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      Smile.

      Walk.

      Drink.

      Don’t look at them, don’t make eye contact, don’t let them see.

      It’s okay, it’s going to be okay.

      I hate these parties. I hate the crowds of kids who stare at me, silently judging because for some reason they all think they want to be me.

      I hate the crush of bodies, as a hundred people all try to squeeze into a room only big enough for thirty.

      I hate how loud the music is and how I never know what to do with my hands.

      I hate that I hate it so much, when every other person around me is laughing and smiling and enjoying themselves.

      I hate that I’m the only person pretending.

      Someone jostles my arm and the drink I’m holding splashes from my cup, spilling onto my stomach and the leg of my jeans.

      “My bad,” a voice slurs from behind me.

      I glance at my wet jeans, then turn to look at whoever knocked me. A glassy-eyed junior stares back at me, his drunken leer falling from his face when he realizes who I am.

      “Fuck, Nova. Shit,” he hisses, his eyes nervously glancing from side to side. He’s probably searching for my brother. Zeke and I drive each other crazy, but I’ve lost count of the times he’s kicked someone’s ass just for looking at me the wrong way.

      “Benny,” I sneer, my practiced bitchy expression firmly in place.

      “I’m sorry, Nova. Fuck, let me get a towel,” he says, his words a panicked rush.

      “Go away.” I snap, blinking at him slowly and dismissing him with a curl of my lips and flick of my wrist.

      He nods, backing away as quickly as he can, stumbling over his feet in his haste to leave.

      My friend Brit laughs coldly. “Did you see his face? I think he actually pissed his pants.”

      I force a cold, fake smile onto my lips, but I don’t say anything. Instead, I look down at the liquid still coating my skin and grimace. “For fuck’s sake. I need to go clean up,” I mutter.

      I don’t wait for her to respond. I’m already walking away; my stride confident, my ass swaying from side to side with each step. When I’m only a few feet from the downstairs restroom, I see the line of ten people waiting and groan. Bypassing them, I head for the stairs, climbing them quickly. I don’t stop on the first landing, I keep climbing, making my way to the top floor and straight to Charlie’s bedroom.

      We dated for like a minute about a year ago and he’d brought me up to his bedroom in the eaves of the house and tried to feel me up on his bed. After dealing with his sloppy kisses and roaming hands, I’d dumped his ass before he even got to second base. Charlie might have been a dud as a boyfriend, but the one good thing that came from our brief relationship is that now I know where a private bathroom is whenever he throws huge parties like this.

      He always keeps his room locked—probably trying to make sure no one has sex on his sheets—but during our doomed make-out session he also showed me where he kept his key. I pull it out from its hiding spot behind a book on the shelf to the right of his bedroom and unlock the door, glad that horny teenage boys are stupid enough to share their secrets when they think they’re going to get laid.

      Locking the door behind me, I walk straight into his bathroom and wash the sticky soda from my belly, doing my best to dry the wet patches on my jeans where the drink splashed. Up here the music is only a muted, dull thud and for the first time since Brit and I walked through the door, I manage to inhale a full breath and let the fake smile fall from my face.

      I push down the lid of his toilet and sink down onto it, dropping my head into my hands and rubbing at my temples with my thumbs. Every nagging thought I’ve been fighting to keep at bay roars to life in the quiet room and I’m assaulted with one doubt after the next, until I can barely breathe.

      Why am I here?

      Are they staring at me?

      Do I look fat?

      Does everyone hate me?

      Should they hate me?

      Do I hate them?

      Can I go home?

      If I do will Brit bitch about me being boring?

      Should I go home?

      Should I hide?

      Can I stay up here?

      Should I leave?

      Do I look like the fake that I am?

      Over and over the thoughts slam into me, barraging me with anxious doubt, until all I can do to stop myself from screaming is to pull my knees up to my chest and wrap my arms around them. I try to breathe, try to quiet the never-ending fear and anxiety that’s clawing at my mind, but it’s too late and my brain is whirring at a hundred miles an hour.

      I inhale slowly, listening to the sound of my own breath. When my lungs are full of air and I’m convinced that I’ve forgotten how to breathe, I exhale as slowly as I can, pushing everything aside and forcing my body to focus solely on staying alive and not on the constant festering questions. I repeat the process five more times and feel the telltale burn of tears, but I squeeze my eyes tightly shut and refuse to let them fall.

      I’m not weak. I’m anything but fucking weak and I refuse to allow my emotions to get the better of me. I’m the daughter of a badass biker. I’m the princess of the Doomsday Sinners MC. I’m not this lost girl who hides in bathrooms and questions everything.

      Only that’s exactly who I am. I’m a simpering, pathetic mess and I hate it, but I just can’t make it stop.

      Dropping my feet to the floor, I finally open my eyes. When I find my reflection in the mirror, I stare at myself recognizing the fear and hopelessness in my eyes. I look away. That’s not me, or at least it’s not who I want to be and it’s not who I show the world I am.

      To the kids at school, I’m shallow and vapid. I care more about the way I look than anything else. I’m nothing but a mean, pretty shell. This is who I tell them I am, the person I allow them to see. It’s who I have to be, because I can never let them see inside, never let them see the real me.

      Standing up, I force myself to look at my reflection again. This time I smooth my expression into the familiar mask I wear most days and firmly fix it in place. Long brown hair, shiny and poker straight; black shirt cropped beneath my breasts, exposing several inches of my flat, tanned stomach. Skintight jeans with perfectly placed rips at the knees; and a blank, expressionless, disinterested mask.

      I don’t have to study my face in the mirror. I know how I look. High cheekbones, straight nose, lips that are a little too full. I look like my mom; only in my eyes there are nothing but secrets, where hers have always been full of life and happiness.

      I wish I was more like her, but I’m not. My mom enters a room and she’s instantly at ease. Everyone loves her because she’s funny and smart and beautiful. People are drawn to her, but they shy away from me. My peers think I’m cold, mean and hard; only what no one realizes is that I’m none of those things. I’m just amazing at pretending.

      I’m Nova Stubbs, the princess of a biker club, darling to a group of dangerous men. No one would believe that I’m really weak and pathetic. But that’s exactly what I am. I’m small and scared and hiding. Always hiding.

      On the first day of middle school my dad drove me to school on his bike. It was huge, black and shiny, and the engine roared loud enough that every single person stopped and stared at us. Daddy was wearing his cut like he always does, and he’d lifted me off the back of the bike and kissed me goodbye, while the rest of the school watched us with a mixture of wonder and fear.

      What I didn’t know back then, was that my dad was playing his part too. He’s the big tattooed biker, scary and intimidating, and that day when he dropped me off, he made me untouchable. Every kid saw who I was and who my family was. It didn’t matter that the Sinners have been a part of Archer’s Creek for decades, or that the members kids have all gone to the exact same school as me. I was different.

      The day Zeke started, Daddy did the same for him and when the twins started, he took one and Uncle Blade took the other. He made us all untouchable; he made us different. From that very first day the kids in my class treated me like I was someone they should be scared of. They either chose to ignore me through fear, or they deliberately befriended me because they wanted to know about the dangerous men on the big motorcycles.

      On our first day of high school, me, Zeke, Emmy, and Griffin were dropped at school with an entourage of Uncle Sleaze, Uncle Daisy, Uncle Blade, Uncle Park, Uncle Smoke, and Duke. The noise of their bikes was so loud that every kid, parent, and teacher stopped and stared as we pulled up to the school.

      Maybe in a different school, in a different town this would have put a target on my back. Perhaps I would have been better if I’d insisted he let me ride the bus, but I knew that allowing him to tell the world I was protected by the force of the club would make my life easier.

      None of us have ever been bullied; who would dare? But although this segregation made us safe, it also made us vulnerable, and so the day I started high school I made myself become the person that my peers expected me to be.

      My dad is a badass, silent and stoic at times, terrifying and aggressive at others. To me he’s a marshmallow who calls me his ‘Princess’ and thinks the world starts and ends with my mom and us kids. But to every mean girl and horny boy, he’s someone not to be crossed and so that’s who I became too.

      I’m not a bully. I don’t prey on the weak, or torture the kids who make themselves easy targets. I’m equal opportunity: mean to everyone, and for some reason that’s made me top tier. My group of friends are the most popular kids at school, the ones the others are scared of crossing, and the ones everyone wants to be a part of. They all think they know me, but they don’t, and I can’t ever let them see who I really am.

      Pulling myself together, I force all of my anxiety down to that place inside of me where all of my fears and insecurities live. Then I lock eyes with myself in the mirror and watch as my lips move. “I don’t care what anyone thinks of me.” I say. “I can’t go home. I won’t leave my friends.”

      Friends. I almost scoff at the word. The only real friends I have are Emmy, my brother, and Griffin. The rest of them are friends in the loosest term. Some want to be me, some want the popularity that comes with being my friend. None of them really know me and they don’t want to.

      Rolling back my shoulders, I try to throw some confidence into my step as I exit the bathroom, unlock Charlie’s bedroom door and push it open. My brother Zeke is stood on the other side, his huge body rested against the wall, his eyes narrowed. Zeke is exactly one year and three weeks younger than me, but because he got pushed forward a grade in middle school, we’re both seniors, have the same friends and go to the same parties.

      “You okay?” He asks, worry wrinkling his brow.

      “I’m fine.” I say, as I move to walk past him.

      His arm shoots out and he stops me from passing. “Nova.”

      Sighing, I relax my tense shoulders and turn to face him. “Benny Hardman knocked me and I got soda on me. I just came upstairs to clean up because the line for the restroom downstairs was long. I’m fine.”

      “You have a moment?” He asks quietly.

      Zeke’s my brother. We fight, we piss each other off. Some days we can’t stand to speak to one another; but deep down, beneath all of the sibling crap, he’s my best friend. He’s one of the only people in the world who truly knows who I am. He gets me, he understands, and he loves me in spite of all the pretense.

      He only has to look at me, to know exactly what just happened. “Princess,” he says on a pained sigh, pulling me in for a hug. His huge arms, that are far too big for a seventeen-year-old boy, hold me tight and I feel his sad exhale against my head.

      “I’m okay,” I say into his shirt. But he knows me too well. He sees straight past my bullshit and he knows all of the thoughts that plague me.

      “Come on, I’ll take you home.”

      “No,” I cry, pushing at his chest until he releases me.

      “Nova.”

      “No, Zeke. I’m not going home, I’m fine. Go find Briella and a room.”

      “Nova, don’t be like this. You hate these parties, you hate the crowds, and they make you feel shitty. So let me take you home and we can watch a movie in the basement. Mom went to the grocery store and she packed the freezer with ice cream. We can watch something so scary we almost piss ourselves and binge on Cookie Dough.”

      I waver, going home and eating ice cream sounds great right now.

      “Come on,” he coaxes. “Bri and I are done. I can’t deal with her drama anymore and she’s already pitched a fit and tried to dry hump Griff to make me jealous. I drove here, so I can’t have a drink and honestly, I was ‘bout ready to leave anyway.”

      “Brit drove, so she has her car,” I think aloud.

      Zeke’s arm drops across my shoulders and before I can say anything else, he’s leading me down the stairs and into the party again. When people notice us, they clear a path, because everyone knows who we are. I’m Queen Bee and Zeke’s the star football player, and we’re a son and daughter of the Doomsday Sinners MC.

      No-one questions why we’re leaving a party when it’s barely 11pm. We come and go as we please, and no one ever expects us to explain ourselves. Hell, if we announced we were going to another party, every kid in this place would be in their car and following us in a matter of minutes.

      My brother feels the moment my mask slides back into place and his arm falls from me. My shoulders roll back and I let my haughty, disinterested expression cover my face, as I glide through the room like every single person except my brother is completely beneath me.

      Brit appears at my side, her tits almost falling from her low-cut shirt as she struts to keep pace. “Where are we going?”

      “Nova and I are out,” Zeke says, answering her question before I get a chance. “Bri and I broke up and she’s being dramatic. If the group leaves, she’ll follow, so you guys stay here, and keep her crazy ass confined. I don’t want her showing up at my house in the middle of the fucking night again.”

      Brit is one of my closest friends. She’s a shallow bitch, but she’s honest about it and I love that about her. But as I watch her stare up at my brother longingly, I realize that maybe she’s a little in love with him. She isn’t his type and I think I’ll need to have a chat with her about how making a play for him would be stupid.

      “Okay, we’ll keep her here and throw her in Lance’s direction. Maybe she’ll go for him next and leave you alone,” she says with a drunken giggle. “Nova, I’ll call you.”

      “Bye, Brit.” I say, never slowing my pace, my gaze now firmly fixed on the front door and escape. Our best friend Griffin—another one of the Sinners kids—falls into step with Zeke, but when he sees that we’re leaving he quickly falls back, saluting us with a grin as he scoops a girl into his arms and twirls her around.

      The partygoers stop and stare at Zeke and I as we leave, watching us like we’re exhibits in a zoo. When we get to his car, he unlocks the doors and I climb in, not allowing my calm expression to drop until we’re a mile down the street and away from the party and all of our friends.

      “No one would care if you let the perfect little ice princess act go.”

      “We both know that’s not true,” I say sadly, staring out of the window at our small town as Zeke drives us home.

      When he pulls his car into the driveway the lights are still on. Mom and Dad are no doubt still up, and the twins are probably down in the basement. “Don’t tell Mom.”

      “You know I won’t,” Zeke assures me. “But you should.”

      I don’t say anything, just open the car door and climb out, closing it behind me. I’m already expecting it when Zeke’s heavy arm lands across my shoulder. He pulls me toward him and drops a kiss on the top of my head. “It’s a good job I love your crazy ass,” he says, laughing when I try to elbow him in the stomach.

      When we push through the front door, Mom and Dad are on the couch. Making out.

      “Ewwww,” both Zeke and I cry. We should be used to this by now; our parents have always behaved like horny teenagers and this isn’t the first time we’ve walked in on them getting it on in the family room.

      Dad lazily lifts his head and looks at us. “You’re back early.”

      Mom giggles, but neither of them move to separate.

      “Party was lame. Briella was being a pain in the ass, so we decided to raid the ice cream stash you got this morning,” Zeke says, nonchalantly ignoring the fact that Dad looks like he was about to make it to third base with Mom before we came in.

      “Don’t talk about your girlfriend like that.” Mom chides.

      “She’s not my girlfriend anymore,” Zeke says.

      Dad chuckles. “Thank fuck for that. That girl is a pain in the ass.”

      He laughs harder when Mom pinches him.

      “Sweetie, are you okay?” Mom calls.

      “I’m fine, Mom. We’ll be downstairs,” Zeke says, urging me past our disgusting parents and toward the stairs to the basement. “Don’t make babies,” he calls over his shoulder, laughing.

      “You’re as bad as them,” I say, my face scrunched up with disgust.

      “Mom and Dad are still hot for each other. I want to be like that with my woman when I’m their age,” Zeke says, as we hit the bottom step and push through the door into the basement.

      Mom and Dad converted the basement from storage into an awesome den/games room for us when we were younger, and now it’s got a pool table, a kickass TV with every games console known to man, drinks, snacks, and a huge sectional couch.

      When we enter the room, Dill is wrestling the Xbox controller from Leo’s hands and I can already tell that their fight is on the verge of becoming an MMA brawl any minute. “God, boys are so stupid,” I hiss, walking to the TV unit and pulling the plug on the game they’re playing.

      “Hey,” the twins say in unison, their fight forgotten.

      “Go get the ice cream. We’re gonna watch a movie scary enough to make you crap your pants.”

      Dill and Leo look at one another, then throw themselves over the back of the couch, racing to the freezer and wrestling over who gets the Rocky Road.

      “Mom bought you each a tub,” Zeke calls, settling into the corner of the couch and lifting the handle for the built-in recliner, sighing dramatically as his feet lift into the air.

      A cold pint of Fudge Brownie ice cream lands in my lap, followed by a spoon, a second before the twins hop over the back of the couch and land next to me with a thump.

      “How was the party?” Dill asks.

      “Shitty, you didn’t miss anything,” Zeke answers, pulling the lid from his tub of Cookie Dough.

      “You idiots are only fifteen. You’re not old enough to party with us,” I say, through a mouthful of sweet, chocolaty goodness.

      “Your friends love us,” Leo says with a wink. “They don’t seem to care that we’re younger.”

      “Don’t be disgusting. My friends think you’re cute little boys, that’s all.” I say derisively.

      Zeke selects a movie from Netflix and we all stop talking and settle back into the couch, our ice cream in our laps as we wait for the movie to scare us half to death.
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      Hours later everyone else is in bed and asleep and our house is dark and silent. Rolling to my side, I stare out of my darkened window. The moon is full and bright. I close my eyes, trying to quieten my mind, but there’s too much swirling: too many thoughts, too many questions.

      Zeke’s words from earlier circle my mind. “No one would care if you let the perfect little ice princess act go.” Is he right? I don’t think so. Every kid in our school knows who I am. That’s not conceited, it’s just the truth. We live in a small town and our high school is just as small. I can name every single person in our senior class and all of them have me and my friends on pedestals. We all have our role to play and mine is the bitchy princess, too shallow and self-absorbed to care about anyone but myself.

      If I were to show them who I really am, they’d drag me from the tower of ice I surround myself with and I’d land in an exposed heap at their feet. All they see is the pretty little princess that boys want to fuck; the shallow doll who never lets anyone get too close. They don’t care that I’m loyal and caring. They don’t care that out of the four of us I’m the most fragile, the weakest link. They see what they want to see, believe what they want to believe.

      Maybe I should let them see the crumbling mess inside of me. The way my mind spirals until I can’t breathe, and I hide in the bathroom or in my car, desperate to find some peace. None of them want to see that I’m constantly on edge, just waiting for one of my meltdowns to become a full-blown mental breakdown.

      Bolting upright in bed, I pull my knees up to my chest just like I did earlier and bury my head against them. I wrap my arms around my legs, curl into a ball and hide. I’m hiding from myself, my doubts, and from the reality that what I’m feeling isn’t normal. Screwing my eyes tightly shut I pray for my mind to quiet, for all of my doubts to dissolve into mist, only tonight the disquieted thoughts refuse to be ignored.

      Should I let the world see the real me?

      Should I tell my mom?

      Should I admit that my mind is too loud again?

      Should I let out all of the anger that’s simmering constantly just below the surface?

      Squeezing my eyes tighter, I try to breathe, to push away the constant disquiet that tortures my waking thoughts, but it won’t be silenced, it won’t be pushed down. My breath is ragged as I snap my eyes open and release my grip on my legs. I won’t sleep tonight unless I distract myself. Reaching for my iPad I click into my music and select one of my sleep soundtracks, then I slip on my headphones and exhale as the soothing music begins to play.

      It’s all instrumental. Lyrics would only exacerbate my anxious mind, forcing me to find meaning in every word. So a mix of soft jazz, soulful classical, and modern piano pieces play as limb by limb I force myself to relax, to concentrate on the music and not on what’s happening inside my head.

      I see 3am, 4am, and 5am and just as the sun is starting to push up over the horizon my eyes finally drift shut, my brain quiet at last. “Beep, beep, beep,” my alarm screams and I groan, reaching for my cell and silencing the noise as I pry open my tired, gritty eyes.

      Auntie Brandi and Uncle Sleaze are getting a new foster kid today and like every other time they have someone new come to stay with them, we all get up, go over to their place and meet them in a big, family introduction. Over the years I’ve lost count of how many scared, lonely kids have arrived at their house, looking terrified and small. Some only stayed for a couple of weeks, some a couple of years, but when they move to somewhere new, they all leave knowing that there are good people in the world.

      My auntie and uncle are amazing. They currently have two kids living with them and whoever this new one is who’s coming today, they’ll become a part of our family. Rolling out of bed, I pad over to my bathroom and turn on the shower. I know I probably look like hell, so I don’t even bother looking in the mirror before I strip out of my sleep shirt and panties and step under the hot water.

      The shower relaxes my muscles and as I rub shampoo into my hair, some of my sleep deprived lethargy fades. As I dry myself, I hear the telltale sounds of the rest of the house coming to life. I’m the only one out of us kids that has their own bathroom. Dad figured it wouldn’t be fair to make me share with three stinky teenage boys, so when he built the latest addition onto the house, he added a bigger bedroom and a bathroom just for me.

