I say, even though I’m not sure how I’m going to get up and put on a smile. There is no mask thick enough to cover what’s inside me. 
 
    “Screw etiquette, Rose. Screw it all. Some things are more important than pleasing people.” 
 
    I laugh, and it’s such a strange thing to do, but if I don’t, I might start sobbing again. My mother has done nothing but kiss my grandpa’s arse since we’ve arrived back in New York City, and for her to cancel our dinner plans shows just how far I’ve fallen. It’s not funny; it’s heartbreaking, yet I laugh anyway. 
 
    My mother puts me in a hot bath and orders pizza. Apparently, nervous breakdowns require fat and grease. She finishes the night with ice cream and a movie, and as I fall asleep that night, my mother tucking the duvet around me, I vaguely think how I should have breakdowns more often. It seems to be the only way to get her attention. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 17 
 
      
 
    “Hey, Rose.” Ash’s breath whispers across my skin before he presses his lips to the curve of my neck, his body enveloping me from behind.  
 
    Sighing, I melt into him. Everything inside me stills, and for just a second, the turmoil under my skin calms. 
 
    “Don’t do that,” I snap, ripping myself away from him. It’s not fair. There’s enough loss in my life already, and being reminded of what he does to me and then have it taken away is a cruelty I don’t have the strength for today. 
 
    “Hey.” Ash releases me, hands up as he steps back. “I didn’t mean to upset you.” 
 
    The sorrow that lives just below the surface of my skin threatens to overwhelm me as I meet his gaze. He’s confused, hurt even, but did he really think we’d touch and kiss during art to then walk away as strangers when it was finished? Is that really what he expected of me? 
 
    “Are you all right?” he asks. 
 
    My mother asked me the same question at least ten times before I left the house this morning, and as I did with her, I lie. “I’m fine.” 
 
    “No, you are not.” 
 
    I glance behind Ash into the classroom from the supply cupboard. A few students have arrived, but Miss Spice isn’t here yet. I skipped lunch to come here early because I didn’t have it in me to face Sophia on the day my father is receiving his judgment. It could have already been decided or be happening this second; he could be staring at the judge waiting to hear his fate. A fate that won’t just affect him but me. I should have asked for the time; all I know is there aren’t many more daytime hours left in the UK, and I wish I could be there. I wish I could look the judge in the eye and beg him not to take my father away from me. 
 
    “Have I done something wrong?” Ash asks quietly. There’s a wariness to his tone; he’s afraid of the answer. He’s afraid I’ll push him away, and we’ll be strangers in art too. The only time we are free to be who we wish.  
 
    “No. Just ignore me. I’m in a mood.” 
 
    Frowning, he closes the space between us again, his hand finding my chin and lifting my face to meet his. His gentleness breaks me and liquid sorrow spills from my eyes.  
 
    “Please, don’t,” I whisper. “I’m sorry, Ash, but I don’t have it in me today. I can’t bear to have your comfort when I know it will be taken away.” 
 
    Stepping away, his hand drops from my chin, and the absence of his touch hurts more than I thought possible. “Talk to me. I thought you were okay with this.” 
 
    I laugh bitterly. “I was never okay with this, Ash, but I understood it. This isn’t about you; my dad’s sentencing is today.” 
 
    “Rose.” He pulls me into his arms, and though I know it will inevitably cause me more suffering in the long run, I fall into his embrace anyway. Stealing a few more minutes out of time. “I’m so sorry.” 
 
    “Everyone’s sorry. My mum’s sorry, my dad’s sorry, but it doesn’t make it any easier.” 
 
    “You should have stayed at home.” 
 
    “What, and wallow around the apartment all day thinking about it? Besides, I didn’t want Sophia thinking I was staying away from school because of her.” 
 
    “You make Sophia sound like a monster, you know.” 
 
    I laugh. “You said it, not me.” 
 
    Chuckling, he holds me tighter as if he knows our minutes are coming to an end. Chatter filters in through the door from the classroom, and any minute, Miss Spice’s voice is bound to call us to attention. “I’ve been thinking of you.” He sighs. 
 
    I lean back and grin. “How her crown would look much better on me?” 
 
    Shaking his head in return, he replies, “You do realize it’s Grayson who rules this school, right? He’s in the shadows, pulling our strings.” 
 
    “Are you telling me to take Grayson down?” I ask. 
 
    “He’s my stepbrother.” 
 
    Miss Spice’s voice whispers through the air; our time is up.  
 
    “That’s not an answer,” I point out as we pull apart. 
 
    “My stepfather takes family image very seriously,” he adds. 
 
    “My mother says he’s a womanizing pig,” I mutter as we head for the door. 
 
    “He’s my mother’s husband. This is my life now; my hands are tied.” 
 
    We head for the door, the heaviness of our realities in the air around us. 
 
    “Is she happy, Ash?” I ask quietly as he steps ahead of me. 
 
    Looking back, the light from the classroom casting his features in shadow, Ash answers, his haunting sorrow calling to mine. “Is anyone really happy in today’s world.” 
 
    Art is over far too soon, even with the five minutes Ash and I stay behind to discuss the after-school project we are doing as punishment for talking. As far as punishments go, it’s not really severe. I like painting, and it gives me extra time alone with Ash; in fact, it’s more a reward. But I’m not going to tell Miss Spice that. 
 
    Ash, on the other hand, is trying to fit it around his football training, which takes up more of his time than I realized. I wonder what it must be like for him playing and training for a sport that isn’t a passion but an obligation. Does he still scribble comic book sketches on an evening, making up superhero stories? Or is his free time spent meeting the standards set by his new family? 
 
    “Can we can meet after lunch on Saturday?” he asks as we leave class. “Practice is from ten till twelve.” 
 
    “Do you have practice every weekend?” 
 
    “Pretty much, unless there’s a game on.” 
 
    “Do you still draw?” I ask. 
 
    “We just spent an hour drawing in art.” He smirks. 
 
    “You know what I mean.” I roll my eyes. “Don’t be a smartarse.” 
 
    “I love the way you say arse,” he replies, overexaggerating the r.  
 
    “I don’t say it like that.” I giggle. 
 
    “Do too.” He pokes out his tongue.  
 
    “Do not.” I stick out my tongue in retaliation, trying not to laugh. 
 
    “Ashton, there you are, baby. I was looking for you,” Sophia purrs, slinking up beside him and pressing her body along his. I throw up a little in my mouth. “Are you helping the less fortunate?” she asks, looking me up and down as if I’m a bug. 
 
    Ash stiffens, but he doesn’t push her away like I wish. “I was just discussing when Rose and I would be meeting Saturday to do this mural Miss Spice is making us do.” 
 
    “I already told you to speak to Arthur about it. You’re already so busy with football; it’s unreasonable to expect you to do more for this school.” 
 
    So he hasn’t told her he was punished for talking to me. I suppress my inner glee. 
 
    “Well, this is fun and all, but I fear skank is infectious.” It’s my turn to look her up and down. “Bye, Sophia,” I drawl. “Ashton.” 
 
    “Did she just call me a skank?” Sophia hisses as I walk away. 
 
    I laugh to myself. 
 
    “Leave it, Soph,” Ash groans. 
 
    “She’s a crazy bitch,” Sophia continues. “I swear I have a bald patch from where she attacked me.” 
 
    “Your hair is fine,” Ash grumbles before they become too far away to hear. 
 
    And though I’d started art dreading the moment I’d see and then leave Ash, it helps to know it’s me who sees the real Ashton Cole. He’s my little secret, a treasure only I have had the pleasure to know. 
 
    Leaving school, I pull my phone from my pocket as it vibrates. 
 
    Mum - Six years. I’m sorry, Rose. 
 
    Six years without a father. It could be worse; Ash’s father died, yet as I walk through the decorative gates of Albany Nightingale, the regal building towering above me, the knowledge doesn’t help at all. Getting into a cab, I hurry home, the storm inside me building. It peaks, my rage and sorrow whirling together as I collapse on my bed defeated. And eventually, when the clouds begin to clear, a voice whispers through my head, giving me life. 
 
    He’s in the shadows pulling our strings. 
 
    Grayson Bishop is the puppet master. Cut his strings, and his toys crumble. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 18 
 
      
 
    The next couple of weeks are a blur. The only bright spots being the time I spend with Ash, though the resentment I feel toward him grows. It’s harder than I ever imagined having him laughing and touching me one moment to blanking me the next. I’m drawn to him whenever he’s close, but he never looks my way, and if he does, it’s with a coldness that freezes me to the core. 
 
    I’ve made no headway on the social front. Sophia reclaimed any ground I had by plastering my family’s secrets all over the school, and I didn’t help myself by attacking her. Isla is my only friend, and I’m grateful for her company through the stuffy overprivileged walls of Albany Nightingale High School.  
 
    The fall gala is only a few days away and while my presence in the events committee has enraged Sophia, it hasn’t helped me find anything to use against her. Grayson is even harder to read. Any gossip I did find online about him seems to be public knowledge and part of his persona. It’s accepted he’s a man whore; in fact, it’s what the girls like about him. Grayson Bishop is the dark knight of the Upper East Side. The rite of passage for every girl’s dip into sin. He’s one night of fun, the trip to the dark side, and seemingly impossible to take down. 
 
    In a last-ditch effort to find some dirt on Grayson, I’ve convinced Ash to meet up at his family’s penthouse suite before we finish the last touches to the mural we’ve been working on. 
 
    Walking into his building, I smile at the concierge behind the front desk. “I’m here to see Ashton Cole.” 
 
    He studies me. I look every bit the Upper East Side socialite. I purposely packed a change of clothes, so I’d have a better chance of getting past the ground floor and into the elevator. 
 
    “He said to come straight up,” I add politely, batting my eyelashes. A look that worked every time on my father growing up, but not so well on doormen who want to keep their jobs. 
 
    “I’ll call ahead and let them know you’re here, Miss…?” 
 
    “Devenport. Rose Devenport.” I smile. 
 
    He recognizes the surname, but I still don’t make it past him. Inside my head, I’m praying Ash isn’t ready. I arrived ten minutes early to make sure, but when he puts the phone down, my chances of gaining knowledge are hopeless. 
 
    “Ashton will be down in a moment, miss. If you’d like to take a seat.” 
 
    With a frustrated sigh, I wander away and wait. Getting to my feet the second Ash steps off the elevator, a frizzle of nerves run through me. He’s never seen me this way; the image of the perfect wealthy socialite. He’s dressed in faded ripped jeans and a dark blue shirt, the same outfit he’s worn every time we’ve gone to work on the mural, so it’s splattered with paint. He couldn’t look more out of place, but he doesn’t seem to notice. Ash walks with an air of confidence and a smile, which draws all eyes to him. 
 
    He acknowledges the concierge, stopping a moment to talk as if they are old pals, before the man points to where I stand, and Ash’s gaze travels to me. 
 
    He’s surprised; his cinnamon brown eyes widen just a fraction, but as he walks my way, a slow, sly smile pulls up his lips. 
 
    “Rose,” he all but purrs, studying me from head to toe. I fidget under his scrutiny and he laughs darkly. “Come on. Let’s get you outside before you give poor Harry a heart attack.” 
 
    Harry? 
 
    His hand lands on the middle of my back, guiding me out as I look longingly at the elevator I so desperately wanted access to. 
 
    “Who’s Harry?” I mumble when we’re out on the street. 
 
    “The doorman.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    Eyeing me, Ash shakes his head. “Is there a reason you’re dressed to kill?” 
 
    I roll my eyes. “I was hoping to get upstairs. Paint splattered clothes don’t exactly help me blend in.” 
 
    “If you were hoping to blend in, Rose, it didn’t work. Everyone in the foyer noticed your presence, and now they’re all jealous I was the guy to walk you out.” 
 
    Heat crawls over my face. I’ve never doubted I was beautiful, but hearing it from Ash means so much more. “Don’t suppose you want to take me back and give me access to the kingdom?” I ask, smiling seductively. 
 
    “Nah.” His hand slips lower down my back, grazing the top of my arse. “I think I’d rather take you back to Albany’s and watch your ass as you bend over and paint in a dress.” 
 
    I elbow him. “I brought a change of clothes, you pervert.” 
 
    Chuckling, Ash rubs his side as he puts a few inches distance between us. It’s not a secret we’re spending this time together, but when we’re in public, Ash doesn’t normally touch me in more than in a friendly way. Note to self: Wear short dresses more often. 
 
    “So you hoped to gain passage into the penthouse, huh? That’s why you turned up early and looking like a princess of the Upper East Side.” 
 
    I don’t answer, just smile innocently. 
 
    “It’s not like there’s a big folder sitting on display labeled Family Secrets.” He laughs. 
 
    I shrug. “You can learn a lot from a person’s space. And maybe I wanted to see your mum again too.” 
 
    “She’s not in. Arthur was there anyway, so even if I wanted to bring you up, I couldn’t.” 
 
    “I hate the guy,” I mutter. 
 
    “He’s a big fan of Sophia. Always inviting her to family dinners. I swear he wants me to marry her.” 
 
    My stomach lurches. “Are you?” I splutter. 
 
    His eyes widen as he stares at me. “Hell, Rose, I can’t see past high school. I just do my best to keep my head down and off his radar; it’s easier for Mom if I do.” 
 
    I nod, but I don’t really understand. I can’t even picture his mother married to such a guy; she was so nice and down-to-earth when I met her as a kid, and now, she’s sold her soul to the Upper East Side. Or maybe her soul died with Ash’s father, but either way, I can’t imagine her in this world. 
 
    The second we get to school and off the streets, Ash takes my hand and pulls me to the side and out of view. I freeze, confusion and need smashing together as he grips my waist, gazing down at me. We haven’t kissed since the day he dragged me off Sophia. Not on the lips anyway. It’s been fleeting touches, a whisper of lips across bare skin, but nothing solid. Only ever enough to make me crave him and never feel satisfied. 
 
    “I just need to kiss you,” he whispers, staring at my lips. “Just once, just enough to see me through.” 
 
    See you through… His words cut. As if one kiss would be enough for a lifetime, when a thousand wouldn’t see me through, yet I don’t resist. I watch his mouth lower to mine and gasp as my heart tries to leap from my chest into his.  
 
    He groans into my mouth as if he’s been keeping his need locked inside him for weeks. His gentle lips quickly becoming desperate. Ash pulls away, taking a full step backward, he shakes his head as he heaves air into his lungs.  
 
    “You can’t dress like that,” he responds. “I can’t… I have no control.” 
 
    Licking my lips, I smile, gaze traveling to the bulge straining to escape his jeans. Since arriving home that morning in London to find my parents arguing, I’ve had my power stripped from me over and over. Everything I was certain of became unclear, until I began to doubt the very essence of myself. Until I looked in the mirror and saw flaws not strengths, but as Ash fights for control, as he pants with a need that is consuming, I feel like a queen again. I’m powerful. Able to bring him to his knees, and for a split second, it’s enough. 
 
    “There you are,” Miss Spice calls, popping her head out the double doors, which lead into school.  
 
    “Your excitement is showing, Ash.” I giggle, sauntering past him. 
 
    “You’re wicked.” He half laughs, half growls, readjusting himself. 
 
    “You look very nice, Rose,” Miss Spice notes as I walk up the stone steps to meet her.  
 
    “Thank you. I’ve been out for breakfast with my mother, I brought a change of clothes.” Miss Spice smiles, walking ahead to open her classroom, so we can get our supplies. Ash falls into step beside me. “Hear that, Ash,” I whisper. “I look nice.” 
 
    Our gazes meet, his hunger going directly to my core. I know we can’t be together. I know if I keep pushing him, I’m going to get hurt, but I can’t seem to stop myself. I’m hurtling forward out of control, unable to look away. Hooked on the electricity and excitement he sparks in my blood, addicted enough, I’d convinced myself the snippets of him I was getting were enough. 
 
    “You know where everything is,” Miss Spice says, opening her door for us. “I’ve a few errands to run, but I’ll be back in a few hours to see the finished piece. “You really have done a wonderful job.” 
 
    “Thank you, miss,” Ash replies. “It’s been an enjoyable project.” 
 
    Her lips purse. “I’m not sure punishments are supposed to be enjoyable, Mr. Cole, but I am pleased you like art. See you in a few hours.” 
 
    She leaves us alone, but I ignore Ash’s heated stares and collect our supplies, handing them over to him. He follows me out in silence, but I hear him loud and clear. Anticipation builds in my gut, swirling through my veins. I can already feel him on my lips, imagine his hands gripping my body. We shouldn’t be doing this, yet it makes it all the more thrilling. 
 
    Reaching the girls’ bathroom, I push it open with my back, smiling coyly at Ash. “I’ll just get changed. Wait there.” 
 
    The door swings shut behind me, opening again seconds later as Ash prowls in, dropping the supplies to the floor as he takes me in. 
 
    Gasping, I back up, meeting the wall. He stalks toward me, a dark hunger in his eyes, and I bite my lip to keep the sound of my excitement contained. I’ve been dreaming of his kiss since our day in Central Park, imagining the hard wall of him pressed up against me, over my body as he takes me, until nothing else but the way he makes me feel matters.  
 
    There’s nothing gentle about his kiss. He’s all raw passion and sexual hunger. His hands are all over me, consuming me. I’m falling, falling so hard I’ll never return. His hands slip under my panties, his fingers finding their way inside me as my cries of pleasure echo off the walls. I’m burning from the inside out, pleasure coursing through my blood, building to a crescendo. His jeans drop, and the hot length of him thrusts inside me, and he moans my name. He is my prayer and nightmare—all I’ve ever wanted and everything I can never have. My desire twists and darkens, my once beating heart growing cold and splintering. 
 
