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      What has been your greatest accomplishment?

      Not going to juvie? Making it to my senior year with a decent GPA despite attending a different high school each year? Saying no to drugs?

      “This is a dumb assignment,” I mutter.

      My first week taking dual enrollment courses at Rockford Community College has been… frustrating. Just like this “Get to Know You” assignment. It’s bullshit fluff I would’ve ignored in junior year, but now I’m trying to do something with my life. Meaning, no matter how lame the work seems, I’m determined to finish it.

      Five minutes later, though, that first question is still glaring up at me accusingly.

      What’s been my greatest accomplishment in my eighteen years on this planet?

      Nothing. Absolutely nothing.

      Abandoning my homework, I tilt my head against the headrest and catch sight of my nephew in the rearview mirror. Richie is out, his little face smooshed against the side of his booster seat. A steady line of drool trickles out the corner of his open mouth.

      I can’t help but grin as I lean forward and take my phone from the dashboard. It’s 11:30. Well past Richie’s bedtime and half an hour after my sister’s double shift at the tragically named Pump & Go. We’ve been out here waiting for the last 45 minutes, our usual routine when Indigo works this late on Fridays.

      It’s not ideal.

      Richie should be home, sleeping peacefully in his crib instead of a booster seat. I should be doing my schoolwork under better lighting than the shitty bulbs over the gas pumps. And my sister shouldn’t be killing herself for minimum wage in this dump, where her co-workers rarely show up on time.

      It’s not ideal at all, but that's never been a word to describe our lives.

      We’re survivors, not thrivers—or at least, we haven’t been. We’ve been trying to break the warped cycle our mother raised us in, but it’s slow-going. Neither of us wants to end up like Mom, though.

      My phone buzzes, wrenching my attention from my oh-so-happy thoughts, and my friend Marisa’s name flashes on the screen. Tossing my homework onto the back floorboard, I open her text with little thought.

      
        
        Graceeeeeeeeee! Party tonight! We’re all getting fucked up one last time before Colin and Rosie leave for college. You in? We’re at Trident Beach.

        

      

      Painful knots coil in my stomach. Normally, I would be happy to join my friends for a wild evening of cheap beer, but that single word, “beach,” stops me cold. I drag in breath after breath. Try to force the ugly memories of the last beach party I attended back inside their rusty box, where I keep them hidden in the far corners of my mind.

      Inhale, exhale, forget, repeat, I tell myself until the nausea passes and I can swallow without tasting blood and tears and fear.

      I type my excuse, and I’m seconds from sending it when I hear it. Voices. Loud voices coming from the front of the gas station. Tensing, I listen closely. And the tiny hairs on the nape of my neck stand on end when I recognize one of them.

      “Please, I just want to go home. Will you let me go already?” the woman begs, and my breath hitches.

      Because it’s my sister.

      Panic pulsing through me, I dive for the pepper spray we keep in the dashboard, then sprint around the building. I come to a stop when my gaze lands on Indigo.

      Surrounded by not one but three guys.

      “I mean it!” Her eyes are wide and terrified as she glances around at them. “I will call the cops if you don’t stop.”

      The one blocking her path takes a deep drag of the cigarette dangling from his fingertips. “Come on, don’t be that way.”

      There’s an obvious accent to his slurred words—British, for sure—and judging by the way he’s swaying, he’s drunk. He’s tall and well-built, with short, curly brown hair, warm olive skin that looks flawless even under the unforgiving parking lot lighting, and the sharp, angular features most models would kill for.

      He would be gorgeous… if he wasn’t being a dick to my sister.

      The other two don’t appear to be directly harassing Indigo, but they aren’t stopping their friend, either. One of them is watching, his pouty lips quirking. He’s the stereotypical hot surfer, toned and bronze, with golden-brown eyes and purposely disheveled, dirty blond hair that falls around his square jawline.

      And then, there’s the third one.

      The one standing off to the side, leaning against a black Mercedes SUV. He’s taller and more muscular than the other two, with dark hair and blue eyes and a stone-cold expression. Like a young Henry Cavill—if tattoos covered every inch of Henry’s arms and he seemed perpetually bored.

      They’re all stunning, the whole trio, and I stand there in absolute silence, my breath cowering as I drink them in. But then the British prick opens his mouth. And what he says snaps me out of my dazed stupor.

      “You could make good money with us. We just want you to show us a little something.”

      Is he… is he asking her to strip?

      There’s no way he has the audacity to even think to ask her to do that, right?

      But Indie’s body language tells me that’s exactly what’s happening. She drags the collar of her red Pump & Go polo shirt together, like she’s trying to hide her body from him, and dips her head low. I see her lips move, but I’m not sure what she says.

      A moment later, he retorts, “It would be well worth your time.”

      That’s it. Fury crackling beneath my skin, I advance on him, the hot pink can of pepper spray raised right in front of me like a gun. “Get the hell away from her!”

      Everyone whirls toward me, but the British guy seems the most affected by the intrusion. Even though he’s an easy foot over my 5’2 frame—they all are—I push my way past him to stand in front of my sister, who’s also much taller than me.

      Not that it matters. Because right now?

      Right now, I feel seven feet tall.

      “Who are you?” the Brit demands once he’s stable on his feet as Indigo hisses down at me, “Gracie, what the hell are you doing out here? Go back to the car!”

      I ignore her pleas and focus every ounce of my attention on the three men staring us down.

      “Stay away from my sister, you motherfuckers!” I shout, and the blond guy lets out a low whistle and lifts his brows. “She’s already said no to your disgusting offer, so leave.”

      “You two are sisters?” When I answer the Brit with silence and a clenched jaw, he flicks the butt of his cigarette onto the pavement and gives his beach-boy buddy a sideways glance. “A two-for-one deal?”

      Yeah, that really sets me off.

      “You rich bastards are all the same, thinking you can buy people and get them to do whatever you want anytime you bark out an order, but Indigo isn’t that type of girl.”

      “And what about—”

      Before he can finish, I thrust the pepper spray in his face. He stumbles back, but Golden Boy grabs his arm before he loses his balance and falls on his perfect ass. When they don’t immediately take off, I position my finger over the pepper spray’s trigger.

      “I said get out of here.”

      Indigo clutches my shoulder. “Grace, stop! Just drop it so we can go.”

      But I’m too furious to stop. Besides, I don’t want us to be the ones to walk away. It’ll seem like we’re running, and there’s no way I’m giving these entitled pricks the satisfaction of thinking they chased us off.

      “Any bitch can be that type of girl… for the right price,” a deep voice says, wrapping around me like a snake.

      It’s the one with all the tattoos, but he doesn’t look bored anymore. Now his eyes are predatory, reminding me of an animal waiting for its prey to make a fatal mistake.

      “Excuse me?”

      “What’s the matter? Jealous your sister got an invitation but not you? Don’t worry, sweetheart.” Two long strides bring him within inches of my body, and he leans into me so close that his breath ruffles my hair when he whispers, “There’s plenty of room, even if you are the clear loser in the trailer slut genetic Olympics.”

      His words lash at me and sting, leaving a mark I do not want to acknowledge but end up doing, anyway. Indigo and I both have our mom’s blue-green eyes, but that’s our only similarity. Like our mother, my sister’s got long legs, perfect beach blonde waves, and that whole 2000s Victoria’s Secret model vibe going for her.

      I, however, am a walking “Short Girl Problems” meme with boobs that are more curse than blessing, and dishwater blonde frizz I try to call curls.

      My features are fine, but they’re not… Indigo. And this boy knows he’s affected me because his grin takes on a vicious edge.

      Lifting my phone, I hit the button to record. “Mind repeating that, sweetheart?”

      He glances at my phone before raising his eyes back to mine. “I asked if you were jealous your trashy sister got invited to come strip for us. You’re nowhere near as hot, but there’s still plenty of room and cash for you.”

      By the time I answer him, I’m practically vibrating with rage. “No thanks, I’m good.”

      He sweeps an appraising gaze over my body but says nothing as he and his friends head for the Mercedes. Words aren’t necessary, though. Not after the way he looked at me.

      Like I was nothing.

      I keep the video recording until they’re gone and then I lower my phone and the pepper spray and pivot toward my sister. “Indie…”

      She blinks to bat away tears and hugs her arms over her chest. “Where’s Richie?”

      “Still in the car.” Saying that out loud, I realize how reckless I was to leave him by himself, even if I was only twenty feet away. “Shit, I’m so sorry—”

      “Don’t do it again.” Her expression is fierce when she whirls around to face me. Where was this version of her five minutes ago? “I mean that, Gracie. Don’t you ever leave my baby alone when you’re supposed to be watching him.”

      Swallowing hard, I bob my head in understanding. “I won’t, I promise.” I close the distance between us and pull her close, releasing a heavy sigh. “Come on... let's go home.”

      We make our way back to our crappy old Civic, where Richie is still snoozing away, oblivious to everything that’s happened.

      I climb into the driver’s side and start the engine. My anger hasn’t dissipated as we pull out onto the road to head home, but I’m quiet for a long time, focusing on the soft sound of my nephew’s snoring and the grinding brakes.

      “Grace…” My sister perches her elbow against the door rest and stares out at the night sky.

      “Why didn’t you call the cops?”

      “I didn’t want to cause any trouble. You know I’ve been trying to find a better job. With my record, I need a good reference. What do you think Billy would say if I called the cops on all his customers?”

      “Do you care what Mr. Food Stamp Fraud himself thinks about you?”

      She giggle-snorts at my remark about her boss, but then she exhales, shakes her head, and slants me with a serious look. “Look… I know how you get, but let it go. Please. They were being kids.”

      “Those weren’t kids. They were shitheads harassing a woman they saw as vulnerable because she was alone.” I tighten my grip on the steering wheel because it’s the only thing stopping me from trembling. “I bet it’s not the first time they’ve done that to someone, either.”

      “It’s not worth fussing over because we won’t ever see them again.”

      “You don’t know that.”

      But she laughs and shakes her head. “You think guys like that hang out in Mattapan? Did you see that car? The clothes they had on?”

      That sounds like something Mom would say. And that irks me more than it ever should.

      “Being rich doesn’t mean they should be able to do whatever they want.”

      “You’re right.” She turns to me, a sad smile twisting her lips. “But people like that get away with everything.”

      We have to stay out of their way or adapt.

      She doesn’t say it aloud, but that statement echoes through the car. I hate our mom for drilling that lesson into our skulls. Even Indigo, who tries to find the best in everyone, believes that shit.

      It’s not fair, and I’m still fuming about it as I lay wide awake in bed.

      Even though it’s a terrible idea, I open the video of the tattooed boy. As the recording plays, I keep thinking how infuriating it is that he probably gets away with this type of behavior regularly.

      And that’s what causes me to break.

      Before I consider what I’m doing, I upload the video to TikTok and pound out a scathing caption below it.

      
        
        When people think money equals personality, you get psychos who think they’re untouchable.

        

      

      The act of posting the video is a release, so I put my phone aside, snuggle under my blankets, and let sleep come to claim me.
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        * * *

      

      An incessant buzzing drags me awake the next morning. At first, I try to resist and stay asleep a little longer, but the noise won’t stop. My groggy brain takes a few beats to realize it’s my phone. Confused, I crack open my eyes and grab the stupid thing from my nightstand. Who would bother me this early on a Saturday morning?

      Then I see what’s going on.

      Notification after notification pops up on my lock screen, and my mouth drops open. Because they’re all from my video.

      I bolt upright, my fingers fly across the screen to unlock my phone and see what’s happening. Likes, comments, shares… holy shit, it’s blowing up. And I mean half a million views blowing up.

      Why would my video be getting so much attention?

      Thanks to the comments, my suspense is short-lived. I learn all three guys go to Kingsworth Prep, the same school my sister’s husband attended before his parents disowned him for knocking up “the help.”

      “Yeah? Well, you can suck my non-prestigious dick,” I grumble at one comment that calls Kingsworth outstanding and me an attention whore. The school—and the gorgeous bastards who go there—are the only reason anyone cares enough to respond, anyway.

      And two comments later, I discover precisely who those bastards are.

      Ezra Covington, Bellamy Thorn, and Dashiell Laurier.

      The Governor of South Carolina’s son.

      The future Duke of Ashwood.

      And the son of the ninth richest man in America.

      Fuck.
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      “You should take it down. It won’t undo the damage it’s already caused, but it would at least help. Don’t you want that?”

      My teeth sink into my bottom lip as I glance at my sister. She’s standing in the middle of the kitchen, wringing a threadbare dish towel between her hands like it’s my neck.

      “It’s too late for that. People have re-posted it thousands of times, so it’ll spread even if I take it down. Which I will not do because I did nothing wrong.”

      So why do I sound like I’m trying to convince myself every time I say those words?

      I did nothing wrong.

      Indigo releases a strangled noise and twists the dish towel in the opposite direction.

      “This is why you always get into trouble, Grace. You don’t think about the consequences of your actions! You never do, you only… ugh!”

      If I’ve heard this lecture once, I’ve heard it a thousand times, but it doesn’t make it suck any less. I can almost hear her inner voice going over all the reasons she shouldn’t have taken me in. She’s probably even thinking Rich, her husband, was right.

      I’m nothing but trouble.

      I shake Rich from my head. He’s the last person I need to worry about after the last 72 hours of trending social media hell. Because while my video’s earned a lot of support, the amount of criticism from people defending those assholes has been overwhelming.

      I don’t want Indigo piling on me, too.

      I turn my gaze down to my bowl of peach oatmeal and count to ten before I look at her again. No surprise, she’s still scowling. “We shouldn’t fight in front of the baby. It makes him sad.”

      Richie is sitting across from me in his high chair, happily smashing milk-soaked Cheerios into his tray. He looks at me with a wide smile, showing off his little teeth, so I grin back and wave a hand toward him.

      “See, he’s happy when we get along.”

      She groans and forces a smile, which inspires even more cereal and milk-splashing from the baby. “Fine, but you realize how bad this could be? Not just abstractly speaking, but literally bad for me. For us?”

      “I know.”

      Now I do, anyway.

      When I posted my video, I hadn’t realized I was shitting on Dashiell Laurier, son of Jason Laurier. Aka, the CEO of Laurier Investments out of Boston who bought Indigo’s house at a foreclosure auction last month. They’ve purchased several in this area but haven’t rushed to evict anyone. And since a tabloid reporter spent his holiday weekend connecting the dots between my sister and the Lauriers…

      She’s pretty justified in her anger.

      Moving back to the sink to finish the dishes she’d abandoned to lecture me, she sighs. “You can’t even turn on the news without hearing something about that video. It’s everywhere, Grace. Every-freakin'-where.”

      Which is why deleting my video is pointless now. It’s garnered national attention. Kingsworth Prep, the entire Laurier family, and even the governor of South Carolina—Ezra’s dad—are all under fire.

      I twist in my chair to glance back at Indigo. My voice is small when I say, “The media attention will die down soon. Just give it a little time, okay?”

      She seems to consider my words, maybe even taking reassurance from them. “You’re right. It’s just… I wish Rich were here. I wish…”

      She trails off, leaving my imagination to run wild.

      “I wish he hadn’t left.”

      “I wish I knew where he went.”

      “I wish I’d listened to him and left you in Atlantic City. You would have been fine. I was fine—after you took Mom and Julian’s side.

      I focus on my oatmeal, jabbing at the peach lumps with my spoon, but I don’t have an appetite anymore. That queasy feeling is back in my stomach, gnawing away at my gut. I can tell Indigo’s waiting for me to say something, to acknowledge Rich’s absence, so I mumble the only words that break through the nausea.

      “I’m so sorry, Indie.”

      Because I am.

      Then I force myself to continue eating. And pretend everything’s fine and I’m not the reason everything is so fucked up.
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        * * *

      

      “It’s always noisy bitches like you who make it hard to survive these days. Why can’t you take a joke instead of making everything a trauma and trying to fuck up everyone’s life?”

      I pause from shoving my textbook in my backpack and gaze up at the dude-bro in the baseball cap, towering over me and berating me. Everyone on campus with a phone has seen the video, but the only ones to give me any grief have been jerks like this guy with zero filter and enough small dick energy to power the city for the next few decades.

      Still, none of the other assholes waited until we were the only ones left in a classroom. Casually, I reach inside my bag. “I realize you spent the last 90 minutes perfecting that argument on behalf of your fellow shitlords, but are you done?”

      “What?”

      My fingers close around the pocket knife wedged between my wallet and a tube of lip gloss. “I asked if you’re done because I’d like to leave for my next class, and you’re standing in my way.”

      He squints down at me with so much hatred I expect him to choose violence, so I grip my knife, ready to flip it open. To my surprise, he mutters, “Fucking bitch,” then turns to slink away.

      As soon as he’s gone, I flop back in my chair and release my hold on my weapon. I don’t care what anyone at Rockford thinks about me, but it pisses me off that those three bastards are being defended by strangers they’d never give the time of day.

      I’m so lost in my thoughts as I leave the classroom, I don’t notice the tall, thin man in the expensive suit until I’m a few steps from the exit and he moves to block my path.

      “Are you Gracelyn Lilley?”

      Startling at the use of my full name, I stop short. “Yes…”

      “I am a representative for the Laurier family,” he says, and my mouth goes dry. A representative? What exactly is he representing?

      My heart is already racing out of control. Shit, I had promised Indigo this exact thing wouldn’t happen, and now they have someone hunting me down at school?

      “Are you a lawyer?” I croak, and he hands me a matte black business card.

      Examining it, my heart sinks to my toes.

      Nathan Stoll. Attorney At Law.

      “I’m here with a gesture of goodwill from the Lauriers. They want to put this entire ordeal behind them,” he says. “And they’re prepared to make you a generous offer for your pain and suffering.”

      I let his words skate through my brain a few times before a scowl twists my mouth. “Sounds like they want to buy me off because their son is a dick.”

      He doesn’t deny it as he reaches into his jacket to pull out a white envelope that I cautiously accept. “Mr. Laurier would like to offer you a full scholarship to Kingsworth Prep.”

      My fingertips spasm around the envelope. I’m almost sure I’ve misheard him, so all I can do is blurt out, “Are you serious?”

      “Mr. Laurier wants to pay for your education.” He emphasizes each word, but I’m too stunned to be offended. “It’s an incredibly generous offer that includes all on-campus meals, materials, uniforms, and extracurricular activities—if you choose to take part, that is.”

      “Why would he give me a scholarship?” Moving out of the way for a couple that passes, I lower my voice to a whisper before I point out, “Besides, Kingsworth denied my application.”

      Yes, I had applied to Kingsworth Prep. I couldn’t help myself when it was all Rich went on about. It was always “Kingsworth is the best,” or “Too bad you have to go to public school because I went to Kingsworth,” or “Did you know three former presidents went to Kingsworth?”

      But even if I’d gotten in, I wouldn’t have been able to afford it.

      Rich loved pointing that out, too. All the while sneering at my sister and Richie, whom he hated for taking away all the opportunities his time at the school should have afforded him.

      Kingsworth is a one-percenter stomping ground. I’m not even sure the school has an office dedicated to processing scholarships. That’s how rich the students’ families are.

      “Mr. Laurier is aware of the status of your application,” Nathan tells me. “He has connections at the school that will ensure your acceptance.”

      Disgust drags the edges of my lips. “Meaning he’d pay the school off too, huh?”

      “Whatever is necessary, Miss Lilley.”

      The thing is, most would jump at this opportunity, but I’m… me. And my pride is a petty, stupid bitch that won’t allow me to accept such an obvious bribe.

      “You can tell Mr. Laurier thanks, but no thanks,” I say with a tight smile that cuts the corners of my mouth. “I’m not for sale, and neither is my sister. But please tell him I see where his son gets his shithead behavior, though.”

      If my disparaging words against his boss offend him, he’s excellent at hiding it.

      “Fair enough. Mr. Laurier will be in touch.” He tips his head toward me, which should mean this is the end, but there’s something about his expression that makes me hold my breath.

      Sure enough, a beat passes and he says, “He’ll also be reaching out to Mrs. Brinkley.”

      With the threat of contacting my sister out in the open, he turns without another word.

      “I said I don’t want it!” I call after him. “We don’t want it!”

      But he’s not listening as he strides out the exit, his phone already pressed to his ear, probably to relay my snarky messages to the ninth richest man in the fucking country.

      Anxiety wraps its thorny fingers around my throat as I hurry from the building and across campus. Once I’m in the car, I speed the entire way home, barely noticing the grinding brakes because I don’t use them. My panic has reached its peak by the time I reach our front door.

      As I throw it open and rush inside, tossing my book bag on the foyer floor, I’m already shouting, “Indie… I was wrong. So wrong and stupid. They sent this lawyer guy to my school, and—”

      When I look through the living room doorway and find my sister and nephew staring back at me, every muscle—no, every cell—in my body ices over.

      Because they’re not alone.
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      For a long time, I stay that way. Frozen in place. The air snatched from my lungs by Dashiell Laurier, who’s sitting on our sagging leather couch like it’s his throne, a glass of water in one hand.

      In the daylight, his hair is darker than I thought. Almost as black as his soul. He's hidden his tattoos beneath a blue and white striped oxford shirt and khaki-colored pants, but something toxic still lurks beneath that All-American Boy Next Door exterior. And the gleam in his blue eyes is pure venom.

      Like he’s daring me to say something.

      Silly girl that I am, I take the bait. “What the fuck are you doing in my sister’s house?”

      Indigo’s eyes pop wide. “Gracie! Dash is here to apologize.”

      Dash? They’re on a nickname basis now?

      Now that I can feel my legs again, I storm the rest of the way into the living room. His side is to my sister, so she can’t see the mocking look he’s giving me. “It’s all right, Mrs. Brinkley,” he tells her.

      A snort of laughter bursts out of me. “Mrs. Brinkley? Is he serious?”

      He blinks at me. “Is there a problem, Grace?”

      So formal. So fake.

      I’ve seen Dashiell’s stupid name so much since posting my video that I feel like I’ve known him for years. He’s a middle child and the only Laurier ever to attend Kingsworth—the rest went to Blackburn Prep. He’ll probably go to Stratford University next year, where the Lauriers have buildings named after them. And he’s celebrating his nineteenth birthday the day after Christmas, making my sister just two years older than him.

      And he’s calling her Mrs. Brinkley?

      “Why don’t you call us what you did outside the convenience store, you—”

      “You can call me Indigo,” she interrupts me, glaring daggers that could slice through steel. After everything she’s been through, how can she be so oblivious to this asshole’s true intentions? “And please excuse Gracie. She’s…”

      I can’t stand the way my brain scrambles to fill in that blank.

      I’m what?

      “Grace’s reaction is understandable after what I did, Indigo.” His smile flips my stomach a few times, though I’m honestly not sure why. Disgust, maybe. Or anxiety. Possibly even downright hatred. He zeroes in on me. “I’m here to say I’m sorry. To both of you.”

      What-the-fuck-ever.

      I don’t believe for a second he’s here for anything other than nefarious reasons. Before I can say that, though, Richie pulls at my sister’s leg and starts fussing. She squints down at him, then between me and Dash, hesitating to leave us alone. When my nephew grows insistent, she scoops him up with a noisy sigh.

      “I’ll be right back.” As she passes, she levels me with a pleading look. “Please, Grace… be civil. Please.”

      It would be easier if she’d asked me to stop needing air. For her sake, I keep my lips sealed until I hear the bathroom door down the hall creak open. That’s when I make my move and edge closer to Dashiell.

      “What are you doing here?” I’m less than a foot from him now. Close enough to punch him in his bronze throat. Or to take that glass he’s holding and smash it over his head. “And don’t give me that apology bullshit, either.”

      In an instant, his nice-guy façade melts away. It’s scary how right that sneer seems on his granite features. “Why wouldn’t I apologize? I was a savage.” The words drip from his tongue like poison.

      “What do you want?” I ask, teeth clenched so I won’t scream in his face.

      “I came to tell Indigo my father is letting her stay in this house.” When my mouth drops open thanks to the sheer shock pounding through my system, he arches a brow. “Figured that would be your reaction, you little leech. I should clarify—he’s letting her stay as a renter. There’s no fucking way we’re letting this place go now.”

      This is all so… odd. “A renter?”

      He leaves me in suspense for a few seconds to down a sip of water. He gives the glass a disdainful look, then plunks it on the coffee table. “Still, she’ll get three extra rent-free months to get back on her feet and a discount on her monthly payment. Kind, huh?”

      First, an attorney for his family tracks me down at school and now this?

      “Nobody would do this out of kindness. I doubt you even have a heart.”

      He clutches his chest as if wounded, and my eyes nearly roll out of my skull. “Here I am, trying to perform miracles and shit. Two miracles, though one can’t happen without the other.”

      I tense, certain this is when the other shoe drops. Because he’s smiling again.

      “We don’t have to let your sister stay here. The only reason Indigo’s getting that big discount is because her free childcare will be… busy.”

      A hollow chill settles over me like a shroud as I realize his angle, and I shift my weight. “If I don’t accept that scholarship, you’re going to force my sister and her toddler out of this house.”

      “And they say blondes are dumb,” he deadpans.

      “You’re an evil bastard, aren’t you?”

      He bares his flawless white teeth at me like an animal. “You have no idea,” he says as I take another step in his direction, my hand clenching into a tight fist.

      It’s at that moment Indigo and Richie return, and I freeze in place, dropping my arms by my sides.

      Stopping in the doorway, with Richie propped on her hip, she furrows her brow. “I hope Grace has been polite.”

      Dash’s nice-guy persona is back in place as he grins. “We were actually talking about the scholarship my father is giving her.”

      This evil prick.

      This terrible, big-mouthed—

      “A scholarship?” She turns to me. “What’s going on, Gracie?”

      “A full ride to Kingsworth,” he says before I can get a syllable out, and I seriously reconsider punching him in the throat. He deserves it. “Another token of goodwill, you could say. I really am sorry for what I said and for not stopping my friends. My family wants to offer yours whatever help we can to make up for my behavior.”

      By the time he shuts his mouth, my sister resembles one of those creepy Blythe dolls—that’s how big her eyes have gotten.

      “Oh! That’s amazing news! You had applied there, right, Gracie? Kingsworth is such an incredible school, and a full ride? That’s more than generous.”

      Generous?

      I open my mouth to reveal Dash is trying to blackmail me into accepting the offer, but he shoots me a vicious glare and the words die a swift and painful death on my tongue. My sister is so happy, so relieved.

      And it hits me. I have no choice.

      None.

      I’ve already caused her so much grief—failed her when she needed me the most—I’m not sure I could stand the guilt if I didn’t do whatever was needed to help now.

      “Yeah, it’s amazing,” I breathe. “Can’t wait. So awesome.”

      Indigo is so thrilled I don’t think she notices my lackluster tone. She bounces Richie on her hip, kisses his blond head, and gives him a wide smile that looks like it belongs on a Paris runway instead of a foreclosed house in Mattapan with a broken dishwasher and a leaky roof.

      “We get to stay in our house, and Aunt Gracie is going to a new school!”

      Richie giggles and claps his hands, but he doesn’t understand what’s going on. He just knows his mom’s happy, and that makes him happy. All I can do is twist the hem of my T-shirt and stare like an idiot as their excitement seals my fate.

      Clearing his throat, Dash offers another fake smile. “Well, I should get going. Our lawyer will bring by the lease for you to sign, Mrs. Brink—” He throws in a chuckle and a shrug to sell his performance. “I mean, Indigo.”

      “I have no words,” she says.

      That’s okay, I have plenty.

      As he moves to leave the room, he fixes his attention on me. “We’ll also be sending you information about Kingsworth and your scholarship, Grace.”

      “Exciting.”

      His eyes drop to my hands, his lips quirking, and I stop fidgeting with my shirt. “Trust me, you’ll love it there.”

      “I’m sure I will,” I say in a cavity-inducing voice. “Let me walk you out, Dash.”

      He pauses and slants me with what I would almost call a curious look, but there’s a hint of annoyance, giving it a razor-sharp edge. I hold his gaze, though, not giving an inch.

      “All right.” He cranks that disgusting charm to the maximum level when he looks my sister’s way and says, “I’m sure we’ll talk soon, Indigo.”

      “Goodbye, Dash.” Everything about her bright expression makes me want to cry because it amazes me she’s still like this. Hopeful. Trusting. Like every person who entered her life didn’t fail her. “I appreciate all you and your family are doing for us.”

      “I know this will never make up for my actions, but I hope it’s at least a start.”

      The entire exchange causes another part of my soul to shrivel up and die as I follow Dash to the foyer. I don’t say a word until we’re on the front step, with the door shut behind us.

      “Why are you doing all this, Dashiell?”

      He unbuttons his cuffs and shoves his sleeves up on his tattooed forearms. “You don’t get it, do you? You and your sister are both this stupid?”

      My anger exploding, I jab at his muscular shoulder with the tip of my finger. “If you think I’m stupid, trust me, that’s your mistake. I—”

      He’s on me before I realize he’s moved, his body sliding against mine. “Do you realize how very breakable you are, Gracie?”

      Hearing Indigo’s nickname for me fall from his lips puts a bitter taste in my mouth, but I shake my head. “You’re wrong.”

      “So small and fragile,” he says, walking us both toward the door. I already knew I was tiny compared to him, but he seems so much bigger looming over me. He’s at least 6’4 and well over 200 pounds of rock hard muscle.

      All of which I feel pressed against me.

      “I’m not afraid of you.” But half my words sound slurred as the doorknob jabs the small of my back, and he shoves his face within inches of mine.

      “You really want to know what I’m doing? This is fucking damage control. I’m doing this to save face, which is the only reason I’m at this dump, pretending with your mouthy ass.”

      His nearness—his words—even the dark, woodsy scent of his cologne tilts my world on its axis, but I pull myself together. “If you hate me, why be around me? It makes zero sense!”

      Offering my sister her house back, even as a rental, was plenty. The media would have a field day praising his family for that, especially when an “anonymous source” revealed she didn’t have to pay for a few months.

      But the scholarship to Kingsworth Prep is extreme.

      “You’ve caused me more problems than I can tolerate. You’re going to Kingsworth,” he tells me in a low voice, “because there I’ll be able to punish you properly.”

      “Punish me?” Bile climbs up my throat as he confirms with a slow nod. “I’m not the one who harassed an innocent girl and offered her money to take her clothes off.”

      “There is nothing innocent about you or your sister,” he scoffs, and I dig my nails into my palms to avoid lashing out at him. “And I’m going to enjoy breaking you.”

      There he goes again. Calling me breakable. Only this time, he’s threatening to take advantage of that fragility.

      “Breaking me,” I say in a lifeless voice.

      “Into hundreds of pieces. It’s going to be so entertaining... the highlight of my senior year.” He cocks his head, his blue eyes glinting with malice as he releases a low chuckle that sends a shiver clawing up my spine. “And I won’t even have to lift a finger.”
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      “Grace! Dash is here!” Indigo yells.

      My fingers twitch around my backpack zipper, and I squeeze my eyes shut as the room seems to crash around me. I’ve been dreading this moment for the last several days. At least since Dash left me standing alone, numb, on my front porch after he revealed there’s a long line of people waiting for their pound of my flesh.

      Today, I go to Kingsworth Prep.

      And Dashiell Laurier himself will escort me there.

      “It’s going to be fine.” The lie tastes like ash on my tongue, so I gulp down a steadying breath and finish zipping my bag before making my way out into the hall.

      At the top of the stairs, I peer down into the small foyer and find Dash standing inside the front door. He turns his frigid blue stare up at me, and I glare back, hoping he can read my defiance in my expression and stance.

      He only appears more amused.

      I grip the worn straps of my bag, half-tempted to hurl it at his smug face, but then his expression shifts. Now, he’s… smiling. Like a normal person. Of course, I see why the next moment when Indigo steps into view with Richie in her arms.

      “All ready?” she calls up to me, oblivious to the tension thickening the air between me and Dash.

      I bob my head, taking one step down the stairs, then the next, then one more, until I’m able to force myself all the way down so I’m standing in front of them.

      “Luggage?” Dash asks, instead of a greeting.

      I jerk my chin to the large suitcase, a small storage tote, and my box of books and uniforms sitting by the front door. The books and uniforms are still in the shipping box they arrived in because I didn’t bother to unpack any of them.

      His brow rises in a slow arch as he looks down at the box and my bag. “This is… it?”

      “This is all I need.” I lift a shoulder, but heat claws up my face.

      “I tried to get her to pack more,” my sister chimes in. “But she insisted on keeping it light. Gracie’s always been practical, never given to excess.”

      That and there’s never been an excess. Not even after Mom married Julian, who was a doctor.

      “Well, if she needs anything, she just has to ask,” Dash says, and I somehow manage not to snort out loud. “We’ll provide her with whatever she needs for school.”

      “That’s so kind.” Indie beams. Turning to me, she opens her free arm and pulls me into a tight hug, squashing her lips to my forehead. “Good luck! And please, please, stay out of trouble.”

      “I’ll do my best,” I tell before kissing her cheek. I also give Richie a peck on the tip of his nose, and he lets out a wild giggle that makes my heart ache.

      God, I’m going to miss that kid.

      When I twist back around to face Dash, he’s already picked up my suitcase with one hand and tucked the box under his other arm.

      “I wanted to apologize once again for everything, Indigo,” he says, wearing that bullshit smile I can see right through. There is nothing polite or good—other than the exterior—about this guy. “We’ll take good care of Grace.”

      “I’m sure you will. Let me know if there’s anything you need from me. Love you, Gracie!”

      Relief surges from her voice, and I try not to let it cut into me. Indigo loves me. I know this with all my heart, but I also realize my presence is a stressor for her. My going away to Kingsworth will lift a burden from her shoulders, and we both know it, even if neither of us says it out loud.

      I give her a tiny wave goodbye and then grab the storage tote and duck my head, hurrying out the front door before I have a breakdown. Dash trails behind me as we walk to the huge black SUV parked in the driveway. A chauffeur is waiting for us in silence and opens the back door for me as I get closer.

      Without saying a word, he takes the plastic container from my hands.

      “Thank you,” I murmur, climbing inside the car, where I slide all the way across the plush black leather seat.

      I keep my face turned away from Dash as he gets in after me. The driver takes the rest of my belongings and puts everything in the back of the vehicle before we take off toward Crowley, which is well past Boston and just below Salem.

      Three minutes into the hour-long trip, a partition rises between the back and front, blocking the driver from view. Dash and I are, for all intents and purposes, alone. He doesn’t speak for several minutes, but it’s coming. Why else would he put the divider up?

      Once we enter the flow of traffic on I-93, he draws in a breath.

      Here we go.

      “I realize it’s Sunday, but you could have at least tried.” He casts a dismissive glance at the curls I’d tamed into a high ponytail, the gray sweatshirt that reaches the thighs of my jeans, and my old Reebok Classics I’ve had since eighth grade. “Although, it fits the Lilley sister aesthetic. All that’s missing is a mop and a dumb motherfucker willing to nut away his entire trust fund.”

      So, he knows about my sister and Rich.

      Hell, they might have had classes together since Dash would have been a freshman when Rich was last at Kingsworth.

      I don’t have time to ask him, though, because he says, “But I don’t think that’s going to happen to you. You are not Indigo. You are far, far from it.” The insult has just pierced my defenses when he snorts and adds, “Even if she is a felon.”

      Oh.

      Oh, no.

      I link my fingers together in my lap, twisting and pulling until my skin is pink and splotchy. Despite my usual bull-in-a-China-shop approach, I don’t intend to fire off a response. Honestly, I can barely even breathe right now.

      What else does he know about us?

      “You look surprised, Gracie. Were you stupid enough to think I wouldn’t find out about Indigo’s little… habit? Makes me wonder what kind of parenting Michael and Amy were up to.”

      A slow burn spreads through my fingers, but I wring my hands harder because it’s the only way I’ll maintain a neutral expression. He’s done his research—or at least someone he hired has. That’s not surprising at all. What is amazing, however, is the lack of effort.

      Michael was Indigo’s dad, not mine. I inherited his last name since he and Mom were still technically married when I was born.

      And Amy Lilley?

      She was Indigo’s stepmother.

      For a second, I almost feel like the universe is on my side. That, if I keep my mouth shut and let him rattle on about his terrible research, I might make it out okay and he’ll never bring up our real mom or Julian.

      But then Dash calls Indigo an opportunist whore and says Richie belongs in foster care, and rage boils hot in my blood.

      I glare across the leather seat at him, meeting and holding his taunting blue gaze. “Keep my sister’s name out of your mouth.”

      “You should have taken me up on my original offer and stripped. That would’ve been much easier than what you’re about to go through. But hey, you get free school.” He pauses, his lips twitching into a tight grin. “And your hot druggie sister gets to stay in the house she couldn’t afford, so I guess everything’s coming up welfare princess—”

      “I don’t give a shit what you’re planning to do to me,” I interrupt, but my ears—my whole damn face—burn hot from his insults. “Believe it or not, I’m stronger than you give me credit for and you’re a lot weaker than you think.”

      Though I’m not sure what to expect from him as a response, his burst of laughter is not it. To anyone else, that sound would be sexy. A low rumble from a gorgeous and powerful boy with the universe at his fingertips. But to me, it’s as vile and brutal as the rest of him.

      “It doesn’t matter what you think of me, or what you think you can endure. You’re marked, bitch.”

      I swallow around a lump in my throat. “What does that even mean?”

      He leans in close, putting his face right in front of mine. “That video made you far more enemies than friends. Kingsworth will not be a pleasant place for you. I promise.”

      Because he feeds on weakness, I thrust my face even closer to his so that we share the same breath. “I’m not going to your stupid boarding school because I want to. I’m going because I’ve got no other choice if I want my sister and nephew to be happy and secure.”

      “How very noble of you. A self-sacrificing martyr.” He gives a cruel chuckle. “I can’t wait to watch you suffer.”

      “You know what?” Tilting my head, I offer him a mocking smile of my own that makes him raise an eyebrow. “I’m glad I exposed you for the piece of shit that you are. Was your daddy surprised at what a terrible person you are, or has he been working hard to keep your true nature under wraps?”

      “Grace,” he says, but I ignore his cool, even tone because I’m too far gone.

      “Guess he called it right when he skipped over your ass with that whole Greek god name thing. Speaking of which, I wonder what your brothers are like. If Ares and Atlas are just as fucked up and—”

      His large hand wraps around my throat, and he presses me up against the back of my seat before I realize what’s happening. I panic for a split second, my body petrified to stone and my breath snagging, but then reality hits me.

      He… he’s not squeezing hard enough to hurt me.

      And my gasps? They stem from old fears, and not his hand.

      I close my eyes, which probably fuels him, but I’m trying to keep my head here. In this moment. And not on a beach with another set of fingers on my neck.

      Those fingers bruised.

      Crushed.

      Took.

      But Dash… his touch is meant to intimidate.

      “Get away from me,” I wheeze. When I go to slap him, he grabs my wrist, pinning it against the leather seat. “Let go of me, you shithead or—”

      My words cut off in a strangled gasp as his hand flexes around my throat.

      “You’ve been getting the red-carpet treatment for the last week, but all that ends now. You’ll be in my world, and there is nothing you’ll be able to do to escape me.”

      “I hate you so much,” I tell him through gritted teeth.

      “You don’t know what true hate is… but no worries, princess. You will.”

      He releases my neck and shoves away from me. I straighten and struggle to regain my composure, though I’m back to squeezing my hands together in my lap to keep them from shaking. Maintaining my brave face proves a little easier the rest of the way to campus, since Dash doesn’t speak to me again. He doesn’t even look at me, as if he’s dismissed my presence and decided I’m no longer worth his time and energy.

      To keep my mind and hands busy, I dig into my book bag and pull out the information packet I received about Kingsworth and my living situation there. In my instruction letter, it says that Dash is supposed to give me a tour of campus before taking me to my dorm. I’d rather skip the tour and get out of his presence as soon as possible, but I’m in no position to make the school or Dash’s father upset.

      I’ll do what they tell me to do until I can find a way out of this mess.

      The rest of the ride to campus, I pretend to put all my focus on the papers in my hand, but I’m hyperaware of Dash’s proximity to me. Even though the car’s interior is spacious, I feel crowded. It’s a relief when we reach Kingsworth.

      Clearing my throat, I start, “Look, I know we’re supposed to do this tour, but it’s no big deal to me if we skip—”

      “You think I’m taking you on a tour? Not a chance.”

      Well… I suppose I can at least say I wasn’t the one to turn the tour down.

      “Fine,” I huff. “Then as soon as you drop me off at my dorm, we can part ways and not have to see each other the rest of the day.”

      “Sounds like a dream come true. Being around you is doing permanent damage to my cock.”

      The SUV rolls to a stop, and I shove my door open, hurrying out before Dash can say another word. I glance around at the red-bricked buildings and manicured lawns and greenery of the campus. It’s beautiful in that old architecture kind of way, with a mixture of Colonial and Federal-style buildings dominating the newer structures and a couple of behemoths that look like something out of a Poe wet dream.

      I pivot around at the sound of the vehicle’s back hatch opening to find Dash dumping my suitcase, the tote, and my box on the sidewalk. He responds to my flushed cheeks and wide eyes with that stupid, smug grin that makes me want to go across his face with a shovel.

      “Have fun surviving the wolves, sweetheart.”

      Before I can fire off a response, he gets back in the vehicle and the SUV takes off, leaving me alone, but it’s a blessing in disguise. I can breathe again now that Dash isn’t looming over me like an ice storm.

      Turning, I study the building in front of me and read the name above the entrance. Fairbanks Housing. I double-check my information packet and suck in a breath through my teeth. This isn’t the right dorm.

      People are walking past me, casting me curious glances.

      “Excuse me.” I step into the path of two girls dressed in cute, midriff baring outfits that seem more social media influencer than upscale prep school. A bitter taste floods my mouth because I can almost hear Dash’s voice in the back of my head, taunting me about my appearance.

      “Do you know where Roth Hall is?” I ask, straining my lips into what I hope is a friendly smile.

      The girls stop and size me up with a look one might give something unpleasant they found on the bottom of their shoe.

      “That’s on the other side of campus.” The one in the tiny white tennis skirt points a long fingernail in the opposite direction. “Ten minutes that way.”

      Great. Fucked by Dashiell yet again, and I’ve only been on this campus five whole minutes.

      “Hey, wasn’t that Dash who dropped you off?” the other girl asks, arching a brow that’s too perfect to be real and swinging her tiny designer handbag like a pendulum by her side.

      I hesitate before I tilt my head in a nod. “Yeah… that was him.”

      They exchange a look, realization lighting up their faces.

      “Oh. My. God. I knew it,” Tennis Skirt says, and my heart sinks to the pit of my stomach. “You’re that bitch who posted that video, aren’t you? I’d heard you’d blackmailed the Lauriers to get you in here, but I didn’t believe it.”

      Shit. I was hoping to at least make it to my room before my identity came out.

      “I’m not blackmailing him,” I say, but they aren’t listening anymore. They’ve got their phones out and are taking pictures of me. “Hey! What the hell?”

      “Now the whole campus will know what you look like,” Tennis Skirt says. “You made a big mistake messing with our boys.”

      How are these douchebags this popular? Two minutes here and I’m already getting a taste of the hell Dash promised me.

      “Take your shit and go.” Tiny Handbag kicks at my box of books and uniforms, making the cardboard split down the side. She attacks the tote next, a satisfied grin curling her lips when the lid falls off and some of the contents fly across the ground.

      “Nobody wants you here, anyway,” Tennis Skirt adds, grinding her heel into one of the uniform skirts that fell from the box.

      “You don’t think I know that?” I say under my breath as I bend to grab my shower caddy and my camcorder, which now has a cracked lens, thanks to Dash.

      Tennis Skirt kicks the dirty skirt toward me. “We’re better off without you.”

      “I’m surprised the little attention whore doesn’t wear jumbo,” the other girl snickers when I reach for the box of tampons and shove them back into the container.

      “Right,” I huff out, gathering everything into my arms, “because tampon size is based on how loose your vag is and not absorbency. Makes perfect sense, dumbass.”

      “Dumbass?” Tiny Handbag repeats through a cruel smile. “We’ll see how long you keep that smart mouth once they’re done with you.”

      The girls continue to taunt me as I amble down the sidewalk, but I ignore them as I try to figure out where I need to go.

      “Are you okay?”

      The soft voice that breaks through my focus belongs to a beautiful, tall girl with long strawberry blond hair, and I blink up at her as she falls in step next to me on the sidewalk. She gazes down at me with concern. “Well?”

      “Um… yeah,” I admit. “I’m supposed to be in Roth.”

      Stopping, she scrunches her pierced nose. “That’s on the other side of campus.”

      “So, I’ve been told.” I glance back at the two girls still standing on the sidewalk, watching me like rabid guard dogs.

      The redhead lets out a hum of understanding. “Don’t worry about those bitches; they’re just mean girls who’ve already reached their peak. Not worth your time, effort, or attention.”

      Easy for her to say. “Do you know who I am?”

      She gives me a slow blink, cocking her head a little. “Should I?”

      “I… I’m not sure you want to be around me,” I say, choosing to rip the bandage off. That way she can get out her shit talking, and I can be on my way. “I posted the video of Dashiell, Ezra, and Bellamy.”

      After a moment, she coughs out a laugh. “Oh, no way? That’s amazing.”

      “You’re not going to kick me or some crazy shit like those other girls?” I ask and furrow my brow when she shakes her head. “Your friendliness seems odd.”

      She chuckles again. “My friendliness is genuine because I thought that video was gold. I’m Brandis Sloane, by the way.”

      I hesitate for a moment before taking the hand she stretches toward me. “Grace Lilley.”

      “Well, Grace Lilley, let me show you to your actual dorm.” Reaching down, she grabs my suitcase, props the plastic box on the top of the rolling bag, and gives me a wide smile. “Coming?”

      I’m so stunned, I almost don’t follow her, but once Brandis takes off, I hurry to keep up. She continues to act nice as we make our way across campus, pointing out buildings I should know and giving me insight into the social structure of the school. Dash and his pack are at the top, but she assures me not everyone worships at their altar. I hesitate to believe that, though, as we pass by other students who glare at me and whisper behind their hands. Still, they keep their distance, and I wonder if it’s because I have Brandis escorting me.

      Her parents, I learn, run one of the most successful law groups in the entire state of New York. When I mention I saw one of her dads discussing a high-profile case on the news, she cringes.

      “We don’t talk about that around here,” she blurts out, though nobody’s around. At my frown, she softens her expression and says, “Look, I love my dads to death, but everyone’s pissed they took on the Halston Darling case.”

      Noted. We don’t talk about Brandis’s parents because they’re defending a guy accused of stealing billions.

      When we arrive at my dorm building, she doesn’t stop at the front entrance. She helps me lug all my stuff up the stairs and walks me to my room, as if she knows she’s guarding me.

      Facing me, she hands my suitcase back and says, “Take your time and settle in. I’ll come back over to check on you in a little while, okay? Then maybe we can get dinner or something later. The Rock Lobster is right off campus, and they sell the best lobster roll I’ve ever tasted.”

      “That… that would be great,” I stammer.

      “Perfect, I’ll see you later.”

      “Yeah, see you,” I say, still a bit stunned. I had expected total loathing from everyone I met, but Brandis is a bright spot in my otherwise dire situation. Feeling a little more optimistic, I unlock my door and step into my room.

      That optimism disappears the instant I see what’s waiting to greet me. In big red letters, someone has spray-painted GO HOME TO YOUR HOVUL SLUT over the head of my bed. That cruel message isn’t what makes my stomach drop to the floor and my breath snag in my throat, however.

      It’s what I find when my gaze drops lower.

      To the bare mattress that’s not so… bare.

      Because Ezra Covington is lounging on it, a wolf-like grin dancing on his lips.
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      I feel like I’ve stumbled into a tiger’s cage, and I freeze, unsure of what to do next. Why is he here? And on my bed? I want to shout at him to get out, but the words are tangled up in the back of my throat. He seems to recognize how stunned I am by his presence, because he smiles at me and then lets out a low chuckle.

      It sounds nothing like Dash’s.

      And… it makes my toes curl inside my tennis shoes, which is so not right.

      Who cares how sexy his laugh is when he’s breaking into my dorm room?

      “When I heard you were staying in Roth, I had to stop by and give you a big, warm welcome. What took you so long to get here?”

      “What took me so long to get here?” I repeat, mimicking his southern drawl. The anger swelling inside me is enough to thaw my body, so I’m able to move forward a few steps. “Oh, I don’t know. Maybe it had something to do with your bestie dropping me off at the wrong dorm.”

      “Did he, though? Or did you jump out of the car and Dash respected your decision to exit the vehicle?”

      “I…” But I stop myself because I don’t want to sound like an idiot. I had gotten out of the SUV the second it stopped. Still, it’s not like Dash tried to warn me. “I see you’ve already talked to the prick.”

      “He might have sent a text or two,” Ezra says dismissively, and then cocks his head. “Are you gonna keep shit talking? I’m trying to place your accent, but it’s…”

      “Non-existent,” I say, which is the truth. We’d moved around a lot as kids since Mom was the Thanos of collecting last name, so I never really developed an accent.

      “Interesting,” Ezra says.

      “Not really.” My eyes dart between him and the graffitied message over the simple black headboard. “You can get off my bed and get the hell out of my room now. You’ve made your point, and I’m not in the mood to sit around braiding each other’s hair and discussing accents while I’m forced to breathe in your shit spelling.”

      To my surprise, he pushes to his feet but doesn’t rush to leave. Instead, he gives me an outraged look. “I am an excellent speller.”

      “H-O-V-E-L,” I say dryly, jerking my chin toward the writing on the wall. “But hey, when in doubt, sound it out.”

      “While I would love to take credit–if not for that pesky U, that is—it was already like this when I got here. I’m sad to report I’m not the only one who wanted to give the infamous Gracelyn Lilley the official Kingsworth experience.”

      I hate the way my name falls from his mouth, like a caress. “Nobody calls me that,” I say.

      But Ezra chuckles and says, “Until me… Gracelyn.”

      I shove past him to dump my backpack on my bed. When I turn back around, my pulse stutters. He’s taken a step closer to me. For a moment, I’m overwhelmed by all his gorgeous golden god glory. I can’t help myself. The guy is beautiful, even if he is a grade-A asshat.

      Once I gather my wits—and it takes an embarrassing moment for that to happen—I tilt my chin up. “So, what do you want? We both know it’s not just to say hello.”

      “I mostly wanted to see your beautiful, smiling face,” he says, and my death stare tugs his lips into a grin. He flicks a hand toward the black dresser, where I notice the huge gift box sitting on top of it for the first time. 

      “And also, to bring you that. It’s from Grace.”

      Confusion knits my brows. “Huh?”

      “My older sister,” he explains. “She was so embarrassed by me, she wanted to send you a housewarming present to prove the Covingtons aren’t all trash. She’s also the reason I’ll never call you Grace.”

      I want to tell him he’s welcome to never call me at all, but I take a tentative step toward the neatly wrapped blue package, suspicion narrowing my eyes. “What… what is it?”

      “Forty pounds of rotting shrimp.” Fingers freezing on the elaborate white bow, I whip my head toward him, and Ezra waits a beat before saying, “It’s bedding.”

      “Bedding,” I repeat, mostly because I hadn’t even thought about purchasing a comforter set.

      “Blankets, pillows, sheets. All that fluffy cotton stuff you sleep on.” He glances behind him at the mattress and then raises an eyebrow at me. “Unless you’d rather go completely naked.”

      “Thank you. To Grace, I mean. That was sweet of her to think of me.”

      “What about me? I carried it all the way up here.”

      Given the way his biceps strain against the sleeves of his T-shirt when he stretches his arms over his head, I seriously doubt that was an issue. “Like I said, thank Grace.”

      He tilts his head and studies my tense posture. The way I’m rubbing the gray cotton fabric of my sweatshirt between my fingers. And how my knees are wobbly. He notices everything because he smiles, his expression like a hot poker warming my stomach.

      “Are you nervous?”

      “Why would I be nervous? I mean, it’s not like I just caught some huge asshole breaking into my room.”

      His laughter wraps around me. It must be a spike in my hormones but being so close to this stupidly attractive boy is doing strange things to my insides. I try to ignore it, holding my chin high and staring straight into his eyes.

      I’m only human, though.

      “You should go,” I say, but he shakes his head.

      “I never said a word.” When my brow furrows, he says. “That night… I didn’t say a word to you.”

      He’s right. He said nothing while Bellamy taunted my sister and Dashiell unleashed his special brand of viciousness. Ezra had stood by and watched. “You didn’t stop your friends, either.”

      “Do you know what that little stunt you pulled almost cost me?”

      “Enlighten me.”

      “My dad threatened to take my car and cancel my spring break, and I was almost kicked off the hockey team. You’ve caused more headaches than I think you’re even aware of, which won’t help you survive around here.” His tone doesn’t sound angry. No, it’s almost pleasant, which is far more concerning.

      Still, his words dig beneath my skin. “You sound like a giant baby. I almost lost you your car, your vacation, and your hockey? I take it that means you got to keep all those things?”

      “You’re missing the point, but goddamn, you’re cute.”

      I fold my arms across my chest. “You know what I think? I think your daddy cutting you off would’ve been good for you. Plus, I hate organized sports, so good luck making me feel bad about that.”

      “You’re not gonna come watch me play?”

      Is this guy for real? “Hell no! Now get out!”

      Whatever reaction I expected from him, it wasn’t amusement.

      His laugh catches me off guard, and warmth pulses deep within my core. Again, I try to ignore the sensations he’s provoking within me, but then he rakes his gaze up and over my body.

      “I mean, you don’t even feel a little bad?” His eyes linger on my breasts perked up by my crossed arms, and my blood heats.

      “Not at all,” I say, but my voice is a breathy whisper.

      Jesus Christ, what is wrong with me? Am I so hard-up that I’m getting worked up over this asshole?

      He drags his eyes back up to mine, not bothering to hide the fact he’d been checking me out. I bite the inside of my cheek until the pain refocuses me. I know I can’t let my guard down around him. He may look like the surfer next door, but there’s something sharp and conniving in his eyes, something that makes me think he’s smarter than he lets people believe.

      That makes him dangerous.

      “You’re going to be a handful, aren’t you?” he asks, the rumble in his voice making my heart bang recklessly against my ribcage.

      “Whatever that means. Please tell your sister I said thanks.” I wiggle my fingers at him. “You can go now.”

      He grins, and I realize he has dimples. How had I missed that? As he strides to my door, a thought hits me, and I ask, “Bellamy’s not going to show up next, right?”

      Because I’m already over their trio of assholes.

      His smile shifts slightly, hardening at the edges. “No. He’s not.”

      Well, that’s good news. “Maybe the universe doesn’t hate me after all.”

      “Maybe.” He steps out into the hallway, casts me one final look, and says, “Welcome to hell, Gracelyn.”

      I don’t respond to his cryptic warning and wait until he closes the door behind him to collapse onto the mattress and drop my head into my hands. I haven’t even been here an hour and I’m already drained from all the drama. The craziest part about all of this?

      I believe Ezra because property damage doesn’t seem like his style.

      I’m about to get up and examine the wall when there’s a knock on my door.

      My head whips up, but I don’t rush to climb to my feet. Ezra might be back. Or maybe Dash has decided he hasn’t been dickish enough for one day. I’m not in the mood to deal with either of them again, so I stay put, telling myself I’m not hiding. I’m protecting my sanity.

      Not that Dash or Ezra will see it that way, but hopefully my silence will be enough to make them leave.

      After a long moment, though, a voice calls out, “Grace? It’s me, Brandis. Are you okay?”

      Relief washes over me, and I shoot to my feet, already crossing the room when I answer, “Yeah, I’m… fine.”

      Bunched brows greet me when I fling the door open. “I saw Ezra Covington leaving and wanted to make sure he didn’t bother you.”

      “Oh, he just wanted to drop off a guilt gift from his sister and welcome me to hell with light threats and promises to make my life a total shitshow. No big deal.”

      “Jesus, he can be such an ass sometimes, and—” Her eyes stray over my shoulder and widen. “Holy crap, what’s that?”

      Even though I shrug, I can feel my ears burning hot with embarrassment. “A welcome present, I guess.”

      Her incredulous gaze flicking between the red message and my expression. “Did Ezra do this?”

      I shake my head. “No, it wasn’t him.” It’s almost shocking how sure I sound. “If it was, I would have made his ass help clean it.”

      “Hold on.” Before I can say another word, she turns and hurries back down the hallway. I stare after her, confused. What’s she doing?

      A couple minutes later, she reappears, carrying a small caddy overflowing with various cleaning supplies. When she reaches my door again, I see she also has a small can of paint remover and a box of magic erasers.

      “You’re oddly prepared for this kind of thing,” I point out, stepping aside to let her in. As she passes me, the corners of her eyes tighten.

      “Yeah, well, this isn’t the first time I’ve dealt with one of these presents. I lived in Roth last year, so I became well-acquainted with the janitor’s closet.” She sets the caddy down on my desk.

      “Is this a common occurrence?”

      “Common enough that they still stock magic erasers.” She seems like she’s trying to make a joke, but there’s a seriousness in her tone I can’t ignore. What the hell kind of nuthouse am I living in?

      Within minutes, we have erasers in hand and are smearing paint remover over the red letters. The paint comes off fast, which I learn is a good thing since there’s a maintenance backlog and painting over the message would be low on their to-do list.

      “Thanks for helping me,” I say as we scrub, and she gives me a small grin.

      “It’s no problem. Trust me, it’s important to find friends here wherever you can. It’ll make it a little easier to get through the days.”

      Her words strike me as troubling, but before I can prod her for more details, a sharp voice speaks from the doorway, startling me.

      “You’re Gracelyn Lilley, right?”

      I turn to find a pretty girl with long dark hair pulled back in a neat ponytail and a pinched expression. “Um… yeah. But it’s just Grace. Who are—”

      “My name’s Meghan.” She strides inside, her sharp gaze scanning the room. When she finally looks at me, her lips curl, and I try to decide what she finds more pitiful.

      Me?

      Or my lack of belongings?

      Of course, maybe I’m reading this wrong. Maybe Meghan is as friendly as Brandis. And maybe I’m being paranoid for no reason—all because Dash has put so much doubt in my head.

      “Do you live on this hall or—”

      “I’m the housemother for Roth. Headmaster Lennon said I had to check on you, so here I am.” She holds her arms out wide, and then drops them by her side, letting out a disgusted snort. “Making sure you have everything you need or whatever.”

      And maybe I’m reading this situation for exactly what it is. I’m not paranoid, and Meghan is not friendly. She’s here because it’s required of her.

      “I’m good. Thanks,” I say, even though I’m holding a stained magic eraser, the room reeks of paint, and there are still faint marks on the wall.

      Meghan doesn’t seem to notice. “I’m down the hall, but I’m not a goddamn babysitter. I also have my own classes at Crowley U and don’t have time for stupid shit. Don’t bother me with anything you’re able to figure out yourself.”

      “Okay?”

      I’m not sure what else to say to her poorly veiled hostility without popping off with something that will get back to the headmaster or the Lauriers and hurt my sister.

      The last thing she says before storming from the room is, “Welcome to Kingsworth Prep.”

      “Um… what is her deal?” I finally manage after a few seconds.

      “Avoid her at all costs.” Facing Brandis, I arch an eyebrow, so she adds, “It wouldn’t surprise me if Meg did this to your wall.”

      Meg? The nickname makes me think they know each other well, but Meghan hadn’t even acknowledged Brandis while she was in here. “Why would she do this? Isn’t it her job to make sure the dorm is under control?”

      Brandis is scrubbing away at the last traces of the “t” in “slut” when she off-handedly replies, “Because she was theirs during freshman year—when she was a senior here.”

      I almost drop the eraser, that’s how surprised I am at her response. Meghan was theirs? As in, she belonged to someone? “Brandis… what does that mean?”

      Her shoulders jerk up, and when she turns toward me, her hazel eyes don’t quite meet mine. “It’s nothing. Don’t worry about it.”

      “But you said—”

      “I promise, it’s stupid. Look, Meg’s just being petty. It’s her thing, so just avoid her if you can. She’s a terrible housemother, anyway.” Tossing her frayed eraser into the cleaning supply caddy, she puts her hands on her hips and squints up at my wall as she asks, “Hey, do you want me to give you a tour of campus?”