      Padding to my closet, I pull out panties and a bra and put them on, then look for something to wear. The sun is already blazing and it’s going to be a hot one, so I pull out a pretty red playsuit and slide it on, adding a black belt and flip-flops.

      Not bothering to dry my hair, I run a brush through it and twist it into a loose braid. The humidity will only make it frizz if I try to put the flat iron through it, so why bother trying to tame it.

      Pushing open my door, I almost run straight into Zeke as he pads out of his room. His eyes are still shut, his hair standing on end and he’s dressed in just a pair of basketball shorts.

      “You need to get ready; the new foster kid gets here today.”

      Zeke grunts, waving his hand at me dismissively as he rubs at his face and walks on autopilot to the bathroom. When I step into the kitchen, Mom is talking to someone on her cell while flipping pancakes on the hotplate. I walk straight up to her and kiss her cheek. She smiles at me, our eyes level now that we’re almost the same height. She tips her head toward the pancakes and I nod with a smile.

      Mom’s pancakes are awesome; light and fluffy and just the best weekend breakfast ever. She slides three onto a plate for me and I kiss her again as I take it to the table and smother them in maple syrup and sliced banana. While I wait for the syrup to soak in, I grab glasses for all of us from the cabinet and fill them with juice, then pour myself a coffee from the pot that’s already full and smelling delicious on the counter.

      By the time Zeke comes down, I’m already halfway through my breakfast. Unlike me, he looks refreshed and awake, completely different to the grunting zombie from only ten minutes earlier.

      “Make me a coffee would you, Sis?”

      “Make your own,” I snap, pushing another forkful of breakfast perfection into my mouth.

      When he reaches for my cup, I grab it and pull it close, narrowing my eyes and glaring. “Mine,” I hiss.

      “That’s fucking mean, Sis,” he scowls.

      “I didn’t sleep well. I need it more than you.”

      Zeke’s eyes soften a little as he scans my face. “Did the movie freak you out?”

      “Yeah,” I say, nodding quickly then turning my attention back to my cup. I can feel him looking at me. We both know I’m lying. Avoiding his gaze, I get up from the table and make him a cup of coffee, pushing it toward him before I sit back down in my seat.

      “Did you get any sleep?” He asks quietly.

      “A little; it’s fine.”

      “You should talk to Mom.”

      “I’m fine. I was just amped up from all the sugar. I’ll sleep tonight,” I say, finally looking at him and flinching at the concern in his eyes. Zeke and I have each other’s back—we always have—and as much as he might not want to, he’ll keep my secrets.

      He opens his mouth to speak, but the twins descend the stairs in the obnoxiously loud way that only two fifteen-year old boys can. Dill and Leo are perpetually happy. I don’t think they can stay angry for more than a minute at a time and even though they can be a pain in the ass, just being around them fills you with enthusiasm. The pair of them are like walking, talking happy pills.

      My brothers are identical twins and very few people outside of our family can actually tell the difference between them. To me, the differences are obvious, but as they’re always together and regularly switch clothes in the middle of the day or dress identical just to fuck with people, I suppose it shouldn’t surprise me that no one else can.

      “Oh, pancakes,” Dill says, diving on the stack Mom has piled on a platter in the middle of the table and taking five.

      “You’ll be sick if you eat that many,” I say, already feeling lighter and more awake.

      “Nah, it takes about twelve for him to throw up,” Leo says, dropping down into the chair next to Dill and taking five pancakes as well.

      “Morning,” Dad says as he saunters into the room, dressed in his usual jeans, plain cotton t-shirt and cut. The smell of warm, worn leather will always be the scent that I associate with him: comfort, protection, and home.

      “Princess,” he says, leaning down and dropping a kiss on the top of my head.

      I watch as he goes around the table kissing each of my brothers in turn. “Where’s your Mom?”

      “She was talking to someone on her cell; not sure where she went,” I say, finishing my last bite of pancake, then taking my plate and stacking it in the dishwasher.

      An hour later we all pile into Mom’s SUV while Dad takes his bike. Whenever we greet a new kid, Dad and his brothers all show up on their bikes. I guess they must think showing this kid they’re all bikers might make them feel better or something. I don’t really know; it’s just something they always do.

      When we get to Auntie Brandi and Uncle Sleaze’s house, Mom pulls up on the street and we all pile out, making our way into the yard. The first kid they ever fostered was a sixteen-year-old boy called Ethan. I was only a little kid at the time, but I know he caused loads of trouble for them before he realized they were good people who only wanted to help him. In the end they adopted him, and he stayed with them until he went off to college.

      “Ethan,” I cry, when I spot him lazily lounging on a chair at the huge patio table.

      “Hey, Princess,” he says, getting up and catching me when I launch myself at him.

      Back when he first moved in, Ethan had been angry and brooding, but to the six-year-old me, I’d thought he was amazing. I followed him around like a shadow until he accepted he wasn’t going to get rid of me and I’d adopted him as an older brother figure. He moved out of state a couple of years ago, following his awful girlfriend Esme to California and away from his family. I miss him.

      “I didn’t know you were visiting,” I cry, stepping back from him as he greets my mom, dad and brothers.

      “I’m not,” he says.

      “What do you mean?”

      “I closed on a house a couple of days ago, squirt. I’m not visiting, I’m moving home.”

      “What?” I cry, launching myself at him again. “What about Esme?”

      “No Esme,” he says, his smile dipping a little. “But I missed my family. It was time to come home. California wasn’t for me.”

      “Did he tell you the news?” Auntie Brandi says, smiling broadly and looking at Ethan with so much love. “My oldest baby is moving home.”

      “Mom, I’m twenty-eight, I’m hardly a baby,” Ethan says, pulling Auntie Brandi in for a hug and kissing the top of her head.

      “You bring your cut with you?” Dad asks Ethan.

      Ethan’s head shoots up and a wary look flashes over his face. “Yeah, I’ve got it with me.”

      “Then you should probably be wearing it,” Dad says, his tone brooking no argument. Dad is the V.P. of the Sinners and although he’s not as scary as Uncle Blade who is the president, I know that the other members have a healthy respect for him.

      “I didn’t know. I’ve been gone,” Ethan says, his voice wavering a little, unsure.

      Uncle Blade appears at his side, his hand landing on Ethan’s shoulder and squeezing. “Are you a Sinner, or not?” He asks.

      “Always,” Ethan answers, his voice solemn.

      “Then go put your cut on.” Dad says.

      “Yes, boss,” Ethan replies, turning to leave and being pulled into Uncle Sleazes arms, his eyes filled with love.

      As the rest of Dad’s biker brothers arrive, the party starts to feels like a welcome home for Ethan as much as a party for the new foster kid who is still yet to arrive.

      “How old is the new kid?” I ask my mom.

      “He’s eighteen. He’s been in a group home for the last few years, but his social worker thought he might do better in a home environment to see out his senior year.”

      I nod. Uncle Sleaze and Auntie Brandi have had a lot of older teenagers over the years. Most foster homes only want little kids, but Auntie Brandi has always said that they will do their best to give any kid that needs one a home.

      We all recognize the social worker’s shitty car the moment it pulls into the street and Brandi and Sleaze move as one, meeting in the middle of the yard, their hands linking together as they make their way to the curb to greet the new arrival.

      I watch as Trisha, the social worker who’s been dropping kids off to this house for years, greets Brandi and Sleaze warmly, her harried, tired expression the same every time I see her. She opens the door and a boy emerges from the back seat of the car, a black hoodie pulled up over his head, his fingers hidden inside the sleeves.

      I can’t see his face, but when he unfurls and stands straight, his shoulders pulled back and his spine rigid, he looks to be at least six feet tall. Most of him is hidden by his hoodie, but I can still tell that his shoulders are broad and his thighs are big and muscular.

      My heart starts to beat a little faster and I strain out of my seat to get a better view. I watch as both Auntie Brandi, then Uncle Sleaze introduce themselves, offering the boy their hands to shake. He pauses for a moment, seeming reluctant, but eventually reciprocates their greeting and shakes their hands one at a time.

      Trisha separates herself from the group and walks around to the trunk, opening it and pulling out a rucksack and a couple of trash bags. I feel sick every time I see that. These poor kids’ stuff shoved into trash bags instead of packed into a case.

      Reaching over, I take Mom’s hand and she squeezes mine lightly, reassuringly. The boy takes the bags from Trisha’s hand and she pats him on the back, before climbing back into her car. He doesn’t push back his hood, but I know he watches her drive away.

      Auntie Brandi turns to head for the house, gesturing for the boy to follow her and he does so almost reluctantly as Uncle Sleaze walks behind them. I watch as Auntie Brandi speaks incessantly, pausing to introduce him to each person they pass.

      Trying not to be too obvious, I search for a glimpse of his face, but the hood is completely shielding him from view. His head is tilted down as he walks, but my heart still beats out of control and my breathing gets a little shallower the closer they get to us.

      Auntie Brandi continues to talk as she walks, pointing out people and introducing him to all of the bikers and their families that make up our huge connected group. By the time they reach our table, her smile is tight and brittle, but firmly plastered in place.

      “Guys, I’d like you all to meet Valentine Miller. He’s going to be staying with us while he attends his senior year at Archer’s Creek High,” she says.

      Auntie Brandi pauses as if she’s waiting for him to speak, but when he doesn’t, she carries on talking. “This is Echo, his wife Liv and their kids. Nova and Zeke are both seniors too and the twins Dill and Leo will be starting their freshmen year.”

      I try not to stare at him, but I can’t help it. His face is tilted down, entirely hidden by his hoodie and aside from the fingers that are tightly wrapped around his bags, I can’t see any of his skin at all.

      I might be imagining it, but I swear I can feel him looking at me and my skin tingles. Hesitantly I smile, but I’m not sure if he responds. I want to push his hood off his head and look at him, but I know I can’t, so I sit frozen to the spot spellbound by a kid whose face I’ve never even seen.

      “Zeke, Princess, why don’t you help Valentine with his stuff and show him up to his room?” Dad suggests.

      Snapping my head to look at Dad, I find his gaze firmly fixed on the boy, who seems even bigger now that he’s right next to our table. Dad’s eyes are narrowed slightly and he seems to be assessing him, even though he can’t see his face.

      Zeke is the first to move. He lazily gets up from his seat and walks to Valentine. “I’m Zeke. Come on, I’ll show you up to your room.” Turning to Brandi he asks. “Where are you putting him, Auntie B?”

      “In the blue room,” Auntie Brandi says, smiling.

      “On it,” he says, then tips his chin to me. “Come on, Sis.”

      My limbs feel heavy when I push myself out of my chair and when I pause next to Valentine, I feel his eyes on me again, even though his head barely moves. Zeke leads the way and I wait, expecting Valentine to move next, only he doesn’t.

      Then his bag twitches in an almost imperceptible gesture for me to walk ahead of him. I fall in behind my brother, glancing over my shoulder to check that Valentine is following and for the very first time I catch a glimpse of his face. A strong chin, part of a square stubbled jaw, and full lips pursed in a tight, angry line.

      Valentine Miller isn’t happy to be here.
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      As we leave the yard and enter the house, Zeke slows his pace until he’s level with both me and Valentine.

      “We probably seem completely fucked-up to you right now, but Brandi and Sleaze throw a party every time someone new comes into their lives. Auntie B thinks it’s easier to get the introductions out of the way in one go, rather than having people drop in to meet you every day for a fucking week,” Zeke says, his tone light and friendly.

      “They shouldn’t have bothered. I’m not the social fucking butterfly type,” Valentine says and his voice is deep and gruff, like he hasn’t spoken in a long time.

      Zeke laughs. “Our family is fucking huge and no one is real big on boundaries. But don’t worry, you’re not alone; every kid that’s stayed in this house has been victim to a family and club party. Now, do you go by Valentine or…” he trails off, obviously unsure what Valentine would be shortened to.

      “Just Valentine,” Valentine says, his words angry and terse.

      “That’s cool,” Zeke says, as we reach the stairs. “Auntie B put you in the biggest room up on the third floor; it’s private and far enough away from the little kids that they won’t drive you crazy.”

      “How many other kids are here?” Valentine asks, his voice hardening.

      “Just you, Sabrina who’s ten and Callum who’s eight,” I say.

      Valentine’s intense eyes swing to me and I’m gifted another glimpse of his face when the hood of his sweater slides back a little. His dark eyebrows are knitted together and he’s scowling at me like I just said something offensive.

      Sucking in a breath, I try not to react to him, but it’s hard when I can feel my eyes widening. He’s beautiful in a dark and brooding way; the angry line of his mouth and furrow of his brow doing nothing to diminish how breathtakingly hot he is.

      “What school were you at before?” Zeke asks.

      Valentine pulls his hood back over his face and tilts his head in Zeke’s direction. “You wouldn’t have heard of it. It was up near El Paso,” Valentine says, his voice hardening even further.

      “Well our school is fucking tiny. There’s less than a hundred kids in our senior class,” Zeke says, stepping off the final step and turning toward the door to Valentine’s new room.

      “Most of us have been going to school together since kindergarten,” I say.

      This time when Valentine turns to look at me his hood stays in place, but I can still feel his eyes burning into me.

      “Thanks for the info, Princess,” he sneers.

      Zeke’s eyes narrow a little as we pause outside the closed door, but he doesn’t say anything as he pushes open the door and gestures for Valentine to go inside. “It’s a great room. Auntie B doesn’t put locks on any of the doors, but she won’t ever walk in without knocking and asking to come in.”

      Valentine nods but doesn’t speak. I glance around awkwardly as the three of us just stand here.

      “Do you need any help unpacking?” I ask, finally breaking the silence.

      “I’m good thanks, Princess,” Valentine snaps disdainfully.

      “My name is Nova.”

      “Sure,” he replies dismissively.

      “Drop your stuff and let’s go back downstairs. Uncle Daisy is manning the grill and he cooks a mean steak.” Zeke says.

      “Are any of you actually related?” Valentine asks, his voice rising slightly and sounding almost interested.

      “Mostly no. Our Aunt Nikki and Aunt Dove are sisters, but other than that we’re all family by choice not blood. Sounds fucked up I know and it confused the hell out of me as a kid when I’d try to explain to people I had twenty aunts and uncles. I guess you’ve already figured out that Sleaze is a biker. Well our dad is the Vice President of the Archer’s Creek chapter of the Doomsday Sinners, and pretty much all of the guys you met are members too. Once you join, you’re considered a brother, and so we grew up with the entire club as part of our family,” Zeke says with a shrug.

      “Are you pair twins?” Valentine asks Zeke, completely ignoring me.

      “No, Dad knocked Mom up with me more or less straight after Nova was born, so there’s only just over a year between us, but we’re both seniors.” Zeke says. “I can smell the steak, you coming?”

      “Nah, I’m good up here,” Valentine says.

      “Okay, Auntie B will bring you a plate up. First day of school is Monday. She’s gonna want to bring you. Trust me when I say you don’t want that, so I’ll try to convince her to let me pick you up,” Zeke says.

      “I can walk,” Valentine replies dismissively.

      “Your choice, but it’s about five miles. Auntie B will set you up with a cell phone if you don’t already have one. She’s got my number, just let me know if you change your mind,” Zeke offers as he turns and leaves, muttering about steak as he walks away.

      “You should take him up on the ride. Principal Gerard loves Zeke. He’ll let him show you around rather than doing the tour himself,” I say.

      “I don’t need any fucking charity from your brother or you, Princess,” he growls, pushing back his hood.

      I’m pretty sure I gasp. He’s absolutely gorgeous. Thick dark hair covers his head, unruly and unkempt. His eyes are an intense blue-hazel color, hard and emotionless. High cheekbones and full lips captivate me, and I feel myself being unconsciously pulled toward him.

      Mom’s told me a hundred times about how she was drawn to Dad the very first time she saw him, and until now I never truly understood what she meant. But just from one glance, I want to crawl into Valentine’s lap and kiss him until I’m breathless and my lips are swollen. Heat pools in my stomach and I place a hand over it to keep all of the want inside of me.

      “Get the fuck out,” Valentine hisses, breaking the spell he’s woven on me and making me jolt back in shock. While I’ve been swooning and contemplating if love at first sight is real, his expression has darkened, and he takes a menacing step toward me.

      “Or you could stay,” he says, reaching out and dragging his thumb over my bottom lip. “I bet those fuckable lips of yours would look amazing wrapped around my cock.”

      His words make me flinch. I’m not a prude, but I’ve never had a guy I just met be so crude to me before.

      He laughs coldly and the sound makes goose bumps rise on my arms. “Yeah, I didn’t think so. Get the fuck out,” he says, turning his back to me.

      Darting from his room, I rush down the stairs, my pulse racing and my chest heaving. I don’t stop until I hit the floor below, then I lean heavily against the wall willing my breathing to slow.

      Auntie Brandi and Uncle Sleaze have had foster kids my entire life and most of them are angry or scared or both when they first get here, so his behavior shouldn’t be a surprise. But this is the first time I’ve ever felt any kind of attraction toward someone so hostile. All the guys my age at school treat me with respect, and honestly, most of the time, a little awe. They know that Zeke or my dad would kick their asses if they didn’t.

      Never, not ever, not even when a guy has thought I was going to have sex with them, has anyone told me I’ve got fuckable lips. What does that even mean? I’m not a virgin. I have some experience, but none of the guys I’ve fooled around with have ever spoken dirty to me. A lot of groaning with the occasional ‘Oh baby’ thrown in yeah, but never anything that makes my nipples pebble or my heart stutter in my chest.

      When my heart finally slows and my breathing becomes normal, I push off the wall and make my way downstairs and back to the party. Spotting Emmy on the other side of the yard, I head straight to her. Emmy is Auntie Nikki and Uncle Blade’s daughter. She’s only a few months younger than me and we’ve been best friends, real friends, our entire lives. Considering Auntie Nikki is one of the most confident people I’ve ever met, her daughter is the total opposite. Emmy is quiet outside of our group and rarely speaks to anyone, hiding behind a book most of the time. I’m not sure if she’s really shy, or she just isn’t interested in being social.

      I sit down beside her and she lowers the paperback she’s reading and smiles at me. “Hey.”

      “Hey, what are you reading?”

      Her face lights up. “It’s this amazing new high school reverse harem book. I’ll send you the link. I think you’d love it,” she enthuses.

      “Did you meet the new kid?” I ask, curious to see what she thinks of him.

      “Auntie Brandi introduced him, but he didn’t say anything. His name is Valentine, right? That’s a beautiful name.”

      “It’s unusual,” I agree. “Zeke and I showed him up to his room. I saw him without the hood.” I say, hoping she’ll ask me about how he looks.

      “Yeah, I bet he was pretty warm in that black sweater, it’s hot today.”

      “Don’t you want to know what he looks like?” I ask, desperate to tell her how hot he is.

      “I bet he’s freaking out, coming to this new town and to a house full of strangers. I know Auntie Brandi thinks it’s easier to get the introductions over in one go, but I’d hate to be a scared kid coming into this,” she says, gesturing to the groups of people dotted all over the yard.

      Sighing, I smile at my friend. Emmy is stunning: a natural strawberry blonde with a gorgeous face, perfect thin body with slim hips and not an ounce of fat anywhere. She has absolutely no idea how beautiful she is, and she’d live in her books if she could, the real world be damned. She’s my sister in every way that matters and I’d be lost without her.

      I adore her, but sometimes I wish she acted a little bit more like a normal teenage girl. I desperately want to tell her how hot Valentine is and how much his angry, taunting words affected me. But all my sweet, thoughtful friend is thinking about is how freaked out he must be. Boys just don’t even register on her radar.

      Emmy is warm and sweet and it’s impossible to hate her because she only sees the good in people. I’ve seen the looks guys give her at school but she’s oblivious. She’s loyal and still my best friend even though her life would be easier if she pretended she didn’t know me.

      The kids at school all assume she’s a bitch, like me. Her dad is the President of the Sinners, and where my dad can be scary, Emmy’s dad is downright terrifying. Uncle Blade is a total marshmallow with my bestie, her little brother Phoenix and the rest of us Sinners kids. But the kids at school only see what a total badass he is, how dangerous he looks and they assume his daughter is the same. They couldn’t be more wrong.