    Oh, God, what am I doing? I’ve never wanted something so much, yet as the emotions between us blaze, it’s not enough to silence the reasons why we should stop. What I feel for Ash is far more than physical; I want his heart as well as his body. 
 
    “Stop,” I gasp, “Please stop.” 
 
    He’s panting hard, his eyes drugged with lust and need, but slowly, Ash releases me and pulls up his jeans as I hastily pull my clothes into place. The nightmare I live in turns my happiness to dust. This is all I’ll ever get. Glimpses of a future he’ll never give me. 
 
    “What are we doing?” I whisper, horrified, a chill crawling over my skin.  
 
    “Rose, I thought you…” His words trail off as his gaze grows as cold and as distant as mine. 
 
    “What are we?” I demand, tears burning my eyes. “What are we?” My heart’s punching in my chest as I pull in breath after breath, desperate for oxygen, which never comes. 
 
    “Friends… you are my friend.” 
 
    I’m shaking my head before he’s even finished, tearing apart at the seams. I can’t pretend anymore. I can’t hide from the truth. Ash will never be my friend. He’ll always mean more, and every time he discards me, I crack a little more. “I’m not your friend, Ash. I’m your secret whore you fuck in the bathroom.” 
 
    Numbness travels from my head to my toes. I’m dead inside, full of self-loathing and disgust. I’d told myself it was enough, ignored the niggling voice inside my mind. 
 
    “No,” he whispers. “No.” But he knows it’s the truth. It’s written there in his horror-filled gaze. “This isn’t about fucking. I care about you.” 
 
    “Do you care that every time I feel your lips on mine, my heart kicks up in hope only to bleed when you walk away? Do you care that every time you look at me as if I’m a stranger, I die a little more? You are my salvation and my destruction, and I told myself it was okay. That it was enough because a piece of the boy I love was better than nothing, but I can’t do this anymore, Ash. I can’t be your dirty little secret,” I cry. “I’m worth more. Goddamn it, I’m worth more.” 
 
    Ash processes every word. I watch as the emotions roll over his face, and though I know this will end with pain, a part of me still hopes, and I hate him for it. I hate him for giving me enough of himself, a piece of me believed. 
 
    “Rose.” 
 
    He reaches for me, but I’m already running. I need to get away, run as far and as fast as I can. If I stay, I’ll talk myself out of it. I’ll convince myself what we have is enough. I’ll find myself imagining a life where I’m always in the dark, waiting for the crumbs he throws my way. 
 
    Pain is the only thing that awaits us if we carry on, and I’m already riddled with it. I’m one step from destruction, one kiss from despair. We aren’t a fairy tale. We aren’t even friends. We are two people standing on opposite sides of the line, hopelessly wishing the chasm between us would close. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 19 
 
      
 
    I’ve been running for a while when I finally stop, dragging in great heaving breathes. Fumbling for my phone to call for help, I scroll through, acting on automatic pilot while my body trembles as adrenaline leaves my body. It’s only when a voice tells me the call could not connect, I realize I was ringing Clare. 
 
    “You are so stupid!” I yell, pulling at my hair. “Stupid, stupid, stupid.” 
 
    Marching in a circle, I berate myself silently, hating how much it still hurts, Clare is no longer my friend. It takes me a minute to realize my phone is ringing in my hand and even longer to control the shaking in my hands to answer it. 
 
    “Hello?” I answer through the tightness in my throat. 
 
    “Hey, Rose. What time do you get off mural duty?” Isla asks. 
 
    “Oh… I…” My tongue’s stuck to my mouth, unable to find the words to explain. 
 
    “Rose? What’s wrong?” 
 
    The second the words leave her mouth, tears spring from my eyes, and I let out a choked breath. The only sounds coming from me is an animalistic pain as if I’m a wounded bird dying, crying out in a last desperate plea. 
 
    “Where are you? Rose, tell me where you are?” 
 
    I look around me, trying to pinpoint my location through the sorrow blurring my eyes. “Central Park,” I rasp. 
 
    There’s nothing but grass and trees around me, and it reminds me of him. Of the Ash he can never truly be. 
 
    “Get up,” Isla snaps. “Start walking. Find a landmark.” 
 
    She’s out of breath as if she’s walking quickly, but there’s not enough semblance of thought inside me to think more about it. Numbly, I stand, following her barked-out instructions, wandering until I reach something other than trees. 
 
    “Castle,” I mumble. “I see a castle.” 
 
    “Belvedere Castle. Good, okay. Go to it. I’ll look for you. I’m about twenty minutes away.” 
 
    Following Isla’s instructions, grateful for something else to focus on other than the agony tearing apart my heart, I wander toward the stone building, not really taking anything in. The faces around me are a blur as I take a seat on the nearest bench I can find. I’m not sure how much time has passed when booted feet stop before me and I look up. 
 
    “Oh, Rose, what’s happened?” she gasps. “Here.” I stare at the tissue and pocket mirror she hands out to me, confused. “Rose, you look dreadful,” Isla adds, waving the mirror and tissue. 
 
    Taking them, I open the mirror and stare at my reflection. Streaks of mascara stain my skin, and my face is blotchy and puffy. Clearing the black marks up as best as I can, I snap the mirror closed and pass it back to Isla. 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    “What’s happened? I thought you have to do the painting today?” 
 
    “I did… I do.” 
 
    She eyes my outfit. “Not exactly dressed for it.” 
 
    I laugh emptily. “I was trying to gain access to the Bishop’s suite. Stupid, I know.” 
 
    “Okay?” 
 
    “All it did was make Ash horny.” I shake my head before covering my face in my hands. “I’m so stupid. How did I not think this wouldn’t end with heartbreak?” 
 
    “I’m confused. What ended?” 
 
    Lifting my head, I focus on Isla’s confused expression, see the clogs turning in her head, trying to piece together information. She’s not stupid; she’s pushed more than once for details on Ash and me. She’s caught me staring after him, more than likely witnessed the odd fleeting brush of his fingers as we’ve walked by. I’m the only one who’s been blind. 
 
    “You love him, don’t you?” 
 
    I nod, smiling sadly as the truth spills from my mouth. Once I start talking, there’s no stopping the rush of emotions falling from me. I tell her every detail, every moment of hope and pain, and when it’s over… when my truth is out in the world, I feel lighter somehow. As if speaking of the pain has taken some of it away and left an emptiness in its wake. I’m light because I’m nothing but a raw, hollow shell.  
 
    “No wonder Sophia hates you. She must see the way you gaze after each other. I know I have.” 
 
    “I’m done, Isla. I quit. She can keep her throne. She can keep him. I can’t do this anymore.” 
 
    “But you’re just starting to get to her. No one has ever gotten to her before, Rose. You could win.” 
 
    “But what’s the point in winning?” I respond sadly. “Ash is as trapped as me, bound by the choices of his family.” 
 
    “His stepfather likes Sophia because she’s on top.” 
 
    I shrug. Maybe she’s right, but something tells me it’s more than that. There’s this “knowing” just out of my reach. I should know something, but I can’t grasp what. 
 
    “Don’t give up,” Isla insists. 
 
    Standing, I smile weakly. “Thanks for coming to check on me, but I just need to go home.” 
 
    “What about the mural? Doesn’t it need finishing today for the gala next week?” 
 
    If I’m lucky, Ash stayed to finish it, but even if he didn’t, I can’t go back. I’m not even sure how I’m supposed to face school on Monday. I’ve been fighting fate since my father’s secrets tore my family apart. Pushing back against every wall, smashing through every obstacle in my way, desperately seeking something I’d lost. But I’m not sure what it is I lost anymore, everything I thought mattered seems like an illusion, as if my entire existence was made of glass one crack from shattering. I never realized how unstable the ground I was standing on was, or how heavy the crown upon my head became. What’s the point in fighting for something that was never real in the first place?  
 
    I could take down Sophia, destroy the throne upon which she sits, but then what? It won’t make me whole; it won’t fix something that was broken long before I came back to New York.  
 
    Don’t become a plastic queen. My father’s voice echoes in my head, his last desperate plea before we parted for years. He was right; this life is plastic. The fake smiles and the faker words wrapped in a pretty box, which is empty inside. I knew there was a sacrifice to being on top. I’d told myself it was worth it, but all the things in the world can’t make up for the ache inside me. I don’t know who I am anymore, and the most terrifying part is, I’m not sure I ever did. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 20 
 
      
 
    I convince my mother I’m sick, and she goes along with it until Wednesday morning comes around, and she demands I get out of bed and attend school. 
 
    I get dressed, robotically, going through the motions, but I don’t really feel a thing. 
 
    “What are you doing?” my mother snaps as I enter the kitchen. 
 
    I stare at her for a beat before replying emptily. “Going to school like you asked.” 
 
    “Not like that, you’re not.” 
 
    I look down, wondering if I imagined dressing in my uniform, but no, it’s all there from the shirt to the socks. 
 
    “Ugh!” She flings her arms in the air. “Sit down.” 
 
    Following her instruction, I watch her with a detached expression, part of me wondering if I’ll ever care again. She disappears into my room, returning seconds later with my cosmetics bag. 
 
    “I don’t know what’s happened to you, Rose, but you need to snap out of it.” 
 
    I don’t reply. I don’t try to express what has happened to the daughter she knew because I’m not quite sure myself, and answering this life you love broke me, won’t make things any better. 
 
    I sit on a kitchen stool unmoving as my mother applies makeup to my face. She’s plastic as well, holding on to empty things, so she doesn’t have to admit this life broke her too. So she doesn’t have to acknowledge maybe she’s part of the reason my father began to bend the rules. She puts on my mask, hiding the fissures within, but nothing can cover my vacant stare. She can see it; it’s why she won’t look at me for more than a second. It’s why she’s putting makeup on my face when the last time she did this, I was a little girl of five.  
 
    I keep waiting for the moment she asks if I’m all right. I wait and watch, wondering if she’ll ever be the mother who rocked me back and forth on the floor again. But it never comes, and I somehow find a smile and the energy to stand. 
 
    I’m a ghost, drifting through a half-life, and if I’m lucky, no one will even notice I’m here. 
 
    I arrive outside school just as the first bell rings, signaling to head to class. A part of me urges my body to walk faster, but the closer I get to the gates, the heavier my feet become. It’s like wading through sludge. Forcing each leg to step one foot in front of the other, I make it through the gates, up the three steps and through the ornate double doors. Other students overtake me as I walk the long hall, which will eventually lead out into the central courtyard. Classroom doors and lockers line the hall, but I keep my gaze forward, willing myself to keep going. 
 
    The courtyard opens up before me, and I step into the rectangle space, heading for the arched double doors directly in front of me. The cafeteria is on my right and on my left, the large wall Ash and I were painting. 
 
    Don’t look, don’t look, don’t look. But I seem to have a sick fascination with torturing myself. Pausing, I scan the painting, my already sluggish heart stopping altogether. It’s finished. When I ran away, broken, he shook off his feelings and completed our mural. I’d convinced myself I meant something to him, but apparently, all I ever was were three weeks of his childhood and a bit of lust-filled fun. How could I be anything more? How could he have the strength to finish something after what I said to him? 
 
    I don’t see paint. I see laughter. I see the light in his eyes as he grinned cheekily before flicking paint at me. I hear my squeal of surprise and see the paint I smear across his cheek in retaliation. I see and feel every shared glance and unspoken emotion. Every brush of a finger that reached deep into my heart. Every claim of my lips he never truly intended to keep. I see all my broken wishes and hopes smeared into color. 
 
    A scream builds in the pit of my stomach, and I want nothing more than to let it out. To rage and shout and scratch the paint from the walls. But instead, I push it all down inside, a fiery ball of hate and pain, and use it to keep myself upright. I let dark emotions fill every empty space inside me and turn my back on the painting and the memories it surfaces. 
 
    The Rose Ash knew died that day. Crumpled and faded into nothing when she ran away, and he didn’t follow. I knew it was coming. I knew we’d never be, and yet I hoped. I hoped somehow my feelings matched his and he’d give up everything for me. But I’d forgotten one vital thing, chose to ignore what was painfully obvious. 
 
    Ashton Cole is the king and wearing the crown takes sacrifice, and he sacrificed my Ash a long time ago. 
 
    *** 
 
    Classes are awful. I can’t concentrate on anything but the buzzing in my head. Every insult thrown my way, every jibe of my father’s affairs bounces off, not truly sinking in. I can’t feel anything but this darkness that seems to grow. 
 
    On my way out of math, someone sticks out their foot and trips me. I land hard on my knee, the pain bringing tears to my eyes. No one stops to see if I’m all right or offers a hand back to my feet. Instead, I’m met with sniggers and outright laughs. Their queen has made me a target, and they delight in destroying me for her. 
 
    Gritting my teeth, I force myself up, my feet pounding across the school with the intensity of my hate. Sophia’s eyes widen as I enter the courtyard, fear momentarily filling her eyes. I smile to myself, hoping she remembers when I dragged her to the floor by her hair. 
 
    There’s a second as I’m marching toward her when that version of Rose surfaces. When I picture ripping her from her pretty heels and slinging her to the ground like last week’s trash. But then Ash steps up beside her and the anger in me splutters and dies. 
 
    I’m broken, finished. She can keep her crown. 
 
    “It’s over,” I say, coming to a stop a foot away from her. Grayson steps to her left, Ash on her right, but I can’t look his way. I can’t meet his gaze and survive. 
 
    “Over?” she asks, tilting her head slightly as if she doesn’t comprehend. 
 
    “I’m out. Done. You win, Sophia, just leave me alone.” 
 
    “Did we break the delicate English Rose?” Grayson sneers. 
 
    I meet his gaze unflinching. “No, Grayson, I was broken long before I arrived here.” 
 
    He chuckles as Sophia studies me curiously. “Is this a trick?” 
 
    I laugh, the sound hollow and empty. “I don’t care anymore. I don’t care about anything, so do me a favor and call your minions off. There’s no point in breaking me.” My eyes swivel to Ash’s, my heart a rapid drum in my head drowning out everything else. “I’m already broken.”  
 
    Holding his gaze, I let go of the dark emotions I’ve been clinging to and let the heartbroken girl in me to the surface. I want him to see. I want him to live with what he’s done. I want him to remember the look on my face every time he closes his eyes. 
 
    His face contorts in pain, and for a moment, I think he’s going to reach for me. I think he’s going to leap across the chasm between us and piece back together my broken heart, but the pain is gone in his next breath, and I let the darkness wrap around me once again. 
 
    Turning, I walk away, my breath caught in my chest, a dagger lodged in my heart. I find myself at Mrs. Chandler’s office, her door cracked slightly open. Knocking, I don’t wait for an answer before I push myself inside and stumble across the room.  
 
    A shout of surprise leaves the headmistress’s throat as my back hits the wall and I slide to the floor. 
 
    “Please,” I whisper, the first of my tears springing loose. “I need to go home.” 
 
    When it doesn’t appear my crying will stop, and the guidance counselor is brought into the office with no luck, Mrs. Chandler has no choice but to call my mother. She arrives far faster than I expected, and I beg her to wait until classes begin again before taking me out of the office. 
 
    “Is this all over a boy?” she asks the moment we are alone in the car. 
 
    I laugh at her as tears roll down my cheeks. I imagine I look slightly deranged. I feel it. 
 
    “Yes, Mum, I’m crying over a silly boy. It hasn’t at all got to do with the fact my friends in London dropped me the moment they found out my father was a criminal, or we moved countries where everyone hates me and oh yeah, and my criminal father’s in prison for six years. No, not at all to do with that. Just the boy who I can never have.” 
 
    “You can have anything you want,” she snaps. But I can see underneath she’s as broken as me. 
 
    “Can I? Because the Upper East Side hated me before I even arrived. The moment Keeley was out my mouth, I was a dead girl, and I know you know why, but you won’t tell me. But what does it matter? What’s another secret in this family?” 
 
    Silence hangs between us, thick and heavy and uncomfortable. It presses between us, stealing any words we might say to each other, and in the end, we part without uttering another word. I go to bed and refuse to leave. 
 
    When Friday comes, my mother pulls me from my room and takes me to a shrink. She’s a middle-aged woman, her hair pinned uncomfortably back into a tight bun, her glasses sitting on the end of her nose. I sit opposite her, hating her and the rest of the world. It’s the only emotion I know how to feel anymore. The only one that won’t leave me a blubbering mess on the floor. 
 
    “Why are you here today?” Amanda, the shrink, asks me. 
 
    “Because my mum thinks I’m crazy,” I mutter, scuffing my feet on the lush carpet. 
 
    “And what do you think to that?” she asks, her tone the same calming note. 
 
    I shrug, not looking at her. “Maybe I am or maybe I’m just tired.” 
 
    “What are you tired of, Rose?” she asks gently as if I might break. I’m not sure there’s anything left of me to break, though.  
 
    “Never knowing right from left,” I answer cryptically. 
 
    “Did this start before or after you arrived in New York?” 
 
    “Before.” 
 
    “At what point exactly?”  
 
    I meet her face, find her studying me carefully. I wonder what she sees. Do I look broken to her? “I think the moment I registered it was the morning my father was arrested. But it started long before then. I just didn’t know it.” I’m surprised when the truth leaves my mouth; I’d never intended to take this session seriously. 
 
    “That must have been hard watching your father being cuffed and taken away?” she notes. 
 
    I laugh, looking out of the window. The skies stormy today, summer long gone. “My mother didn’t stick around long enough to really see it. I looked as the car pulled away. I remember them pushing him to his knees and his face as he watched our car drive away.” 
 
    “How did you feel?” 
 