      Her sudden change in topic throws me off balance. Clearly, what she said isn’t nothing or stupid, but I don’t want to push her on the subject and drive away the only person who’s been decent to me so far.

      Reluctantly, I move my head up and down. “Yeah… that would be great.”

      “Perfect. We can come back and try to get more of this cleaned up later. Fresh air will be nice after huffing in all these fumes.”

      She has a point. I’m still wondering what she meant about Meghan belonging to someone, but I tell myself it’s none of my business. If this Meghan girl wants to cause me trouble, I’ll deal with it as it comes.

      No matter who or what she belongs to.

      Brandis makes her way out of my room, and I follow her, locking the door behind me.
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        * * *

      

      “Jesus Christ, why does an administrative building need marble flooring?”

      Brandis chuckles at my question as we exit yet another opulent building that seems like it would be a better fit for the English countryside, with a lord or something living in it.

      “Did you expect a place where billionaires send their kids to be simple? Most days I’m shocked we don’t have golden toilets to shit in, considering some people that go to this school.”

      I let out a surprised burst of laughter. “Wow, Brandis. I wouldn’t have expected you to have such a potty mouth.”

      She shrugs with a cheeky grin. “That’s what you get for assuming I’m a goody-two-shoes. I might even drop an F-bomb now and again.”

      I clutch my chest, digging my fingertips into the fabric of my sweatshirt for dramatic effect. “Good God, you wild child!”

      We both giggle, and it’s the first time since the night I took that video I feel almost at ease. It’s nice to have someone to talk to who doesn’t have a bone to pick with me. Even Indigo, as much as I love her and know she loves me, is always suspicious.

      Brandis, though, is… nice. She seems to like me, and I already like her. I’m lucky to have found someone like her on my first day at Kingsworth.

      We pass by a group of girls on the sidewalk, who all shoot us looks of pure disdain.

      “Trash,” one girl coughs into her fist.

      “Sluts,” another says, not even trying to hide the insult.

      Startled, I shoot a quick look over at Brandis. She’s staring straight ahead, her features tight as she pretends to ignore the vicious jabs. It’s not the first time during this tour we’ve been on the receiving end of such treatment. At first, I assumed it was all being directed at me, but I soon realized people were staring at her with almost as much disgust as they did me.

      “Hey, um, Brandis, can I ask you something?”

      She glances over at me, arching an eyebrow. “What’s up?”

      “I understand why people around here hate me, but… why do they seem to dislike you so much? It’s not because your parents represent that Darling guy, is it?” It might be too personal of a question, but I can’t help my curiosity. “And if you don’t want to talk to me, I understand.”

      She gives a quick shake of her head. “No, it’s okay. I reported this basketball player last year after I caught him trying to spike my drink at a party. He got a slap on the wrist, but I might as well have gotten a big red S tattooed on my chest. Snitch. Slut. They’re interchangeable around here.”

      Before I can respond, another group of girls yell at Brandis from across the street. She stops mid-stride, faces them, and waves her hand high above her head. To my relief, a big grin stretches across her pale face, and when I point this out, she shrugs and laughs.

      “Not everyone at Kingsworth is an asshole.”

      Thank God.

      “But,” she starts, and I release a groan because it’s always that but that screws me over, “it’s much easier to get by around here if you know who the dicks are. Unfortunately, they’re almost always the ones with the ability to make your life hell if you’re on their bad side.”

      Jesus, what kind of messed up rich-kid playground have I got myself trapped in? “So, you got on this basketball player’s bad side, and he’s been screwing you over since?”

      Her grin thins into a humorless smile. “More or less. Although, to be honest, the guy I pissed off isn’t nearly as high-up the food chain as Dash, Ezra, and Bellamy. They’ve got the most power at this school.”

      My heart sinks as I realize how fucked I am. “Fantastic.”

      We continue to make our way around campus, Brandis telling me the ins and outs of Kingsworth and showing me the important buildings, like the dining hall and where all my classes are. By the time we draw close to my dorm again, my stomach is in knots and I’m questioning all my actions that have led me to this moment.

      I should have never made that video.

      Should have called the cops instead of leaving my nephew alone in a car.

      I shouldn’t have gone to that beach party. The one where all the awful things happened. The one that put me in that car outside the gas station. Everything always goes back to the night of that beach party…

      “Hey, are you okay? You look a little pale.”

      Blinking away the memories, I realize we’re back at Roth Hall, and I stop moving, half-on and half-off the curb. I take a second to catch my breath, then I turn to Brandis. I bite my lip as I contemplate asking her a question I’m not sure I want an answer to.

      “Brandis?” I ask, and she arches an eyebrow at me. “What would you have done if you were me?”

      She frowns. “What do you mean?”

      “The video,” I say, my voice cracking a little as I think back to how good it felt to post it. And how messy the fallout has been. “Do you think I did the right thing putting it up? Would you have done something different in that situation?”

      Twirling a lock of hair around her fingertip, she opens her mouth to answer, and I’m nervous to hear her response. A sudden honk behind me startles us both. I whip around in time to see a metallic gray, exotic, and ridiculously expensive car.

      Rushing right toward me.
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      I have zero time to react before the car comes to a squealing stop mere inches from my body.

      That’s right, inches.

      Despite having spent the last few minutes reevaluating my shit life choices and questionable decision-making skills, I can’t stop myself from stomping up to the Porsche or Ferrari or whatever the hell it is, my fist already raised high.

      “Hey!” I bang on the driver’s window. “You almost hit us! Why are you driving like a—”

      The window rolls down in the middle of my rant, and I swallow my words as I’m greeted by yet another genetic jackpot winner. This one has bronze hair styled in that messy way that’s so trendy and dark eyes he uses to look me up and down.

      “Grace Lilley,” he says, and I square my posture because it’s not a question. Guess the pictures those two girls took are already making the social media rounds.

      “Yes, that’s me,” I say.

      “I’ve been dying to meet the girl causing so much chaos around here. I just never expected someone so….” He glides his gaze up and down my body again, and I brace myself for another insult about my appearance. To my surprise, it never comes.

      Instead, he says, “Adorable.”

      Cheeks hot with embarrassment, I take a step back and slant him with the most glacial stare I can muster. “So, you thought you’d get that look while you killed me? Cool. Great work, Edward Cullen.”

      “But you’re okay, right?”

      I roll my eyes. “Who even are you?”

      “Sebastian Marino. It’s okay that you don’t know me yet, but you’ll realize soon enough that I’m here for you. If you ever need to lie low, The Castle is always open to you.”

      Even though I don’t know what he’s talking about, I say, “I think I can manage on my own, but thanks for sounding like a bad car insurance commercial with that I’m here for you crap.”

      “For what it’s worth, I am sorry about the car thing.” But he’s laughing, which irks me. “It’s new.”

      “Then maybe you should have bought one you could handle,” I say in a dry voice as Brandis lets out a snort from behind me, shifting his attention to her.

      His head jerks back, like he’s surprised to see her with me. Which is odd. Still, he recovers lightning-fast and gives my new friend a ghost of a smile before focusing on me again. “See you later, Grace.”

      As he peels away from the curb, I ask, “Who was that dickhead?”

      “Seb is the captain of the basketball team. And the Castle is the house that some of the senior athletes share. It’s over near the athletic building, right next to the field house. You can’t miss it.”

      My stomach twists at a disturbing possibility, and I turn around to face Brandis. “He… he’s not the guy who tried to drug you last year, right?”

      “No, that guy didn’t come back this year.” Still, she makes a face in the direction Sebastian took off in. “I’d be careful of Seb, though. He and Dash’s crew don’t get along these days, and you don’t want to get involved.”

      I start walking again, my steps slow as I think about Brandis’s words. These days? Does that mean they used to get along? Is there a turf war at Kingsworth on top of everything else? And what exactly does a turf war involving the children of one-percenters even entail?

      Mediation?

      Insults traded through their lawyers?

      Duels at dawn?

      “You’re smiling,” Brandis points out in a breathless voice as she holds the front door open for me. When I blink, I realize she’s nibbling anxiously on her bottom lip. “Please tell me you’re not thinking about taking Seb up on that offer.”

      I shake my head as she lets the door slam with a soft thud behind us. “Trust me, I don’t want to touch any of those guys with a ten-foot pole,” I say, not wanting to admit the path my thoughts had gone down.

      Her shoulders relax. “Good, because Seb and Dash hate each other, and it’s… well, it’s just not a good situation.”

      I’m not sure there’s all that much I can do to make my personal situation any worse than it already is. And I can’t blame Sebastian for hating Dashiell. He has that general effect on people. Still, I’m not of the mentality that the enemy of my enemy is my friend.

      More like, keep your head down and maybe you’ll make it out alive.

      That’s about the only way I’ll survive Kingsworth Prep with my sanity still intact.
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        * * *

      

      Night one at Kingsworth isn’t the worst I’ve ever had, but it’s definitely in the top ten. Which, considering my upbringing, is saying something. For seven straight hours, random people stop to bang on my door or jiggle the doorknob or shout fun phrases like, “Go home, bitch” and “You’re fucked, whore.”

      Because nothing says “Welcome to Hell” like breaking and entering and a nasty side of sleep deprivation.

      At least my bed was comfortable. Between the plush mattress and the luxurious bedding Grace Covington sent me, it was like sleeping on a cloud.

      Correction: Like trying to sleep on a cloud.

      Rolling over, I fumble around inside the nightstand and grab my phone. I’ve still got thirty minutes before my alarm goes off, so after I message my friend Marisa and answer the obligatory check-in texts from my sister, who still thinks this place is the Disney World of the Northeast, I check my FanZone app. It’s a little side-hustle I started after I walked in on my sister crying about the financial burdens that came along with Rich leaving.

      It’s also a secret hustle.

      Since Mom was working as a cam girl when she met Julian, Indigo would freak out if she ever found out about my account… or why I started it. My sister would remind me we’re trying to break the cycle. That we won’t be like the woman who’d neglected and exploited us.

      The thing is, I can’t and won’t blame Mom’s job for her being a shitty person.

      Besides, as far as FanZone profiles go, mine is… tame.

      I pretty much show my feet and post faceless videos talking about my sexploits as a college student living in Ohio. Well, the stories I make up about them. My real experience level aside, I’ve got a decent following because there’s nothing bored (and usually drunk) middle-aged guys love more than an age-ambiguous girl talking about kink they’ll never experience outside the Internet. I’ve been able to make some good cash with my pre-recorded videos and even more with my Live chats and the tributes I receive from my viewers.

      FanZone was how I paid for my new phone last month and the brakes I bought for Indigo’s Civic on Friday, though I told my sister I used my financial aid grant for both.

      She doesn’t need to know there’s no financial aid for dual enrollment students.

      Usually, I have a strict posting schedule, but I haven’t been able to record since that night at the gas station. It was impossible with Indigo at home a lot more than usual, and with my stress about coming to Kingsworth. Now that I’m here, however, I’m fully aware it’s only a matter of time before the Lauriers spring another terrible surprise on me.

      Heaven forbid I’m broke and helpless whenever that happens.

      New video coming SOON, I promise. Trust me, you don’t want to miss this, I type below the dozens of comments wanting to know where my next video is. After I pin my response to the top of the feed, I sign out of the site and start my day.

      Less than an hour later, I’m showered and dressed in the Kingsworth uniform, which consists of a gold and black plaid skirt, a white button-down shirt, and a black blazer with the gold school crest on the pocket. It’s a little too big for me, but I don’t mind. It just means the tiny skirt is long enough to cover my ass.

      As I tame my dark blond curls into a low bun, my stomach releases a low growl.

      I haven’t eaten since dinner with Brandis last night, but I can’t imagine the D-hall will be a pleasant experience. Grabbing my phone again, I text and ask if she’s going to the cafeteria.

      I let out a breath of relief when she responds a minute later.

      
        
        Hey! Already here with friends. Want to join?

        

      

      That’s all I need to convince myself to leave this room. People that won’t loathe me on sight.

      Slipping my feet into a pair of chunky black boots, I make my way out of Roth Hall. As I hurry across campus, the mid-September chill biting at my bare legs, I wish I’d worn the thick black tights that came in the box with my uniforms. Since I don’t want to risk missing Brandis, I decide against running back to my room to change and walk faster, trying to remember everything from yesterday without having to pull out my copy of the campus map.

      I find the D-hall quite easily. It’s kind of hard to miss, considering it looks more like a gothic church with its stone exterior and rose windows. No one bothers me as I jog up the steps leading to the building, so I’m feeling optimistic by the time I step through the two large wooden doors and into a dining hall that makes the one at Rockford Community seem like a dumpy food truck.

      I should know better, though.

      Optimism never serves me well.

      Once I’ve picked up my order from the omelet bar, I search for Brandis among the tables in the dining room. I don’t get far before a group of girls move to block my path. One girl stands at the front of the pack with her arms crossed and her hip cocked. She’s gorgeous, in that ice-queen kind of way, and is effortlessly chic in her uniform, patent leather Mary Janes, and a matching Gucci handbag I’m guessing she didn’t buy from the back of a sketchy ass van.

      Arching her brow, she regards me for at least 30 seconds.

      Not. Saying. Anything.

      Because I can’t take the suspense or that she’s staring at me, the three other girls mimicking her, I fold fast. “Can I help you?”

      “You’re more pathetic than I thought you’d be.” She flicks her finger up and down, her sharp gaze following the motion. “Like a Dollar Store Cassie wearing a trash bag and knock-off Doc Martens.”

      I don’t even have to ask who Cassie is because it’s not the first time I’ve heard that I somewhat resemble the Euphoria character. This is, however, the first time I’ve been called the discount version.

      “Excuse me?” I snap. “Who the hell are you?”

      When she tilts her head, her straight blue-black hair falls across her shoulder, but she flips it away with a sweep of her hand. “Mila Crawford. Not that you deserve to know it, but it’ll be helpful to you, I suppose.”

      “And why is that? Why should I care who you are?”

      Her eyes crinkle to slits, giving me the distinct feeling that nobody’s ever talked back to her. “Because this is my school, and you, hobo slut, are not welcome here.”

      Something tells me this bitch has an empty can of red spray paint hidden beneath her canopy bed. “And yet, here I am,” I say through my teeth.

      “I don’t know whose cock you had to suck to get in here, especially after the bullshit you pulled with the boys, but if you had any brains in your ugly head, you’d leave while you still have the chance. There is literally no value you can add to this school unless it involves hanging yourself from the fucking flagpole. Got me?”

      My head jerks back in shock as her friends giggle around her.

      Jesus Christ, what kind of monster is this girl? I can picture her pushing a grandma down a staircase, or spitting on a baby, or stealing the Christmas charity kettle out of spite. Her hating me isn’t a major shock since most everyone at this school already seems to, but the boldness with which she’s displaying that hatred is impressive.

      “If you have a problem with me being here, take it up with Dashiell Laurier and his father.” I scan my gaze around the cafeteria in search of him, but he’s nowhere to be found. Neither is a teacher, for that matter. Leaving me to deal with Maleficunt on my own. Snapping my gaze back to her, I spit out, “I wouldn’t be here if they hadn’t forced me.”

      That seems to bother her. Violence flashes behind her big brown eyes, and she points a finger at me, the tip of one fingernail jabbing into my chest.

      I take a step backward, barely able to control the angry bursts puffing from my nostrils. “Keep your hands—”

      “You blackmailed them,” she cuts me off. “And what you’ve done to get here should be illegal.”

      She’s almost right, except I’m not the one doing the blackmailing.

      “You know what? I don’t have to stand here and listen to you. I can leave,” I say. “Easily, in fact. I’d say it was nice meeting you, Miley, but… yeah, choke on a dick.”

      “It’s Mila.”

      “Don’t give a shit.”

      I start around her, but she side-steps into my path and her friends tighten around us, huddling together as if to close in on me. Okay, so it might be a little harder to leave than I initially thought. And if it were only this Mila bitch, I’d have laid her flat already—or at least given it my best shot.

      She has a small army, though. They’re all wearing heels they could stomp into my skull and other vital body parts. And who knows who else might join for shits and giggles?

      Drawing in a deep breath to calm my temper, I move toward her two friends with the most space between their bodies.

      Mila’s not having that.

      “You don’t get to walk away from me when I’m talking to you,” she snarls, sinking her fingers into my shoulder.

      I shift my tray to one hand, clenching the other into a fist. “I told you before, do not touch me.” 

      “And I told you, this is my school, and I’m not done with—”

      “Oh, it’s your school, is it?” a voice says from behind us, cutting her off. That voice is familiar, and my body tenses, my heart rate picking up speed.

      When Mila snatches her hand from me, I whirl around. Ezra stands there, looking like a golden god—all tan skin and tousled, sun-kissed hair. He quirks his lips at me, then stares her down, his expression caught somewhere between amusement and something else that makes my heart drum harder.

      “Mila,” is all he says in that southern drawl of his that made my stomach do backflips yesterday.

      “Ezra? What are you…” she begins, but he gives her a sharp look that snaps her lips together in obedience. I’m silent myself as I watch the exchange through wide eyes.

      What sorcery is this and where do I learn it?

      “Your school,” Ezra repeats, and I swear Mila is about to piss herself. After a moment, he chuckles, but the sound is dry and humorless and even a little dangerous. “Guess I missed the newsletter that Kingsworth now belongs to you. Was it a difficult takeover?”

      “Ezra…” She laughs nervously. “You know that’s not what I—”

      “Uh huh.” Tearing his gaze from her, he saunters forward and plucks my tray from my hands.

      “Hey!” I yelp as he walks away.

      He doesn’t stop, calling out over his shoulder, “Let’s go, Gracelyn.”

      I’m so baffled by what I just witnessed that I stumble after him before I make the conscious decision to move. As I pass Mila, she seems to shake the worst of her shock away and her gaze morphs into a furious glare before I turn my attention to Ezra’s broad back.

      Which looks way too good in his white uniform shirt with the rolled-up sleeves.

      Hurrying my steps, I catch up to him. “What do you think you’re doing?”

      He shoots me a side-eyed glance but continues walking, his strides long and even. “Keeping you from getting jumped before I eat my pancakes. They make excellent ones here; did you know that? Real fluffy and perfect for bulking.”

      “You defended me because of your pancakes?”

      “I didn’t defend you; I just hate blood.”

      “You play hockey,” I state in a flat voice. “Isn’t blood sort of, I don’t know, your thing?”

      “Not for breakfast.” Stopping, he gestures ahead of us.

      When I gaze in the direction he’s pointing, I see Brandis sitting at a table near the dining room’s back wall with a group of people I assume are her friends. She’s already spotted us, and a deep frown slashes her face. As she pushes her chair out and stands, I lift my chin and meet Ezra’s golden-brown eyes.

      “Why are you helping me?”

      He sloughs off a lazy shrug and gives me a coy grin that no doubt makes panties drop wherever he directs it. “Let me give you some advice, Gracelyn.”

      I’m not sure I want any form of advice from Ezra Covington, but that doesn’t stop me from asking, “What?”

      “Go back home.”

      I scowl, more confused by his words than by his actions. Because his tone is… serious. Nothing like that flirtatious drawl from a few moments ago.

      “Aren’t you the same guy that welcomed me to campus by breaking into my room?” I demand.

      “That was yesterday, and do you have to make it sound so… felonious?”

      The emphasis on that last word makes me wonder if Dash told him about my sister’s past, but I shove down the urge to question him. “Breaking into my dorm room was felonious. Also, don’t you want me here so you can torment me? Teach me a lesson I’ll never forget? You know, all that dark shit Dash promised?”

      He rolls his eyes. “Dash is the only one promising darkness and destruction because he’s mad as hell right now. I’d say give him some time, but… well, you’ve met him.”

      “Dash doesn’t scare me,” I say, trying not to think about the gleeful smirk he wore as he talked about my sister’s past. I’ve got plenty of secrets I never want in the light of day, but Ezra doesn’t need to know that. He can’t have any clue I might be worried if Dash goes digging into my past any further than his half-assed investigator already has.

      “He should scare you,” Ezra finally says.

      I raise my eyebrows. “And that’s why you’re warning me away?”

      He nods and winks at me like I’ve won a game show. “That would be correct.”

      “That would also mean you’re helping me.” Which is confusing after all the trouble I’ve supposedly caused him. After all, I almost cost him his car and his hockey. “Look, I’d love to leave, but we both know the consequences, don’t we?”

      “Is a house really worth it?”

      For my sister and nephew? “Yes,” I whisper. Because I owe Indigo.

      For believing Julian.

      For not standing up for her with Mom.

      For taking me in.

      Everything.

      Ezra comes to a stop, his lips thinning in a grim line as he pushes my tray back into my hands. “Figured you’d say that. Don’t say I didn’t warn you.”

      He leaves me with that, and I stare after him as his words pulse through my brain.

      Don’t say I didn’t warn you.

      Nothing good ever comes from those words, and a sense of dread settles over me as I force my gaze away from him. My steps weighed down, I make my way over to Brandis, who’s already making a beeline for me.

      “Are you okay?” she breathes the moment we meet near her table.

      I can’t resist casting a glance over my shoulder. Ezra is at another table, cuddled up to a girl with a head of gorgeous, riotous curls, but I swear I still feel the heat of his honey-colored eyes.

      Gulping down the lump in the back of my throat, I nod. “Yeah, I’m fine. That was a little weird, but…”

      Her eyebrows shoot up. “A little weird? Girl, you have no idea. Ezra never eats in the dining hall. He and the other royals have their own house with a private chef.”

      “Royals?”

      She huffs out a breath. “Yeah, that’s what everyone calls Ezra, Dash, and Bellamy. It’s like an ego trip for them.”

      Fingers tensing around the edges of my tray, I say, “I see.”

      And I do.

      It makes sense, given this campus’s sick fascination with those guys. They’re supposed to be untouchable, and that’s why my video infuriates people. A nobody thought it was acceptable to challenge Kingsworth’s actual kings.

      “Hey, come eat and meet my friends,” Brandis says, her soft voice dragging me from my thoughts. “They’re all great, I promise.”

      Which is a relief, so I let her introduce me to the group of girls she’s with. Brandis is right, none of them seem to hold any kind of grudge against me, but there’s still a wave of caution wafting off them as they have me pull out my schedule to compare classes. Not that I blame them.

      I do have an invisible Kick Me sign nailed to my back, and there’s no doubt in my mind I’ll be kicked and hard.

      “So, you really went all out with your classes, huh?” the girl Brandis had introduced as Tasha asks with an incredulous smile.

      I shrug. “Did I?”

      “Monday and Wednesday, Biology Lab and Psychology. Tuesday and Thursday, Spanish, Public Speaking, and Creative Writing. And then Digital Film and Video and Bio Lecture on Friday?” Brandis trades a glance with Tasha before pinning me with a worried look. “That’s an interesting schedule, my friend.”

      That was by design, but I won’t ever admit it. If all else fails, I’ll fail my scholarship’s GPA requirement and get out of this place much faster.

      “You should drop the Digital Film elective,” Payton, the girl with the long platinum braid, says. “You don’t need it to graduate, and Mr. Schraeder is a total dick. Remember how my dad had to come to town last year to deal with that exam catastrophe?”

      Tasha bobs her head at the question. “If you drop it, you’ll have most of Friday free, Grace.”

      It’s also the one class I’m looking forward to. I actually enjoy the subject, so there’s a stubborn edge to my voice when I say, “I like to stay busy.”

      “Well, you will be,” she mutters, with Brandis rushing to add, “At least with this schedule, you won’t have time to deal with any drama.”

      “That’s the plan,” I agree, hopeful that perhaps the rest of my day won’t be as bad as I’ve been expecting.

      Turns out, it’s not.

      It’s so much worse.
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      My classmates make no attempt to hold back their disdain for me.

      Biology is such an interactive course I have zero hope of hiding in the back of the classroom and minding my business, so I’m forced to talk to people, and nobody is friendly. At least we don’t have lab partners. Otherwise, I’m sure my partner would try to give me a Glasgow smile with a dissecting knife.

      It’s not only my video that threw Dash, Ezra, and Bellamy under the bus, but I’ve brought a ton of negative attention to Kingsworth. So much attention that the school hired a million-dollar public relations team and the headmaster’s office is investigating past claims. Whatever the hell that means. A disgustingly spiteful guy brings that fun fact to me as I pass him in the quad between classes.

      I’m so stunned by his literal saliva on my face that I don’t even manage a decent retort.

      I have psychology with Brandis, which is a godsend. Not so good? Mila’s in that class as well. She makes it no secret that she hates me and wants to make my life miserable, and I have a terrible feeling the tools we learn in class will only help her harass me.

      By the end of my first day, I’m emotionally, mentally, and physically tapped out. Brandis, the saint that she is, brings pizza to my room so I don’t have to go to the dining hall for dinner, and I collapse into bed after she leaves.

      And now, it’s time to do it again.

      Given how yesterday went, I mentally prep myself for the shitstorm before I step foot outside my room, where I find Meghan cackling at a wad of toilet paper stuck to my door. I don’t stop to examine the mystery substance holding it in place. I keep moving, sliding in my earbuds and blasting the first song on my playlist to drown out whatever she’s calling out behind me.

      My first class, Spanish, turns out to not be so bad, although it’s possible I don’t understand the insults being thrown my way. It’s not until I shuffle into Public Speaking that I’m convinced karma is real and is out to destroy me.

      Dash and Bellamy are in this class.

      I spot them the second I step into the room, and my heart pauses for a beat. They’re sitting near the middle of the classroom, already surrounded by loyal admirers. They both glance over at me, but while Bellamy responds with a shallow nod—like he’s resigned to the fact we’re in the same zip code now—Dash’s lips twist in a cruel smirk.

      Here it comes.

      “Figures you’d be in this class with that gaping mouth of yours.” His cold blue eyes seem to brighten at his own words. Go figure. “But I guess you had to have something going for you since your sister got everything else.”

      He’s a bully and a coward, and I despise him. Still, the last thing I want is for him to know he has any effect on me. Teeth gritted, I roll my eyes and act like he’s a simple nuisance rather than the demon spawn he is.

      “I suppose I shouldn’t be surprised to see you, either.” I wrinkle my nose at the girl tracing her finger along his forearm, where I know there’s a tattoo hidden beneath the thick fabric of his blazer. “I mean, you get off on the sound of your own voice and use your own… fluids… to rehydrate.”

      He sneers.

      “Such a classy little social experiment, this bitch,” he tells his groupies, who all channel Dracula’s brides and glare at me as if they’d like nothing more than to rip my head off.

      I realize, though, Bellamy hasn’t said a word. He’s sitting in total silence, watching the exchange between me and Dash, a reserved expression on his angular features. Out of all the so-called royals, he’s the one I expected to have the most to say. He had no problem running his mouth the night we met.

      Then again, maybe he’s one of those people that goes full-on Hyde when he’s drunk. Maybe this—the beautiful, quiet boy—is his Jekyll.

      Whatever the case may be, it’s unnerving.

      “I hate to break up whatever riveting conversation is happening here,” a firm, authoritative voice announces, ringing through the classroom, “but if you all wouldn’t mind, I’d like to get started.”

      I glance back to see a surly looking older man with gray hair and a mustache wearing a tweed coat standing in the doorway, glaring at us. His eyes land on me and he arches a brow. “Ah, you must be the infamous Miss Lilley.”

      Hesitantly, I nod. “Yes, sir.”

      “You may call me Dr. Halbert. Now, take a seat. Your peers have speeches prepared for today, so you will watch their presentations and get up to speed on how my class runs.” Before I can walk away, he lifts a hand to stop me, adding in a droll voice, “Just in case you haven’t reviewed my syllabus—recording devices have no place in my classroom. I know you’re quite fond of them.”

      Swallowing hard, I nod again, my ears and neck burning at the laughter rippling through the room. “Yes, Dr. Halbert.”

      I search for an empty seat as everyone else settles into their places. There’s an open chair at the back of the classroom, and I make my way toward it, ignoring the death stares and whispered insults thrown at me. Once I’m seated, class starts, and one by one, students are called up to give short motivational speeches they’ve prepared.

      None of the topics are overly exciting, though a handful are far more interesting to listen to than others. I hear about everything from drunk driving (which was admittedly emotional since the girl’s best friend had died in an accident last winter) to reducing global warming, and even about harsher punishments for school bullies.

      Yeah, I almost snort at that one since it comes from Tiny Handbag. I learn that her name is Willow when Dr. Halbert thanks her for her presentation, and on the way back to her seat, she flashes me her middle finger and mouths, “Eat shit, bitch.”

      Still, if this is the worst that happens to me during this class, I’ll consider myself lucky.

      I’m all but lured into a false sense of security. Then our teacher calls Dash’s name. I tense as he unfolds his muscular frame from his chair, shrugs out of his blazer, and strides up to the front of the room. When he turns to face the class, his eyes lock on me, and I have to remind myself to breathe.

      He leans over the podium and grins. The kind someone gives right before launching a brutal attack. “Today, I’d like to speak to you all about a subject I find disturbing. Rewarding Mediocrity.”

      My stomach bunches up, and I clench my hands into tight fists on my desk.

      “We come from backgrounds where mediocrity is not only never rewarded but frowned upon. Our families and legacies were built on exceptional individuals doing and creating great things. We are all here at Kingsworth because we are anything but ordinary. Well, most of us, anyway.”

      I can feel the intensity in his gaze as he says that last bit, and I’m so embarrassed that I can feel the heat rushing to my cheeks. Still, I won’t let this bastard see he’s getting to me. The class laughs and snickers at his comment, but I keep my chin up. Never flinching. Never dropping my eyes from his, even though there’s a part of me that wants to glance at Bellamy.

      Because Bellamy… I don’t think he’s laughing.

      In fact, out of the corner of my eye, I can see his posture is just as stiff as mine.

      Which again is… odd.

      Isn’t this kind of public evisceration right up his alley?

      “When we reward mediocrity by allowing it to be held up as equal to exceptionalism,” Dash continues, “we diminish the accomplishments of those who are truly deserving. I think we can all agree the idea of participation trophies leads to a weaker and more disappointing society.”

      Grunts of approval greet his statement.

      “That’s why, when we are staring down weakness, it is our duty to crush it before it can take root and overrun true greatness. Thank you.”

      Dash’s speech earns a standing ovation. Like he accepted an Oscar instead of unleashing his inner baby dictator. Dr. Halbert either doesn’t get the intentional attack, or he doesn’t give a damn. He calls the class to order again and tells the next person to head to the podium.

      Unable to focus on the rest of the presentations, I sit fuming for the next forty-five minutes. As soon as class is over, I gather my stuff, keeping my focus on Dash. There is no way I’m letting him get away without speaking my mind.

      He must know that already.

      I am literally bursting at the seams to tell him off. To let him know he’ll never win. Determined, I hurry after him when he leaves the room. I follow him down the hall, and when there aren’t many people around us, I make my move.

      “Hey, dickass! I have something to say to you.”

      Warily, he glances over one shoulder to regard me with a furrowed brow. “You’re fucking up, sweetheart.”

      “Is that why you’re the one running away?” I taunt.

      Jaw tensing, he stops moving and turns to face me. “I know this is a difficult concept for you, but quit while you’re ahead. Enjoy your peace—while you still have it.”

      Enjoy your peace while you still have it.

      My hands tremble as I push them against his rock-hard chest. No surprise, the shove doesn’t budge him, but at least the intent is there.

      “You think this is all a joke, don’t you? Humiliating me and making me a social pariah must get your rocks off, otherwise, you wouldn’t waste your time on someone so mediocre.”

      He stares at me in silence for a moment before speaking in a low voice that sends chills down my spine.

      “Grace,” he says my name like it’s a curse.

      But I stand my ground, shaking my head defiantly. “It has to irk the fuck out of you, huh? That such an ordinary, non-deserving bitch lives rent-free in your thick fucking skull.”

      As I speak, his expression grows darker, and the worry in the back of my mind grows stronger, begging me to shut up. I ignore it, though. I want to cut him as badly as he’s cut into me.

      So, I keep talking.

      “You must be a pussy if you’re still letting yourself get so worked up over that stupid video. A real man would turn the other cheek and move on. A real man would own up and admit that he fucked up, but that’s just it, isn’t it? You’re not a real man. Your daddy must be so—”

      His hand is around my throat before my brain registers he’s even moved his arm. He’s not choking me—yet—but I can sense the strength, the power, humming beneath his long fingers. Without a word, without loosening his grip, he drags me further down the hall to a bathroom. I can sense the rage radiating from his body, pulsing with every intake of breath and every beat of his heart. There is no emotion in him, no desire to discuss or even to understand.

      There is only the urge to conquer and control.

      The bathroom door slams shut and locks behind us, and the air whooshes from my lungs as Dash slams me against the wall.
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      There is no escape.

      Trapped between Dash’s hard body and the cool tile, I realize this. He’s so much bigger—muscular and taller—his body easily holds mine in place. I can’t move. Can’t breathe. And based on the way his lips kick up in a grin, he’s reveling in it.

      That I’m weak and he’s strong.

      “What are you—” But my sentence ends in a strangled gasp, as his fingers flex around my throat.

      Despite his hold on me, there’s no fear sparking through my veins this time. Which is strange and terrifying and confusing. So goddamn confusing. Every intelligent inch of my body is screaming at me I should be worried. That he is more than capable of causing me a world of harm. That I am momentarily defenseless, and he has no problem reminding me of that.

      One more push—a little more pressure—and I will fall. 

      And yet… I’m still not afraid as he bends his head toward mine. “No, no, sweetheart. You don’t get to speak. Not until I give you permission.” His breath ghosts over my face, right along with his words. “Understand?”

      An unfamiliar sensation rushes through me when his strong fingers tighten against my vulnerable neck. It pools in the center of my body, a hot pressure that makes me clench all over. I feel warm, my head full of butterflies, and my breath bursting from my lips whenever Dashiell Laurier believes it necessary for me to breathe.

      If I didn’t know any better, I’d almost say I was excited.

      Of course, that’s insane. I am not excited by him manhandling me. Not in the least.

      “Do you understand me?” He squeezes again, and the pressure in my core grows heavier. “Grace?”

      This time, I nod. The blond curls I’d left down this morning fan around our faces like a soft curtain.

      “Do you know how badly I want to shut that mouth of yours?” His voice is a low rumble in his chest, like the sound of a predator before a kill.

      When I shake my head, he loosens his grip on my throat again. But he doesn’t let go. Instead, he massages the pads of his index and middle fingers over my delicate skin. “You can use your words now, princess.”

      My stomach flutters.

      Dash has called me that before, but this time seems different. Less cruel than the other day. Everything about this situation seems a little less brutal, which is comical considering he has me pinned to a wall with his hand around my throat.

      He moves closer until his lips are a fraction of an inch from mine, his exhales mixing with my gasps for air. His pupils seem to dilate a little more with every stroke of my skin. “Answer me.”

      All I can do is stare up at him. What the hell is he doing? It almost seems like he’s going to kiss me, but that can’t be right. Is he pushing me to see how far he can go before I break? Testing me?

      “Now,” he says, and his lips brush mine.

      My breath is lodged in my throat, so my answer comes out with a strangled whimper. “No. I don’t know.”

      His body slides against mine, and his lips form a wicked smile when my lips part slightly because I’m expecting more. Waiting for another accidental caress to see if I imagined those butterflies deep in the pit of my stomach.

      But that touch never comes.

      Instead, he pulls back far enough for me to study his victorious smirk. “Maybe the question is, how badly do you want me to shut your mouth?”

      I need to end this. He’s messing with me, and I’m letting him. It’s humiliating.

      Rationality returning to me, I struggle against his hold. When he doesn’t release me, I slap him as hard as I can, the sound of my hand cracking against his face echoing through the bathroom.

      I draw my pocket knife from my back pocket with my free hand, flip open the blade, and shove it up under his chin. For a beat, he looks stunned. His eyes pop wide and his mouth forms a perfect O. Seconds later, however, that O becomes a twisted smile.

      “You’re a sick bastard,” I whisper.

      He lifts his chin as if to give me better access, but his hand never leaves my throat. Mirth gleams behind his blue eyes—along with something wild. Something fucked up and twisted.

      “I know what I am, but do you make it a habit of hitting and threatening men that have you by the neck?” he taunts. “I knew you were stupid, but this? This is a whole new level of insanity, even for you.”

      I feel a sudden flash of concern he might try to retaliate. I talk a good game, but I don’t want to cut him. Just the thought of hurting someone else turns my stomach upside down. But if he realizes I’m bluffing, I could be in a lot more trouble than I thought.

      He must read my apprehension in my face because he scoffs. “I don’t hit little girls.”

      Before I can blink, he plucks the knife from my fingers. I let out a strangled sound because for a beat where I can’t breathe, can’t even move, I swear he’s about to press it against my throat. I see his hand inch toward me. The pad of his thumb race along the dull end. His lips quirk as if he’s imagining my blood on the blade.

      And then he snaps the knife shut.

      He sends it clattering across the tile floor, where it slaps the bottom of the trash can. I don’t realize I’m clutching my chest until he pushes away from me, putting some much-appreciated distance between our bodies.

      “If it were up to me, I would’ve kicked you and your sister out on your asses and left you to rot in the streets. But, no, that’s not how my father likes to do things. I’m sick of playing his games, though. It’s time for you to leave and go back to your slum. I don’t want you here.”

      I jerk back as if he’s slapped me. He doesn’t even want me at Kingsworth? I thought the only reason I was at this place was because he wanted me somewhere he could torment me whenever he pleased.

      My voice is numb when I ask, “It wasn’t your idea to bring me here?”

      “Fuck, no. I wanted to drag your stupid ass through the press, let everyone know about your precious sister stealing prescription pads, but as soon as I told my father, he…”

      The laugh he gives is ice cold and freezes my lungs. I’m being screwed with. And it’s not even his idea to do it.

      “What happens if I leave?” I ask once I find my breath again. “What will happen if…”

      My words trail off at the beautiful, bitter, terrible smile he sends my way.

      “Your father will use her record to evict her, won’t he?”

      It makes sense. Why else would Dash keep bringing it up?

      And the worst part is I can’t tell him the truth—that Julian had lied. Because who knows what fresh hell would be unleashed once Dash started digging?

      “You’ll find somewhere else to live,” he’s saying once the throbbing in my ears settles down. “Maybe you can make some extra money by showing your tits and—”

      “I’m not leaving, asshole. Deal with it.”

      Darkness flares in his gaze, but I don’t give him a chance to respond or act on it. Shoving past him, I scoop my knife from the floor and storm out of the bathroom.

      As I move down the hall, Dash’s words swirl through my head, and I’m torn between devastation and rage. The games of some rich guy and his evil son have upended my life. And the sad part is, it shouldn’t even surprise me. I imagine a man as powerful as Jason Laurier would be about the only person able to bring his son to heel, and this is his way of doing it.

      Teaching Dash a lesson by forcing him to be around me for the entirety of his senior year of high school.

      When I step out of the building, I draw in breath after breath of fresh air as I try to settle my nerves. I need to put Dash from my mind, at least for the time being. If I let him continue to bother me, even when he’s not around, I’m giving him way too much power over my life.

      I refuse to allow that.

      At least I won’t have to see him again today. I’ve only got one class left, and then I’m home free for the night.
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        * * *

      

      The moment I step into Creative Writing, I almost turn around and march right back out the door. Dash is in this class, too. When he spots me, his eyes lock on me, tracking me from the center of the room as I make my way toward the back of the classroom.

      I straighten my spine and pretend not to notice him, even though I can still feel his lips skimming mine.

      As I settle into my seat, I almost think he’s going to toss out an insult. I can tell he wants to, as he turns slightly to meet my gaze. And yet… he doesn’t. Instead, he lets out a long breath and faces forward again, his shoulders trembling with laughter.

      That’s fine. He can laugh all he wants if he keeps his stupid mouth shut. His worshippers don’t seem to pick up on his example.

      Once class starts, I’m once more subjected to snide comments and harsh insults when our instructor has her back to us.

      All I want to do is run to my room and lock the door. Of course, there’s no guarantee I’ll have any peace there either. People will continue to torment me whenever they get the chance, and there’s nothing I can do to stop them.

      Dash was right when he told me this place would be hell. I’m realizing that more and more with each interaction I have, and there’s a part of me that hates myself for not escaping when he gave me the opportunity.
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      The next couple of days follow the same pattern. Everywhere I go, I’m a target. The girl who was stupid enough to fuck with Kingsworth Prep and their divine trinity. Nobody here has anything bad to say about them. No teachers or students or staff—nobody. Even the girls I sit with during meals are cautious when discussing the royals, like it’s taboo to even say their names, so I’m forced to learn about them from others on campus.

      Not that it’s difficult when they have so many willing to defend their honor.

      Ezra organizes free hockey clinics for underprivileged elementary kids. One of his teammates informs me in front of at least ten other people. Then he tells me I’m a nasty bitch and the only thing I’m good for is playing catch with his spunk.

      Even though he has nothing to do with theater, Bellamy saved Kingsworth’s drama department from going under. That one I discover from a girl right after she accidentally spills her hot tea on the back of my uniform during lunch.

      And Dash is just hot and stupid rich. Which I suppose is enough for these people to consider him good and me a walking piece of shit.

      It’s like a game of heroes and villains.

      And I’m the final boss.

      Dash seems to enjoy watching everyone’s reaction to me and has no problem voicing his own grievances about me being on campus whenever he wants to cause a little more chaos. Bellamy and Ezra, however, don’t take part. Hell, whenever I see Bellamy in class or smoking in the courtyard between classes (which no teacher calls him out on since the fucker’s mom is apparently a huge donor), he does anything humanly possible to avoid making eye contact.

      Ezra, on the other hand, looks at me.

      A lot.

      When we pass each other in the halls or quad—and even during the few times he wanders into the dining hall—his amber eyes seek me out. Since I hate the thought of seeming weak to him, I always stare back until he finally quirks his lips and raises his eyebrows.

      Almost as if to say, “You’re still here? We’re still doing this?”

      And then there’s the undisputed president of their fan club. Mila. Who I learn also moonlights as a future sorority queen, budding philanthropist, and Baba Yaga.

      She’s becoming the worst of my abusers and takes pleasure in mocking me whenever she gets the chance. Thursday morning, as I walk into the dining hall for breakfast, she’s waiting for me. She steps into my path almost the moment I enter the building, a bundle of flyers in one hand and a frothy-looking coffee in the other.

      “Jesus Christ, you crazy bitch,” I gasp after her jump scare almost makes me choke on my Pop Tart. I brush away a few crumbs from the lapel of my blazer. “Don’t you have anything better to do than hide in bushes?”

      She throws the flyers into the trash can a few feet away. A photo of a blond girl smiles back up at me for a split second, and I make out the name Lexa and the words Memorial and Fundraiser before Mila douses the pages with the remainder of her coffee.

      “Besides getting rid of the trash on campus?” She sneers at the silver pastry wrapper in my hand. “No wonder your complexion is shit, you broke ass slut.”

      I try to step around her, but she moves with me. “Just in case you aren’t aware, stalking is illegal, even for rich, mean girls, so why don’t you just leave me alone? I have done nothing to you.”

      “You woke up this morning. That’s enough of an insult.”

      Okay, that one actually burned.

      “If my existence is such an insult to you, why bother acknowledging me at all?” I ask, even though I’m pretty sure there’s no point. I’m trying to make sense out of someone who’s not rational.

      “Because you’re an idiot, and you’re still here. I can’t stand the sight of you.”

      “Then look away. I’m here. I’m not going anywhere. Deal with it.”

      “I shouldn’t have to!” Her voice grows louder and more hysterical with every word, and she’s almost screaming when she adds, “If you had any brains in your thick head, you’d have left by now.”

      Would you look at that? Mila and I agree on something… kind of. She wants me gone as much as I want to leave, but if Dash turning Jedi mind-tricks to chase me off didn’t work, her whining certainly won’t.

      “I’ve dealt with a lot worse than you. You can be as much of a bitch as you want to be, but it won’t make me leave.”

      “Stubborn cunt, you think I won’t…”

      Her eyes going wide when they lock on something over my shoulder. Frowning, I glance back to see what’s enthralled her and let out a muffled groan when I see Dash stalking toward us. His gaze roves over me, lingering on my lips that I’d applied gloss to before I left my room.

      Why is he even here if he has a personal chef?

      Not wishing to deal with him, I glance back at Mila and, finding her distracted, hurry around her to make my way through the building to Brandis, who’s sitting at our usual table. Tasha and Payton are sitting with her, but they’re getting ready to leave as I approach and slide into a chair, mumbling my greetings to everyone.

      “Good morning,” Brandis says to me with a bright smile that dips into a concerned frown when she takes in my expression. “What’s wrong? Who was it now?”

      “Mila,” I explain in a whisper as I wave goodbye to Tasha and Payton. “It was just the usual bullshit from her, but then Dash came in and she went all weird on me…”

      “Dash is here?” Brandis stretches her neck to raise her head and surveys the hall. Surprise lights up her hazel eyes once she spots him. “Why would he be here?”

      My question exactly.

      I can’t help myself and turn to search for him. He’s striding among the tables, but what’s strange is that Mila is hurrying after him. “What’s up with that?”

      “Their families go way back, and they dated some,” Brandis says, and I whip back around in surprise. She’s been tight-lipped ever since she revealed that ridiculous nickname for them.

      Royals.

      Yeah, royally fuck those guys.

      I struggle to keep my voice flat when I say, “Oh?”

      “Mmhmm. She thought he was going to propose last year.”

      I give a slow blink. “When she was a junior? In high school?” Jesus, these people are crazier than I ever imagined.

      Brandis bobs her head, stifling a laugh. “It was this whole Legally Blonde moment, except Mila’s never going to law school. By the way, he was just asking her to the prom. I’m pretty sure his dad made him or something because… yeah.”

      Their history explains why Mila seems to hate me more than anyone else at Kingsworth Prep. She might not know the full extent of my connection to Dash, but I imagine she’s not happy I’m connected to him at all. And I seriously doubt telling her I have no interest in the bastard will pry her off my back.

      “Things don’t seem very good between them,” I muse out loud, glancing across the massive dining room at them. Mila is latched onto Dash like he’s a life raft, and he’s…

      Staring at me.

      I avert my gaze and focus on my Pop Tart wrapper. “So,” I say a little more breathlessly than I’d like, “did you finish your Fahrenheit paper?”

      Brandis nods. “Yeah, but it’s terrible. I’ll be in editing hell all weekend.”

      We continue chatting through breakfast. Before too long, Brandis takes off to meet with her guidance counselor about college prep. I get up to leave as well. Glancing around the dining hall, I’m relieved to see that Dash is already gone. I don’t see Mila anywhere either and think perhaps I’ll be able to leave the dining hall in peace.

      I should know better.

      She’s in the outdoor dining area, huddled up with a group of her friends at one of the black iron tables, possibly planning to poison stray kittens or suck the lives out of all the kids in Crowley during Halloween. I wouldn’t put either past her. I hesitate in the doorway, wondering if I should go back inside and out another exit to avoid them, but my stupid pride shoves me forward.

      Mila’s voice cuts through the air, and I flinch before I can stop myself.

      “Where are you off to, slut?”

      My head nearly snaps off my shoulders, and I stare at her, the corners of my eyes already tightening into a glare.

      “Aww, look, girls. It answers when it’s called.” The redhead with the terrible bangs—I think her name is Courtney—nudges Mila. “You’ve trained it well. It’s obedient enough to take orders now.”

      They all cackle like the evil bitches they are, but Mila shuts everyone down fast. She makes a big show out of regaining her composure before she tilts her chin down and gives me a serious look.

      “Slut.” She claps her hands twice, like she’s giving an order to an animal. “Get on your knees and crawl to class.”

      Rolling my eyes, I start to stalk off but then lurch forward when something soft connects with the back of my head. Mouth dropping open, I stare down in shock at the omelet scattered around my feet.

      “Since you failed to follow the first order, get on your knees and eat that,” Mila snarls. “Then crawl to class.”

      Fists clenching, I whirl around. I know I’m supposed to turn the other cheek. To let it go because I’m in her world and all that bullshit, but fuck this girl. I swipe the biggest chunk of omelet from the ground and hurl it right at her face.

      It doesn’t do any real damage—I mean, it’s eggs and cheese—but my chest swells with pride when it slaps her right in the mouth.

      “You stupid cunt,” she shouts just as I grind out, “Do you really think I’d ever crawl for you or anyone else at this school?”

      She’s on her feet in an instant, marching over to me, her face red with fury as she wipes at the omelet grease on her mouth.

      “Do you know how easily I could ruin you?” she demands. “Not just you, either. Your whole white trash family.”

      “Go for it. I’m sure I’ll be trending all over again once I post how the daughter of a mental health charity’s CEO went out of her way to ruin me. And I’ll make sure I let everyone know how you’re Dashiell Laurier’s trusty old doormat while I’m at it.”

      It’s a lie, of course. The last thing I want is more attention, but I don’t think my threat is why Mila goes still. It’s obvious she’s not talking about the omelet when she asks in an eerily soft voice, “What did you just say?”

      “You heard me. It’s so pitiful watching you throw yourself at him, but if you think that’ll finally secure you that ring…” I flash her two thumbs up and bob my head. “Get it, girl.”

      Her lips tremble. “I… I…”

      Excitement hums through me because I’ve struck a nerve, and I’m like a shark that smelled blood in the water and is going in for the kill.

      “The thing is, that level of pathetic makes you a terrible bully. Do you think I’m intimidated by someone who lets such an asshole walk all over her?” I ask.

      “I…”

      I arch my eyebrows. “You what, Mila?”

      But she snaps her mouth shut, and her friends don’t appear to know what to do either. They’re staring at me, their faces expressing various levels of shock. Are they more surprised by someone standing up to their Queen B? Or that I’ve dared throw her one clear weakness (and her omelet) in her face?

      “You’ll regret this.”

      I might take the threat a little more seriously if her voice didn’t break right in the middle of giving it. “Doubtful,” I say.

      For this one glorious moment, I’m in control. It’s a feeling I’ve missed since getting mixed up with Ezra, Dash, and Bellamy, and it appears my shift in attitude stumps Mila. She has no clue what to do with me right now, and it’s fantastic to watch the confusion and frustration play out across her face.

      “Watch your back, bitch,” she spits out, and I give her a mock salute.

      “Sure will, don’t you worry.”

      I watch her and her friends go, savoring the moment until I hear a chuckle behind me that makes the nape of my neck prickle with heat.

      “What’s so funny?” I ask, whipping around and immediately gulping.

      Even in his uniform and tie, there’s something deliciously rugged about Ezra Covington.

      Striding up to me, he leans in close, his warm breath coasting over my ear. The side of my face. The curve of my neck. “You are trouble, Gracelyn,” he tells me.

      When he pulls back, a lock of dark blond hair falls in his face. Before I can stop myself, I reach out and tuck it behind his ear, and he turns his head slightly in response. His full lips skim the inside of my wrist.

      And my breath grows flimsy.

      “So much trouble,” he murmurs as I snatch my hand back to myself.

      “What are you doing here, anyway?” After seeing Dash in the D-hall, Ezra’s presence is a little too much to handle.

      “I go to school here, Gracelyn. And I’m a growing boy who needs to eat.” Amusement dances in his brown eyes.

      “Hmm,” is all I say before I start down the sidewalk toward class.

      Ezra follows close behind me, his presence overwhelming even in such an open space. “Hmm?”

      “What do you want me to say? That you probably could’ve stopped growing two years ago, or that I thought you had a chef?” I pause, shaking my head as I peer up at him. Jesus, he’s tall. “You know, it still blows my mind that you people have a chef.”

      “For starters, I was half this size two years ago. And you people?” He waggles an eyebrow. “I’m offended.”

      “You’ll live, Captain America.” I jab a thumb over my shoulder in the direction we just left. “By the way, the D-hall is back that way.”

      But he offers me a dimpled grin and sweeps his hand out to a cluster of buildings up ahead and to the left. “But Gracelyn, your class is this—”

      “You know that bitch has herpes, right, Ezz?” a tall blonde girl calls out as we pass the bike rack, and I realize she lives on my floor in Roth.

      Even though I know my door will never hear the end of it, I flip her my middle finger.

      And then almost eat the sidewalk a second later when Ezra drawls, “And yet I’d still rather fuck her than have your loose lips around my dick again, Abby.”

      I’m not sure what’s more shocking—his words or the fact he’s taking up for me again. The blood is pumping so hard in my ears, I don’t hear Abby’s retort as I start walking again. Or lack of retort since people around here tend to avoid angering their deities.

      “You’re blushing.”

      “Because by the end of the day, everyone’s going to think you have a nasty case of the herp.” My words come out rushed and breathless.

      “I don’t think that’s the reason you’re blushing. Besides, nobody here will say a word about me.” His tone is light, but there’s an edge to it that makes my stomach clench. Because it’s the truth.

      “They’ll just say it about me,” I bitterly point out.

      “Because they don’t realize you’re a stabby little thing.” When my breath hitches, he cocks his head and casts me an amused look. “Don’t look so shocked. No shit, I heard about your bathroom adventure. Someone has to look out for me and my throat.”

      I want to tell him Dash only looks out for himself, but I hoist my backpack higher on my shoulders and pick up my pace instead. I’m going to be late for class, and I doubt even Ezra’s powers can get me out of a tardy slip. At the sound of his footsteps beside me, I glance up at him out of my peripherals.

      “I thought you were hungry.”

      “Starving,” he says, and the way he looks at me when he says it makes my mouth go dry. “But before I go… Mila is Dash’s Muppet, Gracelyn.”

      “I-I’ve noticed,” I say, my voice faltering because he’s warning me. Again. I’m not too sure what I’m supposed to do with that.

      “And you are…”

      My features crease as I wait for him to finish. “I’m what?”

      He hesitates for so long I start to get impatient, but he ignores my questioning glances. When we reach my building, however, he tugs me back around. For several beats, he studies me with such an intensity that I wonder if he can see right through me and is slowly unraveling all my secrets.

      “I would kill for my sister,” he says at last, and something tells me that’s not just a figure of speech. “So, I respect the hell out of you for what you’re doing for yours. That’s why I’m letting you know Mila’s not as harmless as she seems.”

      “Neither am I,” I say, barely holding back the tremor that races through me when he dips his mouth close to my ear again.

      “And that’s why you’re trouble.” When he draws away, a lopsided grin splits his face. “See you around, Gracelyn.”
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        * * *

      

      Well after my last class of the day, I make my way across campus. My backpack is slung over one shoulder, and I’m still riding the high from my encounter with Mila that morning and pretending I hadn’t flirted with Ezra Covington for ten minutes straight.

      I’m feeling so confident that I take a shortcut to the library, where Brandis said I can get my broken camcorder repaired for next to nothing by the student volunteers in the technology center. Instead of going all the way around a group of older buildings clustered together, I turn down a small pathway in between two of them. This way is almost a straight shot to the library, so I’m not thinking too much about where I’m going.

      Or if anyone is around to catch me alone.

      I’m walking past an open doorway when two hands shove against my back. I stumble forward, losing my balance, and careen into the doorway. Before I can collect my bearings enough to regain my balance and turn on whoever pushed me, the door slams shut behind me, and I hear the lock click.

      “Hey!” I yell, spinning around and charging through a mess of spiderwebs toward the door. I try to open it, but it doesn’t budge. Raising my fist, I pound it against the solid wood. “Let me out of here!”

      There’s no response, and my first thought is Mila. Given how I embarrassed her in front of her friends this morning, I’m certain she’ll try to get some sort of revenge, but this doesn’t seem like her style of torment. Even though I know little about her, I can already tell she’s a big fan of showing off her hand in things to a wide audience.

      Still, who knows what she’s capable of when pushed just right?

      And Ezra had warned me.

      I continue to bang on the door, having no other way to get out of this stupid cellar. My phone is in my backpack, which is on the other side of the door. I can’t call for help, and who the hell knows when someone will wander this way to hear me?

      Once my hands start to sting, I push away from the door and pace as I shake out my fingers and give my palms time to stop burning. How am I going to get out of here? I’m not even sure what building I’m in—or rather, under, I suppose. If it’s an academic building, I’m fucked since classes are all over for the day. If it’s an administrative one, I might have a chance if I yell. Faculty members or staff who might work late.

      I stop and turn my head up, then open my mouth as wide as I can and shout for help. Over and over, I cry out, praying someone might hear me through the pipes or the vents or whatever. After several long minutes, I’ve got a sore throat and there’s no sign of rescue. Frustration wells up within me and I lunge for the door, banging on it again with all my strength.

      “Help! Help! Please, someone, let me out!”

      I’m panicking, so I don’t hear the footsteps approaching until they’re right up on me. The door flies open, and I go tumbling forward. Strong hands grab my upper arms to steady me as I slam into a solid wall of muscle.

      A solid wall that smells like tobacco and spice and vanilla, which is a surprisingly delicious combination.

      Dazed, I raise my head and find jade green eyes gazing back at me.
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      This is weird. So. Damn. Weird.

      Bellamy Thorn is less than a foot away from me, his brown curls ruffling in the September breeze and his footsteps drumming a moody beat on the sidewalk. And he’s being nice. In a quiet, sulky sort of way, but still. It’s something other than the disinterest he’s shown since I came to this campus.

      After he rescued me from the cellar, I couldn’t find my voice. Because of him. He’d offered to walk with me back to Roth Hall, claiming he was going in that direction.

      Since I still couldn’t speak, I nodded in agreement.

      We’ve been walking in silence for a while, but the closer we get to my dorm, the more I want to speak. To figure out why he’s treating me decent compared to the way he acted that night at the Pump & Go.

      Of the three guys in my video, Bellamy is the one I’ve read the most about. The media loves Bellamy. Like Ezra and Dash, he’s a senior and has gone to Kingsworth since middle school. He used to play soccer and was a beast on the field. His mom is American and from the Bellamy family—the same family that runs Belle Âme, the Walmart of cosmetics. And of course, there’s his dad. The guy’s a duke who plays with horses all day.

      The thing is, of the three guys in my video, Bellamy Thorn is also the biggest mystery to me because I can’t get an actual read on his personality.

      He doesn’t act like the douchebag he was the night we met, but I’m not sure this stoic, reserved version of him is all that accurate, either. It feels like there’s something more to him, but he’s hiding himself away.

      And I absolutely hate myself for wanting to know what that something is.

      “You keep staring at me,” he says in that posh British accent I forgot he had since he never speaks around me, and my eyes jump to his. “It’s incredibly rude.”

      Cheeks burning, I drop my gaze to the ground in front of me and focus on the cracks in the sidewalk. Since the grounds of Kingsworth are so immaculate, there are few actual cracks, so I’m left staring at the dingy toes of my tennis shoes. “Sorry. I’m… confused, is all,” I mumble sheepishly.

      He sighs and walks a few paces ahead of me. “Why?”

      His lackluster response makes my head spin, so I pick up speed to catch up with him. “Because you’re being nice to me.”

      “I am not.”

      He sounds so insulted, I roll my eyes. “Don’t be dramatic. It’s supposed to be a compliment.”

      He looks away from me and falls silent, which I guess is his way of saying the conversation is over. Whatever. If he doesn’t want me to compliment him, then I’ll keep my niceties to myself.

      Another wave of tense silence settles over us as we continue toward my dorm. Knots form in the pit of my stomach. I’m desperate to have him say something—anything. Why is he acting so strange? Why did he even bother pulling me from that cellar?

      And why the hell was he wandering through that part of campus this late, anyway?

      Before I can voice any of my questions, though, he clears his throat. “I want to apologize for what happened that night.”

      His voice is soft. So very soft, I almost can’t hear what he’s saying, but once his words sink into my brain, my breath explodes in my lungs. “Oh?”

      Dipping his head so his curls fall over his forehead, he shoots me an embarrassed look. “That night at your sister’s store, I shouldn’t have said those things to her—or to you. It was disrespectful, and I’m also sorry it’s led to this situation.”

      I fiddle with the hem of my T-shirt. “And what situation is that?” There have been many since that night, each one more terrible than the last.