      Brit hates Emmy. She doesn’t think she should be popular because it’s obvious to anyone who’s met her that Emmy doesn’t care what other people think of her. Unlike me, she refuses to play the part of popular ‘it’ girl and instead sits and reads while the rest of us post hashtags and act like mindless, teenage drones. Over the years, Brit has tried everything to exclude Emmy from our group, but I need my best friend in my life and she needs me to make sure she doesn’t fall into a book and forget about the real world. Brit might not like it, but she knows if she wants to be friends with me, Zeke, and Griffin, she has to accept Emmy too.

      “Phoebe’s having a party tonight. You could come over to mine and we could get ready together,” I say hopefully.

      “You should go with Brittany,” Emmy says.

      “I don’t want to go with Brit. I want to go with you.”

      “Parties aren’t my thing,” she sighs, lifting her book again as if she’s trying to dismiss the idea.

      “They might be. You wouldn’t know because you never come to any. It’s the last party of the summer, Em. On Monday we start our senior year, our last year together at high school. Come on, be wild with me for a night,” I coax.

      Lowering her book again, she turns to fully look at me and I can see she’s actually thinking about it. “Nova, you hate parties almost as much as me, why don’t we just stay home?”

      I hate that she’s right, but maybe I’d be okay if she came with me. “I don’t hate parties.” Emmy doesn’t know about my moments, nobody but Zeke does. But she knows that the person I pretend to be to the kids at school isn’t who I really am. She knows I hate how fake all of the hiding makes me feel.

      “Are Zeke & Griffin going?” She asks.

      “Don’t they go to all of the parties?” I say dryly. Where Emmy is a natural introvert and I pretend to be someone I’m not, my brother and Griffin are one hundred percent naturally the life and soul of the party. They love to be surrounded by people and everyone is drawn to their exuberant natures.

      “I’ll ask Dad,” Emmy says resignedly, her tone letting me know in no uncertain terms that she’s not happy about this.

      “Yes,” I shriek, jumping up and pulling her up after me. “Come on.”

      Sighing, she stands up and lets me pull her across the yard to where her mom and dad are sat with Uncle Daisy and Auntie Dove.

      “Hey, Daddy,” Emmy says, when I push her toward him.

      “What’s up, baby girl?” Uncle Blade asks her, his expression softening the moment his gaze lands on his only daughter.

      “Err, Nova wants me to go to a party with her tonight,” she says cautiously. She’s almost eighteen, but she doesn’t go to parties, so she’s never had to do this before.

      Uncle Blade’s eyebrows furrow and I fully expect him to say no, then I see Auntie Nikki reach over and place her hand on his leg.

      “Whose party is it?”

      “Phoebe Sneiders,” I say quickly.

      Uncle Blade’s eyes glance from me to Emmy. “Are Zeke and Griff going?”

      I nod.

      “Zeke, Griffin, get over here.” Uncle Blade shouts.

      A few moments later Zeke and Griffin appear by my side each carrying plates loaded with steak and chicken. “What’s up, Pres?” Zeke asks.

      “I’m not your Pres,” Uncle Blade says, his amusement obvious.

      “Not yet, no, but we’re legacy, Pres, it’s only a matter of time.” Zeke says with a cocksure grin.

      “Well, hell, I don’t even want to argue with you, ‘cause you might be fucking right.” Uncle Blade says looking between the two boys. “You too,” he says to Griffin.

      “Absolutely, Pres,” Griffin replies with a cocky smirk.

      “Shit. Okay, if that’s what you want. If you can convince your old man and your brother to let you, then your first job as almost prospects is to look after Emmy at this party tonight.”

      “Emmy’s coming to the party?” Zeke splutters, his eyes swinging to her. “You’re coming to the party?”

      Her skin flushes a pretty shade of pink and she fidgets with her hands, obviously uncomfortable under everyone’s scrutiny. “It’s the last party of the summer,” she says quietly.

      “We’ll look after her,” Zeke says, his lips pursed into an unhappy line, his gaze still fixed on her intently.

      “We’ll keep her safe,” Griffin agrees.

      “Baby girl, you can go, but I want all of you back before midnight. Do you all understand?” Uncle Blade orders.

      “Yes, Sir,” we each say in unison.

      Reaching forward, I grab Emmy’s hand and squeal lightly. “Come on, you can pick something out of my closet.”

      “Wait,” Uncle Blade says.

      Spinning back around, I hold onto her hand tightly.

      “My baby girl isn’t gonna be prancing around wearing fucking nothing, Nova May Stubbs. You hear me?”

      “Don’t be silly, Uncle Blade. She can pick out a pretty dress or something. I promise it won’t be too revealing,” I say, leaning forward and dropping a kiss on his cheek.

      “Princess, I’m not a fool, and now I’ve got two foxes in the henhouse,” he says pointing to Zeke and Griff. “She isn’t like you.”

      Sobering, I nod. “I know. We’ll keep her safe and I promise we’ll be home by curfew.”

      “Go, have fun, be safe,” Auntie Nikki says and I pull Emmy away before anything more can be said.

      When I glance over my shoulder, Zeke and Griffin are still talking to Uncle Blade.  “Looks like we’re going to have bodyguards tonight.”

      “I could always stay home,” Emmy says hopefully.

      “Nu-huh. You’re coming to this party and you’re going to have fun. You’re going to drink and dance and you’re not going to bring a book.”

      “I have the Kindle app on my cell,” she says, bobbing her tongue out at me.

      “You’ll be having so much fun you won’t even think about reading.”

      She flashes me a dubious look as I pull her to where Mom is talking to Auntie Brandi.  “Mom, Emmy and I are going back to ours to get ready for the party tonight. See you later.”

      “Okay, honey, have fun. Back by midnight, be safe,” Mom says, waving us off before turning back to her conversation.

      Smiling brightly, I look at my bestie who appears to be considering making a run for it. “Come on,” I coax. “All the guys from school will be there and maybe you could make a connection.”

      “The guys at school think I’m weird,” she says, as I pull her toward the sidewalk.

      “They think I’m a cold-hearted bitch who hates everyone. They only see what you let them see.”

      “Are you saying I’m making myself look weird?” Emmy asks, her lips falling into a frown.

      Stopping, I turn to face her. “No, not at all. I’m saying that except for me, Zeke, and Griffin, you haven’t given anyone the opportunity to really get to know you. All they see is the girl that reads a lot.”

      “You know the exact same sentiment applies to you, right?” She says. “No one at school has any idea who you really are. You hide behind this mean girl façade you’ve created and I know it’s because you think it’s what people expect of you. But if you showed them the Nova that I know, that your family knows, I don’t think you’d be run out of town. I think if you were honest and real, you’d make some honest and real connections too.”

      Dropping her hand, I gawp at her, shocked that she just completely called me on my shit.

      “Don’t look so shocked. Surely I’m not the first person to ever say any of this to you,” Emmy says.

      “Nope, I’ve been saying it for years,” Zeke says, appearing at her side. “I asked Valentine if he wants to party with us.”

      My eyes move without thought to the window under the eaves at the top of the house, and my gaze locks with Valentine’s. His hood is still down, his beautiful face exposed, and I swear he’s looking right at me. I smile, my skin pebbling with goose bumps, but he doesn’t smile back. He just turns and disappears from view.

      A lump of something that feels a lot like disappointment fills my stomach and I quickly drop my eyes from the window, feeling foolish. This is why I act like a bitch to guys, because I don’t want to feel like this. “Come on, let’s go get ready. We can all dissect our personality flaws another day. There’s a bottle of vodka underneath my bed that’s calling my name.”

      “Hell no. Pres is relying on us to keep you safe, so you pair need to behave,” Griff says, striding down the path toward us.

      I laugh, lifting my eyebrows up, taunting him

      “Oh fuck. Uncle Blade’s gonna kill us,” Zeke groans, as he drops his arms across mine and Emmy’s shoulders and we all walk out onto the sidewalk, turning toward our house.

      I can’t help taking a final glance up to Valentine’s window and when my gaze locks with his again, I know he’s watching us.
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      Smile.

      Drink.

      Pretend to be enjoying myself.

      I have no idea why I dragged Emmy to this party, because it sucks. Phoebe’s house isn’t small, but it feels tiny filled with this many people. Her parents go out of town a lot, and when they do her older brother Jason gets a keg and we all party. My parents would kill me if I trashed the house every time they took a trip. But either Phoebe hires a cleaning crew each time, or she’s really good at cleaning up after a hundred drunk teenagers, because she’s been having parties at least once a month since freshman year.

      Our group is holding court outside. We commandeered the seats around the sunken firepit as soon as we got here and like always, the kids who want to be popular are hanging out nearby hoping to be invited into the inner circle. The vodka we drank as we got ready is helping my amused smirk stay in place, and at least out here in the yard I can breathe without eating stale air filled with sweat and beer.

      Emmy is sat next to me in the gorgeous white dress she let me dress her in. With her hair styled and the makeup I convinced her to let me apply, she looks absolutely stunning. Not that she doesn’t always look gorgeous. Every guy in the place has noticed her, and both Griff and Zeke have been muttering about Uncle Blade killing them since we got here.

      Brit is sat on my other side, prattling on and on about the first day of school tomorrow and how we’re going to rule the place now that we’re seniors. I stopped listening an hour ago, when she had laughed as she suggested that we haze the new freshmen. I might pretend to be the mean girl, but I’m not actually mean.

      It took me five minutes after we arrived to remember why I should have agreed with Emmy and stayed home. After Zeke mentioned that he asked Valentine to party with us, it’s all I’ve been able to think about and I scan the crowd for the hundredth time. I want his eyes on me again, but at the same time, I don’t. This is the first time Auntie Brandi and Uncle Sleaze have ever had a foster kid who’s the same age as us. The first time that my two worlds have collided.

      Valentine saw me with my family. I can’t be the cold, mean girl around my parents, my mom would whoop my ass. But if Valentine sees who I am at home, then who I am at school, he’s going to know at least one side of me is fake.

      Panic fills me and I take a gulp of my drink, barely holding back a cough when the vodka hits the back of my throat. I feel anxiety start to rise in my chest and my breath catches in my lungs.

      What if he sees who I am?

      What if he tells everyone I’m a fake?

      What if he hates me?

      What if my parents find out?

      What if he sees how messed up I am?

      Faster and faster, the thoughts circle through my brain in a jumbled mess. Tears fill my eyes and I will them away, will them to at least wait until I can hide somewhere that none of my friends can see.

      As real life filters back into my panic-induced spiral, I register the sounds of the people around me. Clambering partygoers fill every inch of the house and a different set of doubts attack me.

      Do they know I’m a freak?

      Can they see I’m about to cry?

      Do they care?

      Do they not care?

      Do they hate me?

      Will they judge me?

      Should I run?

      Should I hide?

      A hand lands on my shoulder and I jump, dropping my cup. It falls to the floor splashing soda colored vodka across the patio and into the fire pit making the flames hiss and sizzle. Someone nearby shouts, but I don’t care who it is. The grip on my shoulder tightens slightly and I turn to find Zeke behind me, his fingers digging into my skin, grounding me.

      “Sis, I need a word,” he says, the concern in his eyes almost pushing my unshed tears free. I don’t know when he moved, because a minute ago he was on the other side of the fire laughing and flirting. I don’t speak, the lump in my throat is too big and I don’t want the people around me to hear the crack I’m sure would be in my voice. So I nod, rising from my seat, ignoring the concerned look on Emmy’s face and follow my brother out of Phoebe’s yard and to his car that’s parked a little ways down the street.

      Neither of us speaks until we’re sat in the front seats, the car doors firmly shut. “Take a deep breath,” he says, reaching for my hand and squeezing my fingers.

      I do as he says, inhaling raggedly and finally letting the panic-filled tears spill from my eyes.

      “What happened?”

      “I don’t know,” I say as I cry. “I was fine and then I started thinking about Valentine coming to the party. He’s a part of our family now. I can’t be cold and mean at home. He’s going to know.” The words come from my lips in a rush and even as I say them, I can hear how ridiculous they sound. A fresh wave of tears fall from my eyes and I quickly brush them away.

      “Breathe,” Zeke says soothingly.

      Inhaling deeply, I count to ten then exhale slowly. In and out, in and out, until eventually I feel the panic start to recede and my tense muscles relax one by one.

      “Don’t worry about Valentine. Even if he does see that you’re different at home than you are at school, it doesn’t matter. What can he tell people? ‘Wow, Nova is nice to her family’. It’s not exactly breaking news.”

      Zeke’s words penetrate my anxiety-ridden mind and I realize he’s right. There’s nothing he could say that would be enough to shock people. I might pretend to be cold and hard, but yeah, people at school knowing I love my family is hardly damning gossip. “You’re right,” I concede, my mind clearing the moment my thoughts become rational again.

      “I know,” he says confidently.

      “How did you know I was on the verge of a meltdown?”

      “I’ve seen the look enough the last year to recognize it. No-one else except Emmy and Griffin noticed though; they’re all too self-absorbed to see what’s going on around them. I have no idea why we’re friends with them. I don’t even like most of them.”

      I flinch at Zeke’s description of our friends, or maybe calling them friends might be a stretch. He’s right though. We’re surrounded by people who care so much about themselves they don’t look too closely at anyone else. It’s the perfect camouflage.

      “I’m okay now. We can go back,” I say and Zeke nods, reaching for me and pulling me into an awkward hug across the car.

      “I got you, Sis. You know that. I’ve always got you,” he whispers into my hair, and not for the first time I realize that I’m incredibly lucky that my pain in the ass baby brother is mine.

      When we walk back to the party, I make fresh drinks for us, grab Emmy from her seat and pull her to the makeshift dance floor in the living room. For the first time in longer than I can remember, I let myself drop the act and I dance like no one is watching. I laugh and lose myself in the cheesy music, ignoring the eyes that are on me.

      “It’s eleven thirty, we need to go,” Zeke says leaning in so I can hear him.

      “One more song,” I laugh.

      He holds up one finger and I nod, reaching for Emmy’s hand and throwing our joined fingers into the air. Zeke and Griffin are bouncing along to the music next to us and I laugh at the sight of them jumping around like idiots. I don’t know where the rest of our group is. I don’t even care. I’m sweaty, a little drunk, and smiling; genuinely smiling at a party for the first time in forever.

      When the song finishes, Griff drops his arm across my shoulders and Zeke does the same for Emmy. I don’t release my grip on her fingers as the four of us move to leave, not even bothering to saying goodbye to any of our other friends. As usual, kids move and a path forms for us as we walk toward the door, but just as Griffin and I are about to step through, my skin prickles with awareness. I’m used to people looking at me, but this feels different, and when I glance over my shoulder I know why. Valentine’s angry, cold gaze is staring back at me from the corner of the room.
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      The next morning, I pull up to the curb outside Emmy’s house, honk the horn and wait. If I get out of the car either Auntie Nikki or Uncle Blade will keep me talking and we’ll be late for the first day of our senior year. Watching the door, I wait for her to emerge and when she finally does, I lower my window and shout. “Come on, slow poke. If you don’t hurry up, we’re going to miss senior year.”

      Emmy and I have been riding to school together since Mom and Dad got me a car for my sixteenth birthday. She has her own car, but I have to pass her house to get to school, so it’s easier for me to pick her up.

      The twins are starting their freshman year today too, but Dad and Uncle Daisy are dropping them off in the traditional ‘our dad is a badass biker’ routine that we’ve all had to endure. Zeke and Griff are riding together in Zeke’s car, so it’s just me and Emmy.

      “Hey,” I call when she gets close enough. “That outfit is really cute.”

      “Oh, thanks,” she says, glancing down at her clothes. “Mom helped me pick something out. You know, start the year right and all that.”

      “Well, you look hot,” I tell her, as she pulls open the door and climbs in. Her fitted red sleeveless shirt is tied in a knot a couple of inches above her waist and she’s paired it with fitted black denim shorts and bright red converse that look vintage and super cute. Her hair is pinned to the side and curled into soft waves that flow over her shoulders and bounce along her back.

      “You look cute too,” she says, her cheeks tinged pink.

      “Thanks,” I say, glancing down at my oversized cut-off shirt that falls off one shoulder, and my skintight jean shorts that hug my butt and show off how long my legs are. “You all ready for senior year?” I ask, pulling away from the curb and heading down town toward our school.

      “I’m going to be swamped. I’m taking six AP classes, plus I have all my college applications to write essays for,” Emmy says.

      “Do we have any classes together?” I ask, a little panicked.

      “Where’s your schedule?”

      I reach into the back seat and hand her my purse. “It’s in there.”

      I hear the rustling of paper as she pulls it out and then compares it to hers. “We have government Monday and Thursday fifth period and biology second period Tuesday and Friday. Why aren’t you taking any AP classes?”

      “I am. I’m taking AP English.”

      “Oh,” Emmy says, looking down to study the paper again. “Well then, we have that together too, third period.”

      “All the seniors eat together, so I suppose I’ll get to see you at lunch,” I whine.

      Before she has chance to respond, I turn into the school parking lot, driving past the sea of other students’ cars and pulling into the space I’ve been using since I got my car. Zeke’s car is next to mine and the rest of our friends are parked further along the row.

      I actually sort of hate that we all park together like this, right in front of the school. These are by far the best spaces on the lot and they say a lot about our status, but sometimes I wish I could just park at the back, away from all of the prying eyes.

      Emmy sighs audibly and I turn and look at her. “What’s the matter?”

      “Summer went too quick. I’m not ready to deal with all the assholes at our school yet. The only people I’ve seen all break have been you, Zeke, and Griffin; at least until last night, and even then no one spoke to me,” she says, pushing her glasses up her nose and pulling her backpack into her lap.

      “If you came to more than one party all summer you would have seen more people.”

      “I know these are your friends, Nova, but I don’t want to spend time with them. I don’t have anything in common with them. You, Zeke, and Griff are my family, but the rest of the people we hang out with I don’t even like and I know they all feel the same way about me. They tolerate me because you won’t give me up and I tolerate them because I love you enough not to abandon you, even though you have terrible taste in friends.”

      My mouth falls open and I stare at her. She’s right, and yet again she’s knocked me on my ass with how honest and forthright she’s being. “I don’t want to force you to be around people you hate, Em. I knew you didn’t love them, but I never realized I was forcing them on you. I’m so sorry.”

      Emmy’s expression softens and she smiles at me. “You don’t have to be sorry. I could have said something sooner; I could have found other people to hang out with. But I love you. You’ve been my best friend my entire life and I wouldn’t pick anyone else over hanging out with you.”

      I sit and stare, trying to figure out how to make this better without losing her or stepping away from the group of kids that help hide me. “We don’t have to hang out with them,” I offer.

      “Nova, I don’t want you to stop hanging out with your other friends. Just maybe don’t be mad at me if I sometimes don’t sit with them. I know you don’t understand it, but I’m actually happy with my own company and sometimes I’d rather just be by myself.”

      I nod, but a sick feeling pools in my stomach and I bite at my lip to keep all of my emotions locked inside. Emmy is my only true girlfriend and this role I play is driving her away. I can’t lose her, especially not now. This is our last year together. She’ll be going off to Harvard or Yale or somewhere like that next year and she’ll find new friends, ones who don’t pretend to be someone they’re not. I need her this year. I know we’re family, but I feel like I need to cement our friendship before we split up for college.

      My mind starts to whirl, but I clamp my teeth down on the inside of my cheek and the burning pain and the taste of blood in my mouth distracts me from an imminent meltdown. I’ve had too many episodes too close together recently. Over summer break I only got overwhelmed every now and again, except at parties. But I’ve had two pretty epic ones in as many days.

      I can’t tell my mom. She wanted me to see a shrink when my anxiety flared to life last year and I barely managed to convince her I didn’t need it then. If I tell her that it’s getting worse, she won’t let me get out of it again. If we lived in a big city, maybe I’d go, but our town is too small and the moment I step foot into the doctor’s office everyone in school will know just how crazy I am.

      “You ready?” I ask.

      Concern flashes across her face and she studies me for a minute. “Ready.”

      Opening my car door, I grab my purse and climb out, the hot sun warming my skin. Emmy appears at my side and her hand slides into mine, just like it did when we were little kids and about to do something scary or stupid. Squeezing her fingers lightly, I look at her and flash her a small smile, glad when she smiles back.