    Glancing at Amanda briefly, I let her question settle over me. “I’m not sure. Everything moved so fast I wasn’t given time to feel. It was all: pack your bag, Rose; get on a plane, Rose; pull yourself together, Rose.” 
 
    “That must have been hard.” 
 
    I roll my eyes. “One way to put it.” 
 
    “What happened at school?” 
 
    “I reached my limit.” 
 
    “So there was no event to push you to that point?” 
 
    “Maybe, but it wasn’t just one thing.” Ash was the icing on the cake. He was the last hit against my already damaged heart. But I think he hurt the most because the feelings humming between us were pure and light in a life that was dark and painful. I clung to him, to the dream of what he could be, because my reality was too hard. 
 
    “Would you like to talk about those things?” She’s very good at pretending this is all my choice, as if she’s not being paid a ridiculous amount to fix me.  
 
    “Not really,” I mumble, crossing my arms. I’d rather go back to bed and hide for the rest of my life. 
 
    “Talking about things can help sometimes. Give you a different perspective,” she urges, smiling encouragingly. 
 
    I smile back and decide to confuse her. Let her work for her money. “I spent a summer here when I was thirteen with my grandparents,” I begin. 
 
    “That sounds nice. Did you enjoy spending time with them?” 
 
    “Ha. They dropped me off in a hotel suite and left me to it. I was a newly turned teenager given freedom when what I wanted was to get to know the grandparents I couldn’t remember ever seeing.” 
 
    “That must have been upsetting,” she replies.  
 
    Yeah, until I met Ash. “The first week sucked, but on the second week, I met Ash.” She smiles as all people do when a love story is about to be told. You’d think a shrink would know better. “He was the first real person I think I’ve ever met. He came from this world where people weren’t born with silver spoons in their mouths. He had this honest, raw view on the world, and I fell madly in love with the image in his eyes.” Pausing, I recall the young boy Ash was, allow the pain of losing him to wrap around me. “He was the first boy I kissed, and even though I had to go back home, I somehow thought we’d stay happy. Childish love I suppose.” 
 
    “That’s a shame. You didn’t keep in touch?” 
 
    “For a while. But life does this thing, doesn’t it? Where it gets complicated and hard and the pure things become harder to hang onto. That’s what I’ve learned. Age makes everything harder to hold.” 
 
    “Have you seen him again since you’ve been back?” 
 
    I nod, my throat becoming thick. I don’t want to talk about Ash. “I will have finished with college by the time my father gets out of jail,” I respond, changing the subject. 
 
    She writes something on the notepad on her knee, her gaze flickering to mine a few times. I’d love to see what she’s writing. “How does it make you feel?” 
 
    “Angry, sad. Mostly I just wish I’d enjoyed the time I had.” 
 
    “You have regrets?” 
 
    “I regret allowing life to distract me from what really matters.” 
 
    “And what matters, Rose?” 
 
    “The people we love.” 
 
    “Who do you love, Rose?” 
 
    “My mother and father.” And Ash. 
 
    “Anyone else?” she pushes as if she read my silent reply. I shake my head. “That’s a small world,” she adds. 
 
    “Even smaller considering my father’s gone, and my mother might as well be.” 
 
    “Let’s talk about your mom. She’s worried about you.” 
 
    I snort. “She’s worried about how having a crazy daughter will look.” 
 
    “You’re not crazy, Rose. You’ve been through a lot in a short time, and it’s going to take some time to process. Feeling overwhelmed is understandable.” 
 
    Amanda makes everything sound so simple and reasonable, but it’s not. Nothing about my life is easy. 
 
    “So you feel your mother doesn’t care, Rose?”  
 
    I sigh because it’s not fair to paint my mum as the villain in this story. The truth is there is no villain, just a lot of bad choices and misguided feelings. “She cares, but she does it wrong,” I explain. 
 
    “In what way?” She scribbles something else. I can see her brain working; she thinks she has something. 
 
    “Like instead of hugging me and telling me it’s going to be okay, she helps me devise revenge instead. As if a new crown upon my head is going to make up for the fact I lost my first kingdom to my parents’ mistakes.” 
 
    She frowns. I’ve lost her.  
 
    “In my world,” I explain, “there are those who rule and those who don’t. In London, I ruled. I was the girl every girl wanted to be, and every boy wanted to be with. I floated through life on this belief I would always be on top. That I was invincible, but it was so fragile; it fell apart in the space of a day. That’s how fast my best friend and boyfriend turned on me. A day.” 
 
    “I see.” She nods. 
 
    “I didn’t grow up here. I’m not an Upper East Sider, but it didn’t stop my mother from pushing me to be one.” 
 
    “And how will you be one?” 
 
    “By ruining Sophia and taking her place.” I laugh darkly. “Easy, right? Why couldn’t she buy chocolate ice cream for me and let me wallow in my pity for a while? Why do I have to see you just because every breath I take hurts? I’ve lost my home and my friends and my dad. You’d think I’d be allowed a little time.” 
 
    “It’s a lot to lose,” she agrees. “And I do think you need time to feel it.” 
 
    “Good.” I wasn’t expecting her to agree with me.  
 
    “I also think your mother and you need to learn to communicate better. Maybe you’d both benefit from some joint sessions?” 
 
    I try and fail to suppress my grin. “She’s going to love that.” 
 
    “I think she just wants to help her daughter.” 
 
    Whatever you say, Doc. 
 
    We finish our session shortly after, Amanda informing my mother she’ll be attending the next. To her credit, she hides her discomfort well. Maybe it will do us good to talk with someone present so we can’t tear each other’s hairs out. 
 
    “It’s the gala tomorrow,” my mother mentions as we drive home. 
 
    “Yeah,” I reply, keeping my gaze out of the window. 
 
    “We should go. You worked hard on it,” she insists. 
 
    Turning from the window, I twist in my seat and face her. “I worked hard to steal some of Sophia’s glory. I couldn’t give a shit about the gala.” 
 
    “Neither could I,” she snaps. “But I’d also like to watch her face when they thank our family for the generous help.” 
 
    I smile. I can’t help it; she has a point. It’s evil and petty, but that’s what my mother brings out in me. “She’s probably taken over everything since I’ve been off.” 
 
    “She has not. I made sure of it. I’ve been in nearly every day this week to make sure things go exactly to plan.” 
 
    “You have?” I’m shocked. I didn’t even notice her absence. 
 
    “Darling.” She takes my hand. “I’m not often very good at this maternal stuff. You have met my parents, right?” 
 
    I laugh. “Yeah, I guess you’re doing all right, considering.” 
 
    “I don’t care who you are, Rose, as long as you’re happy. I pushed, I know. I guess I was just trying to get back what your father and I stole from you.” 
 
    “If it was real, it shouldn’t have been stolen so easily,” I point out. 
 
    “Unfortunately, I’m probably not the best person to comment on that. I lost my life too.” 
 
    Our sadness lingers long after we finish talking, but the weight of it isn’t as heavy. Maybe Amanda was right. Maybe talking does help. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 21 
 
      
 
    Spinning, I giggle like a little girl as my dress swirls out around me, the ruffles making a swishing noise as I do. The bodice is fitted, covered in delicate beading, which catches the light as I move, and the skirt is made of layers of ruffles in a powder blue, hanging shorter at the front than the back. My mother bought the dress for me in the week after I refused to go shopping for the gala. It most likely cost a small fortune, but fortune or not, the dress is stunning, and it makes me feel beautiful. I just don’t know if I want to wear it to tonight’s gala or not. 
 
    Isla’s been texting me all day, begging me to go, but while a part of me wants to, the other part is only just beginning to breathe after so much struggle. The truth is, I’m frightened of facing Albany Nightingale again and seeing judgment in the eyes of the student body. 
 
    “You look so beautiful,” my mother gushes, appearing in my doorway. “Can I help with your hair?” 
 
    “I haven’t decided to go,” I remind her, but she enters my room anyway. 
 
    She’s dressed to perfection in a fitted black backless dress, which highlights her curves. My mother is a beautiful woman who’s fearless in her pursuit of a goal, but I’ve learned she’s not as fearless beneath what everyone sees.  
 
    “It would be a shame to waste such a beautiful dress,” she adds, her hands pulling at my hair. “Or a chance to outshine the queen.” 
 
    I laugh. “You never give it a rest, do you?” 
 
    “It’s the truth, Rose. That girl has nothing on you, and everyone knows it. It’s why they fear you so much. We’re going tonight, and we’re going to show them what Devenport girls are made off.” 
 
    I want to remind her I’m a Keeley, but I don’t. She’s trying, and I love her for it. “What are we made of, Mum?” I watch as she twists and pins my curled hair into an elaborate array. 
 
    “We’re survivors, Rose. Life knocks us down, but we get back up.” 
 
    But I’m not sure I’m back up yet. 
 
    “Okay.” I sigh. “I’ll go, but if it’s horrible, we’re leaving, okay?” 
 
    “Okay.” She nods, meeting my gaze in the mirror. “There. Now you are perfect.” 
 
    My hair hangs around my face in soft curls, half of it up, while the other half skims the back of my neck. My shoulders are bare, and I rub the soft skin recalling the echo of Ash’s lips. It’s he who I’m really dreading seeing, but no amount of time is going to make it easier, so it might as well be the night I look like a princess dressed in a gown. 
 
    “Are you ready?” she asks, smiling warmly. 
 
    “As I’ll ever be.” 
 
    The school hall, where the event is being held, flows on from the central school courtyard. Outdoor lights have been lit, highlighting the painting Ash and I created as we walk through. Scattered petals on the ground create a pathway into the main space. 
 
    My mother’s pace slows beside me as she takes in the painting, but I can’t bring myself to look and carry on quickly for the double doors. 
 
    “Rose, wait,” she chides, tutting as she hurries to catch up. “I wanted to take it in. You did paint it after all.” 
 
    “I’m sure you’ve seen it every day this week since you’ve been coming to make sure everything’s ready,” I retort. 
 
    “Yes, but there aren’t students milling around this time.” 
 
    “It’s just a painting,” I mutter. 
 
    “A good painting,” she replies. “You did it with that boy, didn’t you?” 
 
    The boy who broke your heart, she adds silently. For my mother, it would be easier if she had one person to blame for what she’s calling a breakdown, but it wasn’t one event or one person that led to me crying on the floor in the headmistress’s office; it was an accumulation, a series of events that knocked me down and down until I couldn’t get back up. I think she finds it hard to understand because my mother has never stayed down long enough to have a breakdown. She rises again and again, a phoenix out of the ashes, ready to burn anyone in her path. I wish I had her resilience, her unwavering faith that she will win no matter the odds. But I think I have a little of my father in me. A trait that led him down a crooked path and into jail. I’m not saying my destiny is behind bars. I just think my father broke the rules because he couldn’t see any other way to make life easier. His faith wasn’t unwavering like my mother’s. It was fragile and easily shattered, so much like my own. 
 
    Isla finds me within minutes of entering the party, gushing over my dress, and the general beauty of the gala. I smile and nod, letting her do the talking, pleased she’s the chatty one out of us. My mother excuses herself soon after, but before she goes, we exchange a glance, and I know if I need her, she’ll get me out. 
 
    Surprisingly, the evening goes by fast. Meals are served, and then the auction takes place. This is the moment when our wealthy parents loosen their purse strings. As the night draws on, people take to the dance floor, and to my shock, several people ask me to dance. Daniel keeps me within his arms for at least three songs, his feet nimble as he whisks me around the floor. I find myself smiling for the first time in a while, a thrill coursing through my blood as I live in the moment and relax. He’s handsome in a refined, regal way, but as much as I enjoy myself, my heart doesn’t stir from its dormant state. 
 
    I sense Ash wherever I go. His presence like a magnet I can’t resist the pull toward. He wears a black tux, his sandy brown hair swept back off his face as if he’s just rolled out of bed. He’s as sexy as ever, the golden king of Albany Nightingale, his blonde Barbie hanging off his arm. I do my best to avoid his gaze and stay on the other end of the dance floor, but when our eyes do meet, it’s to share a longing pain and dark regret. Grayson is their dark shadow, ever the cruel prince, at least two girls hanging from his arms at a time. He’s attractive, I’ll give him that, tall and dark, with a deadly charm, which attracts like moths to the flame. They are a captivating trio, one the former me would have taken great pleasure in ripping apart. 
 
    As the clock clicks past ten, I’m growing tired and ready for home. While my smile has been true for most of the night, I can’t ignore the nagging emptiness seeming to pulse whenever Ash is close. I look for my mother in the crowd, searching the sea of adult faces. Sophia and Ash seem to be missing, too, but I try not to think what they are most likely up to in an unlocked classroom. Does he kiss her with the same passion? Are his moans as loud and desperate as when he kissed me? I’d like to think I was special, that what we had wasn’t anything like what he shares with her, but I’m not so certain anymore. I was so sure in our love, in the emotions which survived years apart, yet as the days have slipped by, doubt has wormed its way permanently into my mind. 
 
    “Hey, you look like you need air,” Isla says, appearing before me. 
 
    “I’m looking for my mum. I’m ready to get out of here,” I reply, searching over her head. 
 
    “Already?” she whines. “The night’s still young.” 
 
    “Sorry, Isla. I know I’ve been a shitty friend, but I’m dealing with stuff right now.” 
 
    “I know.” She smiles sadly. “Come on. I think I saw your mom this way.” She leads me out of the gala, linking her arm through mine, through the courtyard. “I saw her leave with one of the parents. They’re probably chatting out of the way of the hustle and bustle.” 
 
    “Okay,” I reply, but I can’t imagine my mother doing it. She promised me she’d stick close in case I wanted to escape. “Are you sure?” My feet waver, but Isla tugs me harder. 
 
    My stomach churns as a chill slips over my skin.  
 
    “This way,” Isla insists.  
 
    “Wait.” I plant my feet, coming to a stop. “What’s going on?” She’s acting weird. There’s a shadow in her eyes that I’ve seen before. It’s guilt. I have this niggling feeling, telling me to stop, to turn back. “Tell me!” I shout. 
 
    “Okay, it’s Ashton. I’m leading you to Ashton.” 
 
    “Wait, what?” Hope surges like a wave inside me, sparking life into my veins for the first time in days. “He asked you to get me?” 
 
    “Yes. Yes. Come on.” Isla looks around us nervously, and my newfound hope dims. 
 
    “You’re lying. I’m not stupid, Isla.” I’ve played the game for years. Lies slip effortlessly from my tongue; Isla, on the other hand, needs practice. 
 
    “You’re right. She is,” Grayson barks from behind me. 
 
    Whirling around, I eye Grayson and two other boys, Kurt and Andrew. “What is this?” 
 
    He smiles cruelly. “Payback.” Kurt and Andrew rush me, snatching my arms. I scream, but it’s cut off as one of their hands clamps over my mouth. “You can go now, Isla. Your loyalty will be noted.” 
 
    My gaze finds hers, silently screaming my rage. “I’m sorry,” she mumbles. “I really did like you, but you’d bowed out and well… I don’t want to be at the bottom forever.” 
 
    Struggling against their hold, I slam my heeled shoe onto Kurt’s foot, gaining freedom on my right side. Swinging at Andrew, my nails claw at his face, and he too leaps back with a howl of pain. Turning, I run, my heart pulsing through my ears as fear closes off the scream in my throat. 
 
    “Oh no you don’t.” Grayson’s arms clamp around me, his fingers digging painfully into my skin. “You know I quite like feisty women in my bed. It’s a shame, really. You’re very beautiful.” 
 
    “Why are you doing this?” I whimper as he drags me backward. 
 
    Grayson pulls me through a door and into a classroom. “For my uncle,” his whispers in my ear before pushing me to the floor. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Relief courses through me as I sit up and find Ash taking us in. We might not be friends or even speaking, but he’d never let them hurt me. They’ve not stolen enough of him to become that cruel. “Grayson, I said what’s going on?” 
 
    “The English Rose needs to be taught her place. She’s not royalty here,” Grayson replies, lounging casually against the only exit. 
 
    I climb to my feet, staring at Ash, but he won’t meet my eyes. “Ash, please,” I beg. 
 
    “Ash, please,” Sophia mimics nastily. “Give me a fucking break. The two of you are pathetic.” 
 
    “Soph?” Ash turns her roughly toward him. “Don’t do this. She gave in. You won. Just leave it.” 
 
    Grayson chuckles darkly. “Do you think we are blind, Brooklyn? Do I need to remind you what will happen to your family? We can unmake you just as quickly.” 
 
    Anger turns each of Ash’s muscles rigid. “Last time I checked, it was your father who married my mom, not you,” he spits. 
 
    “If you really believe you’re safe, go ahead, save your precious Rose.” 
 
    Sophia cackles when Ashton doesn’t move. “No? But I thought you loved her? God knows you’ve spent every available chance gazing at her. Did you think I wouldn’t notice? Did you think you could have her and use me at the same time?” Sophia hisses.  
 
    “Use you?” I laugh. “It’s me who’s been used. Just let me fucking go. I don’t care about any of you anymore. Have your freaking school and your bullshit throne.” 
 
    “I’m afraid, little Rose, we can’t do that just yet,” Grayson murmurs pleasantly, stepping forward. “First you’ll pay for your family’s crimes and remember your place.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “Do you really not know?” Grayson laughs. 
 
    “Know what?” I wished they’d just be done with it. If they are going to destroy me, I’d rather not be toyed with first. My heart calms, a stillness settling over me as reality sinks in. Ash isn’t going to save me; he doesn’t love me enough to risk his place, and the only way I’m leaving this room is broken on my knees. 
 
    “Didn’t you ever wonder why your family left when you were a child?” 
 