      “You. Being here. Do you think it’s going to get any better when…”

      My lungs nearly collapse as he pauses and reaches for me. He doesn’t stop until his knuckles ghost over my cheek. My vision blurs, and I have to fight against my heart rioting against my rib cage. I’m not breathing at all when his fingers skim through a few curly strands of my hair.

      “Bellamy?” I manage as he draws back to reveal the remains of a spider’s web, its sticky threads clinging to his fingers and hand. “Oh.”

      “When this is only the start,” he says, like he didn’t stop time by touching me. He flicks the web away and wipes his hand on his jeans. “That being said, I think you should consider attending… another school.”

      In other words, leave.

      I blink up at him, more baffled than ever. His apology seems genuine, and his concern as well. At that moment, we reach my building, and he stops moving. Turning to face me, he regards me for a long moment. There’s something sad and tired in his green gaze that makes my heart clench before I can tell it to beware of Bellamy Thorn.

      I warn the silly organ, but it’s too late.

      Bellamy Thorn made me feel bad for him. I’m not 100 percent sure what for, but he did.

      He seems so… lost.

      “Why?” I whisper.

      “Because there’s nothing here for you but trouble and pain. Leave before it’s too late for you.”

      Trouble and pain?

      I’m so stunned I can’t think of anything to say to that, and he doesn’t stick around to give me the chance to find my words again. Jamming his hands in the pockets of his jeans, he heads back down the sidewalk, never once glancing back at me.

      For a long time, I stare at the back of his long sleeve white shirt, the way his shoulders slump the slightest bit. How he angrily jerks his hands through his dark brown curls. What the hell was that?

      What am I missing here?

      When I can no longer see him, I turn to go into my building. It’s only then I realize I never asked him what he was doing wandering around campus when he found me. A cold sensation hits my chest. Could he have been the one to lock me in that cellar, only so he could play the hero and try to lure me into a false sense of security? Is this all a fucked-up game he and his friends are playing with me?

      I hate having these thoughts and that I can’t trust he was in the right place at the right time. Less than a week in and this place has burned me. I can’t find it in myself to trust anyone, let alone Bellamy, the guy that started this whole mess.

      Shaking my head, I continue to my room, promising myself I’ll keep an eye out for him. If he is up to something, his quiet façade will crack. I need to stay patient and let his true nature come out all on its own.
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        * * *

      

      “Fuck my life,” I grumble the next morning as I glare into the huge trash can just outside Roth Hall’s front doors. I was on my way to campus security headquarters to file a report for my stolen book bag when I stumbled upon this.

      My backpack. My books. And my phone.

      All destroyed.

      The textbooks are bad enough, but what pisses me off is my phone. I record and post my videos with my phone, and if I don’t have it, I’m cut off from my only source of income. I can’t even use my camcorder because that’s probably in the bottom of the trashcan and smashed, too.

      “Shit, shit, shit!” I groan, pressing the palm of my hand to my forehead. The pulsating headache already vibrating my skull gets worse as the pain spreads to my temples and behind my eyes. I go over my options, but I don’t have many. I can’t afford to buy a new device right now.

      If I don’t, though, I’m even more screwed.

      I drag my hand through my hair, then freeze at the giggle behind me. It’s a high-pitched, evil sound that slides over me, making my skin tighten and my entire body to tense. Whirling around, I find Mila standing on the sidewalk, looking like a sadistic Snow White in the golden yellow sweater and blood red lipstick she’s paired with her uniform skirt.

      “Morning, slut,” she says happily, tilting her head so the morning sun glints off her blue-black hair.

      She’s holding her phone, and for a second, I think she’s taking a picture of me, but then I realize she’s watching something, her brown eyes bouncing between me and her screen.

      “What’s that?” I demand when I hear a sad violin sound clip.

      She wiggles her phone close to my face so I can see what’s got her so giddy, and my shoulders deflate when I see it’s an Instagram Story of my property in the garbage. The caption typed over the image says The Trash’s Trash.

      “I just had to see it for myself.” She drops her phone in what must be the tenth designer bag that I’ve seen her with this week.

      I nod to the trash can. “Did you do this?”

      Pretending to be offended, she presses her hand to her chest as if she were clutching her pearls. “Why would I ever do such a thing?”

      “Cut the bullshit, Mila.” Rage burns within me, and I clench my hands into fists. It takes every ounce of willpower I have not to just start swinging. Not to give the small crowd starting to form around us an excuse to report me to Headmaster Lennon.

      Dropping my voice to a whisper, I hiss, “Do you know how fucked up this is?”

      “Even if it was me, what are you going to do about it?” She purses her lips. “Go report it to campus security? Call them up. I dare you to do it.”

      Gritting my teeth, I move closer, my hands itching to wrap around her throat or the hair she flicks over her shoulder or anything. I’m not picky when it comes to teaching this girl a lesson.

      “I should force that bag down your throat, so all you’re shitting for the next week are L’s, V’s, and teeth.”

      Fear flits across her features before she can stop herself. She stumbles back, grasping on to the brick front of the building. This time when she grins, it’s less vicious.

      Which is way more satisfying than it should be.

      “You’re all talk. You can’t touch me here, and we both know it.” She scans the crowd gathered around us. Half of them have their phones out, no doubt capturing every word of our argument. Every word that will be used against me if I act on the anger that’s pummeling through my veins.

      Returning her gaze to mine, she lifts her chin. “Threaten me all you want. There’s not a thing you can do to back it up. You were nothing in whatever slum you crawled out of, and you will never be anything here. I won’t let you.”

      My vision tunnels until all I see is Mila.

      Before I reach her, however, two arms wrap around me from behind and haul me right off my feet.
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      “Alright, killer. Let’s take a breath, shall we?”

      I struggle against the person who has a hold of me, his voice barely registering in my enraged mind. Whoever it is leads me away from Mila. When he releases me, he puts his body between me and her, and I come face-to-face with Sebastian. That hot basketball player Brandis warned me away from Sunday afternoon. He’s mostly dressed for class—all except for his blazer and tie, which are nowhere in sight—and grinning down at me.

      “Move,” I bark as he stretches his arms to block me from rushing Mila again.

      “You’re a determined one, aren’t you?”

      I cut him with a dark look. “What exactly are you doing?”

      “My civic duty. While I would love nothing more than to watch you tussle, mud-optional, you know she’ll get the upper hand in the end. Break her nose and you’re slapped with a harassment lawsuit you can’t afford to fight. Not such a good idea, huh?”

      I hate how reasonable he’s being. And what’s worse is that he’s right.

      “Why do you care?” I ask. “Go run someone over with your stupid Porsche and mind your own damn business.”

      Instead of listening to me, he grabs my shoulders and spins me around, steering me down the sidewalk as Mila yells something unintelligible after us, but Sebastian doesn’t look back at her.

      He also doesn’t seem to be bothered by my grumbled, “I hate running away.”

      “You’re not running, I’m pushing you.” He moves us faster. “Big difference.”

      Once we make our way down a quiet path between buildings, I dart out of his grasp and face him, shooting him a questioning look. “Why would you get in the middle of this?”

      “Do I need a reason?” he asks with a shrug.

      I part my lips, ready to dig into him before going back to confront Mila, but an angry voice I’d recognize anywhere says over my shoulder, “What’s going on here, Marino?”

      Oh, great. This motherfucker.

      Sebastian’s relaxed smile slips away. “Just helping a lady in distress, Laurier.”

      “Lady?” Dash walks around me, his steps slow and deliberate as the scent of his cologne drifts over me, assaulting my senses. He glances around like he’s searching for something. “Where?”

      I hate, hate, hate him.

      And while I’m irritated with Sebastian, that hatred for Dash burns bright and hot.

      “What are you doing here, Dashiell?” I ask, my voice an octave higher than usual.

      His blue gaze swings like a pendulum between us before settling on Sebastian. “You’re sniffing around something that doesn’t belong to you. Do I need to remind you what happens when you try to take off with one of my toys?”

      Whoa. What?

      Sebastian chuckles and doesn’t look worried at all. He takes a step in Dash’s direction.

      “You don’t own this one,” he says before I can get out a word. And right now, I have a mouthful. “She’s not afraid of you, Dash. This one doesn’t give a fuck who you or your daddy are.”

      “She can speak for herself,” I say through clenched teeth because I’ve reached peak frustration at being referred to as an object.

      “You yap too much, Sebby. Just like a little bitch,” Dash says, and his lips curl back in a sneer. “That’s your default, though, isn’t it? When you can’t charm your way out of a situation, you whine your way free.”

      Sebastian’s nostrils flare, and he lunges forward. Dash sees it coming and moves, sliding behind Sebastian and curling his arm around the other boy’s neck. “I’m still faster than you, Sebby,” he growls before he releases his grip and shoves Sebastian toward the building.

      When Sebastian whirls around, looking like he’s seconds from charging again, Dash shakes his head and jabs a finger up toward a security camera.

      “We both know this will end up with you snitching, Sebby, but at this point, it’s all self-defense.” Dash gives me a dazzling grin that makes my stomach clench before turning to the other boy. And while Sebastian’s not moving, fury pulses from him in palpable waves. “Not that I mind fucking you up again in front of another bitch you’re begging for a crumb of pussy.”

      Brandis warned me Sebastian wasn’t a big fan of Dash’s, but this exchange seems painfully personal. And now they’ve dragged me into it.

      “That’s enough,” I say before they can start arguing again. I step between them, not that it’ll do much. Our height differences are almost comical—the top of my head doesn’t even reach their shoulders—so they could throw punches without ever touching me. “What do you want, Dash?”

      “I’ll get to what I want from you, but my first question is for the simp.” When his lips quiver, I draw in a sharp breath because I know he’s about to say something terrible. “Did you think you were going to get into Gracie’s panties with that knight in shining armor bullshit?”

      The breath I drew in comes out in a deflated hiss. “Dash…”

      “Because you’re trying too hard. Gracie here is easier than that,” he continues. “Besides, we all know you’ve got a kink for my sloppy seconds, and I haven’t reached that point of desperation.”

      “Dash,” I warn again, and he gives me a wink. The bastard actually winks at me.

      “I’m just wondering, Sebby. Is it the actual bitch that does it for you?” Tilting his head, he tugs his brows together. Like he’s confused. Like he has a genuine fucking question instead of this… insanity. “Or is it that my jizz was there long before you have time to eat—”

      “Dashiell, shut the fuck up. Seriously!”

      I don’t even realize I’ve moved until the toes of my black boots thump against his immaculate designer oxfords. Angry bursts of air—mine and his—mingle as I stare up at him, though I have no clue why he would be upset.

      He’s not the one getting verbally flogged.

      To my surprise, though, he doesn’t finish his sentence. Instead, he takes a step backward, putting enough space between us to remind me that we’re not alone. Swallowing down the humiliation in the back of my throat, I look back at Sebastian, whose face is so flushed I’m almost wondering if he might rip Dash apart with his bare hands. No one I’ve met has dared to stand up to Dash Laurier, no matter how nasty he is to them. Maybe Sebastian’s hatred of him is enough to keep him from backing down?

      God, I hope so.

      “You’re going to get what’s yours someday,” Seb says after a few more beats of silence whirl around the three of us. “Daddy won’t be around to buy your way out of trouble forever. Soon, you won’t even have this place. Then you’ll find out how worthless you really are—just like your mom.”

      “Big words for such a sniveling little bitch.” Dash sounds bored, but since he has every ounce of my attention, I see it. The brief flash of pain. He scrubs it away fast, crossing his arms and arching a condescending brow. “If you’re done with your tantrum, run along. I want to speak to the lady in private.”

      Disappointment crashes over me when Sebastian storms off, like a dog with its tail between its leg. I really thought he was going to go toe-to-toe with this shit-stain, but I’ve clearly underestimated Dash’s abilities to be an absolute tyrant of a human being.

      And now I’m alone with him, a position I never like to be in.

      I tilt my head back, refusing to meet his icy gaze, and focus on a lock of dark hair that’s fallen over his forehead. “Why can’t you just leave me the hell alone?”

      “Admit it, you love the attention. The whole time Sebby was trying to get manhandled by me, you were over there just wishing it were you. You like my hand around your throat, don’t you?”

      I pretend my neck doesn’t tingle at the memory of his fingers. That something deep in my center doesn’t pulse at his words. “You’re a sick person,” I bite out.

      “As long as you’re still here, I’ll keep being sick.” Sneering, he starts to walk past me, only pausing for a moment to whisper in my ear, “Oh, and sorry to hear about your trash.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Are you sure you don’t want to report it to security?” Brandis asks later that evening, as we’re spending our Friday night in my room taking turns transcribing the notes she had recorded for Psychology. “Maybe the school would help replace everything? At the very least, whoever did it should face the Honor Council.”

      I snort. Kingsworth has an Honor Council? What a joke.

      “I highly doubt the school gives any shits if I have a phone. Besides, the administration would just turn it on me. They wouldn’t want to piss off any of the kids paying their actual money to be here.” I keep my eyes locked on my screen as I type another part of the lecture. At least I hadn’t taken my laptop with me yesterday, or I would have been triple-fucked.

      “Whoever did it shouldn’t just get away with it. That’s not fair!”

      “That’s life,” I sigh, peering up from my laptop with a shrug. I don’t even care that I sound like my mom right now. “Sorry to say it, but for most people, life’s a fickle bitch.”

      I can tell she wants to argue the point further, and I can’t really blame her. It isn’t fair to let whoever ruined my stuff get away with it, but I know I’m right and no one I reported it to would care. What if it ended up being Mila, or even Dash?

      Who’s going to take my side over either of theirs?

      “What if…”

      A sudden knock on my door cuts her off. We share a look before I put my laptop aside and stand up. Even though the random knocking and harassment at my door has died down, I’m still cautious. After everything that’s happened already today, I half expect to discover a dead animal rotting outside my door, or something as twisted.

      I find a courier, instead.

      “I have a delivery for a Grace Lilley,” he says, holding up a book bag with one hand, and a clipboard in the other.

      “Um… that’s me.”

      He hands me the backpack—one of those expensive ones from that Swedish brand all the popular girls carried back in my old school—then holds out the clipboard with a pen. “Please sign at the bottom.”

      I do, feeling as though I’m in a daze. The courier thanks me, then makes his way down the hall without further explanation.

      “What’s going on?” Brandis asks as I shut the door and carry the book bag over to my bed.

      Setting the bag on my bed, I open it and stare down at its contents, my heartbeat racing. “I’m not sure.”

      There are new copies of all my books that were destroyed, and when I investigate some of the other compartments in the bag, I find a brand-new phone in one of the front pockets.

      “Holy shit,” I breathe.

      Brandis moves to stand next to me and gazes down at all the stuff with wide hazel eyes.

      “Who sent it?” She flicks at a painted zipper. “And am I reading too far into this, or is this the same color as your eyes?”

      “No clue,” is all I can say, but she’s right—the aqua bag is the color of my eyes. 

      She takes the backpack so she can rummage around inside it herself. “Look, there’s a note.”

      I take the folded piece of paper from her, my curiosity burning a hole in my gut. This is the most thoughtful thing anyone has done for me in a long time, but who the hell could this all have come from? I open the note, my anticipation spiking, but I’m instantly let down.

      There is no name on the paper.

      No explanation for why whoever sent this to me did so.

      Instead, there’s a single word written in neat, dark letters. A warning I’ve heard before, but seeing it now somehow feels more foreboding. Like there’s a genuine threat I should run from. The note’s message is crystal clear, even if it is simple.

      Leave.
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      I lie low over the weekend.

      My plan is to dedicate five or six hours to new content on FanZone, but that doesn’t happen since I’m still getting knocks on my door at all hours of the night. Other than my visits to the dining hall for brunch and dinner, I stay close to my room and even turn down Brandis when she tries to talk me into a party Saturday night.

      “Homework,” I tell her, which is the truth, but I feel guilty.

      Like I’m… hiding.

      I tell myself for the millionth time I need to be cautious. I’m still not sure how to perceive the apparent gift that was delivered to me, so it’s best not to risk crossing anyone while I determine if there’s a catch. By the end of the weekend, though, I’m positive there’s no prank involved.

      That’s why the first person I track down when I step out of Roth Hall and into the rain on Monday morning is Sebastian Marino.

      Since the backpack and books weren’t laced with poison and the phone didn’t explode in my face, whoever sent the package doesn’t hate me. Plus, he was the one who intervened on Friday morning when I was seconds from hitting Mila.

      I find him in the D-hall at a table with a bunch of other big guys I assume are also on the Kingsworth basketball team. Seb’s back is to me, so he doesn’t turn around until another boy nods at me and says something in a low voice.

      “Not even like that, man,” Sebastian is muttering as he glances back. His eyes sweep over me, taking in my damp hair and clothes, and his scowl relaxes. “What’s up, Grace?”

      While part of me wants to know what the other guy said, I tell myself it’s not important. “Got a minute?”

      “Yeah, let me just…” At the suggestive grins and catcalls that go around, Sebastian shoves to his feet and orders, “Shut your mouths.”

      They don’t, but he’s also no longer paying them any mind as he snatches up his tray and steers me away from the table. We walk side by side toward the huge trash cans at the far end of the cafeteria, every step we take emphasized by several sets of eyes on us.

      “Sorry about that.” He turns to me, and I scrunch my nose.

      “The fact your friends are a fun assortment of dicks?”

      He shoots me an amused look. “Everyone at this school is.”

      “So, you’re calling yourself a dick?”

      “A reformed dick.” We reach the trash cans, where he tosses the contents of his tray in one and slides the tray on one of the metal racks behind it. “What’s going on?”

      I spot one of Mila’s friends hovering nearby, her fingers flying across her phone screen, and her gaze on us. Nosy bitch. Still, since I don’t want every detail of our conversation broadcast to the entire school, I motion for him to follow me.

      As soon as we step out of the D-hall doors, where we huddle beneath the overhanging eave to escape the weather, I ask, “Did you send it?”

      Now, both of his eyebrows shoot toward his hairline. “Send what?”

      “This.” I twist to the side so he can get a good look at the turquoise backpack, then lean against the wet railing behind me. “You’re the only one I can think of who might have sent it after everything that went down with Mila and Dash on Friday.”

      At the mention of Dash, he flushes. “About that—”

      “Dash is a piece of shit,” I say.

      That earns me a hissed “stupid bitch” from a girl jogging up the D-hall steps. She snaps her umbrella shut a few inches from my face. I tell her to eat shit, and she flips me off.

      Swiping rain droplets from my face, I focus on Seb again. “Sadly, only a few of us actually get that. That’s why I figured you sent the backpack and books.”

      “Books too, huh?” He races a hand through his messy reddish-brown hair, and I feel my heart sink when he shakes his head. “Did you ask Bran if she sent them?”

      “She didn’t.”

      “Damn. Have you—” But he cuts himself off when his phone goes off in his pocket. After he examines the screen, he glances up at me with an apologetic smile. “Sorry. I have to go meet my tutor, but did you need me to ask one of the guys to walk you to class?”

      Somehow, I hold back my derisive snort. Does he mean one of the basketball players that probably believes I’m off giving him head between buildings at this very moment?

      Since his offer was sweet, though, my voice is soft when I say, “I think I’ll manage. Go. I’ll catch up with you another time.”

      He grins at that and then takes off in the opposite direction. Just before he turns the corner, he pivots and calls out, “You’re wrong.”

      Pushing away from the railing, I shuffle a few steps toward him. “About?”

      “Only a few people hating him. Trust me, that worthless motherfucker will get everything coming to him.”

      It’s the second time I’ve heard Sebastian say that, but I shake my head as I watch him go. I want him to be right. Hell, more than anything, I want him to be right.

      But everything I’ve seen on this campus so far points to a far different reality.

      As if the universe is agreeing with me, a skinny guy bumps into me on his way into the dining hall, making me stumble down the slick steps. “Move, bitch,” he snarls as I catch myself seconds before eating the ground.

      For the rest of the day, the harassment I receive is annoying but standard. I have zero interactions with Mila, Dash, Bellamy, or Ezra, and by the time I return to my room for the evening, the rain has stopped and I’m considering Monday a win. Of course, when I allow myself to feel like I’ve almost gotten away with something, I receive it.

      My summons.

      As I re-read the text message, I swear I can feel my blood rioting in my veins.

      
        
        Come over.

        -Ezra

        

      

      Why is Ezra texting me? How did he even get my number?

      No idea what you mean. Good night, I reply.

      His response comes within seconds.

      
        
        You know exactly what I mean. Come to our house. I’m waiting.

        

      

      Arrogant prick. Does he think he can snap his fingers and I’ll trot right on over to him? The only thing that tempers my irritation is my genuine curiosity. What could Ezra Covington want from me? What if he’s the one who sent the phone and books?

      “Fuck, I’m going over there, aren’t I?” I groan at a picture of me with Indigo and Richie on my desk.

      I must have the word SUCKER written in big red letters across my forehead because yes. Yes, I am going over there.
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        * * *

      

      Ten minutes later, I stumble out of my dorm, shrugging a white sweatshirt over my tank top as I head toward the house that Bellamy, Dash, and Ezra share off-campus. Brandis pointed it out to me once when we were walking to The Rock Lobster. It’s a straight-up colonial mansion sitting a couple of blocks from campus, but it’s not a far walk from Roth Hall, so I arrive at the front door within fifteen minutes.

      Now that I’m staring at the ornate brass knocker on their front door, I doubt my sanity at giving in to Ezra’s demand. It wasn’t a request, but I could have ignored it. Just when I decide to leave and put this major judgment lapse behind me, the door flies open.

      Ezra grins down at me. And he’s shirtless. Oh God, why is he shirtless?

      I struggle not to let my eyes wander over his chest and abs, but it’s a losing battle. The guy really is golden, all tanned skin and thick muscles. His low-slung blue sweatpants ride dangerously low on his hips. So. Fucking. Low. To keep my gaze from riding the sharp V of his torso any lower, I meet his eyes.

      They’re gleaming with amusement. “Took you long enough.”

      “Next time,” I start, but my voice is too raspy. I clear my throat and continue, “send a car if you’re in such a hurry.”

      “Got it. I’ll send the stretch next time.” When I snort, he steps aside to give me room to enter the house, crooking his finger at me. “You’ve come this far, right? Might as well keep crawling down this rabbit hole. If it makes you feel any better, I’ll even put on a shirt.”

      But I cross my arms over my chest. “How’d you get my number?”

      “A magician never reveals his secrets.” At my frown—and my refusal to move—he heaves a noisy sigh. “I might have borrowed Coach Lanza’s computer to look up your student profile.”

      Of course, he used the PE teacher’s computer to stalk me. Why wouldn’t he?

      “Whatever,” I say. “Let’s just get this over with.”

      I cross the threshold and enter their domain, which is as sleek and luxurious as I expected, the furniture modern for a 200-year-old house. As we move further inside, I spot empty liquor bottles abandoned here and there, but mostly, the place is squeaky clean and organized. No doubt thanks to the full-time staff their parents have hired to cater to their every whim.

      Once we reach the kitchen, he offers me a bar stool at the massive central island. I shake my head. “I’m good standing, thanks.”

      He cocks a light brown brow and jerks his shoulder in a careless shrug, and my pulse does a jumping jack at the way his muscles ripple beneath his skin. What happened to putting a shirt back on?

      “Suit yourself. I’m personally a fan of sitting where I…” He trails off and gestures down to the red paperback, opened facedown.

      Moving a little closer, I squint down to see it’s a copy of The Last Wish. “I took you for more of a Sports Illustrated type of guy,” I say. “Let me guess, you picked it for a book report because you watched The Witcher?”

      “Casual reading. I’m thinking either The Dark Tower or Mistborn series next or…” This time when he stops talking, he tilts his head and gives me a slow blink. “You look surprised.”

      “A little,” I admit, dropping my arms to my sides.

      “I’m hurt.” To emphasize this, he sticks out his lower lip in a ridiculous but sexy pout. “You’re supposed to be the champion of the misunderstood and downtrodden, but you’re judgmental as fuck. All because I’m pretty and blond.”

      “You’re not downtrodden, Ezra. And just because you like to read fantasy doesn’t make you misunderstood. You just surprised me, is all.”

      He slides onto one of the barstools. “I considered majoring in English Lit when I graduate from here. Then I decided psychology was more my thing.”

      Okay, that’s unexpected.

      “There you go again. Shocking me. Psychology and reading for fun? What next? You’ll tell me you like to knit before hockey games?”

      “I actually prefer to fuck, but knitting seems all right, too.” He pauses for a second to study my flushed face, then drawls, “What about you, Gracelyn? Don’t you have something you like to do?”

      “I read, too.” But my words sound strangled because he’s shirtless and I’m thinking about his pre-hockey ritual. “I like watching movies. And I used to enjoy filmmaking before your cunty BFF threw my camera out the back of a car and it broke.”

      “You have a phone,” he points out.

      I lean my hip against the counter and shake my head. “You do realize why I’m here, right? Can you imagine what would happen if I skipped around campus with my phone out, recording videos?”

      He laughs, and hell, it’s beautiful. It’s all crinkled eyes and dimples, and I glance away for a second to gather my bearings.

      “What’s the deal, Ezra? You didn’t demand my presence to talk about The Witcher or my hobbies or how pretty you are.”

      “So, you’re admitting I’m pretty?”

      “Ezra,” I say, his name rolling off my tongue like a curse. But he is pretty. Stupidly so.

      He holds up his hands, almost as if in surrender. “Now, now, don’t get your panties in a twist. My intentions are good.” At my eye roll, he bows his head and places a hand over his heart. “I promise.”

      “Yeah, right.” But then, I decide to ask, “Was it you who sent that backpack of stuff over to me Friday night? Is that what this is about?”

      His brow crinkles. “No clue what you’re talking about.”

      “Was it Dash or Bellamy?”

      He scoffs. “Fuck no.”

      I wait for his expression to change, or for him to give something away, but he doesn’t, so I nod. What reason would he have for lying? It’d be more strategic to send me the stuff, then hold it over my head for whatever twisted reasons they might have.

      “Okay.” I drum my fingertips against the marble counter, the beat rapid and anxious. “So, what do you want?”

      He slides off his seat and moves around the island, where he opens a drawer on the other side. I watch as he pulls out a thick envelope, which he tosses at me. It hits the island’s marble top and slides a bit.

      “What’s this?”

      Bracing his hands on the island, he jerks his chin down. “Your way out.”

      Baffled, I pick up the envelope and open it. I almost choke on air once I see what’s inside. A thick bundle of cash. All hundreds. I don’t have to count them to know it’s several thousand dollars.

      “What the hell, Ezra?” I turn wide eyes up to meet his golden-brown gaze.

      “There’s more where that came from,” he says, like it’s nothing to be throwing around this kind of cash. “You want it? Pack up your room tonight and go back to your sister.”

      I can’t even comprehend what’s happening right now. I’ve never held so much money at one time in my entire life, and he’s going to give it to me if I quit Kingsworth?

      “Where did you get this?” I huff out a breath to blow back a curl that falls over my face when I shake my head. “Your dad’s campaign funds or your trust fund?”

      He looks at me like I’m an idiot. “Working. My mom owns five restaurants. You think she’s gonna let me and my sister get away with sitting on our ass all summer?”

      Another Ezra shocker. Glancing down at the money again, I squeeze my eyes shut. “Why would you do this?”

      “Just take the money and go home. You’ll be happier and safer anywhere else.”

      “What? Is Dash planning to kill me or something?” I’m laughing when I say it, but the second the words are out of my mouth, I sober. Because he’s not laughing with me.

      Opening my eyes, I swallow hard because his features are serious. Unsettling.

      “Ezra?” I whisper.

      A long moment passes, then he rolls his brown eyes. “This doesn’t have anything to do with Dash, but if you think you’re gonna get to graduation unscathed…”

      I glare at him through the red haze clouding my vision. Without a word, I hurl the envelope back at him, where it slaps him in the chest.

      “What the—”

      “I don’t want your money!”

      Gripping the envelope, he stalks back around the island toward me. Defiance lifts my chin as he approaches, and I refuse to take the money when he tries to push it into my hands.

      “What the fuck is wrong with you?”

      I draw myself up to my full height. “What do you think?”

      “I’d think you’d jump at the chance. This could get you and your sister set up somewhere else. Why would you—”

      “You know, the funny thing is that this is the exact message I got from whoever sent me that backpack.”

      “And I told you already, it wasn’t me,” he retorts, trying to close my fingers around the envelope and gritting his teeth when I struggle against him. “But whoever it was clearly had the right idea!”

      “What kind of person do you think I am?”

      “Too stubborn for your own good,” he shouts back as I finally take the envelope just to slap it down on the island.

      He knows I can’t leave. Not if I want to avoid pissing the Lauriers off and giving them a reason to kick my sister out of her house. This money might be enough to give us a start in another city, but I know my sister. She won’t go. She thinks this is her new start. That Rich might come back.

      Not to mention this entire exchange makes me feel…

      Gross.

      Maybe I won’t make it to graduation unscathed, but it won’t be the first time I’ve been knocked down. Won’t be the last either. Whatever happens, I’ll survive.

      Hopefully, my inner voice adds.

      I keep my back to him when I mutter, “I want nothing to do with you or your money, so you can take that envelope and shove it up your spoiled ass.” But my words don’t stop the panicked bubble rising in the back of my throat. And a beat later, that bubble meets my heart when he comes up behind me.

      His bare arms wrap around me. “You’re shaking.” Lacing his fingers with mine over the envelope, he lowers his mouth to my ear. “Why are you shaking?”

      Because I can feel him against the back of my body, his heat seeping into my bones, and his scent surrounding me. It’s tantalizing. Clean.

      “Because I want to hit you,” I say, turning my face to the side to get a look at him. He’s staring down at me like he can’t believe the silly creature he’s invited into his house.

      But then I shift, and my ass brushes his thigh.

      And that frustrated look on his face turns into something else. Something primitive and dark and… hungry.

      “You know,” he says in a voice like chocolate melting over strawberries, and my fingers spasm beneath his. “I kind of like you all angsty and defiant. It’s… mmm.”

      My lips part the slightest bit, but flames are consuming every inch of me. Shit. I shouldn’t be reacting like this. Not to his words or his scent. Not to the way he’s looking at me like he wants to rip my clothes off with his teeth. And definitely not to the way his hard length grows against me.

      “You get off on defiance, is that it?” I manage.

      “You got me.”

      “That’s pathetic.” But my voice is too throaty for those words to sound at all true.

      Spinning me around to face him, he bends over me, looking for all the world like he’s going to kiss me. My heart stutters in my chest. One second ticks by, and then another. Finally, he speaks, his breath sliding against my face.

      “Liar. I bet if I were to check between your legs, I’d find you wet for me right now.”

      I snatch away from him and draw in a deep intake of breath to steady myself. And I decide I hate him because he’s right. He would find me wet for him, and that is a problem. An awful, major problem.

      I twist at the hem of my white sweatshirt. “That’s just the body’s natural response to stimuli. It doesn’t mean I’m interested in you.”

      “Oh, really?” He chuckles, and the sound settles deep in my belly. “I can promise you’ll find that I’m very, very interesting, Gracelyn.”

      Before I can answer, however, a low, dangerous voice hijacks our conversation.

      “What the fuck are you two doing?”
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      Ezra and I both stiffen.

      His face falls, and he looks disappointed. A little pissed off, even. But he quickly masks his expression, his eyes becoming impenetrable pools of brown. He drags a hand through his dark blond hair, muttering something I can’t quite make out, before whipping around to face the kitchen entryway.

      I follow suit.

      Though I already know who I’ll find, I still have to swallow my groan.

      Dash is standing there, his hands clenched at his sides, the muscles beneath his tattoos twitching violently. And fury twists his expression into something feral and disgustingly stunning.

      The question is, who’s he angry at now—me or Ezra?

      Or… both?

      “Didn’t know you were home.” Ezra’s voice sounds tense. Forced. Just like his stance. “Thought you were studying with Mila at the library.”

      I bite my tongue to hold back my snarky remark as Dash focuses his glare on me. “Get the fuck out before I physically remove you.”

      Well, that settles it. He’s pissed off at me. Which shouldn’t even come as a surprise since he hasn’t tried to hide how much he loathes me.

      “Ezra—” I start, but Dash cuts me off.

      “You’re not moving yet?” A low chuckle drifts from his throat as if he can’t believe what he’s seeing. “You just might be the bravest bitch I’ve ever met—or the dumbest. Either way, I don’t want you here.”

      Heat flushes through my body, red hot and excruciating because his words bounce around my head. I’m so over being treated like garbage by this boy. I’m over this situation, period.

      “Do you really think it’s okay to talk to people like that? Like you’re better than everyone else?”

      The air between us crackles with tension as we stare each other down. Finally, he takes a step toward me, the breath rushing from his nostrils and his gaze hardening even more. “Yes, the fuck I do.”

      This is when Ezra moves again. It’s subtle, the slightest shift of his body, but now he’s standing somewhat between Dash and me. Of course, the asshole notices his best friend is now shielding me. His blue eyes narrow to shoot daggers at us both.

      He takes a step toward us.

      And Ezra puts a restraining hand on Dash’s chest, stunning the hell out of everyone in the kitchen. “No,” is all he says in a low voice, and it’s like all the oxygen has been sucked out of the room. I can’t breathe. Ezra is standing up for me?

      Against Dash?

      Ezra’s protectiveness catches me off guard, but what I’m feeling is nothing compared to the utter shock on Dash’s face. His mouth opens and closes a few times before he finally gets something out. And that something is a roar that nearly makes the walls come tumbling down.

      “Out. Now!”

      With Ezra standing between us, my big mouth almost gets the best of me because I come close to telling him to piss off. After all, this is Ezra’s house too, and he hasn’t asked me to go. But I know that’s going to cause me more trouble in the end.

      Besides, it’s my big mouth that always screws me over in the first place.

      Throwing my hands up in surrender, I grit my teeth and say, “Fine. Whatever. I didn’t even want to come here.”

      “You’re still running that mouth and not on the other side of the front door?”

      I shoot a glance toward Ezra. He’s moved his hand from Dash’s chest, but he’s still watching his friend like a hawk. Ezra’s full lips peel back in a sneer, and I feel a pulse of something go through me. Pride, maybe? Gratitude?

      Both?

      “Thanks for the offer,” I tell him, and his golden eyes meet mine. “But it’s a hard no.”

      “What the fuck is she talking about?” Dash demands, and I feel oddly satisfied in the way his brow furrows in confusion. I know something he doesn’t know, and I hope it screws with his head.

      “See you around, Ezra.” I keep my eyes straight ahead of me as I pass, determined not to give him the time of day.

      The thing is, people like Dashiell Laurier?

      They crave attention. Feed off it. Demand more and more until they drain everyone around them dry.

      “Are you trying to play us all? Is that what’s happening? Me? Ezra? Sebby?” I can feel the mocking edge of his words as they slice into my back like a knife.

      “Aw, that’s sweet. You’re looking out for Sebastian. I’ll have to tell him the next time—” I gasp when he wraps his fingers around my upper arms to stop me from taking another step.

      “Dash, let her go.” Ezra sounds tired. More tired than any high school boy should ever sound, and I pity him for having to live in this beautiful house with this trash. “Dash,” he warns.

      But of course, Dash doesn’t listen. His grip tightens, so I buck against him, elbowing him in the ribs. A wave of sick satisfaction passes over me when I hear him draw in a sharp breath.

      “That’s for Seb, by the way.”

      “Feels about right—the bitch sending a bitch to fight his battles. I’m almost impressed.” He releases me, and I huff out a breath of relief. “Now, answer my question and then get the fuck out of my house.”

      Seething, I whirl around and face him, the front of my body colliding with his. His eyes widen for a moment, but then he narrows them. Clenches a muscle in his jaw.

      “Why on earth would I try to play any of you, Dashiell?” The words taste like bile in my mouth. “I just want you out of my life.”

      He doesn’t reply. He stares at me for a long moment before he turns away from me and stalks further into the kitchen, dismissing me with a gesture that says this conversation is over and no matter what I might say next, it will not change his mind.

      And after what he said, I have plenty to say, but I also know it would be a waste of air.

      “Dick,” I grumble before giving both Dash and Ezra my back and storming my way through their immaculate house and out the front door.
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        * * *

      

      Over the next week, Kingsworth’s royal family leaves me alone.

      Which, after the moment I shared with Ezra in their kitchen, shows how easy it is for them to move on to other targets.

      I tell myself I don’t give a damn what they do, but I catch myself looking for Ezra more than once in the dining hall. I never see him. Not at meals or in the library, and that only makes me think of him more.

      What might have happened between us if Dash hadn’t shown up?

      The one person I do try to avoid is Dash, so naturally, I see him at least once a day. I swear I can feel his eyes burning into me whenever we’re in the same room. He doesn’t speak to me or acknowledge me, but I’m certain he’s hyper-aware of me. I feel like a rabbit who knows the wolf is stalking it.

      I’m not sure which way to go to keep from ending up in its jaws.

      The small reprieve from his bullshit gives me time to focus on another issue that’s plaguing me. Money. The start of October is only a few days away, and I need more clothes for the changing weather because walking around in my uniform after class isn’t going to cut it. Plus, I woke up to a notification: our car insurance is late and facing termination.

      I need to get back to FanZone and fast.

      The only problem with doing that is my dorm room.

      Even though it’s getting better—likely because Meghan held a floor meeting over the weekend, where she bitched about her sleep being disturbed—there’s still the occasional loud bang on my door, as well as obscenities being shouted in the hall right outside my room.

      “I hope you get herpes, ugly slut,” and “wake up, trash,” aren’t things I want included in any of my videos, nor do I want someone passing by my door to listen in and figure out what I’m doing.

      Going home on the weekends won’t work, either. I’ve spent the last few weeks gushing to Indigo that Kingsworth is a blast and not the actual tenth circle of hell. Finding a way home every weekend will make her ask a ton of questions that I don’t want to answer.

      I’m still torn up about it at breakfast Monday morning. So much I barely have an appetite. Sighing, I stare down at my scrambled eggs and push them listlessly around with my fork.

      “Remind me never to… hey, is everything okay, Grace? You look down.”

      I glance up and find Brandis gazing at me with genuine concern in her eyes. “It’s nothing. How was your weekend in Manhattan?”

      “Long, boring, and I didn’t find that dress I wanted at Zara, but enough about me. I’m more worried about you.” She plops her tray down on the table and takes the seat next to me. “What’s going on?”

      “I’ve just been trying to find a place to be alone. I can’t stand being in the dorm all the time,” I say with a pitiful shrug, and she presses her lips in a firm line and shakes her head.

      “That’s not really it, is it? I can tell there’s something else on your mind. Why do you really want to be alone?”

      Damn, she’s perceptive. It’s a trait of hers I really admire, but it makes it harder to hold on to secrets when I’m around her. And I have so, so many secrets.

      Still, I don’t want her to worry. I also don’t want her to know the truth about FanZone. While I don’t think she’d judge me or tell anyone, I sleep better knowing I’m the only one who’s aware of my side hustle.

      “Grace?” she probes.

      “I have this job…” My mind races to come up with something plausible, and I take my time chewing my blueberry muffin before I say, “as a transcriptionist. I do it so I can help my sister out, but it requires total silence. That’s not something I always get much of in the dorm.”

      My friend studies me for several moments, and I worry she’s not buying it. To my relief, though, she finally nods. “I get it.”

      “Yeah, the situation is pretty shitty.”

      For several beats, she nibbles on her bottom lip as if she’s deep in thought. “I have a few ideas, but let me ask around,” she says at last, as she grabs her phone from the table and starts typing a message.

      “No way?” When she nods, I almost squeal. “You are the best, Brandis.”

      “Well, yeah.” She grins and fluffs her hair before sobering her expression. “Look, I think it’s great you want to help your sister out, and you should be able to do so without worrying about people being dicks. I’m happy to do what I can.”

      I don’t know how she’s stayed a decent person living in this snake den, but I’m aware of how lucky I am to have met her. A small bubble of guilt forms in my belly at the fact I am not being 100 percent transparent with her, but I push it back down. No matter how much I may want to, I can’t let my guard down too much around anyone here.

      Not even Brandis.

      As I head to Biology, I tell myself it’s as much for her protection as my own. The little voice in the back of my head laughs and reminds me I’m the one person I don’t need to lie to.
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      By the end of the day, I’m beat. I drag myself out of Psychology, ready to collapse into bed. It’s almost more energy not being pissed off all day because I’m not used to it anymore. Apart from a few snide remarks, no one bothers me as I make my way across campus to my dorm.

      Reaching the hallway to my room, I spot Brandis waiting down by my door.

      I wave as I get closer. “Missed you in Psych.”

      She makes a face. “Yeah, I had to go to my Great Aunt Eileen’s virtual birthday party. It was terrible, by the way. Would not recommend. She’s deaf, half-senile, and kept asking my dad if he’s still gay.”

      “Avoid virtual parties for old people. Got it.” Not that I have any aunts or uncles—at least that I know of. My mother bounced from foster home to foster home as a kid. She also never could keep her story straight about my real father’s identity. “So, what’s up?”

      “I was going to text, but since I was passing Roth…” She pushes away from the wall, a big grin splitting her features. “I found a place.”

      Fishing around in my bag for my keys, I quirk an eyebrow. “Huh?”

      “For your job. You said you wanted a place where you could be alone to work.”

      “You found somewhere?” I squeak. “Already?”

      She bobs her head up and down. “Hell yeah, I did. Do you want to see?”

      I can barely hold back my excitement when I say, “Absolutely.”

      I take a quick minute to drop off my stuff and pee before I let Brandis lead me back outside. Once I realize we’re heading off-campus, however, I hesitate. “Where is this place exactly?” I ask, my steps growing slower and slower the further we move away from Kingsworth’s gates.

      “Just trust me. I promise I’m not doing anything illegal.”

      “Which is exactly what someone doing something illegal would say,” I tease, but I catch up to her. Of all the people at Kingsworth, Brandis is the last who will purposely fuck me over.

      We make our way down the street lined with quaint Cape Cods. The grass is freshly trimmed, and Brandis explains that a lot of the faculty and administration live in these houses. At the end of the cul-de-sac, a giant Victorian mansion stands in front of us. I squint up at it.

      Overgrown bushes grow up beside a rotting, peeling porch that sags. Moss peeks out from the chipped boards, and the black wrought iron on the railing is rusting, coming loose from the wood. The house’s yellow paint is chipping in places, too.

      I tilt my head at the giant “6” hanging over the front door. The rest of the house numbers are gone. “Is this it?”

      Beaming, she nods. “It was supposed to get renovated three or four years ago, but that got delayed. It’s just been standing empty ever since. No one bothers to come here because there’s not much inside, so I thought it might work for you.”

      “Holy shit, Brandis. I think you’re a genius!”

      She bats her eyes at the astonished look I give her. “It took you this long to figure that out? Come on, let’s go look around.”

      “Can we get in?”

      “Yep, the front door’s lock is busted, and no one’s bothered to fix it. There’s a dead bolt you can use once you’re inside, though.”

      “What about the school?” The last thing I need is campus security barging in right in the middle of a live video and getting a nasty earful.

      “This place is privately owned. I’m pretty sure the owner lives in a different country.”

      She starts forward to the front steps, which lead up to the large wraparound front porch. I trail behind her, and as she said, the front door isn’t locked. We walk right on in. It’s dark inside, but the interior is cavernous, with high ceilings and wide hallways, and to my surprise, we discover there’s electricity when I flip a light switch. We take our time exploring the mostly empty downstairs, save for a few renovation tools and materials someone left behind.

      When we reach the second-floor study, the first room we step inside has the only real furniture I’ve seen in the entire place. A desk and executive chair, as well as bookcases filled with knickknacks and dusty volumes. It looks pretty much untouched, and it’s perfect for what I want to do with my videos.

      “I don’t know how I’m going to thank you for this,” I say, my voice shaking because the solution to my problem is sitting right in front of me. And it’s all because of Brandis. “This is exactly what I need.”

      “Aw, I’m glad!” She gives me a huge smile, and to my surprise, she wraps me in a one-armed hug. “I know it hasn’t been easy being in the dorm, so I hope this place can be an escape for you.”

      As I gaze around the study, I feel a sense of comfort wash over me.

      For the first time since I arrived at Kingsworth, I feel a small spark of hope I can make a part of this place my own.

      My corner of peace, deep in the bowels of hell.
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        * * *

      

      I let Brandis convince me to have dinner with her in the D-hall, and afterward, I change out of my uniform and return to the house to record a video. I need to get money flowing again, which means I need content. As soon as I reach the Victorian, I make a beeline for the study. I set my phone up on the desk and sit in the chair, angling my camera so my face is not on the screen. Shrugging off my hoodie so the only thing I’m wearing is a pink ribbed crop top, I adjust my cleavage and then hit record.

      “Hey everyone, sorry it’s been so long since my last video!” I say in the perky, over-the-top voice I reserve just for these shots. “Life has been insane. I moved to a new town to start college, which has been a huge adjustment. Don’t worry, though. A new town also means new opportunities to have some… fun.”

      I launch into the story I’ve been plotting for days now. Since I’ve left my viewers hanging for so long, it’s an extra smutty one. Hardcore sex in the back stacks of my university’s library, complete with hair-pulling and some spanking, with several breathy moans thrown in for good measure. As much as I don’t want anyone to find out I’m doing this, I can’t deny that I kind of like coming up with these stories.

      They’re hot.

      In fact, this one’s turning me on, even though it did not—and will never—happen. It is a fantasy of mine, though, which is where so many of my stories come from.

      Things I’ve always wanted to try.

      I’m about halfway done when I hear a noise in another part of the house. I freeze, my heart slamming into the back of my throat at the thought of someone else being here. Brandis said no one bothered this place, but how could she be one hundred percent certain?

      Turning off my recording, I pick up my phone and push to my feet. I tiptoe to the study’s door and open it as carefully as I can before peeking my head out. I don’t see anything, but I hear the noise again and duck back inside the room, shutting the door behind me.

      It’s just an animal, I tell myself, stretching the hem of my top with trembling hands. Yeah, definitely an animal or…

      A door slams and the sound of footsteps in a room at the far end of this hallway sends the hairs on the nape of my neck shooting straight up.

      Okay, not an animal.

      So, what the hell am I going to do?

      I scan the study, my eyes landing on the large window behind the desk. Pushing from the door, I rush over to it and look out of the glass to see how far down to the ground it is. Since I’m on the second floor of a house with high ceilings, it’s not happening. I’m often reckless, but even I’m not stupid enough to believe I can scale my way down the side of this house unscathed.

      That only leaves me with one option.

      If I’m quiet and cautious, I can sneak my way back downstairs and out the front door before whoever is in here notices me. It’s not a brilliant plan, but it’s better than cowering in this room, praying they don’t stumble upon me.

      Decided, I head back to the door and open it once more. Once I’m sure the coast is clear, I slip out into the hallway and make my way to the second-floor landing. When it comes into sight, I let out a quick breath of relief, believing I’m almost home free.

      That relief is short-lived, however, when large hands suddenly grab me from behind, and before I can fully process what’s happening, I’m being wrestled down to the floor and pinned under the weight of my attacker’s body.
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      It takes several seconds for the scream to break through the barrier of fear in the back of my throat. When the sound does come, it ricochets through me. I thrash against the large, hard, and very male body and wail my head off, mentally kicking myself for the pocket knife.

      I don’t have it on me tonight.

      Not that it would matter much when my captor has me on my stomach.

      As if he can read my mind, he flips me over on my back and growls in my face, “Bloody hell, Lilley! Is it necessary to do that right in my ear?”

      My next scream dies in my throat.

      I stop struggling long enough to take in his short, dark curls and green eyes.

      “Bellamy?” I choke out. It takes me a few seconds to ask my next question because my chest is heaving and I’m trying to catch my breath. “Wh-what are you doing?”

      “Is this a joke?” He’s got my hands pinned on either side of my head, his long fingers splayed over mine, and he’s staring down at me with wide eyes. “What are you doing? Why are you sneaking around this place like a burglar?”

      He doesn’t release me, but he shifts his body so that he’s half-lying over me as if he’s trying to work out a position so he won’t crush me. Now that the worst of my shock has passed, a strange thrill runs through me as he moves against me. I can feel my pulse throbbing in several spots. My neck. The insides of my wrists.

      Between my thighs.

      My breath hitches as I mentally acknowledge how twisted that last thought is. How fucked-up I am for allowing myself to get all worked up over being at Bellamy Thorn’s mercy. In no reality is the situation I’m currently in safe, and yet I’m lying beneath him, acknowledging he’s making my vagina thump.

      Jesus Christ, what is up with me lately?

      “I’m not sneaking.” But there’s a hot heaviness in my voice that matches the one building in my core. I go perfectly still, trying to will away the pressure. “W-would you get off of me already? You’re hurting me.”

      He’s not, but I need there to be some sort of distance between us. Right now.

      His brow knits, and he hesitates for a moment before releasing my wrists and pushing back up to his feet. I sit up quickly and then stand as well, eager to get out of here before I do something stupid.

      I turn for the quickest way out, but Bellamy is so much faster and bigger, I don’t even stand a chance.

      “Where do you think you’re going, Lilley?”

      He blocks my escape route and approaches me, his steps slow and deliberate. I backpedal until I hit the wall behind me, but he doesn’t stop his advance. He places his hands on either side of my head and cages me in, at the same time pressing his form against mine again.

      Despite loathing organized sports, I can tell he used to play soccer. He’s got the body of an elite endurance athlete—all long and lean and well-defined. Bellamy is smaller than Dash and Ezra, but he’s just as powerful. At least as far as I can tell. I mean, I can literally feel his sinewy muscles tensing against me as we drink in each other’s breaths.

      Fuck, does this guy even have body fat?

      “Why are you running away?” he asks, breaking the silence.

      “I’m not running. I was going back to my room. You know, where my stuff is.”

      “Yes, but you haven’t told me what you’re doing here.” His gaze dips down, and I’m mortified when I realize I left my hoodie upstairs and my boobs are on full display in the tiny pink crop top. He arches an eyebrow. “Go on, Lilley. I’m dying to hear this.”

      “What makes you think I’m going to answer you? And why do you call me that?”

      “First, why would I answer you? And also… you want to leave, don’t you?”

      There really must be something fucked deep inside of me. Nothing else explains the quiver that runs down my body at his threat not to let me go. I tell myself it’s fear—if Bellamy asks me, that’s what I’ll call it—but I’m lying. I’m not sure I’m all that afraid of him.

      Which I know is a mistake after Julian and the beach party and all the other awful shit that’s happened to me.

      I’m not afraid of Bellamy or Dash and certainly not Ezra, and that makes me reckless and foolish and maybe a little broken.

      Still, the more I think about it, the more I realize the royals are the last people on this campus who will harm me because they’re the most obvious.

      “Why do you call me by my last name?” I ask again, softer this time.

      He sloughs off a half shrug, and there’s something in his eyes that I can’t get a good read on. Something that’s almost… sad. Whatever it is, it makes me look away from him.

      “I… I don’t know,” he says after a bit. “Just seems more appropriate. Makes it less… personal. Now, it’s your turn for answers.”

      Of course, it is, but I’m more focused on what he said. That calling me by my last name made it less personal. What was it? The reason I’m at this school? Watching his loyal following and his housemate treat me like garbage? Pretending I don’t exist, even when we’re in the same room?

      “Grace.” The impatience in Bellamy’s voice and his use of my first name breaks me from my thoughts. There’s a part of me that wants to test him—a huge part—but then I let out a sigh.

      “I was working.”

      “On what? What would lead you here to work?” He glances down again, and his Adam’s apple dips in his throat. “And dressed like… this?”

      One of my eyebrows darts up. “Is that slut-shaming I hear?”

      Our eyes lock, and a ghost of a smile teases his lips. “Appreciation is a more accurate term. Love the tattoos, by the way.”

      “What are you—” I start, but then I swallow the rest of my words. Of course, he saw all the blue butterflies tattooed on my back when he had me pinned on my belly. And speaking of that part of my body… it does a somersault when I think about the way he felt behind me.

      Wrong. Wrong, wrong, wrong.

      “I’m a transcriptionist,” I say, but my mouth is dry as I stumble through the same lie that I fed Brandis earlier. “I needed a quiet place for my job, so I came here.”

      He blinks, then glances around. “And where’s your laptop?”

      “Upstairs. Along with my jacket, which I took off because I got hot. I sort of freaked out when I heard you and left half my stuff.”

      “I see.”

      He regards me for several moments, and I realize he’s unraveling my lies, so I blurt out, “And what are you doing here? Is your giant mansion you share with two people not enough space for you anymore? Or is the sound of Dash’s voice a brown note for you, too?”

      He releases a single chuckle. “I’m transcribing, Lilley. After all, this is the place for it.”

      I almost laugh, but then his hips flex against me. And I feel his very significant erection press against my upper stomach.

      Oh.

      My.

      God.

      Bellamy Thorn is packing.

      “Is that usually a part of transcribing?” I husk out, peering down between us. “Getting… excited?”

      My stupid, somewhat flirty question must piss him off because he shoves away from me with a curse, breaking all contact between our bodies. He drags a hand through his brown curls and snaps me with a sharp look.

      “Is that really all it takes to get on your good side? A big cock? I guess I got things mixed up that night. It wasn’t your sister we should’ve been asking to strip. It obviously should have been you.”

      Whoa.

      His sudden 180 makes my head spin, and for a long time, I say nothing. I stare back at him, watching through enormous eyes as he works his jaw back and forth. Once the astonishment that weighs down on my tongue dissipates, my temper takes over.

      I raise my hands in a slow clap. “And there it is. I’ve been waiting for this side of you to show up again, just to prove to myself I didn’t imagine it.”

      “Lilley, I—”

      “You know, you almost had me fooled with that bullshit about being sorry. Obviously, you’re a liar, but that’s no surprise given who your precious leader is.” I head toward the front door, throwing a vicious glare over my shoulder. “Oh, and fuck you, your grace. How’s that for my good side?”

      I’m not exactly sure how his title works, but saying that makes me feel a little better.

      Nostrils flaring, he starts my way. “You talk too much.”

      “That’s what I’ve heard.” Whirling back around, I shove my hands hard against his chest before he gets too close for comfort. I give my head a sarcastic tilt. “Just curious… is a lack of boundaries and respect a requirement to becoming one of Dashiell’s minions?”

      When his fingers close around my wrist and he drags me against him, it takes all my strength to keep my breath steady.

      “You really don’t know how to keep your mouth shut, do you? That’s why you’re in this mess. You’re incapable of being silent when it’s in your best interest.”

      “I’m not the one who was practically humping my leg with his hard-on.” Twisting my lips, I nod at the outline of his erection, which is still clearly… erect. “Apparently, all it takes for you is a little false imprisonment and—”

      “I wouldn’t want anything to do with you, even if Dash hadn’t said you were off-limits.”

      Stomach hardening, I blink at him as he backs away from me. “What… what the hell does that even mean?” I whisper.

      He doesn’t respond. Instead, he turns from me, and I storm after him. “Hey! You can’t just say something like that and walk away. Tell me what you meant, Bellamy.”

      But he only glances at me as he reaches the door.

      And then, I’m alone.
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      Since Bellamy threw a tantrum and wouldn’t elaborate on what he meant by Dash saying I was off-limits, it’s all I can think about on the walk back to my dorm. It’s also on my mind all night. I lose valuable sleep working through the various meanings of his words.

      Eventually, I settle on the one that makes the most sense. That Dash refuses to let his buddy slum it with the girl who publicly embarrassed him and made his daddy put him in time out. Even that still leaves me with too many unanswered questions.

      How did the subject of having anything to do with me come up?

      Who declared Dash the gatekeeper of Bellamy’s cock?

      Why does Dash give a shit what his BFF even does with said appendage? Is that a thing for that friend group—getting permission from their dictator-in-training on where they can stick it?

      And what other rules does Dash have regarding me?

      Exhausted, I drag myself into my public speaking class with that question still front and center in my mind the next afternoon. To my disappointment, Bellamy isn’t here today, but Dash is in his usual spot. He doesn’t glance my way as I look for an open seat near the back of the classroom. I’ve already decided, though.

      I’m confronting him about what Bellamy said after class.

      Sliding into my seat, I watch him interact with his subjects, who are flocking around him. He’s not warm or nice to anyone, but they still all throw themselves at him because he’s a toxic combination of rich and imposing.

      It makes me sick deep down in the pit of my stomach, especially when our eyes meet. He smirks. My mouth goes dry. And I’m the first one to look away, like a coward.

      Thankfully, Dr. Halbert comes in.

      He tosses a stack of papers on his desk and clasps his hands together. “All right,” he says, his voice commanding everyone’s attention as he scans the room. “Who wants to go first from group one? Don’t make me choose a victim.”

      I lean back in my seat and listen as one by one, my classmates stand behind the podium and present their speeches. This time, we were supposed to write about something that inspires us. It’s fluff, if you ask me, but I guess the practice is what truly matters. Since I’m in group two, I won’t have to deliver my speech until Thursday. That gives me time to figure something out.

      Dash, however, is in the first group.

      Joy.

      When it’s his turn, I brace myself for whatever jabs he has in store for me this time as he heads toward the front of the room, not a note card in sight.

      Like that first day in this class, a sly grin twists his lips. He leans his large, muscular frame over the podium, confidence rippling off him in crushing waves as he scans the room.

      “You may proceed, Mr. Laurier,” Dr. Halbert says after Dash peacocks for a beat too long. Our teacher doesn’t sound all that threatening, but thankfully, Dash takes it as his cue to start.

      “I am inspired by strong people who understand their power and those who know their place beneath them. You may wonder how I can stand before you and admit that I’m inspired by the meek, but I’ll tell you a secret,” he says, and I grit my teeth. “It’s admirable when people with a more… submissive nature are content with the hand life has dealt them. When they don’t reach higher than they deserve. After all, when average people fly too close to the sun…”

      He pauses for dramatic effect, his blue eyes seeking me out. “They lose their pretty wings and crash.”

      The butterfly wings tattooed on my back—the ones Bellamy saw last night—tingle at his words.

      “Moving on…” Dash winks at me and then focuses his attention on someone else in the audience. It doesn’t matter who he looks at now. Everyone here knows he’s talking about me. They knew it before he even said a word, and a few of them even look at me with pity in their eyes.

      I won’t let them see me crash. That’s what Dash wants—for everyone to witness how small and weak I am, but I keep my emotions in check. Ignore my churning stomach. Bite the inside of my cheek so hard I can taste the metallic tang of blood.

      And pray the elitist prick at the front of the room will gag on his own tongue.

      When he finishes his speech and struts back to his seat, Dr. Halbert says nothing to him about it. Which is bullshit. There is nothing on this planet that will ever convince me that eagle-eyed, tweed-wearing motherfucker didn’t understand exactly what Dash was saying.

      Nothing.

      It’s yet another reminder of Dash’s superiority at Kingsworth. His influence has reached god-tier status, and he can get away with anything.

      The rest of the class drags on, so it’s a genuine relief when it ends. Given how thoroughly Dash has humiliated me again, I hesitate on confronting him. I can’t promise I’ll stay focused on my goal if I speak to him right away.

      As the rest of the students leave the room, I linger behind, slowly packing my belongings and forcing nonviolent affirmations through my head.

      I am powerful.

      I can reach as high as I want.

      Tossing my book bag over my shoulder, I leave the classroom. I scan the crowded hallway, my eyes narrowing to dangerous slits once they land on him. At 6’4, the bastard is impossible to miss. Not to mention, he’s rolled up his sleeves and fully tattooed arms aren’t exactly the norm around Kingsworth Prep. The tattoos always blow my mind. Dashiell’s background screams Brooks Brothers or Ralph Lauren, not tattooed high school senior, and yet he’s…

      Currently ducking out the front door.

      Shit.

      I quickly dart between a couple of girls talking about a Thirsty Thursday party at The Castle tomorrow night and force my thoughts back to my task and not Dash’s body art. Because I don’t give a damn what’s on his body or why he put it there. At least, that’s what I tell myself as I keep a decent pace behind him and start my affirmations again.

      I am not weak, despite what Dash might say.

      I am an adult who can manage not pulling a knife on him again.

      I am not powerless.