      “We should get in there. The school won’t rule itself now, will it?” I say, plastering on some fake enthusiasm. I know she can probably tell I’m full of shit; my peppy attitude is as much of an illusion as I am, but she doesn’t call me on it. Instead, she lets me pull her up the steps and into school.

      The moment we enter the senior hall, a huge sign hanging from the ceiling captures my attention, ‘Welcome Seniors’. Swallowing down a sense of dread, I grip her tighter, walking further into the hall. The kids that are already at their lockers move to the side, making a path for us to walk, and I hear Emmy’s amused scoff.

      It’s ironic that both Emmy and I are revered in these halls and neither of us really wants to be. The beautiful, quiet, intelligent girl at my side just wants to read her books and blend into the background, but she’s too beautiful and too popular to ever be overlooked.

      And me?

      I’m the fake girl. The last four years I’ve been playing the role I was assigned and desperately hoping that no one ever figures out I’m not the bitchy mean girl I pretend to be. Maybe the truth is worse than the act, because I’m the crazy girl, who looks like the princess. Cliché or what?

      When you’re on a pedestal, the people looking up only ever see what they want to see. Pretending might be how I survive, how I protect myself, but this is the role they gave me.

      Emmy and I have lockers in the same block and she pulls away from me as she reaches hers, unlocking it and sliding her books out of her backpack and placing them into her locker. I follow suit, opening the freshly painted gray locker and sliding all of the stuff from my huge purse except for the essentials I need for my first class.

      An arm appears above me and I know without looking who it is. “Kyle, what do you want?” I ask, not even glancing over my shoulder.

      His hand drops from beside my head, and his arm bands around my waist, pulling my back into his chest. His body is firm behind me and I feel the warmth of his breath as he leans down and talks against my ear. “I want you, baby. Same way I always do.”

      I scoff, the sound low and bitter. “Do you know what else is the same?”

      “What’s that, baby?” he coos.

      “I still don’t want you. I’ve never wanted you, Kyle. Now I suggest you get your hands off what you’ll never be able to afford,” I say, my voice hard and detached.

      A small crowd has formed around us and at my words a low hum of, “Ohhhh,” fizzles through the group of eager teenagers.

      Kyles arm releases me and I feel him move away. “You’re a cold fucking bitch, Nova.”

      “So I’m told,” I reply tersely, never turning to look at him and shutting my locker with a decisive click. I hear the sound of his retreating footsteps and finally turn back to Emmy.

      “Maybe you could be nicer to Kyle?” Emmy starts to say.

      “Kyle is a slimy little dickweed. He’s been hitting on me forever and even though I’ve told him that I’m not interested in every nice way possible, he still won’t leave me alone. He deserves for me to be mean to him,” I insist.

      “He is a creep,” she concedes. “Right, I need to get to class. I’ll see you later.”

      “Are you…” I trail off, unsure if I should even ask. “Are you sitting with us at lunch today?”

      Emmy’s eyes soften and she lurches forward and throws her arms around my neck hugging me. “Yes, sweetie. I’m eating with you today.”

      When she releases me, I smile sheepishly. “Love you, Emmy Lou,” I say, calling her by the silly nickname I used when we were little.

      “Love you too, supernova,” she says, pulling her backpack over her shoulders as she heads off in the direction of her first class.

      I watch her go for a minute, then pick up my purse from the floor, hang it over my shoulder and force my face into a bitchy sneer. The moment I move forward, the guys at their lockers opposite mine all turn to watch me, smiling in greeting. Ignoring them all, I lift my chin into the air haughtily and walk purposefully to my first class, never slowing my pace, just expecting anyone in my way to move.

      When I reach homeroom, I slide into my usual seat in the middle row, two desks from the back and pull out my cell. Holding my phone above me, I pose and take a selfie, uploading it to Facebook with the tagline #senioryearbitches #onequeen. Just as I’m opening up Snapchat, the desk next to mine scrapes across the floor and Zeke’s huge frame slides into the seat.

      “More selfies, Sis, really?” He asks mockingly, dropping his bag to the floor and slouching forward to rest his head against his desk.

      Lowering my cell to my desk, I turn to look at my brother and smirk. “Too lazy to make your own coffee this morning?”

      “Gah,” he grunts.

      “If you’d gotten up a bit earlier, I would have made you one.” I singsong, lifting my cell again and seeing my picture already has thirty likes, at least ten of which are kids sitting in this room with me.

      “Uhhhh,” he says.

      “You want me to text Brit and ask her to pick you one up? You know she never gets here until a minute before the bell.”

      His head moves up and down and I roll my eyes, quickly typing out a text to Brit asking her to pull into the drive-thru coffee place on her way to school if she has time. The classroom gradually fills, and just as expected, a moment before the bell rings, Brit sashays into the room carrying a to-go drinks holder with three huge cups in it.

      Zeke’s head pops up the moment the aroma of coffee fills the room and he smiles at Brit like she’s an angel sent from God.

      “Here you go,” she says, offering one of the cups to Zeke and then another to me.

      “Fuck, Brit, I love you,” he says, pulling a bill from his pocket and passing it to her, before he lifts the cup to his lips and takes a long pull. When he lowers it back down to the desk, his tense shoulders soften and he exhales happily.

      Amused, I watch my brother and take a sip from my own cup, enjoying the sweet latte as I wait for our teacher to arrive. Mrs. Andrews is a ditsy, scatter-brained woman, in her later forties with messy hair and an omnipresent smile. Perpetually late, she doesn’t care if we drink coffee or have our cell phones out in class. She basically lets us all get away with murder as long as we don’t get too loud or disrupt any of the other classes.

      “Holy shit,” Brit says excitedly, tapping my arm like an overeager toddler. “Did you see the new kid? I just passed him in the hall getting the tour from the principal.”

      I look pointedly at her hand that’s still tapping me, then up at her. She stops, pulling it away sheepishly. I try to look as disinterested as possible, picking up my cell and scrolling through Facebook, not wanting her to know that I know exactly who the new kid is.

      I wish I could forget him, but Valentine Miller’s intense, invasive eyes haunted my dreams last night. Seeing him at the party, even for that brief moment, had shocked me. Zeke had invited him, but when he hadn’t come with us, I’d assumed he wasn’t coming. Maybe I imagined seeing him. I’m sure if Zeke had known he was going, he would have told me.

      “Nova, bitch, are you even listening to me?” Brit whines.

      “Hot new kid. I heard you, Brit. I’m just not sure why I should be interested. He’s probably a junior or something.”

      “No way. He was huge and oh my god, so sexy. He had this whole brooding bad boy thing going on and you know how I love a bad boy,” she says excitedly.

      “You do like the ones who make poor life decisions,” I say absentmindedly, holding my hands out in front of me and studying my manicure, as she tells me about how hot Valentine is. As if I need her to tell me how beautiful he is.

      When the door opens, I already know who’s about to walk through. Mrs. Andrews marches in first, her arms full to overflowing with papers, then comes Principal Gerard, and finally Valentine, still wearing his black hoodie, the hood hanging down between his shoulders.

      Our senior class has less than a hundred kids, so there were only four homerooms he could have been put in. But why did it have to be mine? His assessing eyes scan the room. When they land on me, his lips twitch into a scowl and his eyes narrow for a second before he dismisses me and continues his perusal.

      Swallowing thickly, I try to ignore his presence. I don’t know what it is about his disdainful looks that make me so aware of my body, but even the most innocuous of glances has me squirming beneath his scrutiny. Principal Gerard introduces him to the rest of the class, and I desperately try not to look at him as he skirts past my desk and sinks into the seat behind me.

      Brit is practically vibrating with glee, as she silently screams her excitement, turning in her seat to talk to him. “Hi. I’m Brit.”

      I keep my eyes fixed firmly forward, but I notice that he doesn’t respond to her introduction. When I feel his fingers run through the length of my hair, all of the air is sucked from my lungs and I wait stock still, frozen by his touch.

      “You want to shift all your fucking hair, Princess? It’s covering my desk and you’re molting like a fucking dog,” he snarls.

      Zeke chuckles and a few others gasp. People here don’t say shit like that to me, ever. Turning around, I glare at him with my best ice queen death stare. I raise my middle finger to him with a mocking smirk, then without saying a word I twist back to face the front of the class. Feeling his eyes on me, a tingle of fear runs across the back of my neck, so I reach behind me and scoop my hair up, twisting it into a messy bun on the top of my head.

      I’m grateful when Principal Gerard leaves and Mrs. Andrews starts her welcome back speech. She jabbers on about how important this year will be and how this is the first year of the rest of our lives and blah, blah, blah.

      “Wow, you really must be as dumb as you look, Princess.” Valentine taunts from behind me. “You seem to be listening pretty fucking hard to the teacher’s ‘the future is yours’ bullshit.”

      I ignore him, lifting my coffee cup to my lips and drinking the sweet, hot liquid.

      “It’s rude to ignore people, or didn’t they teach you that at stuck-up bitch class?”

      Inhaling slowly, I promise myself that I won’t respond to his infantile barbs. I have no idea why he’s being a dick, but I don’t need to react. I never bite back at anyone. Why would I? They’re all beneath me anyway; or at least that’s what I let them think I believe.

      “Wow. Do. I. Need. To. Talk. Slower. So. You. Can. Understand. Me?” He enunciates, saying each word as slowly and obnoxiously as possible.

      I move before my brain can stop me and spinning around in my chair, I snarl at him. “What the fuck is your problem? I was nice to you the other day and you’ve been nothing but a dick to me.” I’m talking a little louder than I should and garnering the attention of more people, all of which are no doubt hanging off my every word.

      “My problem is you. Spoilt little rich girl who thinks her shit doesn’t fucking stink. I hate bitches like you, who walk around thinking the world owes you something and that everyone should bow down at your expensive fucking shoes.”

      His outburst pulls even more attention from the rest of the class and I glance at Brit only to find her staring at us, her mouth hanging open. No one has ever confronted me like this before. I know there are kids in our year who don’t like how popular I am, but no one is ever this openly hostile to me. I think years ago they were scared what my dad would do, but now it’s social suicide to piss me off, or a death sentence if Zeke were to find out and decide to defend me.

      Panic surges to life inside of me and I have no idea what to do. I can feel more and more eyes on me and the need to run, to get away from all the onlookers is almost at boiling point. But my anxiety is warring with a need to fight back, to call him on his cliché brooding bad boy bullshit.

      My skin crawls with energy and I stand from my seat. I don’t know if I plan to run from the room or confront the asshole boy sitting behind me, but I know that I can’t do nothing. I can feel the meltdown that’s festering barely below my surface. I’m used to people looking at me, it comes with the territory, but right now they’re not seeing the me I show them. With my heart beating like it’s going to jump from my chest and my eyes wide and angry, my mask has slipped and a slither of the mess I actually am is showing.

      He did this. Valentine caused all of this with his obnoxious assumptions and barbs. The need to run and hide is strong, but so is the desire to launch myself at him and scream that he has no idea who I am and how dare he judge me.

      As I open my mouth, Zeke steps in front of me. I hadn’t even realized that he’d gotten out of his chair, but in the blink of an eye he’s blocking me from Valentine, leaning down and talking to him in a tone that’s so low I can’t make out the words. Then he straightens, runs his narrowed eyes over everyone in the room and finally looks to me.

      “Not worth it,” Zeke says, before he lowers himself into his seat and looks at me pointedly to do the same.

      Inhaling, I force down the bubbling panic and plaster on my most haughty glare, mimicking my brother’s scan of the room, before I lower myself back into my seat and lift my coffee to my lips. I hope I’m the only one that notices just how badly my hand is shaking.
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      The rest of the morning goes agonizingly slowly, with each teacher echoing the welcome back speech and waxing lyrically about how important this year is for our futures. I’m not Emmy smart, but I’ve maintained a decent 3.7 GPA for the last couple of years and I scored a 1300 on my SATs. I don’t plan to apply to any Ivy League colleges, so I’m not hugely worried that I won’t get into at least one of my top five schools.

      When I push through the doors of the cafeteria, I’m seriously considering skipping the rest of the day and coming back tomorrow, when we might learn something apart from what the teachers did during their summer break.

      I grab a bottle of water and a salad box and quickly pay for it. Spotting Emmy, I make my way through the tables of kids and sit down next to her on our regular table near the windows that overlook the football field. “Hey, how’s your morning been?” I ask.

      “Actually, really quite interesting. Mr. Lorenzo talked us through the college application process for the main Ivy League schools. He thinks I might have a shot,” she says coyly.

      “Of course you have a shot. You’re the smartest person I know and that includes all of the adults. You’re a shoe in for an Ivy League school and whichever one you pick out of all the acceptance letters you’ll receive will be lucky to have you,” I say passionately, meaning every single word.

      Her cheeks turn pink and she looks down at her plate.

      “I’m serious, Em.” I say, lowering my voice and reaching out to squeeze her arm.

      She nods but doesn’t reply, and for a minute we don’t say anything, just simply sit side by side.

      “Oh my god, Nova.” Brit cries, as she drops down into the chair on my other side.

      “What?” I ask, flipping the lid off my salad and poking at the limp lettuce leaves.

      “What do you mean ‘what’? Are you crazy? What the hell happened in class this morning and what are we going to do to the hottie new kid?”

      “Brit, I seriously have no idea what you’re going on about. Did you drink too many energy drinks again?” I say, not wanting to talk about what happened with Valentine. His words have replayed over and over in my head all morning. My overactive mind is swirling thoughts around like a whirlpool, all of them centering on the far too beautiful boy who apparently despises me.

      Why does he hate me so much?

      How do I stop him?

      Why do I care?

      “Nova,” Brit whines, when I don’t immediately respond.

      “Oh, whatever, Brit. I don’t plan to do anything. The new kid isn’t of any interest and I don’t care what he thinks of me,” I say in my practiced I-don’t-give-a-damn voice.

      As the words leave my mouth, my skin prickles and somehow I know he just walked into the room. Sinking my teeth into my lower lip, I force myself not to look for him.

      “Oh my god, he’s coming this way.” Brit squeals excitedly.

      Blinking slowly, I lift my head just in time to catch his gaze on me as he moves purposefully across the room. When our eyes lock, his narrow ever so slightly and a sly grin twitches at the edge of his full mouth.

      My lips part, my teeth releasing the skin as he places his tray on the table and sits himself down in the chair opposite me. His eyes rake over me and I feel my nipples tighten and pebble in response to his assessing look.

      “Hey, I’m Brit.” Brit says, introducing herself again, even though she already told him her name. She smiles brightly and I watch her discreetly pull down the hem of her shirt so her neckline pulls, revealing even more cleavage.

      “Hey,” Valentine says dismissively.

      “I’m Emmy. Auntie Brandi introduced us the other day, but I doubt you’ll remember. You met so many people that day.” Emmy says, her voice sweet and small.

      “No, I remember.” Valentine acknowledges pleasantly.

      “How’s your first day at Archer’s Creek High so far?” Brit asks, leaning forward so her tits are practically resting on the table.

      “Fine,” Valentine replies curtly, dropping his gaze to his tray of food and lifting his burger to his mouth to take a huge bite.

      I try to ignore him, picking up my cell and browsing through Facebook, while I root through my salad, wishing I’d had a burger.

      “Wow, you really are a walking fucking cliché, aren’t you?” Valentine says a moment later, his voice a condescending taunt.

      Keeping my expression neutral and disinterested, I lift my eyes to look at him, finding his lips curled into a barely contained snarl. “Dumb and starving yourself. Gotta keep those looks, especially when you haven’t got anything else going for you,” he says, motioning to my face, then my chest.

      “This isn’t your table,” I say coldly.

      He blinks at me, as if he hadn’t been expecting me to speak. “What?”

      “Do. You. Need. Me. To. Say. It. Slowly. So. You. Can. Understand?” I say, sounding every word out just like he’d done to me earlier.

      His smile is chilling.

      “You have to be invited to sit with us. Normally family is always welcome, but as you’ve very publicly and now more than once, told everyone who will listen how repugnant you find my company, I suggest you go find somewhere else to sit,” I say, my tone dismissive; not giving away how angry I am.

      “That’s not very friendly, Princess.” he growls, his eyes alight with anger.

      “I tried to be friendly. You weren’t interested. I’m dumb and spoilt, right? So why don’t you and your opinions go sit somewhere else?” I say, shooing him away with an obnoxious flick of my hand.

      “You’re starting to piss me off,” he warns, his tone lethal.

      Locking my gaze with his for a minute, I flash him a self-satisfied smirk then dismiss him, focusing all of my attention back onto my cell phone.

      I hear the scrape of his chair as he stands up, and then listen as he walks away. Only instead of leaving, I feel his hot breath on the side of my neck as he leans down and plants his hands on either side of me on the table, caging me in with his chest to my back. “See you soon, Princess,” he whispers menacingly into my ear.

      I fight it, but I know he feels the tremor that runs through my whole body. Then slowly, he drags his hands back and the heat of his skin leaves mine. I don’t breathe, my eyes firmly fixed on the table in front of me. He runs his finger along the back of my neck and tugs lightly on a strand of my hair before he finally walks away.

      “Holy crap,” Brit whispers. “That was so intense. I’m a little turned on right now.”

      Turning, I look to Emmy and find her book lowered to the table and her eyes wide. “Are you okay?” she mouths.

      Shakily I nod, then push my lunch away and look to Brit. “He’s a dick,” I say, willing my voice to be strong, but instead it comes out as a weak, breathy gasp.

      “Yeah, but a seriously hot one,” she says, turning to scan the crowd.

      When the bell rings signaling the end of lunch, I’m grateful. My next class is my only one with Emmy and right now I need her silent strength. My mind is in a frantic tornado of fear and desire and anxiety. How can one person reek so much havoc in me?

      Waving to Brit, I lead the way to our lockers, my head held high, my shoulders pulled back, never letting my mask slip no matter how much of a mess I am inside. Loading all of my new books into my locker, I close the door and look up, only to find Valentine’s angry eyes on me from across the hall.

      Our school is small, but somehow Valentine Miller is everywhere. I can feel him judging me from across the hall and I don’t understand what I could possibly have done to provoke his ire. Unable to move, I stand, my gaze locked with his and wait for him to come to me. Only he doesn’t and a moment later he smirks, turns and walks away, completely unaffected.

      Inside my legs are quaking and my stomach is full of nervous worry that gnaws at me, making my mouth fill with saliva as the need to throw up builds.

      “You ready?” Emmy asks. I nod, my hand pressed to my churning stomach as I follow her to our next class. We endure another welcome back speech, then the teacher drones on about something, but I don’t absorb a word. All I can think about is Valentine and the way his black eyes had looked inside of me, into the small, scared core of me. He hates me and for some reason this bothers me more than I’m prepared to admit.

      When the last bell of the day rings, I jump up from my seat and rush out of the classroom, eager to get the hell away from this school. Today more than ever, I’ve felt every envious, angry, intrigued, nosy look the kids have flashed my way and I’m done. I can’t take anymore.

      When I reach my block of lockers, the people around me clear a path and I walk forward, reaching out to unlock the lock. A huge palm slams into the door, making me jump in surprise.

      “Baby, why haven’t I seen you yet today?” Cade asks, his full lips spread into a beautiful smile.

      The familiar voice dissolves some of my anxious energy and I can’t help the grin that takes over my lips as I turn, resting my back against my locker and looking up into the handsome face of my ex-boyfriend. “I don’t know Cade. Maybe it’s because we broke up and you have a new girlfriend who you should be spending time with?”

      “It was your idea to break up, baby. Say the word and Natasha’s history. You know how much I want you,” he says, stepping forward until his body is pressed against mine. “Feel what you do to me, babe. You know you want me just as much as I want you. Let’s get out of here and we can start our senior year with a bang.”

      Biting at the corner of my lips, I try to hide my amusement, but a giggle escapes when he winks at me, lifting his hips and pushing his hard dick into my leg. Shaking my head, I lift my hand and push at his chest. He reluctantly moves back, a resigned twist to his lips showing that he didn’t really expect me to agree.

      “Baby,” he whines.

      “Cade, you know this isn’t going to work. We broke up because you couldn’t keep your eyes and your hands to yourself. I’m not mad; we were over anyway. But I’m also not interested. So why don’t you take that,” I vaguely point to his crotch. “And see if Natasha is interested in doing anything with it. Although by the way she’s throwing death stares your way from her locker over there, I’m thinking you might be on your own.”