    I did, but I can’t understand why Grayson would care. For my uncle…  
 
    Realization dawns as the words leave Grayson’s lips. “It was my uncle your father screwed over. Your father’s first step on the long road to prison. He’s getting what he deserves now, but you, you still need to pay.” 
 
    “This is stupid. She was a child,” Ash snaps, shoving Grayson away. 
 
    Grayson pushes back, swinging with a punch, but misses Ash, who then flies with his own. Rushing for the door, I attempt to escape, but Kurt and Andrew are right outside and drag me back in. 
 
    “Enough!” Sophia bellows. Ash and Grayson jump apart, each heaving and disheveled. “I don’t care if she was a child. She thought she could come in here and take what was mine. She thought she could have you!” She glares at Ash.  
 
    I spin, searching for an exit, for some way out, but everywhere I look, I’m blocked. I stagger back as Sophia prowls toward me, a box of paints in her hands. I know what she’s going to do before she does it; shielding my face as the paint flies, I force myself to be quiet as the liquid hits my dress and splatters my skin. 
 
    “Sophia, stop,” Ash yells. 
 
    But there is no stopping this. I’m ruined. Destroyed. Collateral damage in a war I wasn’t aware of. 
 
    “You know, Ashton,” Sophia coos, holding out a bottle of white liquid toward him. “I was thinking only the other day how nice it is to see Josh happy. He was so heartbroken after your father died. It’d be a shame to wreck that, wouldn’t it?”  
 
    He takes the bottle, his gaze flicking between Sophia and myself. 
 
    “Over her head,” she demands, smiling as Grayson chuckles.  
 
    Backing up, I gasp in air, desperate to fill my lungs, but with each breath, I become weaker and weaker. Grayson blocks my way, holding me at arm’s length as the first tear falls free. Ash takes a slow step toward me, anguish marring his face. 
 
    “No,” I whisper. “Don’t let them do this to you. I know you. I know us, and we’re stronger than this.” 
 
    Grayson’s dark laughter chills my bones as his breath brushes my skin. His teeth bite down on my neck before he kisses along my shoulder. “What do you say, brother, shall we share her first?” 
 
    I fight, kicking with my legs, screaming my defiance, but no matter how loud I scream or how much I struggle, no one comes to rescue me. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Ash whispers as he tips the contents over my head. 
 
    I know instantly it wasn’t paint. The texture is thicker, the way it rolls over my skin tackier. Dropping to my knees, I cry as I wipe the glue rolling down my face away from my eyes. 
 
    “I will never forgive you for this,” I growl, looking up at Ash through the tears clinging to my eyes. “Never.” 
 
    Sophia laughs as she slips her hand into his, tugging him away. “Come along, Ashton. We’ve a party to attend.” 
 
    I watch them leave, rubbing uselessly at my hair to try clear away the glue. Ash looks back one last fleeting time, and what I see staring back is a boy as broken as I am. They’ve twisted and warped him into their own personal toy, but it doesn’t make it any better. It doesn’t lessen the sting of his betrayal. 
 
    We’re both damaged pawns in a tainted kingdom. But I can’t forgive him for this. There is no coming back. Every time I think I’ve reached rock bottom, every time I’m on my knees wishing for the pain to stop, life delivers another blow. But what truly hurts, what makes this worse than all the other hits, is Ashton stood and helped make sure there was nothing left of me to rise again. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 22 
 
      
 
    My dress is ruined, the beautiful soft ruffles stiffened with the drying paint and forever stained. Lifting a hand feebly to my head, I fiddle with the pins in my hair, pulling them out one by one. A few locks fall forward, but the rest stays fixed in place, the glue matting it to my head. 
 
    I need to wash it off. The thought filters through my sluggish mind, but it’s as if my limbs don’t register the instruction. Sadness and humiliation cling to my body, weighing me down. I’m a puppet with no strings. A lifeless, broken doll that nobody wants. 
 
    “Get up, Rose,” I tell myself, dragging in a breath. “Get up.” 
 
    Climbing to my feet, for one awful minute, I think my legs are going to buckle from under me. A wave of dizziness passes through me, my legs numb, detached. Holding out my arms, I sway until the world rights itself and then toe-off my heels. Carrying them in one hand, I use the other to steady myself against a table as I walk for the door. 
 
    The hall’s empty when I peek out, the low hum of music and conversation coming from the direction of the gala. The last thing I want is to be seen and drag my humiliation out further, so I head away from the gala and into the darkness of the unoccupied school. Slipping silently into the girls’ bathroom, I fumble for the switch and flood the toilet with light. Frozen, I brace myself, not sure I’m ready to look at my reflection in the mirror. 
 
    “Come on, Rose. You’re stronger than this.” Rolling my shoulders, I drag air into my lungs, blowing it out in a rush before taking the two steps needed. “Jesus.”  
 
    I’m a mess. My face is smeared with paint and makeup, my eyes swollen and puffy. And my hair… I’m not sure there is a description that can properly explain the matted mess atop my head. 
 
    They will pay… The rage-filled growl that runs through my head surprises me. Maybe there is a little queen bitch left in me after all.  
 
    Moving forward, I flip on the tap and stick my head near the sink, filling my hands with soap. It’s not easy trying to get the water onto my hair, and no matter how much I scrub, the glue has dried too much, and it doesn’t all come out. Ribbons of color swirl into the sink and down the drain, water dripping from my head and over my shoulders. By the time I straighten up, there is water all over the side and the floor. 
 
    “Well, you look so much better,” I mutter to my reflection. 
 
    Voices snap my head to the door. Freezing, I strain my ears, switching off the tap. The hushed conversation draws nearer, and I take one last look at myself before dashing into a toilet cubicle behind me. The door swings open as I hop up onto the toilet seat, gathering my ruined dress into my arms. 
 
    Shit, shit, shit. The last thing I need is someone seeing me and spreading my ridicule around the school. It’s going to be bad enough facing the royals come Monday. 
 
    Breathing as quietly as possible, I listen. Their conversation is muffled and gasped between groans and the smacking of lips. 
 
    Great, I’m trapped in here while people make out. 
 
    “Sophia,” I hear quietly moaned. 
 
    My heart drops, surely Ashton and her aren’t getting it on after what they’ve just done to me. No matter how much I hate him right now, he left the classroom as broken as me. Unless it’s all an act. Unless Ashton is the greatest player of them all. The horrifying thoughts worm into my head as my blood runs cold. Even after everything he’s done, my heart rejects the thought of Ash being so cruel. 
 
    “Eww, the side’s wet,” Sophia hisses. 
 
    “The wall’s just as good,” he answers, chuckling. 
 
    Sophia gasps, giggling in return, but something isn’t right. I know Ash’s voice, and it’s not his. Risking discovery, I stand taller on the toilet and peer over the top of the stall, and what I see sends a shockwave through me. 
 
    I was expecting another boy from school, Grayson even, but not this. Not a grown man. Not Ashton’s stepfather. My mind races as fast as my heart, and I duck down, the schemer in me awakening. I’ve wanted dirt on Sophia since the moment I met her, on any of the royals who rule Albany, but never in my wildest dreams was the dirt as juicy as this.  
 
    Quietly, I unzip my small purse and pull my phone free. Then swiping it open, I click the camera, setting it to video. I can hardly breathe as I stretch up again, holding my phone over the stall to capture Sophia’s betrayal. Arthur Bishop’s trousers drop as I record. As Sophia’s head tips back with a cry, he slams her against the wall, his hands digging into her thighs, her silk dress gathered at her hips. 
 
    “Arthur,” she whispers. 
 
    Squatting down when I have enough video, my phone clutched to my chest, I focus on breathing as deeply and as silently as possible, attempting to calm my hammering heart. A wicked smile spreads over my face. I’ve got them. They are going to pay. They will regret every snide remark and cruel comment sent my way. The posters. Tonight. All of it.  
 
    But first, I’m going to torture her. I’m going to make her believe this little secret can be kept between us, and when Sophia finally begins to breathe again, when she thinks I’m really happy being her friend, I’m going to destroy her and every person who follows. 
 
    Never mind stealing her crown. I’m going to crush her kingdom and shatter the crystal pedestal she stands upon.  
 
    *** 
 
    After Sophia and Arthur finally leave, I wait another fifteen minutes before sneaking from the bathroom and into the halls. The beat of music drifts toward me, the gala still in full swing. 
 
    “Rose?” 
 
    I gasp, whirling, but relax slightly when I see it’s Miss Spice and not a student. 
 
    “What happened to you?” she gasps. 
 
    I’d almost forgotten. The glee of finding Sophia and Ash’s stepfather together dulling the rage and shame over tonight’s events. I look down at myself, an absent hand touching the back of my head, and it all rushes forward, pain stealing my breath. 
 
    “Please,” I rasp. “Please go find my mum for me.” 
 
    Miss Spice hurries forward, wrapping an arm around my shoulders. “Who did this to you?” 
 
    I shake my head, tears filling my eyes. “Please, I just need to get out. Can you get my mum? I don’t want anyone else to see me.” 
 
    “Of course. Here, this way. I’ll let you into the teachers’ lounge.” 
 
    Guided into the darker depths of the school, Miss Spice doesn’t question me further, her arm a comfort across my back. Unlocking a door, she switches on a light and ushers me to a sofa. 
 
    “Please tell me what happened,” she murmurs, crouching before me. 
 
    Looking up, I meet her concerned eyes. “I was lured away from the party, then dragged into a classroom where paint and glue were thrown at me while my escape was blocked.” 
 
    Her gaze narrows, anger hardening her green eyes. “Who, Rose, who did that?” 
 
    I shake my head, gritting my teeth and pushing everything I’m feeling away. “It doesn’t work like that, and you know it.” 
 
    “Someone should be expelled for this, Rose. Bullying is not accepted inside these walls.” 
 
    I laugh. “That’s a lie and you know it. Sure, I could give you names, but we both know no one is going to be expelled. Worst case, a big fat donation is given to the school, and a few students have a week’s suspension, but when they come back, they’ll target me even more. It’s best they think I’m broken. That they’ve won.” 
 
    “This isn’t right,” she snaps. 
 
    I shrug. “Life very rarely is. Now would you mind please fetching my mother? I just want to go home and try to rescue my hair.” 
 
    Her gaze travels to the bird’s nest on my head. “Stay here. I’ll be as quick as I can.” 
 
    She’s true to her word. The sound of my mother’s heels grows louder as she approaches, her confused expression turning to horror as she takes me in.  
 
    “Take me home,” I instruct, standing as she enters the room. 
 
    Her hand flies to her mouth. “Oh, Rose, your hair.” 
 
    I nod. “Dress is trash too.”  
 
    Gaze traveling from my head to my toes, my mother’s face twists with rage as she turns to Miss Spice. “I want whoever did this expelled,” she hisses. 
 
    “No!” I shout. 
 
    “No?” Her head shakes, eyes clouding with confusion. 
 
    “You know that’s not how this game works, Mother.” 
 
    “This is your life, not a game,” Miss Spice, implores. 
 
    “Not within these walls it’s not,” I reply, turning my back to them. “Miss Spice, would you mind unlocking this door? I’d rather not leave through the front entrance. I’ve had enough humiliation for one night.” Even to my own ears my voice sounds vacant and devoid of all emotion. There’s a coldness inside me spreading through my veins, filling my dejected heart. 
 
    Please, Ash… I know you… We are stronger than this… My desperate pleas echo in my mind, reminding me of the depths I sunk too. They made me beg. They made me expose my heart. But I’m not sure if I’m angrier at myself or them. I couldn’t have escaped them, but I could have taken their torment with my head held high; instead, I was on my knees groveling. 
 
    “Of course, Rose,” Miss Spice answers, walking toward the door on the far side used by the teachers to come and go. “But I really think you should listen to your mother.” 
 
    “I’ll think about it,” I lie, waving my hand in the air, beckoning my mother. “Let’s go.” 
 
    She rushes after me as I walk into the cool night. Goose bumps break out over my skin as the light breeze whips past me, chilling my wet hair and skin. 
 
    My mother’s shawl settles over my shoulder’s seconds later. “You must be freezing,” she murmurs, rubbing my arms briefly. 
 
    “It’ll get ruined,” I warn, pulling the fabric away. 
 
    “I care more about my daughter than a shawl.” 
 
    “Can you ask the car to pick us up from the back entrance?” I ask. 
 
    “Already messaged him.” She steps into pace beside me, jogging slightly to keep up with my long strides. “Rose, we can’t let the little witch get away with this.” 
 
    “Don’t worry. She’s going to pay, along with all the other royals. Just not by the school.” 
 
    We reach the road, and our car’s already waiting. I’ve never felt so relieved to get into a car before. 
 
    “Turn up the heat, please,” I ask, sliding onto the leather seats. 
 
    “Yes, miss.” Our driver nods, meeting my gaze in the rearview mirror. It’s a testament to his ability at his job when he doesn’t even flinch at the sight of me. 
 
    “Rose, I know I’ve encouraged you, but what she’s done it’s—” 
 
    “It’s paint and glue,” I finish for her. “And this wasn’t just Sophia. In fact, I think Grayson probably engineered most of it, and then Sophia added the dramatic flair.” 
 
    “I don’t care who they are. I’m going to call their parents and give them a piece of my mind,” she rages, throwing her hands in the air. 
 
    Ignoring her, I ask a question I need the answer too, just to be sure I have the facts right. “It was Grayson Bishop’s uncle Dad went into business with when I was a baby, wasn’t it?” 
 
    “What? How…?” 
 
    “This is for my uncle. That’s what Grayson whispered in my ear as he held me still.” 
 
    “I— They—” She splutters, her rage fizzling out. 
 
    “Seems I’m still paying for my father’s sins,” I mutter, laughing darkly. “And now, Grayson will pay for his.” 
 
    Meeting my mother’s gaze, I smile wickedly, handing over my phone as the footage plays. 
 
    Her breath catches, eyes going wide. “Rose… this… He could…. She’s a…” 
 
    “Oh, I know. This goes way beyond high school drama and right to newspaper-worthy scandal.” I laugh, the sound so far from the Rose I know. It’s empty and cruel, as if the Albany elite have wiped out any good in me. “It’s time the Upper East Side learns we’re back for good.” 
 
    Taking my phone back, I settle deeper into my seat, a twisted sense of satisfaction filling me as I conjure up all the ways I could release this footage to the world. It needs to be done with care, at the right moment… when it’s impossible for Arthur Bishop to pay his way out of it. 
 
    It’ll tear Ash’s family apart, hurt his mother and brother, but any sense of loyalty and love I felt for Ash died the moment he tipped glue over my head.  
 
    They wanted to break me, and they did. And now they’ll have to deal with the twisted, broken monster they’ve left in my wake of their destruction. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 23 
 
      
 
    There was no saving my hair. The hottest bath in the world wasn’t going to wash out the hardened pieces of glue. Climbing out of the bath and wrapping myself up in a fluffy robe, I exit my room to find a hairdresser seated in our kitchen. 
 
    “Sit, sit,” the man instructs. “I’ll make you fabulous again. I’m Dean.” 
 
    Smiling weakly, I walk forward as my mother places a cup of tea next to the chair the hairdresser has set up. 
 
    “A nice cuppa to make you feel better.” She smiles, sounding the slightest bit British. “Are you hungry?” 
 
    I am, but I can’t stomach food. I’m oddly hollow, numb, but raw at the same time. What I really want is to close my eyes and not wake up for a very long time. 
 
    “Well, I have good news and bad,” Dean answers. 
 
    “I’m past caring,” I mutter. 
 
    “Well, we can’t salvage the length, unless you come in for extensions, but the good news is you can totally pull off short hair.” 
 
    “Chop away,” I answer.  
 
    It’s past midnight when he’s finished, and I try not to look at the many locks of dark brown hair littering the tiles as he turns and holds up a mirror. 
 
    “Fabulous, darling,” he beams. 
 
    My long soft curls are gone. In its place is an edgy, inverted bob. The angle from back to front is dramatic. He’s styled it messy, with choppy layers framing my face. I don’t look like me. The preppy, good girl is gone. A pair of horns would be more natural upon my head than a crown. 
 
    I smile, taking myself in. I look as dark and as wicked as I feel. Sophia’s not going to know what hit her. 
 
    *** 
 
    "I’m going to need a note about my uniform,” I say, exiting my bedroom Monday morning. 
 
    She doesn’t look up from her phone as my mother answers, “It’s clean and hung in your wardrobe, Rose.” 
 
    “And that’s where it’ staying,” I answer as I collect a travel mug from the cupboard to make a coffee. 
 
    She must finally look up because I hear her intake of breath before she replies, “You’re not wearing that to school, Rose.” 
 
    Smiling, I face her, running a hand down the skintight dress I’ve put on. “It matches my new style, don’t you think?” 
 
    “If you’re going for high-end hooker, sure,” she sasses, scanning me criticality. 
 
    “Hmm. I was thinking evil queen, but whatever, hooker will do.” 
 
    “Rose, what are you up too?” she asks, as if she doesn’t want the answer. 
 
    “I’m doing what you wanted,” I answer, not paying her any attention as I finish my drink and grab some breakfast. “I have the dirt, and now I’m going to use it.” 
 
    “Rose, Arthur Bishop is a powerful man. You’ll need to play this very carefully.” 
 
    “I’m not stupid. And Arthur Bishop will feel the pain of this when the time’s right, but first I’m going to make Sophia and her little minions squirm. She’s going to smile and grovel, all the while knowing I could destroy her.” 
 
    “And this requires you to dress like that?” She shakes her head, not in the least amused. 
 
    “Write me the note, or not. Either way, everyone is going to notice me when I enter school. Making it all the sweeter when Sophia welcomes me with open arms.” 
 
    “I’m not sure if I should be worried or proud.” 
 