      With his hands in the pockets of his dark gray uniform pants and a tight smile on his lips, he makes his way across the courtyard lined with Magnolia trees. He doesn’t stop for anyone, though several people try to talk to him. I continue to trail him, preparing myself to address the Bellamy situation and that bullshit speech, but then we arrive at the school’s observatory.

      I stop mid-stride because this? This is unexpected.

      Does he have a thing for stargazing? Is he even capable of something so… normal?

      It takes about ten more seconds before my surprise at being here turns to suspicion. There is nothing normal about Dashiell Laurier. He’s said it himself time after time, so that means he’s probably about to burn the place down or something as crazy.

      When he goes inside, I’m right behind him.

      The observatory is empty, as far as I can tell, and Dash heads straight for the cavernous planetarium. It’s almost completely dark in there. The only light comes from the stars projected on the domed ceiling, making it easy for me to slip in the door after him. I linger at the back of the enormous room as he makes his way to the front.

      What in the world is he doing here?

      My brain is in the middle of conjuring up dozens of scenarios when I see it.

      Movement. And it’s coming from my far right, toward the middle of the room where there’s another exit.

      Fear seizes my chest as I duck behind a row of plush theater chairs and suck in deep breaths, trying to bring my heartbeat back to normal. Did Dash see me? Did the other guy? I shake my head. Neither of them noticed me because there’s no way Dash could stay silent.

      The bastard lives to torture me.

      Splaying my hands flat on the carpeted floor, I scoot toward the end of the row and peek around the corner. Dash and the mystery guy are standing about a foot apart and appear to be having a conversation. The room is so massive I can’t hear what they’re saying, but the tiny hairs on my arms are standing on end.

      Because even in the near darkness, I know Dash is angry. Angrier than I’ve ever seen him, and that’s saying a lot since he hates me.

      A moment passes, then he shoves something toward the other man. I can’t see what it is, but once the exchange is complete, the mystery guy turns and hurries from the room.

      Dash paces six or seven steps, then clenches his fist and growls a curse that makes me flinch back into my hiding spot.

      What did I just see? What the hell am I watching right now?

      “Did you get your fill?” Dash’s low voice snaps through the room and goose bumps erupt on every inch of my skin. “Get to see whatever it was you followed me for, sweetheart?”
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      Oh, God. He knows I’m here.

      No, scratch that.

      He knows I’m here, and this is the first time he’s acknowledged my presence. Meaning I’m on the receiving end of Dash’s lack of predictability again. Great.

      “Come down here, Gracie,” he orders after a lingering pause. “I want to see your face when you tell me what the fuck you’re doing in here.”

      I glance behind me, locking onto the closest exit. It’s the same door I came through, which is not all that far away. Sure, my legs are shorter than his, but I used to surprise the hell out of my gym teachers when my final grade hinged on running the mile. There’s no way Dash can reach me before I get to that door. 

      Pushing my hair out of my face, I creep toward the aisle, ready to make a run for it. 

      “Try it and I’ll drag you back to me,” he says, and I cringe. “I don’t care where you are or who you’re with when I catch up to you. You are mine until you give me my answer. It’s your call on how that goes down, but just know I’m not opposed to getting a little physical with you today.”

      Well, shit.

      Slowly, I rise to a standing position. He’s looking up at me, and the intensity behind his stare makes my heart skip a few beats. 

      “Smart girl,” is all he says as he crooks a finger at me.

      Begrudgingly, I make my way down to him, glaring the entire way. Once I’m there, I focus on the stars behind him—anything to avoid making eye contact. 

      “Look,” I say on a huffed breath, “wasn’t following you. I—”

      “Save your excuses.”

      I flinch. Because those words are too close for comfort. They remind me of that night last year when Mom had drunkenly told husband number five to deal with my bullshit. 

      “Save your excuses,” Julian had said after I tried to explain why I was sneaking in at two in the morning. There honestly was no explanation, but when I’d hollowed in my cheek and crossed my arms over my chest, he’d laughed at me.

      Said that Indigo always did the same thing.

      Told me it was a shame I didn’t look like my sister, but I would do…

      I feel warm, rough fingers on my cheek, and a tremor ripples through my body. 

      “Come on, you can do it,” Dash says mockingly, and he comes into focus. Beautiful, cruel, terrible Dash. With a meteor shower behind him. And his hand on my face. “Tell me why you’re following me.”

      I swallow past the lump in my throat. “That speech in class was—”

      “Offensive? Mean? Hurtful? I’m sorry, princess. Should I preface my next speech with a trigger warning just for you? Would that make the truth easier for you to stomach?”

      My hand lashes out to swat his fingertips from my face. “I don’t need you to preface shit for me. I just want you to stop interrupting everything I say.”

      “That won’t happen until what you say applies to your being here.” One corner of his mouth kicks up in a cocky smirk. “Or did you just want to be close to me? Is that it? You wanted your chance in the spotlight with me, too?”

      It’s that last question that makes the nape of my neck prickle. He sounds… different. Not angry, but there’s something else giving his voice a primal edge, and I’m not sure how I feel about it. 

      “You’re a child,” I finally say, backing away from him.

      “And you’re a lying bitch I’m sick of looking at, but since I meant what I said about wanting my answer…”

      God, I hate him.

      Rolling my eyes, I give up the ruse and confess, “I wanted to ask you a question, but then you came in here, and I was curious. I mean, you don’t really seem like the astrology type, so—”

      “Astronomy,” he corrects in a bored voice, and I level him with a sharp look.

      “So, I followed you. And then I saw you with that guy and…” I throw up my hands, partly in frustration at having word-vomited everywhere, but also because I’m at a loss. I have no explanation for what I saw happening between Dash and that guy.

      That’s why I almost pass out when he humors me.

      “I hired him to do an assignment.”

      “An assignment?”

      “Fuck, you’re dumb. Yes, Gracie, an assignment. Not to be confused, of course, with the words astronomy, astrology, or assumptions. Now that we’ve re-established I have the resources to do whatever the fuck I want, when I want—what was the question that was so important you had to play junior detective?”

      By the time he reaches that last word, his voice is booming around me, but I push forward. Might as well get this over with. 

      “Why did you say I was off-limits?”

      That… was not what he was expecting. The muscles in his shoulders go rigid as he stares me down.

      “Who told you I said that?”

      “Doesn’t matter.” It’s probably best I don’t mention Bellamy right now, though I’m sure Dash knows about last night. “I just want to know what you meant and how you thought it was okay to act like you own me?”

      Again, he falls silent. Instead, he stalks toward me. I instinctively back up because the predatory look in his blue eyes makes me more nervous than I care to admit.

      The back of my thighs hit a large wooden table that’s set up for whichever instructor to teach from, and I’m trapped as he comes within inches of me. Reaching up, he takes hold of my jaw and tilts my head back, so I’m forced to meet his gaze.

      “You want to know what that means?” he asks, but his grip on me doesn’t leave me much room to give him a response. Leaning forward, he presses his lips to my ear.

      The tip of his tongue traces the curve of my ear, and the sound I make is…

      Needy.

      “It means I’ve claimed you,” he says. “Why do you think Sebby stopped sniffing around? Because he knows you, your cunt, your fucking existence is all mine now.”

      Shock pounds at the walls of my chest, at my lungs. He leans back, and I stare up into his cool eyes as his words filter through my head over and over again. 

      “You don’t get to claim me. And Sebastian—”

      I don’t realize I’m shaking my head until he slides his hand back into my hair. Wrapping the dark blond curls around his fist, he yanks my head back and jerks me forward, so I’m pressed against his body. I gasp at his strength. At his hard angles molding against my soft curves.

      At the way his dark, decadent scent overwhelms me.

      His mouth is against my ear again when he growls, “But I already have you, princess.”

      My eyes close and a tremor goes through me at his words. What the hell is happening right now? Why can’t I move? And why is heat spreading over my skin, spiraling through my veins, as he nudges my legs apart with his knee?

      Do I like this? Dear God, do I want this?

      Dash teases the hem of my white button-down with one hand and tightens his grip on my curls with the other. “Should I show you just how much I own you?” His voice is a deep rumble in his chest.

      No.

      Yes.

      Fuck, am I really wanting this from him, of all people?

      Before I can respond, his mouth comes crashing down on mine in a bruising kiss that makes me cry out. He takes advantage of my parted lips and sweeps his tongue inside to dominate mine. This kiss is not gentle. He is not attempting to woo or seduce me. 

      He is trying to drive me into submission, and I hate how my knees go weak, and I end up clinging to him like a lifeline.

      His hands land on my hips as he lets go of my hair. He lifts me off my feet and sets me on the tabletop, never letting up in his kiss. A few dizzying moments drift by before I realize I’m leaning into him. Kissing him back and moaning.

      For him.

      He shoves his hands up my shirt and cups my breasts over my bra, squeezing them before slipping his fingers into the lacy cups to tweak my nipples.

      “You have the most amazing tits,” he groans as he drags my bra down.

      When he tears his lips from mine to suck my nipple through my uniform shirt, I whimper and arch my back in a silent plea for more. He’s good at this. Perfect, in fact. Butterflies rapidly swarm my chest, my belly, and my center as his hot tongue circles fabric and flesh. 

      And when he uses his teeth, his blue eyes meeting mine as he grins wickedly—with my nipple in his mouth—I almost lose it.

      Which, ironically, is also the only logical explanation for what’s happening right now, the only reason I would allow Dash to touch me like this.

      Somewhere between the English building and the observatory, I lost the rest of my mind.

      Giving my breasts a break, he moves his hand down to the front of my skirt, his grip rough and possessive as he shoves the yellow plaid material up, bunching it around my hips. I don’t stop him—because I’ve acknowledged I’m insane. It’s only when he pulls my panties down my thighs do I get a jolt of clarity.

      “What are you doing?”

      He drags my underwear past my knees. “Taking what’s mine.”

      But how? Is he going to fuck me right here? Right in the middle of the observatory? I try to scoot out from under him, but he holds me in place, sliding his hands back up my legs.

      “This makes no sense,” I insist.

      Smirking, he gives one of my upper thighs a slap. He watches my flesh jiggle, his pupils dilating, and my pussy goes weak. Grasping my hip, he draws me closer to him. “It doesn’t need to make sense.”

      I open my mouth to respond, but his free hand dives between my clenched legs, and he runs his fingers along the hot folds of my sex. I swear he traces his initial. Groaning, I let my head tilt back, the argument I was about to make forgotten as the universe spins around me.

      Insane.

      His fingers are long and thick, and he’s not gentle with them, but I don’t care.

      In fact, I like it. I move toward them, my head spinning when I realize I’m anticipating what’s about to happen. 

      Absolutely insane.

      “You’re so fucking wet already,” he says, working one finger inside me. I whimper as he pumps it in and out of me while his thumb grinds against my clit in slow, agonizing circles. “You are a little slut, aren’t you? I bet you’ll spread your legs for anyone who wants a piece.”

      I swing my hand at him to slap him, but he dodges me, his finger still buried deep in my wet heat. “A violent one, too,” he murmurs.

      “Don’t talk to me like that!” I hiss, furious even as pleasure pulses through me. “You don’t know me.”

      Holding my gaze, he adds a second finger and thrusts harder. “I know enough.”

      “I hate you.” But I rock my hips, and he meets my demands with harsh strokes.

      He nips at my bottom lip with his perfect teeth. “I know that, no matter how pissed you are with me, no matter how much you try to pretend, you won’t really push me away until you’ve come all over my hand. You need this, don’t you? You’re practically dripping. And so fucking tight, Gracie.”

      His words—and the mocking way he uses my nickname—should make me want to hit him again, but they turn me on more. I hate him as much as I love his hands on me. I am fully aware of how terrible that is, but right now, I really don’t give a shit.

      “Talk less,” I say through my teeth. “I’ll get there faster.”

      He gives a low groan that curls my toes, then kisses me again. It’s rough and hard and he uses his teeth, so I bite back. I feel the thick, hard ridge of his cock against my thigh, but he doesn’t make a move to pull it out into the open. He seems entirely focused on me, though I don’t for one second believe it’s because he cares about me getting off. This is about control. About him showing me he can do whatever he wants to my body. Make it feel whatever he wants it to feel.

      I should put up some resistance. I need to. 

      But it’s the way he husks out, “Yes, princess,” when I claw my nails down his back that stops me from pushing him away. I’m using him to take out my anger, my aggression, and to my shock, he’s demanding… more. 

      “Good girl,” he says, arching his fingers and hitting a spot that makes my brain go hazy. “Just like that.”

      So, I scratch at him. Dig my nails into his shoulders as he continues to ravage my lips and pump his fingers inside me. Already, I feel my orgasm rush toward me, and I can tell it’s going to be violent. Intense. Shattering.

      Just like this whole encounter has been.

      A raspy sound escapes my lips. I can’t help myself, and he chuckles.

      The sound is cruel—like the owner of the voice it comes from. 

      “You’re almost there, aren’t you? Should I let you? I could stop touching you right now and walk away. Leave you begging and making those little noises.”

      I swallow down the moan building in the back of my throat, but it’s pointless. He crooks his fingers again, making my vision blur, and I’m left whimpering even more and moving my hips to meet the thrusts of his fingers.

      His hand goes still.

      And when my hips keep moving, he uses his free hand to grip my thigh, stopping me from claiming more.

      “You’re a bastard.”

      His grin is feral. “I bet you’d finish yourself off right here, wouldn’t you? You wouldn’t care if anyone walked in on you. Hell, I think you’d like it. You’d like some random perv wandering in and watching you touch your pretty cunt.”

      His words are so dirty, but fuck, it’s like his voice is directly connected to my aching core. The more he talks, the closer I get.

      “Dash… God, please…”

      Gaze never leaving mine, he adds a third finger, plunging it deep inside me and hitting a spot that makes my legs quake and my teeth clench.  

      And then…

      “Come for me,” he commands, letting go of my thigh.

      As if my body was waiting for permission, I explode.

      I throw my head back as I let out a cry. My body spasms around him as I claw my nails over his shoulders and down his back, and Dash mercilessly vibrates his hand against me to draw my orgasm out longer and longer.

      Finally, it becomes too much. I’m too sensitive, and I push at his hand to make him stop. After a few beats, he does, removing his fingers from me and stepping back. I shiver as the last remnants of my release shudder through me.

      I almost get off again when I take in the way he’s looking at my pussy. The way he reaches toward me.

      And the way he decides against touching me, pressing his index finger to his lips instead and licking it.

      Licking me…

      I let out a long breath. “Look, Dash—”

      But before the shame can start setting in, Dash crowds me again and grabs my chin, lifting my face up so I’m forced to look at him.

      “You’re off-limits because you’re mine,” he husks out, sounding almost angry about it. “I don’t know what I want to do with you yet, but I’m not sure I want to share this time.”
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      Dash’s words haunt me over the next several days. Not only his words, but what we did in the observatory.

      Or, rather, what he did to me.

      Still, as batshit crazy as that encounter was, it’s what he said afterward that pops into the forefront of my mind repeatedly.

      “… I’m not sure I want to share this time.”

      Share? With whom? And for what, exactly?

      My mind goes back to those three questions again and again, but Dash is absolutely no help. Every time I approach him, the evil prick stares right through me like I don’t exist. Normally, I would be okay with being on the receiving end of Dashiell Laurier’s silent treatment. But since every time I see him, all I can think of is the way I came all over his fingers and screamed his name, I’m not so sure I want to be invisible anymore.

      I want answers.

      Still, despite my inner turmoil—and the fact I’m getting no sleep because my nights are filled with nightmares, Dashiell Laurier, or a twisted combination of both—I don’t tell anyone what happened.

      I can’t.

      It’s not just because Dash and I hate each other, and what we did was wrong on every possible level, but it’s also because I’m confused. About what happened. About what I’m supposed to be feeling. And since Brandis is one of the most perceptive people I’ve ever met, I spend less time with her because I’m scared to death she’ll pick up on my emotions and ask a hundred questions I don’t know the answer to.

      That’s why I’m walking across campus by myself on the first Wednesday night of October. It’s been exactly one week since I fell apart in Dash’s hands. Since the bastard spoke to me. And yet, once more, I’m lost in my thoughts, thinking about all the things he said the last time.

      Since I’m wearing earbuds and not paying attention to my surroundings, I don’t realize I’m no longer alone until I collide with something that steps directly in my path. 

      I jerk out of my head and meet the gaze of the guy in front of me. His lips are moving, so I rip one of my earbuds out, but I only catch the end of what he’s saying.

      “… take your time.”

      I nod, the tension in my shoulders easing a little. He’s just telling me I should slow down. That makes sense. “Sorry, I wasn’t paying—” I start, but then a chuckle to my right snatches the air from my lungs.

      “Speak for yourself, Travis,” a new voice says, and my eyes dart to a short guy with a Caesar haircut. “I don’t want this bitch to enjoy it.”

      I don’t have time to question what the hell that means, because laughter is coming at me from every angle now. As I glance around, my heart inches up my throat. There are four of them, and now, they have me circled.

      “Sorry again for bumping into you.” My voice is low and flat to hide the roller coaster of anxiety in the pit of my stomach. And my hand? My hand is already moving toward the back pocket of my jeans. “Can you move now? I’m supposed to meet my friend, and—”

      “Don’t worry, darling. This won’t take long at all,” the one on my left in the green hoodie says, just as the guy behind me mutters, “She thinks she has friends here. Cute.”

      The taste of fear and anger mingles on my tongue as I dig into my pocket, where I grab my pocketknife and flip it open. I slash it toward the guy closest to me—Caesar Cut—who jumps back with a curse when the blade nicks his arm.

      “Bitch!”

      The boy at my back is on me in an instant, pressing his lanky body up against me. His hot breath prickles the nape of my neck as he grabs my wrist. “And that’s why you don’t have friends. That shit personality. All you have to do is play nice.”

      “I do better alone, but thanks,” I grit out.

      “You think you’re gonna cut all four of us?” Chuckling, he digs his fingers into my flesh until pain flares up my arm. “You’re a slow slut, aren’t you?”

      “What the fuck do you expect to do with that little thing? It’s not a gun, you stupid bitch.”

      The memory of those words hits me hard, but I shake it off. Shove it back inside its box and pretend that night never happened.

      Because that threat is gone, and this one…

      I drive my foot backward, making solid contact with his shin. I get another shot in before his grip on my wrist finally becomes too much, and the knife drops from my fingers.

      “Let me go,” I scream.

      Between his curses and threats, he claps a hand over my mouth and tangles a hand in my hair to jerk my head far back, so that I’m forced to look at his friends as they watch me. Laugh at me. Look at me with gazes that make my skin crawl and my blood run cold.

      “We just saw you walking and thought we’d come over and say hi. No need for violence,” he murmurs in my ear, his hot breath nearly making me gag.

      Caesar Cut, though, gets straight to the point. “I just wanted my dick sucked, but then the bitch made me bleed.”

      “But those tits…” Green Hoodie reaches out to grab my breast, but I swing wildly, my fist connecting with his throat.

      My eyes widen as he rushes toward me, but Travis blocks him from getting a hit in.

      “We don’t want to hurt her,” Travis says, but the word yet hangs in the air as he motions to the boy behind me.

      A beat later, he moves his hands from my hair and mouth to wrap both arms around me, holding me in place. I try to scream. Really, I do. But his grip is so tight, so strong, that the air whooshes from my lungs.

      Travis brushes his hand over my left thigh, and a sob catches in my throat. I hate myself for being afraid. For being weak, but I can’t help it.

      “I said don’t touch me,” I gasp, and he sneers down at me.

      “No need to play shy. Unless you’re into that. I don’t mind a bit of a struggle. Makes everything more fun.”

      “Maybe we should record her,” Green Hoodie says, still out of breath from where I nailed him in the throat. “This bitch is into that type of shit.”

      A scene flashes in my mind of these guys carrying me away where no one can hear my screams. They’re all close—so fucking close I can barely find my voice—when someone else speaks up from nearby.

      “There a problem here?”

      The group around me fans out, and I spot Ezra sauntering down the sidewalk toward us. He’s got his hands in the pockets of his gray gym shorts, looking all casual and at ease, but the rage in his expression as he takes in the scene in front of him washes over me in thick, red waves.

      Instinctively, I stumble in his direction, and his gaze softens for just a moment. But then he’s all business again, turning his attention to the guys who were just about to…

      I shudder at the thought.

      “I asked you a question,” Ezra says.

      “This isn’t your business, Covington,” Travis snaps, but his eyes bug when Ezra bends to grab my knife from the ground.

      “Oh, no?” Ezra whistles. Like the night Dash interrupted us in their kitchen, he steps in front of me, as if to shield me with his body. “You see, I beg to differ, Travis.”

      “Whatever. We’re done with this bitch.”

      Ezra blocks him before he can slink off, shoving his fist into Travis’s gut and making him double over. “You know, I’d fuck you up for this type of shit for my worst enemy, but this girl… well, you know the rules around here.”

      “Didn’t realize there were rules with this slut,” Travis pants.

      Ezra’s knee shoots up, and I gasp when it collides with flesh and bone. “And now you do,” he says as Travis hits the ground, clutching his face.

      “You broke my fucking nose, you fucking—”

      Ezra lifts his foot, and even though I know what’s about to happen next, I still flinch as it connects with Travis’s mouth, and I hear a crunching sound. “And a few teeth, too.”

      “Jesus Christ, Ezra…”

      He glances back at me, and I swallow hard at the gleam in his eyes. “Don’t feel bad for him. His daddy’s one of the top plastic surgeons in New York, so he’ll be…” He kicks Travis again. “Just fine.”

      “Dude, we’re leaving,” Green Hoodie speaks up, his hands raised in front of him in surrender as he backs away. His eyes shift from his friend bleeding on the ground to Ezra.

      “Before you do, let me fucking remind you how shit works at this school.” Ezra jostles my knife between his hands as he scans the bastards still standing. “If we claim something, that something is off-limits to everyone else. And if you touch what we claim…”

      I feel instant irritation that he’s referring to me as a thing, but I keep my mouth shut. He’s helping me, in his own fucked up way, and I know I just need to stand there and let him chase these dickheads away. This is a survival moment, and there’s little room for pride during a time like this.

      The tall, skinny guy who’d held his hand over my mouth narrows his eyes at Ezra. For a moment, I think he’s going to argue. To push back and call the royal out. To challenge his status as one among the top of this school’s hierarchy.

      After all, there are four of them and only two of us.

      Instead, he helps Travis to his feet and snarls, “Got it. We wouldn’t have touched her if we knew she was yours.”

      My nostrils flare and I clench my hands into fists, the urge to punch this fucker right in his dumb face nearly overpowering me. I keep my anger contained, however, and watch, silently fuming, as they take off like a bunch of scared rabbits.

      To my shock, though, Ezra isn’t done. “And Travis? Jason? Scott? Cameron?”

      Caesar Cut is the only one stupid enough to turn around. “What?”

      “If any of you motherfuckers are still at our school tomorrow morning, I’ll break your arms and legs and then watch while she carves your faces.” He flashes a smile that completely negates the flirty, drawling southern boy and waves my knife at them. “Have a safe trip home.”
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      Is this really happening? Did he just threaten to… whoa. Mouth hanging open, I’m left with more questions. He can’t be serious.

      They won’t actually leave, will they?

      I release a long breath once they are out of earshot, feeling relief that the ordeal has passed. Turning to Ezra, my voice shakes when I ask, “What happened to just reporting them to the cops?”

      “I guess that was an option.” His broad shoulders roll up in a shrug.

      “You’re not worried they’re going to, I don’t know, report you to the cops? And what happened to you hating blood?”

      “They won’t, and I do hate blood. Just not theirs.” He follows my gaze down to his Nikes that had looked brand new when he approached me. Now they’re splattered in red. “Shame. I liked these shoes.”

      I shake my head incredulously. “I-I suppose I should thank you.”

      He arches his brow and gives me that easy-going smile of his, like he didn’t just kick in a guy’s teeth. “That’s usually what happens when someone saves your ass.”

      Despite the tremors coursing through me, I laugh. “God, you’re such an egomaniac. You all are.”

      He shrugs. “Maybe. Come on, let me walk you back to your dorm.”

      “I can walk myself.”

      “Out of the question, but good try. Let’s go.”

      As we walk, the falling leaves crunching under our feet, I study him. As I replay everything that just happened through my head, I think about Dash’s comment about sharing me, and I can’t help but bring it up.

      “Last week, I was… talking with Dash, and he said something about not wanting to share me. What does that mean? And what did you mean just now about claiming me?”

      “You were almost just gang-raped, and you want to talk about a few words I said? Priorities, Gracelyn, learn them. Shouldn’t you be panicking right now? Posting another TikTok because that’s sure as fuck the kind of thing you should—”

      “Are they really going to leave?” I cut him off, my voice paper thin.

      He snorts. “They will.”

      “Why?”

      “Because they know what’ll happen if they don’t.”

      I wrap my arms tightly around myself. “Just like they knew not to touch something you claimed?”

      A muscle twitches in his jaw. “I only said that to keep you safe.”

      Maybe, but why does he look so angry admitting that? Still, I nod my head. “Also, can I just say… holy shit, Ezra. I thought…”

      As I trail off, his eyebrow arches. “You thought what?”

      “You’re the nice one. I mean, as nice as you people can get. And back there, you were…” A nightmare. Gulping down the lump in the back of my throat, I shake my head. “Is that the real Ezra?”

      “I can’t be both?”

      Good point. Silence stretches between us again, and I find myself stealing glances at him. The streetlights cast a warm glow over his tan skin, and I wait until his features relax to ask my first question again.

      “Ezra, what did Dash mean last week?”

      In an instant, his moment of relaxation is over. His shoulders stiffen and his jaw locks. “You’re far too vulnerable, you know that?” he says, and I can tell he’s evading the question.

      Especially when he picks up speed.

      “I’m not vulnerable,” I retort, practically running to catch up to him. God, why do they all have to be so tall? “I’m targeted. There’s a difference.”

      “People only attack what they believe they can destroy. No one would come after you if you could actually defend yourself.”

      “I can take care of myself just fine,” I growl. Damn it. I can feel myself falling for his trap, but I can’t stop myself. Somehow, he knows how to push all my buttons.

      “I believe you,” he murmurs, coming to a complete stop on the sidewalk. “The problem is, nobody else knows that. And that’s what makes you vulnerable, Gracelyn.”

      “Don’t call me that.”

      He takes a step toward me, then another, getting close.

      Really, really close.

      I can feel the heat of his body wrapping around me and my head gets a little hazy. I swallow as I gaze up at him. He raises his hand and takes hold of my chin between his thumb and forefinger, tilting my face up and holding it in place. For a long moment, I think he might kiss me, and I don’t know exactly what to do or how to react.

      After several beats, he places my knife in my hands, closing my fingers around it. “Not vulnerable, huh?”

      I blush, realizing I’ve stumbled right into his trap.

      “Whatever,” I grumble, turning my face from his. “Keep underestimating me. See where that gets you.”

      He releases a sharp chuckle but takes a step back, putting space between us. “You should leave while there’s still time.”

      I’m so surprised by the sudden change in topic that I dumbly ask, “Time to do what?”

      He doesn’t answer that. Instead, he sweeps his arm out toward my dorm building, which is just ahead. Then he keeps walking.

      “Hey!” I call after him, not appreciating being dismissed so easily. “What did Dash mean?”

      “Get a hobby, Gracelyn! You think too much!” he shouts back without looking at me.

      “Get a better best friend who doesn’t break my shit!”

      I can hear him chuckling, but I don’t bother chasing after him again, knowing it’ll be a useless effort.
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        * * *

      

      I drum my pencil against my notebook, the Psychology notes I’ve written on the lined pages blurring in my vision as my mind wanders. I’m still thinking about Ezra’s weird deflection of my questions after he chased off the shitheads last week. It’s annoying, because I’m supposed to be studying with Brandis, but I can barely pay attention to anything she says as we sit at a small table in the library.

      As Ezra predicted, the four boys who had attacked me all unenrolled from school the next afternoon, which has been the hot gossip on campus for the past several days. Apparently, they were robbed in a carjacking a few miles from campus and were all badly injured—to the point their families no longer thought Kingsworth was a haven for their precious offspring. Brandis had seen the extent of the damage herself and was a little nervous about leaving campus at night.

      I’d assured her the cops would find the culprits fast and quickly changed the subject.

      I don’t want anyone to find out about what had happened.

      And I don’t want to think about what Ezra might have done after he dropped me off at my dorm.

      “Hey, what’s up with you?” Brandis suddenly whispers, leaning forward to poke me in the arm with the eraser-end of her pencil.

      I blink and look over at her. She’s watching me with that concerned expression of hers.

      “Sorry,” I murmur, feeling my cheeks catch fire. “I’ve just got a lot on my mind. It’s hard to concentrate.”

      “Do you want to talk about it? It might help clear your head.”

       She’s probably right, but I don’t want her to think I’m obsessing over the royals… even if I am.

      I cast a look around us to make sure nobody’s paying attention. Fortunately, the place is mostly empty, and the only person nearby had earbuds in with his music blasting loud enough that I can hear it from ten feet away. Keeping my tone casual, I reply, “It’s nothing, really. Just curious. Do you know if Dash is into any weird shit?”

      A deep frown tugs at her features. “Weird shit?”

      “Yeah… like, sexually.”

      At least she’s not frowning anymore. Instead, she’s staring back at me, her hazel eyes wide, her face almost as red as her hair. “Oh my God, Grace. Why would you want to know something like that?”

      “I’ve heard some rumors,” I lie with a shrug. God, I hope she believes me that someone on this stupid campus ran their mouth about one of Kingsworth’s gods. “Like I said, I’m just curious if any of it is true.”

      She seems reluctant to tell me, which I think is a little strange. Is she afraid I’ll be into it or something? When she straightens up, pulls her shoulders back, and then looks away from me, I let out a harsh exhale.

      I’m so sick of this. Of the taboo on discussing the royals.

      “Why is everything he does around here so… guarded?” Even though I ask that question with a laugh, she must notice the frustration bubbling beneath the surface because she meets my gaze again.

      “I wouldn’t worry about whatever Dash might be into,” she says, each word sounding carefully measured. “I doubt it’s worth the trouble of getting caught up with him.”

      Closing my notebook, I slide it across the table and scoot my chair closer to her.

      “Brandis, what aren’t you telling me?” I push, though I’m careful not to sound too demanding. “You have to know something. I... I can tell.”

      She blinks at me, and for a moment, I think she might call my bluff. I really can’t tell if she knows anything or not. In fact, I really can’t tell if she’s lying, period. Usually, I can read people a lot better than I can Brandis, but she's either the most honest person I’ve ever met, or she’s a master at hiding the truth.

      I hold her gaze, unflinching, until she eventually lets out a sigh.

      “All right,” she says, trailing her fingers through the tail of her strawberry blond ponytail. “I really don’t know all that much, but I have heard things.”

      “What things?” I try to keep the eagerness from my voice, but I don’t know how successful I am when Brandis hesitates to continue.

      “People say that Ezra, Dash, and Bellamy like to pick out a girl each year to… play games with.”

      I furrow my brow. “Games? What sort of games?”

      “Fucked-up ones,” she answers with a little more heat than I’m expecting. She swallows and adds, “That’s all I know.”

      I don’t think it is. For the first time, I sense a lie in her. Well, maybe not a lie, but definitely not the whole truth. She’s upset about something, I can feel it, but she’s trying hard not to let it show. A part of me wants to dig and find out what she’s hiding. To find out why she would feel the need to hide it from me.

      A more patient, rational part of myself knows that’s likely a bad idea. Brandis is the only real friend I have at this school. I don’t want to do anything to screw that up, and that desire is just a little stronger than the one I have to find out what she’s holding back.

      She’s watching me closely, as if she half-expects me to pry. I give her what I hope is a reassuring grin. “Well, whatever they’re into, I’ll just be sure to keep my ass out of it,” I tell her.

      She relaxes just the tiniest bit, but it’s telling.

      “That’s what I would do,” she says with a nod. “Just avoid their bullshit. Better for your peace of mind in the long run.”

      No doubt she’s right, and I pretend I agree.
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        * * *

      

      That night, I make my way to the abandoned house to record a video. As I pass by the kitchen, a noise stops me. Peeking through the door, I’m not at all surprised to find Bellamy standing at the Formica-topped center island. He’s got a bottle of whiskey next to him and he’s sorting through something, absorbed in what he’s doing.

      “Hey,” I say, stepping fully into the room.

      His green eyes shoot up to mine and I see his surprise before he can mask his expression.

      “You’re back,” he says in a tone that’s almost bored and just a little slurred.

      “Needed somewhere to be alone,” I tell him, sidestepping the truth. I make my way over to the island and glance down at what he’s looking at. He’s got several photos spread out on the smooth surface. Before I can get a good look at them, though, he slides them together and flips them over.

      “Nosy little thing, aren’t you?” He grabs the whiskey bottle and takes a swig. “And brave to be out alone when there’s a carjacker prowling the town.”

      His suggestive tone tells me he knows exactly what happened to the four pricks from last week, but when I flat out ask him, he casually lifts a shoulder. It’s the same reaction Ezra’s given me whenever I asked over the last six days.

      “Wrong place, wrong time. I heard there was a lot of blood. Some broken teeth. Oh, and that Cameron shit himself. Terrible, humiliating people, those American carjackers.”

      American carjackers. Meaning there’s a good chance Dash was involved, too.

      Regardless of who did what, I rasp out, “Good.”

      Bellamy gives me a ghost of a smile before lifting the bottle to his mouth again. Jesus, this guy can put it away. Holding back my frown, I playfully say, “You need to drink to sort through—let me guess—dick pics you’re sending to one of your admirers?”

      And there are many. The girls at this school practically throw themselves at these assholes.

      Snorting, he sets the bottle back on the counter. “My dick pics are works of art that belong in the Louvre. These are just some random photos I’ve taken. No big deal.”

      I arch a brow. “Wait, pictures you’ve taken?”

      He seems to take offense to my incredulity. “Yes, Lilley, I took them. Developed them too.” He points up. “My dark room is upstairs.”

      Of all the explanations he could’ve given me, this is one I never would’ve guessed.

      “Why do you have a darkroom here?” I ask once his words fully penetrate my dumbfounded brain. “Is the mansion you live in not gigantic enough for one? Or too afraid your roommates will tease you because you’re a sensitive artist?”

      He looks irritated at my question. “This is none of Dash or Ezra’s business. Besides, I own this house, so I can do whatever the hell I want here.”

      “Excuse me?” I blurt out, caught off guard by his admission.

      He rolls his eyes, as if I’m the crazy one for not knowing this information.

      “My mother owns it, technically,” he clarifies. “She owns several of the houses on this street, actually. She’s from a long line of Kingsworth alums, and she bought the houses so that she could make herself feel important by owning the closest homes to the school and renting them out dirt cheap.”

      I stare at him, stunned. The way he so casually explains that his mom not only owns this freaking mansion, but several, as if it were no big deal, floors me. Sometimes I forget just how big the divide is between me and all the rich kids at this school.

      “That… that seems generous of her,” I mumble, uncertain what else I can really say.

      “Yeah, well, she likes to accumulate things. Praise. Wealth. A titled husband and a son. Everything she says or does is calculated specifically to help her improve her status and make her look good.”

      I’m not sure what to say to that. I don’t think he really meant to reveal all that to me, but he clearly needed to vent. He’s one of those guys that seems to bottle everything up inside until it explodes out of him in some destructive way.

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t be, besides we all have some fucked-up stories about our parents.” He pauses, downs another drink of whiskey, and then jabs a finger at me. “Even you.”

      “I mean, my dad is non-existent—probably some poor bastard my mom screwed in a Walmart bathroom during a shoplifting trip. And then there’s Mom who literally went on a two-month bender after the Game of Thrones finale because, like parenthood, it was not what she expected. And the whole time she was zoned out…”

      I swallow hard, realizing that I’ve said more about my personal life to this boy than I’ve said to anyone else here. I avoid Bellamy’s green gaze as I grab his bottle of whiskey. Turning it to my lips, I welcome the burn as it slides down my throat.

      “Well, Lilley, what happened?”

      Husking out a forced laugh, I wipe my mouth with the back of my hand and shrug. “We had to fend for ourselves.”

      Which is partially the truth. Indigo had to fend for herself because Julian got her arrested and kicked out of his fancy house.

      And I just stood by because I was too stupid to see the truth.

      Deciding it’s probably best to change the subject, I glance down at the stack of pictures he was working on. “Can I see one?”

      He takes a moment and then says, “No.”

      “Why not?”

      When I peek back up at him, his eyes are tight slits. “Why do you want to see? So, you can decide for yourself if I’m shit or not?”

      “You’re awfully defensive,” I tell him with an arched brow. “Seems like maybe you aren’t sure if you’re shit or not.”

      That appears to rattle him, and he growls, “Fine. Just to get you to shut up.”

      He pulls a picture from the pile and slides it toward me. Giving him a smile, I pick it up with extreme care, which makes him suck a breath through his teeth, and look at the image. A beat passes, and then my eyes widen.

      The picture is of a landscape. A rocky shoreline with whitecaps crashing over it, the sun setting and hazy in the background. The colors are spectacular, and it almost seems like the waves are really moving as I gaze at Bellamy’s picture.

      “I took it a few weeks ago.”

      Meeting his gaze again, I can’t hide my awe. “Bellamy… this is gorgeous.”

      He scowls at me, glancing away, but I catch the slight reddening of his cheeks. I lay the photo back down on the countertop and a long, tense silence stretches between us. I don’t know what to say to him. Compliments of his work clearly make him uncomfortable, but he’s shockingly talented.

      He catches me off guard by breaking the silence first.

      “Whatever you’re thinking, just forget it,” he snaps, leveling me with a glare. “You don’t want to get involved with me. If you do, you’ll regret it.”
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      A beat passes, and then my voice comes out in a harsh whisper. “What the hell are you saying, Bellamy? What do you mean by getting involved with you?”

      “It’s not much of an issue, though. I don’t want you,” he says plainly.

      “Good,” I spit out before I can stop myself. But his words sting, and I have no clue why. “I don’t want you either, and I never said anything about wanting to be involved with you.”

      Though I can’t deny that I’d thought about it for a moment the last time I was here—when his rock hard cock was pressed against me.

      Bellamy sloughs off a shrug. “And why would you? You’re already heavily involved with Dash, given how eager you were to spread your legs for him last week—even after he’s told everyone on this campus what a parasite you are.”

      He doesn’t sound angry with me, but every word that falls from his lips lashes me like a whip. I clench my jaw, my breathing rapid as heat flares beneath my skin.

      “He… he told you about last week?” I ask.

      Because he’s right. Dash has made it his mission to smear my name at this school. So why would he want anyone to know what happened between us?

      “You thought he wouldn’t?” Amusement slants Bellamy’s lips before he tilts the whiskey bottle to his mouth and takes a long pull. He’s no longer smiling when he lowers it. “You’re a fool if you believed that, Lilley. He wanted us both to know all about it.”

      I shake my head. “You’re only saying this shit because you’re drunk.” Like he was the night we met.

      “Yes, and you’re also in my house and invading my privacy,” he says as I turn away from him. What he says next, though, stops me dead in my tracks. “Dash says you’re a screamer, by the way. And a scratcher. And that you get incredibly wet. In fact, your wet cunt caused quite the argument in our house.”

      “You’re disgusting.” But his words shake me to my core. Quite the argument in their house? What the hell?

      “Calm down, Lilley. I’m just repeating what Dashiell said.”

      Spinning around, I grip the edge of the counter until my knuckles go white. The rage and shame inside me are like a volcano about to erupt. Heat scalds my throat, my entire face, as I try to hold it all in. But it’s too much, and before I can stop myself, the words are spilling out of me.

      “Good thing you’ll never find out, huh?”

      A bitter smirk twists his lips as he sets the bottle down with a thump. “Hit a nerve, love?”

      I don’t need to stand here and take this shit. Shooting him the middle finger, I turn on my heel and storm out of the room. As I make my way out of the house, I can’t decide who I’m more furious with: Bellamy for taunting me with my moment of weakness, or Dash for revealing it.

      I’m still fuming when I get back to my dorm, but the rage quickly dissipates when I find a box waiting outside my door. I consider not opening. With my luck, whatever it is might blow up in my face.

      After I get out of the shower, though, I give in and crack the box open, my breath catching as soon as I remove all the tissue paper.

      Inside is a Sony camcorder—the expensive kind I used to drool over every time I was in Best Buy.

      And there’s a note taped to the box.

      
        
        Now you have a hobby again.

        -EBC
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        * * *

      

      Thanks to my homework and the nightmare that drags me from my sleep at four in the morning, I keep my interaction with Bellamy and Ezra’s gift pushed to the back of my mind. That is until public speaking when Bellamy’s jade green eyes lock on mine and all I can think about is what a prick he was last night.

      When he approaches me after class, another pulse of anger hits me, but I do my best to seem unaffected as he reaches my side. “Dash is watching you,” I say in a pleasant voice.

      In fact, I can feel the bastard’s eyes glued to my back.

      “And your point is?” Bellamy replies easily, his body brushing mine as he follows me into the hallway. I feel his eyes on me, too, burning into the side of my face. After a moment, he lets out a breath that’s heavy with regret and exhaustion. “Look, Lilley—”

      “Save your apologies,” I cut him off, not wanting to hear anything else he has to say. I’d lived with an alcoholic for 17 years. And everything Mom had said when she was drunk was her truth. “Where’s Ezra right now?”

      I feel Bellamy’s muscles stiffen, and when I glance up at him, his olive features seem more angular than usual. Almost like he’s holding back from saying something else terrible. “I imagine he’ll be in the weight room.”

      “Thanks,” I say as we reach the exit. My hand is around the door handle when Bellamy stops me, curling his long fingers around my wrist. I turn toward him to find his curly head dipped slightly.

      “What?” I breathe.

      “Lilley, what I said to you last night really was…” he trails off, as if searching for the right words, but he never gets to say them because Dash catches up to us. He hasn’t said anything to me in days, but he makes a big show out of telling us to get out of the way before throwing open the double doors and stalking outside.

      “Why are you even friends with that guy?” I snap.

      His gaze meets mine, narrowing, and I realize I’ve lost him again. The decent Bellamy. “Why are you still here?” he demands.

      “You know what?” I snatch away from his grip, ignoring the tight feeling in my gut. “I don’t even care. Go jerk Dash off—he’s waiting for you.”

      Sure enough, the prick is waiting by one of the lamp posts, the fury radiating off him in suffocating waves as he stares us down .

      I don’t stop for him as I rush past in the direction of the athletic facility, but I can’t help but cringe when I hear him growl to Bellamy, “What the fuck did you mean by last night? Why were you…”

      Since I’ve had enough of the royals’ bullshit, I tune them out.

      “And yet, here I am going to track down fucker number three,” I mutter under my breath.

      Still, by the time I reach Kingsworth’s sprawling athletic facility on the other side of campus, I’ve managed to calm myself down. Ezra’s here somewhere and I need to focus on that. Not on Bellamy or Dash, or anyone else.

      There are several exercise rooms, each with its own unique equipment, but I find Ezra alone in the free weights room on the second floor. He’s lying on a bench, lifting a barbell loaded with heavy multi-colored plates. And even though he’s wearing a loose Kingsworth Athletic Dept. tank top, the defined muscles in his arms and chest are still on full display.

      I clear my throat to get his attention, and he grunts in response, setting the barbell on the rack with a loud clang. Sitting up, he wipes sweat from his brow and zeroes in on me standing by the door.

      A delicious grin spreads across his face as he plucks out his earbuds and tosses them to his bag on the floor. “What are you doing here?” he drawls, his brown eyes sweeping over me so intensely that I have to fight the urge not to fidget.

      Reaching into my backpack, I pull out the camcorder and wiggle the box. “I came to give this back.”

      “Well, I don’t want it.” The closer I get to the workout bench, the more his smile seems to fade. “I’m not kidding, Gracelyn. I’m not taking it back.”

      “It’s too much. I can’t accept it,” I say, stopping at the foot of the bench.

      “Hmm,” is his response, and I’m almost sure he’s going to let it go. I bend to place the box on his gym bag, but then his hand darts out and grabs mine.

      “What are you doing?” I gasp, but it’s no use. He pulls me to him, dragging me onto the bench so that I’m facing him, my legs straddling his damp thighs.

      “Jesus, Ezra!” I groan, trying to push away from him. Not that it’ll do me any good. His sweat is now my sweat. “Did you have to do that?”

      Chuckling, he grips my chin and brings my face to his. “Sorry for getting you wet, but I’m not in the mood to chase after you.”

      My brain goes a little hazy at that, so my next words are breathless. “Chase me? Why would you chase me?”

      “To bring the camcorder back,” he tells me, scooting closer so that our chests are almost pressed together. I shiver from head to toe at the contact. “And that’s what I’ll keep doing. Every time you return it, I’ll give it back.”

      I draw in a harsh breath. “Are you—”

      “Dead serious.” Dropping his hands to my hips, he closes the space between our bodies, his touch sliding my uniform skirt up my thighs. I can feel the heat of his sweaty body, the hardness of his muscles, and it’s making it hard to think. To breathe. To argue.

      “This is blackmail.”

      “This is you being rude,” he points out, and the way his fingers dig into my hips tug a moan from the back of my throat. His grin is a cocky one because he knows he’s got me. “I gave you a gift and you’re trying to give it back. Who does that?”

      “Me!” I burst out, and his fingers press a little harder. I bite down on the inside of my cheek to keep from moaning again.

      “This is gonna be inconvenient, Gracelyn.”

      “And what’s that?”

      “When I have to drop it off at your room again. And maybe again after that. Hockey season’s starting, and that means I’ll be showing up whenever I get free time. Who the fuck knows what the girls on your hall will start to think when I’m at your door at two in the morning.”

      “You play dirty, did you know that?”

      “What I know is that you should stop being stubborn and use the camera,” he says with a dimpled grin as he bends his head to mine. A moment later, butterflies invade my entire body when his lips brush my ear. “And that unless you get out of here in the next thirty seconds, you’re gonna get a lot wetter.”

      Dear God, did he really just say that?

      He pulls away slightly, his eyes never leaving mine, and I can see his control is unraveling.

      The scary thing is… so is mine.

      I scramble off the bench, straightening my skirt just as a group of guys wander into the weight room, their curious gazes darting our way. When I stiffen my spine, Ezra chuckles and tosses the camcorder box at me. I catch it and clutch it to my chest.

      “Get out of here, Gracelyn,” he says, his voice rough. “Before I fuck up, break my word, and fuck you.”

      My eyes go wide, and I wonder if I heard him correctly.

      But I don’t ask him to repeat himself. Instead, I do something that I absolutely hate myself for.

      I run away.
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      Ezra Covington is still front and center in my mind as I’m passing Kingsworth’s fine arts building the next morning, and a voice calls out, “Hey, Grace, wait up!”

      Eyebrow raised, I turn just in time to see Sebastian jogging toward me, his usual smile splitting his features. It’s so contagious, I can’t help but smile back. “No entourage?” I tease.

      “I save that shit for after eight.” He falls in step beside me, the side of his body brushing mine. I slide a little closer to his warmth, and his brown eyes meet mine. “Cold?”

      “Always. This uniform does nothing for a girl.”

      He looks me up and down. “Oh, I don’t know. I think you make it work.”

      Turning my face straight ahead, I pretend to be more interested in the scowls I’m getting from a couple of girls who pass by us, but I can feel heat blooming over my cheeks. “So, what’s up?”

      “Figured you were heading to the D-hall and thought I’d walk with you,” he says. But what he adds to that nearly makes me trip over my own damn feet. “I’m sure you heard what happened to those guys from the lacrosse team last week.”

      My heart hammers wildly, but I bob my head. I flick my tongue over my lips to wet them before I rasp, “But that was off campus, right? I mean, surely campus security will keep everyone safe.”

      Of course, I don’t believe that for a second.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I see Sebastian nod. His face goes serious. “Yeah, but still. It’s weird something like that would happen so close to school. It’s almost like...”

      My breath catches, and I don’t even recognize my voice when I ask, “Almost like what, Sebastian?”

      We’re close to the dining hall when he comes to a stop, one hand reaching out to catch my wrist and bring me close to him. His eyes bore into mine, and I’m struck by how dark they look in the early morning light. “It almost has Ezra and Bellamy and Dash written all over it.”

      Because it does. In blood-soaked letters.

      To Sebastian, I murmur, “Why would you think that?”

      He dips his head to mine, his bronze hair skimming my forehead. “Why do you think this is their school? Why do you think nobody talks about what shitheads they are and—”

      “Yo, Seb!” a male voice booms, causing him to break away from me. I miss the warmth of his body almost instantly, but more than that, I’m dying to know what he was going to say next. The tall, brawny boy sprinting in our direction gives me a curious look as he gets close, but then he focuses on Sebastian.

      “Hey, Coach Hyler just texted. Team meeting in ten. You coming?” the other boy asks.

      “Yeah.” Sebastian hesitates, and I know he wants to say something else to me. I need him to say more, but then his friend slaps him on the shoulder and tells him he’s not interested in cleaning under the bleachers as punishment for being late. Sebastian gives me a small, apologetic smile and says, “Be careful, Grace,” before trotting off with his friend.

      I know he’s warning me since I’ve been the subject of Dash’s anger before, but I know the truth this time. That I’m the reason those lacrosse boys were attacked. But I also want to know what else the royals have done to make even talking about them such a sin.

      Sebastian’s words play over and over in my head as I make my way to breakfast, where I find Brandis in the omelet line. She’s her usual cheery self, and we’re joined by Payton at our table. After we’re done eating and Payton takes off toward her first class, we make our way out of the dining hall to head to our morning classes. As we cross the quad, we’re distracted as we chat with each other, so I don’t immediately notice the group of guys gathered, talking loudly about some party.

      When they mention the royals, however, they instantly snare my attention. I pause in my steps, and Brandis stumbles to a stop as well.

      “Grace, what…?” Brandis murmurs.

      “Man, it’s going to be fucking awesome,” one guy declares. “Hey, Dash! The party’s still on, right?” My body goes rigid with tension, and I slowly look to the other side of the quad. Dash and Ezra are standing together, with Bellamy a few feet away from them, his phone pressed to his ear.

      Dash turns to give the other group of boys a bored expression.

      “It is,” he states simply before he starts to turn his attention back to Ezra. But then his blue eyes catch mine, and his mouth curls into that cruel smirk of his.

      “Gracie,” he says mockingly, directly acknowledging my presence for the first time in days.

      Since I refuse to appear intimidated by him, I lift my chin and march my way across the quad.

      But Dash refuses to let me go.

      “What’s with the attitude, princess?” he calls to me. When I don’t respond, he taunts, “Pretending to ignore me, I see. Like that’s possible. I know you’re obsessed with me. I’m always on your mind, scratching away at that brain of yours.”

      Bellamy’s words from the other night race through my thoughts. “Dash says you’re a screamer, by the way. And a scratcher.”

      “Come on, princess,” Dash continues. Though my back is to him, I can picture his expression. That smug, self-serving grin he wore a couple weeks ago in the observatory. “You know what happens when the things I own give me shit.”

      I stop again because his words boil my blood. The sound of snickering from the other group of guys only flares my temper more.

      “Grace…” Brandis murmurs in a worried tone, as if she can sense I’m seconds from detonating. “Don’t let him get to you.”

      It’s too late for her warning, though. I just can’t help myself as I turn to glare at Dash.

      “You’re the furthest thing from my mind,” I tell him. It’s a blatant lie, but I’m going for bravado here. “You are of so little consequence to me, it’s laughable.”

      “After everything I’ve done for you?” He arches a brow and chuckles. “Besides, we both know I’m the fucking star that lights your sky.”

      Another observatory reference that flies over most everyone’s head.

      Everyone but Ezra, Bellamy, and me.

      Ezra is wearing a stiff grin at the mention of the place, a muscle ticking in his jaw, and now we have Bellamy’s full attention, too. He slides his phone into the back pocket of his dark gray uniform pants as he joins his friends.

      Before I can fire off another retort to Dash, Bellamy suddenly speaks up. “You should stop by tonight,” he tells me, surprising not just me, but Ezra and Dash as well. “At the party. Could be fun.”

      The invitation floors me because it really seemed that Bellamy was done with me on Wednesday night after revealing that he knew what Dash and I did in the observatory.

      And now here he is, inviting me to parties at their house.

      Dash skewers Bellamy with a sharp glance but says nothing, even though he’s obviously pissed off. Ezra looks uncertain as his gaze bounces between Dash and Bellamy.

      “Maybe that’s not such a good idea,” Ezra murmurs, and I cringe.

      So much for yesterday.

      “Why not,” Bellamy counters. He flicks his gaze to Brandis. “You can come too, Sloane.”

      Beside me, she sucks in an excited breath.

      A strange, unspoken exchange seems to take place between the three. Dash continues to glare daggers at Bellamy, who looks pained, as though he wants to say more but can’t. And Ezra just watches them both. The tension building among the three is thick, and I can’t help but feel a little worried about what it could all mean.

      At last, they appear to come to some sort of silent understanding. Dash turns his narrowed blue eyes on me.

      Begrudgingly, he growls across the quad, “Just stay out of my way.”

      With that, he jerks his head at Bellamy and Ezra and stalks off. They follow him, each casting me a quick glance as they go.

      “Um, okay. That’s exciting!” Brandis breathes, catching up to me when I walk toward the building my Digital Film and Video course is in.

      “What’s that?” I grumble, and she rolls her hazel eyes dramatically.

      “That you got an invite to the party tonight!”

      I blink at her, stunned. “That’s a good thing?”

      Brandis nods. “Oh, yeah. Tasha and Payton were already planning to be there, so we have to go.”

      “What happened to being afraid of thieves and carjackers?” I grumble.

      “We’ll be traveling in a group.”

      I blink at her. “Like the lacrosse players traveled in a group last week?”

      She lets out an agitated breath. “Grace…”

      I really don’t know how to best respond to Brandis and her enthusiasm at attending a party thrown by those three. I can understand that it’s been difficult for her this year, but she can’t be serious. I mean, didn’t she just tell me to stay clear of their games?

      And now she wants to put us right in their path because they’ve crooked their fingers at us?

      I bite the inside of my cheek for a beat before saying, “I really can’t tonight, Bran. I’ve got things I need to do, and parties aren’t my thing—”

      “Grace, it’s a Friday night,” she says on another exasperated breath, grabbing my hand to give it a squeeze. “I wouldn’t ask you if I really thought this was a bad thing. That Bellamy invited you might mean things are getting better between you guys. Just think about it—if those three publicly make nice with you, everyone else will have to.”

      I realize Brandis tries to see the best in most people, even after the fuckery that she’s been through, but I can’t believe she’s this naïve. I don’t want to hurt her feelings because I usually see her optimism as refreshing, and I wouldn’t want to do anything to squash that. However, I can’t agree with her. Not on this. Every fiber of my being is telling me that going to that party tonight is a bad idea, especially given that Dash’s parting glare gave me the impression he’d like nothing more than to choke me.

      Or worse.

      Still, the way Brandis is looking at me, so beseechingly, makes it hard for me to be the bad guy. Maybe the party won’t be so bad if I go with her. At least I won’t be alone and vulnerable to Dash’s abuse.

      “How about this?” I say, an idea popping into my head. “What if I skip Bio Lecture, do what I need to do, and then we can all go to the party together?”

      My friend lets out a squeal of delight, clapping her hands in glee. “Oh! Thank you, Grace! I promise it’s going to be so much fun.”

      I hold in my snort, giving Brandis a smile that makes my eye twitch. As long as the night’s not a dumpster fire, I’ll consider it a win.
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        * * *

      

      I skip out on biology, just like I told Brandis I would. Since Bellamy is busy getting ready for his party, I make my way to the Victorian mansion. I’m going to record a video while I have the chance.

      Once inside, I go straight to the study and settle into the chair behind the desk. I quickly set up my phone to record myself, making sure my face is out of frame. Before I hit the record button, though, I take a moment to collect my thoughts, preparing myself for the story I’ve come up with for today.

      Taking a deep breath, I hit the button and then relax into the chair.

      “Hey there, everyone. I’m sorry I’ve been away for so long, but I promise you, it’s worth it. I’ve been a little busy, you see. Busy with not one, but three different guys.”

      My heart beats harder when their faces invade my mind.

      Dash, Bellamy, and Ezra’s.

      “There's this guy at my college, and I met up with him one night in a classroom.” I figure specifying that it was an observatory would make it easy to narrow down what school I’m attending, which is a huge no-no. “Actually, I lured him there and told him I wanted him to fuck me like he owned me. He picked me up and sat me on a table, yanked my panties down, and then he thrust his fingers deep inside of me. It was so good. This boy—no, this man—knew what he was doing. He pumped my pussy and wrapped his other hand around my throat, choking me until I was gushing for him.”

      Even now, I can still remember the sensation of his hand gripping me. I hate how much I love that memory. The feeling of being completely at Dash’s mercy, his to use as he pleased, was intoxicating. My sex tingles at the memory, and I shift in my chair, crossing my legs.

      “He made me come so hard, I thought I was going to fall apart. Don’t worry, though. He wasn’t done with me.”

      Now, memory morphs into fantasy. I let my imagination wander and think of what might have happened next if Dash hadn’t stopped there.

      “He turned me around and bent me over the table. Then he held me down at my neck, so I couldn’t move. Not that I wanted to. He undid his pants and pulled out his cock, rubbing it up and down the folds of my pussy, teasing me. I couldn’t take the torment for long. You all know how sensitive I am. I begged him for more. Told him I wanted to be his good little slut, just as long as he gave me his cock.”

      I pause for a few beats and then say, “Thankfully, he was merciful, and he shoved his dick into me at last. He was so hard, so big. It hurt at first, because he was stretching me so much, but once I got used to it, it was mind-blowing.”

      Even though I’m making all this up, I can vividly picture everything happening in my head. Dash would be brutal with me.

      Dash would use me.

      Dash would fuck me like he owned me because, in his mind, he does.

      “He fucked me just like that. My naked ass was in the air as he pumped in and out of me, over and over again. He slapped my ass cheeks and called me his. I was practically dripping; I was so turned on.”

      To my shame, I’m getting more and more turned on as I talk about this, but I keep going. Keep using Dash for once.

      “He reached under me and fingered my clit, and before I knew it, I was coming again, so hard I screamed. I didn’t care if anyone heard me. That building could have been full of people—hell, we could have had an actual audience—and I still wouldn’t have been able to keep myself quiet.”

      I take a moment to suck some air into my lungs.

      “He came in me, filling my pussy. I collapsed on to the table, exhausted. Little did I know he still wasn’t done with me. No, no. He’d had his fun, and now he wanted to share and watch me with his friends.”

      I shift again, a lump forming in my throat as I slip into the next part of my fantasy.

      “He took me back to his house. He shares it with two other guys, and when he said he wanted to pass me around, I had no objections. All I could think about was how lucky I was.”

      All three of their faces pop up in my mind. They’re so different, but all so sexy in their own way. That’s something I’d never admit to any of them out loud, but here, alone in this empty house, I can let all those forbidden thoughts I’ve been bundling up inside me have free rein.

      “You know me. I’m no stranger to group play, but this experience was… life-altering. When I tell you each of these guys is hot as hell, I’m not lying. They had amazing bodies and cocks to match.”

      I think about what each of them probably looks like naked. Ezra with his broad shoulders and the body of an athlete. Bellamy with that sleek, sexy build. And Dash. He’s got a fighter’s body, with his height and rippling muscles, and I can’t help but wonder what else that bastard has tattooed on his body.

      “His friends stripped me naked in the middle of their living room and forced me to my knees as they surrounded me. While they took turns fucking my mouth, that first guy sat on the couch and watched, like he was a fucking emperor or something. I couldn’t get enough of them. They pushed me onto all fours and one of them got on his knees and shoved his cock into my mouth while the other fingered my pussy from behind.”

      I can see it all in my head. Bellamy in front of me, Ezra behind me, and Dash watching with a dark gleam in his blue eyes and that infuriating smirk on his face.

      “Once I was dripping wet, the guy behind me shoved into me without warning. I would have screamed, but my mouth was full. And then they fucked me from both ends, all while their friend continued to watch and stroke.”