      Cade spins to look over his shoulder to where his girlfriend is standing with two of her friends. Her eyes are narrowed and her hands clenched into tight fists.

      “Baby,” Cade cajoles, walking across the hall, his hands held out in a pleading motion.

      “You are such a dick,” Natasha screams.

      Enjoying the fact that for once the attention isn’t on me, I turn my back on the rapidly escalating argument and grab my books from my locker, shoving them into my purse and leaving the school, my ex, and all of his drama behind.

      When I reach the parking lot, Emmy is nowhere to be seen, but Zeke is leaning against his car with Griffin, the twins, and Valentine stood around him.

      “Hey,” Zeke calls, walking around his car and toward me. “We’re gonna order in a pizza then hang out and play video games. You in?”

      Looking up, I catch Valentine staring at me and immediately look away. “No, I’m good.”

      Zeke walks me to the other side of the car and leans in, talking to me in a hushed tone. “You okay?”

      My eyes drift behind him to Valentine, and Zeke follows my movement. “Is Valentine the reason you don’t want to hang out with us? What happened?”

      “Nothing really. You saw how he was this morning in homeroom and he was a dick to me at lunch too. He’s making it obvious he doesn’t like me, and I don’t want to deal with his bullshit.”

      Zeke’s eyes narrow. “I’ll talk to him again. I thought he understood after I spoke to him this morning, but I’ll have another word and make sure he gets the message. Come hang with us. You know Griff loves it when you kick his ass at Call of Duty.”

      I shake my head. “No, I’m good. I think I’ll see what Emmy is up to.”

      “She’ll be doing her homework, or reading ahead in her books. You know what she’s like. I fucking love the girl like a sister, but she’s not exactly fun,” Zeke says with a laugh.

      “Wow, thanks,” Emmy says, when she rounds my car, her eyes wide and full of hurt.

      “Em,” Zeke says, immediately full of regret.

      “Can we go?” Emmy asks me, and I nod, unlocking my car. She immediately climbs in and I scowl at Zeke and motion for him to go talk to her.

      “Fuck,” Zeke hisses, then darts to her door, pulling it open and sinking to his knees beside it.

      Wanting to give them some privacy, I step away from the car and catch Griffin’s eye.

      “Shit, Nova, you get hotter every time I see you,” Griff says with a laugh, sauntering toward me and throwing his arm across my shoulder playfully. “I think I’ll even let you sit on my lap while you kick my ass on the Xbox this year.”

      Rolling my eyes at him, I push him off. “Eww, Griff that’s disgusting. You’re like my brother and you practically live at our house. You even have your own room Dad built for you.”

      “Echo loves me,” Griffin says, with an easygoing grin.

      Griff is the only one who doesn’t refer to all of our club family as aunties and uncles. I think it’s probably because he didn’t move here until he was like seven or eight. His older brother Duke came to the Archer’s Creek chapter of the Sinners to prospect before I was born. Years later Griff and Duke’s parents tragically died and so Duke became Griffin’s guardian. I think it was fate that Griff and Zeke met because they’ve been practically inseparable ever since. Griff’s family, simple as that.

      Ignoring him, I glance at Valentine, then to my brothers. “How was your first day at high school?” I ask them.

      “The usual. Got dropped off by bikers to make sure no one messed with us, which is just…” Leo says.

      “Completely unnecessary, but kind of cool.” Dill finishes for him.

      “Do you have the same classes, or have they split you up?” I ask.

      “We’re split for almost everything,” Leo says.

      “Suckers,” Dill laughs.

      “Don’t tell me you guys switched places already? It’s only the first day,” I exclaim, narrowing my eyes at my far-too-clever-for-their-own-good little brothers.

      “Only for algebra,” Dill says, with a shrug.

      I open my mouth to reply, but Zeke appears at my side, his mouth dropped into a frown.

      “You okay?” I ask.

      Zeke shakes his head and doesn’t speak. Whatever conversation he had with Emmy obviously didn’t go well and I know he’ll feel awful about upsetting her. Sighing, I head for my car and find a tearful Emmy sitting with her bag on her lap, hugging it to her chest. “Do I need to kill him?” I ask quietly, turning the key and putting the car into gear.

      As I reverse out of the space, I ignore the now familiar feeling of Valentine’s icy glare and drive away while my best friend sniffs and discreetly wipes away tears.

      “Do you think I’m boring too?” She asks, her voice small.

      “Never,” I say, needing her to know that what I’m saying is the truth.

      She doesn’t speak again, and I don’t push her. Worry claws at my throat. I’ll kill Zeke if this pushes Emmy even further away when she’s already starting to drift.  When I pull up outside her house, she reaches for her seatbelt and I twist in my seat and place my hand over it, stopping her. “Please don’t listen to Zeke. He’s a stupid jerk, you know that. But he loves you, almost as much as I do. You’re our sister, you’re my sister and I need you. I really don’t want to lose you, Em.”

      Emmy’s eyes soften and she leans across the seat and hugs me. “You won’t lose me, you idiot,” she says, her voice stronger than before, but still full of emotion. “Do you want to stay for dinner? I think Mom’s cooking so you should be safe.”

      “Yes,” I say, not letting go of her and prolonging the hug.

      “Come on, we can plot revenge on Zeke,” Emmy says with a laugh and I release her and climb out of the car.

      Hours later, I pull my car into our driveway and kill the engine, dragging my purse from the backseat. Closing the door behind me, I press the button to lock the door and make my way up to the house. When I called Mom to tell her I was eating at Emmy’s, she’d said that her and Dad were going to the club tonight. As I walk into the family room, it’s empty and I can hear the guys down in the basement.

      Dropping my purse onto the table I head downstairs and push open the basement door. The couch is full of boys and the remnants of pizza boxes, soda bottles, and chip packets litter the coffee table.

      “Hey,” Zeke calls when he spots me, dropping the controller he was using and bounding toward me. “She okay?”

      “Yeah,” I say sadly. “She’s pissed and hurt, but she’ll get over it.”

      “I’ll talk to her again tomorrow. I’d go over there now, but if she cries and Pres is there, he’ll kick my ass.”

      Nodding, I look away from my brother and scan the other people in the room. The twins, Griffin, and… Valentine. The moment I spot him I look away, not wanting to deal with him being an asshole again. “I’m going to bed,” I say.

      “Stay. You know you want to kick all of our butts. You love proving how much better than us you are,” Zeke says with a playful smile.

      “Not today,” I say, allowing my eyes to drift to Valentine for the barest of moments before looking away again. “I’m tired. I’ll see you in the morning.”

      Zeke shrugs, his attention already drifting back to the game. “Okay, night.”

      “Night,” I say, turning to pull open the door and climb back up the stairs. I grab a bottle of water from the kitchen, and my purse, and then head for the sanctuary of my bedroom. I really want to go back downstairs and demand to know why Valentine is here. In the past, Zeke would have kicked his ass for the way he spoke to me in homeroom, but instead, Valentine freaking Miller is in our basement playing video games with my brothers like he’s part of the family.

      As I push open my bedroom door, it dawns on me that Valentine is part of our family now, or at least he sort of is. Auntie Brandi and Uncle Sleaze will think of him and treat him like he’s their son, so it makes perfect sense why my brothers are trying to make friends with him. If he was a girl, I’d be doing exactly the same.

      But the guy is an aggressive douchebag and even knowing he’s a foster kid and now part of our extended family, it still doesn’t excuse the way he’s behaved toward me today. Maybe I was a little mean to him at lunch, but he’d attacked me first. I’d merely retaliated in the way everyone would expect me to, with cold indifference.

      Closing the door to my bedroom behind me, I strip out of my clothes and take a shower, letting the relaxing drone of the water hitting the tile melt away all of the day’s stresses. Some people prefer a bath to decompress, but for me the way the water drowns out everything around me is the perfect meditation.

      With my body wrapped in one towel and my hair twisted up into a turban with the other, I pad back into my bedroom and shriek when I find Valentine lounging on my bed, scrolling through something on my cell. “Get out!” I cry, clutching at my towel. “What the hell are you doing in my room?”

      “Make your mind up, Princess. You either want me to get out, or answer your question,” Valentine drawls, dropping my cell to the comforter and swinging his legs off the bed to stand up.

      I back away when he takes a step toward me. For the very first time, I feel incredibly vulnerable in my own home. This guy, who seems to hate me, is in my bedroom and I’m only wearing a towel. Clutching the material around me, I retreat toward the bathroom, ready to run inside and lock the door.

      “Are you scared, Princess?” Valentine asks, a smug smile twitching at the corner of his lips.

      “N- no,” I say, unconvincingly.

      “I’m not going to touch you, don’t worry. I just thought I’d come up here and say hello, seeing as you didn’t bother to say hello to me when you were downstairs.”

      He takes another step toward me and in my haste to get away, I stumble, losing my balance and falling backward, landing in a heap at his feet.

      “Well, look at you,” he says, his eyes dipping down and his tongue bobbing out to lick at his lower lip. “At my feet and half naked, maybe we could get along if this is the kind of friendship you’re looking to offer me.”

      I follow his gaze and realize that when I fell, the towel dropped and my breasts are on display. Gasping, I pull the fabric back up covering myself, my skin blushing hotly. “Get out,” I cry, scrambling to get to my feet while I clutch the towel, trying desperately to keep it in place.

      “You’re on quite the little pedestal at school, aren’t you, Princess? Top of the food chain, the queen. Looking down on all your adoring fans like they’re the scum beneath your pretty little shoes.”

      “You don’t know anything about me,” I argue.

      “I don’t need to know you. You’re transparent, predictable, boring,” he says, with a sneer.

      I open my mouth to argue and then think better of it. Valentine thinks he has me figured out; he couldn’t be more wrong. He sees what I allow everyone to see and he thinks he knows me. He thinks I’m shallow and vapid and mean. I’d rather him believe the lie than actually see what’s beneath the act.

      Pulling on the mean girl mask I wear to school, I straighten my spine and take a step toward him for the first time since I found him in my room. “Think you have me all figured out, huh?” I ask mockingly. “You have absolutely no idea. But hey, if we’re going for character assassinations then why don’t we talk about you?” I pause, smiling pityingly at him. “You’re so obvious, it’s painful. Tortured bad boy, rebelling against his shitty upbringing where nobody loves you.” I smirk. “Tell me, am I close?”

      His brows pull together and the smug smile falls from his face.

      “Yeah, it’s not fun when it’s someone picking at your character is it? How about we just agree to ignore each other from now on? I don’t want to know you and you clearly don’t want to know me, but while you’re living with my aunt and uncle we need to at least pretend to be civil to one another. At school we can hate each other at a distance, then play nice around our families or whenever we’re together at club events. The rest of the time you can be an asshole and I’ll be a princess, and nobody steps away from their assigned roles.  Now I’m going back to the bathroom to get dressed. Make sure you’re gone by the time I get back out.” Turning, I sashay my way back into the bathroom, shutting and locking the door behind me.

      The moment I click the lock into place, I sag against the door and hold my breath until I hear the sound of my bedroom door opening and closing. Only then do I sink to the floor, bury my face in my knees and pull in a ragged, shaky breath.
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      The next morning all three of my brothers gush about how cool Valentine is, how good he is at computer games, how he played on the football team at his old school. Blah, blah, blah. I don’t want to hear about how fucking wonderful Valentine Miller is, when to me he’s the biggest asshole I’ve ever met.

      Finishing my breakfast quickly, I leave before Zeke and get to Emmy’s house much earlier than I need to. I decide to go in rather than sit in my car, so I walk up the path, push open the front door and walk in, the same way I’ve been doing all of my life. Auntie Nikki is dressed in a leopard print silk dressing gown and she smiles warmly when she spots me.

      “Nova, sweetie, you’re early. Have you eaten?”

      “Hey, Auntie Nikki. I’m fine thank you, just a little more organized than normal this morning. Could I get a coffee though please?” I ask.

      “Sure, help yourself,” she says and disappears into the back of the house when Phoenix shouts. Emmy’s little brother is the same age as the twins, with strawberry blond hair the same color as his sister’s and a gruff disposition, just like his dad.

      Grabbing a cup from the cabinet, I pour myself a coffee and add caramel creamer, before lifting the cup to my lips and inhaling deeply.

      “Hey, how come you’re so early?” Emmy asks when she walks into the kitchen.

      “I got a little sick of the Valentine Miller appreciation society holding a meeting at my place, so I came here instead.”

      “I know he was a little mean in the cafeteria yesterday, but I’m sure it’s just nerves from being at a new school and not knowing anyone,” Emmy says sweetly, pulling out a box of cereal and pouring it into a bowl.

      “He’s a douchebag, Em. After I got home last night, I took a shower. When I got out, he was on my bed looking through my cell phone.”

      “He was in your room?”

      “Yep. Just invited himself in and started insulting me. He really hates me and I’ve got to be honest, him letting himself into my room scared me.”

      “Wow. Are you okay though? He didn’t…?” She trails off and I quickly answer.

      “No, he didn’t touch me or anything. He was a dick. We argued a little, then I shut myself in my bathroom until he left.”

      “Maybe you should just stay away from him?” Emmy suggests.

      “That’s the plan, although it won’t be that easy if he ends up being friends with my brothers.”

      After homeroom, I manage to avoid Valentine all morning, not even spotting him at his locker or in the halls. Walking into the cafeteria, I tense, scanning the crowds of kids and exhaling in relief when I don’t spot his inky black hair. Grabbing a tray, I peruse the selection of food and settle on a pitta filled with rice and veggies. It doesn’t look great, but it’s the best thing I can see. Adding a bottle of water, I pay the cashier and make my way to my regular table at the back of the room. Neither Emmy or Brit are there, so I sit at the far end of the table, sliding my tray down and pulling out my cell.

      Our group of friends is a mix of guys and girls, and somehow, we’ve never gotten out of the middle school routine of girls at one end of the table, guys at the other. One by one the guys arrive, sliding into their usual seats at the opposite end, greeting me, but not making any effort to slide along to the empty seats on either side of me.

      My cell beeps and I pull it out and find a text from Emmy.

      Emmy: I’m at a good bit in my book. I’m just going to grab a sandwich then eat outside while I read. See you later xx

      Sighing, I type out a quick reply.

      Me: Okay, enjoy x

      Reluctantly, I tear open my pitta, pulling off a chunk and pushing it into my mouth. It’s revolting and I immediately push it away and instead pick up my bottle of water, opening it and taking a long drink to wash away the horrid taste.

      “Hey, Sis.” Zeke says when he passes me, trailed by Griffin and Valentine.

      “Hey,” I call, averting my eyes and trying to avoid Valentine’s notice. I half expect him to come over and taunt me, but maybe after our spat last night he’s decided to hate me at a distance like I suggested. The thought fills me with both relief and a little bit of sadness.

      Focusing on the relief at not having to deal with his vitriol, I pick up my cell and feign interest in Facebook, scrolling through my newsfeed as if the selfies and relationship status updates hold the answers to world peace. When Brit arrives, I exhale a relieved breath.

      “Hey,” she says, sliding her tray onto the table next to me and pulling out the chair.

      “Hey, Brit.” Valentine calls.

      Brit looks at me, her eyes wide and full of excitement, then she smooths out her expression before turning. “Hey, Valentine,” she purrs, in her best attempt at a sultry tone.

      “Why don’t you come sit with me? You can share my fries,” Valentine drawls, his voice smoky.

      Brit turns back to me, makes a silent scream face and then lifts her tray up and moves down to the guys end of the table, letting Valentine pull her into his lap as she giggles flirtatiously. Like Valentine has shattered some unwritten agreement, the guys eagerly call their girlfriends, bootie calls, and fuck buddies up to their end of the table, leaving me sitting alone.

      The solitude wouldn’t normally bother me, but I can feel eyes on me, and hear the whispers of the other kids, all wondering why I’m sitting alone. Their judgment settles over me like a lead weight and before I realize what’s happening, my breathing becomes shallow and my eyes dart around the room.

      I catch the gaze of a girl at the table opposite, and she looks from me to the crowd of people at the other end of the table, then turns to her friend and laughs. Two more heads look up and all I can feel is staring eyes; the sensation feeling like a hundred spiders are crawling across my skin.

      The sound of laughter amplifies. Are they all laughing at me? No matter how conceited the thought sounds to my own ears, suddenly the mocking whispers and cruel laughter are all I can hear. Louder and louder the noise hurts my ears, until I want to cover them with my hands, but the crawling beneath my skin has my arms frozen in fear.

      My body becomes overwhelmed with all of the sensations and my mind amps up, questioning everything: every sound, every look, everything. A hundred doubts and fears hit me at once, robbing the breath from my lungs.

      Are they all talking about me?

      What are they saying?

      Do I look like a freak?

      Do they think I’ve been outcast?

      More and more thoughts assault me until my knees starts to bounce; the agitation that’s locked inside of me needing to find a physical manifestation, while my flesh feels like it’s too tight and moving and numb all at the same time.

      Should I leave?

      Can I run?

      Will they see me if I do?

      Do they care?

      Will they all know?

      Can they see how much I’m falling apart?

      Am I alone?

      Do I want to be alone?

      Can I be alone?

      Can I hide?

      Can I hide?

      Can I hide?

      The last thought screams loud enough that I lurch up from my seat, leaving my tray behind. I can’t be here anymore. I need to hide, to get away, to find some peace from all of the noise inside my head. This room, these people; it’s too much. Grabbing my purse with shaking hands that don’t feel like they belong to my body, I fumble with the strap, trying to pull it onto my shoulders as my hands tremble. I have to remember to breathe; each inhale of oxygen physically painful. Locking my eyes on the door out of the cafeteria, I walk with as much dignity as I can, while my legs shake and my stomach roils.

      I don’t look at the faces of the kids around me. I don’t know if they’re watching me, or if all of this scrutiny is just inside my own shattered mind, but I daren’t look. The precarious tightrope of sanity that I’m swaying back and forth on is ready to snap and I can’t be here when it does.

      When I finally push through the exit doors and into the hallway, I drag in a pained lungful of air, saliva filling my mouth. The hallway is empty, but the sounds of their whispering fills my head. Why can I still hear them when the noise of the cafeteria is only a dull roar, muted by the doors between us?

      Closing my eyes tightly, I try to push the whispering away, to stop the tremors running up and down my skin. But instead of abating, it multiplies, and my limbs feel numb as if a breeze could knock me over, leaving me at the mercy of my own subconscious. Bile rises in my throat and I clasp my hand over my lips and run to the restroom, shoving open the door and barely making it into a stall before the water I just drank and this morning’s coffee reappear.

      I throw up until my brow is coated in a sheen of sweat and all of my demons have left my body. Trembling and weak, I flush the toilet and grab some tissue to wipe my mouth. Lifting myself up, I manage to lower my shaky body back down onto the toilet, unwilling to sit on the disgusting restroom floor any longer, no matter what kind of emotional meltdown I’m in the middle of.

      My thoughts, clearer now, drift back to the cafeteria: the staring, the feeling of being alone in a room full of people who are judging me. Another wave of nausea hits, but I pull in long, deep breaths and it subsides. “Enough,” I tell myself, willing my body to heed my words and stop the spiral I’ve fallen headfirst into. Lifting myself up from the toilet on shaky legs, I push open the stall door and find an intrigued looking Valentine propped against the exit.

      Why is he in here? I know it wasn’t concern for me that drove him to follow me in here, so why did he come?

      Was he one of the sets of eyes on me in the cafeteria? Did he see how cracked and broken I am? How easily I fell apart, crumbling like sand. My mind screams at me that he knows, but I’m too exhausted to care. My stomach begins to roil again, and I wonder if he just heard me throwing up.

      It’s takes everything I have to ignore him, to not ask him why he’s here, and what he saw. Without looking in his direction, I walk to the hand basins and wash my hands, then splash water on my face. I hate being sick. This is the first time my panic has escalated to the point when it actually made me physically ill and I have no idea what that means.

      Smoothing back my hair, I tip my eyes up to look in the mirror and I’m shocked at the reflection staring back at me. Hollow, sunken, scared eyes look at me. There’s a green tinge to my complexion, and I can still see the slight tremor running through my shoulders and down my arms. I look awful and tears pool in my eyes.