    I grin wickedly. “So the note, Mother?” 
 
    Leaving the apartment, coffee in one hand, half an eaten bagel in the other, and a note excusing my attire tucked safely in my bag, I ride the elevator down and hop into the waiting car. 
 
    I run my plan over in my head as we drive, imagining the look on Sophia’s face when she sees me. There’s a wicked sense of anticipation running through my veins. I’m going to take delight in making Sophia beg. She’ll want to keep it between us I’m sure, which will make it even better when Grayson and Ashton must toe the line without really knowing why. I’m going to create rifts a mile wide within their circle, fracture them from within, and when they’ve finally paid for what they’ve done to me, I’m going to destroy Arthur Bishop too. 
 
    There would have been a time when his connection to Ash would have given me pause. I’d have worried about causing his mother pain when she learns her new husband is having an affair with a minor, but after Ash stood by while Grayson and Sophia ruined me, after he joined in with their ridicule… I feel nothing but hatred for him. Ash deserves to suffer like the rest of them. Whatever we once were died the moment glue hit my head, the moment he turned his back on the boy I once loved. 
 
    Sauntering into school, all heads turn to me, a chorus of whispers following. A smile plays on my lips, somewhere between playful and sinful, and as I pass Kurt and Andrew, I wink as they do a double-take. Their gazes fill with panic as I stride past and toward the courtyard where I’ll find Sophia and the rest of the royals. 
 
    There’s a small crowd following me. Tension and excitement crackle in the air around us as I turn the corner, and I prowl through the double doors and into the sunlight courtyard. A lioness about to devour her prey. 
 
    Ashton notices me first, confusion, guilt, then hurt crossing over his face. My smile hardens, the emotions inside me burning cold. I despise him. I hate, after all he’s done, that my stupid heart kicks back to life at the sight of him, as if he is the answer to all the darkness now circling through my veins. 
 
    My direction changes, my feet carrying me toward Ashton. His eyes widen, and I don’t know why I do it. I never planned to. Reaching out, I grasp his shirt, pulling him flush against me and claim his lips. He melts, opening himself to my demands as I dip my tongue into his mouth. I want him to remember me one last time. To regret destroying what was between us. To feel and taste me on his lips and hate himself as much as I do him. I hope it hurts him. I hope he knows the girl kissing him isn’t anything like the one he knew, and it’s his fault. He was the final nail in the coffin, which sent me spiraling over the edge. I want him to burn up with regret. Just as I am doing with contempt. 
 
    Releasing him, I shove Ashton backward and turn my sights onto Sophia. Her eyes are damn near popping out her head, and the screech that leaves her throat has me laughing. 
 
    “What’s the matter, Sophia? Weren’t you expecting me to surface again?” 
 
    Grayson steps beside her, face unreadable. I can’t decide if he’s shocked or in awe. “Get rid of her, Gray,” she snaps, waving a hand at me. “And you!” Her hostile gaze finds Ash. “Kiss her again, and I’ll have you sent back to Brooklyn faster than you can draw breath.” 
 
    I smile, glancing back at a stunned Ash. “Tut, tut. Doesn’t she know what you’ve been doing with me all this time, Ashton?” 
 
    “Grayson!” Sophia hisses. 
 
    Stepping toward me, Grayson grasps my shoulders, but instead of resisting, I press up against him, stroking a hand over his chest. “Tell me, Gray, are you are bad as your father?” I whisper. He falters, pulling back to read my face. My lips lift higher, my brows rising. “I bet you’re even naughtier.” I giggle. 
 
    “What the fuck is your game?” Grayson asks, releasing me with a shake of his head. I’ve startled the devil himself; I must have strayed far from the path of good. 
 
    “Fine, if you won’t throw out the trash, then I will,” Sophia growls, lurching herself toward me. 
 
    Dancing out of her reach, I bring my phone up between us as she rushes forward again. The expression on her face is on the edge of deranged, the sounds out of her mouth, animalistic. She’s slipping, falling over the edge, and revealing the person locked within. 
 
    “I’ll happily leave, Sophia,” I murmur as we circle each other. “But first I have some footage I think you might like.” 
 
    “I couldn’t care less what you’ve got to show me,” she snaps. “I want you gone.” 
 
    “Ah, ah, ah.” I wag my finger at her. “That’s no way to speak to your new bestie.” 
 
    She laughs bitterly. “Did the glue damage your brain?” 
 
    “No, but it did help me see clearly. You see, I’ve been walking around remembering the girl I was when I was last here, seeing the people she saw through her naïve eyes, and your little stunt reminded me of the person I need to be. So, thank you for that.” 
 
    “You’re welcome.” Sophia laughs. “Now, get out of my courtyard.” 
 
    Tapping my phone, I bring up the incriminating evidence. “I think you’re going to have a change of heart after this.” 
 
    Grayson steps forward. “Just show us already. Enough of this show.” 
 
    I eye Sophia. “Are you sure you’d like your secrets played for all?” 
 
    And there it is, the look I’ve been dreaming of. The moment her crown tumbles from her head and she realizes she’s not as invincible as she thought. Fear worms its way into her pretty caramel eyes as she leaps forward, stopping Grayson in his tracks. 
 
    “Let me.” 
 
    Sideling up beside her, I press Play, watching as her entire body stills. “Got ya,” I whisper gleefully. 
 
    “What do you want?” she demands quietly, dragging me out of the way as she studies the crowd around us. 
 
    “I haven’t quite decided yet,” I muse, tapping my lip. “But a friend will be a good start. Don’t you think?” 
 
    “That’s it. You just want in?” she asks carefully. “You don’t want Ashton?” 
 
    Slipping my arm around her shoulder, I pull her close and turn us to face Ashton. “I did,” I answer, loud enough he’ll hear. “But then I realized the Ash I wanted wasn’t there anymore. You can keep him. He’s damaged goods.” 
 
    For a second, Ashton’s responding sorrow causes me to regret my words. I itch to reach for him, to turn back the clock, but he ruined any chances of that when he joined in with the royals instead of helping me. I don’t care if he is broken; it’s no excuse to break me. 
 
    The bell rings, cutting through our little discussion and the crowd around us groans, as if disappointed our confrontation didn’t turn into a catfight.  
 
    “Shall we?” I ask, holding out my arm for Sophia.  
 
    Glaring at my arm, she visibly forces her rage under control and plasters a smile onto her face. “How lucky we have English together. Let’s sit next to each other.” 
 
    “I can’t wait,” I reply, throwing a smirk over my shoulder as Grayson and Ashton fall into step behind us. 
 
    The crowd parts as we walk, openly staring and gossiping. Sophia is rigid beside me, heat sprayed red across her cheeks. It doesn’t matter that I haven’t demanded her crown. By siding with me, she’s sealed her own downfall, and the entire school knows it. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 24 
 
      
 
    English goes by with tension thick in the air. I ignore it all, wickedly happy at the outcome of today’s events. Grayson throws daggers at me. The weight of his stare would have normally affected me, but something broke in me on the night of the gala, something fundamental. I flit through the morning almost detached from the events I’ve conspired. My pleasure and satisfaction short-lived. An “in the moment” thrill that quickly dies, and as much as I want to torment them as they’ve done me, I’m not stupid enough to believe it will fill the void inside me. A hole which began to form years ago, growing raw at my father’s betrayal and bleeding further as I took hit after hit, until I have no hope of healing or being whole again.  
 
    There was a time I’d thought Ash was the solution. He’d be my light in the dark reality of my life, but when I look at him now, I see his face as he poured glue over my head. I hear my unanswered plea for help and any affection I once felt, shrivels and dies along with the hopes of the Rose I once was. 
 
    “Go on ahead,” I instruct Sophia. “I’m just going to the ladies first.” 
 
    Sophia looks as relieved as I feel. I play a good game, wear my mask with ease, but it’s exhausting. My face hurts from forcing a smile, and as I enter the toilets, it falls, my shoulders sagging. 
 
    “Rose,” Isla gasps, stepping out of a stall. “How did you do it?” 
 
    Narrowing my gaze, I look her up and down as if she’s no more than a bug. “That information isn’t something you’re privy to anymore.” 
 
    “I… I’m sorry, okay. You know what it’s like at this school.” 
 
    “I do, and you should have had more faith; instead, you threw me to the wolves,” I spit, towering over her. 
 
    “Rose, please,” she whimpers. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Did you have any idea what they were going to do with me?” I hiss, fists clenched. 
 
    Isla shakes her head. 
 
    “Well, I wasn’t interested in having my haircut.” 
 
    “It looks nice,” she mumbles, tears in her eyes. 
 
    “Of course it does. My mother paid a small fortune to make sure it did. Now get out of this toilet. You’re no longer welcome in the same space as me.” 
 
    She scurries away, leaving me alone with nothing but my bitter reflection and the emptiness consuming me. Taking longer than I intended, the minutes tick by as I try to find the strength to pretend I’m all right. Heading for the courtyard where the royals eat lunch, I find Sophia and Grayson arguing in the empty corridor outside. 
 
    “Well, what’s going on here?” I coo, joining them. “Lovers quarrel? Oh no, wait, wrong guy.” I giggle. 
 
    Sophia glares. I eye her warningly. “Careful, Sophia, your mask is slipping, and I’m sure Grayson wouldn’t be too pleased with what I have to show him.” 
 
    “Leave it, Gray, please,” Sophia begs. “Just trust me, okay.” 
 
    “Yeah, come on, Gray.” I slid my arm into his, smiling. “Trust her.” 
 
    “I’m going to find out eventually, Sophia,” Grayson hisses over his shoulder as he walks away with me. 
 
    I pat his arm. “I’m really looking forward to the moment you do.” But until then, I’m going to enjoy every second as Sophia desperately tries to keep her sins concealed. I’ll toy with Grayson, make him think this is all about Sophia and then laugh as he watches his family fall apart. 
 
    He studies me, gaze heating. “I must say, I find this new side of yours rather attractive.” 
 
    We enter the courtyard, all eyes falling on us, and I smile. “Our black hearts match.” 
 
    Ashton sits at our table, the royals’ loyal followers with him, but he’s the only one who looks pained from seeing Grayson and I enter together, and I decide playing with Grayson will be the best kind of torment for Ashton. The rest of the sheep look like they are about to combust with curiosity, not that any of them dare voice their questions. Sheep are nothing if but loyal. 
 
    “This isn’t you, Rose,” Ashton says as we approach.  
 
    “You’d have to know who I was to comment on that, Ashton,” I reply sweetly.  
 
    “Jealous, Ashton?” Grayson inquires, smirking. “I did offer to share her at the gala, but you declined.” 
 
    It should bother me Grayson’s so easily turning on his stepbrother, but it doesn’t. I’m not sure anything can anymore. Instead, I play along; if I’m going to hell, I might as well enjoy myself on the way there. As much as I can’t stand Grayson Bishop and all he stands for, at least the guy is honest about who he is. There is no mask upon his face. He’s a dark prince through and through, and it’s why the people love him.  
 
    “I think I prefer your undivided attention anyway, Grayson,” I murmur softly. “My tastes are a little darker these days.” 
 
    “Well.” Grayson smiles, all wicked charm, his hand sliding down my back and cupping my arse. “You’ve come to the right place.” 
 
    “Oh, for God’s sake, if you’re going to fuck her, Gray, do it in private, I’m trying to eat,” Sophia snaps. 
 
    Chuckling, Grayson releases me. “Chill, Sophia, we’re just playing, since it appears we’re all friends now.” 
 
    “Care to explain that?” Ashton asks, glancing between Sophia and me. 
 
    “Oh, I would, but it’s not my place to explain,” I reply, turning my back and sitting on a table. “You.” I point at the nearest minion. “Be a dear and fetch me some sushi.” 
 
    “I underestimated you,” Grayson notes, taking the seat to my right as he runs a hand down my thigh. 
 
    Slapping his hand away, I suppress my shudder of revulsion, and I look him straight in the eye. “Most people do.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Weeks go by, and it doesn’t get any easier. The game becomes natural, but the toll it takes wears me down. I wanted this, longed for it, but now I’m playing the game, I’m eager for the end. 
 
    My mother questions me whenever I go home, wanting every little detail of my plan to bring down the Bishops. Her opinions and advice grate on me, driving a wedge between us, which my shrink eats up during our fortnightly sessions. I avoid going home at all costs and thankfully, my new status helps with that. There’s a different party or function nearly every night of the week on the Upper East Side. 
 
    It’s late, nearing midnight on a Saturday night, and I’m in a club, the bass of the music thumping through my bones. Sophia dances with her friends, the alcohol in her system strong enough she’s almost forgotten I’m here. Sipping my cocktail, I scan the dark, searching out someone to take my mind off the chaos of my life when my gaze lands on Ashton, seated at the bar. His connect with mine, the bitterness fading away to reveal the pain he keeps beneath. I narrow mine in return, rage flickering in the pit of my stomach. Every time he looks at me, he does so with hurt and betrayal. As if it is me who’s somehow been disloyal and broken the trust between us. Standing, I leave my drink on the table in front of me and march across the club. I’ve had it with him and his “poor me” eyes. He dumped glue on my head. He turned his back when I needed help. He used me like I was a toy, happy to have me and his position at the top. 
 
    Screw him. 
 
    “Wow there, my evil queen, who are you off to vanquish?” Grayson soothes, lifting me into his arms and swinging us onto the dance floor. 
 
    I growl, the sound coming from the deep pit of anger living at my core. “Get off me, Gray. I’m not in the mood.” 
 
    “Aww, but this is the version of Rose I like the most. The real, raw version.” His gaze follows mine to where I throw daggers at Ashton. 
 
    “Ah, the golden king. What is it with you women and him?” 
 
    I meet Grayson’s gaze, the alcohol in my system loosening my tongue more than it should. “I hate him. He acts like I’m the bad person when it’s he who betrayed me.” 
 
    Grayson smiles. “If you want to hurt him, Rose, I know the perfect way.” 
 
    I roll my eyes as his hands roam my body. “I’m not sleeping with you, Gray. I hate you too; it was you who concocted the plan.” 
 
    His brow lifts. “How about a kiss then to make up for it? I do feel the slightest bit regretful for that night.” 
 
    “Liar.” 
 
    “Let me put it this way. One dirty kiss that cuts right to the center of Ashton’s puppy dog heart?” 
 
    I look to Ashton to find him watching us, a shot glass in his hand. “Bugger it. I might as well have fun with the devil on my way to hell.” 
 
    His gaze heats. “Talk dirty to me, baby,” he whispers roughly, before taking me in a demanding kiss. And as much as I hate Grayson, I can’t ignore the thrill hurting Ashton gives me. The state of my soul is worse than I thought. 
 
    We dance and kiss, our bodies twisting to the beat. I move with him, losing myself in the music as Grayson pulls me around the dance floor. His hands roam my body, the hard length of him grinding against me, but I feel none of it. He doesn’t insight lust in my blood or drive me insane with need. Grayson is nothing compared to Ash, and I hate myself for it. I’m losing myself, day by day, in my obsessive attempt to make them pay, but the longer I play the game, the more I wonder whether I’m the one paying the price. And as I fall into bed that night, tears glistening on my cheeks, my self-loathing is at an all-time high. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 25 
 
      
 
    “Rose, we need to talk.” 
 
    “Ugh, Mum, can we do this in like four hours? I’m so hungover.” 
 
    “The fact you’re hungover is why we need to talk. This isn’t acceptable, Rose.” 
 
    Groaning, I roll over and eye my mother through the crook of my arm. “Really?” I mutter. “You’re choosing now to become a concerned parent. It’s not like I wasn’t drinking every weekend in London.” 
 
    She sits on the end of the bed, jostling the mattress and making me moan.  
 
    “Please,” I beg, “Don’t move the bed.” 
 
    She sighs loudly. “I’ll admit I haven’t been the best parent, but I’m worried about you, Rose. You’ve stopped talking to me.” 
 
    Removing my arm, I face my mother, trying to ignore the sudden pounding in my skull. “I stopped talking because all you’re interested in is my plans with the video, and it was doing my head in.” 
 
    “I’m concerned you’re going to regret it.” 
 
    “No, you’re afraid of the Bishops.” 
 
    “Maybe.” She looks away. “Maybe you should be too.” 
 
    I had a Bishop halfway down my throat… wasn’t that scary. 
 
    “I just think you were happier before this. When you hung out with Isla.” 
 
    “I wasn’t happy, Mother,” I snap, immediately regretting it as my head threatens to split in two. “I was lusting after a boy who could never be mine and hanging with a friend who was never really my friend. It wasn’t real, Mother. This… this deceit and treachery, it’s real. You wanted me to live in this world. Well, guess what? I am. So leave me alone and let me deal with it.” 
 
    “I’m sure whatever Isla did, she regrets, and I know you have cared for that boy since you were young, Rose. Are you sure you want to tear his family apart?” Her hand pats my ankle, her face solemn.  
 
    I’ve no idea why she’d suddenly acting like a saint; I learned everything I know from her. She’s been the one to push me since I started high school. She wanted me to wear the crown and now, when I’m doing what needs to be done to achieve just that, she’s having second thoughts. 
 
    “Mum, Isla led me into the trap. She’s been a spy from the beginning and Ash… well, his family is a lie. Arthur’s having an affair with a schoolgirl of all people!” 
 
    “I know, Rose, I know, but if you reveal the affair, you’ll never be able to fix what’s between you both.” 
 