      I’m breathless now. So breathless my audience will see how turned on I am, which isn’t a bad thing. It’ll make the video hotter. Still, usually when I record these, I’m in total control of myself. Whatever reactions I give are planned and executed in a way meant to garner a response from my viewers. It’s about turning them on, not me.

      But this time, I’m not in control. My nails are digging into my chair as I try to keep myself in check.

      “They took me in so many positions, I can’t remember them all. And the whole time, I had a cock in my mouth and another in my pussy. If their friend had joined in, I’m sure he would have been in my ass. Maybe next time, though.”

      I need to wrap this up. I’m getting too hot and bothered, and if I don’t stop, I’m going to dissolve into a pool of desperate woman.

      Letting out a husky laugh, I stretch my arms over my head before giving the camera a secretive little smile.

      “All right, guys, that’s all the time I have for today. Don’t worry, though. I’m going to keep those three around for a while, so there will be plenty more fun stories like this one.”

      With that, I turn the recording off.

      Collapsing back in the chair, I release a long, stunned breath. Holy shit. That had to be the most intense video I’ve ever recorded, and not only because the stories were so hot, but because of my reaction to them.

      To the idea of sleeping with the royals. And not just one of them, but all three. At the same damn time.

      As I sit there and let everything that I just said sink in, I’m surprised to realize that there’s a part of me—a shamefully big part—that wishes those stories were all true.

      Which makes me insane.

      And definitely fucked in the brain.

      Shaking my head, I push the thoughts aside and go about packing up my stuff. They were just stories. Fantasies I made up. I shouldn’t give them any kind of credence or merit.

      Still, I’m going to need a cold shower before the party tonight. And I should probably avoid the royals—at least until I can stop wondering what their actual cocks look like.
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      Why did I decide to wear heels? I hate heels.

      Sadly, though, flats would look dumb with the black dress I chose for the evening, compliments of Indigo’s closest. Indigo having no idea I took it, of course.

      It’s a tight, strapless number that barely reaches my thighs and shows off way more cleavage than it seems to cover. Maybe it’s too much, but Brandis said I needed to dress to impress. I wouldn’t be surprised if I showed up and girls were wearing nothing but lingerie.

      Since my phone was close to dead once I got back to my dorm room after dinner, I’d told my friends to head to the party without me. I’d catch up.

      Now, I’m regretting those words.

      I’m slowly and painfully making my way down the sidewalk toward the royals’ house, hugging my arms over my chest to fight off the lingering chill in the fall air. It’s not too late. I can still make up some excuse and just not show up.

      But then I picture Brandis’s excited face in my head. Even though she has Tasha and Payton to keep her company, I can’t just abandon her. For starters, I’d never hear the end of it. I also promised we would go, and I hate breaking promises because my mom was notorious for going back on her word. So, I trudge on, wobbling in my too-high heels, cursing myself, the Royals, and even Indigo for her cute dress that looked like shit with my chunky boots or tennis shoes.

      When headlights light me up from behind, panic bursts through me. It’s almost instinctual. A defense mechanism all girls have that tells them every stranger wants to harm them and headlights at night are always one of those red flags.

      I glance over my shoulder and spot a slick black SUV making its way down the road toward me. Hoping it just passes on by, I’m sorely disappointed when the car comes to a stop right next to me.

      As my mind starts to whirl through the worst-case scenarios, the window rolls down.

      “I’d make a comment, but then you might post me on TikTok again,” a familiar voice teases, and relief washes over me in cooling waves when I see Ezra’s tan face in the open window.

      Man, I must be really freaked out if I’m thinking Ezra parking next to me is a positive thing. “If it’s a street walker comment, you can shove it.”

      He looks me up and down and then waggles his eyebrows. “But, Gracelyn, this is a street. And you are walking.”

      “Ezra Beau Covington,” a feminine voice drawls out from the speaker, and I almost lose my footing because it startles me so much. “You tell her sorry right now!”

      He rolls his eyes as he flicks his finger over the volume button on his steering wheel. “Sorry, Gracelyn.” He pauses for a second, then shoots the center console a glare and says, “Happy, Grace?”

      Ahh, his sister. Moving a little closer to the car, I husk out, “Thank you, Grace. For the bedding. And for telling me his middle name.”

      I’d admittedly spent longer than I should thinking about what the B in his initials stood for after his extravagant gift.

      “Oh, you’re welcome, honey.” After she offers me a quick apology for her brother, she tells Ezra she’ll call him later, dropping her voice an octave to add, “Ezz, please don’t forget to talk to Dash about Ares. What he’s doing is getting out of hand and—”

      “I won’t.” Though he cuts her off fast, my curiosity is piqued. What’s going on with Dash’s older brother? “I’ll text tomorrow. Love you.”

      “Love you, too. Bye.”

      As soon as he disconnects the call and meets my gaze, he releases a groan. “Don’t.”

      “Don’t what? Be impressed that you’re a normal person?” At his arched eyebrow, I shrug. “It’s just nice, is all. So…. what’s going on with Satan’s brother?”

      “You’re nosy.”

      “Because from what Grace said, Ares sound about as delightful as that thing you live with.”

      He huffs out a breath. “Why are you walking alone at night, Gracelyn?”

      “Because I’m on my way to your house and we can’t all be so lucky to be the proud owner of a—” I pause, take a wobbly step back on my heels and let out a low whistle. “A Range Rover. No wonder you didn’t want your daddy taking your car.”

      “She’s a beaut, isn’t she?” He skims a hand over the steering wheel, and I can’t help it. My thoughts instantly go dark. Back to that bench in the weight room. And then to that office in Bellamy’s house and that story I told my viewers.

      To the way my body reacted to the idea of his hands on me again.

      “What are you doing out?” My voice is husky, so I clear my throat before I add, “And not at home, holding court with your loyal admirers?”

      “Had some business that needed taken care of and then my sister called, so I looped around the block,” he tells me vaguely. Then, looking me up and down, he asks, “Want a ride?”

      For a moment, I consider saying no, but then I remember I’m only about halfway to his house and my feet already hurt from my shoes.

      “Fine,” I sigh, as if he is somehow inconveniencing me with his offer.

      His face disappears from the window, but then the passenger door swings open. I hurry to the vehicle and climb up next to him.

      To my surprise, he doesn’t rush to take off. Instead, he takes me in from head to foot again and lets out a low whistle as he finally puts the SUV in drive. “I really am a fan of the dress, Gracelyn.”

      My gut tightens, but I manage to roll my eyes. “Because you’re a manwhore.”

      He puts his hand over his heart, appearing to be offended. “Manwhore? Your words sting. I am not a manwhore. I am more of a connoisseur, shall we say?”

      “A connoisseur of what?”

      “Pussy,” he replies with a wink, and I snort.

      “Sounds about right.”

      “You’ve won me five hundred dollars, by the way,” he says, as if this is just a casual piece of information to lay on someone.

      I lean away from him, pressing my back to the passenger door, and cock my head. “What?

      “Dash and I had a bet,” he says patiently, one corner of his mouth twitching. “He was sure you wouldn’t show tonight, but I knew my girl wouldn’t let me down.”

      My girl.

      I swallow hard, trying to calm my racing heart. Still, I sound all breathless and needy when I murmur, “You didn’t even want to invite me.”

      “For your own good.”

      I snort. “Also? I’m not yours to worry about.”

      “Well, you’re not supposed to be.” His smile fades, and he looks away. “But I can’t seem to help myself when it comes to you.”

      I’m not sure what to say to that, so I go silent for a few moments. Finally, I clear my throat and try to sound more collected when I say, “Thank you again. For the camcorder.”

      “Look at you, sounding polite and all,” he says teasingly. “Use it yet?”

      I shake my head. “I’ll probably wait a little. At least until—” But my words cut off when his Range Rover creeps past their street. I sit up straighter. “You missed your turn.”

      He gives me a sideways glance, his eyes dark and hooded. “They can wait a few more minutes.”

      “I’m not crawling into that backseat with you, Ezra.”

      “Such a prude,” he says, but it’s more of a growl and excitement courses through me as he grips the steering wheel tighter. “But no, we were talking, and it would’ve been rude to cut the conversation short. Especially when you smell…” He pauses, as if searching for the right word.

      “Like lilac and gooseberries?” I tease, even though my go-to body spray is a pistachio and caramel combination. He obviously gets the reference to the book he was reading the night he summoned me to their house because he laughs.

      “Cute, but I was gonna say…” The look he gives me is pure sin, and I swear my panties melt a little. “Edible.”

      My pussy tightens because of his words—and the memory of his hand on my body just yesterday. Biting my lip, I look away. “Ezra, did Dash give you that off-limits spiel, too?”

      He lets out a deep sigh. “Yes, Gracelyn, you are off-limits. For us. For others on this campus. For everyone.”

      “Because…” I draw that word out, my eyebrow lifting as I wait for him to elaborate.

      “Because Bellamy, Dash, and I have agreed not to cross that line with you, thanks to our… colorful history.”

      “You mean the convenience store?” I ask, and he pumps his head up and down.

      “Trust me, there’s nothing more I want than to find out just how edible you really are.” The second those words leave his mouth, my head snaps in his direction, my eyes popping so wide they hurt.

      “But, no touching, right?” Shit, is that my voice? Because I don’t recognize that breathy, needy little sound tumbling from my mouth.

      Again, he nods. “Some of us, though, are real fucking bad at keeping our hands off you.”

      Wow. Running my tongue over my lips, I stretch at the hem of my dress as I say, “I don’t know. You seem to be doing a pretty good—”

      A ripple of electricity races through me as his large hand clamps down on my thigh. Even in the darkness of his car, the contrast between his golden bronze skin and mine is visible. His fingertips travel north. Then higher. And then a little more—until the tip of one finger whispers over my clit.

      I nearly buck off my seat.

      In a husked whisper that’s like lightning to my body, he says, “I wasn’t talking about me.”

      I let out a sharp hiss as he pulls his hand away. “No idea what you mean,” I say.

      But in the back of my mind, I can hear Bellamy telling me how Dash seemed to enjoy telling them about what happened between us.

      “Your wet cunt caused quite the argument in our house,” he’d said.

      Ezra’s laughter cuts through my thoughts, the sound both sexy and irritating. “Course you don’t. Must be the reason you’re blushing then.”

      He’s got me there. I can feel the heat everywhere—my cheeks, my chest, between my legs—and I straighten in my seat so he can’t see my face when I mutter, “Whatever.”

      Before he can say another word, though, he eases his car to a stop. I look out the window and see that we’ve finally arrived. The front yard and porch are swarming with people. I briefly wonder if the house is so full, everyone outside is just waiting to get in.

      “Well, let’s not keep everyone waiting,” he says, opening his door and stepping outside. A few seconds pass and then he’s standing by my door and offering me his hand. It’s such a gentlemanly gesture that I take it without thinking.

      But then his fingers close around mine and a jolt passes between us. It’s like an electric shock, and it yanks my breath away. When I stumble out of the car and our bodies accidentally brush, he groans and mutters something that sounds suspiciously like, “My poor cock.”

      Ezra still has a hold of my hand as he leads me up the sidewalk toward the porch steps. He comes to a sudden stop, though, before we make it all the way.

      “Looks like I need to make myself scarce,” he murmurs with a wink.

      I frown, totally taken aback. “What? Why do you—”

      Then, I see it. Dash. Standing on the porch, glowering at us. I stare back at him, though it’s more out of curiosity than defiance.

      “Catch you later,” Ezra murmurs in my ear, snagging my attention from his douche of a friend. When I turn back to him, he’s somehow managed to amass a small group of girls, who are fawning over him like he’s a king. Lifting his chin toward me, he turns and disappears around the house with his fan club.

      “Guess you really are a connoisseur of pussy,” I grumble under my breath.

      Dick.

      Whatever. I don’t need him. I’ll just go inside and find Brandis.

      Making my way up the porch steps, I intentionally ignore Dash as I walk by him.

      “Too good to dance for us, but just low enough to show up dressed like a slut.” His deep voice smacks me from behind, nearly throwing me off balance. I pause for a moment to regain my bearings and then meet his gaze, giving him a smirk of my own.

      “What?” Feeling brave, I hold my arms wide, which causes his shoulders to tense. In fact, his entire body is rigid, cutting a more imposing figure than usual. “You don’t like it?” 

      “Hate it,” he growls. “Go back and change.”

      He steps closer, towering over me and invading every inch of my personal space. I can feel the heat radiating off his body, and it makes me a little lightheaded. “No.”

      “No?” His dark chuckle draws the attention of several of his guests standing nearby, and I realize a few of them are edging closer so they can hear what’s going on. “You’re going to stand there and tell me no?”

      Even though my heart is pounding violently in my chest, I refuse to back down. “That’s what I said.” Lifting my shoulders in a nonchalant shrug, I examine my nails. “Besides, Ezra seemed to like it. Guess we’ll have to see who else disagrees with your opinion, won’t we?”

      “Grace,” he growls, reaching for me, but I’m already moving away from him and through the front door.
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        * * *

      

      Sometime later, I’m with Brandis and our other friends, just hanging out a little apart from the rest of the party. I’m totally fine with that because I can pretend we’re just having a girls’ night and ignore all the looks and whispers that have plagued me since I walked through the door of the house.

      I’m a few beers in, so I’m starting to feel more relaxed. Brandis seems to be having the time of her life, which makes the night that much better. I can almost tell myself it’s all worth it just to see her like this. She’s sitting in a cushioned armchair, and I’m perched next to her on the arm, sipping my latest solo cup of beer and listening to Tasha tell a cute story about her first anniversary dinner with her boyfriend.

      Suddenly, I hear people enter the room behind me. Glancing over my shoulder, I see three boys moving toward us. They’re all looking at me with stupid grins on their faces and I tense, sensing trouble.

      After all, it seems to follow me around this campus.

      “Can I help you?” I snap, not bothering to feign ignorance.

      They stop short, as if startled by my harsh greeting.

      One of their grins widen, and he steps forward ahead of the other two. “You really are a loudmouth bitch, aren’t you?”

      “That’s what they tell me.”

      “Just like in that video,” he continues, as if I hadn’t said anything. “Real fucked-up thing to do, posting that. Who do you think you are?”

      I stare at him, a bit dumbstruck. Not by his insult, but by just how lame it is.

      “You’re still on that? Sorry, you’re six weeks too late. Figure out another reason to hate me. Everyone else has.”

      “Do you know who I am, bitch?” he demands, and I start to point out the obvious. That he’s trying too hard to channel Dash. But a snort from the doorway stops me.

      I look over and find Bellamy leaning against the doorframe, watching my exchange with these guys.

      The one that’s been talking to me casts that shit-eating smirk in Bellamy’s direction. “Bell! What’s up, man?”

      Bellamy regards the three boys with a bored expression, but there’s venom in his green gaze that’s impossible to miss.

      “I know you three aren’t the sharpest minds at this school,” he says in his smooth, accented tone, sounding like a condescending lord, “but I’m sure even your small brains can comprehend what’ll happen if you keep talking to her.”

      All three stooges go varying shades of ghost white.

      Hell, I’m probably just as pale. What will happen if they keep talking? Is he going to pull an Ezra, which I’m still reeling over, and hurt them? Just for talking shit?

      “We… we were just kidding around,” the king of the dummies stammers as Bellamy pushes away from the door and saunters into the room, coming to a stop near me.

      The air in the room turns toxic, the tension thick enough to choke on.

      Bellamy seems to completely ignore the group of boys as his piercing gaze latches onto mine. There’s something about the way he looks at me that fills my stomach with butterflies, and I look away just as he says, “You should be careful who you speak to, Lilley. You wouldn’t want to get anyone’s head smashed into a wall.”

      “Oh, shit,” Brandis breathes from her spot on the armchair.

      The three guys shake their heads, making all sorts of excuses and apologies as they back out of the room and away from the threat Bellamy is posing to them.

      When I bring my gaze to his, Bellamy says, “Having fun?”

      Is he just going to stand there and pretend that didn’t just happen? “Did you invite me here just so shit like that would happen?”

      “Grace,” Brandis murmurs, and when I glance down at her, I realize her attention is darting between me and Bellamy. Tasha and Payton are doing the same thing, and it strikes me then that none of them had a thing to say while those guys were in here.

      I tell myself not to be irritated by that. That I shouldn’t expect anyone to come to my defense, but it still digs beneath my skin.

      Bellamy tilts his head at me. “You’re in a mood, Lilley.”

      “And you’re not drunk.” Rolling my eyes, I shove to my feet. “Speaking of which, I need another drink.”

      I don’t. My cup is still half-full, but I need to get away from Bellamy. Really, I need to get away from this party in general, but I don’t want to look like I’m being chased off.

      Bellamy doesn’t try to stop me as I storm from the room.

      I’m thrown back into the craziness of the party and begin shoving my way through the crowd toward the kitchen, where a bar of sorts has been set up. To get to the kitchen, I have to pass by the living room. I glance through the doorway, then do a double take. Despite how crowded the room is, my eyes almost immediately pick out Dash, who’s sitting in an armchair with his legs and arms spread, and Mila sitting in his lap. She’s practically draped herself over him, and I honestly wouldn’t be surprised if she starts sucking his dick right then and there.

      She appears that desperate for his attention and approval.

      Says the girl who just came up with a fanfic about the bastard, the voice in the back of my head taunts me.

      A strange pang of jealousy twists my stomach. Dash is watching me, but I tear my gaze away from his and continue past the room. I scold myself. Why do I feel jealous? I don’t even like the guy, so there’s no reason for me to care if he’s groping another girl in public. Even a girl as vile as Mila.

      I go to turn a corner, but I feel fingers wrap around my upper arm. They squeeze me hard enough that I know I’m going to have a bruise there. I glare back at Dash, who yanks me around before shoving me against the wall, pinning me there by my shoulders.

      “Let me go,” I hiss.

      “Gladly,” he snarls, “so long as you take your ass out of here. You’ve made your appearance, and now you can go.”

      “You can’t tell me what to do.” I shove at his chest, but of course he doesn’t move an inch.

      He lowers his face until it’s mere inches in front of mine. “Just leave.”

      I finally manage to slip out under his arm and move back to put distance between us. I don’t say a word in response to him, but between his infuriating commands and his manhandling of me, I feel like doing the exact opposite of what he tells me to do. Turning from him, I stalk deeper into the house, merging with the party crowd once more.

      I somewhat blindly make my way back to the room I was in with my silent ass friends, but this house is massive, and I can’t remember exactly how to get back. Glancing over my shoulder, I make sure that Dash isn’t following me. The last thing I want is for him to realize I have no idea where the hell I’m going.

      At last, I come upon a door that looks like the one to the sitting room I was in earlier with Brandis. It had been open when I left, but maybe they just shut it behind me. Grabbing the handle, I step inside the room.

      Which is not right. Great.

      The space is dark, save for the soft glow of red lights along the floor. I can see people piled up on a few couches around the room or slouched on the carpet. I’ve either stumbled into a drug den or an orgy, I’m not sure, but whatever it is, I want no part of it.

      Backing out of the room, I close the door and let out a long breath.

      Suddenly, someone snatches my arm in just about the exact same spot Dash grabbed me earlier. The skin there is tender from before, so I wince as I jerk away and whirl around to tell the fucker off. To my surprise, it’s not Dash come to threaten me further, but a random, albeit familiar-looking guy.

      “Oh,” I murmur, caught off guard. “Hey.”

      “Hey,” he says with a smile. “You’re Grace, right? I’m Matt. We have Public Speaking together.”

      I nod. “I recognize you. Nice to meet you.”

      I’m tense and cautious as I talk to him, but he continues to act casual and friendly.

      “Sorry for scaring you,” he says. “I just recognized you from across the room and wanted to say hi. Are you having a good time?”

      I’ve never been great with small talk, and I feel awkward standing there trying to come up with something to say. He’s being nice, though, and I don’t want people to start accusing me of being a bitch for no reason, so I shrug.

      “It’s all right. I was actually just looking for my friend. Kind of got lost.”

      “Want some help? I know the layout of this place pretty well, so I could get you where you need to go.”

      I blink, surprised by the offer. “Um… yeah, sure. That would be really nice of you.”

      He grins, and again, I can’t detect anything off. Did I stumble upon the one decent guy at this school?

      We start to move through the house together, and he does get me back to the room Brandis and the others were in. Unfortunately, no one’s in there.

      “Shoot,” I murmur.

      “They’re probably looking for you,” he says. “Come on. Let’s keep looking.”

      We retrace our steps, making our way through other parts of the house. After a few minutes of no luck, Matt stops and appears thoughtful.

      “Hey, how about we grab a few drinks, and then we can look again and then maybe try upstairs? Lots more places they could be up there.”

      My buzz has long worn off, and I wouldn’t mind getting it back. This night is turning into a roller coaster.

      “Sure,” I say.

      I follow him to the keg, where he gets us two red Solo cups full of beer. When he takes a sip from both and I cock an eyebrow, he chuckles. “A lady shouldn’t have to drink foam.”

      I take the one he offers me and take a long drink. And then another. By the time we circle the bottom level of the house again, I nearly polish off my entire drink. “Okay, let’s go on upstairs…”

      My words trail off as I feel suddenly lightheaded.

      “Sure thing,” Matt grins, but it’s not the same friendly smile as before. It’s almost a smirk, taunting me. “Let’s go upstairs. We can search the bedrooms.”

      The room starts to spin around me, and I can’t make out the words that Matt is saying.

      I open my mouth to demand to know what he’s done to me, but I can’t form words as his face begins to swim in my vision. I lose all sense of where I am and what’s going on, and then, just like that, everything stops.

      And the world goes totally black.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            22

          

        

      

    

    
      “Why’d you fucking invite her in the…”

      “…wasn’t my choice. I had…”

      Two voices—one a deep growl and the other posh and British but just as angry—drag me toward the brink of consciousness. They sound far away at first, almost muffled, like they’re in another room. As I creep closer to lucidity, though, they get louder. Clearer. Until it becomes obvious this conversation is happening right next to me.

      “I’m not the one who can’t stay away from her,” the British voice snaps, and a beat later, someone gives a harsh chuckle. Then the room shifts.

      It starts with the prickling warmth of hands around my upper arm and beneath my thighs. The sensation of weightlessness. And then, the scent of cologne in my nose and a chaotic throbbing in my ears.

      Like… a heartbeat.

      “How much longer is this shit gonna go on?” a new voice churns out, and I’m finally conscious enough to recognize it. To put it with golden brown eyes and a dimpled smile. “We don’t even know what happened. You could’ve…”

      But then I lose my grip again and stumble back into the black abyss, where there truly is nothing.

      I don’t know how long I’m out for, but when I come to again, I’m met with a dry mouth and a splitting headache. And silence. No more arguing voices. Not even the sound of movement. It’s disorienting, but I manage to crack my eyes open. I’m so groggy, though, I know I could fall unconscious again if I don’t force myself to get up and move around.

      The question is, where will I be moving around?

      And what happened to land me there?

      A choked breath catches in my throat as I roll to my side and my head lands on the softest pillow I’ve ever felt in my life. I’m in someone’s bed. Someone’s stupidly comfortable bed that smells really, really good. Dark and woodsy and luxurious.

      Like… Dash.

      Maybe it’s because I’m still loopy, but I bury my face in the pillow and take a long sniff.

      “Don’t remember Sleeping Beauty face-fucking pillows,” a deep voice rumbles, causing the hairs on my nape to tingle because I’m not alone. And because I’d recognize that voice anywhere. “But then, you’re not… well, you know how this goes, princess.”

      Of course, I do. But where’s his usual mocking tone? Or a little jab about Indigo getting all the best Lilley genetics?

      Slowly, and rather clumsily, I push myself into a sitting position. Blinking, I look around the dimly lit room, my eyes taking in the dark colors and hard edges until they land on Dash sitting in a plushy black chair at a desk on the far side of the room. He’s wearing nothing but a pair of gray sweatpants, so the tattoos on his arms and chest are on full display.

      “Dashiell,” I rasp.

      “Gracie,” he counters, his frosty blue eyes taking in my slightest move.

      In his bed.

      I can’t stop the heat that rushes to my cheeks, so I rip my gaze away. I pretend to be more interested in the soft blue sheets I’m tangled up in, the Kingsworth blazer hanging from one of the ornate bedposts, a stack of textbooks on the hardwood floor by the closet—anything but him.

      “You really do look like shit.” Once again, there’s something off about his voice. It’s not necessarily kind, but it’s also not… Dash.

      Self-consciously, I comb my fingers through my tangled curls, my gaze still wandering over everything but him as I try to sort through what had happened.

      I remember the ride to the party with Ezra and arguing with Dash on the front porch of the royals’ house. Talking to Bellamy and Dash ordering me to leave yet again. And then I’d lost Brandis and there was the boy from class and the drink and…

      And then nothing but darkness with the occasional flash of sound or light or movement, like a scene from a horror movie. Numbness settles over me as everything clicks into place, and I squeeze my eyes shut when I croak, “Did we—”

      Dash lifts a hand to stop me. “I don’t fuck corpses.”

      Well, that’s a plus. I draw in a breath that scorches my lungs before looking back at him. “Wh-what happened?”

      His eyes are locked on my legs. Glancing down, I see that the skirt of my dress has ridden up and is almost exposing my underwear. His Adam’s apple dips when I tug the material down, and a shiver races through me.

      “Dash?” I whisper, and his gaze jerks up to mine, his brow furrowing and mouth twisting as he shoves to his feet. Sometimes, I forget how big he is. How intimidating.

      But this is not one of those times.

      Even though he’s several feet away, I can feel the heat emanating from his body, see the barely leashed anger in the clenched muscles of his jaw as he paces from one end of his bedroom to the other.

      “I told you to leave.” He slants me with a glare strong enough to flay me alive. “You didn’t listen, so this is what happens.”

      My heart threatens to punch through my rib cage as I push onto my knees and move to the edge of the bed. “Tell me what happened. Please?”

      “What do you think happened? That fucker downstairs was brave enough to drug you. I noticed.” He stops his pacing for a second to flash me a feral smile. “And then, I… intervened.”

      I sit back on my heels and gaze up at him. “What… what did you do to him?”

      “He’s downstairs in a closet. I’ll drop him off somewhere—once the bleeding stops.”

      In a closet? Drop him off once the bleeding stops?

      “Dash,” I whisper, and the shock in my voice is enough to make him whirl on me. Before I can even react, he’s standing right in front of me, his hand stretching toward me. A new emotion—one that’s terrifying—snaps across his features when I flinch, because I’m expecting the worst.

      Instead, he frames my face with one hand and tilts it up to his. “Calm down, Gracie, he’ll live. He just might wish he hadn’t for a few weeks. Looks like Kingsworth won’t have much of a lacrosse team this year, though.”

      My blood goes cold. “H-he was on the lacrosse team?”

      “You’re a little parrot today, aren’t you?” He drops his mouth until it hovers just over mine. “Yes, he was on the lacrosse team. Fucker must not have gotten the message or maybe he thought he’d be able to get some revenge. Either way, I hope he enjoys pureed food and pissing blood for the unforeseeable future.”

      Eyes wide, I just stare at him, part of me waiting for him to laugh and tell me it’s a joke, that he couldn’t care less what happens to me, but that never comes. Instead, when he stands upright, his thumb drifting to rub the center of my lips, the look on his face is one of possession.

      “Why—”

      “You know,” he interrupts, “I wanted to take you back to the school. Almost did. But then I realized I didn’t feel like causing a scene with the bitch who tried to ruin me, so I brought you up here to sleep it off.”

      “Thank you.” Even though it sounds like a question, there’s no doubt in my mind I owe him. I don’t want to think about what might have happened if he hadn’t stepped in. Just imagining it threatens to bring those terrible memories out of their box again.

      Dash’s focus drops to my bare thighs again. With a snarled curse, he snatches his hand from my face and wheels away from me, knocking his desk lamp to the floor. I jump when it shatters.

      “How are you so stupid?” he shouts, rounding back around to face me. “You don’t listen, and then you let yourself get fucked-up by some loser who can only get his dick hard when he’s making rape pacts with his friends.”

      “Dash, I—”

      But he’s not having it. “And this is after what happened last week. You make me sick.”

      I’m already in such a delicate state because of my near assault that his shouting sends me into a spiraling panic. Flashes of memories I wish I could burn from my brain rush through my head, and I can’t seem to catch my breath. The room is spinning, and I’m fighting to keep it in focus as I hyperventilate. I haven’t had a panic attack like this in a while. I’d forgotten just how bad they can get.

      How painful the memories are.

      What I did.

      Suddenly, I feel a touch that pulls me back to the present. Dash is leaning over me, his hand on my face, and I realize he’s calling my name and lightly tapping my cheek. Not hard. Just enough to bring me to my senses.

      Regardless, my body just shifts from one flight response to the next, and the tremors start as I scramble away from him.

      “Why do you do that, Grace?”

      Shaking my head, I hug myself tight and try to calm my body down, but it doesn’t work. It’s not enough.

      “Who made you do that?” he asks, and this time, violence trickles from his voice like blood.

      “Nobody,” I rasp, but I’m still shaking. Still trying to hold myself together.

      The smile he gives me is dark and razor sharp and breathtakingly beautiful, just like the rest of him. “You’re such a fucking liar.”

      The bed dips as he climbs onto the mattress and moves to kneel behind me. Before I can figure out what he’s doing, his arms wrap around me, and he pulls me in tight to his chest. His warmth surrounds me, and his hold feels as though it’s securing me in place. I relax, which surprises me. After everything that’s happened, I would think his touch would spark fear instead of comfort.

      Yet, with Dash, I somehow feel… safe.

      Which is the most comical thing in the world.

      Feeling safe with Dashiell Laurier. The boy who loathes me because I’m the bitch who tried to ruin him.

      We stay like that for a long time, silent except for the sound of our breathing. I can’t stop myself from sinking back into him and luxuriating in the feel of him around me. And he doesn’t seem to mind. Doesn’t push me away.

      Instead, he wraps me up a little tighter, resting his chin on top of my head until my breaths are even.

      He’s the first to break the silence. “You shouldn’t have stayed, princess.”

      “I know.”

      “You’re reckless and impulsive.”

      “I know that, too. And guess what? You’re—” But lungs spasm when he dips his nose to my neck. His lips graze my shoulder, and I fight the urge to show a physical response.

      “I hate everything about you.” His voice is low and rough, but it’s what he says next that makes the shiver I’d been holding back escape. “And then I catch myself wanting to kill every motherfucker who…”

      “Hurts me?” I don’t know why I say it. It just slips out. And my body trembles even more as I think of all the bad things that could have happened to me. That has already happened. “Dash?”

      His lips find the spot just below my ear, and he presses a kiss there. “Yes.”

      I want to point out that he hurts me. That he says horrible things to me. That he’s done everything in his power to make my life a living hell, but all I can manage is, “I should go back to my dorm.”

      But when I go to put some space between us, I feel him shake his head behind me. “Let me take the hurt away, Grace.”

      And then his tongue flicks out, tasting me, and something inside me snaps. Something that’s wrong on every level and confusing and will only lead to pain.

      Arousal.

      I can feel the ridges of the muscles along his torso against my back, and his biceps are flexed and powerful as he holds me. His scent is wafting into my nose with each breath I take, and his hot breath on the nape of my neck has me shuddering for a new reason. As if he can sense it, he brushes his nose along my neck and up to my ear.

      When I moan, he lets out a sound that makes my pussy weak and leaves me questioning my sanity.

      “Wh-what are you doing?”

      “Tasting you.”

      He presses his mouth to the junction between my neck and shoulder and sucks against my skin. I gasp, and he presses his hands flat against my stomach before moving them up to cup my breasts through my dress. He kneads me, and then, without warning, he grabs the neckline of my dress and yanks it down. My breasts fall free. As he sucks at my neck with a growing intensity, he pinches my nipples between his thumbs and forefingers.

      A cry escapes my lips, and I arch my back as if begging for more.

      He doesn’t say a word, but I can feel his smirk against my shoulder. He tugs at my nipples, sending a delicious shot of pain through me. My mouth opens and closes, as if I’m trying to form words, but I don’t know what to say other than his name and the reality of our situation.

      “Dash… this is—”

      Wrong.

      I don’t have time to say it because the next moment, I’m on my back and he’s looming over me. I race my fingers over his broad shoulders, his chest, tracing a fingertip over a tattoo of a…

      “Stars?” I murmur, tilting my head a little as I study the ink.

      His voice is hoarse when he answers, “A constellation.”

      “What does—”

      But then he steals the question—and my good sense—by crashing his mouth down on mine. I clutch his shoulders, digging my nails into his muscles as I part my lips and let his tongue sweep in to tangle with mine. I splay my hands over his wide chest and drag my nails down to his abs. He wraps his hands around my wrists and pins them over my head before reclaiming my mouth in another brutal kiss.

      I’m hot and wet and want him to touch me. Undulating my hips, I try to get some friction down there so I can get off. With a growl, he nips at my lip and lifts his head to glare down at me.

      “Greedy girl,” he says, grinding his pelvis into me. I whimper at the contact, but it’s still not enough. He pinches one of my nipples, making me gasp. “You want me to make you come?”

      “I…”

      But I can’t answer him. I hate the thought of begging him. I hate myself for wanting him at all. For doing this with him when something terrible could have happened to me.

      “Stop thinking about that.” Dash’s voice cuts through my thoughts. “Think about me. Do you want me to make you come?”

      This time, I move my head up and down.

      Still holding my arms above my head with one hand, he trails the other from my breast to wrap around my throat. “Do not move your hands,” he orders in a harsh tone that makes me tingle all over. “Be a good girl, and I’ll give you a reward.”

      When I bob my head again, he releases his hold on my wrists. Lowering his head to my breasts, he takes one nipple into his mouth and sucks on it.

      Then he bites it.

      His teeth don’t break skin, but it stings. I bury my fingers into the sheets above my head and arch my back, loving this dance between pleasure and pain, though I would never admit that out loud.

      He murmurs something I can’t quite make out and then releases a low chuckle that vibrates through me as he moves from my breast to slide down my body, kissing and nibbling my stomach down to my pelvic bone.

      A moment later, he catches me off guard and stands up, stealing his warmth and leaving me wanting.

      “What…?” I breathe, untangling my fingers from the sheets.

      “I said don’t move!”

      I freeze, keeping my arms over my head as I watch him shove his sweats down to his knees. Running his hand over the bulge in the front of his black boxer briefs, he wanders his gaze over me.

      “Fuck, I hate you,” he rumbles, but his voice has lost its usual vicious bite and his blue eyes flash with desire.

      “Same.”

      He grips his growing erection through his underwear. “I bet you’d take this without hesitation, wouldn’t you?”

      I bite my lip to keep from saying anything in response. There’s still enough sense left in me to know better than to give him any more power over me than he already has.

      “Not going to answer?” he says in that dangerous tone that has me dripping. “That’s fine. There are other ways I can get the truth out of you.”

      He grabs the waistband of his boxer briefs and shoves them down to join his sweatpants around his knees. I stare at his cock, which is almost completely hard now. He grips himself and strokes, looking almost like he’s showing off.

      Then, he drops to his knees on the floor beside the bed and reaches forward to wrap his arms around my thighs to yank me closer to him. When my ass is balanced on the edge of his bed, he props my legs on his shoulders and grips my panties to tear them away from my body.

      And I mean actually tear them.

      The flimsy piece of lace doesn’t stand a chance and rips at the sides. I don’t protest because I’m beyond carrying about that sort of thing at present. My stomach is tight with anticipation, and the only thing that matters to me is getting his mouth between my legs as quickly as possible.

      He runs a finger along my pussy, spreading my folds apart with his thumbs. “Your cunt is perfect, Grace,” he husks out, leaning away so his eyes can take me in.

      “Th-thank you?” I really don’t know how to respond to that. To his praise or the fact he’s calling me Grace or the way he’s practically salivating over me right now.

      He circles the tip of one thumb over my opening and murmurs, “So fucking perfect.” When I clench around him, he snatches his gaze up to mine. “Don’t come until I tell you to.”

      “It doesn’t work like that. It—”

      He gives my sex a stinging slap that makes me see stars. “Don’t come, not until I say the word,” he says before dropping his head and running his tongue along the length of my slit.

      My thighs flex around his head as I cry out. He licks me with teasing strokes and then sucks on my clit, all the while slipping a finger inside me. I moan and glance down at him. His right arm is moving steadily, and I realize he’s stroking himself. A long groan spills from my lips.

      Before I can lay back and close my eyes, however, movement by the door catches my attention. I look and find Ezra standing on the threshold, his hand braced on the doorframe, and his warm honey gaze locked on me.
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      Heat consumes every inch of my body, from my skin to the blood pumping through my veins, as I stare back at Ezra through wide eyes. For a beat, I wonder what must be going through his head. If he’s like Bellamy and thinking I’m the dumbest creature who ever lived for putting myself in this situation with Dash. That I’m a fool for doing this after what had happened tonight in this very house.

      But then Dash does this thing with his tongue, and I lose that thought as my hips buck toward his mouth.

      “That’s it, princess,” he murmurs. “Forget all about everything but you and me.”

      That’s just the thing.

      I can’t forget about everything else.

      Not with Ezra standing just a few feet away from us. He doesn’t say a word. He doesn’t move either. He just stands there, watching.

      Dash’s mouth continues to work me, and I don’t think he’s at all aware of Ezra’s presence. Reason tells me I should alert him we’re not alone, but… I don’t.

      Not even when Ezra relaxes and leans against the doorframe, like he’s settling in for a show. Having him standing there, watching us as if it’s his right, turns me on even more. Which, of course, has me once more questioning what the hell is wrong with me. 

      I shouldn’t be okay with this.

      I should want to stop what’s happening right now.

      And yet, I don’t. I keep my eyes on Ezra as Dash pushes me closer and closer to orgasm. I undulate my hips against his mouth, growing more and more desperate for release with each passing moment.

      Ezra’s gaze is as intense as Dash’s lips and tongue, and I can see his own arousal in his expression. I find myself wanting to show off for him, but I also want to obey Dash and keep my hands where they are. In the end, Dash’s influence wins, and I stay stretched out as I am, though my attention continues to shift between the top of Dash’s head and Ezra’s hungry stare.

      “You taste like sin,” Dash murmurs, slipping two fingers inside me. He glances up at me, and my thighs quake around his ears because I swear he’s staring straight into my soul. “The way you taste… fuck, I could do this all day.”

      I dig my heels into his shoulders in response.

      And behind him, Ezra’s eyes seem to darken.

      Curling his fingers, Dash pumps them as he lowers his mouth to my clit, sucking relentlessly. I go hurtling toward the edge of my peak. In the back of my mind, I hear his order telling me not to come without his permission, and I’m panting when I say, “Dash… I… I’m so close.”

      “Do you want to come?”

      I nod, glancing toward Ezra, whose erection is apparent through his green plaid boxers. “Yes, please. Please let me come.”

      “What do you think? Should I let her come?” Dash drawls, and my heart stutters as I realize he’s not talking to me. He’s speaking to his best friend.

      Dear Jesus.

      How long has he known that Ezra was here?

      Ezra’s jawline tenses for a moment, but then he swallows hard. “She deserves it. You, on the other hand…” He releases a breath that makes my toes curl. “Make it good for her.”

      Dash smirks and twists his fingers. “I want you to scream, Gracie.”

      He takes my clit between his lips again and gives a powerful suck that sends me flying into my orgasm. Closing my eyes, I throw back my head and do as he said and scream. The pleasure that flows through my body is almost painful in its intensity. I shriek and writhe against the bed because Dash is merciless. He drives my orgasm further and further on until I’m sensitive and twisting my body to get away from him.

      With a smug chuckle, he finally relents. Lifting his mouth, he releases his hold on me, and I scramble away.

      “Fuck, fuck, fuck,” I whimper, rolling to my side. I look toward the door, but Ezra is already gone.

      Dash stands and pulls his underwear and pants up, tucking his softening cock beneath his clothes. I’m sure if I looked on the floor, I’d find a sizable puddle proving his own release.

      As I slowly regain my reasoning, I am stunned by what I’ve just done. Not with Dash, though I can’t deny I still don’t fully understand how I can want such a toxic, terrible person, but with Ezra. Not only did I let him stand there and watch another guy get me off, but knowing his eyes were on me was a turn-on in and of itself.

      And all of that after being drugged and almost…

      What the hell am I even doing?

      Sitting up, my hands are numb as I straighten my clothes without a word. I can’t even look at Dash right now. When I’m fully covered again, save for my panties, which are goners, I stumble toward the door.

      “Leaving so soon?”

      I don’t respond to his taunt. I’m afraid of what I might say or do if I turn back to him. Instead, I continue out into the hallway. Sunlight is filtering in through the windows, and I realize with a start that it’s morning. I’ve been in this house all night.

      Shit.

      I head for the stairs, desperate to get out of this house, but the sound of my name stops me in my tracks.

      Only it’s not Dash’s mocking voice or Ezra’s drawl.

      It’s Bellamy.

      “Fucking Lilley,” he growls, and my pulse throbs at the raw rage in his tone.

      “What now?” I grumble, spinning around.

      But he’s not there. Instead, I’m staring at a partially open door across the hall from the staircase. I step toward it cautiously. “Bellamy?”

      When he doesn’t answer, I take another step, and another, until I’m standing in front of the door. I start to knock, but then I hear running water. And then he says my name again.

      Curiosity overcomes me, and I push open the door, my gaze immediately landing on Bellamy. Naked Bellamy, though all I can see is the back of his body. He’s in the walk-in shower, one arm braced against the tile as water cascades down his dark curls and sinewy back.

      “Bell—” I start on a whispered moan, but my words catch in my throat when I realize his other arm is moving. Up and down. Pumping vigorously over his erection. His breathing is harsh and strained, and every muscle in his body is taut as he stares at the wall in front of him.

      My body goes tight, too. Every. Last. Inch.

      I know I’m not supposed to be here. That I should turn around now and leave, but I can’t seem to move as my heart and gut seem to collide. So, I watch, my lungs burning for air. My eyes drinking in the water sluicing over the hard angles of his body and the sight of his fist moving over his cock.

      When he comes, he announces his climax with my name again.

      “Grace,” he calls out, his body going rigid before he collapses against the wall.

      Dear God.

      Cheeks flushed—pulse fucking racing out of control—I back out of the bathroom, silently closing the door behind me. My head is spinning, and my stomach swirls as I hurry down the steps.

      Because I just witnessed the boy who’d said he didn’t want me stroking his cock and calling out my name.

      Rushing outside, I continue toward campus, praying I’m not the only one making a walk of shame this morning. Luckily, it’s still early enough there aren’t many people out at all yet, so I make it most of the way back to Roth Hall unnoticed.

      I should’ve known better, though.

      I’m steps from my dorm when Mila suddenly steps out from the entryway and blocks my path. I stop short, my head snapping back in surprise.

      “Mila,” I gasp. “What the hell…?”

      Holy shit, was she waiting here for me?

      She looks pissed. I mean, she always looks kind of pissed off when she’s around me, but this morning she looks livid. Face blazing, she puts her hands on her hips and hisses, “I knew you were a slut.”

      I arch a brow, though I have a pretty good idea of where this is going. “You know nothing about me.”

      “I saw Dash leave with you last night.” Rage burns in her brown eyes. “Where did you go? Where have you been?”

      There’s a vivid picture in my mind of Mila pacing around the lobby of my dorm, waiting for me to come home. The thought would be amusing. If my head wasn’t throbbing and my throat didn’t feel like I swallowed a handful of rusty blades, and I hadn’t just wrapped my legs around Dash’s shoulders like I wasn’t drugged mere hours ago.

      Not to mention Bellamy.

      I still can’t get over him playing whack-a-cock to the tune of my name while he showered.

      That’s why there’s no way in hell I’m playing this game with Mila today.

      “I’m waiting,” she spits out.

      “I don’t owe you a goddamn thing.” I cross my arms over my chest. “You want to know where I went with Dash? Chase him down and ask him yourself. You’re good at that, chasing him down.”

      Though her lips are thinned into a tight line, I still see the way they quiver at the corners. “You uppity little—”

      “Bitch, yeah, I know.” I step into the entryway, pushing past her. “I’m done here. Go back to your own dorm, or better yet, go harass Dash.”

      She doesn’t physically try to stop me, but her words follow me as I head through the lobby toward the stairs. “You really think you can get whatever you want by opening your legs? Well, I promise you this, Grace, you’ll get what’s coming to you. You just wait.”

      With that vague threat hanging in the air between us, I glance over my shoulder just in time to watch her storm away.

      What’s that saying? Hell hath no fury like a woman scorned?

      Mila already does whatever she can to make my life hell. Who knows what she might do now that she’s feeling scorned?

      It could be apocalyptic.
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      The pounding on my door startles me and tears my focus from my homework hours later. Frowning, I push from my desk chair and cross the room to open my door. Brandis is standing on the other side and lets out a cry of relief as soon as she sees me. Diving at me, she wraps her arms around me in a tight hug.

      I give her back an awkward pat.

      “Oh, my gosh, I’m so glad you’re okay,” she tells me as she breaks the hug and looks me up and down. “When you disappeared last night, we were all freaking out. Bellamy told us you were safe and not to worry, but I couldn’t get him to tell me anything else.”

      My eye twitches at that. She just took Bellamy’s word? Not to mention everything else that happened last night—her disappearing and the way she sat in silence as those three guys hassled me. And while I realize she doesn’t have the best reputation thanks to some asshole basketball player, she’s supposed to be my friend.

      “You are okay, right?” she asks, her hazel eyes big.

      Swallowing hard, I brush my negative thoughts aside. Tell myself what a hypocrite I am for even thinking them after what happened between Indigo, Julian, and Mom. I’m not in a position to judge anyone else for staying silent and trusting the wrong people.

      I move out of the way so she can come into the room. “I’m all right.”

      She trails me over to my bed and plops down beside me, reaching toward me to give my knee an encouraging squeeze through my black leggings. “What happened? Where were you?”

      “Some asshole tricked me into drinking something he’d spiked. Luckily, Dash stopped him before he could do anything to me, and I spent the night in his room.”

      Her hazel eyes bulge so far, it’s a wonder they don’t fall out. “What? Oh, my God. Who’s the asshole? And what do you mean, you spent the night in his room? When you were drugged? What did he do to you?”

      I can understand why she’d assume Dash did something nefarious to me in my vulnerable state. However, when I think about his arms wrapped around me as he tried to help me through my panic attack, I feel the urge to defend him. Which is scary as hell.

      “He was actually decent,” I say. “We didn’t even sleep in the same bed.”

      Which may or may not be the truth. It didn’t exactly come up on my list of things to ask when I came to. Or after he went down on me while his best friend watched. I glance away from Brandis, so she won’t notice the heat flaring across my features. The sad part is, I’ve done everything possible to push what happened out of my mind—homework, a Facetime with my sister and nephew, calling Marisa to catch up, two cold showers—and now the image of Dash’s face between my thighs is back.

      I shift uncomfortably, which makes Brandis’s pale features sink into a deep frown. “Are you sure—”

      I bob my head. “I’m sure. Trust me, he would have brought me back here, but after everything that happened with the video, he didn’t want anyone to get the wrong idea.”

      “Oh… I see.”

      Since this is a conversation I desperately want to dodge at all costs, I glance at the digital clock on my desk, take a few more beats to gather my bearings, then glance at her and say, “It’s about dinner time. Want to go find some food at the dining hall?”

      She nods, but she still looks concerned. Like there’s something more she wants to say. That expression stays with her as we leave my room, then the building, and head across campus to the D-hall, so I make it a point to talk about a project I’m working on for Mr. Schraeder’s class since none of the royals are in my digital film and video class.

      It does the trick because by the time I launch into explaining the difference between editing software, Brandis’s eyes are glazing over.

      I’m going on about Adobe when we arrive at the D-hall and walk inside, but I swallow my words the second we pass the dining room and I spot Dash and Bellamy at a table by the far wall, heaping plates of food in front of them.

      That can’t be good.

      The only other times that any of them have come to the dining hall to eat have ended with me getting fucked over. Tension makes my body rigid as Brandis and I get our own plates of food. By the time we return to the dining room and look around for an empty table, the only one that’s left is right next to Dash and Bellamy.

      Which, of course, sends my brain into a tailspin.

      Still, I bite back my protests as we wind our way through the crowded space. Saying something will only cause a scene and draw attention to us, and that’s just the opposite of what I want to happen right now. Settling into our chairs, Brandis and I lose ourselves in conversation, and I forget for a few moments about everything that happened during the last 72 hours.

      It’s not long, though, before we’re interrupted and that peaceful little bubble we’d formed bursts.

      “Mila’s coming over here,” Brandis murmurs.

      I toss my roll back onto my tray and pivot around just in time to see Mila saunter up to our table. Since uniforms aren’t required on the weekend, she’s dressed in her best Vivian Kensington get-up—a tweed designer dress with some sort of dramatic bow blouse beneath it, white knee socks, and heeled loafers that clack loudly on the floor. Stopping right in front of us, she directs her venomous smile toward me.

      “Grace, I wanted to apologize.”

      “You could start by going back to your table and letting me eat in peace,” I say with a sugary smile. Despite the strangled noise Brandis makes from beside me, I add, “Or you can crawl back. Whatever gets you there faster.”

      “When I called you a slut, that wasn’t really fair,” she announces, and a hush falls over the surrounding tables. “It’s not really your fault you’re such a whore, given the role model you have.”

      My hands clench into fists. “What?”

      Cocking a hip, Mila lifts her chin and stares down her nose at me. “Who can blame you for being such a little cock hound with the sister you have? Dash was just telling us how she tricked poor Rich Brinkley into knocking her up and marrying her. I’m sure many of you remember Rich and how his parents were forced to end their relationship with him because of a terrible, careless mistake…”

      She trails off and glances around as several people nod, and I feel my heart sink. When her gaze snaps back to mine, she sweeps a hand toward me and says, “Well, everyone, this is the mistake’s sister. Surprising, right?”

      I stare at her, stunned and furious. I’m vaguely aware that Dash and Bellamy are paying attention to our exchange, but I’m so angry, I can’t tear my gaze away from Mila for long. Curling my fingers around the edges of the table so I won’t lash out at her, I say, “Don’t you dare talk about my sister. I mean it. Say whatever you want about me, but never talk shit about her.”

      My threat doesn’t faze her. In fact, it just seems to pour more kerosene on the bitch’s fire. “And I thought to myself, if a basic slut can play someone like Rich, what do you have planned for the good, hard-working boys who help make our school such a prestigious institution?”

      “Boys like Dash and Bellamy and Ezra, you mean?” I grind out. There’s a part of me that’s dying to mention the boys from the lacrosse team, but I hold myself back. Grip the table until I feel the edges digging into my palms.

      “You know, I’ve been thinking about your video.” She tilts her head and grins. I’m surprised she doesn’t lick her teeth—that’s how eager she looks to taste my blood. “I wouldn’t be shocked if you and your whore sister planned that entire scene. It was for the handouts, wasn’t it? From what I heard, Rich left her and her nasty brat because he found out it wasn’t—”

      I’m on my feet before I can stop myself, slamming my palms on the table so hard, Brandis gasps. “Shut your mouth, Mila. I mean it.”

      “What are you going to do? Hit me in front of all these people?” She gestures around us, and I feel my ears burn at the whispers surrounding me. “Besides, it all makes sense. You get to come to this school, which you don’t deserve, and who else knows what you two sluts snagged. Your video was just a way to get your claws into some rich guys, wasn’t it?”

      Glancing toward Dash, I expect that he’ll jump in at any moment and tell her that’s not true. Her accusations don’t make him, Bellamy, or Ezra look all that good. Anyone overhearing such a scheme could also get a poor impression of his family, which I know would piss him off.

      When he says nothing, I snap, “I know you hear this, Dashiell. Tell her this is all bullshit.”

      I’m immediately aggravated with myself for turning to him for help, but seriously, why isn’t he telling Mila to shut up?

      Slowly, almost lazily, he looks at me, his expression bored.

      “I’ve done enough for you, sweetheart,” he says with a half-shrug and a wintry smile. “But I think she’s right.”

      Motherfucker. I stare at him, momentarily speechless, before my anger explodes. I round on Mila, a hit of pleasure coursing through my veins when her eyes widen.

      “You know what? I know you’re jealous that Dash has no actual interest in you anymore, but your attempts to cut me down in response are just sad,” I spit out, and she moves closer to me. Like she’s daring me to hit her. She knows I can’t. Knows I have too much to lose by putting my hands on her in such a crowded room.

      “I don’t think it’s sad that I’m protecting the guys from this school from predatory bitches like you and your sister.”

      I snort. “You mean Dash, right? The asshole who only pays you attention when he’s bored?” My gaze slips past her, landing on the prick in question who seems way too amused with the scene unfolding in front of him.

      And beside him, Bellamy just looks… miserable. Like he wishes he could snap himself out of this dining room. His green eyes lock with mine and he mouths, “Don’t.”

      Screw him.

      Regardless, when I whip my focus back to Mila, all I say is, “Real winner you got there,” before storming out of the dining hall.

      Instead of going through the doors that would lead me to the front of the building, I veer down a darkened hallway and head for the back exit. It’s closer to Roth Hall, and besides, I don’t want to run into anyone.

      Which is why I get nervous when I hear footsteps behind me.

      Whoever it is, isn’t moving fast, but they’re steadily catching up to me.

      “Not today, bitch,” I growl under my breath because I’m sure it’s Mila, and I’m not in the mood for a full-blown fight that will blow up in my face thanks to security footage.

      So, I pick up my pace. Once I’m a ways ahead, I slip around a corner into an even darker hall and press my back against the wall. I listen carefully, but the footsteps have stopped. Which is the best thing that’s happened to me all day. I’ve had enough of Mila, and all I want to do is go back to my dorm, finish my homework, and sleep the rest of the—

      A hand suddenly reaches around the corner and snatches my arm. I let out a cry as I’m pulled from my hiding spot and dragged into a nearby alcove.
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      “Shut up,” a cool voice snaps. Like a fool, I do, because I’m stunned to see that it’s Dash who’s got a hold of me. “Still taking off alone after everything, you little fool?”

      Lips twisting in disgust, I push at him, which only makes him pull me closer. “Keep your hands off me,” I snarl once I’m able to form words again. “What do you even want this time, anyway?”

      “The only thing I want is you out of this school.” He leans down as he speaks, his blue eyes flashing. “Since that’s not happening, I figured I’d just have to take what’s mine.”

      “I am not yours. Why don’t you go clean the blood out of your closet or—”

      “Already done,” he says almost proudly. “Matt sends his regards, by the way. Well, he gargled them.”

      “Seriously, Dash?”

      His gorgeous, cruel features crinkle, like he’s deep in thought. “You know, now that I really think about it, who the fuck knows what he was saying?”

      “Wh-what did you do with him?” I instantly regret asking him when I take in the way his lips kick up in a sadistic smile. The way he laughs right in my face. I shrink away from him, but he closes in on me, sucking the air from my lungs.

      “For a girl who carries around a pocketknife, you sure have a bleeding heart. But if you must know, he’s at the hospital. Where most people  go after accidentally falling down the bleachers.”

      I shake my head incredulously. “You actually think anyone will buy that story?”

      “Over the truth? That I beat the fuck out of him for touching a non-deserving, worrisome bitch who’s been a pain in my dick since I met her? Yeah, Gracie, I think they’ll buy it.”

      Snapping my teeth, I shove hard at his chest. “Fuck you.”

      “You almost did,” he mocks. “You’d have liked it, too.”

      I can’t believe his nerve. After totally throwing me under the bus back in the dining hall, he mocks me and then turns around and uses our hook-up against me.

      “Why are you always such a dick?” I huff out.

      He slaps his hand against the wall next to my head, further caging me in. “You don’t belong here.”

      He’s like a broken record, and I can’t take it anymore. I poke my finger in the middle of his chest. “You set me up last night, didn’t you?”

      “What are you talking about?”

      I’m not actually sure. The words kind of just flew out of my mouth, but now that I think about it, I warm up to the idea. “It was another one of your attempts at scaring me off, wasn’t it?” My blood boils at the very thought. “Have some douchebag roofie me. No wonder Bellamy was acting so weird yesterday. You probably put him up to that invitation and then pretended you knew nothing about it.”

      Dash draws in a deep breath, holds it for several seconds, and then releases it. “You really think I’d sink that fucking low?”

      “Actually, I do.” I let out a humorless laugh. “You’ve made no secret about how much you want me gone. Why shouldn’t I think you’d go to any lengths to get what you wanted? To scare me off?”

      “You really are an idiot if you believe any of that.” He’s using that threatening tone of voice again. The one that makes my stomach clench, but for all the wrong reasons, because I’m fucked. He presses his body into mine. “I’ll get you to leave without ever relying on that type of bullshit.”

      I tilt my head back so I can meet his eyes. My breathing is growing heavy as his heat and scent wrap around me. “You are so confusing,” I whisper. “One minute, you’re stabbing me in the back and humiliating me in front of the whole damn school. The next…”

      When I don’t continue, he prompts, “The next what? Say it.”

      I can feel a blush creeping in on my cheeks as I confess, “The next, you’ve got me so hot and needy, I can’t think straight.”

      I don’t know why I told him that. It’s a vulnerability I can’t afford to show him, but I really am at my wits’ end with this boy. I don’t know how much more of his emotional whiplash I can actually take. With his free hand, he pushes my chin up and rubs the rough pad of his thumb along my bottom lip, just like he had this morning.

      “I can’t be into you,” he tells me, his voice softening.

      My head jerks back. “What the fuck does that mean?”

      “Exactly what I said.”

      Before I can ask him to elaborate, he suddenly grips my throat and presses his lips to mine. I slap at his shoulder, hitting him as hard as I can, but he catches my wrist with his free hand, pinning it to the wall.

      “Melt for me, princess,” he says between hot sweeps of his tongue. “You can do it.”

      When he releases my wrist, I almost hit him again. But need—want—stops me. I run my hands up his chest to wrap around his neck and open my mouth to him, my tongue meeting his as the kiss deepens. I can’t make sense of all the conflicting emotions running through me. I’m still furious with him and hurt that he left me to fend for myself in the dining hall.

      And yet, I can’t get enough of him.

      It’s like I crave the toxicity and the misery.

      He drops his hands and grips the back of my thighs, picking me up and pressing me tighter against the wall. I wrap my legs around his waist, and I can feel his hardening cock rub up against my core. I’m briefly thankful that I wore leggings because they’ll keep me from making a stupid decision, but he ruins that thought when he reaches between us and rips a hole right in the center of the thin material.

      “Why would you do that?” I gasp.

      “Because you’re mine.” The look he gives me sends heat flooding to my core. “And I want another taste.”

      Holding me against the wall, Dash moves one of his hands to my pussy, pushing aside my underwear. I let out a strangled gasp against his lips as he slips one finger inside me and rubs my clit in tight circles with his thumb.

      “You’re so fucking tight,” he groans. “You’d squeeze my cock so good, wouldn’t you?”

      I tip my head back and moan, unable to form words as the pleasure pulses through me. God, how is he so good at this? It’s like he knows exactly where to touch me to turn me into putty in his hands.

      “You’d like that, wouldn’t you?” he whispers. “My cock pounding this tight little pussy. Making you scream.”

      The image he’s painting with his words is so hot and intense, it’s pushing me to the edge almost as fast as his fingers. He’s not done, though, his low words harsh as his own arousal seeps into his voice.

      “You’re taking a while to come, princess. Is it because no one’s watching?”

      I think about Ezra watching us from the doorway this morning—and Bellamy stroking himself while groaning my name—and I’m hit hard by another wave that shoves me into my orgasm. Clutching Dash’s shoulders, I bury my face against his neck and let out a keening cry as I come hard on his hand. He wrings every bit of my release out of me, and when the blinding pleasure passes, I slump against him.

      For a few moments, he holds me up and we stay like that, silent as I recover.

      Then he drops me to my feet. I sway, my balance shaky, but he holds my shoulders to keep me from falling over. I gaze up at him, and he’s wearing a shit-eating grin.

      “What?”

      “I just love it when I’m right,” he says.

      Then, his expression goes cold, and he steps away from me. We stare at each other, and I wait for him to say something, maybe to explain his sudden switch in demeanor.