      I’d almost forgotten about Valentine until he steps into my view in the mirror and I suck in a shocked breath. My mind stops whirring for a moment and I’m grateful for the reprieve. My eyes lock with his and I watch as his nostrils flare and his lips part. I can see him amping up to say something awful, the glee is right there in his eyes. But right now, I can’t take it. A single word from him could push me over the edge, so I drop my gaze.

      I look away from the mirror, pick up my purse and walk slowly to the door. Valentine is still half blocking the exit and when I reach him, he looks at me, his lips lifted into a half smirk, his eyebrows raised expectantly. Closing my eyes, I do a long blink and when I open them again his expression changes.

      Triumph flares in his gaze, like he thinks he’s won something. Maybe he has. Either way, he steps to the side and follows as I push through the door and exit into the hallway. Leaving him to bask in his victory, I turn my body away from him and walk toward the office and escape.

      I feel his eyes on me the entire way down the hallway. “See you soon, Princess,” he calls, just before I turn the corner and disappear from his view.

      From the moment I walked out of the cafeteria, the thoughts in my head have centered on one thing. Can I hide? Usually I fight this question, denying myself the ability to cower from my own insecurities, but today my mind and body are weak and when I ask myself, can I hide? I finally say yes.

      The lady behind the desk in the office takes one look at me and agrees I should go home. Now that I’m eighteen they don’t have to have my mom come and collect me, so I exit the building a moment later and head straight for my car, starting the engine and driving away.  Mom is in her office when I get home and I poke my head around the door and attempt a weak smile.

      “Honey, what’s the matter? Why aren’t you at school?”

      “I got sick at lunch,” I tell her, not lying, but not exactly telling her the truth either.

      “Oh no,” she cries, jumping up from her desk and marching across the room to reach me. Laying a palm across my forehead she makes a ‘hmm’ noise. “You don’t have a fever. Do you still feel ill?”

      “I don’t think I’m going to throw up again. I just want to go to bed. Is that okay?”

      “Of course, sweetie. Go sleep, I’ll check on you later.” Mom says, her brow furrowed with concern.

      As soon as I get into my room, I strip out of my clothes and pull on a huge t-shirt I use to sleep in. I text Emmy and let her know that I’m sick and I won’t be able to drive her home, then I text Zeke asking him to give her a ride.

      As soon as I crawl beneath my sheets and close my eyes, everything comes back to me in a rush. Being alone, feeling everyone watching me, knowing they were talking about me. Before I can stop it, tears are pouring from my eyes and my body is shaking with silent sobs.

      I cover my mouth with my hands and cry, letting all of the anxiety of the day pour from me. My emotions overwhelm me. I must be going crazy, that’s the only thing that explains how much of a mess I am. It’s not normal to feel this way, I know it’s not, but I can’t tell my mom. I don’t want to see a shrink. I don’t want everyone to know how unhinged I am.

      I must cry myself to sleep, because when I wake up, it’s dark outside my window and the house is quiet and still. My throat is dry, and my eyes feel gritty from all the tears. Sitting up, I notice a bottle of water and a packet of Tylenol on the nightstand. I immediately pop two tablets out and swallow them with a long pull on the water.

      There’s a dull thudding headache behind my eyes, and a sad empty void that feels like it’s sitting in the middle of my chest. Lying back down, I try to go back to sleep, but end up staring out of my window, watching the moon outside.

      Minutes turn to hours as I lie in the dark, unable to sleep. The emptiness inside of me frightens me, and all I can see when I close my eyes is the amused, whispering faces of the kids in the cafeteria. Giving up on the pretense of sleep, I sit up again, bringing my knees up and hugging them into my chest.  I rest my head on my knees and wait for the sun to rise and a new day to begin.

      A knock on my door a few minutes before my alarm is due to go off startles me and I look to my door to find Zeke peering his head around the frame. “Hey,” he says.

      “Hey.”

      “You look like shit. Emmy told me you came home sick. Why didn’t you come find me at school? One minute you were sitting at the table in the cafeteria, the next you were gone. What happened?”

      I think about telling him the truth—that I had a meltdown that ended in me throwing up—but if I do, he’ll either insist that I tell Mom or he’ll tell her. So I lie. “I think it was the sandwich I had at lunch. It tasted disgusting and the next thing I know I’m running to the restroom and throwing up.”

      “Did you not sleep? I thought Mom said you were dead to the world when she came to get you for dinner.”

      “I woke up in the middle of the night and couldn’t get back to sleep. I must have had too much sleep earlier.”

      Zeke nods, then moves further into my room and sits down on the edge of my bed. “Do you want to ride to school with me today?”

      “I think I might stay home,” I say. “I don’t feel a hundred percent and I won’t miss much with it being the first week.”

      “Okay. I’ll text Emmy and swing by to pick her up after I get Valentine.”

      “Valentine’s riding with you?”

      “Yeah. He seems like a cool guy; you should give him a chance,” Zeke says.

      A bitter laugh escapes me and I turn my face and look out of the window again. “He’s an asshole. He hates me and I think we’ve kind of agreed to ignore each other unless we absolutely have to.”

      But he’s already broken our agreement, hasn’t he?

      “He doesn’t hate you,” Zeke says dismissively.

      “He does. He’s a dick to me every time I see him.”

      “Maybe he just doesn’t appreciate the cold bitch act. Maybe if you were a bit more real with him, he’d get a chance to really know you,” Zeke says, his voice getting louder.

      My heart sinks in my chest at Zeke defending Valentine and suggesting that his hostility toward me is my fault. More tears threaten to fall, but I force them back. “You should get ready for school,” I say, lying back down and turning to my side away from him.

      “Nova,” Zeke says, but I ignore him, closing my eyes and blocking him out.
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      Mom lets me stay off school for the next two days and I spend the time shoring up my mental defenses, while crying myself to sleep every night. I don’t know why I’ve become so much of a mess, but I do know I need to pull myself together and learn how to deal.

      “Going back to school on a Friday is dumb,” I say.

      “You already missed two days’ worth of classes; you aren’t missing anymore,” Mom says sternly. Her ‘don’t mess with me’ face firmly in place.

      Recognizing defeat, I plod up to my bedroom and get dressed, pulling on a white halter-neck sundress that always makes me feel pretty and braiding my hair into an intricate twist with just a few tendrils of hair left down to frame my face. I put on more makeup than usual, and by the time I slip my feet into gold sandals, I feel almost ready to deal with school and the other kids.

      “Here,” Mom says, handing me a thermal mug as soon as I walk back into the kitchen.

      “Thanks,” I say, lifting the mug to my lips and expecting to smell the familiar scent of coffee; only instead the cup smells minty.

      “No coffee today. That’s peppermint tea; it’ll be easier on your stomach.”

      Rolling my eyes, I take a sip and find the hot drink surprisingly delicious. “Always with the tea, Mom.” I say, teasingly.

      “Hey, it’s a British thing. Tea can literally solve every problem and it’s suitable for every occasion. Feeling down, have a cup of tea. Celebrating, do it with a cuppa.”

      “God, Mom. You’re an American citizen. You need to start acting like it. Coffee is what this nation was built on.”

      Mom laughs, topping up her mug. “Go to school; your brothers already left.”

      Sighing, I grab my purse and lift it onto my shoulder. “Bye.”

      “Bye, honey, love you.”

      “Love you too,” I say, pushing open the front door and heading for my car.

      I was hoping to convince Mom to let me stay at home again today, so I never told Emmy I was going to pick her up. When I pull into the school parking lot on my own, I park my car in its usual space and kill the engine. The bell is just about to ring and I’m grateful to find the lot almost empty, except for a few stragglers who are also running late.

      Bypassing my locker, I head straight for homeroom, imbibing each of my steps with a confidence I don’t feel. By the time I enter the classroom, my bitchy mask is firmly back in place and I strut through the desks, reaching my seat and sliding into it. I avoid Valentine’s gaze, my eyes refusing to look at him. A couple of people turn around to look at me, but I raise an imperious brow at them, and they rush to look the other way again.

      “Hey,” Brit says.

      “Hey.”

      “You better? School has been so fucking boring without you. Phoebe and Caroline have been fighting over Valentine the whole time you’ve been off, but he hasn’t even glanced at them. I totally thought he was into me after he had me sit on his lap on Tuesday, but five minutes after he called me over, he dropped me on my ass and took off. He’s been ignoring me since then and he’s hot property now. Every girl in the school is trying to snag him. Did you hear that Eloise Kennedy is throwing a party this weekend? Do you remember the last party she had? CRAZY,” Brit shrieks and I can’t help but smile at her.

      Brit might be as shallow and bitchy as I pretend to be, but I just can’t help but like her. We’ve been friends since middle school and as I settle in and listen to her inane chatter about everything that’s happened in the last couple of days, I can’t help but be grateful to have her in my life.

      The moment I walk into art, I groan in frustration. For the first time since homeroom I’m stuck in the same room as Valentine. His huge body is leant over a desk at the back of the room, his elbows resting on the wood. Ignoring him, I cross to my usual desk on the other side of the room and pull out my art supplies.

      When the stool next to me scrapes, I look up, expecting to see Griffin, but instead I’m greeted by Valentine’s mocking smile. “That seat’s taken,” I tell him in my most disinterested tone.

      “Mr. Butterson said with it being the first class of the year, I could sit wherever I wanted and this is where I want to sit,” Valentine drawls.

      Sliding down from my stool, I reach for my purse.

      “What are you doing?” He snaps.

      “Moving,” I snap back. “If we can sit anywhere we want, then I’m moving somewhere away from you. Griff and I always sit together in art.”

      His fingers encircle my arm and he grips me tightly. “Sit your ass back down, Princess. Griff isn’t in this class,” he hisses against my ear, his lips so close I can feel the heat of his breath against my skin.

      My eyes fall to where his fingers are holding me. “Let me go.”

      “Sit down,” he snarls this time. “Unless you want me to start shouting about how you dragged me into your bedroom the other night and flashed your tits at me.”

      I laugh. “Tell people whatever you want.”

      His grip on my arms tightens again and a surge of pain bursts to life where his fingers are digging into my skin. “You’re hurting me,” I tell him, looking into his eyes.

      “Then sit back down and I’ll let you go,” he retorts, not backing down.

      Huffing, I drop my purse back to the floor and hoist myself back onto my stool, glaring at Valentine the whole time.

      “Look at that,” Valentine snarls, releasing my arm. “You actually do understand basic English. I’m impressed.”

      “What the hell is your problem?” I ask, a little louder than I should. “I get it. You don’t like girls like me. I thought we agreed to stay away from each other? So let’s do that. You stay away from me and I’ll stay the fuck away from you.”

      Valentine smiles; a dangerous, predatory leer. “But what would be the fun in that, Princess?”

      Forty minutes later, I can still feel the goose bumps on my skin from the way he looked at me. To make matters worse, Mr. Butterson tells us that our whole year topic will be portraits and that we’ll be working with a partner on a series of projects that will all go toward our final grade. Of course our assigned partners would end up being the person sat next to us.

      At the end of class, I wait for the rest of the kids to file out of the classroom before I approach the teacher’s desk. “Excuse me, Mr. Butterson?”

      The balding, fifty-something man, wearing Jesus sandals and acid-washed jeans turns to look at me, a smile on his lips. “Nova, what can I do for you?”

      “Err I was wondering if.” My words are cut off when a heavy arm lands across my shoulders and fingers curl up the side of my neck.

      “Hey, babe. Just ‘cause you’re pissed at me, doesn’t mean you should behave like a child and try to get assigned to another partner for this project. Especially when you know you’ll just ask to be switched back once we make up properly later.” Valentine says, lacing his voice with amused exasperation.

      “What, no,” I say, twisting to try to get away from his touch.

      I feel him tense and his fingers that are wrapped around the back of my neck tighten enough to silence me, but not actually hurt.

      “There will be no partner changes Miss Stubbs. I suggest you resolve whatever caused this lovers tiff, sooner rather than later.” Mr. Butterson dismisses us, turning his back to search for something in the cabinet behind his desk.

      “Princess, let’s go,” Valentine says through gritted teeth.

      Wrenching myself away from his arm, I turn and hiss at him. “What are you doing? You don’t want to partner with me for the rest of the year, any more than I do.”

      “Oh, I don’t know,” he drawls, stepping toward me and backing me into the bank of lockers. “I think this could be fun. For me at least.”

      A tremor runs through me. I don’t know if it’s from fear; or just a reaction to having him this close to me, his chest pushed up against mine, his face only inches away. I look up and his eyes are narrowed, a cruel glint flashing back at me. There’s an amused twitch to his full lips. He knows he’s making me uncomfortable and he’s enjoying it.

      I open my mouth to speak, but his finger pushes against my lips, stopping me.

      “I see you, Princess. The others don’t, but I do,” he whispers cryptically, then he trails his finger off my lips and down between my breasts, before he turns and walks away, leaving me pressed into the lockers staring after him.

      Unable to move, I gape at the corner he just disappeared around. What did he mean? What does he see? Or is he just fucking with me? I know he saw me in the restroom the other day, but there’s no reason for him or anyone else to suspect I was sick for any other reason than the stomach virus I told them it was. He must be fucking with me. This is all a game to him and right now I’m playing straight into his hands.

      Lunch takes forever to come, and for the first time ever, I consider skipping the cafeteria and going to eat on my own. After using the food as an excuse for my sickness, Mom packed me a bagged lunch and so the only reason I need to go in there is to sit with my friends.

      My friends, the ones who have made no effort to check on me at all while I haven’t been at school for the last three days. Emmy and Griff came or called every day, but the others, not so much as a text.

      I make it to the large double doors that lead into the cafeteria and stop, my feet refusing to move any closer. Even with the doors closed, I can still hear the subdued roar of hundreds of kids and my heartbeat quickens. I don’t want to go in there.

      What if what happened the other day happens again? I won’t be able to convince my mom it was the food that made me sick, and I can’t tell her I had a meltdown that resulted in me throwing up without her signing me up for the shrink.

      I’m moving away before I even decide not to go inside. With one last look at the doors and the kids beyond, I turn and walk away, leaving the cafeteria behind me and heading purposefully for the exit and freedom. I could sit in my car, but the idea of eating in the hot stuffy interior holds absolutely no appeal, so instead I head for the lawn to the side of the building.

      The smell of fresh air hits me the moment I push outside, and I instantly know I’ve made the right decision. The sun is shining, I can hear birds chirping, and for the first time in what feels like weeks I feel calm and settled.

      Not doing what’s expected of me, not sitting at my usual table with my usual group of friends is liberating. Walking across the lawn, I sit down near a tree and exhale, luxuriating in the freedom of not having to pretend for the first time today.

      Valentine rattles me much more than I’m willing to admit and his innocuous threat at the end of art has been circling around in my mind ever since. Pulling my earbuds from my purse, I push them into my cell and press play on my favorite relaxation playlist. Leaning my back against the trunk of the tree I pull out my lunch and take a bite of my sandwich. The peanut butter and jelly coats my mouth in the best way and I sigh happily. Leaning my head back, I close my eyes and eat in perfectly content solitude.

      I’m used to being alone in a crowd, surrounded by people but always feeling like I’m the odd man out. Actually choosing to be alone is invigorating, and I feel a smile spread across my lips, my eyes closed and soulful music filling my ears.

      When the warmth of the sun fades away, I blink open my eyes and immediately tense. A person is directly above me, blocking out the light. Tipping my head back, I look up into Valentine’s scowling face.

      “What the fuck are you doing out here?” he growls, his voice barely audible above the music playing from my cell.

      “How is that any of your business?” I snap, annoyed that his appearance has shattered the peace I’d created. I try to ignore him, letting my head fall back against the tree and closing my eyes again.

      My peace is snatched from me, when my earbuds are ripped from my ears and the sound of real life replaces my music. “Hey,” I cry, snapping open my eyes and glaring at the asshole in front of me.

      Valentine squats down, the cable of my earphones gripped tightly in his hand. “Don’t fucking ignore me. Why aren’t you in the cafeteria?”

      “Because I don’t want to be,” I say, forcing a dismissive nonchalance into my voice that I don’t really feel with him only inches from my face.

      “Get up,” he demands.

      “No.”

      “Princess, get the fuck up and get your ass into the cafeteria.”

      “No.”

      “Your brother is freaking out.”

      His words make me freeze. Why would Zeke be freaking out? Ignoring Valentine’s presence, I lift my cell up and call my brother. He answers on the first ring.

      “Nova, are you okay? Where are you?” He shouts over the din of the cafeteria.

      “I’m fine,” I assure him. “I decided to eat my lunch outside today.”

      The background noise quietens, and I imagine he’s moved somewhere more private. “What’s going on? Did you have another moment?”

      His voice is full of concern and I feel awful for worrying him. “No, nothing like that,” I say, glancing at Valentine, who hasn’t moved and is still in front of me. “I just didn’t feel like sitting in the cafeteria today.”

      “Oh, okay. As long as you’re all right.”

      “I am, I promise.”

      “Okay, see you later.”

      “Bye,” I say, ending the call. Sliding my cell into my purse, I inhale, then allow my eyes to drift to Valentine again. “Zeke’s fine; you can go,” I say dismissively.

      Angry, narrowed eyes glare at me, daring me to speak again.

      I sigh. “What?”

      “Get your ass up and come inside,” he demands, his voice cold.

      “Valentine, I appreciate you letting me know that Zeke was worried, but you just listened to me call him. He knows where I am and he’s fine. I think we’ve established that I don’t enjoy your company and you’ve made it obvious that you don’t enjoy mine, so why don’t you go away and leave me to finish my lunch in peace.”

      I barely even see him move before he’s on top of me, his legs straddling my thighs, his hand around my neck. Fear; vulnerable, terrified, fear consumes me and I swallow convulsively as his fingers flex around my throat. His hold on me is tight enough to make me think about each breath I take, but not restrictive enough to hurt me or leave a mark. But it’s the stark, volatile look in his eyes that makes my muscles freeze and all of my attention focus on him.

      His free hand brushes gently along my cheekbone in a stark contrast to his savage hold on me. “Princess, I know you’re used to people jumping to do whatever you tell them to, but I’m not one of those fucking people. I like your brother and when you didn’t turn up for lunch, he freaked the fuck out. So I’m gonna tell you one last time, get your ass up and let’s go to the cafeteria so he can see you’re okay.”

      My breath is coming in ragged gasps, so I nod my head, not capable of anything more. He’s not hurting me, but he could. We’re alone out here. No one’s watching me, no one would see. Just like when he came into my room, I feel exposed and defenseless. Weak. Valentine Miller makes me feel weak and that, combined with the edge of restrained violence I can see in him, frightens me into compliance.

      Without another word, his hand drops from my throat and he climbs off me, brushing the dirt from his ripped jeans as he stands to his full height. Silently, I gather my things, shoving what’s left of my lunch back into the bag and lifting my purse to my shoulder, my hands shaking.

      He waits for me to move first, then follows a few paces behind me, as I cross the lawn and re-enter the school. I dump my lunch bag into the trashcan as I pass, my appetite gone. Pushing through the double doors into the cafeteria, I spot Zeke at our usual table. Unlike normal, his happy-go-lucky expression is nowhere to be seen, his brow is furrowed and he’s staring at his cell, ignoring everyone else around him.

      I walk straight up to the table and sit down in the chair next to his. He spins to look at me, his eyes raking over my face, reading my expression. When he sees I’m okay, he relaxes, the tension leeching from his shoulders. We don’t speak. There’s nothing to say. He drops his arm across my shoulders and I rest my head back against it. I watch him from the corner of my eye and slowly the light returns to his eyes. He becomes more animated and within five minutes he’s chatting loudly to our friends, laughing, happy.

      Guilt sits heavy in my stomach. I hadn’t considered how my secrets were affecting Zeke. It isn’t his responsibility to worry about me. He’s my little brother, not my parent. Deciding to try harder to keep my crazy on lockdown, I spend the rest of lunch pretending to be happy, talking to my friends and pointedly ignoring the way Valentine’s eyes stay on me, never looking away.

      At the end of the day I head for my car and find Emmy, Zeke, the twins, and Valentine all crowded between mine and Zeke’s cars waiting for me. “Hey,” I say when I reach them.