    Angry, I sit up, bashing my covers down around my waist, despite the current state of my head and stomach. “He broke it, Mother. It’s already too late.” I laugh bitterly. “You know, when I saw him that night, for a single moment I thought I was saved. I thought, Ash is here, he’ll protect me, and in the end, he poured the bloody glue over my head. He didn’t save me, Mum, he destroyed me, and I don’t care what excuse he had, or how deeply entangled he is with Sophia and Grayson. I can never forgive him, and I never want to feel that hope again. I don’t need a guy to save me. I’m saving myself.” 
 
    “When are you revealing it?” she asks me quietly. 
 
    I smile. “Friday’s parent-teacher night.” 
 
    Her eyes widen, but she doesn’t comment. 
 
    Easing back down, I pull the covers to my chin as she stands. “Oh, that reminds me. I need three grand.” 
 
    “Whatever for?” she gasps. 
 
    I don’t look at her, but my lips lift into a wicked grin anyway. “To pay the guy who’s going to swap the school’s achievement video for my own.” 
 
    “Rose,” she breathes. 
 
    Chuckling quietly, I close my eyes. “I know. You taught me well.” 
 
    By the time next week is over, everyone will know what a sleazeball Arthur Bishop is, and their saintly queen will be ousted as a whore, her throne for the taking. 
 
    “I hope you know what you’re doing,” my mother whispers as she walks away. 
 
    So do I. It’s one thing to take down school kids, but to attempt to do the same to one of the most powerful men on the Upper East Side, well, it’s a task not for the faint of heart. Lucky for me, my heart was crushed into uncaring a long time ago. 
 
    *** 
 
    “Wakey, wakey, sleeping beauty.” 
 
    Flopping over in bed what feels like five minutes after my mother exited, I groan up at Grayson as he towers above my bed, two takeaway cups in his hands.  
 
    “How’d you get in here?” I rasp. God, I need water. 
 
    “Concierge let me in.” He shrugs. 
 
    Fucking Bishops. “Well, have them show you out. Isn’t my mum here?” 
 
    “Nope, but I’d have talked my way past her too.” 
 
    I raise an eyebrow. “I don’t doubt it. Is that coffee in there?” 
 
    “Yup, two sugars. Just how you like it.” He hands it over with a smile as I sit up. 
 
    I haven’t the brain cells to function, let alone scream at Grayson Bishop to leave my room. “Mmm.” My eyes slid shut. “I could kiss you.” 
 
    “I’d rather you cleaned your teeth first.” 
 
    “Ha ha. What are you doing here, Gray? We’re not exactly friends.” 
 
    He sits on the edge of my bed and attempts to see beneath. “Are you nearly naked under there?” 
 
    “Anyone ever told you you’re a pig?” I ask after taking another sip of coffee. It’s just what I need, and the only reason I haven’t kicked him out on his arse. 
 
    “It’s one of my greatest qualities.” He smiles, all wicked charm. 
 
    “Yeah, yeah.” I wave him on. “Get to the point, Dark Prince.” 
 
    “I just think we maybe could be friends.” 
 
    I laugh, but when he doesn’t so much as crack a grin, I realize he wasn’t joking. “You’re serious?” And for some crazy reason, I’m warming to the idea too. I want revenge for what he did as much as I do with Ashton and Sophia, and yet there is something so real about Grayson that draws me too him. 
 
    “Why not? Obviously, you’re never going to be friends with Ashton, and Sophia’s ready to stab you in the back the moment your guard is down, but I actually quite like you, Rose. You’re manipulative and cunning and well… hot.” 
 
    His description of me does not make me feel good. I’m not sure I want to be those things, though I know he’s right. I became those things to survive, but what is the point of being on top if you’ve sold all you are? 
 
    “Yet from the moment you heard my name, you’ve hated me. I haven’t forgotten what you did to me, Grayson,” I point out. 
 
    “Family principles. I happen to like my uncle.” 
 
    “More than your father?” Because you’ll probably be changing your mind in a week. 
 
    Leaning back, Grayson lays out on my bed, his head propped on my hip. 
 
    “Make yourself at home,” I mutter. 
 
    He grins but doesn’t move. “My father and I have a difficult relationship. He doesn’t like me because I remind him of all his worst qualities, and I don’t like him because he has never bothered putting me above his work.” 
 
    “That sucks.” And I actually mean it.  
 
    He shrugs. “I got over it a while ago.” 
 
    It hits me I’m probably seeing the real Grayson for the first time. There’s no plot he’s weaving or role he’s playing; he’s simply Grayson and his own basic desires. It’s a terrifying prospect.  
 
    “Friends, huh? I guess I could be your friend if it’s not just so you can manipulate something out of me, like say… what I have on Sophia.” I’m not sure if I mean it or not. I’m confused, but what I do know is I’m revealing his father’s sins soon, and having Grayson think I’m his friend will hurt him even more. 
 
    He rolls his head, meeting my gaze. “I couldn’t give a shit what you have one her. If I’m honest, I don’t much like her. Her ambition is short-sighted. You, on the other hand, have risen from the ashes, and what a beautiful phoenix you’ve become. I never expected to see you again after the gala, and then you show up looking like a she-demon straight out of Hell.” He groans and grips himself. “I got hard instantly.” 
 
    I hit him. “If you want to be friends, you can quit that crap.” 
 
    Grayson laughs and sits up, slapping my legs beneath the covers. “Anyway, enough chit-chat. Go get a shower. We’ve a dinner to attend.” 
 
    “Really?” I groan. “Can’t we stay in bed and watch movies instead?” 
 
    “Do I look like a girl, Rose?” He shakes his head. “My father’s hosting a dinner for my family tonight. Ashton’s bringing Sophia.” 
 
    I laugh wickedly before slinging back the covers and hopping out of bed. “I’ll be ready in thirty.” 
 
    “How’d you feel about friends with benefits?” Grayson asks as I walk across the room in my knickers and a camisole. I’ve never been ashamed of my body and losing all your will to care makes covering up seem pointless. 
 
    I glance back to find his hungry gaze on my arse. “Keep dreaming, Gray.” 
 
    “Oh, I will, believe me.” 
 
    Shaking my head, I saunter away. Normally I’m not a fan of family dinners, but this one is going to be so much fun. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 26 
 
      
 
    Walking out of my en suite, I find my bedroom empty and head for my walk-in closet, dropping my towel as I enter. 
 
    “Rose?” 
 
    Squealing, I snatch at the towel falling to the carpet and cover myself hastily. “Bloody hell, Gray, I thought you’d done the gentlemanly thing and gone to wait in the living room.” 
 
    He smirks, eyeing the towel as I wrap it more securely around myself. “I’m not a gentleman, Rose.” 
 
    I shake my head, annoyed but also suppressing a smile, because honestly, this is so Grayson Bishop and you’ve got to love him for his raw honesty. It’s better than the liars I’m normally surrounded by. 
 
    “Why are you in my closet?” I ask. 
 
    “To find you something to wear,” he retorts, turning away and fingering through my clothes. “For someone who’s supposed to be penniless, you’ve a lot of clothes.” 
 
    “I never claimed to be penniless. The Keeley name might be dirt, but I’m a Devenport now, and my grandfather’s nearly as rich as your father.” 
 
    He pulls out a dress, inspects it before shaking his head and putting it back. I laugh to myself; it’s such a weird thing to be watching the dark prince of Albany Nightingale selecting out clothes for me. 
 
    “I can dress myself, Gray,” I note. 
 
    He looks me up and down before going back to his search. “I thought your mother was the black sheep and cut off.” 
 
    Frowning, I turn my back on him and pull some underwear out of a drawer. “Where do you even get this information, and why would you care about my family’s dynamics?” 
 
    “Knowledge is power, Rose. Besides, since I found out what your father did to my uncle, I made it my business to learn every secret. So how did your mother convince your grandparents to welcome you back with open arms?” 
 
    I shrug. “Not sure. All I know is she was planning an exit way before my father was caught,” I answer, slipping underwear on beneath my towel. 
 
    He’s smiling when I glance his way again, a dark green dress in his hand. “Ah, a woman after my own heart. She played the long game. Smart.” He lifts the dress up. “Wear this.” 
 
    Studying the dress, I try and fail to work out Grayson’s motives. “What if I refuse?” 
 
    He shrugs. “Go in your underwear if you’d like. Though I was going with subtle tonight. What’s wrong with the dress?” 
 
    “Nothing,” I answer, dragging out the word. “I was kinda expecting you to pick something…” 
 
    “Sluttier?” He smirks. “My father expects sluts, Rose. What he doesn’t expect are polite ladies.” 
 
    “But my name will annoy him.” 
 
    “True, but he’ll also judge you on your own merits. He’s like that.” 
 
    “I’m confused, Gray, are you trying to annoy your father or not?” 
 
    Walking toward me, Grayson lifts a finger, trailing it along my bare arm, leaving goose bumps in his wake, before leaning forward and pressing a delicate kiss to my cheek. “I want him to notice me, Rose. I want him to stop and actually look.” 
 
    His words are said with a sadness that hurts my battered heart. As if he’s revealing a truth he’s told no one, and I’m not sure why he’s trusting me with these feelings. It’s scary. An exposed, vulnerable, Grayson is an alluring temptation.  
 
    “I’ll leave you to get ready,” he finishes on a whisper. “Wear the dress, please, Rose.” 
 
    I grin, needing to lighten the mood. “Since you asked so politely.” 
 
    Winking, he leaves, his smirk back in place and the world righted to its normal position. 
 
    Damn, I do not need to be falling for the likes of Grayson Bishop. 
 
    Taking the dress he chose, I drop my towel and slip it over my head, pulling it into position. It fits snug to my waist, one sleeve to my wrist, the other bare, flowing over my hips to a respectable length. Selecting a pair of heels in the same color, I slip my feet into them before exiting my closet to dry my hair and apply makeup. 
 
    “That was quicker than I expected,” Grayson says as I enter the living area. He’s helped himself to a glass of scotch—I didn’t even know we had such a thing. All I have ever seen is my mother drinking wine. “We’ve got a little time. Drink?” He lifts the bottle. 
 
    “Why not?” Walking over, I join Grayson at the kitchen bench and wait for him to pour me a glass. 
 
    “To the fall of a kingdom,” he salutes, raising his glass after giving me mine. 
 
    I clink the glass, but his words send a shiver down my spine. “I’m not interested in being queen, Gray. This is revenge, pure and simple.” 
 
    “Really?” He lifts one brow questioningly. “I’d have thought you’d want the crown after losing your place in London.” 
 
    “Maybe I did, but I’m not sure the price is worth it.” 
 
    “There’s no price to being on top, Rose.” 
 
    I laugh. “Then why are you here?” 
 
    “Point taken,” he responds, rolling his eyes. “But I don’t think you’re going to have much choice, Rose. In knocking Sophia down, you’ve made her appear weak. She should have crushed you by now.” 
 
    I smile slowly, the inner bitch in me taking over. “I’ve got a noose around her neck, Gray. She’s no choice but to swallow her rage.” 
 
    His grin matches mine. “You’re fucking sexy when you’re being wicked.” His words send a thrill through me, not desire as such, but a burst of adrenaline, the exhilaration of being bad. As tiring as playing this game is, there are moments when my dark side takes over with sinful delight. 
 
    Grayson downs his drink and nods for me to do the same. “Drink up.” 
 
    Swilling the amber liquid in my glass, I do as he asks and swallow it in one. The scotch burns my throat as it slides down, heating my empty stomach. “I haven’t eaten anything today,” I say, getting to my feet. 
 
    “Grab something to go. I would rather not be late and the car’s waiting.” 
 
    Rustling in the cupboard, I pull out a couple of protein bars. “Ready.” 
 
    The car ride to the Bishop’s penthouse doesn’t take long, and Grayson’s quiet the whole ride. Anticipation stirs in my gut, but I’m not sure if I’m nervous to meet Arthur Bishop or see Ash’s surprised face when I enter. The one thing I am sure of is the pleasure I’ll feel when Sophia sees me enter on Grayson’s arm. 
 
    He’s turned so quickly against her, just as Luke did to me. When you’re at the top, there is only one way to go, and the trip down is a lonely fall. I’m not sure it’s possible to have friends when you rule. It’s a fragile world, and the closer I become to having it back, the more I think my father did me a favor by destroying my London life. It’s too late now though. I’m racing head-on down a path, which has only one outcome. Defeat Sophia, or crumble trying. There is no going back. There is no walking away without living out the rest of my high school years being tormented. I’d rather twist the knife into her back than have the same done to me. Whatever the consequences, whatever the cost, my only direction is forward. 
 
    “Nervous?” Grayson breathes, his lips near my ear as we ride up in the elevator. 
 
    “No,” I lie. “I live for this.” 
 
    “Careful, Rose,” he whispers, biting my lobe. “I might just fall in love.” 
 
    Meeting his gaze, I return his roguish grin as the doors slide open. “The devil in love?” 
 
    “Grayson?” 
 
    Our heads swivel, the playfulness between us dying. “Father.” Grayson leads me forward. “I’d like you to meet Rose Devenport, my girlfriend.” 
 
    To Arthur’s credit, his gaze only widens briefly. I, on the other hand, have to swallow my shock before I can answer. I never agreed to be his pretend girlfriend. “Mr. Bishop, so lovely to meet you again,” I say sweetly, my smile matching my tone. “Grayson’s told me such wonderful things.” 
 
    “Has he now,” Arthur replies, briefly studying his son before taking my outstretched hand and bringing it to his lips. It takes every ounce of my will to not rip my hand from his lecherous grip. Sophia’s moans echo through my head, churning the contents of my stomach. “Violet’s daughter, correct?” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “How are you liking New York City?” he asks with a smile. 
 
    “It’s like I was born to be here,” I answer, slipping my hand into Grayson’s once his father lets me go. He squeezes my hand in return, and I can’t decide if Grayson can sense my discomfort or he’s congratulating me on my stellar performance so far.  
 
    “Well, welcome to my home. Grayson, get the lady a drink. Ashton and Sophia are already here.” 
 
    Arthur follows us as Grayson guides me into the main living area. It’s twice as big as my apartment. Floor-to-ceiling windows curve around, giving us a dazzling view of New York City at sunset. Ashton and Sophia rise as we enter, the shock on their faces there a moment too long. Inside, I smile, mischief playing on my lips as we walk toward them. 
 
    “I suppose introductions aren’t in order,” Arthur says, bored. “If you’ll excuse me, I’ll go find out how far away dinner is.” 
 
    The second he leaves the room, the tension explodes. Sophia eyes me with contempt. “What are you doing here?” she hisses. 
 
    “She’s my guest,” Grayson responds for me. “Drink, Rose?” 
 
    “Please,” I reply, smiling at the still stunned pair. “What’s the matter? I thought we were all friends?” 
 
    Sophia grinds her teeth, the sound audible as Ashton simply shakes his head, his gaze tired.  
 
    “Why’d you bring your games into our home, Gray?” Ashton sighs. “My mother’s here.” 
 
    “Maybe,” Grayson replies sharply as he returns with my drink, “I wanted to invite Rose because I like her. Did you ever think that?” 
 
    “Whatever,” Ashton mutters, turning away toward the large windows. 
 
    “Jealous?” Grayson teases, running a hand down my arm as Ashton glances at us. 
 
    “You’re a dick, Gray,” Ashton hisses, marching toward us. “And you, Rose, why are you doing this to yourself?” 
 
    My anger surges forward, the memory of the last time we kissed entering my mind, the echo of his hands sliding my knickers to the side as he thrust into me, making me sick. “Do what?” I snap. “Because you’re the one who used me, Ash. Not Gray. At least he’s honest about who he is. You… you wear your golden crown pretending to be the good, gracious king, when inside, you’re just as bad as him.” 
 
    “Is there a problem?”  
 
    We all step apart, turning toward Arthur. “No, Father, everything is fine,” Grayson answers for us. “Is the food ready. I’m starved.” 
 
    He frowns but doesn’t question us further. “If you’d like to come through to the dining room.” He waves an arm. “Dinner will be served shortly.” 
 
    Grayson offers me the crook of his arm, and I accept, walking beside him into the formal dining room. It’s dressed for an event, not a family dinner. Waiting staff hurry about, putting the last touches to the setting and as we take our seats, Ashton’s mother and younger brother enter the room. 
 
    “Hello, sweetie,” she says, pressing a kiss to Ashton’s head. It takes me back to the days I hung out in his Brooklyn home, his mom making us grilled cheese sandwiches. She looks hollower somehow, a shadow of the warm, plump woman I knew.  
 
    Her smile is bright as it reaches me and for a second, I think she remembers me. “Gray, darling, who’s this beauty?” she asks. 
 
    It’s stupid, but hurt fills me, my chest exhaling. Of course she doesn’t remember me. I’ve grown since I was a kid, changed, and we met a handful of times. 
 
    “Summer, meet Rose, my girlfriend.” 
 
    Sophia chokes on her drink. Ashton’s gaze darkens.  
 
    “You brought a girl home. Well, it’s about time, Grayson. Isn’t it, Arthur?” 
 
    “Hmm, quite so,” Arthur mumbles, taking his seat at the head of the table. “Tell me, Rose, how’s your mother’s business going?” 
 
    “Well, she’s never home as she’s so busy.” I smile. 
 
    “What does she do?” Summer asks. 
 
    “She’s an event planner.” 
 
    “Rose has just moved back from London. She left when she was little,” Ashton explains to his mom. More pain lashes through me; he’s going to pretend we don’t know each other here too. 
 
    “I thought I detected an accent. Why the move?” Summer asks, causing the table to freeze. Of course, Ashton’s mom’s not up on the latest scandal. She might dress like an Upper East Sider, but at heart, she’ll always be from Brooklyn. 
 
    Searching my brain for a lie, I decide on a half-truth. “My parents split, and my mother wanted to be close to family.” 
 
    Sophia laughs behind a fake cough as tension builds in the air.  
 