      Instead, he walks off, calling over his shoulder, “You should do something about the rip in your pants, sweetheart.”
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      “I just can’t believe how generous they’re being, Gracie. I really had the wrong idea about them, but Mr. Laurier has been nothing but kind since you put out that video.”

      My stomach roils as I listen to my sister praise the Laurier family yet again. Almost every conversation we have, she ends up talking about them and going on and on about how great she thinks they are. It makes me want to be literally sick, but I swallow down my disgust and don’t say anything to contradict her rose-colored view of the Laurier family.

      “I’m glad things are going so well,” I say into my phone with as much enthusiasm as I can muster. Which isn’t much, considering my relationship with Dash. “Mr. Laurier’s support seems to be a huge relief.”

      “It is. It really is. That and the money that Rich keeps sending is helping us out so much.”

      My churning stomach drops at the mention of Rich. I can force myself to make it through a conversation regarding the Lauriers, but Rich… no. Not Rich. I can’t bear to listen to my sister gush about the money she thinks she’s getting from her husband. Can’t stand her talking about him in loving tones. It makes my skin crawl because I remember the way he treated her and Richie.

      The way he looked at them.

      “That’s great,” I quickly say. “Hey, I just got to my class, so I should probably go.”

      I’m on my way to Public Speaking, but I’m nowhere near the building yet. I just need an excuse to end this call.

      “Oh, all right. Well, I guess we can talk later…” She sounds disappointed, which of course makes me feel like shit.

      “Don’t worry,” I assure her, not wanting to leave things on a negative note. “We’ll talk more this weekend when I come home to babysit Richie, okay? We’ll get caught up, and it’ll be great.”

      That seems to brighten her mood. “It’ll be nice to have you home. Richie really misses you,” she says, and a tiny smile tugs at my lips.

      “I miss him too. Both of you. I’ll see you soon.” Ending the call, I let out a long breath and let my shoulders droop forward.

      “Hey, Grace,” a deep voice says from behind me, and I whirl around, relaxing when my eyes fix on Sebastian.

      Still, I press my hand to my chest, where my heart pounds against my palm. “You scared the shit out of me,” I laugh, and one corner of his lips quirk up in an apologetic smile.

      “Sorry. I just saw you walking and thought I’d come over. We haven’t talked in a while.”

      Not since he stopped me to talk about the lacrosse guys, I realize. “Things have just been busy, I guess.”

      A memory of Dash’s mouth on my pussy flashes through my brain. Which is unacceptable. I absolutely will not think about that bastard eating me out or Ezra watching or what had happened in the dining hall.

      Liar, my inner-voice laughs at me.

      “…with basketball tryouts coming up, so I get it,” Sebastian is saying when I’m finally able to refocus my thoughts. He sloughs off a shrug, and I smile and hope like hell I’m not as flushed as I feel. “Listen, there’s something I want to ask you.”

      Arching a brow, I gaze up at him cautiously. “Yeah? What is it?”

      “Is there something going on between you and them?”

      I clench my teeth to keep my jaw from dropping.

      “No,” I firmly tell him. And I almost want to kick myself for not playing dumb and asking who he was talking about. “There’s nothing going on. Why would you think that?”

      “Heard about what they did to Matt, is all. He unenrolled, just so you know. Told Headmaster Lennon he fell down the bleachers while conditioning.” When I mouth a silent O, he nods and shoves his hands in his pockets. “You and I both know they had something to do with the other lacrosse players, too.”

      I’m not sure what to say to that, so I keep quiet. What can I say, anyway? That I know for a fact they’re behind everything, but they were doing it to protect me? Even thinking about everything that had happened is still mind-blowing, and no doubt Sebastian would question my sanity if I admitted the truth.

      Forcing my thoughts back to the present yet again, my pulse picks up speed when I catch the end of what Sebastian is saying. “… going on, want to do something with me Friday night?”

      I try to keep the surprise off my face, but I can feel my eyes widen. “Sure,” I tell him without really thinking it through. “Sounds… fun.”

      And it does. Sebastian is good-looking and normal and cruelty-free.

      Sebastian doesn’t try to bribe me or call me mediocre or break into my room or tell me how much he hates me… seconds before letting me ride his face.

      He’s just safe. Truly safe.

      “Great,” Seb says with a wide, charming grin. “I’ll message you later?”

      “Okay,” I answer, a little breathless, but for all the wrong reasons. Because I’m thinking of all the wrong people.

      Shooting me a wink, Sebastian continues on his way without me. I just stand there and stare after him, not one hundred percent sure what just happened. Movement out of the corner of my eye breaks through my trance after a beat, and I whirl around to see what it is.

      I quickly decide I shouldn’t have as my heart drops to my knees.

      Dash is standing not too far away, and by his thunderous expression, I can tell he heard every word.
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      Class is brutal, but not because of any taunts or the usual abuse I’m subjected to. No, it’s because I can feel Dash’s gaze on me the entire time. It’s unnerving because he usually ignores me, which tells me he’s furious.

      I keep an eye on the clock, getting so impatient that my leg bounces rapidly under my desk. When class is finally over, I bolt out of the room, hoping that I can get away before he reaches me. Once I’m outside, I decide to go to the library rather than my dorm. Maybe it’ll throw him off my trail.

      Wrong.

      I spare a glance over my shoulder when I near the library’s large, imposing entrance and Dash is back there, striding toward me. Catching up.

      Entering the building, I change tactics, realizing that a confrontation is inevitable. I make my way toward the very back of the building, into the reference section, which is completely empty at this time of day. I wind through the shelves, the scent of old books and dust heavy in the air, but I can’t shake him.

      In fact, no matter how fast I move, a new aroma enters my nose. It’s woodsy and dark and intoxicating, and my teeth clench together at the memories it invokes.

      I dart behind a shelf, pressing my back against the hardwood.

      “Good, you’re caging yourself in,” he says, his deep voice too close for comfort.

      Soon enough, I feel his fingers close around my arm, and he pulls me back and whips me around.

      My heart pounds against my chest. “I didn’t realize you were the type to chase girls.”

      “What the fuck are you thinking, making plans with Sebby?” he grits out, completely ignoring my verbal jab.

      “What does it matter?” I challenge him.

      “You’re not going out with him. I forbid it.”

      I gawk at him for several long beats before finally yanking out of his grasp. “You forbid it? Are you smoking crack? You don’t get to forbid anything! You don’t own me.”

      “You don’t think so?” He steps closer to me until he’s looming over me. “Maybe I should push your panties aside and test that theory.”

      “You’re a terrible person.” It takes all my willpower not to shriek at him. “You don’t get to tell me what to do, and you don’t get to throw anything we did in my face, you arrogant son of a—”

      “Am I interrupting something?” another familiar voice chuckles from behind me.

      I look over my shoulder and Ezra is meandering down the aisle toward us. My traitorous mind immediately goes back to last Saturday morning, when Dash was licking my pussy while Ezra watched, and heat crawls into my cheeks.

      “What do you want?” I demand.

      He lifts his hands in front of him and slows down his steps, approaching us tentatively, though I know it’s all for show. There’s not a hesitant bone in any of the royals’ bodies.

      “I saw Dash chase you in here and thought I’d come rescue you.” He grins and cocks his head, his dirty blond hair brushing the shoulder of his blazer. “What seems to be the problem? You’re arguing like you want to rip each other apart.”

      Before I can say anything, Dash’s voice slices through the air. “Our girl doesn’t realize what we’d do to Seb if he touched her.”

      Shocked, I whip my gaze back around to Dash. “What the hell does that mean? And what do you mean, our girl? Did something change, Dash? Did you decide to—”

      “You talk too much,” Dash says.

      He starts moving closer again, and I step back because there’s no way in hell I’m letting this bastard touch me. However, I momentarily forget that Ezra is behind me, so I don’t stop backing up until I run right into him.

      His hands immediately come up and fall on my hips. Dash doesn’t stop moving closer, and the next moment, I’m wedged between them.

      Dash grabs my hair and yanks my head back so it’s resting on Ezra’s shoulder.

      Ezra’s chuckle is a low hum that vibrates deep in my core. “Easy, man. You don’t want to scare her.”

      “She likes it,” Dash tells him in a rough voice. He takes his other hand and wraps it around my exposed throat. “Don’t you, princess?”

      I whimper, my body heating and my center tingling. God, I can’t decide whether I should be terrified or turned on or just plain furious. What are they going to do to me?

      And are they really going to do it together?

      “I thought you wanted me to leave,” I say, gazing up at Dash through narrowed eyes. “Now I’m your girl?”

      He lowers his lips to brush over mine. “I do want you to leave. But until that happens…”

      “What?” My heart is thundering, and my belly flutters when I turn my gaze from Dash to Ezra, but somehow my voice is a low taunt when I say, “I stay off-limits, and you forbid me from dating normal boys? Or now you’re ready to share the wealth and let Ezra…”

      But I trail off, swallowing my words when a muscle clenches in Dash’s jaw. “Is that what you want? Both of us?”

      I feel like this is a trick question. Or a trap. And yet, when Ezra’s hand on my hip squeezes, I quiver in response. All the while lifting my chin and pressing my throat further into Dash’s palm.

      “You know,” Ezra groans, running his lips along my neck until he reaches my ear. “I’ve wanted a piece of you since I laid eyes on you. Do you know how hard it’s been, knowing Dash’s gotten a taste and I haven’t?”

      God help me, I can’t stop the moan that slips from my lips.

      “You never answered my question.” Several emotions dance over Dash’s features—anger, jealousy, and something else I can’t quite pinpoint—and then he says, “Having Ezra watch us isn’t quite enough, is it, Gracie? You want him touching you at the same time I do?”

      I know I should be disturbed that Dash seems to be able to wiggle his way into my head to pull out the fantasies I try to keep buried deep in the back of my mind. I give a soft purring sound.

      A nod.

      And then Dash swallows hard. “Fine.”

      Ezra’s grip on my hips tightens, and he pulls me back against his growing erection, grinding it against my ass. Dash presses himself against my pelvis as he takes my mouth with his in a hard kiss. Ezra licks and sucks at my neck, and there’s nothing I can do but take what they’re giving me.

      I’m all but trapped, unable to escape them. And, though I won’t admit it out loud, I don’t want to escape them. Fuck, Dash is right. I want this.

      I want both of them.

      I want everything.

      Giving up any pretense of resistance, I raise my arms to cup their heads in each of my hands.

      “That’s a good girl,” Ezra growls against my neck.

      I can’t respond because Dash’s tongue is still in my mouth.

      He suddenly breaks the kiss, though, grabs my shoulder, and forcibly twists me around so I’m facing Ezra.

      Dash cups the nape of my neck and holds my head steady. “Show him what he’s been missing,” he orders.

      I hesitate at first, but then Dash gives me an encouraging growl, so I grab hold of Ezra’s shoulders and pull him in for a kiss. He grins against my lips before taking control and slipping his tongue in to explore my mouth. I melt into the kiss, but Dash is not about to let me forget he’s still there. His hand shoves up my skirt, groping my ass before tugging my panties out of the way so he can stroke me from behind.

      I gasp into Ezra’s mouth.

      He chuckles and slides one of his hands down the front of my body and into my panties. While Dash wedges a finger inside me, Ezra rubs my clit. My grip on his shoulders tightens as my knees start to go weak.

      Ezra breaks our kiss to glance at Dash.

      “You’re right,” he murmurs. “She tastes fucking delicious.”

      Dash grabs a handful of my curls and tilts my head to the side, then presses his mouth against my cheek. Glancing at Ezra, he rumbles, “You should taste her pussy. Sweet as a peach.”

      I shudder all over at his words and the promise they hold.

      Ezra’s golden-brown gaze flashes with hunger. “Guess I’ll have to see for myself.”

      He slowly sinks to his knees in front of me, laying hot kisses along my belly as Dash hikes my skirt higher, revealing my panties completely. It crosses my mind that I should stop this. We shouldn’t do this here. Someone might find us.

      And hell, that thought just makes me wetter.

      Ezra hooks his fingers in my underwear and I’m trembling as he begins to pull them down as well.

      Suddenly, I hear some sort of vibration. It takes my lust-addled mind a few moments to realize that it’s a phone going off.

      But it doesn’t belong to any of us.

      I freeze, realizing there’s someone else wandering among the shelves. Reason returns to me in a rush, and I push away from Dash and smooth my skirt down as Ezra pushes to his feet with a disappointed sigh.

      “Damn,” he growls, racing a hand through his dark blond hair. “It feels like I’m suffering perpetual cock-block.”

      Dash grabs my hips again, pulling me back to him.

      “I’d still like to bend her over and fuck the shit out of her,” he snarls. “I don’t care who sees her in her natural element.”

      My natural element.

      Shame pours through me, hot and thick, and I swear I’m going to be sick. Disgusted, I shove away from him, my legs numb as I stumble away.

      “Gracelyn,” Ezra calls out, but I don’t want to hear it.

      Without a word, I take off, darting back down the aisle, so determined to get away that I tune out whatever it is they’re saying to my back.
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      “You’re doing it again.”

      I blink, focusing my gaze on Brandis, who’s watching me from across our usual D-hall table with an amused grin.

      “What?” I ask, confused.

      “You’re spacing out,” she says, scrunching her nose.

      I realize that I was, and I duck my head so she can’t see me blush. The truth is, I haven’t been able to focus on anything that’s been going on around me the last few days. All I can think about is my encounter with Ezra and Dash in the library. I’ve been dreaming about it, and it seems to consume my every waking moment as well. I just can’t shake how good it felt to be pinned between the both of them—to have both their hands roaming over me, their mouths kissing me…

      Up until Dash opened his big mouth and reminded me how stupid I was.

      Still, it doesn’t help my peace of mind that both guys have started coming to the dining hall. Every. Damn. Day. Despite having a chef at their beck and call.

      I glance toward their table, which isn’t too far away from our usual one, and suck in a breath when my gaze connects with Dash’s. He’s watching me intently, his lips slowly curling into a smirk when he realizes I’ve noticed.

      He likes to watch me squirm. I think they both do. Bellamy’s with them today, but he doesn’t seem to be paying any attention to me, which is his typical MO when he’s not drunk.

      “Are you sure you’re okay, Grace?”

      “I’m fine.” I tear my gaze away from Dash’s and focus back in on Brandis, desperate to think of anything but the royals and everything I’ve done with them so far.

      So far? Why’d I think that? Nothing else is going to happen.

      Nothing!

      Liar, hisses that wicked little voice in the back of my head.

      Fuck.

      Fuck, fuck, fuck.

      I force myself to give my friend a reassuring look as I say, “I’m okay, really. I’ve just got a big assignment due for Public Speaking, and I’m trying to wrap it up before I go home to watch Richie tomorrow.”

      At the mention of my nephew, Brandis gushes, “Oh! I’m so jealous! Richie is so cute. I bet you’ll have so much fun with him.”

      I smile. “I know I will.”

      “Buttttt, tonight, you should come with me to a party at…”

      She trails off and her eyes go wide at something over my shoulder. Frowning, I look to see what’s caught her attention. It’s Sebastian. And he’s walking right toward us.

      He stops by our table and gives me a grin. “Hey, Grace.”

      “Hey,” I reply.

      “We still on for tonight?”

      For a moment, I’m dumbfounded, then I mentally kick myself. I’d completely forgotten I’d agreed to go out with him because I’ve been so focused on the royals like a fool.

      Part of me thinks it’s a bad idea. Dash was so furious when I made plans with Sebastian. Who knows what he’ll do if I actually go on the date? When it dawns on me that I’m letting Dash’s moods dictate my choices, I get instantly angry at myself.

      Meeting Seb’s gaze, I say, “Yeah, we are.”

      He grins. “I’ll pick you up at your dorm about seven?”

      “Perfect.”

      He shoots Brandis a wry smile before turning and walking away from our table.

      Once he’s gone, her mouth drops open. “What was that?” she finally squeals, and I shrug, trying to seem nonchalant.

      “Nothing.”

      “That wasn’t nothing!” she insists. “You’re going out with Seb? You have to tell me everything!”

      I can’t help but chuckle at her excitement. “Really, Brandis, it’s no big…”

      I catch sight of Dash at that moment, and he’s absolutely seething.

      “Grace?” she urges. “Something wrong? You lost some color just now.”

      Blinking, I tear my gaze from Dash and shake my head. “I’m fine. Just lost my train of thought for a moment.”

      She appears to accept that answer and beams at me again. “Okay, then you have to tell me what’s going on. I didn’t realize you even knew Seb that well.”

      “I don’t,” I admit. “Not really, anyway. We’ve run into each other a few times. He seems… all right.”

      Brandis lets out a short laugh. “Well, I suppose when you compare him to the likes of Dash Laurier, he’s a damn saint.”

      I flinch, my eyes straying back to the demon in question. He’s still staring at me and the fury in his eyes makes my blood run cold. He’s not going to let me get away with this. He’s going to come down on me.

      Hard.

      Forcing a smile, I turn my focus back to my friend. “It’s not that big of a deal. We’ll probably just hang out, and—”

      Dash shoves to his feet and starts storming across the dining hall toward the exit. Before he steps out the door, he shoots me a glance over his shoulder, and I realize he’s beckoning me to follow. Damn it. He wants a confrontation. A fight.

      He wants to remind me, once again, that he owns me. At least, in his own mind.

      This is going to happen, and there’s really no point in me trying to avoid it. Better to get it over and done with and move on.

      Sighing, I shoot Brandis an apologetic smile. “I promise I’ll tell you everything at lunch. I need to get going now, though.”

      Concern lines her features, and I wonder if she knows what is happening and where I’m going. Who I’m going to go see.

      “Okay,” she says with a nod. “Keep me posted if… if you need anything before then.”

      “I will,” I promise, standing. “I’ll talk to you later.”

      With that, I move toward the exit that Dash disappeared through, admittedly dragging my feet a bit. The bastard is so unpredictable, I don’t know what I should be expecting. Shouting? Cursing? A violent fingering?

      All the above?

      I hesitate when I reach the doors that’ll take me outside. Taking a deep breath, I push open the door and step out into the sunshine.

      No surprise, he’s on me in an instant. Grabbing my wrist, he pulls me away from the door and down the sidewalk.

      “Would you stop doing that?” I snap, slipping from his hold.

      “What?” he barks.

      “Yanking me around!” I nearly yell back.

      “You’re mine,” he growls. “I’ll do whatever I want with you.”

      “You’re fucking crazy.” I cross my arms over my chest and glare up at him. “Well, you’ve got me here. Let’s get the yelling over with so I can get on with my day.”

      That doesn’t make him happy. He grits his teeth and balls his hands into fists at his side. “What the fuck were you talking about with Seb?” he demands.

      “Oh, didn’t you hear us from where you were creepily watching?”

      “Tell me.”

      I raise my chin. “He wanted to confirm that we’re on for tonight. I told him we were.”

      He lets out a furious growl like an actual animal. “I told you to stay away from him.”

      “You don’t get to dictate what I do with my life and my time,” I insist. “I know you’ve got this fantasy in your head that I’m some sort of object you can do whatever you want with, but I’m not. I can go out with whoever I want and there’s nothing you can do about it.”

      He takes a step closer to me, but I don’t let myself back up this time. I hold his gaze stubbornly.

      “You. Won’t. Go,” he hisses. “I’ve told you not to, and you’ll listen to me or there will be consequences.”

      “What are you going to do? Spank me?”

      His eyes flash with something that makes me shiver. “Among other things.”

      That sounds more like a promise than a threat. However, the more he essentially tells me I’m forbidden to go out with Seb, the more determined I am to defy him because I have to shake free of him.

      “Maybe some other time,” I taunt him after a few more beats. “I’m busy tonight.”

      He grabs hold of my chin. “Let me remind you that you’re ours, Grace. No one else is allowed to touch you.”

      Ours. That single word sends a shiver racing down my spine, but there’s no way in hell I’ll let Dash know how much it’s affected me. Baring my teeth at him, I state, “You don’t own shit.”

      At that, he smirks. “Oh really? You seemed to enjoy it the other day after you practically begged to be shared.” Just like before, at the mention of sharing me, Dash’s features go taut. Even though he’s the one who brought it up. “Maybe I should get Ezra out here to help me convince you—”

      “Dash, that’s enough.”

      Both Dash and I turn to find Bellamy standing nearby, an exasperated look tugging at his face.

      My own face goes hot because I can still picture his moans and groans as he jerked off in the shower.

      Dash’s perfect white teeth grit into a smile that gives my heart a little jolt. “We’re having a conversation, Bell.”

      “I see that,” his friend replies calmly, dipping his curly head slightly. “But let’s not make a scene.”

      Dash narrows his eyes. “You’re one to talk.”

      It’s a simple response, but the way that Dash says it makes my pulse quicken. There’s something shadowy and loaded about his words. I look at Bellamy, but I can’t read his expression. He’s a fortress. Whatever he’s thinking or feeling locked firmly behind a wall of impassivity.

      Deciding I’ve had enough of these jerks for the day, I release a harsh breath. “Why don’t you both just leave me alone? I’m tired of this shit.”

      Before either of them can stop me or say a word, I start walking away to get to my first class of the day. I don’t stop when I hear the footsteps behind me, assuming it’s Dash just stalking me some more because he’s still pissed and wants to win our fight. When my curiosity gets the best of me and I glance over my shoulder, I’m a little surprised that it’s Bellamy trailing me instead, a cigarette dangling from his mouth.

      He lifts a lighter to his lips—one of those vintage-looking ones, but this one has an ace of spades on it.

      I pause and frown at him as he flicks his thumb over the lighter. “Those are terrible for you,” I say.

      He casts me a sideways glance, amusement dancing in his green eyes. “Yes, I’ve heard.”

      “Then why are you doing it?”

      And why does the staff around here not say a fucking thing about it? the voice in my head asks as we pass a teacher who pretends she doesn’t see Bellamy puffing away.

      “Why do any of us do things that are bad for us?” Bellamy asks with a shrug. When I don’t answer, he says, “Because it feels good.”

      We both know he’s not talking about smoking, but he holds the cigarette out to me anyway. I wave it away, my brows sinking into a deep scowl. “What do you think you’re doing?”

      He comes to a stop next to me and gestures up ahead, to where the Kingsworth Arts building looms ahead. “I thought I’d walk you to your class. That is where your first class is, right?”

      “Why?” I ask, ignoring the butterflies fluttering around in my stomach. He knows my schedule. Why the hell does Bellamy Thorn know my schedule? “Bellamy?”

      He takes a drag of his cigarette, shrugs, then inhales again. “It’s the gentlemanly thing to do.”

      I snort. “Since when are you a gentleman?”

      He gives me a wry smile. “There are a few inescapable traits that one picks up growing up in the British aristocracy. As hard as I have tried to rebel against them, a few manners have slipped in and settled.”

      I don’t really believe that. I suspect Bellamy has an ulterior motive, but I can’t help but be curious about it, so I nod.

      “All right, fine. You can walk me to class.”

      We start making our way across campus again, and for several moments, he doesn’t say anything to me.

      I’m just starting to think that maybe I’m wrong and he really is just being nice when he says, “You should listen to him, you know.”

      I furrow my brow. “Who? Dash?” I take a moment to realize what he’s saying. “I’m not leaving, Bellamy. Don’t bother trying to convince me to.”

      He surprises me and lets out a laugh. “Oh, I’m well aware of that, even if Dash isn’t.”

      I shake my head, confused. “Then what am I supposed to listen to him about?”

      “Seb,” he states simply.

      I stop walking again and spin around to face him straight on. “Look, whatever your guys’ beef with him is, it has nothing to do with me—”

      “You should stay away from him,” he tells me firmly. “He’s not everything he seems.”

      “As if any of you are?” I counter. “Look, I told Dash and I’m telling you, I can go out with whoever I want. If that person is Sebastian, then you all just have to deal with it.”

      “Lilley, please just listen—”

      “No,” I snap. “You listen. You, Dash, and Ezra just throw around your power and influence like you don’t give a shit about who you hurt in the process. And maybe you don’t, but I’m telling you once and for all that I don’t care how rich any of you are. I don’t care how powerful your parents are, either. I am not a thing. I am not an object. You cannot control me or my life. I make my own choices, and right now, in this instance, I’m choosing Seb. If you guys don’t like it, then feel free to find yourself another plaything to torment.”

      When I finish talking, my chest rises and falls rapidly, but it feels so good to get those words out. Like I’m finally taking control of my own life.

      Like I’m breaking that fucked-up cycle Mom started.

      Bellamy regards me for several moments in complete silence. I still can’t read the expression in his green eyes, and it’s unnerving. What did he think of my outburst? Is he angry? Impressed? Fucking bored? What is with this guy and why can’t I get a read on him?

      Though I expect him to continue the argument, he surprises me by changing the subject entirely.

      “You haven’t been over recently,” he says in an even tone.

      Um, okay. That statement catches me completely off-guard. “What?”

      “Your work. You were stopping in pretty frequently, but I’ve noticed it’s been quite a few days since you came by. Something wrong?”

      Apart from my entire world being completely turned upside down by three rich douchebags with way too much time on their hands?

      “I’ve been busy with schoolwork,” I hedge. “What do you care, anyway? I would think you’d like having the house to yourself.”

      He shrugs. “I find it all rather entertaining.”

      That’s confusing as hell. “Find what entertaining?”

      “Your content.”

      I tense and my heart starts racing in an instant. No. No, he can’t possibly know…

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I say, attempting to deflect, but he tilts his head.

      And the calculated look in his eyes sucks the air right out of my lungs.

      “Was your mother the inspiration for the FanZone account or was that something you came up with on your own? Perhaps as a means of making money once she killed your stepfather for…” Letting his voice trail off to nothing, he cocks his head to one side. Scratches his fingers through his thick brown curls. Narrows his green eyes at me.

      “Why did your mother kill your stepfather, Lilley?”

      At that moment, meteors could have come raining down from the sky, crushing everything around us, and I still don’t think I’d be able to tear my gaze away from Bellamy. He’d just mentioned my mom. And my job. And Julian.

      I stare at him, absolutely speechless, as it feels as though my entire world is crumbling down around me.

      His expression is still impassive. He takes a few steps closer to me so he can lean down and whisper directly into my ear.

      “Stay away from Sebastian.”

      He leans back and meets my gaze again, and his silent threat is perfectly clear. If I don’t obey and toe the line, he will completely blow up my life. I still can’t seem to find words as he grants me a solemn nod and turns to walk away. I’m rooted to the spot.

      And I have no idea what I’m supposed to do now.

      Up until this point, their threats have been real, certainly, but nothing I can’t bounce back from. This is different. If this gets out—if the reason that I started doing the videos gets out—my life is over. I’ll lose everything. My sister. Richie. Any kind of respect or reputation I may still cling to.

      And all this time, I thought that Dashiell was the evil one.
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      Being threatened by Bellamy shook me to my core.

      So much that I came dangerously close to canceling my date with Seb because I just couldn’t risk the exposure. Bellamy knew, and he was using that information to control me. It was the most Dash move I’d ever seen from him, and it had taken me hours to talk myself down from the ledge.

      I could not give Bellamy—any of the royals, period—any more power over me. I had to act like this didn’t faze me, that I could still go out and have a good time in spite of the potential catastrophe hanging over my head.

      By 6:00 I’d made up my mind to go.

      And then Seb canceled on me.

      He stopped by my dorm fifteen minutes before we were supposed to leave with flowers—a massive arrangement of lilies and roses—and a sheepish expression, telling me his dad had just arrived for a surprise visit. I could tell there was more he wanted to say, but I hadn’t pressed.

      If anything, I was grateful. Even if there was a part of me that was suspicious the royals had something to do with his father’s visit.

      It was too convenient. Too… them.

      And while I thought I would be able to forget about everything for the few hours I would be babysitting Richie tonight, I find myself sorely disappointed. I can’t stop stressing about what Bellamy could do to me with the information he has. He could ruin not just my life now, but my whole future.

      Richie toddles across the floor to me, all smiles and little kid innocence. My own lips tug up at the corners at the sight of him. God, I love this kid. He is the best thing to have happened to our family, even if his father’s the worst.

      My nephew makes it to where I’m sitting on the floor and falls forward into my arms. Setting aside my new camcorder, I laugh, picking him up and settling him on my lap.

      “What’s up, buddy?” I say as I hug him and press a kiss to the top of his head. “Are you hungry? Do you want me to make some mac and cheese?”

      “Cheese, cheese!” he exclaims. Indigo is irritated that his limited vocabulary already includes the word cheese in it, but I think it’s hilarious and adorable.

      “Yeah, yeah, I know. You love cheese.”

      Setting him on the floor next to me, I push to my feet and then give him my hand to help him stand up as well. Slowly, so he can keep up, we make our way across the living room and into the kitchen. I put him in his high chair so he can watch me cook and give him some Cheerios to occupy him.

      Digging out the pot, I start to fill it with water when my phone buzzes in my pocket.

      Thinking it’s Indigo just texting to check on us, I’m a little surprised to see it’s a message from Dash. My surprise quickly shifts to anxiety, though. What the hell does he want? Can I not escape these pricks for one damn night?

      Sighing, I open the message and read.

      
        
        Heard you ditched Sebby last night. Glad you took my advice like a good girl.

        

      

      I gnash my teeth in irritation. This bastard is so damn smug and full of himself, thinking he can maneuver me so easily. Slamming the pot of water on the stovetop, I switch the burner on and then focus on my response to Dash.

      
        
        You don’t know anything about me. And I didn’t cancel because of you.

        

      

      I start to add that he knows exactly what happened with my date, but I think better of it. Maybe—and that’s a huge maybe—Sebastian’s dad coming to town really was a random coincidence. Still, it’s hard to trust anything when the royals like to manipulate everything and everyone around them. I send the message, ignoring the urge to pepper it with expletives and name-calling. It’s only moments later when another text vibrates my phone.

      
        
        That right? Liar. You’re obsessed with me. You love obeying me. I bet you watch that video of me every fucking day just to get off to my voice. Or to play the Oppression Olympics. Or BOTH.

        

      

      This arrogant motherfucker! I’m so sick of him. Ignoring the traitorous tingling in my core, I hurriedly type out a response.

      
        
        The only reason I ever think of you is because you won’t leave me alone. Fuck off!

        

      

      Deciding I’m done with him for the night, I power off my phone completely and set it facedown on the brand new countertop. That Mr. Laurier had installed for my sister. My stomach twists at the thought because I know for a fact that family does nothing for free.

      I take a deep breath before I turn to glance at Richie and give him a grin. “Cheese time?” I ask in a teasing tone.

      “Cheese!” he declares.

      I move to the cabinet where Indigo keeps the mac and cheese and grab a box, then go about making our dinner. I try my best to shove Dash, Bellamy, and even Ezra out of my mind completely, but they continue to linger in the back of my head, haunting me and taunting me.
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        * * *

      

      When I hear Indigo fumbling with her keys hours later, a grin stretches across my face and I look up from the textbook I’ve been studying. The next moment, the front door flies open, and my sister comes stumbling into the house. She’s singing that Elley Duhé song I’ve been listening to way too much because it reminds me of… ugh.

      I shake them out of my head in an instant.

      One look at my sister confirms that she’s smashed. I chuckle, happy to see that she let herself go a little. When she asked if I’d babysit so she could go out with some girls she used to work with when she was a housekeeper, I hadn’t hesitated to say yes.

      She deserves to have some fun. I mean, she’s barely 21.

      “Hey there,” I laugh, cocking an eyebrow when she veers around and waves at me on the couch. “Good night?”

      She nods as she staggers across the room to sit next to me. She’s wobbly on her feet, but she’s visibly trying to appear put together as she combs her fingers through her long blond hair.

      “It was good.” There’s a slight slur to her words. “It was good to go out and have a DD and…”

      She trails off, and I frown. There’s a tinge of sadness in her voice that catches me off guard.

      “Hey,” I gently say, putting my hand on her shoulder. “Is everything all right?”

      She turns wide eyes to me and nods, but I can tell she’s lying. Her gaze is shimmering with tears.

      “What’s going on? Did you not have a good time tonight? Did something happen?”

      My mind begins to race, thinking of all the terrible things that could have gone down. Just as I’m about to grab her and shake her to get answers out of her, she lets out a sharp sob.

      “I miss Rich,” she murmurs, dropping her face into her hands.

      I freeze, my stomach knotting so badly, I think I’m going to be sick.

      “What… what do you mean?”

      She looks up at me, tears streaming down her cheeks. “When will he come back? I know he still loves me. He keeps taking care of us.”

      I feel like I’m choking when I start, “Just because he sends money, doesn’t mean…”

      But she ignores me. Or maybe she just can’t hear my voice over her crying because she continues, “I know I hurt him. I didn’t mean to. It was such a stupid, stupid mistake.”

      I close my eyes and haul in a deep breath that scorches my lungs. My sister believes that Rich left her because she cheated on him once. They’d had a fight, and she’d found comfort with one of her guy friends that she’d lived with after Mom and Julian had kicked her out.

      She was convinced that had chased Rich off.

       Swallowing hard, I wrap my arm around her and hug her as I say, “It’ll be all right.”

      She buries her face into my neck and cries. Silently, I hold my sister and rock her back and forth, offering her what comfort I can.

      Except for the truth.
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        * * *

      

      The rest of the weekend, my thoughts jump between my guilt over Indigo and the royals and their twisted games. I’m so full of anxiety and so stressed out, I don’t get much sleep, so come Monday morning, I’m an exhausted mess.

      I sit down at a table with my breakfast and let out a long breath, wishing I had just stayed in bed.

      “You look like shit.”

      Startled, I look up and am stunned to find Dash pulling out the chair next to me to take a seat.

      “Excuse me?” I frown at him, confused. When he plucks a sausage link from my tray and bites into it, I don’t even have the energy to make a sarcastic quip. “What do you think you’re doing?”

      “You’re a major cinephile, but you love comic book movies,” he says suddenly. “And old stuff. Like the original Star Wars and Indiana Jones.”

      “What? How do you know that?”

      “Because it’s all you talk about in public speaking. It’s annoying,” he says.

      “Everything about you is annoying.”

      Tossing the remainder of my sausage to my tray, he holds up one finger, then a second. “You always get tacos when they have them available. You seem to be obsessed with overly sugary drinks that only little kids should like, and you like to eat trash—which all goes straight to your tits.”

      “Oh, fun,” I sigh. “It’s insult day. Here’s one for you, why don’t you—”

      “You hum to yourself when no one’s watching. Your voice is… good. Really good.”

      “A-are you complimenting me?”

      Once again, he ignores my question. Go figure. “You have a sister, a nephew, and your parents are dead. Before you came here, your best friend was a girl named Marisa. You like to call her when you’re walking to dinner sometimes.”

      I blink at him. He’s just counting off weird details he knows about me with this determined look on his face. He’s also just confirmed that Bellamy’s holding everything he knows about me close to his chest. Because my mother isn’t dead.

      She’s in prison, six hours away from here. Refusing to even acknowledge Indigo or me, since it was our fault her husband couldn’t…

      “You zone out a lot,” Dash says softly, his hand coming up to cup my chin. Our eyes clash, his cold blue versus my blue-green.

      Even though I know people must be staring at us, I can’t look away. “It drives me crazy because I don’t like not knowing what you’re thinking,” he admits.

      My lip twitches. “It’s not about you.”

      “I know. That’s a fucking problem.”

      Before I can say anything, Dash drops his hand from my face and moves in closer, so his beautiful bronze face is directly in front of mine. “Don’t ever say I don’t know anything about you.”

      Realization clicks. My text from the other night… damn.

      “Did I hit a nerve, Dashiell?” I smirk, enjoying the chink I found in his armor.

      “Never, princess.”

      “Right. By the way, I know things about you, too. You would be in jail if you weren’t stupid rich. You have boundary issues and a nasty jealous streak. You have a ton of tattoos, which make me question if you’re just trying to compensate for something, but—”

      “But you know that’s not true,” he interrupts, and I roll my eyes toward the ceiling before meeting his gaze again and giving him a slow clap.

      “Congrats. You have a big cock and a talented tongue. Want a cookie?”

      “I’d prefer your cunt, but your mouth will work.”

      Despite the sudden pressure between my thighs, I roll my eyes. I absolutely will not humor what he just said. Not at all. “The point is, you don’t know shit about fuck when it comes to me.”

      “Another thing I know is that men seem to always leave the women in your family,” he says, and my posture straightens. “What’s your sister’s husband’s name? Rich, isn’t it?”

      The fact he’s asking makes my nostrils flare. “You know exactly what his name is, Dashiell,” I say in a voice that’s taut with anger.

      “What did you all do to chase that poor bastard off?”

      “Why do you care?”

      “Why are you so mad?” His blue eyes gleam. “Why am I so turned on that you’re mad? Fuck, Gracie, you’re hot when you’re mad.”

      My cheeks hollow in. “Thought I was mid.”

      “That was before I tasted your pussy.”

      “And I’m done here.” I shove to my feet, but he reaches out. Wraps his fingers around my wrist. A harsh breath bursts from my lips. “I have class.”

      “You’re not going to answer my question about your brother-in-law?” he asks, giving me his best example of an innocent expression. If anything, it gives Billy Loomis at the end of Scream vibes. “Come on, I’m curious. What did—”

      “Fuck you, Dash,” I growl, turning to hurry away before he can say more, kicking myself for letting him get to me. I know better than to let him see any weakness, but when it comes to Rich…

      It’s hard to keep my feelings totally in check.

      I hate that bastard.

      As I make my way out of the dining hall, I’m so caught up in my thoughts that I don’t notice Seb approaching me until I nearly run him over.

      “Hey there,” he chuckles, grabbing my shoulders when I stumble in my surprise. “You okay?”

      I look up into his handsome face and give him a weak smile and a shrug. “I’m all right. Mostly. Just family drama.”

      He nods, looking somewhat sympathetic. “I got you.” There’s an awkward pause and I begin to feel kind of anxious standing there with him. Before I can make an excuse to leave, though, he says, “Not going to lie, all I could think about during dinner with my dad was you. I was really looking forward to hanging out and then he had to fuck it up.”

      “Did he at least take you somewhere nice?” I tease.

      “We took his helicopter to…”

      At that moment, though, I spot Dash walking out of the dining hall, and he’s got Bellamy and Ezra with him. I hadn’t noticed them earlier, but it shouldn’t surprise me they’d be lurking nearby while Dash harasses me. They all look at me, and I can see they’re each far from pleased I’m talking to Seb. Their irritated expressions trigger something inside me, and I feel this intense urge to defy all three of them and show them once and for all that they don’t own any part of me.

      Turning my attention back to Seb, I lift my chin and state, “We should try again. Tonight.”

      His eyebrows shoot for his bronze hairline. “Really?” When I nod so enthusiastically some of my curls escape my loose bun, a grin splits his features. “Don’t get me wrong, I’d love that, but I can’t tonight. What about Thursday? I’m free then.”

      I bob my head, not even really thinking about my own schedule. Fuck Dash. Fuck Bellamy. “Thursday works perfect for me.”

      “Great.” He grins at me. “It’s a date, then.”

      I smile back. “Sounds good.”

      He turns and saunters away. I don’t think he noticed the royals standing off to the side and watching us, but now, the three of them look furious. I stare at them, silently daring any of them to say a word to me. They don’t and stalk off toward whatever buildings they’re supposed to be going to.

      When they’re out of sight, I let out a breath of relief. I’m not stupid, though. I know they won’t let this go by without some kind of confrontation.

      The beginning of one arrives later when I’m sitting in my Biology lab. My phone, which I have sitting on the table next to me on silent, lights up. I glance at it and see I’ve got a text from Dash.

      Great. Super. Just what I want to see.

      I open the message and it’s blunt and to the point.

      
        
        You’re fucking up, Gracie.

        

      

      My blood boils. Maybe I am fucking up, but that’s for me to decide, not him. Glancing up, I make sure the teacher isn’t looking before I quickly shoot off a response to Dash.

      
        
        And you’re getting on my nerves. Kiss my junk-eating ass.

        

      

      After I send off the text, I block his number.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            28

          

        

      

    

    
      I’m walking through the abandoned house—Bellamy’s house—but I don’t remember why I came here. Hell, I don’t even remember how I even got here. All I know is it’s dark inside, and it’s cold. So cold I can’t stop the shivers running through my body. When I glance down, I see one reason for my current problem.

      The only thing I’m wearing is a pair of panties and a T-shirt. And not just any T-shirt but my favorite, the one with the purple star that Julian and Mom had given me for my seventeenth birthday. It was the only designer thing I’d ever owned in my life, and I thought it was gone…

      No, that’s not right.

      It was gone. After that night at the beach, after what had happened, I threw it away myself.

      Curling my toes against the cold, hard floor, I swallow hard. I have no idea what’s going on, but one thing’s for sure. Staying here is a terrible idea. When I look back up from my shirt, though, I let out a startled gasp. Dash is standing right in front of me, shirtless and muscular and gorgeous. Covered in tattoos. My heart beat harder. Faster.

      Where the hell did he come from?

      There’s something intense in his blue gaze that makes me nervous. He looks like a predator… a hungry one. Tentatively, I turn to walk away from him, but Ezra is at my back, bare from the waist up as well. I open my mouth to ask what in the world is going on, but nothing comes out.

      Blinking, my anxiety rising, I whirl away from him.

      And run right into Bellamy.

      Stunned, I turn in a circle, as the royals close in on me. My breathing grows heavy, and I look for a way to escape them, but they have me trapped. Dash is the first to reach me, and when he grabs my arm, a shiver wracks my whole body.

      Only now, I’m not afraid. I’m… excited.

      This is wrong, the voice in my head warns me.

      Without a word, Dash kisses my neck. Ezra captures my mouth as Bellamy trails hot kisses along my shoulder. Their hands are everywhere, and I lose track of whose fingers are where. Letting my eyes slide closed, I start to tilt my head back, but one word stops me.

      “Blood.”

      I’m not too sure which of them said it, but suddenly, the lips on my neck are gone. The pressure against my lips stops. And my shoulder feels cold where Bellamy’s mouth once was.

      “Wait,” I whisper. “Blood?”

      But nobody answers me. And when I open my eyes, I see that they’re all gone and the only thing left is me, standing there in a T-shirt covered in someone else’s blood.
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        * * *

      

      My eyes shoot open, and I sit up in bed, gasping for air. It takes me a few moments to realize where I am and what exactly just happened to me. It was a dream. No, a nightmare. And it was intense and vivid and not like any of my usual nightmares. Because this one involved the royals.

      All three of them.

      Together.

      With me.

      As if that’s not enough, my entire body feels like it’s at war with itself. I’m a sweating, panting mess. My heart feels like it might explode out of my chest, and I feel like if I move too quickly, I might throw up. And then there’s the scariest part.

      The throbbing between my legs.

      With a groan, I fall back against my pillows and stare up at the ceiling.

      The past couple of days, the royals have been relatively quiet, even though I know they’re furious with me. They haven’t approached me or talked to me, and I haven’t even had Dash pounding on my door to demand I unblock his number. Still, despite their relative silence toward me, my imagination has been wild and centered on them. That wasn’t the first dream I had starring myself and all three guys.

      It's just the first that made me remember why I should fear guys like them. And the fact I’m not afraid of those three…

      I grab my pillow and shove it over my face so I can scream into it.

      Once I have it out of my system, I throw the pillow to the side and blow out a frustrated breath. Something’s wrong with me. There has to be. Why else would I continue to have these intense sexual fantasies about them?

      I can’t control my dreams, but I can work to keep them out of my head while I’m awake. Forcing myself to get out of bed, I try to do just that. There are plenty of other things for me to think about, including my date with Seb tonight.

      There’s a little twist in my gut at the thought of going out with him, but I do my best not to acknowledge it. Because no matter what Dash, Ezra, or Bellamy think or say, this date will happen.
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        * * *

      

      “I think you should go with this.”

      I glance across my room at Brandis, who’s holding up a skirt that she’s dug out of the back of my closet. It’s another article of clothing I borrowed from Indigo—a cute faux leather number with a pleated skirt and a matching belt. I doubt my sister misses it, since she hadn’t worn it since buying it off Poshmark.

      Arching a brow, I take in the tiny brown garment. “That’ll be a lot of leg.”

      “Then you’ll have to pair it with a very respectable top.” Brandis chuckles. “Besides, Seb’ll love it.”

      I turn away before she can see me flinch. In the back of my mind, though, all I can think about is how she’d warned me away from him when I first got to Kingsworth because of his rivalry with Dash. And now, she’s helping me pick out clothes to go out with the guy? 

      What changed? And why?

      “Hey… what’s wrong?”

      Shrugging, I force a smile and meet her hazel stare. “Nothing. Come on, let’s tart me up.”

      Shoulders relaxing, Brandis lets out a long burst of laughter. Tossing the skirt to my bed, she starts digging through my closet for a top. I try to focus on getting dressed—honestly, I do—but by the time she sits me in front of my mirror to help me tame my curls, I realize my night out will suck if I don’t get my head on straight.

      “Hey, Bran,” I say quietly, catching her gaze in the mirror. “What changed? I mean, from telling me to stay away from Sebastian to… this.”

      “Because I really thought they’d have some kind of epic showdown or something this year, but it’s been… tame.” She gives me a half-hearted smile and shrugs. “I just didn’t want to see you get hurt.”

      I nod because I believe her, but there’s still something off. Something I’m missing. And before I can stop myself, I hear myself ask her what that is.

      And it’s definitely something because she stiffens behind me, fingers freezing in place as she winds one of my dark blond curls around them. For a long moment, she doesn’t say anything, and I start to wonder if I need to ask my question again. Then, finally, she exhales a long breath.

      “Seb and I hooked up a couple of times. Sophomore year.”

      My stomach sinks, and I swallow hard. “Oh.”

      That explains a lot. I’m silent for a few seconds, and to my shame, a little irritated. A lot, actually. Why hadn’t she mentioned that before? Hell, was she ever going to say anything or just let me get blindsided by someone else throwing it in my face? I swear I can practically hear Mila telling me all about it in that snide, bitchy voice of hers.

      “It wasn’t serious, you know,” Brandis is saying, and my nod feels robotic.

      The voice of reason in my head tells me I shouldn’t be upset—reminds me that there’s plenty she doesn’t know about me. I never told her about FanZone and yet she’d helped me find a place to record my videos. Brandis also doesn’t know about what really went down the morning after I was drugged or anything else that’s happened with the royals.

      And then there was the truth about my background.

      Fucking hypocrite, the voice in the back of my head snaps at me.

      “Maybe… maybe I should cancel,” I say quietly, which makes my friend’s eyes widen as she shakes her head vehemently.

      “Absolutely not! I wasn’t actually into him, and I’m not now. I’ve been wanting to tell you—I just didn’t know how. Plus, it was so long ago…”

      Which makes me feel like shit for the flash of anger I’d felt seconds ago. “I get it,” I say with a nod. “Still, if you’re uncomfortable with me going out with—”

      She wraps her arms around me and hugs me from behind with a laugh.

      “Stop freaking out,” she orders me. “I promise, I’m totally fine with this. Besides, Seb’s actually a pretty good guy. He was about the only guy on the team who didn’t give me shit when I made my report last year. He’s… nice. The only reason I was ever against you having anything to do with him was because of the royals. And since the issues between them seem to be resolved…”

      Except, they aren’t. And at the mere mention of the royals, I feel guilty. Like I’m doing something wrong. Which is silly because I’m not.

      At least, that’s what I tell myself.
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        * * *

      

      When I step outside Roth Hall, Sebastian is waiting outside the metallic gray Porsche he almost hit me with several weeks ago. His dark eyes drink me in as I jog down the front steps leading to the curb, and he lets out a low whistle.

      “Damn, Grace.”

      I’d paired the short brown leather skirt with the chunky boots I usually wear with my uniform and a black turtleneck sweater I’ve had since I was in middle school. Since my boobs have grown since then, it’s snug and shows off my curves. Still, my cheeks heat at Sebastian’s words.

      “Thanks?” I mutter, hating that it sounds like a question.

      The closer I get to him, he shakes his head. Like he’s trying to clear his thoughts or something. “I mean, you look… wow.”

      I suddenly feel a little shy, and even excited. Like a normal girl going on a date with an insanely good-looking guy. And he definitely fits that description. He’s wearing dark wash jeans that hug his lean hips and a hunter green long sleeve T-shirt that’s classic and fits his broad shoulders perfectly. His auburn hair is styled in his usual just-got-out-of-bed look, and he’s smiling. A genuine, non-problematic smile that makes my heart do a little flip in my chest.

      Which is confusing. But not at all unwelcome.

      Once I’m a few feet from the car, he strides around to open the passenger side door for me. I waggle my eyebrows. “Such a gentleman.”

      “I try.” His eyes dart to my mouth and back up again, but he gestures to the inside of the car and steps back so I can get in. A few moments later, he’s sitting beside me, and the Porsche purrs to life.

      I can’t help but be impressed. “Wait. You can actually drive this thing now, right?” I tease. “No more almost hitting random girls on the sidewalk?”

      The corner of his lip quirks up. “You are sure as fuck not random, but yeah. I think I’ve gotten the hang of it.” He pauses, and then shoots me a sideways glance. “Like pizza?”

      “Love it.”

      We end up at a little pizza place in downtown Crowley, and it quickly becomes one of my favorite places. The pizza is this perfect mix of chewy and crunchy, and then there’s Sebastian. Who, it turns out, is easy to talk to. We chat easily about classes and music and movies, and before I know it, I’m on my third slice of pizza.

      “Where do you think you’ll go after graduation?” he asks, downing a sip of his soda.

      I shrug and wipe my mouth with a napkin. “No idea, but anywhere but Stratford University.”

      Even though there’s a hint of laughter behind my voice, his shoulders still go rigid, and I regret ever mentioning that college. It’s where the Lauriers always go. Where Ezra’s sister already attends school, meaning he’s bound to end up there. And where Bellamy will no doubt follow because they’re like a twisted trinity.

      “Are they trying to force you into going to Stratford, too?” Sebastian asks, his tone suddenly serious, his chocolate brown eyes burning into me.

      I lick my lips. “What makes you think I was forced into coming here?”

      “Because I know the Lauriers.” His jaw clenches, and he looks away for a few seconds. “They’re not the kind of people who take no for an answer.”

      “What’s the story with you and Dash?” I blurt out before I can stop myself.

      Sebastian’s dark eyes meet mine again, but he hesitates before answering. “It’s cliché.”

      “Isn’t everything?”

      A ghost of a smile touches his lips. “Guess so.” He pauses and takes a deep breath. “Dash tried to play his stupid fucking games with a girl I was into last year.”

      Dash’s games. I hate myself for the spark that ignites in my chest. Hate myself even more for the way I have to struggle to keep my voice even when I ask, “What kind of games?”

      “You don’t already know?” When I shake my head, I don’t miss the brief flash of surprise in his eyes. “They go after each other’s girls.”

      That’s it? That’s what everyone’s so silent about? “Wait, what?”

      “You honestly don’t know?”

      “No, Seb, I don’t. Everyone on that stupid campus is weird when it comes to talking about them. So… just tell me what the hell is going on. Please.”

      Sebastian nods and takes another deep breath. “Basically, they go after each other’s girlfriends. Or maybe I should say, potential girlfriends. It’s like a test to see how pure the girl is.”

      Ears flaming, I clear my throat. “What do you mean by pure?”

      “Like how much self-control she has. How easy it is for her to give into temptation when she’s got attention coming at her from three directions.”

      A cold feeling settles in the pit of my stomach. “So, they try to seduce girls they might not even like? Meanwhile, one of them actually does like her?”

      He nods, his expression solemn.

      “And the girl you were into? What happened to her?”

      “Lexa gave in. And when they dropped her, she started her downward spiral. And then she got drunk and wrapped her car around a pole one night.”

      The cold feeling in my stomach turns to ice, and I can feel the blood draining from my face. I remember my first day of public speaking class, remember one of the girls giving her presentation about drunk driving. And in the back of my head, I can hear the opening of her speech.

      “My best friend Lexa had a bright future that a few bad decisions took from her.”

      “Oh, Sebastian…” I whisper.

      I feel like a monster for making him talk about this. For prying into something so personal. But he doesn’t seem to mind. In fact, he looks almost relieved, like he’s been wanting to tell someone for a long time.

      “So now you know why I can’t stand Dash,” he says quietly. “Why I retaliated…”

      He retaliated? My spine stiffens, and I drop my hands to my lap, twisting the hem of my black sweater around my fingers. “Wh-what did you do?”

      Honestly, I’m almost afraid to ask.

      A tense moment of silence stretches between us, taut and thin. And then, finally, Sebastian’s mouth tugs in a secretive smile. One that makes the hair on the back of my neck stand up.

      “Next date,” he promises. “I’ll tell you then.”
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      A couple of hours later, Seb pulls back up to the curb outside my building to drop me off. I’m smiling, having had a genuinely good time with him, even after the bomb he dropped about the royals. After we left the restaurant, we’d walked around downtown Crowley, drinking in the Halloween decorations, and talking about everything but the royals.

      Not that avoiding them was enough to keep them from my mind entirely.

      Which is exactly what they want.

      “Hope you had fun.” Sebastian’s voice cuts through my thoughts. He puts the car into park and turns to me.

      “I did,” I answer honestly. “Thank you for taking me out.”

      For a moment, we stare at each other, and tension fills the silence. I know what’s coming next. He doesn’t say anything as he slowly starts to lean in closer to me. My heart begins to race, and I tense. He’s about to kiss me. Do I want him to?

      Part of me does. I’m definitely attracted to him. And he’s been nothing but sweet to me all night. But another part of me is still reeling from what I learned earlier. Desperate to put it out of my mind, I lean into him as well.

      We draw closer and closer to each other, and just as our lips are about to meet…

      Dash’s face flashes through my mind, followed swiftly by Ezra’s and Bellamy’s. I pull back at the last second, a hoarse sound falling from my lips.

      “I’m so sorry,” I choke out. “I’m so sorry, Sebastian.”

      When his face falls, I feel even worse. “Hey, it’s okay. I understand. You don’t have to explain anything.”

      But I want to. I really, really do.

      “It’s just that… it’s been a while for me.” When his eyebrow jerks up, I rush to add, “Since I’ve dated anyone, I mean.”

      And that’s the truth. I’ve had one real boyfriend in my entire life, and even that was years ago—when I was a freshman.

      “It’s okay,” he assures me, but his gaze doesn’t meet mine. “We can take things slow.”

      “I… I appreciate it,” I stammer. Embarrassed and furious with myself, I reach for the door handle and mumble, “Thanks. I really did have a good time.”

      Before I can leave, he snatches my other hand. “Hey, I had a good time, too. We’ll do it again.”

      Casting him a small smile, I open my door and step out onto the sidewalk. Turning, I wave and watch him as he drives away.

      Feeling a strange mix of giddiness and humiliation, I turn toward the stairs leading up to my building, but a voice behind me makes me freeze in my tracks.

      “That might have been the nastiest cock-block I’ve ever seen, love.”

      Drawing in a deep breath, I spin around and spot a sleek Jaguar sports car parked along the sidewalk just a few spaces away from where Seb had been. I hadn’t noticed it before, but I’d been giving Seb all my attention. The window of the car is rolled down and Bellamy is looking out at me with a scowl.

      Irritation spikes within me, and I march over to him.

      “Are you spying on me?” I demand incredulously. “Need new masturbatory material, Bellamy, is that it?”

      A storm rages behind his green eyes. “Someone needs to keep an eye on you. You’re too disobedient. We tell you to do something and you just spit in our faces.”

      At least, that’s what I think he says. His words are slurred, just like that first night we met, and my mouth drops open. He’s drunk. This bastard is sitting in front of my dorm and he’s drunk.

      I look into the car and there’s a nearly empty bottle of whiskey sitting in his seat between his legs.

      “You’ve got to be fucking with me,” I churn out through tightly clenched teeth, and Bellamy leers at me.

      “Apparently, Lilley, I’m the only person not fucking you. Well, me and Sebastian. You are very much off-limits to me because…”

      “Because what?” I can’t help but ask as thoughts of Dash, Ezra, and me fill my head. Even though Dash reacts like a caveman whenever Ezra touches me, something about Bellamy telling me I’m off-limits to him feels… off.

      Which is the craziest thought that has probably ever crawled through my head.

      Still, I feel like I’m missing something, especially after what Sebastian had revealed at dinner.

      “Because,” Bellamy finally starts, “I want nothing to do with you. Surprisingly simple, isn’t it?”

      I narrow my eyes. “It would be—if you weren’t a fucking liar.”

      He tilts his head and smirks at a few girls passing by, which makes them walk faster into the building. Honestly, after what I’ve learned tonight, what he just said, I should follow right after them.

      And yet I can’t move.

      There’s something about leaving this lost, broken boy sitting outside my dorm that feels wrong. Even if this is all a game.

      Hugging my arms around myself, I release a sigh. “Have you just been sitting here drinking? For how long?”

      “What’s it matter to you, Lilley? You’re not my mother.”

      “Oh, wonderful. Asshole Bellamy is back,” I say through clenched teeth, though I still don’t leave him. “Can’t say I missed you.”

      “Why didn’t you kiss him?” he asks with a sneer. “He was probably at least expecting a blow job. Left poor Seb high and dry.”

      A shit-faced Bellamy Thorn is the last thing I want to deal with right now, but he’s in no condition to get himself home. I yank open the car door.

      “Move,” I bark.

      “Fuck off.”

      “Bellamy, get your ass over so I can drive you home. Do you want to get arrested? Expelled? Or heaven forbid, crash your car?” A huge lump forms in my throat at that last question because I can’t help thinking about the girl Seb had mentioned. Lexa. Part of me thinks Bellamy must be thinking of her, too, because he flinches. “I’m not going to let you screw your life completely.”

      “It’s already there,” he spits out, but to my relief, he unsnaps his seat belt. “Just… take me home.”

      He crawls over to the passenger side, and I climb in behind the wheel. I don’t talk to him as I drive. Not that he seems to care, as he goes back to nursing that whiskey bottle. It’s empty by the time I pull into the driveway of their house, parking behind Ezra’s Range Rover.

      “And we’re here.” Sucking in my cheeks, I jab a finger toward the front door. “You should probably go to bed.”

      He rolls his head toward me. “Bitch.”

      That’s it. I don’t need this. I kill the ignition and grab the keys from the center console so he can’t drive off after I’ve left and start to get out of the car myself. As soon as I’ve hurled the keys at Ezra’s stupid face, I’m out of here.

      As soon as I reach to open the door, though, Bellamy wraps his hand around my throat and pushes me back against the seat.

      “What the fuck?” I gasp.

      He leans in so close to my face, I can smell the whiskey on his breath. “You were stupid for coming here.”

      I try to slip from his grip, but he only tightens it to keep me in place. “And you were stupid for driving drunk, so you should thank me for saving your ass and bringing you here.”

      Though I’m almost one hundred percent certain he started drinking after he arrived at my building. Still, my fear that there’s something twisted inside Bellamy has reached peak levels. I don’t know what’s wrong with him, but he apparently has some demons that come out to play when he loses control of himself.

      “I’m not talking about coming to this house,” Bellamy growls in his whiskey-roughened voice. “To this school.”

      Goose bumps tingle the back of my neck. “Because I had so many choices, didn’t I?”

      “We’ve told you how many times to leave?” he asks in a low voice. “But you don’t listen. Too damn defiant. Dash fucking loves it, and Ezra’s obsessed with you. Me, though? It makes me angry. Not listening will get you hurt.”

      I can’t tell if he’s threatening me or warning me. It might be a bit of both. “You three are disgusting. And I want nothing to do with it.”

      “Doesn’t matter what you want anymore, Lilley.” He moves in even closer to me, until his lips brush against my ear. “You’ve lost all your chances to leave, so now you’re going to be obedient. Don’t forget, I know everything. I know about your little stories and your mum and—”

      “You want to use all that against me to make me fall in line?” I hiss, my voice steady despite my heart slamming against my chest. I reach up, wrapping my fingers around his wrist. “Be my guest. I don’t care.”

      “You don’t mean that.”