      I hate that Valentine is here. Seeing his cold eyes reminds me of the way his fingers were wrapped around my throat earlier. How easily he could have really hurt me.

      I don’t know his history, but if he was truly dangerous, I have to believe that Auntie Brandi and Uncle Sleaze wouldn’t risk the other kids by allowing him to come into their home. What I don’t get is why he only seems to hate me. I’ve seen how he behaves when he’s around my brothers and the other kids in our school. He’s nice, maybe even funny, and they like him. It’s only me he hates; just me he looks at with disgust and revulsion, the way he’s looking at me now.

      I feel a frisson of fear pulse through me and I reach for Emmy, pulling her attention. “Did you drive yourself or get the bus today?”

      “I drove myself; my car’s back there,” she says, pointing to a spot further down the lot where her silver Prius is parked.

      “Oh, okay. I’m going to go, if you don’t need a ride. I’ve got loads of homework to catch up on from the days I missed. Are you coming over tomorrow?”

      “Yeah, I think we’re all coming. Mom mentioned something about a pool party?”

      I shrug. “Ok, I’ll text you later.”

      She nods and with a distracted wave to the others, I unlock my car, pulling open the door and climbing in. When I reach our driveway, Moms SUV and Dad’s bike are both outside, so I park behind my mom, climb out and make my way to the front door. Pushing it open I shout, “I’m back,” when I don’t immediately spot my parents.

      “We’re in the kitchen,” Dad calls.

      Dropping my purse at the bottom of the stairs, I kick off my shoes, walk back through the kitchen and straight into my dad’s warm, leather clad chest. His arms immediately wrap around me and I hug him to me, just like I did when I was a little kid.

      “Princess.”

      His voice is as soothing as his hug is and I sink further into him, needing the comfort only a hug from my daddy can provide.

      “You okay?” He asks.

      I nod, my cheek pressed against him. His laugh vibrates through his chest and he kisses the top of my head before gently pushing me away. “Go give your momma one of those too. She’s jealous of all the love I’m getting.”

      Giggling, I cross the room and throw my arms around my mom’s neck. She immediately hugs me back, her familiar sweet strawberry scent surrounding me. “Love you,” I whisper into her hair.

      “Love you too, baby,” she whispers back.

      Easing away, I separate myself and cross the room to the refrigerator, pulling open the door and grabbing a can of soda. Cracking the ring pull, I lift it to my lips, taking a drink of the fizzy liquid. As I straighten, I can feel eyes on me and look between my parents who are openly staring at me. “What?” I ask.

      “Everything okay, Princess?” Dad asks.

      “I’m fine. It’s just been a long day. Emmy said something about them all coming over tomorrow?”

      “Yeah, we asked all your aunts and uncles over for a bit of a pool party.”

      “We only had a big party at Auntie Brandi’s a week ago.”

      “Well, we’re having another one. That a problem for you?” My dad asks.

      “No, Sir.” I sigh. “I’ve got homework I need to start.”

      “Go on up, baby. I’ll shout you when dinner’s ready.” Mom says.

      Nodding, I leave the kitchen, grab my purse and head to my bedroom. That night dreams plague my sleep, dark eyes watching me, seeing everything I’m trying to hide. More than once, I wake up covered in sweat, tears rolling down my face, and when the sun starts to rise, I finally give up on trying to get any proper sleep and roll out of bed.

      Slipping into my bathroom, I take a long shower, letting the hot water rejuvenate my body. Clean and a little more awake, I pick a pretty pink and yellow bikini from my dresser and put it on, sliding jean shorts over the bottoms and then head downstairs. I finger comb my wet hair as I walk, then loosely braid it into two braids.

      The kitchen is quiet and empty, so I put on a pot of coffee to brew, then grab my Kindle and pad out onto the patio at the back of the house. After us kids were born and Mom and Dad had to extend the house, they landscaped the yard, adding a pool, a huge jungle gym, and a massive patio area. It’s the perfect place to sit and relax and as the sun pushes higher in the sky, I curl up in a chair and read.

      Emmy’s a much bigger bookworm than me, but some of her enthusiasm and constant recommendations have rubbed off on me and I have a pretty healthy obsession with paranormal romance books. I waste the next hour lost in a world full of Fae and magical creatures all fighting for an escape from oppression.

      A cup appears in front of me and I startle, jumping and dropping my Kindle to my lap. “Shit,” I cry.

      “Language,” Mom says, but instead of reprimand, there’s amusement in her voice. “Here,” she says pushing the cup toward me again.

      “Thanks.” Reaching out I take the mug from her hands and sigh when I realize it’s coffee, not the tea she’s been making me drink the last couple of days.

      “Couldn’t sleep?” She asks, lowering herself onto the seat next to mine, not looking at me as she sips her coffee, her eyes trained on the yard in front of us.

      “Weird dreams kept waking me up, so I decided to just get up.”

      We both fall silent, drinking our coffees.

      “You know you can tell me anything?”

      “I know, Mom,” I say quietly.

      “Being your age is a lot harder now than it was when I was eighteen.”

      “Back in the dark ages, right?” I say with a smirk.

      “Hey, I’m not that old.”

      I scoff, lifting my cup to my lips again to disguise my laughter.

      “But you know I’m here, okay?” Mom says, her hand landing on my thigh.

      Turning to face her, I nod. “I know, Mom. But I’m fine, I promise.”

      “Okay, baby.” She’s not convinced, but she lets it go and we drink our coffees in comfortable silence.

      People start to arrive just before lunch and by the time the grill is lit our house is full. Valentine’s here, I saw him arrive, but he and the rest of the boys disappeared downstairs as soon as he got here and I haven’t seen any of them since. There’s no way he can do anything to me in a house full of my family, but even so, the fear I felt yesterday surged back to life the moment his eyes found mine.

      Most of the time us kids tend to stick together, but when Emmy suggested we stay outside and tan rather than head to the basement with the guys, I was only too happy to agree. The sun is warm, the lounger comfortable and the noise of happy shrieks and splashes from the pool all combine to make me sleepy. Dropping my cell to my side, I close my eyes and relax. Emmy’s next to me, her Kindle gripped tightly in her hands as she eagerly devours whatever book she’s reading.

      “So how is Valentine settling in?” I hear my mom ask from where she and Auntie Brandi are sitting at a table behind us.

      Glancing at Emmy, I look to see if she’s listening, but she’s not, obviously engrossed in her book.

      “Okay, I think. He’s very quiet; keeps to himself. Honestly, he’s barely spoken to ether me or Sleaze, but he’s polite, and he seems to get on okay with the other kids.” Auntie Brandi replies.

      “Zeke and the twins seem to think he’s nice. They’ve been hanging out and I know Zeke has been driving him to school.”

      “I don’t really know what to do with him. I want him to be happy here. I’d love for him to think of our place as home, but I’m just not sure if we’ll be able to get through to him before he graduates. The kid’s file is heartbreaking. No friends, no relationships. He keeps himself to himself and is rarely anywhere long enough to actually settle in. Considering his history, I’m surprised he’s not a hundred times worse. The fact that he’s made friends with Zeke and Griffin is huge. Maybe a stable home and some nice kids will be a turning point for him?”

      Both women sigh audibly, and I silently beg them to say more. I don’t know a single thing about Valentine Miller except that he came from El Paso, he doesn’t like me, and that he’s scary. If I could, I’d never set eyes on him again, but our families are so entwined together I know that’s not an option.

      As if thinking about him has summoned him, he appears from the house, wearing black jeans and a black t-shirt. It’s far too hot to be in so many dark clothes, but at least this time he’s not wearing his hoodie as well

      Spinning around, I duck down, hiding from him like a frightened rabbit. I’m pathetic, but after yesterday I don’t want to deal with him. I can still feel the lingering touch of him on my lips when he silenced me and the feel of his fingers around my throat. Goose bumps pebble on my arms and I rub at them, willing them to go away. When I peek behind me again, he’s gone, and I exhale a relief filled breath.

      Hours later, the party has died down and only Auntie Brandi, Uncle Sleaze, and their kids are left. Yawning, I tug my sweater tighter around me and unfurl myself from my seat on the patio. “Night y’all, I’m going to bed,” I announce, lifting Sabrina carefully from where she’d fallen asleep next to me.

      One by one, I lean in and drop a kiss, first on Auntie Brandi then Uncle Sleaze’s cheeks and then I do the same to my mom and dad.

      “Night, sweetie,” Mom calls, as I pad barefoot into the house.

      The boys are all in the basement, still playing the same video game they’ve been on all day. Honestly, I have no idea how they can still have any interest in it after six hours straight, but I’m grateful that it’s kept Valentine away from me the entire day.

      I make my way upstairs and into my room, closing my door behind me. Changing into my pajamas, I slide beneath my cool sheets and set a playlist to play on my cell while I close my eyes. The quiet murmuring of my parents on the patio beneath my window and the melodic sounds of the soft piano playing from my cell lulls me to sleep.

      The feeling of my bed dipping jolts me awake and I glance behind me, opening my mouth to scream when I find a body next to me. Before I can make a sound, a hand clamps over my lips and a familiar voice rasps against my ear.

      “Quiet, Princess.”

      My body begins to shake and fear consumes me. Valentine is in my room, next to me in my bed. He could do anything to me, he could hurt me. When he lifts his hand from my lips, I open my mouth to speak, but my words are shaky. “Wh- what are y- you doing in here?”

      “I didn’t really notice last time, but I expected your room to be more princess-like,” he says, ignoring my question, his eyes roaming the darkened space.

      His hard body is close to me, his thigh pressing along the side of mine. I think about screaming. My dad would be in here in a heartbeat. But I don’t and I have no idea why. “What do you want?”

      “I want those fuckable lips around my dick,” he replies lazily, his fingertip trailing along my arm, leaving tingles of fear in his wake.

      My body goes rigid and my fight or flight instinct kicks in. In a panicked move, I roll away from him as quickly as I can, falling from my bed and landing on my ass on the floor.

      “Blow jobs aren’t particularly regal, are they, Princess?” He drawls, not bothering to move. He merely watches me, his huge body relaxed across my comforter. “But as you’re already on the floor waiting, maybe you’re not feeling hugely royal tonight.”

      “You need to get out,” I say, attempting to sound firm and failing miserably when my voice shakes.

      Unfurling like a cat, he slides off the bed, rising to his full height. “Are you sure?”

      “Yes. G- get out,” I stammer.

      “I think you like me being here,” he says, slowly walking around my bed and toward me.

      Scrambling upward, I take a step back for every one he takes forward. I feel like a caged animal. He’s backing me into the wall and fear surges through me as hot tears fill my eyes.

      “I think you like that I see you, when no one else does.” He taunts, still moving forward, each step purposeful.

      I shake my head, words rising and then dying on my tongue. I don’t like him. I don’t like the way I feel whenever he’s near me. “No,” I say, the single word like acid on my tongue.

      He prowls toward me until he’s so close, that an inch forward would have his chest pressed against mine. “You’re lying. I don’t like it when people lie to me. I’ll have to think of a way to punish you.”

      A ripple of something; fear or maybe something else, something darker that I refuse to acknowledge pulses through me and when he smirks I know he’s seen it too.

      His hand snaps up and he wraps his fingers around my neck, just like he had at lunch. I swallow, closing my eyes so the tears that are threatening to spill don’t fall.

      His hot breath hits my cheek and I whimper.

      “Sweet dreams, Princess.”

      His grip loosens, then falls away completely, but I keep my eyes tightly shut until I hear the click of my door as he closes it. Swallowing thickly, I force my eyes to open and the darkness of the room consumes me, but not even the shadows can hide me from the panic and fear that hits me in a riptide so strong I’m helpless but to let it take me under.

      Sinking to the floor in a heap, I cradle my head in my hands and let the tears fall. For a long moment I let my emotions engulf me, giving myself over completely to the tsunami that crashes over me, leaving me a sobbing, shaking mess. Eventually I cover my mouth with my hands and try to break down my feelings.

      Waking up to find someone, anyone, in my bed in the middle of the night is terrifying. But for it to be Valentine, someone who seems to take pleasure in hurting and scaring me? Tremors of fear run along my skin and I know my limbs are shaking, but would he actually hurt me?

      I don’t know what he’s capable of. He’s aggressive, but if he really wanted to harm me, he’s had more than one opportunity already and he hasn’t. Perhaps he’s just a cat, taunting a mouse, waiting for the perfect moment to strike, or maybe it’s more than just a game.

      What frightens me almost as much, is that there’s a part of me, hidden really deep inside, that’s thrilled by his psycho behavior. Being around him is an adrenaline rush, similar to the way I feel when I jump from the rope swing over the lake. I know the water’s coming, but for a second, when my body is weightless and flying through the air, I’m both terrified and excited. I know he hates me, but as much as he scares me, his touch excites me. I don’t understand it. I hate him. I’m scared of him, but I’m also hyper-aware of my body whenever he gets close; like his proximity sets off a catalyst of feeling inside of me. My tears dry up as quickly as they started and I pull in a sharp inhale of breath and push up from the floor, crossing to my door and turning the lock with shaking fingers.

      Climbing back into my bed, I reach for my cell and look at the time. It’s a few moments until midnight; I’ve been asleep for less than an hour. Laying back against my pillows I try to regulate my breathing, but I can still feel the faint tremors running beneath my skin. Closing my eyes, I try to calm down, but all I can see is him, all I can feel is his fingers on my throat. Fear and relentless need taunt me for the rest of the night, and I don’t fall asleep again until the sun is climbing up into the sky.

      Sunday passes in a daze of chores and homework and by the time I climb into bed, both my mind and body are exhausted, and I fall into a blissfully dreamless sleep. When my alarm clock goes off the next morning, I crawl out of bed and get ready for school. The kitchen is filled with the scent of coffee and I sigh wistfully as I move on autopilot to make myself a cup. I’m the last one down and I sit next to Dill at the table and quickly fill a bowl with cereal.

      “Are you okay, sweetie?” Mom asks. “You look a little tired.”

      “I’m fine,” I say, through a mouthful of food. Eating quickly, I finish my coffee and then pour a second cupful into my travel mug before kissing Mom goodbye and heading for my car. Pulling up outside Emmy’s house, I only have to wait a minute before she rushes through the door and barrels toward the car.

      “Go, quick,” she says, the moment her butt hits the seat.

      I pull away from the curb while she’s pulling her door shut and scrambling to put on her seatbelt.

      “What’s going on?”

      “Mom wants to do my makeup,” she says with a scowl. “She’s been obsessed ever since we went to that party last weekend. This is all your fault.”

      I giggle. The sound escaping despite me tightly twisting my lips together to try to hold it back.

      “I hate you,” Emmy says, roughly shoving her backpack between her legs and forcing it to the floor.

      “Your mom is amazing at makeup; I’d love it if she wanted to do mine every day.”

      “She had red lipstick out.”

      This time a bark of laughter bursts from me, “Oh my god.”

      “Exactly! When would I ever wear red lipstick?”

      “I bet you’d look amazing with a bright-red, matt tone,” I muse, glancing at her from the corner of my eye.

      “No,” she snaps, pointing her finger at me menacingly. “Don’t you dare. I’m a nude lipgloss kind of girl at best. Never, ever bright-red.”

      By the time I pull into the school parking lot, Emmy has finally stopped scowling at me. We’re early, so I park in my usual spot and we both climb out and sit on the hood of my car. “Something weird happened after you left on Saturday night.”

      “What?” Emmy asks distractedly, as she roots through her huge backpack for something.

      “I went to bed and then woke up with Valentine lying next to me.”

      “He slept in your room?” Her head snaps toward mine so quickly, she’s probably given herself whiplash.

      “No!” I exclaim. “I went to bed and then something made me wake up and he was just there right next to me. He let himself into my room and climbed into my bed.”

      “Oh my god,” Emmy cries, concern and worry clear in her expression. “Are you okay?”

      “I’m fine. He didn’t… he didn’t hurt me or do anything.”

      “So why was he there?”

      “I don’t know,” I say, gripping my cup tightly. “I think he’s just trying to fuck with me. On Friday, he came and found me and basically forced me to go back to the cafeteria, then he insisted that we partner for art class.”

      “Maybe he likes you?” Emmy suggests.

      “No,” I scoff. “I think he’s just a dick who enjoys messing with me.”

      “Has he tried to kiss you?”

      “No!” I cry. “Although he did ask me to give him a blow job.”

      “What?” Emmy splutters, her mouth falling open.

      I can’t help it; I giggle at her horrified expression. “It’s not like it’s the first time an asshole guy has suggested I get on my knees, Em.”

      Her face sobers and concern fills her eyes. “I don’t know, Nova. This is all sounding a bit messed up. Valentine isn’t a boy we’ve known our entire lives. He could be dangerous. You need to be careful. Did you tell your mom about him coming into your room?”

      I shake my head. “He hasn’t actually done anything other than be a bit weird. I’ll start locking my room when he’s in the house, but I don’t think I need to start freaking everyone out by telling my mom.”

      Emmy doesn’t look convinced.

      “If he does it again, I’ll tell my dad and he can kick his ass.”

      A small smile twitches at the corner of her mouth. “Okay, just be careful.”
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      Valentine doesn’t speak to me when he climbs out of Zeke’s car, but I can feel his hot glare. More of our friends join the group and I easily slide back into my detached persona, watching the people around us with a disinterested sigh.

      We enter the school as a group. Me, Zeke, Emmy, Griffin, and Valentine move as one and kids scatter, making a pathway for us. Valentine has ingratiated himself so effortlessly into the top tier that people automatically treat him like they would us. He’s a part of our group, and I hate it; almost as much as I hate him.

      As we walk through the hall, Henry Thomas unfurls from his locker and falls in step with me, his arm sliding smoothly around my waist.

      “Come out with me tonight,” he coos.

      This isn’t the first time Henry’s asked me out. After Cade and I broke up, he relentlessly barraged me with invites, but when I rejected him over and over again he eventually gave up. This is the first time he’s asked me on a date in months.

      I stop walking just before I reach my locker and turn to face him, my lips in a straight line, my face expressionless. “Where?”

      Shock flashes across his boyishly handsome features and a cute blush flushes his cheeks. “A movie maybe?”

      “Try again,” I say, popping my hip and sighing dramatically.

      “Dinner?”

      “Where?”

      “Mastoni’s?”

      “Okay.”

      “Okay?” He questions, like he’s not sure he heard me right.

      Allowing my mask of indifference to slip slightly, I lean forward and press my lips against his cheek. “Pick me up at seven.”

      He nods, his shock morphing into smug confidence. “See you later, baby.”

      “Later,” I say, twisting away from his arm and heading for my locker, only to find both Emmy and Brit waiting for me, gleeful smiles etched across their faces.

      “Eeeeekkk,” Brits squeals the moment I’m close. “Henry is so hot.”

      She’s right. He is. Tall, blond, and athletic, he looks like a young Channing Tatum with the abs to match. Henry’s popular, on the football team with my brother, and I’ve always thought he seems like a pretty nice guy; the exact opposite of Valentine.

      “Where’s he taking you?” Brit asks, her excitement palpable.

      “Mastoni’s.”

      “Oh my god,” she gasps. “That’s so romantic.”

      Emmy rolls her eyes behind Brit’s back. “I need to get to class before the bell.”

      “See you later.” I say to her before spinning around to pull my books from my bag and slide them into my locker. Brit is still chattering on about my date tonight, but I’m barely listening. Closing my locker, I lift my purse onto my shoulder and grab my coffee from where I’d placed it on the floor by my feet.

      My skin tingles with awareness and I twist my head to look over my shoulder. Dark angry eyes stare back at me. His lips are twisted into an angry snarl and I visibly shudder before I can stop myself.

      My breathing become shallow and my body moves without permission, arching toward him like a flower seeking the sunlight. I can’t explain my reaction. I don’t understand it. He frightens me, frustrates me, intrigues me.

      He watches me watch him and for a moment every thought running through my head crashes to a stop. The world shrinks until it’s only us. Me and him and this tangible energy that runs cold and harsh and terrifying between us.

      When he turns away I feel bereft, and the world crashes back into focus around me. Every doubt, every insecure thought I’d been keeping at bay until I found him staring at me, surges to life and my head hurts from the intensity.

      I feel the eyes of the kids still in the hall, the way they watch and judge me. The way they envy and hate and pity me.

      Do they think I’m a freak?