    “Oh, I’m sorry, Rose. It must be hard,” Summer answers. 
 
    I shrug. “It is what it is.” 
 
    Thankfully, food is brought out at that moment, cutting the conversation short. Grayson’s hand slips onto my thigh under the table. “Good save,” he murmurs softly as I swat his hand away. 
 
    I smile confidently while inside, I’m a bundle of nerves. I’ve no idea why I thought it would be fun to come here and torment Sophia and Ashton. I should have remembered Grayson’s father is the scariest man I’ve met. I’ve no idea why Sophia is sleeping with him. I can’t see an angle that makes sense. 
 
    My food and drink go down, the alcohol helping settle me. Quiet chatter passes around the table, mostly by Summer, Ashton’s brother, Josh, and Arthur. The rest of us spend our time glaring between bites of salmon and sips of champagne. Bringing me into his home has drawn a line between Ashton, Sophia, Grayson, and me. This is no longer a battle against all three of them, but a fight for two to rule the throne. I’ve unwittingly been pulled into a war I never wanted a part of, but I’ve no choice but to play along until my big reveal.  
 
    As the evening draws on, Grayson becomes more hands-on. His touches out on show for the public, I play along, giggling like a love-struck teenager, all the while wondering whether this is part of his game or if he’s actually drunk. He’s been throwing back glasses of scotch like there’s no tomorrow. You’d think his father would have something to say about the behavior, but as Grayson said, Arthur rarely glances his way, instead talking with Ashton and Sophia.  
 
    It gives me a new perspective of Grayson, a sadder one. It makes me wonder why Grayson allowed Ashton to step in and take the limelight to begin with. Maybe it was a blessing at the time, took the pressure off Grayson’s shoulders, until he became more or less invisible. 
 
    His fingers play with the short lengths of my hair, and seconds later, his lips find the curve of my shoulder. “Gray,” I hiss. “Quit it.” 
 
    He smiles devilishly. “Play along, my sweet,” he purrs. 
 
    Letting out a long breath, my gaze finds Ashton watching us with a mixture of jealousy and rage. So you do care. What the hell! I agreed to this.  
 
    My hand travels up Grayson’s body, feeling the strength of his muscles, before gripping his jaw and bringing his lips from my shoulder to my face. He freezes for a moment, a mixture of excitement and the thrill of the game darkening his deep brown eyes, before he closes his mouth over mine. The kiss is fleeting, sweet, nothing like the heated, almost dirty kisses we shared the previous night.  
 
    “Aren’t they sweet, Arthur? Do you remember being young and in love?” Summer asks dreamily. I bet she’s not remembering her first meetings with him; I can’t imagine Arthur ever being dreamy. 
 
    I smile, pretending to be shy. “I’m so sorry. Grayson, behave.” I giggle. 
 
    Ashton growls, actually growls, and I have to bite my lip to keep from laughing. All eyes draw to him questioningly. 
 
    “Are you okay, Ash?” Summer asks quietly. 
 
    “Yeah,” he mumbles in reply. 
 
    Sophia must kick him under the table because he jumps a moment later, and they share an angry stare. 
 
    I smile. It’s time to torment Sophia a little, I think. “You’re so lucky to have such a beautiful girlfriend, Ashton. Don’t you think, Mr. Bishop?” 
 
    “Hmm. Pardon?” Arthur looks up from the phone he was just typing into. 
 
    “Sophia’s beautiful, don’t you think?” I repeat sweetly. The pair share a glance. “I bet she feels like one of the family.” 
 
    Summer frowns in confusion. Ashton studies me curiously, and Sophia looks as if she’d like the ground to swallow her whole. I smirk, holding her gaze. 
 
    “Oh yes, Ashton’s a lucky boy,” Arthur finally responds. 
 
    Arthur watches me darkly, his gaze calculating. Oh, you just wait. I’m going to bring you to your knees.  
 
    “What was that about?” Grayson whispers in my ear. 
 
    I shrug, then squeeze his leg under the table to distract him. “Just drawing his attention from his phone. Isn’t that why I’m here?” 
 
    “Okay,” he answers, studying me. “What do you have on her?” he whispers near my ear. 
 
    Smiling, I eye Sophia watching us across the table. Her eyes are wide, fearful; she thinks I’m about to reveal her secret. 
 
    “Rose,” she coos. “Come with me to the ladies?” 
 
    Grayson and Ashton stare between us. “Be right back, baby.” I kiss Grayson’s cheek before rising, catching his amused gaze. He loves this. He’s in his element surrounded by tension and the promise of chaos.  
 
    “Why are you here?” Sophia hisses, grasping my hand and dragging me away as soon as we’re out of sight. 
 
    Ripping myself from her grip, I hold myself taller, staring her down. “Gray invited me. Tell me, Sophia, was it Ashton or Arthur who invited you?” 
 
    Her face heats as she balls her fists. “Why? Why are you doing this? I’ve done everything you asked. I’ve brought you into the fold, ruined my reputation just so you’re happy, and now you’re here dropping hints.” 
 
    A dark rage unfurls inside me, and I push myself into Sophia’s space, talking through clenched teeth. “Not everything is about you, Sophia. Maybe today was about Grayson and maybe if you’d step down off your high horse, you’d see that.” 
 
    “Everything okay here?” 
 
    Twisting around, I take in Ashton as he walks toward us, clearly agitated. Sophia shoves past me, walking away. Smiling at her departing figure, I blow Ashton as kiss before pushing through and into the toilet. Bolting the door, I head to the sink, leaning with my head down as I drag in breath after breath with no relief. 
 
    The truth is, I’m not sure why I’m here. Grayson has the strange ability to draw me in. It’s not attraction, well, not in the physical sense. It’s the allure to the dark side, to shedding all I was and becoming someone new—someone Ash would never recognize. 
 
    After five minutes in the toilet, I exit to find Ashton waiting for me. 
 
    “Why are you doing this? This isn’t you,” he says the second I step out. 
 
    Frowning, my mouth opens in shocked rage. He’s got no right to decide what’s me or not. “I’m not doing anything, Ashton. I never realized accepting an invitation for dinner would cause such drama.” 
 
    “So you and Grayson are a thing now?” 
 
    “So what if we are?” I snap, taut with anger. “What’s it got to do with you?” 
 
    “You can’t be serious? You really want to be Grayson’s whore, because that’s all women are to him,” he spits. 
 
    My jaw drops. “You did not just call me a whore,” I growl. 
 
    “No, no, I didn’t mean it like that, but that’s all you’ll be to him,” he defends, his voice dropping slightly. 
 
    Slamming a hand into his chest, my breathing becomes ragged as all the emotions I keep contained inside me threaten to burst free. “No, Ash, that’s all I was to you. Call Grayson all you want, but at least I know where I stand with him.” I get in his face, shaking with rage. “You were the one who used me. I was your dirty little secret. I was your whore, and I hate you for it.” 
 
    Marching away, I head away from the dining room, needing to escape. My hands tremble as I push my way into the kitchen, wait staff bustle about preparing dessert, only hesitating for a moment as I enter. 
 
    “I need a drink. Where’s the vodka?” I rasp, running a hand through my hair. It’s like I’m coming apart at the seams, hurt and rage and humiliation straining at my skin, wanting out.  
 
    Whore. I shake my head. I can’t believe he called me a whore. 
 
    Is that what I am? Is that how he sees me? If it is, he made me that way. I was so desperate to have a piece of him, to feel some semblance of the happiness he’d once given me, I overlooked the fact he was happy keeping me in the dark. And no matter how many times I tell myself revenge will help and making them all pay will ease my pain, I don’t think it will. Because the closer it gets, the emptier I become, yet it’s better to feel nothing than spend every day suffering.  
 
    A bottle of vodka and a glass is placed in front of me, and I smile, despite the waitstaff’s disapproving gaze. “Thank you.” 
 
    Pouring the clear liquid into the glass, it’s half full when I stop and head to the huge double fridge in hopes of finding lemonade or soda.  
 
    “Rose?” Summer murmurs as I return to my glass, soda in hand. “Is everything okay?” 
 
    I pour the soda before looking up. “Yes.” I fake a smile. “Just needed a drink.” 
 
    She eyes the vodka bottle, then studies my face. “I know you,” she whispers quietly. 
 
    My heart clenches painfully and I gulp half my glass. 
 
    “I do. You’re Ash’s Rose.” 
 
    Ash’s Rose. Her words cut, stinging far more than they should. We’ve known each other for no time at all. It was weeks, yet those weeks meant so much. I was his Rose, but she died. She was crushed under the pressure of holding a crown and finding out her family was a lie. She was pulled here and there, manipulated and humiliated and finally betrayed. For a moment, I remember her. I remember what it was like before I entered the battlefield of high school. I saw him, and I wanted to be his Rose again, but we both changed, we both crumbled, and now we are strangers with no idea how to find our way back. 
 
    Shaking my head, I meet Ashton’s mum’s gaze with tears in my eyes. “I’m not his anymore,” I whisper, turning away. 
 
    Stumbling into Grayson as I leave the kitchen, he catches me around the waist, holding me far gentler than I’d have expected from him. “Hey, are you all right?” 
 
    I move my head from side to side, swallowing the lump of tears wanting out. “No. Take me home, Gray.” 
 
    “But they’ve not served dessert yet,” he answers, frowning as he studies me. 
 
    “I can’t do this, Gray. I’m not like you. I… I can’t breathe.” 
 
    His hand slips into mine. “Follow me.” 
 
    I do, despite my desire to leave, allowing him to lead me upstairs and past room after room until we reach the furthest room to the right. Grayson opens the door, ushers me in and locks it behind him. It occurs to me I should maybe be worried; Grayson Bishop has a reputation after all. But for some unknown reason, I’m beginning to trust him, despite his devilish charm. 
 
    Standing in the center of the room, I turn, taking in my surroundings. The walls are a light gray, the bed huge and covered in black sheets, but it’s the walls that draw my attention. Every available space is filled with art. Paintings and sketches, from traditional to abstract, it’s like his own personal gallery. 
 
    “Welcome to my room,” he whispers roughly in my ear, startling me. I was so entranced I hadn’t heard him approach. 
 
    “Gray… these are amazing. Why don’t you take art?” 
 
    He stands beside me and shrugs. “I like art. Doesn’t mean I’m interested in creating it.” Pulling my gaze from the walls, I study Grayson. “What?” he asks. 
 
    “You’ve surprised me. You’re surprising.” 
 
    “What, you’d think my room would be a sex dungeon?” 
 
    I laugh. “Maybe. I think it’s what most people think about you, Gray, and you let them.” 
 
    “It’s easier that way.” 
 
    “Why’d you bring me in here?” I ask quietly, not sure I want to know. 
 
    He watches me silently for a beat before turning away and sitting on his bed. “I’m not sure. You just looked how I feel sometimes, I guess. My room is the only place I can escape to.” 
 
    “You don’t bring girls in here, do you?” 
 
    He grins. “No. Want to christen my bed?” 
 
    Shaking my head, I laugh. This Grayson I can handle. “Not happening, Gray.” 
 
    “I’ll wear you down eventually.” There’s a knock at the door. “Yes?” 
 
    “Mr. Bishop requests your presence, Grayson,” murmurs an older lady through the door. 
 
    “We’ll be down in a moment, Heather, thank you.” He rolls his eyes. “Looks like we have to return.” 
 
    “Do I have too?” 
 
    “He’ll not be happy.” 
 
    “Isn’t that the point?” I raise my brow. “Aren’t I here to piss him off?” 
 
    “True. I’ll not hear the end of it, though. You know it really annoys me how saintly he acts when he’s as corrupt as they come.” Grayson stands. “One day someone will find dirt which sticks.” 
 
    Unease rolls through me. Yeah, one day soon. 
 
    “I can grab a cab home,” I offer. 
 
    “For some unknown reason, I find your company quite enjoyable.” He laughs awkwardly. “Who’d have known?” 
 
    “Thanks.” I roll my eyes. “I’m flattered.” 
 
    We sneak downstairs, and it feels so childish and silly. If someone had told me at the beginning of this I’d be sneaking around with Grayson Bishop, I’d have thought they were mental, and yet here I am, trying to contain my laugh at his over-theatric spy attempts for the front door. It’s unnerving really. I’m not sure where I stand in this situation. I have a secret plan, which will tear Grayson’s family apart and potentially destroy his father. And every time I glimpse the person beneath the mask, the person beyond his dark prince persona, a sliver of guilt worms its way into my mind. 
 
    “Grayson.” 
 
    We both freeze as Arthur Bishop’s voice fills the entrance hall of the penthouse apartment. We share a glance before Grayson straightens, the amusement leaving his face as he turns to face his father.  
 
    “Rose is feeling under the weather, Father. I’m taking her home,” he lies smoothly. 
 
    Facing Arthur too, I give what I hope is a “poor me” smile. “The salmon didn’t agree with me, I’m afraid.” 
 
    “How unfortunate,” Arthur responds, sounding not the slightest bit sincere. “Grayson, a moment, please.” 
 
    Staying near the elevator, I watch their conversation. I can’t hear their words, but as Arthur continues, whatever he says seems to drain the life from Grayson. He wilts before my eyes, then hardens as if glass, creating a barrier between him and the world so he can’t be hurt. The more time I spend with Grayson, I’ve realized that while he’s deadly beautiful on the outside—alluring, charming, a dance with sin—on the inside, he’s dead. No feelings, no emotion, nothing, and I think his father has done it too him. It solidifies my decision to reveal the incriminating video at Friday’s parents’ evening. Arthur Bishop thinks he’s above anyone, even his own son, and after I’m through with him, everyone will see him for the villain he is. And he’ll be in no position to make his son feel inferior when it’s clear Grayson has the potential to be so much more.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 27 
 
      
 
    “Are you sure you’re all right?” I ask Grayson for the second time. We’re at my apartment, sitting on my bed, a movie about to start. 
 
    “Will you stop asking me that? You’re making me feel like a girl, and this whole scenario”—he waves his arms, indicating the bed and the TV—“is emasculating enough.” 
 
    I giggle. “We forgot snacks. I’ll be right back.” Dashing off my bed, I hurry from my room and raid the cupboards, delighted to find popcorn, candy, and chocolate. 
 
    Grayson groans when I return, goodies in hand. “I think if you’d take all your clothes off, I’d feel less like you’re castrating me.” 
 
    “Shut it, Gray. Here, have some chocolate. It will make you feel better.” 
 
    Twenty minutes into the movie and half a bowl of popcorn later, Grayson turns his head, studying me. I match his movement, smiling because it feels so weird to be this intimate with him. 
 
    “What am I doing here?” he murmurs. 
 
    “I’ve been wondering myself, but no matter which angle I look at this from, I can’t see what you’d hope to get on me by doing this,” I explain, shrugging. 
 
    “Do you think I’m here to find some dirt on you?” He says the words almost as if it hurts him, as if the truth of his role is something he doesn’t like. 
 
    “It’s what you do, isn’t it? Play the games Sophia and Ashton don’t have the stomach for.” I stick a square of chocolate in my mouth as I watch him contemplate my words. 
 
    “They didn’t send me,” he responds. “But I’d be lying if I didn’t say I started this with the intention of gaining your trust and finding out what you have on Sophia. But somewhere along the way, I forgot about my intentions and just began to have fun.” 
 
    I laugh. “You should see your face. You look so stunned.” 
 
    “It’s your fault, you know,” Grayson adds, narrowing his gaze.  
 
    Picking up some popcorn, I throw it at him. “How?” 
 
    “Because you won’t have sex with me. You’re the first one to turn me down.” 
 
    Bursting out into a fit of laughter, I flop onto my side, clutching my tummy. Grayson throws popcorn of his own.  
 
    “It’s not funny, Rose,” Grayson continues. 
 
    “The great Grayson Bishop, broken because he can’t get into a girl’s pants,” I say between fits of giggles. Heaving in breaths, I try to gain control of myself. “I can’t believe no one has ever said no to you.” 
 
    “I’m a rite of passage.” 
 
    My amusement threatens to burst free again. “Oh, Gray, you really do love yourself, don’t you?” 
 
    He pokes me in the side. “Shut it, Devenport. You’re just being mean now.” 
 
    “Okay, okay.” I suck in a breath. “I’m stopping, and what happened to Keeley?” 
 
    He shrugs. “I don’t need to hurt you anymore, but tell anyone about this movie night and I’ll kill you,” he mutters as I sit up again. 
 
    “Your secret is safe with me,” I reply, nudging his shoulder. “Besides, no one would believe me if I told them anyway.” 
 
    The sound of the front door opening and shutting draws our attention. 
 
    “Is your mom going to flip?” Grayson whispers as he shuffles to create more room between us. 
 
    “Nah, we’re only watching a movie.” She’ll save the lecture for when you’re gone.  
 
    My door opens seconds later. “Rose, I— Oh, you have company.” 
 
    “Good evening, Mrs. Devenport,” Grayson purrs, his charm back in place. 
 
    “Please, that’s my mother’s name. Call me Violet. It’s Grayson, right? Arthur’s son?” 
 
    I’ve got to hand it to my mother, she’s nothing but cool under pressure. You’d never know she was currently freaking out below the surface. I can imagine the many questions circling inside her head.  
 
    Why is Arthur’s son here? What have I planned? What am I thinking? Have I lost my mind? Why am I being so reckless? 
 
    She’ll never believe the simple truth of the matter; I quite like Grayson Bishop’s company. Yes, he’s a pig and drops sexual comments every hour and spends most of his time plotting takedowns or sleeping his way through Albany Nightingale, but at least I know where I stand with him. At least all of his sins are right on display for me to see and predict. And at this moment in time, having a person like him around is rather refreshing. 
 