      I don’t, but I’m also over this entire conversation. Over being in this car with Bellamy. Over anything to do with the royals. “My videos? I do them to help my sister. And my mum killed my stepfather because he was a sick fucker who was more interested in…”

      Stopping myself, I let out a shuddering breath just as Bellamy’s grip on my throat loosens. I don’t realize I’m crying until we both glance down to find teardrops rolling down both our hands.

      “In you?” he murmurs, and something in his green eyes change. “She killed him because of you?”

      I don’t respond. I can’t. If I do, I know I’ll start bawling like a baby because the bitter reality is so much worse. Just like what I did. And now I’m back in a terrible position, overpowered and trapped, with my heart pounding violently against the walls of my chest.

      “Bellamy… tell whoever the hell you want, but let me go. I’m done here. I… I just want to go home.”

      It hits me then. That those are the exact words my sister had said to him the night we met, and my head spins because I can’t take this anymore.

      But Bellamy’s grip tightens, and my eyes pop wider as my breath catches. “I don’t want to hurt you,” his voice rumbles in my ear. “You need to listen. Before you do something stupid. Before I do something stupid. Before—”

      Suddenly, there’s a sharp knock on the car’s window. Bellamy’s hand drops from my throat, and I turn to find Ezra’s face staring in at us. He looks pissed, but I almost weep for joy at the sight of him.

      Yanking open the car door, he reaches in and grabs my arm. He hauls me out and helps me find my footing. I release a shaky breath, relieved to be away from Bellamy, but then Ezra’s hands are on my shoulders.

      “Did he hurt you?” he demands, shoving his face close to mine as his brown eyes sweep over my skin. “Gracelyn, tell me what happened.”

      “I…”

      A muscle clenches in his jaw as he glances behind me toward the car and Bellamy, who’s slumped over and mumbling to himself. “Did he fucking hurt you?” Ezra asks again, each word emphasized by pulsing anger.

      It’s a good question, don’t get me wrong, but coming from him, it’s surprising. How much of my encounter with Bellamy did he see to understand that I was in distress?

      Or… does he just know what Bellamy might be capable of?

      “No,” I rasp, and when I start to glance away, Ezra frames my face between his hands. Our eyes lock just as he realizes my cheeks are wet, and a shadow crosses his features.

      “Why are you crying?” He skims the tip of his thumb over my skin. “Grace, so help me—”

      “I’m fine,” I insist because there’s something in his tone that tells me he might actually retaliate if I say different. Against his best friend. And since I still vividly remember the night he confronted the guys from the lacrosse team, I really don’t want to see what he would do to Bellamy.

      “Really, he didn’t hurt me,” I say, my voice more confident this time.

      Ezra hesitates a moment before nodding. “Good.” Dragging his hand through his dark blond hair, he looks over my head to Bellamy. His full lips curl into a sneer. “I need to get his drunk ass inside.”

      “I can help,” I offer like an idiot.

      He looks back at me, his golden brown eyes widening with surprise, but then he nods. Together, we manage to drag Bellamy out of the Jaguar and up to the house. Ezra stops at the front door, shifting Bellamy out of my arms and more fully around his shoulders.

      “I’m going to get him upstairs to his room,” he tells me. “Wait here. I’ll drive you back to campus because I don’t want you walking alone at night around here.”

      “I think the people I should be most worried about live in this house,” I whisper, but Ezra is already disappearing into the house with Bellamy.

      Now that I’m alone on the porch, surrounded by darkness and the quiet rustle of leaves, I wrap my arms around myself. I’m exhausted and irritated, and honestly, the last thing I want is to stand around waiting for him to come back. Deciding to ignore his not-so-subtle command to wait for him, I turn and hurry down the porch steps and start to make my way back to campus.

      Damn it. This night was going so well. I shouldn’t be surprised, though, that the royals would manage to ruin it in some way.

      The walk to campus feels like it takes forever. When I finally reach my building, I feel relieved knowing that this night is almost over. I’m going to go upstairs, lock my door, and collapse into bed.

      The halls of the dorm are quiet as I make my way to my floor. Most people are probably locked away studying at this time of night, as it’s just a little too early to go to bed, but then again, maybe they’re all out partying. Not that I care. I prefer when the building’s quiet.

      When I finally reach my room, I open my door… and my stomach drops.

      My room is trashed.

      My floor is littered with papers and books, some of them torn and ruined. The beautiful white and blue Parisian bedding set that Grace Covington had sent me has been ripped from my bed and my mattress upended. Anything I’d had hanging on the walls has been yanked down. Pictures are shredded. Clothes thrown around. It’s a disaster.

      As I numbly step into the room and shut the door behind me, one thought crosses my mind that almost makes me break down in hysterical sobbing.

      At least they didn’t spray paint anything this time.
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      When the knock sounds on my door, I ignore it. I’m not in the mood to talk to anyone right now. Not even Brandis, who probably wants all the details about my date with Sebastian.

      The knock comes again, more insistent this time.

      I straighten from picking up my clothes strewn all over the place and call out, “I’m sorry, Brandis. I’m really not in the mood—”

      “It’s not Brandis.”

      I tense at the sound of Ezra’s voice. Dropping my armful of clothes on the bed, I march to the door, but I don’t open it. “What do you want?”

      “To not be shouting through your door, for one thing. Let me in.”

      I roll my eyes but unlock the door and yank it open because the last thing I want is Meghan throwing a fit tomorrow morning. Especially since I’m pretty sure that she was one of the girls involved with the royals’… game.

      “Shouldn’t you be at home making sure Bellamy doesn’t do anything else stupid?” I ask.

      “I’ve got his keys in my…” But he trails off, his eyes slowly widening as they wander over my head. “Redecorating?”

      “Obviously,” I bitterly shoot back. “As you can see, I’m busy. Go away.”

      He doesn’t, of course, because why would he? It’s not like he or the other two listen to a word I say.

      “Let me help you clean up,” he says, taking a step forward, but I push my body further into the doorway to stop him.

      “Why would you help?” But a thought pops into my head that has me grinding my teeth. “Do you know something about this?”

      “Why would I?”

      Folding my arms over my chest, I narrow my eyes. “Awfully coincidental that I’d come home to find Bellamy waiting for me, drunk, and then discover my room trashed. And now here you are.”

      He hesitates. It’s for the briefest moment, but I notice, and it makes me think that he might not put it past Bellamy to do something like this. But then he drags a hand through his dark blond hair, shakes his head, and firmly states, “No, it wasn’t him. I promise. It wasn’t any of us.”

      “So, you speak for the other two?”

      A muscle works in his jaw. “It wasn’t them.”

      I turn from him and go back to cleaning, my movements sharp and angry. The door shuts, but I know he hasn’t left. I don’t bother to yell at him again, though. I don’t have the energy to fight him as I kneel down and start picking up papers and books from the floor.

      “Shit,” I murmur as I inspect the remnants of my Biology textbook. “Why’d this have to happen again?”

      Ezra reaches over my shoulder and plucks the book from my hand. “I’ll get you new ones tomorrow.”

      Brow furrowing, I stand upright and meet his gaze, though I still have to tilt my head far back due to our height difference. “So, you lied. You were the one who replaced them the first time, weren’t you? And my phone?”

      “I never lied. I didn’t replace them. Karla, our housekeeper, placed all the orders.”

      “Seriously?” I puff out an exasperated breath. “Karla, your housekeeper, placed all the orders? And whose money did she do it with, huh?”

      “Bellamy’s,” he says, and every muscle in my body freezes. Out of all the answers to come out of his mouth, that’s the last one I ever expected, even though it sort of makes sense. At least, a little. Bellamy was the person who had found me in that cellar and walked me home.

      Still, up until that night, the guy had barely said a word to me.

      Hell, even now he rarely talks to me except to order me around or threaten me with what he knows about my past.

      “Why would he help me?” I hear myself ask aloud. Another thought hits me, and I shake my head. “And why did you lie about it?”

      “I didn’t lie.” At my eye roll, Ezra levels me with an amused look. “I didn’t. I had no idea what he did until after you asked me.”

      “Whatever, Ezra.”

      He tosses the book on my bed, where it lands on the pile of clothes. “You are incredibly sexy when you’re angry. Did you know that?”

      “That wasn’t an answer.” I glare up at him. “Plus, I’m pretty sure Dash said I was the loser in the trailer—”

      “We’re not talking about Dash, but I can promise you, that’s not what he thinks about you. Not even a little.” A tight grin tugs at the corners of his lips. “You are fucking hot, Gracelyn, so stop being weird.”

      “I’m being weird?” If I wasn’t so exhausted, I might laugh in his ridiculously good-looking tan face. “You and your friends are insane and sick.”

      “Sanity is subjective.” He inches closer to me, filling my senses with his scent, which reminds me of fresh laundry. With a hint of something else underneath. Something that’s uniquely… him and makes my brain fuzzy.

      I back up until my legs hit the bed.

      “How was your date?” he asks, his voice a husky whisper.

      I swallow hard. Pretend like my heart isn’t pounding wildly against the walls of my chest. “It was fine.”

      He reaches out and traces the line of my jaw with his finger, and like an idiot, I shiver. “Just fine?”

      “It was great,” I say, trying to ignore my body’s response to his touch. It’s hard, though. So damn hard. The pads of his fingers are rough, and all I can imagine is the way they’d feel when he…

      “Informative,” I huff out, desperate to get the image of his hand between my thighs out of my head. “My date with Sebastian was very informative.”

      “That so?” Brows waggling, he lets out a little humming noise. “And what fun information could Sebastian possibly give you?”

      Letting a smirk touch my lips, I tilt my head. “You sound sort of jealous, Ezra.”

      He lets out a snort but doesn’t look at me when he says, “Of Seb? Hardly.”

      “Hmm, are you sure? I mean, Seb’s not the one having to get permission from his friends before he can date a girl.” It’s a bold move. I know I’m treading on dangerous ground, bringing up things that nobody on this campus wants to say, but I can’t help myself.

      Chuckling, Ezra shakes his blond head. “You’re crazy.”

      “And you’re deflecting.” Giving him my back, I start sorting through the clothes on my bed, but I can feel his stare burning into the nape of my neck. “But yeah, I learned so much about you and your two bosses.”

      I feel him stiffen behind me, and when I chance a glance over my shoulder, he’s staring back at me through narrowed eyes. “Bosses?”

      “Yeah, Dash and Bellamy.” I grab a sweatshirt and fold it, dropping it to the foot of my bed. “I just figure you’re usually so laid back, you’re probably not the one making the decisions of your little… friend group.”

      “That so?” he asks in a low growl that makes my skin tingle all over, but I don’t let him see my reaction as I grab another shirt.

      “Well, let’s look at the facts.” Calmly, I run my hands over the wrinkled cotton material, as if doing so will help smooth my nerves. I just pray he doesn’t see my shaking hands or how flushed my fingers are. “You ask how high when Dash tells you to jump, and only touch what he considers his property when he gives you permission.”

      “And then you’re more of a babysitter for Bellamy than his actual equal. So, I’m just wondering, whose idea was it to fuck each other’s girlfriends and why was your girlfriend first?”

      Behind me, he shifts. Now he’s closer, the side of his body brushing against the back of mine. Making me utterly aware of just how much bigger he is.

      “Gracelyn…” he warns.

      “What?” I breathe. “I’m just curious.”

      That earns me a raspy groan that seeps into my skin. “You don’t want to do this, that’s what.”

      I’m getting him worked up, but that’s exactly what I want. Then maybe I’ll get some actual answers from him. Tossing the newly folded garment on top of the sweatshirt, I lift an eyebrow, turning my face slightly so that our eyes lock.

      “Let me guess, you were interested in me, right? I mean, it would explain the whole Dash thing and him making you watch him eat my—”

      Before I comprehend what’s happening, Ezra grabs me by the waist. I let out a cry of surprise as he lifts me and tosses me back onto my bed. He follows me, straddling me and grabbing my wrists to pin my arms above my head.

      “Are you trying to turn me against Dash?”

      To my surprise, I mean it when I say, “Not at all. I just want answers.”

      He lowers his face until it’s inches from mine. “I follow nobody.”

      “Except for your friends when they play games with girls you like, right?” I retort, trying to keep the quiver out of my voice.

      “Are you talking about yourself, Gracelyn?” he murmurs, and my breath catches when he releases one of my wrists to slide his hand between us. His long fingers slide up my thigh and beneath the hem of the brown leather skirt I’d worn for my date tonight.

      He rests his knuckles against the soft cotton of my panties. “Gracelyn?”

      “Is that not what this is? A fucking game?” I rasp, squirming against him as he strokes his knuckles back and forth over the center of my panties.

      Over the heat already forming there.

      “You’re wet already.”

      “Body’s natural response to stimuli,” I retort, recalling the conversation we had in his kitchen weeks ago when he tried to pay me to leave.

      Which is why there’s a rational voice inside my head screaming that I shouldn’t be doing this. I just went on a date with someone else. Someone nice who I had a really good time with. Plus, there’s the whole I’ve-messed-around-with-his-best-friend thing.

      And then the way Bellamy acted in the car.

      And the fact Ezra tried to pay me off to go away.

      But then he turns his hand, flattening it, and grinds the heel of his palm against my clit. When I squirm, his dimples come out to play. “Your body clearly loves this stimuli,” he drawls.

      “So, I’m assuming it’s you,” I breathe, wanting to take control of this conversation again even as I tilt my hips toward his hand. “The one who liked me. The reason why Dash—”

      He shuts me up with a hard kiss. I let out a little cry, and he swipes his tongue into my mouth. He steals whatever words I have left, leaving me speechless. His kiss is as demanding as Dash’s, but different. Even blindfolded, I would be able to tell which of them it was that was kissing me.

      At length, Ezra comes up for air and gazes down at me, his brown eyes hooded.

      “That’s better,” he says with a smirk, taking hold of my chin and tracing his thumb along the seam of my lips. His hand between my legs never stops moving. “We agreed to stay away from you.”

      “I–”

      But he cuts me off, his thumb parting my lips and slipping into my mouth. His expression is dark and hungry, and he stares down at me for a long beat. “We agreed because we all wanted a piece of you. It’s not a game when we all want the same thing, Gracelyn. They’re like my brothers, and…”

      It takes me a moment to process everything he just said. Several moments, in fact. “I understand.” I flick my tongue over the pad of his thumb. “But Dash didn’t.”

      Ezra’s dark eyes gleam. “No, he didn’t, and now it’s my turn to take what I want.”

      Gazing up at Ezra, I realize I want him just as much as I want Dash. Like their kisses, there’s a slight distinction in my desire for each of them, but it’s just as strong between the two. Bellamy… I’m not sure about him. I’m hesitant to let myself want him because I can’t get a read on the type of person he actually is.

      Dash and Ezra don’t hide who they are.

      “You don’t own me,” I say. It’s something I’ve said to Dash in some form or other countless times. “You don’t get to just take. You three don’t get to dictate my life, no matter what you—”

      And then he’s kissing me again. Actually, kissing is too light of a word. He’s ravaging my mouth, swallowing my moans and dominating me with his tongue and teeth.

      I let out a long, low moan when he finally pushes my panties aside and runs his fingers along my pussy, teasing my entrance for a moment before withdrawing. He breaks the kiss and holds up his hand in front of my face. His fingers are shining with the proof of my arousal.

      Ezra meets my gaze and holds it as he slowly slips his fingers into his mouth and sucks them clean. When he’s done, he smirks at me.

      “Now I’ll know every word you say is bullshit,” he says, sliding his hand back down my torso, past my skirt and beneath it, to my panties. “You want me to own and take.”

      I do want him. I want him so badly, it’s shocking. Just like when I’ve been with Dash, though, I worry what will happen if I allow Ezra to have so much power over me. I can’t let him have the upper hand. Not when I’ve already lost so much to them already.

      His fingers tug at the elastic of my panties.

      “No,” I breathe, just as he tugs them halfway down my thighs.

      Grabbing his shoulders, I catch him off guard and I’m able to roll him over so that he’s on his back and I’m the one on top. He gazes up at me, stunned, but then a slow grin curls his lips.

      “You are always full of surprises, aren’t you?” He sounds almost in awe.

      I don’t say a word. Instead, I lower my lips to his and kiss him, but while his kiss was a demanding onslaught, mine is languid. I take my time, lulling him into a lustful haze, and he doesn’t try to stop me. He rests his hands on my hips and allows me to take the lead.

      When I break from his lips and begin kissing my way down his throat, he purrs, “What do you have in that tricky little mind of yours?”

      I just shoot him a wicked grin as I continue moving down his torso, pushing up his shirt so I can trace my tongue along the lines of his abs and down his sculpted V. He takes a sharp breath when I reach the waistband of his jeans. I take my time undoing them, drawing this out so I can torture him a bit. When I glance up at him, his cheeks are flushed and he’s watching me with anticipation.

      He lifts his hips so I can pull down his jeans and boxers, freeing his erection.

      I immediately wrap my fingers around his base. His cock is like the rest of him, long and thick and hard, and my thighs clench as if in anticipation. He puts his hand on my head, but doesn’t push me, just grips my hair again.

      “Take it all, Gracelyn,” he orders in a gravelly voice.

      I stroke him once from base to tip and then, holding his gaze, I trail my tongue along the same path before taking him fully into my mouth. He groans, his hold on my hair tightening, but he allows me to set the pace. I move slowly at first, savoring the feel of him and every little sound that he makes, but then I speed up. While I bob up and down on his long cock, I grip the base with one hand to stroke what I can’t get into my mouth.

      “Fuck,” he snarls, his other hand coming up and gripping my hair as well. “Keep going.”

      Happy to obey that order, I suck him a few moments more before pulling my mouth from him so I can lick around the head. His hips buck when I dip my tongue into the small slit in his tip and taste the precum that is already gathering there.

      Moving from the head of his cock down to his balls, I suck them into my mouth one at a time while I stroke his shaft, and the low groan of pleasure he releases as I do so has me practically gushing between my legs.

      With my free hand, I reach down beneath my skirt and slip my fingers between my legs to rub my clit. I let up on his balls and return to his cock, taking him completely in my mouth once more.

      “Good God, girl,” he growls. “You’re so good at this. So fucking good.”

      Ezra’s praise drives me crazy, so I suck harder. Work my fingertips over myself even faster. I’m already so wet and aroused that I feel my orgasm rushing toward me. I twist my tongue around his shaft and his hold on my hair shifts so that he’s cupping my head. He stops me from moving, and I know that he’s getting close. His control is fraying, so I glance up at him, meeting his gaze.

      “Jesus,” he groans. “I need to touch you, Gracelyn. I need…”

      But I shake my head. Because I don’t want to give over control of myself tonight. Because I want to be the one driving one of them crazy. I shake my head again, and he suddenly lifts his hips, forcing his cock deeper into my mouth. He doesn’t stop until I’m gagging, and only then does he retreat. He doesn’t give me much time to recover, though, before he’s driving himself back into my mouth, all the way to my throat. Holding my head in place, he pumps his hips again and again, as I frantically rub at my clit.

      I lose myself in the moment and the sensations coursing through me. I forget about everything else—Indigo, Rich, Seb, even Dash and Bellamy. My focus is entirely on Ezra and the throbbing between my legs.

      My release is drawing closer and closer. It’s like a balloon with rubber bands being placed around it. It gets tighter and tighter until I’m sure it’ll burst at any moment.

      Just then, Ezra growls, “Fuck, I’m going to come, Gracelyn. I want you to swallow it, understand?"

      I can't respond, can’t even nod, but he must be able to read my assent in my gaze. For a few seconds, he pumps hard and fast, and then suddenly his body goes completely rigid before he lets out a strangled sound. His release triggers my own, and my orgasm explodes within me as I swallow. Our bodies quiver and quake together as we both climax, and then everything starts to slowly calm down and relax.

      Ezra releases my head as his dick grows soft. I give a few tender licks before raising my head and staring at him. He gazes back at me and opens his mouth, no doubt to say something, but he’s interrupted by a sharp knock on my door.

      Eyes widening, I turn just in time to see my door swing open before I can tell the person to go away. Not that my protests would have worked, I realize, as the intruder crosses my threshold.

      Dash stops and sweeps his gaze over us. It’s obvious what we’ve been doing, and I brace myself, having no idea how this angry psychopath is going to react to the fact that I just had his best friend’s dick in my mouth.
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      I stare up at Dash in stony silence, but my mind scrambles to come up with something to say to him. Some excuse for why I was just sucking Ezra off, but then I stop myself. I don’t owe him an explanation. He’s not my boyfriend, and most of the time he’s a total asshole to me. Why should I care what he thinks about me and Ezra hooking up?

      Still, I proceed cautiously as I get up off my bed, righting my clothes.

      I pretend not to notice the way he sneers as he takes in the brown leather skirt and black top I wore on my date with Sebastian. Or the way his blue eyes darken when I reach down to shimmy my panties back up.

      “That ass, Gracelyn…” Ezra groans from the bed.

      In front of me, Dash’s jaw clenches.

      “What the hell are you doing here?” I demand. I can tell my cheeks are burning red, can feel the heat consuming my face, but I hold his icy gaze anyway.

      “What the fuck did you say to Bellamy?” he snaps, catching me off guard.

      I frown, confused. That’s the first question he has after walking in on me and Ezra? Is he not even going to shout at me or growl at Ezra that I’m his property?

      Wait, do I want him to do that?

      Blinking, I finally ask, “What are you talking about?”

      “He’s shit-faced and locked in his room, and all I can get him to tell me is that you drove him home and pushed him too far,” Dash explains, sounding pissed. “What the fuck did you do?”

      I gape at him. “I didn’t do anything! Bellamy was here when I got home from… when I got home, and he was already drunk. I drove him home so he didn’t kill himself behind the wheel of his car, and then he… he…”

      “He what?” Dash snarls.

      “It doesn’t matter.” I shrug. “Ezra was there to get him and take him inside. I don’t know anything after that.”

      “Came to check on her,” Ezra chimes in. I glance back at him, and he’s still lounging on the bed, his head behind his hands and a smug grin on his face. He hasn’t even put his dick away, as if he wants to show off to Dash that we were just together. “Bellamy was being a prick, but it wasn’t anything too serious.”

      Dash shoots his friend an irritated look, but I honestly can’t tell if he’s annoyed that Ezra’s there with me, or with how he handled things with Bellamy.

      Turning his blue eyes back to me, Dash asks, “What all did Bellamy say to you?”

      I frown. “What? Nothing. Drunken rants, I guess.”

      Dash narrows his eyes, as if he doesn’t believe me. “Don’t fucking lie to me.”

      “I’m not,” I insist, anger burning within me at his high-handedness. First, he bursts into my room without permission, and now he’s calling me a liar. The fucking nerve! “I don’t remember everything he said. I was more worried about getting his drunk ass home and away from me before he did something stupid.”

      “Like what?” Dash spits.

      I glance back at Ezra again, but he’s still just lying there, looking smug and unconcerned about what’s happening. He’s clearly not going to step in to help me explain things.

      Growling with irritation, I turn back to Dash and reply, “I don’t have any idea, okay? Drunk people do stupid shit. That’s all.”

      Dash scoffs. “You really think I’m going to believe you? Fucking with us is one of your favorite hobbies, after all.”

      My jaw drops as I stare up at him. Me fucking with them? Is he serious?

      That’s it. I can’t take any more of this interrogation and his hypocritical bullshit.

      “Get out,” I bark, jabbing my finger at the door. Glancing back at Ezra, I add, “Both of you. Now.”

      “What’d I do?” Ezra exclaims, but he finally puts his dick away and straightens his clothes as he climbs from the bed. Sighing, he makes his way across the room, never taking his gaze off me.

      I roll my eyes, no longer in the mood for his flirting, but he doesn’t seem bothered in the least by my reaction. He strolls past Dash, patting his friend on the shoulder before continuing on out of my room. I can actually hear him start to whistle once he hits the hallway.

      Stupid hot bastard.

      I glare up at Dash. “Didn’t you hear me? I said get out.”

      He doesn’t, instead taking another step toward me, so he’s looming over me. I just continue to stare up at him, refusing to be intimidated.

      “You’re enjoying this, aren’t you?” he hisses.

      I furrow my brow. “Enjoying what? Certainly not your company.”

      “Whatever the fuck you’re trying to achieve, you’re pushing Bellamy too much. He’s been acting all fucked-up since you walked into our lives.”

      “You’re blaming me for his actions?” The fucking audacity. “You and your manbaby friend are not my responsibility.” Crossing my arms, I study him for a moment before smirking, but before I can get a word out, he steps closer.

      “I’d be very careful if I were you, Grace.”

      I can tell I’ve hit a nerve, and that gives me a bit more backbone. “Are you still mad about Ezra? Is that what this is? It’s not like you actually want me anyway. I’m just a game to you, and—”

      His hand shoots out and fists my hair. I gasp as he yanks me to him, slamming me into his chest. My hands instinctively clutch at his chest to keep myself steady, and heat pools in my belly.

      “I don’t care about you,” he snarls at me. And for some reason, I flinch. “If you keep fucking with things you don’t understand, though, it’s almost a guarantee you’ll face consequences.”

      “Is that a threat?” I snap.

      His eyes narrow. Releasing my hair, he takes a step away from me. “Unblock my fucking number.”

      I am forever suffering mental whiplash with this man. “What if I don’t?” I’m feeling snappy and defiant. Raising my chin, I hold his gaze, waiting for his response.

      He holds a finger up and points it at me. “Don’t test me. You won’t like what happens to you.”

      He doesn’t say another word or give me a chance to respond. Offering me his back, he storms out of my room, slamming the door shut behind him. I sink down to my knees, exhausted and emotionally tapped out by the entire evening. I don’t even have the energy to worry about Dash’s threats. All I want to do is crawl into my bed, pull the covers over my head, and pretend this fucked-up night never even happened.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Come on Grace, you should come with us!” Brandis says. “It’ll be fun!”

      I roll my head back and let out a dramatic groan. “Only because you know if I go out, Halloween’s bound to get crazy.”

      She snorts. “How do you walk around with such a huge ego weighing you down?”

      Grinning, I straighten my head and meet her gaze. “It’s difficult. My back hurts all the time.”

      Giggling, she says, “Seriously, though, you should come tonight. It’ll be good for you to blow off some steam, and plus, it’s Hallo-freakin’-ween.”

      I sigh and shrug. “I don’t know. I feel like I should just lie low.”

      We’re sitting at a table tucked away in the corner of the library. We’ve been studying together for the last hour, but I’ve been struggling to focus. I’m still processing everything that happened the other night. How has my life become such a soap opera? It’s fucking exhausting.

      Dash hasn’t screwed with me since leaving my room that night, but he never seems to be far away. It’s like he’s on the periphery of my world, lingering and watching me, glaring at me with annoyance whenever I’m near Ezra or Seb, but never approaching me himself. I haven’t unblocked his number, which I’m sure he’s fully aware of, but he hasn’t even come after me for that. It makes me nervous, because I know he’s got to be scheming something, but I’ve no idea what it could be. I never know what’s going through his fucked-up head, honestly.

      Brandis puts her hands together and hits me with her puppy dog eyes. “Please come to the party with us. I promise it’ll be low key. I doubt anyone like Dash or Mila will be there. It won’t really be their scene.”

      I give her a thoughtful look.

      “All right,” I say at length, once more unable to resist her pleas. “I’ll go. I’m not going to promise I’ll stay late, though. Plus, I don’t have a costume.”

      “That’s fair,” Brandis easily agrees. “Just so long as you come. I hate the idea of you not letting yourself have fun because of assholes.”

      I chuckle. It’s always funny to me when she swears.

      We finish up studying and head back to our dorm rooms to get ready for the night. Not long after that, I’m meeting back up with Brandis, as well as Payton, and we’re off to a house party somewhere just off campus. I don’t know whose party it is, but I don’t really care since there’s no way in hell I’m drinking anything while I’m there.

      We all took a shot of tequila before leaving Payton’s dorm room, so I’m feeling warm and ready for the night. I’m determined not to think of Dash, Bellamy, Ezra, or even Seb. I just want to focus on enjoying myself.

      Things at the party start off great. We all have a few drinks and dance together, laughing and acting like normal girls, which is really what we are.

      And then everything comes to a screeching halt when I catch sight of Bellamy in the crowd of bodies pressed together on the makeshift dance floor.

      I let out a groan of frustration, having absolutely no interest in talking to him. While Dash hasn’t been coming within five feet of me the last few days, Bellamy hasn’t left me alone. He’s been popping up everywhere I’ve been, eager to talk to me, but I’ve done my best to avoid him and get away from him as soon as he appears.

      Maybe it’s the slight buzz I’ve got going, but as he slips through the crowd toward me, I decide to tell him to fuck off once and for all.

      “Lilley,” he says when he reaches me, “don’t run away again. I need to talk to you.”

      His words are slurring slightly, and I realize he’s fucking drunk again. Shit. I can’t deal with shit-faced Bellamy right now.

      “I don’t want to talk to you,” I tell him bluntly. “Not when you’re wasted.”

      “You haven’t wanted to talk to me sober either,” he replies dryly. “What state do I have to be in before you’ll give me the time of day?”

      I gnash my teeth at him, irritation bursting inside me. “You’re the one who threatened me in your car with shit you’ll never understand. Forgive me if I’m not all that eager to be around you so soon after.”

      Surprisingly, instead of arguing with me, his expression turns remorseful. “I… I didn’t mean to do that. Please, can we just talk somewhere? I promise I won’t do anything to hurt you again.”

      This is not what I expect of him, based on the previous times I’ve witnessed him in this state. He’s being surprisingly calm and gentle, which has me hesitating to refuse him. Maybe if I just let him say what he has to say, he’ll finally leave me alone?

      This is stupid. Stupid, stupid, stupid, but I let out a long sigh and nod.

      “Okay, fine. We can talk.”

      His expression lights up with relief. “This way.”

      I follow him as he moves back through the crowd, and we make our way to the stairs to the second floor. We don’t say a word as he opens a door down a long hallway, and we slip inside one of the house’s bedrooms. When he shuts the door, the loud thumping of the music and noise of the party dims down, and we’re left in a much quieter space to talk.

      Folding my arms, I glare at him and snap, “All right. I’m here. What is it you want to say?”

      He takes a step closer to me. “Listen… it’s… it’s important…”

      His eyes are a little glazed, and as he stares at me, he seems to be getting distracted. He takes yet another step toward me.

      “Bellamy?” I sigh, annoyed. “Either tell me what it is, or I’m going back to my friends.”

      “Fuck, you’re gorgeous,” he murmurs, catching me completely off guard. “So much like…”

      Before I can come up with a reply, he reaches out to cup the back of my head and pulls me into a rough kiss. I gasp, and he sweeps his tongue past my parted lips. For a moment, I’m totally frozen in place, totally shocked by his sudden actions, but then I find myself relaxing into him.

      I snap to my senses and tear my lips from his. “What are you doing?”

      And shit, do I have to sound so damn breathless?

      “You taste good,” he murmurs, moving in for another kiss.

      I manage to dodge him, trying my best not to lose focus of what’s supposed to be happening right now.

      “Bellamy, pay attention,” I hiss. “What were you going to say?”

      He opens his mouth as if to say something, but then he zeroes in on my lips and kisses me again. His free hand wraps around my waist and pulls me flush against his body. I feel his growing erection pressing into my belly, and I let out a small moan before I can stop myself.

      Bellamy breaks the kiss and leans his head back to smirk at me. “You like this, don’t you?”

      “Shut up,” I growl, though my lack of a denial hangs heavy between us.

      His cocky grin widens and the next moment, his mouth is slanting over mine and I’m wrapping my arms around his neck to hold him tight against me. Suddenly, the bedroom door flies open and bangs against the wall. I jump, breaking my kiss with Bellamy.

      “The fuck is this?” an all-too-familiar voice demands.

      Letting out a hiss of breath, I turn to face Dash as he storms toward us.
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      Dash looks like he might rip apart anything that moves right now, but despite the bitter taste of fear in the back of my throat, I jump between the two of them.

      “Stop,” I rasp, my hands going up between them to press against two rock-hard chests. “What are you doing, Dash? When did you get here?”

      Dash’s heart races beneath my fingertips as he glares down at me. “The fuck’s that matter? I heard Bellamy was getting wasted again, and I came to make sure he wasn’t making an ass of himself. Didn’t expect you to be here, too.”

      The way he says that is almost accusatory, but he keeps turning his furious gaze to Bellamy and I realize that I’m not the one he’s angry at. When I feel Bellamy slip his hands around my waist, I stiffen. Dash’s focus drops down to where his friend is touching me, and his expression darkens even more.

      “Bellamy wasn’t doing anything wrong,” I quickly say. “I mean, he’s drunk, but he hasn’t been an asshole…”

      “He’s just trying to fuck yours, I assume,” Dash growls.

      My cheeks heat with embarrassment, but I plow ahead, wanting to get out of this horribly awkward situation as soon as I possibly can.

      “I’m just saying, there’s no reason for you to be mad at him.”

      “Grace?” Dash snarls in such a vicious tone, I flinch. “Shut the fuck up and leave.”

      “No need to speak so…” Bellamy hiccups behind me, his grip on my waist tightening. “She didn’t do anything…” he slurs.

      “It’s fine, Bellamy,” I say through gritted teeth, shaking myself out of his grasp. “I’m over this party, anyway. I’ll see you later.”

      Before Bellamy can protest, I move away from him toward the door. I don’t look at Dash as I walk past him. Instead, I hold my chin up and make sure my expression is icy. I don’t bother looking back at either of them as I leave them to have whatever bitchfest they’re planning.

      Obviously, there’s trouble in royal paradise.

      As I hurry down the stairs again and straight out the front door, I grab my phone and shoot Brandis a quick text letting her know I’ve left. I’m so angry. With Dash. And Bellamy. And especially with myself. I don’t know how I keep letting this kind of stuff happen to me. Why do I keep getting sucked into the royals’ bullshit?

      “No more,” I whisper under my breath, rubbing my hands over my arms to warm myself.

      This time, I’m serious. I am done with those guys. Dash keeps accusing me of playing games with them, but it’s the complete opposite. They’re messing with my head in all kinds of ways, and it’s turning me into a person that I don’t like.

      When I reach campus, I take a shortcut to get across the quad to my dorm. As I’m moving between two academic buildings, I suddenly feel a hand grab hold of my arm from behind. Immediately, I try to scream, but another hand comes around to cover my mouth and keep me quiet. I begin to struggle against whoever has a hold of me and even try to bite the palm of their hand muffling my cries of alarm.

      “Did you just fucking bite me?”

      I freeze. Dash?

      “Don’t scream,” he orders. I nod and he lets me go.

      Whirling around, I slap him across the face.

      “What the fuck are you doing?” I hiss. “Why would you sneak up on me like that? Are you trying to scare me to death?”

      His lips curl in a humorless smile. “I’ve been calling you. Why haven’t you unblocked my number yet?”

      “I wonder why.” I roll my eyes. “Because you’re such a patient, upstanding guy, after all. It’s so weird that I wouldn’t want you to be able to contact me whenever you wanted.”

      His hand shoots out, and he grabs my hair, yanking my head back as he drags my body into his. I gasp, my hands flying up to lie flat against his chest.

      "I warned you not to test me,” he snarls before slanting his mouth over mine in a kiss that steals the breath right out of my lungs.

      Moaning, I tear my mouth from his and shake my head.

      When I’m able to catch my breath, I gasp, “No… not anymore.”

      His fingers in my hair tighten and his other hand slips under my skirt to stroke along my panties.

      He lets out a cruel chuckle. “I can feel how wet you are already, even through your underwear. I bet this pussy would swallow my cock up without any resistance, wouldn’t it?”

      His words make me groan.

      “I can’t do this anymore.

      “Can’t?” he murmurs against my lips, his voice rich and sinful. “Or won’t?”

      “Can’t,” I whisper. “And won’t.”

      “Liar,” he smirks. “Why don’t you be honest with yourself for once? You want me to fuck you. You’re craving it.”

      My breathing is heavy, and even though I try to deny it, I can’t form the words. It’s as if my body simply refuses to lie to him. The truth is I am craving it. I shouldn’t. I shouldn’t want anything to do with him, but that’s the thing about temptation. About boys like Dash and Ezra and Bellamy.

      It’s often the things we know we shouldn’t want that we crave the most.

      “I should hate you,” I finally confess, arching into him. “You’re cruel. You call me names and insult me and constantly remind me how undesirable I am.”

      “You drive me crazy.” He trails his nose along my jaw, up to my ear, and I shiver at the wisps of breath that fan my hair. “You are the most frustrating, stubborn, stupid—”

      “I hate you, Dash.” I dig my nails into his shoulders, desperate to draw blood, but all I get is a chuckle.

      “I know, princess,” he replies, and another shudder goes through me when he breathes me in. “I know.”

      Suddenly, he jerks my head to the side and kisses me again. It’s hungry and brutal and demands my submission, and I’m unable to resist any longer. I clutch the front of his shirt and press myself as close against him as I can. Dash backs us further into the shadows until I’m stopped by the brick wall of the building behind me. He lets go of my hair and his hands drop to my ass, groping and kneading me until I’m grinding against him.

      “I loathe you, in fact,” I pant.

      He moves his lips from mine to lick and nip his way down my throat. When he reaches my breasts, he finds one nipple under my shirt and takes it between his teeth. I let out a cry at the sting, but I grip the back of his head and hold him there as he torments me for a few more moments.

      From my breasts, he goes down to his knees. Grabbing one of my legs around my knee, he lifts it and hooks it over his shoulder, leaving me wide open to him. He glances up at me with a slow, arrogant grin. I can’t speak, can only watch in breathless anticipation as he hooks a finger around my panties and pulls them aside. Holding my gaze, he lowers his head to my pussy and licks along my slit.

      “Oh, God,” I whimper.

      He swirls his tongue around my clit, teasing me a bit more before he presses his mouth fully against me and begins to feast. I let my head drop back against the building and let out a long moan.

      When I moan that someone might see—that someone might hear—Dash holds my thighs so I can’t get away from him. “Let them. They’re too afraid to do anything to me?”

      “Is that what you want?” I groan. “Fear?”

      “What I want is…” He licks my clit again. “This.”

      I grab his dark hair with both hands and begin to undulate my hips against his face, finding the position to be a rather powerful one. Here I have Dash on his knees, my pleasure at the forefront, at least for the time being.

      Is he going to make me come like this? Or is he going to try to torture me by denying it? I can feel my orgasm begin to build, and I tighten my hold on his hair, determined not to let him get away before he’s brought me to release.

      Surprisingly, he appears to be obliging. He doesn’t try to pull away, but licks at me with even more intensity.

      Closer, closer, closer…

      “Dash!” I whimper. “I’m coming!”

      He moves his lips to suck on my clit as my orgasm rips through me. My entire body shakes, and my thighs clench around his head. When the wave passes, my knees are weak and I’m fighting to catch my breath. Dash doesn’t give me time to recover, though. Dropping my leg, he stands and undoes his pants to pull out his cock.

      He grabs my hand and wraps my fingers around his hardening length.

      “Stroke me,” he hisses. “Get me good and hard so I can fuck you and get you out of my system.”

      Without thinking, I move my hand up and down while he keeps me pinned to the wall. When he’s fully erect, he pushes my hand away, then grabs me around the thighs to lift me off my feet. I wrap my arms around his neck as he lines his cock up to my entrance, and then, as he holds my gaze, he slams into me.

      I let out a cry at the sudden invasion. Even though I’ve already had an orgasm, he’s big, and there’s a sting as my body tries to accommodate his girth.

      “Fuck,” he groans. “You’re so tight.”

      I can only whimper in response. He moves his hips to pull himself out until just the tip is inside me, and then he pushes back into me again. Over and over, he pumps into me, his pace steadily increasing until he’s crashing against me so violently, my teeth chatter.

      This is happening.

      Dashiell Laurier is inside of me.

      He’s inside of me with his hand between our bodies and his thumb against my clit, and I’m moaning for him. Begging him for more.

      There’s a part of me that knows I’m screwing up, but then there’s the other part. The one that melts into him when he catches my lips with his and drives his tongue into my mouth. That’s the part I listen to as I drag my nails down his back and cling to him desperately.

      Because I’m afraid I’m going to lose myself completely if I don’t have him anchoring me down.

      Soon enough, I can feel a second orgasm building up inside me. As if he can sense it too, he swirls his thumb over my clit.

      “Oh… God,” I moan. “I’m… I’m going to come apart.”

      “Do it.” He kisses me again, his mouth hot and demanding and possessive. “I want you to shatter, princess. I want to see it.”

      He grips my hair, holding my gaze, as if daring me to look away from him. I don’t. For some reason I can’t fathom, I want him to see me fall to pieces for him. The fact that he’s looking at me and only me, and I’m doing the same to him, adds a whole different layer of stimulation for me that catapults me over the edge.

      When I scream, Dash covers my mouth with his hand, and I sink my teeth into his palm as my body convulses and shakes beyond my control.

      “I can feel you milking me,” he growls. “You want me to come, sweetheart?”

      I can’t form words, but I manage to nod, clutching him tight as I ride out my orgasm and will him to follow me.

      I don’t have to wait long. A few more thrusts of his hips and he releases a roar that he stifles by burying his face—his teeth—against my neck. I feel him coming inside me, but I don’t have the presence of mind to stop him.

      It takes several minutes before the both of us come down from the incredible highs of our orgasms. I slump in his arms, and he continues to hold me up, his face hidden against my throat.

      Slowly, so slowly, reason returns to my exhausted mind, and I begin to remember why I shouldn’t be in this position with him. Still, I hesitate to disentangle myself from him. I can’t deny that I feel rather safe and secure in his embrace. He’s so strong… so solid.

      So cruel. So terrible, my inner voice warns.

      And yet my body is humming because of him.

      The moment can’t last forever, though, and soon enough, I can feel him shifting and sliding me back down to my feet.

      Once I have my balance, I look up at him and find he’s gazing down at me with a look in his eyes that I can’t quite read.

      “Now, you won’t forget exactly who you belong to,” he husks out, and I glare up at him.

      Of course, he has to ruin this by being an arrogant son-of-a-bitch.

      Letting out a huff of irritation, I duck out from under his arms and start to walk away.

      “You can walk as fast as you want, princess,” he calls after me, making me tense. “But you’re not going back to your dorm alone.”

      Without looking back, I throw my arm in the air and give him my middle finger. However, even as I’m putting on a brave front, on the inside, I’m a nervous wreck and can’t believe I allowed such a disaster to take place.

      What’s worse, it’s a disaster I know I’ll allow to happen again.

      And feeling his eyes on my back the entire walk to Roth, I realize he knows that, too.
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      For the next several days, I feel like I’m walking on eggshells. I don’t really know how to act around Dash since we’ve had sex, and so I do my best to avoid him. He doesn’t allow that, however, because he loves reminding me how much I love getting fucked by him.

      He doesn’t even try to hide the fact from Ezra one afternoon when I run into them both on my way across the quad.

      I see them coming too late to change course and avoid running into them.

      “Gracelyn,” Ezra says, giving me that dreamy grin of his that flashes dimples and Southern charm. “How’s my favorite girl? Feel like you’ve been kind of scarce lately.”

      Before I can come up with an answer, Dash chuckles, and it’s an evil sound. “She’s just been hiding from me,” he says in a mocking tone. “Doesn’t like me reminding her how good my cock felt.”

      “You’re disgusting,” I spit out, but he tilts his head toward me.

      “Did you get my present?” When I hollow in my cheeks at the memory of the pharmacy bag that was left outside my dorm room door, the corner of his mouth kicks up. “You did. I’m guessing you took it since you hate me so fucking much. The last thing you’d ever want is Dash 2.0.”

      Ezra arches a brow, a muscle spasming in his jaw. “You really don’t know the definition of subtle, do you motherfucker?” he asks Dash with a low growl.

      I can’t handle these two, so I move around them and continue on my way, my cheeks burning with mortification. Thankfully, neither of them follows me, though I know it’s a temporary reprieve.

      Later that day, I’m in the dining hall, picking at my lunch, completely distracted by thoughts of Dash and what we did together. I haven’t been able to forget any detail, and if I’m being honest with myself, I don’t think I want to. It was too intense… too all-consuming.

      I’ve never experienced anything like that before, and I can’t help but wonder if it would be just as mind-blowing if we did it a second time.

      Biting my lip, I begin to fantasize about a second encounter between Dash and me, and as my mind wanders, it’s not just the two of us that make an appearance in my imagination.

      Two hands slap down on the table next to me, startling me out of my daze.

      Looking up, I scowl when I find Mila smirking down at me.

      “What’s going through your head, bitch?” she mocks. “You’re staring off into space like an idiot. Anyone home?”

      “What the fuck do you want?” I demand, ignoring her jabs.

      “Heard you were spotted slinking off with Bellamy last week. Tragic. I thought he had standards.”

      I gnash my teeth. “Do you really have nothing better to do with your life than annoy me with bullshit you don’t know anything about?”

      It strikes me as strange, though, that she would bring up Bellamy and not Dash. I figured he’d spread the word that we had sex like wildfire around the school, just to mess with me, but I haven’t heard anything about it. Is it possible he really hasn’t said anything to anyone other than Ezra?

      “Do you have anything better to do than throw your cunt at every dick you can hop on?” she snaps back.

      Suddenly, she glances over my shoulder and her eyes go wide. I frown, taken aback. Why does she look frightened?

      “Back off,” Dash’s deep voice growls just behind me. “No one’s in the mood to listen to you bitch today.”

      Mila looks about as stunned as I feel. Slowly, I turn around and gaze up at him. I didn’t even hear him come up to me. His expression has pissed written all over it, and I’m not sure how to respond. He hasn’t defended me to Mila ever, yet now he’s hovering over me, as if he’s protective of me.

      Blinking, she manages to stammer, “Dash, I… I didn’t think you’d care what I said or…”

      “I don’t.” He gives her a cool smile that chills my skin. “I’m just sick of listening to you. Everything that comes out of your mouth makes me sick, and I won’t listen to it.”

      Mila’s face turns beet red, and she spins around and starts to flee without a backward glance. But what Dash says next stops her.

      “I didn’t tell you to leave yet,” he grits out, and my gaze snaps to him.

      He’s glaring and smiling, and it’s the most unsettling thing I’ve seen in a while. Both chilling and beautiful.

      “What is it you want me to do, Dash?” Mila’s entire posture slumps.

      There’s a part of me that wants to feel terrible for her, but then I remind myself who she is. Remember that this is only November and there are six more months of school.

      There’s no way in hell she’s done terrorizing me, so allowing myself to feel sorry for her is a waste of time and energy.

      “Tell her you’re sorry,” Dash says, and Mila’s shoulders lift toward her ears. “For that shit you and Courtney pulled.”

      I realize there are several people staring at us at this point, and they’re probably just as curious about what’s going on as I am. Fortunately, we don’t have to wait too long.

      Mila whirls around. “I’m sorry, slut.”

      “Mila,” Dash says, and the smile he gives her makes my stomach twist into knots.

      She flinches. “I’m sorry, Grace. For what we did to your room the other week. Good enough?” Even though her last two words are clearly meant for Dash, her gaze never leaves mine. Anger and betrayal flash in her eyes.

      “Now, leave.”

      As soon as Dash snarls the words, she spins on her heels and marches out of the room. She doesn’t turn toward the snickers. She just looks straight ahead, probably planning ways to kill me in my sleep.

      “How did you know she was the one who trashed my room?” I hear myself say as I watch her go.

      Dash’s laugh lets me know he’s rolling his eyes at my question. “Because she told me. She thought I’d be proud of her. I wasn’t.”

      Simple enough. Still, I have even more questions now. Was Mila the one who pushed me into the cellar and stole my shit the first week of school? Hell, was she responsible for the badly spelled message written on my wall the day I arrived?

      But for some reason, those questions don’t come. Instead, when I gaze back up at Dash, I ask, “Why did you do that?”

      He cocks an eyebrow. “What’s that, princess?”

      God, he’s a prick. “Take up for me?”

      “Do I need a reason?”

      I roll my eyes at his non-answer. Is he serious with that shit? Still, I somehow manage to grind out, “Well… thanks, I guess.”

      “Don’t worry,” he replies, leaning down so he can murmur into my ear. Since there are at least fifty sets of eyes pretending not to look in our direction, I straighten my spine to hide my body’s reaction to him. “I don’t do anything for free.”

      And then he gives me that smug smirk of his and walks away, leaving me alone at my table again. I stare after him, my heart and stomach seeming to meld together.
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      Later that night, when I return to my dorm from studying with Brandis in the library, I realize what it was Dash meant. As I step out of the stairwell and into my hall, I almost trip over my own feet. Because there he is. Standing outside my door, his shoulder against the wall. Waiting for me.

      He’s wearing a plain white T-shirt and jeans, his bronze skin dewy and his black-brown hair damp, and I swallow hard as I approach him.

      “What the hell do you think you’re doing?” I hiss, gaze shifting around to see if anyone’s watching.

      “Collecting payment,” he says, like it’s the most obvious thing in the world.

      The stupid, reckless part of me acknowledges just how hot that sounds and the way my core tightens at the thought, but the rational part screams in protest as I dig around in my bag for my keys.

      “You can’t just come here and—”

      “I can come wherever I want,” he cuts me off, and I let out a groan at the inuendo. “But don’t worry, nobody’s watching us. Nobody’s that  stupid.”

      The sad part is, he’s probably right. We could have a dozen eyes on us right now and nobody will say a word unless he snaps his fingers.

      Shoving my key into the lock, I cut my eyes to him. “Go home.”

      “Not a fucking chance, Gracie.” He’s right on my heels as I storm into my dorm room. I hear the lock click into place, and I whirl on him, ready to unleash.

      But he pounces first.

      Hooking a finger in the loop on my jeans, he drags me to him, and our bodies clash. “I warned you,” he says, his lips skimming the sensitive flesh of my ear. “I don’t do shit for free.”

      “You’re always warning me.”

      “I always mean it, too,” he growls before dipping his head to my neck and drawing in a deep inhale. “Fuck, princess, you smell so sweet. So perfect…”

      “Careful,” I rasp, unable to stop my body from trembling as he runs his hands down my sides. “You almost sound like you actually like me.”

      “Not at all.” But there’s something different in his voice tonight. Something almost raw as he reaches for the hem of my T-shirt.

      I gasp when the loud sound of fabric ripping echoes through my room. “That was a new shirt, asshole,” I say through my teeth.

      A grin slants his lips. “And now it’s fucking ruined.”

      I shouldn’t like the way he says that. But I do.

      He tosses the torn shirt behind him, where it lands near my desk, and then crashes his lips against mine. I don’t even bother fighting him this time. Because I don’t want to.

      Instead, I fling my arms around his neck and wrap my legs around him when he picks me up and heads toward my bed, our lips and tongues and teeth moving against each other. I can feel his rock-hard cock pressing against my center, and I grind against him.

      He gives my ass a stinging slap that makes my pussy quiver and a whimper escape my lips. “You like that, don’t you?” he demands through hot kisses.

      When I bite his lower lip, the sound he makes gives my pussy a delicious little jolt. “Did you like that, fucker?” I taunt, my voice a husky whisper.

      “You like testing my control, don’t you?” He slaps my ass again.

      I respond with another harsh lip bite.

      “So violent.” He tears away from me, his breath fanning my face in harsh bursts. “I need in you. Now.”

      And then he drops me on my bed.

      Climbing between my thighs, he drives his hand into the waistband of my jeans and palms me through my panties, his touch rough and demanding.

      “You’re soaked already,” he says on a hissed breath through his teeth.

      Spreading my legs further apart, I move against him, my hips rocking to meet his strokes over the damp fabric. “And you’re hard already,” I retort, reaching between us to grip his cock through his jeans. I run my fingers up and down his length, my sex clenching in anticipation when his breath hitches.

      This is wrong, my brain yells at me. So wrong.

      And every other reckless part of me screams back for it to shut the fuck up.

      Wrapping his free hand around my throat, he finally slips his hand inside my panties, and I buck my hips as his knuckles circle my wetness. “I’m going to fuck you, princess.”

      He slides one finger deep inside of me, and I gasp.

      “I’m going to fuck and lick every inch of you before I’m done…”

      Massaging little circles over my throat, he adds a second finger and then a third to my pussy, and I try to breathe through the intense pressure. When he bends over me, his teeth sinking into the creamy flesh pushing up from my bra, I cry out.

      His grip on my neck tightens.

      “I’m going to fuck these, too,” he promises, curving his fingers just enough to bring me to the edge just before taking his touch away from my throat and my sex.

      A moment later, we’re tearing at each other’s clothes. He only gets distracted once—when he’s dragging my jeans and panties down my thighs and takes a moment to shove my ankles over my head to give me a slow, toe-curling lick from clit to ass—but then he’s back, his cock lining up with my entrance.

      And then he pauses. His brow creasing like he’s thinking.

      I don’t want him to think. He’s the one who came here demanding payment, and now he’s hesitating?

      “Change your mind?” I taunt, giving my hips a little roll that makes his cock slide against my clit.

      His focus snaps to my eyes. “What the fuck do you think?”

      My lips part, ready to tease him again, but no words come out. His fingers are around my throat again, his grip tight and possessive as the room spins and kaleidoscopes around me.

      I wrap my legs around his waist, digging my heels into his ass so I can drive him forward. Just like before, the sensation of him stretching me takes my breath away, but he doesn’t give me a chance to catch my breath before he starts moving.

      “Your pussy was made for me,” he groans between thrusts that make my teeth clench and my hips curve toward him. “For…”

      For what?

      For… them?

      As if he realizes what I’m thinking, he releases a low growl and curls his fingers in my hair. “On your knees, Grace. I want to watch my cock fucking this pretty cunt.”

      The sex is rough, just like last time, but he draws it out and doesn’t let me come as easily. He takes me from behind, slapping my ass and gripping my hair, and I arch my back and beg him for more. When he lies on his back, I climb on top him, impaling myself with his cock and riding him until he grabs my hips and reclaims control, slamming me onto him again and again until I’m covering my mouth with my hands to muffle my cries as my orgasm crashes through me.

      Once I come back down to earth, he guides his cock between my breasts, and I stare at him through wide eyes as he moves against me, slow and steady. I squeeze my flesh together, and he takes a deep breath, his jaw hardening.

      “You’re gonna make me…”

      But he swallows those words when I lift my head a little, stick out the tip of my tongue, and trace it around the head of his cock.

      “If that’s what you want, princess…” he says through his teeth.

      Without warning, he flips us around again so that I’m on top and he’s beneath me. His large hands grasp my hips, and his tongue…

      His tongue laps at me relentlessly, starting at my clit and sliding up and down my slit.

      He gets me off again in less than two minutes.

      I suck his cock until he comes in my mouth.

      Afterward, we lay sprawled together in my bed, which is way too small for him, but he doesn’t complain. Doesn’t say a word at all. I’m at a loss as to how to think about our situation. I want to question him, but when I turn to look at him, he’s already falling asleep. For a moment, I stare at him, and he’s so relaxed and at ease. He’s even more gorgeous in this state, and though there’s a voice in the back of my head telling me to kick him out, I ignore it and curl into his side. The solid warmth of his presence soon begins to lull me to sleep, and I decide to let things rest between us for the time being.

      I can always go back to hating him in the morning.
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      I’m still thinking about sex with Dash a few nights later as I make my way back to Bellamy’s house. I’ve just gotten back from bowling with Brandis and our friends, and while I had a ton of fun, I’m just about out of money. I haven’t posted a video in a while and can’t keep putting it off because I’m dipping into my own savings now to send cash to my sister.

      Thankfully, it’s kind of late, so I don’t expect anyone to be there. Not even Bellamy. As predicted, the house is empty when I arrive, so I make my way up to the office and set up my equipment. I haven’t really thought about a whole new scenario, but I’m going to just let my imagination take over and run with whatever pops up.

      Once I have everything ready, I hit record.

      “Hey, my lovelies, it’s been too long. I hope you’ll forgive me for being away, but I’ve had some personal issues to deal with. I have a very tasty treat for you today involving that guy I told you about before. The one who shared me with his roommates.”

      I think about that night against the building, and my center tightens with need as I launch into my story. Making sure it’s hidden from the camera’s view; I slip my hand down and into the pants I’m wearing to lightly rub my pussy as I continue to play out my fantasy for my audience.

      “It was daylight, and he pushed me up against the side of a building. We were pretty safe from being caught where we were hidden, but it wouldn’t have been impossible for someone to find us, which only made things more intense. He ripped my panties off, and I rode his face until I was screaming. He told me to be quiet, but I wouldn’t listen. Not when he slapped my ass to make me obey. Not even when he wrapped his fingers around my throat. So, he turned me around, forced my hands behind my back and stuffed my torn panties into my mouth.”

      Yes, I’m exaggerating a few things and adding more details, but honestly, I can see Dash doing every one of these things. I can clearly picture it in my head, and my fingers move faster as I continue with my story, my voice growing breathier with each second. I know my viewers will be able to hear it, and it probably won’t be too difficult for any of them to guess what I’m doing while I’m talking to them.

      That only turns me on more, and I stroke harder.

      “I came again, so hard my knees about gave out. Just before he got off, he pulled out and came all over my ass. When he was done, he ordered me not to clean it off myself until before I went to bed that night. He wanted me to feel him for the rest of the day. This time… I obeyed.”

      I bite my lip to hold back my moan as that very image in my mind sends me over the edge. I let myself ride the orgasm out for several moments. When I’m done, I give my sign-off, end the recording, and sink back into my chair with a sigh.

      My relaxation is short-lived, however, when I hear a sudden noise downstairs and I bolt upright as a door opens and closes. Which likely means that Bellamy is here. Not wishing to get caught in the act, even though he already knows that I do these videos, I quickly pack all my stuff up and make my way out of the office and down the stairs to find him.

      I don’t have to go far.

      He’s standing in the foyer of the house, staring into thin air. I can tell right away that he’s drunk again, but that’s not what stuns me when I see him.

      It’s the fact that he’s covered in blood.

      “Bellamy!” I cry, rushing to him.

      He looks at me and blinks, furrowing his brow as if confused. “Lilley?” he murmurs. “What are you doing here?”

      “Forget about me,” I snap. “What happened to you? Are you hurt?”

      I begin to inspect him, lightly running my hands over his chest and arms to see if he’s injured anywhere.

      “I’m fine,” he mumbles.

      Yeah, right. I don’t find any obvious injuries on him, which means this isn’t his blood. I take a moment and debate what I should do. I want to try to get more out of him about what exactly happened, but in his current state, a mixture of shit-faced and shocked, I doubt he’ll be super forthcoming.

      “Come on,” I rasp. “Let’s get you cleaned up.”

      Maybe then he’ll be in a better place mentally to explain what’s happened.

      Before I coax him to the shower, however, I grab my phone out of my pocket and shoot Ezra a text, letting him know what’s going on and where he can find Bellamy. It seems they have some sort of system for this, so I’ll just sound the alarm and trust that they’ll take care of the worst of it.

      Once I’ve sent the message, I grab his hand and start tugging him upstairs.

      “Where’re you taking me?” he murmurs, though he doesn’t resist me as I lead him to the second floor and then down to what would have been a master suite if this place was a regular residence.

      “I’m going to help you,” I tell him gently. He seems so fragile in this moment that I don’t want to do or say anything to set him off.

      He doesn’t respond, just nods and allows me to direct him into the bathroom of the suite. There aren’t any toiletries or towels, but the bathroom is at least in one piece and not under construction. I already know the water works in the house, since Bellamy uses it when processing his photos. I let go of his hand so I can turn the shower on and let it get warm and steamy.

      When I turn back to him, I find him just standing and staring at his reflection in the mirror over the sink, seemingly lost in his own gaze.

      What the fuck is going on in his mind?

      “Bell,” I say in a soft tone. “I need to get you undressed so you can get in the shower.”

      As if I’ve pulled him from a trance, he turns to me and away from his reflection. He doesn’t say a word as I strip him of his bloodied clothes. I try to keep from noticing how toned his body is. How smooth and perfect his skin. This isn’t the time for that. Those thoughts shouldn’t even be going through my head.

      When I’ve got him completely naked, I try to avert my gaze from his dick, but I can’t help a quick glance. My fingers itch to wrap around it, but I ball my hands into fists and look up into his eyes.

      “Okay, go on in and wash yourself up,” I tell him.

      He doesn’t move right away, just stares down at me with an expression I can’t begin to read. I don’t like how intensely he’s looking at me. It makes me nervous, so I put a hand on his shoulder and nudge him toward the shower.

      At last, he obeys and makes his way in and under the spray.

      He begins to scrub his hands over his body, washing away the blood. When his face is clean, I notice a long cut over his eye.

      I hate the relief that pulses through my chest.

      “Did you get in a fight?” I ask, moving to stand at the edge of the shower. When he doesn’t respond, I try again. “Did you get drunk and pick a fight with someone, Bellamy? Is that where all the blood is from?”

      At last, he shrugs and murmurs, “Just hope it’s not like last time.”

      Brow furrowing, I shake my head. “What does that mean? What last time? Are you talking about the lacrosse guys?”

      I was sure he said he didn’t have anything to do with that, but who the hell knows with this guy.

      He looks at me, and for a moment, I think he might actually tell me something, but then he suddenly reaches out and snatches my hand in his. Before I can offer any kind of resistance, he yanks me into the shower with him.

      “What the…” I shout, but he cuts me off with a hard kiss. For a moment, I freeze, every muscle in my body tensing. And then I lose myself and kiss him back, wrapping my arms around him. When he draws back, my head is spinning, and I stare up at him through the haze of water. “Bellamy, what are you doing?”

      He runs his lips along my jaw, then down my throat. “It’s not fair.”

      “What’s not fair?” I pant as his hands slip under my now soaked shirt to slip up my torso toward my breasts. “Bellamy, tell me what happened to you. You’re acting crazy.”

      He cups my breasts under my shirt and sucks on my neck before raising his head to bring his mouth back to mine.

      “Ezra,” he growls, nipping my bottom lip with his teeth. “Dash. I’ve barely gotten a taste, but he’s gone ahead and enjoyed everything you have to offer. Greedy fucker. Both of them.”

      I can feel his cock growing hard against my thigh, and I arch into it, unable to help myself. “Bellamy…” I murmur.

      “What is it, love?” he purrs, his tone thick with arousal. “What do you want?”

      “I—”

      “Looks like someone is feeling better.”

      I freeze in Bellamy’s arms and feel my face go crimson. Tentatively, I peek over his shoulder and spot Ezra standing just inside the bathroom door, a shit-eating grin on his face as he gazes at us. Behind him, looking as dark and angry as the devil himself, is Dash.
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      I’m still clinging to Bellamy with the water from the shower pouring over us as I stare at Ezra and Dash. It takes me a moment to register that Bellamy, unlike me, hasn’t stopped. He’s sucking on my neck again and grinding against me as if his two best friends weren’t at his back, watching him.

      Watching me.

      But despite the flood of arousal rushing through me, I know I have to end this. Now. My sanity depends on it, especially when Dash steps forward to stand next to Ezra and sneers, “Don’t stop on our account. But hurry up, we have damage control.”

      That sounds ominous as hell, but I can’t even get a word out to question Dash because Bellamy suddenly spins me around, so my front is pressed to the tiled wall of the shower. He undoes my pants and yanks them down my legs, then slides his cock between my thighs. I groan when I feel the hot length pressed flush against my pussy. Grabbing my hips, he begins to slide his dick back and forth, rubbing it against me. It’s like we’re having sex, but he hasn’t penetrated me. I let out a low moan as he stimulates my sensitive flesh, and I turn my head to look back at Dash and Ezra.

      They’re both watching, looking relaxed, as if this is the most normal thing in the world. Except, both their eyes are dark with lust and hunger and their attention is fully on what Bellamy is doing to me.

      Working his hand around to my front, Bellamy begins to rub at my clit as he continues to pump his cock between my legs. I press my face against the wall as I arch back against him, lust melting away whatever inhibitions I have left. I no longer care that Ezra and Dash are here. In fact, I like it.

      It’s only making me hotter.

      Bellamy starts to move fast, and I can feel my orgasm building up deep in my belly. I undulate my hips, grinding back against him, growing more and more desperate for release.

      “Please,” I whisper, and behind us, Dash lets out a curse.

      Bellamy snarls against my shoulder, as if the gauntlet has just been dropped, and he’s more than ready to accept the challenge. His fingers rub harder and faster against me, and it’s so intense I’m almost in tears. I look to Ezra and Dash once more, and their eyes on me plus Bellamy’s rough touch finally sends my orgasm crashing through me.

      I open my mouth and scream as wave after wave of ecstasy rushes through me, threatening to drag me under and drown me. As I come, I feel Bellamy tense around me. He roars as he reaches his release as well, and I look down to watch as streams of his come shoot from his cock to coat the shower wall.

      As we recover, he wraps his arms around my waist and buries his head between my shoulder blades. I don’t try to move away from him and let him hold me for several moments before he reaches toward the water faucets to turn the shower off.

      When he lets go, I turn around with a shuddering breath, ready to face the other royals.

      Ezra’s gaze is hooded and there’s a sizeable bulge in the front of his pants. Dash looks relatively unaffected by what he’s just witnessed, but his dick is visibly hard as well, so I know he’s not nearly as cool and collected as he’s pretending to be.

      “Now that you got your nut, let’s go,” he tells Bellamy.

      Bellamy steps out of the shower stall and Ezra tosses him a bag of clothes to put on. I frown, but then remember I told Ezra that Bellamy was all bloody when I texted him.

      Unfortunately, I don’t get a change of clothes as I make my way out of the shower as well, soaked to the bone. The insides of my shoes are even wet, and they squeak as I walk across the floor to Dash.

      “Where are you going?” I ask him.

      He arches a brow and frowns down at me. “Don’t worry about it. You should just go home.”

      I’m not surprised at his easy dismissal, but I am annoyed. I look back at Bellamy, who’s getting dressed with Ezra’s help, then up at Dash again.

      “Don’t you think I deserve some sort of explanation?” I snap. “That I’m owed one after all I’ve put up with?”

      He scoffs. “We don’t owe you a fucking thing.”

      Giving me his back, he walks out of the bathroom. I follow him, not willing to let this go.

      “Dash! Stop and just tell me what’s going on!” I demand, but he ignores me as he makes his way out of the house. He goes to his Mercedes, and I continue to follow him. I can hear Ezra and Bellamy leaving the house behind us, but I keep my gaze locked on Dash and stop right next to him.

      He glares down at me, and for a moment, I think he’s going to yell at me.

      To my shock, however, he instead lets out an exasperated sigh and opens the door to the backseat of the car.

      “Get in,” he orders.

      I gawk up at him. “What?”

      He narrows his eyes in irritation. “You want to know what’s going on? Get in the fucking car. But just know you will pay for getting my seats wet.”

      Stunned, I hurry to obey before he changes his mind. I scramble into the back of the car, and he climbs in after me. Ezra gets behind the wheel and Bellamy slides into the front passenger seat. Neither of them say a word about my coming along.

      Ezra starts the car and backs out of the driveway, then takes off down the street in the opposite direction of campus.

      I feel suddenly awkward sitting in this car with all three of them. As much as I want to know what’s going on with Bellamy, I’m worried that I might have bitten off a little more than I can chew. Just as the silence between the four of us becomes so tense I think I might choke on it, Dash leans down so he can whisper in my ear.

      “You surprise me, princess,” he says with a low chuckle. “Wonder what you’d have let Bell do to you if we hadn’t walked in.”

      I feel my cheeks heat with embarrassment, and I turn to him to hiss, “That’s none of your business.”

      “You don’t think that’s my business?” He arches a brow and smirks. “But I thought we were so close after you had my nut inside you many times.”

      I grit my teeth. “Well, if that’s the case, let’s not forget that I gave Ezra head. In case you need help keeping track.”

      I hear Ezra snort from the front seat, but he says nothing beyond that. Bellamy remains silent as well, but I can tell he’s listening to our exchange when he grips the arm rest.

      “Just like to be kept in the loop of who all’s been playing with my girl,” Dash replies.

      “I’m not yours,” I hiss, but there’s a thrill between my legs at his words. And I hate that part of me that gets all hot and needy for this bastard. “And I can do whoever I want. I don’t need your permission.”

      “You think so?” He reaches over and wraps his arm around my waist, dragging me over to him and onto his lap. I’m still wet from the shower, but that doesn’t seem to bother him even though he promised to make me pay.

      Putting his lips right to my ear so that only I can hear him, he whispers, “You don’t think I own this pussy? That I don’t know who’s had a taste of it? The only reason those two have dared to touch you is because I allow it.”

      His words should infuriate me, but there’s something about their possessiveness that turns me on. Heat spreads through my core, no doubt because I’m also still sensitive from the orgasm I gave myself—and from the shower with Bellamy—but still. Dash hasn’t even really touched me yet.

      “They might jump when you say to, but I don’t,” I murmur, trying to put up resistance despite being breathless.

      “Don’t you?” he growls, nipping my ear. “Spread your legs.”

      I resist for a moment, but then I let my knees fall apart, my wet jeans rubbing against my thighs.

      Dash chuckles. “See? You are obedient.”

      I glare up at him, but he just smirks as he snakes a hand between my legs. He rubs my pussy over the denim clinging to my skin, but then moves to unbutton them so he can slip inside and past my panties. I bite my lip and fight back a moan as he works a finger inside me and circles my clit with his thumb. The rational part of my brain that’s still functioning tells me I shouldn’t be doing this. I was just intimate with Bellamy, and he’s sitting not three feet away from me.

      What kind of girl am I that I can bounce from one guy to the next so effortlessly?

      “Mine,” Dash growls, and my heart gives a pulse because it’s almost like the prick is reading my mind now. “You are mine, princess.”

      He grabs the nape of my neck with his free hand and forces me to meet his gaze.

      I flick my tongue over my lips. “But what if I want—”

      “I’m going to make you come like this,” he cuts me off in a rough voice. “Your sweet cunt is going to suck in my fingers and milk them like they were my cock.”

      A small whimper escapes my lips. I think he’s figured out just how much of an effect his words can have on me. He slips a second finger into my pussy and pumps them in and out of me even harder. I bite my lip and try to hold back my moans, but he squeezes my nape.

      “Let them hear,” he orders. “It’s nothing they haven’t before.”

      Those words from any other guy might have come off as an insult or criticism. From Dash, they’re a temptation. A tease. He wants me to be fully aware that we’re not alone and that Ezra and Bellamy know exactly what is going on. He’s bringing them into this in a way, even though neither of them is touching me.

      Almost like he’s answering the question he wouldn’t let me finish.

      What if I want more?

      He squeezes my nape again when I don’t immediately obey him. I release my lip and let out a low groan that reverberates through the car. There’s no more hiding or pretending that I want to hide. Dash holds my neck and keeps my eyes on him, but I’m hyperaware of Ezra and Bellamy and a fantasy pops into my head of Ezra pulling the car over and the two crawling into the back seat to join in.

      I begin to feel another orgasm building up within me. Shit, I don’t know if my body can handle one more, but I know I don’t have a choice in the matter. If Dash wants me to come, I’m going to come.

      It appears he doesn’t, however, when he stills his hand just as I’m on the verge of release.

      I hiss out a breath. “Why…”

      “Just making it last, princess,” he tells me with that infuriating smirk of his. When I’ve calmed down enough that I won’t immediately orgasm if he starts touching me again… he starts touching me again.

      “Harder,” I breathe. “Please…”

      He obliges, pumping his fingers in and out of me at a brutal pace, but once more, just before I’m about to come, he stops.

      “Bastard,” I snarl.

      “Angry?”

      “I’m about ready to rip your throat out,” I tell him, furious.

      Without warning, he moves his hand, vibrating it against me and making me cry out as I go hurtling toward the edge for the third time. This time I’m certain he’ll let me come—even he can’t be that much of a monster—but when he stops again, I nearly let out a scream of frustration.

      “What the fuck is wrong with you?” I demand. Is he punishing me? That has to be it. Showing me who’s boss or some bullshit by denying me over and over again.

      Glaring up at him, I open my mouth to demand that he start again, but the words die on my tongue when I see that his expression has shifted. His face has gone cold, his eyes narrowed, but none of it’s directed at me. He’s staring outside as he withdraws his hand from my panties.

      “We’re here,” he says, and I only realize at that moment that the car has stopped.

      Frowning, I look out the window and feel my stomach twist with uncertainty. Here is, in fact, the middle of the woods.
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      To say I’m freaked out is a bit of an understatement. Here I am, in the middle of the woods late at night with three guys who have continuously jumped between tormenting me and seducing me, and I have no idea what’s going on.

      Dash removes his fingers from my panties and straightens my wet clothes before setting me off his lap and onto the seat next to him. Without a word, he opens the door and steps outside. Bellamy and Ezra leave the car as well, and I’m not about to be left behind, so I scramble to follow them.

      Without revealing anything to me, the three begin walking into the trees. I notice that Ezra is carrying the bag that they’d stuffed Bellamy’s bloody clothes in.

      Hurrying to keep up with them, I ask, “Okay, someone’s got to tell me what’s going on. You’re all freaking me out.”

      None of them even spare me a glance, which is infuriating. They continue to ignore me, however, until we reach a clearing, and I watch as Dash and Ezra go about building a fire. Bellamy sits on the ground nearby and watches with no emotion whatsoever. Before too long, they have a decent-sized fire going and to my shock, Ezra opens the small duffel bag he’s been carrying and dumps Bellamy’s clothes into the flames.

      I move to stand next to Dash. “Why are you doing this here? Couldn’t you have burned them at your house, or even just thrown them away? Why go to all this trouble?”

      He lets out an irritated grunt and replies with no small amount of snark, “Since Bellamy probably committed about five felonies getting into a fight earlier, this is the best way to assure no one can find his shit.”

      I frown. It’s an answer, but it’s not a very good one. Before I can respond, though, Dash just turns and walks away from me to go to Bellamy, who pushes to his feet as his friend nears. The two duck their heads together and begin to have a conversation that I can’t hear, but I’m burning to know what is being exchanged between them.

      “You know what they say about curiosity,” Ezra’s voice suddenly murmurs in my ear. “Bad for the pussy.”

      I glance over my shoulder at him and roll my eyes. “That’s not how the saying goes.”

      He makes a show of looking confused before saying, “No? Well, regardless… I’m guessing your pussy needs a little attention after being abandoned.”

      I feel my cheeks heat and I turn around so I’m facing him. “Is that all you think about?”

      “Your pussy? Yes.”

      At that, I snort. “I meant sex in general?”

      Ezra slides his hands around my waist and presses his body against mine. “It’s hard not to think of sex in general and you specifically when I know how sweet you taste and just how talented you are with that pretty little mouth of yours.” He lifts one hand to cup my chin and rubs his thumb across my bottom lip.

      I let out a small gasp and felt heat bubble up deep within me. His other hand, still around my waist, begins to slide down toward my ass. Gripping me, he pulls me flush against him and I can feel his erection pressing against me through our clothes.

      “Ezra…” I murmur, momentarily lost in the haze that starts to swirl around me.

      He brushes his lips over mine and says, “Fuck, you drive me crazy, Gracelyn. Do you know how often I think about bending you over and sinking into your gorgeous body? I get hard whenever I imagine it.”

      His words send butterflies through my chest and stomach, but they’re also incredibly baffling. As he begins to touch me more, sliding his hands to my breasts, I suddenly come to my senses and grab his wrists, stopping him. I gaze up at him with wide eyes.

      “What are you doing?” I hiss.

      He furrows his brow, clearly confused. “Wanting you?”

      I shake my head, my cheeks heating with embarrassment as I realize I have to elaborate. “You… you know I’ve been with Dash, and you saw me back there with Bellamy…”

      His eyes go wide and then his expression shifts into a smirk. “Yeah, that’s all true.” He studies my expression for a moment and his grin grows bigger. “Do you like what’s happening between the four of us?”

      My jaw drops at his blunt question, and I struggle to come up with a response for a moment. I consider denying it, but what would be the point of that? It’s not like he doesn't already know that I get turned on by all the insane things the three do to me.

      Turning my gaze from his, I murmur, “Yes.”

      He chuckles low in his throat and says, “Good girl.”

      Grabbing my hand, he tugs me along and leads me back over to the car. Dash and Bellamy are still talking together, and I don’t think they realize it when we walk away. We put the car between us and the other two and then Ezra presses me up against the vehicle, caging me in with his hands on either side of my shoulders.

      Bringing his lips down so they’re hovering over mine, he murmurs, “I like what’s happening between us, too.”

      Excitement bursts through me and I know he’s going to kiss me. I’m so wet and achy, I hope that it’s more than a kiss, honestly. Running my hands up his arms, I grasp his shoulders, ready to cling to him as soon as he presses his lips to mine.

      However, just as Ezra tilts his head and moves to close the distance between us, Dash’s harsh growl cuts through the air.

      “Time to go,” he snaps, coming around the car and glaring at us. “We’re taking Gracie home.”

      Ezra releases a long, exasperated sigh. “You are just the worst, Dash.”

      Still, he steps back so I have room to open the car door and slide into the back seat. Dash climbs in after me, and Ezra and Bellamy once more take the front. The ride back is silent, and Dash doesn’t try to touch me again. I gaze out my window and wonder if I’ve done something wrong, but then I try to shake that worry from my head. I haven’t done a damn thing wrong.

      When we reach my dorm, I don’t say a word as I open the car door and slip outside. I hear another door open and slam shut as I make my way to the entrance to the building, and without looking, I know it’s Dash. He follows me inside. I give him the cold shoulder as I make my way up the stairs to my floor, then down the hallway to my room. When we reach my door, I finally stop and turn to glare at him.

      “Why are you following me?” I snap. “It’s creepy.”

      He snarls, “You really expected to just walk away without a word?”

      I open my mouth to reply, but my phone buzzes in my pocket. Fishing it out, I look and see that I’ve got a text from Seb. I don’t open it, deciding I can deal with it later, but before I can put my phone away, Dash snatches it from my hand.

      “Hey!” I exclaim. “Give that back!”

      He looks at the screen and scowls. “What the fuck is he texting you for?”

      I gnash my teeth in frustration. “It’s none of your business. Give it back!”

      He ignores my demand, however, and right before my eyes, opens the message and begins to type out a response.

      “What are you doing?” I shriek, lunging for him.

      He puts out one hand and holds me back while he finishes typing with the other. I try to push out of his hold, but before I can get loose, he drops his hand and tosses me my phone. Catching it, I open my messages to see what he sent, but he’s deleted it and cleared out my trash so I can’t recover it. Fury pulses through me and before I even realize I’ve raised my hand, I slap him across the face. Hard.

      My hand stings, but I don’t care. I hope I hurt him. There’s a split second where he doesn’t do anything, no doubt recovering from the shock of me lashing out. In a flash, though, he grabs the back of my head and yanks me toward him, bringing his lips crashing down on mine.

      I let out a moan and his tongue sweeps in to dominate mine. My fingers curl into his shoulders, my nails digging in as hard as I can. That seems to spur him on because he deepens the kiss, tugging on my hair to angle my head more.

      By the time he pulls back, I’m panting and flushed, and my knees are wobbly. I stare up at him in a bit of a daze and he wraps his hand around my throat.

      Leaning down, he teases his lips over mine before snapping, “Keep your mouth shut about tonight. And stay the fuck away from Marino.”

      With those harshly spoken parting words, Dash turns and storms back down the hall without a single backward glance.
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      The next few days are weird. I do my best to avoid Dash, Bellamy, and Ezra because my thoughts and emotions are all over the place when it comes to them. At the same time, though, I try to hunt down Sebastian. I want to know what Dash texted him, and since I figure it wasn’t anything good, I want to explain the situation to him.

      For some reason, though, I can’t find him. Anywhere. For like three days, I look for him when I’m going around campus, but I never see him. I start to worry that maybe he’s avoiding me. It’s not like I could blame him if that’s the case. I haven’t exactly been an easy, drama-free girl for him to pursue.

      Still, the fact that I can’t seem to find him anywhere really makes it seem like he’s going to great lengths to stay away from me, if that’s what’s going on.

      Finally, in the middle of the week, I’m heading to my public speaking class, and I see him leaving the library.

      “Seb!” I cry immediately, rushing toward him before he’s even turned around.

      He spots me and his brows lift in surprise. “Oh… hey, Grace.”

      I come to a stop in front of him, a little worried about his less than enthusiastic greeting.

      Clearing my throat, I hesitate before I start, “I-I’ve been looking for you the past few days.”

      “I haven’t been around,” he tells me with a shrug. “I had a family emergency that I had to leave campus for.”

      “Oh,” I reply, feeling a shot of relief, then instant guilt over it. “I’m sorry for whatever the emergency was. I hope everything’s okay.”

      “It’ll be fine.” But I can tell by the tension in his shoulders that he doesn’t really want to talk about it.

      I don’t push him on that matter. “Look, I wanted to talk to you. I know you got a text from me the other night, and I just wanted you to know that I didn’t send it.”

      “I know.” He gives me a crooked grin, surprising me. “Dash sent it.”

      I blink up at him. “Oh… he told you it was him?”

      Giving me a wry smile, he pulls out his phone and pulls up the text before handing it to me to read.

      
        
        You don’t get to touch the leash, so stop trying to steal it.

        

      

      I furrow my brow and read the message again. It doesn’t make any sense to me, and I look up at him with a frown.

      “What does this mean?” I ask.

      Sighing, he takes his phone back.

      He seems hesitant for a moment before saying, “Look… I know what’s going on.”

      My whole body goes rigid. “What are you talking about?”

      His expression becomes sympathetic. It almost looks like he pities me, which makes my stomach twist. “I know, Grace. It’s okay, though. I’m not telling you this because I’m judging you or anything. It’s just…”

      He trails off, as if he can’t quite put into words what he wants to say. At this point, though, I’m so embarrassed that I can’t stand the silence for too long. I feel the need to defend myself and why I’m getting swept up in this whole crazy situation.

      He’d warned me.

      He had sat right in front of me and told me what the royals do, and yet here we are.

      Before I can say anything to defend myself, however, I feel an arm slip around my shoulders.

      “What’s up?” I recognize Ezra’s voice before I turn my head to look at him. He’s grinning, looking casual and happy, but his eyes don’t match the rest of his expression. There’s a dark, almost angry edge to his gaze.

      “Covington,” Seb says in a tight voice.

      “Marino,” Ezra replies with a nod. “Haven’t seen you around lately.”

      “Personal matter,” Seb says tersely. “I was just having a conversation with Grace, if you don’t mind.”

      “I do, actually.” Ezra’s voice is cool and firm. “Gracelyn’s going to be late to class if we don’t get going.”

      Seb’s jaw tenses and he glances toward me. I don’t know what to say, though. I want to tell Ezra to leave us alone, but I know that won’t happen. For the moment, it’s probably for the best that I go with Ezra. I don’t want the two to have a confrontation right here in the middle of campus.

      Before I can say anything, Seb meets my eyes and says, “I’ll see you later, Grace.”

      “Okay,” I say, dropping my gaze from his. I can’t handle looking at him right now.

      Seb turns and walks away. Neither Ezra nor I say a word to each other until Seb is well out of earshot.

      I duck out from under his arm and glare at him. “What was that?”

      Ezra just shrugs and snatches my hand. “Come on. You’re actually going to be late if you don’t move your tight little butt.”

      My heart hammers as his fingers entwine with mine and he tugs me along after him. He doesn’t let go of my hand until we reach my classroom. I slip from his hold as I walk into the room. Dash is already there, sitting in his usual seat. He looks up and meets my gaze just as Ezra wraps his arm around my waist and yanks me back around to face him. Before I can react, he drops a searing kiss against my lips.

      I clutch his shirt, losing myself in the moment, forgetting that we’re surrounded by other people, including Dash and Bellamy. When Ezra brings the kiss to an end, I’m dizzy and flushed. He gives me a wink and strides out of the room without a word. I stare after him and then slowly glance toward Dash. His expression is dark, but he doesn’t say a word as I make my way past him to the empty seat behind him.

      He doesn’t look back at me. He doesn’t acknowledge me at all. It might be petty, but it pisses me off. Really? He can’t be bothered to give me the time of day after everything he’s done, like that text to Seb. Is he throwing a hissy fit because Ezra kissed me?

      “Seb showed me the text you sent,” I hiss, keeping my voice low so the rest of the class can’t hear me. “What the hell is your problem? Why would you send him something like that?”

      He doesn’t say a word and continues to ignore me.

      My anger getting hotter, I continue, “You are such a fucking hypocrite. You get pissy when someone else pays attention to me, but then won’t pay attention to me yourself. You’re giving me whiplash, you know that? It’s fucking annoying.”

      Still, nothing. Not even a grunt.

      I clench my hands into fists and snap, “You know what? Fuck you.”

      Sitting back in my chair, I fold my arms and let out a huff. If he’s going to ignore me, I’ll just ignore him. And I try to for the rest of the class. I don’t speak to him again, but I can’t quite pretend that he’s not right there. His presence is just too big, which pisses me off even more. It feels like I can’t escape him, no matter how hard I try.

      When the class finally comes to an end, I shove to my feet and hurry to get out the door. I storm down the hallway, wanting to put as much distance between Dash and me as I can. Not that I expect him to follow me or anything. Clearly, he doesn’t give a shit.

      Someone suddenly snatches my arm and whips me around. Dash is glaring down at me, and I hate that I feel a thrill at the fact that he did come after me. Without a word, he drags me out of the hallway and into an empty classroom right next to us. When we’re alone, I yank my arm from his grasp.

      “Oh, so now I have your attention?”

      He reaches out and clutches my hair, yanking my head back so I’m forced to gaze up at him. His body presses into mine and I can’t decide if I’m more furious or aroused at the moment. He glares down at me without saying anything for several tense moments. I have no idea what he’s thinking.

      “Dash?” I murmur.

      His grip on my hair tightens. “You know, you’re not the first we’ve done this type of shit with.”

      “I-I know.”

      “But it’s never been an issue. It’s a game because I’ve never wanted them. Not like...” Trailing off, he lowers his lips to my ear, his breath bursting against my skin for several beats before he growls, “I want to make sure I get my money’s worth since you’ve caused me so much trouble.”

      I shiver as his deep voice washes over me, but I push against his chest over and over until he finally lets me go. Once again, he’s treating me like I’m some object, some toy for him to pass around to his friends. And now, he’s mentioning the other toys. I don’t really know how to feel about that. Jealousy buzzes up my spine, but I try to shove it away. I don’t want to be jealous of the other girls they’ve had together, because I never asked for any of this.

      Glaring up at him, I decide he’s not worth the effort. Honestly, I don’t know why I even bother with him, or let him get under my skin. I have so many better things to do with my time than try to have a civilized conversation with him. Shoving past him, I stalk toward the door and make my way out into the hall without a backwards glance.

      He doesn’t chase after me a second time.
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      My mood is sour for the rest of the week. I continue to avoid Ezra, Bellamy, and Dash, not wanting to deal with any of them. Brandis does her best to cheer me up, but I can’t be torn from my slump.

      Friday morning, I skip breakfast and hang out under a tree in the quad, waiting for classes to start. As I’m sitting reading a book and minding my own business, Brandis finds me and lets out a huff of exasperation.

      “All right, that’s enough,” she states, snatching my book from my lap. She carefully closes it and tucks it under her arm. Arching her brow at me, she continues, “You’ve been moping around and avoiding people almost all week. No more, got it? I’m going to pull you out of your bad mood whether you like it or not.”

      I blink up at her, torn between exasperation and amusement. “How do you propose to do that?”

      “There’s a party tonight, and you’re coming with me,” she says.

      I immediately shake my head. “Nope. Not going to happen. Sorry.”

      “I’m not giving you a choice,” she insists, the corners of her mouth twitching. “Come on. It’ll just be a small gathering. Nothing huge.”

      “Pretty sure you’ve said that before,” I murmur.

      “I promise,” she assures me. “You just need to let loose a bit.”

      “I’ve heard that before too,” I point out.

      Reaching down, she grabs my hand and pulls me up to my feet. “Grace, I’m saying this because I love you: you’re too wound up. You’ve had constant resting bitch face lately, and I’m starting to get worried about you. If you won’t go to the party tonight for yourself, do it for me just to put my mind at ease that you’re not dying inside.”

      I can’t help but laugh at that. “Dramatic much?” I hold her gaze for long moments, and at length, I let out a sigh of defeat. “Oh, all right. I’ll go. But I will be miserable all night.”

      Brandis pats me on the shoulder and nods. “I wouldn’t expect anything less. Just so long as you’re there and not cooped up by yourself with your angry thoughts.”

      I roll my eyes, and she laughs. Looping her arm around my shoulders, she and I walk together to our classes. I know that Brandis is only looking out for me, but I really don’t want to go to this party tonight. Still, maybe she’s right. Maybe it’ll be good for me. Especially if it’s just a small thing. I can handle a small party.

      There are fewer chances of drama happening at small parties.
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      “Brandis, this is not a small party.”

      My friend gives me an apologetic look as we stand in the doorway of the huge mansion where the party is taking place. It’s packed with people and is in fact possibly the biggest party we’ve been to all year.

      “I honestly don’t know what happened,” Brandis says, gazing around the crowded house. “My friend told me it was just going to be a small gathering…”

      I sigh. “Well, we’re here now. Might as well get a drink.”

      “I really am sorry,” Brandis says as we make our way into the crowd in search of alcohol.

      I shoot her a smile, hoping to ease her concern. “It’s really all right, Brandis. This might be better. We can get lost in the crowd and just enjoy ourselves.”

      She looks relieved as we finally make our way into the large kitchen. The deep kitchen sink is full of ice and bottles of beer, so I grab two and hand one to Brandis. We head back out into the rest of the party in search of our friends that might be there as well. When we find a couple of the girls, we all huddle together and try to be as invisible as we can.

      I kind of stand on the perimeter of our group, not really in the mood to chitchat. As Brandis and our other friends distract each other, I look out over the crowd, deciding just to people-watch for a while and keep to myself.

      A mistake, I realize too late, when I spot the royals amidst the crowd.

      Shit. Of course, they would be at a party this size. Dash and Ezra seem cool and collected, though the former looks way more pissed off than the latter. Bellamy, however, looks drunk again. He has a drink in his hand and is swaying on his feet as he looks around the room. I swear under my breath when his eyes land directly on me.

      He furrows his brows and starts stumbling toward me, and I decide I can’t handle him right now. I turn and bolt into the crowd, intent on getting away from him. Weaving my way through the party, I don’t have any idea where I’m going. I just keep moving forward. It’s a big house, so it starts to feel like I’m navigating my way through an endless maze of sweating bodies and high archways when a familiar face pops into my line of sight.

      I stop short as I meet Seb’s gaze.

      He gives me a small smile and then furrows his brow in confusion before making his way over to me.

      “Are you all right, Grace?” he asks. “You look kind of spooked.”

      I force a smile and nod. “Yeah, yeah, I’m cool. Just… trying to steer clear of a few people. You know how it is.”

      Realization crosses his expression. “Ah, gotcha. Well, if you need help hiding, I know this house pretty well.”

      My smile becomes more genuine. “That would actually be really great.”

      Taking my hand, he says, “Follow me.”

      I let him lead me toward a large staircase and we make our way up to the second floor. There aren’t so many people up here, and I feel like I can breathe a little easier. Seb leads me down a long hallway, and I start to wonder if he’s taking me to a bedroom or something. I don’t know if I’m ready to be quite so alone with him, but he ends up surprising me. Instead of a bedroom, he leads me to a set of glass French doors that open onto a large stone balcony that looks over the backyard of the house. It’s brightly lit by the full moon high above us, and though we can still hear the rumble of the party inside, it’s way quieter out here.

      Releasing a long breath of relief, I turn to Seb and grin. “This is a good spot.”

      He nods. “Yeah, I think so too. So… what’s up?”

      I shrug and reply, “Oh, you know. The usual bullshit with Dash, Bellamy, and Ezra. They just won’t leave me alone, and I don’t know what else to do about them.” Remembering who I’m talking to, I shoot him an apologetic look. “Sorry.”

      “It’s okay, I understand,” he says. “I’m very aware of how overwhelming those three can be.”

      I frown as the text Dash sent him pops into my mind. “Speaking of, how did you know what Dash meant in that text? It didn’t make any sense to me.”

      He arches a brow, almost like he’s surprised. “Brandis never told you?”

      “Told me what?” My stomach twists at the mention of my best friend’s name.

      Sebastian hesitates a moment and rubs the back of his neck. It’s clear he’s agitated about something, which only makes me more nervous.

      “Up until the Lexa thing… I was friends with those three.”

      His words stun me, and I stare up at him in shock, momentarily speechless.

      When my brain can form words again, I stammer, “Wh-why would Brandis have told me that?”

      Now he looks really uncomfortable, his cheeks turning a deep red that I can see in the moonlight.

      “She… we were together sophomore year.”

      “Oh, yeah. She told me that you—”

      “Grace… she was one of those girls.”

      For a moment, I swear my heart stops.
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      My whole body goes numb. I can only gaze up at Seb in utter disbelief as he continues talking. He was part of their games?

      Brandis was part of their games?

      “Look, Grace, I’m really into you, but I don’t feel like doing this shit anymore.”

      I can’t continue listening to him talk right now. Without a word, I turn and make my way back inside the house. I feel like I’m walking through a fog as my mind struggles to comprehend the bombshell that Sebastian just dropped on me.

      Brandis was theirs.

      She was with them all. All four of them.

      Sweet, innocent Brandis, who’s been nothing but kind to me since I arrived at Kingsworth.

      How did I not know? How did nobody tell me?

      How did she not tell me?

      I make my way back down to the first floor and start to look for her. There has to be some sort of explanation. Seb was probably lying. I don’t know why’d he do that, but it makes more sense than the alternative. I’ll just ask Brandis, she’ll deny it, and we’ll move on from this awkward moment.

      As hard as I try to convince myself it all has to be some misunderstanding or prank, I still feel that devastating numbness throughout my entire body. I reach the spot where I’d left Brandis and the others, and while the girls are all still there, Brandis is now missing.

      Swallowing, I tap one of the girls on her shoulder and, when she turns around, ask, “Where’s Brandis?”

      “She went outside. Someone said there was a keg out there.”

      Nodding, I immediately start moving through the crowd to the front door.

      Stepping outside, I barely feel the cool night breeze caress my face as I hunt down the keg. It’s at the end of the house’s porch with a small group of people standing around it, waiting for their turn to get a drink. I spot Brandis on the very edge of the group by herself, and I hurry over to her.

      She spots me coming toward her and grins. “Oh, there you are! You disappeared, and we were all wondering where—”

      “Did you fuck them?” I demand to know without preamble.

      She freezes, and I watch as all the color drains from her face.

      “Wh-what?” she stammers. “Why… why would you think that?”

      Her nervous stuttering is confirmation enough. I feel as if my entire world is crumbling around me. The only person who I trusted in this whole school has kept something this important from me.

      “Why didn’t you tell me?” I ask in a desperate, angry tone.

      Brandis looks away from me, her entire demeanor shifting. Her usually readable face becomes inscrutable, and her bubbly tone grows cold.

      “Who told you?” she questions. “Which of them was it?”

      “It doesn’t matter,” I insist. “The fact is, you didn’t tell me when I asked you about what they did. Why?”

      She looks at me again, her expression cracking so that I can see just how freaked out she is beneath the surface.

      “I… I really like being your friend,” she tells me. “I kind of thought I wouldn’t, but I do, and I got scared…”

      “Wait,” I interrupt her. “What do you mean by that? That you didn’t think you’d like being my friend?”

      Her lips part and she looks even more frightened than before.

      She hesitates before admitting in a rush, “Bellamy asked me to keep an eye on you.”

      “What?” I murmur, horrified. “So, wait… he asked you to spy on me. So… so you only became my friend because…”

      “I’m so sorry,” she says, her voice cracking. “I didn’t mean for any of this to happen, really…”

      She’s clearly upset, but I can’t listen to her try to justify herself or offer me any explanations. I need to leave. Right the fuck now.

      Turning away from her, I dash toward the sidewalk and then start making my way down the street and away from the house. I hear Brandis call my name, but I ignore her. Thankfully, she doesn’t come after me.

      Hot, angry tears gather in my eyes and threaten to fall, but I hold them back. I refuse to display such vulnerability until I’m back in my dorm, safe and sound by myself. I wipe at my eyes to try to banish the tears away. Suddenly, bright lights hit me from behind and a car horn honks. I stop and glance over my shoulder. The sleek SUV pulls up next to me and when the window rolls down, Ezra is gazing up at me with a frown.

      “Hey, I saw you leave the party looking pissed,” he tells me. “Thought I better come check on you.”

      I fold my arms and scowl at him. “And driving when you’re drunk was the best course of action you could come up with.”

      Puffing up his chest, he proudly states, “Haven’t had a drop all night.”

      “Yeah, right,” I say, rolling my eyes.

      “Seriously, you can sniff my breath if you want,” he insists. “Why don’t you get in and I’ll drive you to your dorm?”

      “No thanks,” I snap and start walking again.

      Ezra rolls up alongside me, though. “What’s the matter? Why are you so pissed?”

      I don’t look at him when I answer, “Just dealing with some shit. Leave me alone.”

      “Come on, Gracelyn,” he replies. “Get in the car and we can talk about it. It’ll make you feel better.”

      Doubtful, especially seeing as he’s one of the reasons I’m so angry.

      “I don’t want to talk to you,” I hiss.

      He doesn’t stop driving alongside me at a snail’s pace. “Maybe I can help you work through whatever’s going on. Come on, babe. You don’t want to be out here alone right now. Just get in and I’ll take care of you.”

      His offer shouldn’t sound so damn tempting. I’m furious at him, at all of them, but who else do I actually have to turn to right now? Not Brandis or any of our friends, because they were all likely keeping her secret for her. Dash’s never going to be someone’s shoulder to cry on, and Bellamy… he’s the one who told Brandis to become my friend in the first place.

      I clench and unclench my hands at my sides, trying to decide what to do. Ezra doesn’t say a word, but he continues to follow me down the street. I know he won’t stop, even if I don’t get in his car. He’ll follow me all the way back to my dorm if he has to.

      At last, I let out a deep sigh of exasperation and say, “Fine, I’ll get in.”

      “Good girl.” He stops the car and I scurry around to the passenger’s side and get in. As he takes off down the street, he glances toward me and asks, “So? What’s going on?”

      “Just because I got in the car doesn’t mean I want to talk about it,” I snap.

      “Doesn’t mean you don’t want to talk about it, either.”

      “I really don’t.”

      He looks at me with an arched brow. “You practically ran away from Bran, who is by all accounts your best friend as far as I can tell, and you really want to try to convince me you’re not dying to unleash whatever is swirling around inside you on someone? I’m not even offering feedback if you don’t want it. You can just scream at me to get whatever it is off your chest.”

      It’s not a bad offer, I have to admit, and he does deserve to be screamed at.

      “Fine,” I growl. “If you want to know so badly, I’ll tell you why I’m angry. I’m angry because I just found out my supposed best friend has been keeping the fact that she used to be in my position. She used to be… yours, or whatever the fuck you want to call it.”

      “Ah,” Ezra sighs with a nod. “I see. I was actually kind of wondering if you’d figured that out yet or not.”

      “How the fuck was I just supposed to figure that out?” I cry. “What about Brandis would make me think she’d ever been in this position? And it’s not only her fault for not telling me—it’s yours as well! Yours, Dash’s, and Bellamy’s. Especially Bellamy’s! She wouldn’t have even tried to be friends with me if he hadn’t told her to spy on me. How am I supposed to react to that? Huh? As if you all hadn’t fucked with me enough, now this happens…”

      I trail off, a little out of breath. Ranting like that hadn’t really been my plan, but it was kind of cathartic.

      There’s a beat of silence between us before Ezra finally says, “I can admit that we might not have handled that whole situation well. But it’s not because we wanted to mess with you by any means. It’s just… complicated, I guess. And awkward.”

      I glare at him. “Awkward? Really? That’s the understatement of the fucking century.”

      “Look,” Ezra says with a sigh, “just because we used to be with your friend doesn’t mean she’s not your friend. Bellamy asked Bran to watch you, but not necessarily to become BFFs with you. That part happened all on its own.”

      I feel a treacherous buzz of hope shoot up my spine at his words, and I try to squash it. I don’t want to be a pushover right now. Even though what Ezra says is possible, I can’t let myself believe it just yet. I feel justified in my anger, and I want to selfishly stew in it for just a little while longer.

      “Maybe,” I murmur, turning my gaze to look out my window. “Still, it was initially built on a lie. That’s something I can’t just ignore.”

      “Fair enough,” Ezra replies. “Still, don’t be too hard on her. You know how… persuasive we can be.”

      I shoot him a side-eyed glare, but despite the anger that’s still warming me from the inside out, I feel calmer. I’m off the ledge, anyway. Somehow, Ezra sweet-talked me down.

      When we reach Roth Hall, he parks in front of the building and turns to me.

      “You okay?” he asks, and it seems like he genuinely cares.

      I release a slow breath and nod. “I will be. I just need to go to bed and start fresh in the morning.”

      “Good plan,” he grins.

      The corner of my mouth twitches, but I fight not to grin back. I don’t want him thinking I’ve forgiven him that easily.

      “Thanks for the ride,” I softly tell him before moving to get out of the car.

      To my surprise, though, Ezra gets out of the vehicle as well.

      “Let me walk you up,” he says, coming around the car to stand next to me.

      For a second, I consider telling him to just leave, but I hesitate. Apparently, I’m not quite ready to be alone.

      Nodding, I reply, “All right. If you insist.”

      We turn for the building and walk to the main entrance in silence.

      Before we step inside, I accidentally let slip some of my deepest, most vulnerable thoughts.

      “I should’ve known better,” I murmur with a self-deprecating chuckle. “Who would willingly be my friend without an ulterior motive?”

      Ezra suddenly grabs my arm and stops me, yanking me around to face him.

      “Don’t say that,” he says vehemently, taking me by surprise.

      “Wh-what?” I gasp.

      He cups the back of my head and pulls me into a hard kiss. I grab his shoulders, a whimper escaping from my throat. He drops his other hand to my waist, his fingers slipping under my shirt to caress my bare skin beneath. I arch into him, letting myself fall under his spell, giving into my desire.

      When he pulls away from me, I’m panting.

      “You’re more wanted than you realize,” he tells me softly, caressing my cheek.

      Before I can respond, he turns and walks back to his car. I watch him drive off, confused, but I can’t help my small smile as I think about his parting words.
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        * * *

      

      The salty smell of the ocean teases my nose, the cool breeze coming off the water chilling my flushed skin. It’s a hot night, so the caress of air against my body is a relief. I blink, looking around. The party I came here for is still going strong further down the beach, but I needed a little time by myself. I’m tipsy and having so many sweaty bodies pressed up against me had been overwhelming.

      “Grace, there you are,” a familiar voice snaps from behind me. “I’ve been looking for you. What the fuck do you think you’re doing out here?”

      My whole body goes rigid, and I turn to find him stalking toward me, his expression furious.

      “What the fuck?” I respond. “How did you find me?”

      He holds up his phone and I see he’s got a Find My Phone app pulled up.

      I gasp, then glare at him. “You’re tracking me now? What the hell is your problem? Once I tell—”

      “What’ll she do?” he growls, coming to a stop right in front of me. “Huh? You really think she’s going to take your side over mine? You can’t be that stupid.”

      Fury burns through me, as well as frustration, because I know he’s right. She only views me as a troublemaker that she’s been burdened with. This thing she married, on the other hand, can do no wrong in her eyes. She practically worships the fucking creep. I know better, though. I know he’s not a good man. I know he’s a powder keg just waiting to explode.

      I know, standing there on the beach alone with him, that I’m not truly safe.

      “Your ass is going to be locked in your room from now until you graduate,” he tells me with a cruel smirk.

      “I bet you’d love that, wouldn’t you, perv?” I hiss.

      His eyes narrow and his expression darkens. “What was that, little girl?”

      He takes a step toward me, and I take an instinctive step back.

      “I’m not stupid,” I shout. “You’re always watching me, tracking me, trying to control my every move. I know exactly why.”

      I shudder when I think about the looks I’ve caught him giving me. The times he’s invaded my space and made me intentionally uncomfortable. I know exactly what he thinks when he’s around me, and it makes me want to throw up.

      “You don’t know anything, you little bitch,” he snarls. “But I know so fucking much about you. Like how you lied about—”

      “Fuck you,” I yell before turning to hurry back to the party.

      Before I can make it two steps, however, he reaches out and snatches my arm.

      “You’re not going anywhere,” he hisses into my ear as he jerks me back toward him.

      My body goes cold as he whips me around to face him. He grabs the front of my shirt so hard, it rips. His eyes drop to my breasts and a hungry look comes into his gaze. Fear chokes me and I start to fight against him, but he’s too strong and before I know it, I’m dropping back onto the sand and he’s moving over me, trapping me, and blocking out any light from the moon above us.
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        * * *

      

      I wake with a gasp, jolting upright in my bed. My chest is heaving as I try to catch my breath, and I’m covered with sweat. Tears are streaming down my face as well.

      My stomach rolls, and I have to jump out of bed and rush to my bathroom. I make it to the toilet just before I start to vomit.

      When my stomach is empty, I dry heave for a few moments before I’m finally able to calm down. I sit back, clutching my head in my hands as I start to sob.

      I don’t know how long I sit there crying, but I don’t try to stop myself. This breakdown has been a long time coming, so I let myself indulge in it until my tears slowly begin to ease. When they finally stop, I release a long, shuddering breath and lean back against the bathroom wall.

      I don’t know what’s wrong with me. It feels like something’s unraveling inside me. I’m cracking, and I’m not sure what I can do to stop the damage from getting worse.
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        * * *

      

      I’m exhausted as I make my way to my digital film class. My heart is heavy, and in all honesty, all I can think about is Brandis. In the glaring light of day, I recognize how much of an ass I was to her. I know first-hand what the royals are like. Know how easily they’re able to dig their claws in and control people with an invisible leash.

      It doesn’t change the fact she’d spent the last few months spying on me, but still.

      I know the royals are a different kind of beast.

      That’s why, even though I’m still angry, I bring up her number and shoot her a text.

      
        
        We need to talk.

        

      

      I feel strangely nervous as I wait for her to respond, but just as I’m reaching my classroom, my phone buzzes. It’s Brandis with a simple heart emoji. Then, a moment later, she texts:

      
        
        I’m here whenever you’re ready. I really am sorry, Grace.

        

      

      Clutching my phone to my chest, I release a heavy breath. I’ve lost so many people in my life that I want things to be right between us. I’m not sure how to fix it, but I know I need to at least try. After I message her back asking if she wants to go to The Rock Lobster tonight, I go into my class feeling lighter and happier than when I woke up that morning.

      That optimistic feeling sticks with me until the middle of class, when my phone buzzes again. Oddly enough, other people’s phones go off around me as well. In fact, it looks like everyone in the class has received a text.

      What the hell is going on?

      I pull up the message and find that it’s a video. Everyone else has the same idea and they start to play it on their individual devices. To my horror, one by one, everyone turns to stare at me.

      Every. Single. Person.

      Then I see the grins. Hear the snickers.

      Fuck. That’s not a good sign.

      I look back down at my phone and play the video.

      It’s a video of me and Ezra—from last night. It’s our kiss outside my dorm room. I watch, my stomach dropping as his hand sneaks under my shirt, causing it to ride up and reveal the bottom of my butterfly tattoo. At first, I think that’s it, and sure it’s a bit embarrassing, but it’s nothing too bad. However, then the video changes, and the world seems to come to a screeching halt around us.

      It's one of my videos.

      Specifically, the video I released about Dash, Bellamy, and Ezra after what had happened in the observatory.

      My face isn’t visible, but my back is to the camera for a moment, and my tattoo is visible thanks to my pink crop top. And it’s clearly the same one from the other video.

      Another message comes through.

      
        
        Kingsworth’s favorite whore in her natural habitat—just like her mom.

        

      

      And then comes the link to a news article about my mom and what happened with Julian. How she’d married her longtime physician. And how she’d killed him after she caught him sexually assaulting an “unnamed minor” at their Atlantic City beach house.

      Fuck. Fuck, fuck, fuck, fuck.

      This can’t be happening right now. This has to be another nightmare. I jerk my head up and gaze around the classroom. Everyone’s watching me. Laughing at me. Mocking me. Our teacher has no control over the room. I am now the center of attention and breathing becomes difficult.

      I shove to my feet, nearly knocking my chair over. Mr. Schraeder shouts my name, and my classmates throw out lewd, horrible comments my way. I try to block them out as I bolt for the door, but it’s useless.

      I can still hear them even after I burst out of the building and take off running.
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      Hours later, the constant buzzing of my phone irritates me awake. I’m buried under my covers in my room. I’d come straight here from the classroom and burst into tears the moment I walked through the door. I hid under my blankets and must have cried myself to sleep. My eyes feel swollen, and my face is still a little wet. Squeezing my eyes shut again, I will myself to go back to sleep because I don’t want to face anything outside of this stuffy cocoon I’ve made around myself.

      My phone just keeps buzzing, though. Over and over again.

      With a groan, I reach for it, intending to put it on silent.

      When I see how many messages and missed calls I have, though, my stomach twists. My sister has called me multiple times, and I know that can only mean that she’s somehow found out about the video. There’s no other reason she would be trying to reach me so excessively.

      I’m not ready to deal with my sister yet. I’m not sure I’ll ever be ready to deal with what’s bound to come from that conversation, so I turn my attention to all the texts that have come in. I’ve got a few from Brandis and it’s clear just by reading them that she’s worried.

      
        
        Grace! I saw the video. OMG, are you okay?

        

      

      
        
        You probably want to cancel tonight, which I totally get. Just know that I’m here if you need me.

        

      

      
        
        I’d still love to talk sometime once all this dust settles. I swear I’ll tell you everything.

        

      

      Seeing how worried she is, but also how understanding, makes me even angrier at myself for the way I treated her. I also want to make sure I respond to her in a way that’s been carefully thought out, and that’s not something I’m really capable of at the moment, so I move on to the other texts.

      Seb has sent me a few, as well as Ezra and Bellamy.

      
        
        Seb: Grace, I’m sure you’ve seen the video by now. Are you okay?

        

      

      
        
        Ezra: Don’t worry. Everything will be all right. 

        

      

      
        
        Bellamy: Just ignore what people say. Their opinions of you don’t matter.

        

      

      
        
        Seb: Message me when you can. I’m here for you.

        

      

      
        
        Ezra: You know how people love a scandal, but in no time, something else will come along to distract everyone. This will blow over.

        

      

      
        
        Bellamy: I’m sorry, Lilley. I’m really sorry.

        

      

      I honestly don’t know what to make of each guys’ texts. Seb’s concern is obvious, and I don’t miss how he offers his support, while the other two just offer advice for how to deal with the mess.

      I suppose no one would accuse the royals of being overly compassionate.

      Still, I don’t think too much about their messages, except for the last one from Bellamy. It’s so different in tone from the first one he sent. If I took it at face value, I wouldn’t question that he’s saying he’s sorry just to display his sympathy for me. However, I know Bellamy a little better than that, and I feel it in my bones that he opened his mouth.

      That my history getting out wasn’t just a coincidence.

      My last two texts are from Dash.

      
        
        Come to the house. Now.

        

      

      No follow-up. I imagine that he wanted to yell at me for kissing Ezra in public or something, or for selling myself online since I’m supposed to be his and all. The second he sent is more recent, sent just a couple hours ago.

      
        
        Did you like the present I made you?

        

      

      I stare at his message, my brain struggling to process what it means. Present? What present? Why would he send me something? Was it before or after the video came out? Then it clicks.

      The video.

      Fuck me, he was the one who sent it. It had to be him. Why? Why would he do this to me? Apart from the fact that he’s a vindictive psychopath who gets his kicks out of making me as miserable as possible, that is.

      Is this some sort of sick revenge? Has he just been bidding his time since the video I released, waiting for the opportunity to return the favor? That would be a hell of a long con. Except, this video is worse than the one I posted. Much, much worse, and I also don’t have the resources or the family power to mitigate the damage this is going to cause me.

      He’s fucked me. Completely obliterated my life, and he has the nerve to make light of it, calling it a present?

      Fury burns through the worst of my mortification, and I shove the blankets off me. I shove my feet into a pair of sneakers and grab a hoody that I can try to hide my face with and storm out of my dorm. Keeping my head ducked and avoiding the more trafficked areas of campus, I make my way to the royals’ house. Nobody seems to notice me, which is a relief. I don’t know how much more public humiliation I can really take today. Fuck, am I going to have to leave Kingsworth? After months of fighting so hard to stay, is this what finally pushes me out of school?

      I can’t think about that now. I can’t make any big decisions in my current mental state. Whatever I decide, I want a cool head when I ultimately make the choice, otherwise I might do something I really regret. I don’t want to have any more regrets. My life is already full of them.

      When I reach the house, I stomp up the front porch steps. I don’t bother knocking and shove the door open.

      “Dash?” I yell once I’m inside the foyer. “Where the fuck are you?”

      There’s no response. I gaze around, unsure of what I should do now. Is he not even home? Is he avoiding me? I don’t want to leave until I’m absolutely sure no one’s in the house, but then I hear the muffled sound of raised voices coming from somewhere down the hall. Clenching my hands into fists, I follow the sound all the way into the kitchen. I pause outside the doorway just to figure out who exactly is in there, and soon enough, I recognize Dash’s voice. Not wishing to waste any more time, I burst into the room. I find Dash and Ezra standing by the large kitchen island. They’re in the middle of some tense exchange. It looks like they’re arguing, but I really don’t give two shits.

      “You motherfucker!” I scream, catching their attention at last. “What have you done?”

      Dash and Ezra both turn to me, and I think I’ve managed to startle them.

      “Get out,” Dash snaps, like he hadn’t demanded I come here.

      I open my mouth to tell him exactly what I want, but then something strange catches my attention.

      Ezra’s holding something in his hand. I frown. It’s a shoe. Clearly a woman’s shoe, and it’s caked in dirt and… holy fuck, is that blood?

      Why is Ezra holding a bloody shoe in the middle of his kitchen? Why does he have it? And even more gut-wrenching to think about, where’s its owner?

      My eyes go wide as the breath is sucked right out of my lungs. Oh God. Oh God, oh God, oh God. What did I just walk into? Dash is looking at me like he’s slightly annoyed to have been interrupted, but Ezra looks a bit more freaked out. He tries to hide the shoe behind his back, but it’s a lame attempt and the damage is done. I’ve seen the thing. I can’t unsee it.

      “What is that?” I demand to know, pointing at the shoe. “Why do you have that? Who does it belong to?”

      The two exchange a glance. Dash still just looks rigid and cold as usual. He’s clearly pissed, but then again, he’s always pissed. Ezra looks a little less cool and collected.

      “Now, Gracelyn, I need you to stay calm…” Ezra tries to tell me in a low, even voice.

      “Calm?” I shriek, blatantly ignoring the suggestion. “You want me to be calm? Fuck that and fuck you! You don’t get to tell me what to do or how to act. Neither of you, you understand? And whatever bullshit you two are involved in together, I’m not getting myself wrapped up in it.”

      I turn to make a quick exit, but Ezra hurries over to block the doorway. I come up short, fear mingling with my panic. It’s never a good thing when someone doesn’t let you leave after you’ve discovered them holding a bloody clothing item. Usually in those instances, the people you’ve caught aren’t very keen on their secret getting out and will do whatever they have to in order to keep their secret from getting out.

      The bigger the secret, the more willing someone will become to take drastic steps to protect themselves. I can’t help but wonder what Ezra is willing to do in order to keep that bloody shoe between the two of them.

      “Gracelyn, you’re overreacting,” he says, laying on the charm. “Trust me, this is all just a big misunderstanding.”

      I glare at him. “I’m not falling for that bullshit.” Spinning back around, I face Dash. He’s watching me with his usual cold expression, seemingly unaffected by the fact that I just walked in on him, Ezra, and their bloody shoe.

      He watches me, and I know that, even though he’s a heartless bastard, at least he’s honest. He won’t try to distract me like Ezra. If I ask him directly, he’ll either tell me the truth, or he’ll just ignore me.

      “Whose shoe is that?” I ask him in a soft but frigid tone.

      He regards me for a moment before saying, “It’s complicated.”

      “Then un-complicate it for me,” I hiss.

      His eyes narrow with irritation. “Bellamy made a mistake last year. A big one.”

      When he’s not forthcoming with any more information, I demand to know, “What was the mistake?”

      “That doesn’t matter right now,” he tells me, as if he can so easily brush me aside. “All you need to know is that we’re dealing with it.”

      I grit my teeth. “That’s not enough, Dash. Why is there blood on that shoe? What did Bellamy do?”

      “The less you know, the better,” Ezra chimes in, his voice taking on a serious tone. “Trust me.”

      I let out a humorless bark of laughter and glance back at him. “Trust you? Hardly. After all the shit you guys have pulled with me. It’ll be a cold day in hell before I trust any of you.”

      “I’m sorry we fucked you over,” Dash says through his teeth.

      His words catch me off guard. I stare at him, certain I’ve misheard.

      “What was that?” I question.

      He snarls, “I’m sorry we fucked you over, but we needed to in order to fix this.”

      Suddenly, I’m not so shocked by his icy apology because I’m too baffled by his words. I have no clue what he means by that.

      “Explain,” I order, and to my surprise, Ezra speaks up.

      “Lexa—” he starts, but Dash cuts him off with an ice-cold glare. Still, he’s said just enough to bring the hairs on the nape of my neck shooting straight up. What does a girl who supposedly died in a drunk driving accident have to do with a bloodied shoe and Bellamy?

      “Was… was he driving the car the night she died?” I hear myself say, and despite the blood humming in my ears, I swear I hear Ezra growl that he wishes it were that simple. And then there’s silence.

      Thick and foreboding, it presses down on me until I can hardly breathe.

      “Answer me.” My voice is deadly calm, belying the hurricane of emotions—fear and anger and confusion—raging inside me.

      And those emotions just get stronger and stronger as the silence stretches on until I can’t take it anymore. “You know what? Fuck you,” I say, pulling my phone out of my back pocket.

      “Who are you calling?” Dash asks in a low, dangerous voice.

      But I turn my back to him, my screen already open as I storm toward the front door. Before I can even reach the doorway or connect the call, though, Dash reaches out and snatches my phone from my hand.

      “What the hell?” I snarl. “Give me my phone back.”

      “You’re not going to want to contact anyone about this,” he tells me, almost matter-of-factly.

      “Oh, yeah?” I sneer. “Why the fuck is that?”

      “Do you really think I thought your big secret was your mom offing her husband because he may or may not have touched you or what you do on your fucking porn site?” Dash looks me dead in the eye, and I feel my heart plummet to the floor. “You’re not going to say anything because I know the truth, princess.”

      “Dash…”

      “The question is, Grace, who else knows what happened last winter on that beach?” When he speaks again, a smile twists his lips as he shoves my ghosts right down my throat. “Who else knows you killed your sister’s husband?”

       

      
        
        To be continued…

      

        

      
        Thank you so much for reading Savage Kings! Want to talk about the book?

      

        

      
        Join my reader group, LM’S READER ROOM

      

        

      
        Book 2, Savage Reign, is coming October 2022. Click HERE to preorder it. To keep up with updates, including early releases, exclusives, and cover reveals, click HERE to sign up for my newsletter.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ABOUT THE AUTHOR

          

        

      

    

    
      L.M. Harrison is an author of  dark reverse harem romance and bully romance. She loves morally charcoal heroes, all the angst, and a thousand and one twists. 

      When she's not writing, you can find her obsessing over coffee, burninating the kitchen (she likes to try new recipes and the recipes like to fail), and dreaming up her next anti-hero since she's always sort of  writing.

      She lives with her husband and kids, so tributes of vodka and charcuterie are appreciated.

      
        [image: Facebook icon] Facebook

        [image: Instagram icon] Instagram

        [image: TikTok icon] TikTok

      

    

  

cover.jpeg
SAVAGES OF KINGSWORTH

o o @ .&%’:‘






images/00002.jpeg





images/00001.jpeg
SAVAGE
KINGS

L.M. HARRISON