    “Of course, I hope it’s okay I’m here, Violet. We’ve not long been back from dinner with my family.” 
 
    “You had dinner at the Bishops?” my mother responds, her eyes widening just a fraction. 
 
    “Yup.” I smile. “And now we’re watching a movie. Did you need anything?” 
 
    “Well, I was actually in the mood for pizza. But if you’v—” 
 
    “Pizza would be great,” I interrupt, taking note my mother’s diet has gone from salads to takeout lately. “Gray?”  
 
    “Sure, why not. Thank you,” he replies, managing to smile politely. 
 
    “Any preference?” she asks. 
 
    “My usual,” I respond. 
 
    “I’m easy,” Grayson answers. 
 
    “In more ways than one,” I whisper, laughing as Grayson elbows me. 
 
    My mother eyes us curiously. “Right, well, I’ll leave you to your movie.” She leaves, but the door remains ajar a fraction on her way out. 
 
    “That’s so you can’t have your wicked way with me,” I explain to Grayson, pointing at the gap. 
 
    He sighs. “If only you’d let me.” 
 
    It’s late when he leaves, and there’s an odd feeling sitting on my chest when he does. We ate pizza with my mother, the conversation flowing between school and my mother’s business. It was such a surreal evening, I’m not sure if I’ve imagined it. The strangest part was when Grayson hugged me goodnight, staring into my eyes for a moment too long, looking as confused as me, it’s almost as if we’ve become friends, as if whatever is growing between us could blossom into something stronger than we can imagine. But as much as I can feel the possibility, I can’t allow it to take hold. 
 
    I’ve a plan to enact and a kingdom to topple. 
 
    *** 
 
    Monday comes and goes as tiring as ever. Grayson and I fall back into a more normal relationship and most of my day is spent pretending to the commoners Sophia, Ashton, Grayson, and I are a united front. People aren’t stupid though. Sophia made it pretty clear what her opinion of me was when I first arrived at Albany Nightingale, and they know there is only one reason she’d let it go. And if one person can find dirt on their queen, then maybe she isn’t all that powerful after all. It’s a situation that can’t go on for much longer, but I’m enjoying watching Sophia desperately trying to cling to her power while she can. Because come Friday evening, everyone in this school is going to see a whole new side to her, and no matter how hard she holds on, there is only one way she can go, and it’s down. 
 
    If I didn’t hate her so much, I’d maybe feel sorry for Sophia. After all, I know what it’s like to hold the throne one day and be out on your arse the next. I’ve experienced my friends turning their backs like the years together meant nothing. I’ve fallen to the lowest of lows, but I refuse to stay down there anymore, and if it means trading places with someone, then so be it. 
 
    When I first started at Albany Nightingale, my favorite class was art, and it was more than the subject I loved. Art class was the one time Ashton and I could be the people we wanted to be; it was our time outside the politics of the school hierarchy. But since the mural project, it’s become my most dreaded subject of the week. 
 
    Every time I enter the supply cupboard, I’m haunted by the ghosts of his touch or plagued with the memories of how he’d look at me when no one else was around. Art is my own personal hell, and if I ever knew Ash at all, I think it’s his too. 
 
    I hope it torments him. I hope he remembers my touch as I do his, and I hope it causes him as much regret and pain. I want him to suffer for what he did to me. For making me feel used and worthless. For making me his secret affair and erasing all the happy memories from our childhood. 
 
    “Rose?” 
 
    My heart jumps into my throat. I’ve lingered too long when collecting the things I need, and now it’s just him and me inside this small space, crowded with echoes of our time together. 
 
    Taking the charcoal and paper, I hold them to my chest like a barrier before turning to face him. My chest contracts painfully when I take him in. There’s a sorrow in his gaze that was never there before, and I haven’t wanted to acknowledge it. To do what I’m to do, I can’t think about the fact Ash might be hurting too. He needs to be the villain. They all need to be the villains. 
 
    I can’t talk. There are no words left in me for him, only emotions, and those I will keep safely locked away.  
 
    “Rose, please, I need to talk to you. What I said on Sunday, it all came out wrong. Of course I don’t think you’re a whore. I’d never think that of you. I’m just worried about you. And this relationship you’ve got with Grayson… it will end in tears. Your tears, Rose, you don’t know what he’s like, the way he treats women. Please, I’m only trying to protect you.” His words rush out without him pausing for breath as if they’ve been tumbling around in his head since Sunday, waiting for a chance to escape. 
 
    Feelings burst free from deep inside me, swirling around my blood, causing my eyes to sting. You will not cry. You’ve shed enough tears over this boy.  
 
    Sadness, longing, regret, rage… they all collide together, but it’s the rage I cling too. Anger is such a powerful emotion; it can build you up, filling you with fire when you might otherwise crumble. It’s the type of emotion that can protect you from the world, building an impenetrable wall that nothing else can get through. 
 
    “I don’t need or want your protection, Ashton. Grayson hasn’t hurt me like you! Sure, he was cruel and helped humiliate me at the gala, but it was your actions that destroyed me. You made your choice. You had your fun and when you didn’t come after me that day and then helped at the gala...” I shake my head. “You demolished whatever was between us and lost the right to comment on my life, so please, stop pretending you care about me and leave me alone.” 
 
    “I do care about you. That’s never changed, please, Rose.” He steps forward and I step back. His eyes cloud with sorrow. 
 
    “I thought you were going to save me,” I whisper hoarsely, hurt pushing through. “And instead, you hurt me more than Sophia or Grayson ever could. I don’t care what they have on you. You should have stopped it. My Ash would have stopped it.”  
 
    Shouldering past him, I make my way to my easel, placing the paper on the stand and opening the charcoals. We’re supposed to be drawing portraits, and when the charcoal hits the paper, I’ve no idea who I’m drawing. Everything inside me takes over. My feelings pour through my fingers onto the paper, and when I’m finished and the class ends, I stand back, staring at what I’ve done while a tear falls from my eye. 
 
    It’s not a portrait. It’s a memory. One I can never remember without pain again. I’m on the grass, laughing, younger in more ways than age, and above me hovers the shadowy outline of the boy who gave me such joy. Only the holders of the memory would know who the boy is, and when I glance across, I find Ashton gazing at my picture with the same agony in his eyes. 
 
    “I’m sorry I destroyed that,” he whispers, turning away and rushing from the room. 
 
    So am I.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 28 
 
      
 
    “I’m having a party after parents’ evening if you’d like to come?” 
 
    Staring at Sophia, I watch her lips, wondering if I’ve just hallucinated them moving. “Say that again.” 
 
    She sighs, irritated. “Enough already. I’m trying to extend an olive branch,” she snaps. 
 
    I’ve been to most of the parties and social events since revealing the video to Sophia, but not all. Not the parties she holds in her own castle.  
 
    “Why?” I ask, genuinely confused. I’m only here because I have dirt on her. We’re not friends, and I can never picture us being so. 
 
    She looks around us before deciding we’re alone enough to talk freely. “People know there is something going on, and if I don’t pull you fully into the fold, I’m going to lose control. Unless it was your plan all along?” She narrows her gaze. 
 
    “So you want to be friends?” I ask hesitantly. 
 
    “Try at least, yes. Grayson seems to have taken a liking to you, so why can’t I?” 
 
    Because I’m going to splash your dirty deeds on the big screen for all to see. I laugh evilly inside. It doesn’t matter how much time I spend with Sophia, I haven’t warmed to her one bit. Even if she hadn’t done what she had, I wouldn’t be her friend. There’s just too much about the girl I dislike. 
 
    “Sure, Sophia, I’d love to come. Thank you for the invitation.” 
 
    “Great. Now if you’ll excuse me, I need to make sure the final decorations are in place for tonight’s event.” 
 
    “Catch you later.” I watch her saunter away before turning to complete my own preparations.  
 
    There’s a couple of hours before tonight’s event. Parents will meet with teachers, learn how their daughter or son has begun the school year before they’ll convene in the hall for drinks and nibbles and the traditional school achievements video, which is played every year, displaying last year’s highlights. Of course, this year, it will be Sophia and Arthur’s highlights played for all to see. I can’t decide if I’m terrified or bursting with excitement. Either way, it feels as if there are a thousand tiny wings fluttering around in my stomach. 
 
    “Alexander, just the man I was looking for,” I purr, taking a seat next to him and sliding up close. 
 
    “Rose. I need to see the money before I agree to this. It could get me expelled.” 
 
    “Believe me, who swapped the videos will be the least of their worries,” I reply, grinning. Slipping my hand into my purse, I pull out the envelope containing the three grand my mother gave me this morning. She wasn’t happy about doing so and said it was coming out of my college fund, but honestly, I couldn’t care less. I’d have paid five K to get the video up on display. “Payment, as requested.” 
 
    “Jeez, I can’t believe you got this.” 
 
    I slide my hand up his leg, dig my nails in. “Just remember,” I hiss through clenched teeth, meeting his eyes, “anyone finds out it was me, or you get impatient and want an early peek, I’ll make sure you’ll regret it.” 
 
    He leans back slightly, grimacing at my fingers digging in. “Don’t worry, my lips are sealed. Anyone who can bring down Sophia isn’t someone I want as an enemy. Besides, I can’t stand any of the royals.” 
 
    Patting his leg, I lean in to kiss his cheek. “Excellent.” Next I hand over a USB containing the video file. “It’s been a pleasure doing business with you, Alexander, and do remember to destroy the evidence when it’s done.” 
 
    “You’ve another copy?” he asks. 
 
    “Do I look blonde?” I raise my eyes, pouting as I stand. “This isn’t my first rodeo. Give me a little credit.” 
 
    He smiles. “All hail the new queen.” He bows dramatically. 
 
    “Enough of that.” I giggle. “The crown’s not mine… yet.” 
 
    Walking away, I make sure to sway my hips in a way that will draw eyes. It’s best he be in awe. People are so much easier to control when they worship you. And if tonight is to go exactly as planned, then I need Alexander to want to help me, not just do it out of fear. 
 
    *** 
 
    “Where’s your father?” I ask Grayson as we are about to part with our parents to see various teachers. My plan hinges on Arthur’s presence. If he doesn’t show, it won’t have nearly as much impact. 
 
    “Caught up in a meeting. It’s his excuse every year,” Grayson says like he’s not bothered, but I know him enough to see the hurt hidden behind his charming mask. “He’ll show up for drinks, leave Summer to deal with the boring teacher stuff.” 
 
    I have no idea how to respond. I’m torn between relief and feeling sad for Grayson. “That sucks. Well, at least Summer won’t be hard on you.” 
 
    He shrugs before kissing me on the cheek. “See you, Devenport.” 
 
    Leaving, I head toward my mother, who seems as nervous as me. It’s not helping. She pushed for me to be this person—the queen of school. But now I’m doing it, she’s having second thoughts. It’s because the video is going to affect more than just the student body, but I’m trying not to think about that. It will make getting through tonight far easier. 
 
    “Are you sure you can trust the person who’s swapping the video?” my mother whispers as we head down the hall to my first teacher meeting. 
 
    “Mother, would you give me a little credit? This isn’t the first time I’ve pulled off a revenge plot, or are you forgetting our lives in London?” 
 
    “I know, I know. It’s just after everything with your father… I guess I’m losing the stomach for this life.” 
 
    “Well, pull yourself together. Because tonight is happening whether you’ve the stomach for it or not. Remember what they did to me, remember how I was, and then remember they deserve this.” 
 
    It’s what I do. It’s how I keep myself going. I recall all the dark feelings and use them to light the inferno of my hate. 
 
    As expected, my teachers have nothing but good things to say about me. While I might have caused trouble in other areas, I’m nothing but exemplary with my classwork. 
 
    “How long have we got?” my mother asks as we all gather in the hall, waiting for other parents to finish with the teachers. 
 
    “About thirty minutes.” She grinds her teeth. “Go get yourself a drink and some food. You’re driving me crazy, Mother.” 
 
    I mingle, wishing I could have a stiff drink too, but unfortunately, while most of us drink, it’s not acceptable to be doing it on school grounds even if we have fake IDs or enough dirt on the entire teacher body to bribe them into turning a blind eye. Normally it wouldn’t bother me as I’ve never been a heavy drinker, but it helps in the midst of a plan. 
 
    “Rose, I need to talk to you.” Ashton takes my hand and drags me with him. 
 
    I try and fail to pull free. “Get off me,” I hiss, but he’s marching forward, seemingly determined to have me alone, and I have no choice but to give up fighting and go with him. 
 
    The second we are alone, he stops, turns, and backs me into the wall. Gasping, my hands land on his arms to steady myself and before I have the chance to voice my outrage, his mouth is on mine. Hard, desperate, and demanding. 
 
    I give into the kiss for far too long, allowing him to take all he wants and moaning as desire sparks in my body and breathes life back into my soul. 
 
    Ripping my mouth from his, I push him with all the strength I possess and drag in lungsful of oxygen as we stare at each other, heaving. 
 
    “What are you doing?” I finally screech. “How dare you!” 
 
    “You didn’t fight back, Rose. You still want me as much as I want you.” 
 
    “No. No, you don’t get to do this, Ash. I won’t be your mistress.” 
 
    “I don’t want a mistress; I just want you.” Hope surges through me, even as my fury comes to a pitch. 
 
    “Bullshit.” 
 
    “Damn it, Rose, will you listen? I’ve been trying to apologize since the gala. You’re right. I should have never sided with them. Screw Arthur and his expectations. I can’t do it anymore. I can’t go a moment longer pretending I love Sophia, not when it’s you. It’s always been you, since the moment we met as kids, you’ve enchanted me, and I can’t keep living with the way things are between us. It’s killing me.” 
 
    His words sink into my parched soul as tears blind my vision. He can’t be saying this, not now, not when it’s too late. He should have said this when I ran away from the mural. He should have chased after me and declared his feelings and everything wouldn’t have burned to the ground. But he didn’t. He held his tongue and let me think I meant nothing. He helped humiliate me, turned away when I begged for help. He destroyed me. Twisted me up inside until the only road available went through hell.  
 
    Now he loves me. On the night I’m about to serve vengeance like a blade into the heart of his family.  
 
    “Ash,” I whisper, tears rolling down my face. “It’s too late. It’s too late.” 
 
    “No.” He shakes his head. “You still have feelings for me. I felt it when we kissed. I know you do.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter. Too much has happened.” I can’t forget what he’s done, and after tonight, he’ll not forget what I’ve done.  
 
    He reaches for me, carefully rubbing the tears stuck to my cheeks. “I know I messed things up, but I’m going to make it up to you. I won’t give up until you forgive me. I don’t care how long it takes. I love you, Rose.” 
 
    His words lodge like knives in my heart, spilling life from my chest. I search his face, press my lips to his for the last time, savoring every detail before pulling away. “You won’t love me after tonight, Ash. You’ll hate me.” 
 
    His eyes widen as a sob escapes me. I can already hear Mrs. Chandler calling attention to the room. 
 
    “What did you do?” he whispers. It was you who did it. You who tainted me with your betrayal.  
 
    “It doesn’t matter. None of this matters! I haven’t done anything you didn’t deserve. I said I’d never forgive you, Ash, and I won’t. I can’t.” 
 
    Fear and pain stare at me from his cinnamon-dusted eyes, and I hate myself and him. He sent me down this road. He betrayed me and love can’t fix it. 
 
    “Please tell me what you’ve done,” he begs. 
 
    “Sophia’s cheating on you,” I explain. “With Arthur Bishop.” I take no pleasure from the shock that ripples through him. I wanted to hurt him, but I’ve hurt myself too. 
 
    “No. No.” He stumbles back. 
 
    I nod, my body going cold, my heart faltering. “I have video evidence.” 
 
    His face goes still as he realizes what I mean. “Please, please don’t tell me it’s going to play for all to see. You wouldn’t do that, you couldn’t… my mom.” 
 
    I open my mouth, but there are no words to make this okay.  
 
    “Fix it,” he begs. 
 
    Turning, I run into the hall, heading for the side of the stage where Alexander will be pressing play, but it’s too late. Stumbling to a stop as the video flares to life on the large screen, dread fills me as chaos erupts around us. 
 
    “Mom!” Ashton gasps. His gaze finds mine, and I know there is no fixing this; his love for me is dying right before my eyes. “How could you?” 
 
    The betrayal in his gaze awakes my fury. I did this because of him, because he broke me, and he’s acting as if I’m the only one to blame. “Because I’m angry. I wanted revenge for what you all did to me.” I shove him in the chest, shaking with the strength of my emotions. “You hurt me like no one ever has before. I love you, and you helped them humiliate me. You poured the glue over my head, Ashton. I wanted you to pay.” 
 
    He’s shaking his head, eyes glistening with pain. “Not like this, Rose, not for everyone to see, for my mother to see.” 
 
    “You didn’t worry about who would see my downfall. Why should I care about yours?” 
 
    He opens his mouth, but no words come out. We have both done wrong. We have both hurt each other beyond repair. 
 
    Our eyes find Summer running from the room, and I want to take it all back. I want to rewind time and fix this mess. 
 
    “Ash, you have to understand, please.” My fingers find his, but he snatches them away, looking at me with nothing but hate. “But we love each other,” I mumble pathetically like love can fix anything when all ours has done is cause pain. 
 
    I watch as everything we are shatters and dies. I watch as his heart grows cold and his gaze goes distant. We are no longer Ash and Rose. We are strangers, and I’m not sure if we can ever find each other again.  
 
    They say revenge has a cost. And mine… mine was the cost of my heart and the boy I love.  
 
      
 
    Turn the page for more…


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Rose’s story continues in March 27th 2020 
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