      Can they see the turmoil in my eyes?

      Can they see that he hates me?

      Does he hate me?

      Do I hate him?

      Do I like him?

      How can I like him when he’s mean to me?

      Are they all whispering behind my back?

      Do I care?

      Should I run?

      Should I hide?

      Over and over the thoughts consume me and my momentarily quiet mind becomes a cacophony of noise. My heart feels too big in my chest, my lungs not big enough, and for a moment I forget how to breathe. Brit’s still behind me, still talking, despite me not having responded in what feels like hours, but she’s oblivious to the mental breakdown I’m having.

      Maybe she just doesn’t care.

      Maybe she hates me.

      Maybe none of this is real and I’m just losing my mind.

      The last thought is the one that sobers me enough for me to place my palm onto the cool metal of my locker. The cold, hard metal centers me, pinning me to this moment, this place, and forcing me back to the present.

      “I have to go to the restroom,” I say into the space ahead of me, hoping that Brit heard me over her incessant chattering. Making myself walk slowly, I push open the restroom door and lock myself in one of the stalls. I don’t sit down. Instead, I cover my ears with my hands and close my eyes tightly.

      The muted silence calms me slightly and I concentrate on breathing. In and out, in and out. I fill my lungs, then release the air until that slight sense of panic, as if I’ll never be able to breathe again begins to dissipate.

      The repetition soothes me further and my heartbeat gradually slows. Squeezing my eyes closed even tighter, I visualize a brick: hard and dense, the surface rough and impenetrable. I visualize another and place it next to the first, then another, layering row upon row of bricks, building a wall around my mind and stuffing all of the plaguing thoughts behind it.

      It won’t last forever. Hell, lately, I doubt if it will last until lunch; but for now, with all of my anxiety segregated, I can breathe easy again.
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      My morning classes pass in a blissful haze. I learn stuff, ignore everyone who isn’t one of the top tier, and luckily don’t have to see Valentine. When lunch rolls around, the idea of dealing with the noise and everyone in the cafeteria feels less appealing than ever before, so I text my brother, Griffin, and Emmy and let them know that I’m skipping the lunch room and eating outside again. Their replies come back almost immediately.

      Zeke: KK see you later.

      Emmy: Okay, was planning to bail anyway, see you later xo

      Griff: KK <3

      Not wanting to risk another run in with Valentine, I slide my cell back into my pocket and make my way across campus to the other side of the football field. I find a quiet spot right behind the field goal posts and settle down onto the grass, pulling out my lunch and stabbing at some of the lettuce in the salad Mom has made for me.

      It’s quiet and peaceful out here and I breathe deep, smelling the freshly cut grass and enjoying the lack of prying eyes and whispered gossip. I don’t know why being at school is so much harder for me this year. Maybe it’s that I’m sick of being what’s expected of me, or the weight of the expectation to stick to the status quo. Or maybe I’m just being an overly dramatic teenager. Either way, this right now—being on my own—is exactly what I need.

      I think about my date with Henry tonight and a small surge of excitement pools in my stomach. When he’d asked me out in the past, I’d automatically said no. I’m not sure what made me change my mind today. Henry feels safe and easy and maybe that’s exactly what I need after the upheaval Valentine has caused in my life.

      Henry doesn’t really know you, a small voice in the back of my mind says. Shaking my head, I force the thought away. I’ve known him forever and maybe Henry could be the guy who sees past my ice queen persona; maybe he’ll actually see me.

      Valentine jumps into my thoughts even though I try to keep him out. He said he saw me, but then he also said he knew girls like me. Whatever. Fuck him. He has no idea who I am. He’s just as judgmental as everyone else.

      By the time I finish my lunch, it’s almost time for my next class and I reluctantly pack everything back into my purse and head toward the main building. As I walk around the ugly cinder block walls, a hand thrusts out, grabbing me and hauling me into an almost hidden corner.

      Valentine pins me against the wall, his angry expression crowding me. “Where the fuck were you?” He demands.

      “Fuck you,” I spit. “What I do and where I go are none of your goddamn business.”

      “Where. Were. You?” He demands again, enunciating each fury filled word.

      I don’t speak. I just glare at him. Who the hell does he think he is? He’s not my boyfriend or my brother. He’s not even a friend. He has absolutely zero right to demand to know my business.

      Pushing my hands between us, I shove at his chest as hard as I can. He barely moves, his angry snarl twitching at the corners of his mouth with amusement. “Move out my way, Valentine.”

      “Or what?”

      “Or I’ll scream so loud the entire school will come running.”

      His lips spread into a wide smile, changing his whole face, except his eyes that remain dark and angry. “Oh, Princess, I think I’d like to hear you scream.”

      I want to ask what he means. Does he want to hurt me? Or is he more interested in me screaming in a different way?

      “I think you want me to make you scream,” He rasps against my ear, his body pressed against mine, his heart beating fast against my chest.

      I shake my head, unable to form words.

      His smile gets even bigger. “I see it in your eyes. You want me and you fucking hate it.” His laugh is bitter and low. “I’ll tell you a secret, Princess. I hate that I want you too.”

      Before I realize what he’s going to do, his lips are on mine. He kisses me with angry determination, like he’s punishing me. His tongue forces its way into my mouth, and he deepens the kiss, dominating my mouth like it’s his to own, like I’m his.

      My nipples pebble and heat pools between my thighs. I hate him, but I love this. He’s not being gentle or respectful, he’s not treating me as though I’m special. His hands are rough, his kiss is domineering and I’m melting at his touch.

      As quickly as his lips are on mine, they’re gone. I feel my eyes go wide and my lips part. My brain that usually swirls with a thousand thoughts falls silent and I just stare at him. Only he doesn’t say anything else, he just lifts his body away from mine, turns around and walks away.

      How can he leave? I feel like I can’t move. My body is on fire and only the urge to chase after him, to climb his body and ease this ache he’s caused inside of me, is strong enough to push me upward. I stumble forward, intent on chasing after him, but common sense prevents me from trailing him like an addict.

      He isn’t my boyfriend, or even my friend. He’s my enemy, who only last night scared me half to death then threatened to punish me. Was that what that kiss was? Was that my punishment? Making me want him is cruel and completely Valentine’s style. Only I swear he was as into that kiss as me.

      It takes hours for my body to calm and I feel his eyes on me every time I step into the hallway to move from class to class. When the final bell rings, I can’t wait to leave and by the time I get home from school an unexpected lethargy has settled over me and I have to fight the urge to change into my pajamas and climb into bed. If I didn’t have a date, that’s exactly what I’d be doing.

      Since feeling Valentine’s lips against mine, all of my excitement for my date with Henry has faded, but I refuse to allow him to ruin my night, so I shower and blow-dry my hair into bouncy curls. I pick out a cute deep-red dress that has flared sleeves and reaches mid-thigh. I pair it with my fabulous black suede, over the knee boots and a couple of long gold chains that hang between my breasts.

      When I’ve finished my makeup I look at my reflection in the mirror and smile. My outfit is fun and flirty and perfect for Mastoni’s. The restaurant isn’t fancy, but it’s nicer than flip-flops and jean shorts. Grabbing my little black purse, I slide my cell and some money inside and then head downstairs. Mom is in the living room, her feet up on the couch as she watches a show on TV.

      When she spots me, she smiles. “You look lovely, honey.”

      “Thanks. Where’s everyone else?”

      “Your dad is working late, Dill and Leo are eating with Phoenix at your Auntie Nikki’s, and I think Zeke is out with Valentine.”

      “Oh,” I say, just as the doorbell rings. “That must be Henry. I’ll see you later.”

      “Have fun, honey. Home by eleven, remember. It’s a school night. Be safe,” Mom calls as I blow her a kiss and head for the front door. Pulling in a deep breath, I open the door and smile at the boy standing on the other side.

      “Wow, girl, you look gorgeous,” Henry says, his eyes slowly raking up and down my body.

      “Thanks.”

      “You ready to go?”

      I nod and he gestures for me to lead the way to his charger that’s sat at the curb. I roll my eyes and smirk as he darts in front of me and opens the car door. “I can open a car door,” I mutter under my breath.

      “I know, but I’m a gentleman,” Henry retorts without missing a beat.

      I wait for him to climb into the driver’s seat then ask. “So being a gentleman means opening my car door for me?”

      Henry’s laugh is soft and low. “Among other things, yeah.”

      Valentine Miller is definitely not a gentleman, I think to myself, before pushing him from my thoughts. Glancing at Henry from the corner of my eye I see his amused smirk. It somehow only makes his face even more attractive. We don’t say much as he drives us to the restaurant. When he pulls into the parking lot, he reverses his car into a bay, kills the engine and turns to look at me.

      “Are you going to bitch me out, if I ask you to stay put so I can open your door for you?”

      I think about answering him with a bitchy retort, but really although his behavior is a bit archaic, it’s also kind of cute. “No, you can open my door.”

      His smile is blinding and I watch as he climbs out, circles the car and then magnanimously opens my door. “Milady.”

      “Kind, Sir,” I say, playing along. He holds out his hand to me, and I take it, letting him steady me as I climb out. He doesn’t release me as he closes my door, nor when he turns and leads me to the restaurant’s entrance.

      The hostess smiles at us as we approach the small wooden desk. “Hi there. Welcome to Mastoni’s. Do you have a reservation?”

      “Yeah, table for two under Thomas,” Henry says smoothly.

      The girl takes a moment to check the computer, then grabs two menus and smiles brightly again. “If you’d like to follow me, I’ll show you to your table. Your server is going to be Lorraine and she’ll be over soon to take your drinks orders.”

      She leads us to a table at the back of the restaurant, hands us each a menu and then leaves. Looking up, I study Henry. He’s cute, in an All-American kind of way. His smile is easy, and even though this is a first date he seems completely at ease.

      But why wouldn’t he be relaxed? We’ve known each other since elementary school. Reminding myself that he isn’t Valentine and I don’t need to be on edge, I feel some of my tension seep away.

      “What looks good?” He asks, and I quickly glance down at the menu in my hands.

      “I think I’ll have the prawn linguine,” I say.

      “I’m going to have a steak.”

      “Steak, really? The food here is great and you’re having something you can cook on your grill at home?”

      “I’m a growing boy, I need the protein,” Henry says, lifting the hem of his shirt and patting his defined abs playfully.

      “Cute,” I say derisively, slipping back into my bitchy mask and sighing dramatically.

      “Wow, Nova. You went a whole,” he lifts his wrist up and checks his watch. “Fifteen minutes without saying something bitchy. Is that a new record for you?”

      His disparaging tone annoys me, and I narrow my eyes at him and scowl. “Fuck you, Henry. You’re the one lifting up his shift to flash abs like you expect me to swoon or something.”

      “I like you.” He says simply, a smile spreading across his lips.

      “What?” I say, shocked by his random change of direction.

      “I like you, Nova. I always have, even before you started dating Cade. I know you. I even kind of like that you’re a bitch; makes it more worthwhile when you act nice.”

      “You know me,” I repeat back to him, the words tasting bitter on my tongue.

      “Just like you know me. That’s why we’d be so good together.”

      He thinks he knows me. The idea is laughable, he doesn’t know me at all; but I’m saved from replying when our server arrives. We place our order, handing her back our menus before she leaves.

      “So what colleges are you planning to apply to?” Henry asks, filling the next twenty minutes with inane chit-chat as we wait for our food to arrive.

      When the server places a huge bowl of pasta in front of me, I sigh; the rich smell of garlic and butter rising up from the steaming dish. “You already received a scholarship offer from the University of Texas.” I say between bites of my food.

      “Yeah, scouts saw me play at football camp this summer and I had the offer come through a couple of days before we started back at school.”

      “Are you going to accept it, or are you waiting to see if you get into the other schools you apply to?”

      “I’m a Longhorn, baby. Going to that school has always been my dream. I said yes the moment that offer came.”

      I can’t help but smile. His boyish charm is infectious. Something about Henry is undeniably likeable and I feel my bitchy mask sliding a little. “That’s great, Henry. I’m really pleased for you.”

      “If you got in too, we could go to school together. I bet you could rule the U of T just as easily as you rule high school now.”

      His words make the smile fall from my face. I can’t think of anything worse than still having to pretend all the way through college, the way I have through middle and high school. “This wasn’t a role I chose.”

      “What?” Henry asks, his brow furrowing with confusion.

      “Nothing,” I say quickly, lifting a bite of food to my lips so I don’t have to say anything else. We finish the rest of our meals, chatting mainly about the kids at school and how boring the first week back has been. When I excuse myself to go to the restroom, I exhale a long drawn out sigh of relief the moment I close the door behind me.

      This isn’t Henry’s fault—he’s a nice guy—but this date, this pretense, feels like hard work. In fact, everything has felt like hard work since school started. For the past few years I’ve played my part without thought, effortlessly. Only now it’s getting harder and harder to maintain my expected façade. The downward spiral to graduation has begun and the end of every week is a week closer to the end of the pretense. I’m not ready to drop the act and show everyone how much of a mess I am; but playing these high school games is becoming less and less appealing all the time.

      I use the restroom, then wash my hands, staring at my reflection as I rinse off the soap and dry my skin with a paper towel. I shouldn’t have said yes to this date. He wants the queen bee, the most popular girl in school, only that person isn’t really me.

      Smoothing down my dress, I exit the restrooms and walk back to our table. Only, instead of Henry sitting where I left him, Valentine is lounging in his seat, his expression angry.

      “Where’s Henry?” I ask.

      “He left.”

      “What? Why?”

      “Because I told him to,” Valentine says coolly, his eyes running down the length of my body.

      “That’s bullshit. He wouldn’t leave just because you told him to. He doesn’t even know you.”

      “You’re right. He left because I told him you were only here because we had an argument and you kicked me out of bed on Saturday night.”

      “You what?” I screech, garnering the attention of the other diners in the restaurant.

      Valentine leans back in the chair, crossing his arms together across his chest and smiling brightly. “I told your little lover boy that you were only here to make me jealous.”

      “He wouldn’t believe that.”

      “Oh but he did,” he says scoffing lightly. “You see, Princess, this is what happens when everyone thinks you’re a bitch who doesn’t care about anyone but herself. I didn’t even have to work hard to make him believe you were using him.”

      “Why would you do that? What has Henry ever done to you?”

      “He hasn’t done anything to me. In fact, this is the first time I’ve ever spoken to him,” Valentine says nonchalantly.

      “Then why do this? What’s the point?” I ask.

      “Because you’re mine to play with and I don’t like to share my toys.”
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      I stare at him, my mouth hanging open.

      “Shall we have dessert? Someone by the door was eating a chocolate cake that looked fucking delicious,” Valentine drawls, a pleased smile stretched across his lips.

      I don’t say a word; I just grab my purse from the floor by the side of my chair and walk away. Five steps later, his arm lands across my shoulders and his fingers clamp onto the back of my neck. “Now, now, Princess. I don’t like it when my toys run away from me.”

      “Get the hell away from me, you asshole,” I hiss under my breath, shrugging my shoulders in an attempt to dislodge his arm.

      His grip on my neck tightens and I tense, pausing when I reach the hostess counter. “Could I have my bill please?”

      “Oh your boyfriend already took care of it,” she says with a smile.

      I watch as her gaze switches to Valentine and the smile slips from her expression. Yep, she just realized that the guy with his arm draped across my shoulders isn’t the guy I came in with less than an hour ago. Heat fills my cheeks and I close my eyes to try to hide my mortification. “Thanks,” I mutter, quickly heading for the exit, my gaze firmly fixed on the floor at my feet.

      The moment we hit the parking lot, I spin from beneath his grip and whip around to face him. “Why are you still here? Haven’t you done enough tonight? You’ve ruined my date and probably destroyed a friendship I’ve had for years. What else do you want to do?”

      With my chest heaving up and down, I stare him down waiting for his reply, only it doesn’t come. The smile falls from his lips and the triumphant gleam in his eyes diminishes.

      “Get in the car,” he snaps, pointing to Auntie Brandi’s car parked at the curb.

      “I’d rather walk.”

      Fingers wrap around my wrist in a firm grip. “Get in the car.”

      “Fuck you, Valentine,” I hiss, tugging my wrist trying to free it from his grasp.

      Ignoring me, he turns toward the car, towing me along behind him.

      “Let go of me,” I shout.

      “Make me.”

      His grip tightens as I try to get free, his fingers holding me tight enough that I can feel them digging into my skin hard enough to bruise. “You’re hurting me.”

      “Stop being a brat and I’ll loosen my grip,” he retorts, his face a mask of disinterested nonchalance, like he couldn’t care less what I do. Except his firm hold on my wrist shows the truth; he cares and I don’t know why.

      “I’m not getting in that car with you. I’ll call Zeke to come pick me up.”

      “No.”

      “Fuck you,” I shout. “If you hadn’t scared Henry off, I’d have a ride home.”

      “I did you a favor. That jackass only wanted you because you’re the most popular girl in school. I hate guys like that.”

      “You hate me too, so why get involved? Why not just hate us from a distance?” I say with an incredulous laugh.

      He doesn’t say anything, just pauses, his fingers still gripping me as we wait by the side of the car.

      “Seriously, Valentine, you win. You hate me, you ruined my night, I get it. Just enough, okay? Let me go. I’m tired and I want to go home.”

      “The only way you’re getting home is if I drive you, so get in the fucking car.”

      Sighing wearily, I shake my head, resolved to just let him win. At least this way I’ll be home soon and I can pretend this whole night never happened. God knows what Henry will say to me tomorrow at school. The thought triggers my overactive mind and a hundred possibilities attack me all at once.

      Will he tell everyone what happened?

      Will he tell everyone I’m sleeping with Valentine?

      Does he think I’m a slut?

      Do I care?

      Will everyone at school care?

      Will they all be talking about me when I walk through the halls tomorrow?

      Sucking in a pained gasp, a wave of nausea washes over me and I place my free hand over my stomach.

      “What?” Valentine demands, his eyes assessing me.

      “Nothing. Can we just go please? I’ll come with you, just let go of me.”

      He pauses as if he’s trying to decide if I’m lying.

      “Oh for God’s sake. I’m in four-inch heels, I’m not going to make a run for it.”

      Heat flares in his eyes and I suck in another startled breath. Whenever I’m around Valentine, my mind is either so full I can barely stay upright from the amount of anxious thoughts that fill my head, or so quiet that the silence unnerves me. I’m not sure which is worse.

      “Get in,” he orders, opening the car door and finally freeing my wrist, only to stand mere inches behind me, his arms folded menacingly across his chest.

      Narrowing my eyes, I scowl at him, before lowering myself into the car and pulling the door closed. A moment later he seats himself into the driver’s seat and starts the engine, pulling away from the curb and heading back toward my house.

      The car is stifling with uncomfortable silence that stretches between us. I don’t have anything to say to him, unless you count wanting to scream at him for being an asshole. He hates me and I still don’t have any idea why. Tonight, he deliberately sabotaged my date and told one of the most popular guys in school that he and I were fucking.

      I fight the urge to bury my face in my hands, but sulking won’t get me anywhere. If I were smarter, I’d try to figure out Valentine’s reasons for torturing me, when he seems to get along with everyone else, but I’ve got enough of my own shit going on without trying to figure his issues out too.

      When we pull up outside my house, I reach for my seatbelt, but his huge hand stops me. I turn to look at him, opening my mouth to ask him what the hell his problem is now, but his cruel chuckle stops me.

      “Kiss me.”

      “What?” I ask, dumbfounded by this random turn of events.

      “Kiss me and tomorrow I’ll leave you alone. You can have the whole day being your bitchy little princess self and I won’t cause any trouble.”

      “Oh my god,” I sneer. “Who the hell do you think you are? I’m not going to be blackmailed into kissing you.”

      His body is relaxed where it’s leaning back in his seat, his lips are spread in a smug grin, and only the glint of hardness in his eyes gives away anything about how he’s actually feeling. “You didn’t seem to have a problem kissing me earlier. I could practically smell how wet you were for me.”

      “Fuck you, Valentine,” I hiss, ripping my hand from under his, releasing my seatbelt and fumbling for the door handle.

      “Have it your way. Don’t say I didn’t warn you.”

      I almost stumble as I rush from the car, my indignant anger pushing me forward without ever looking back. But I want to. I want to turn around and stare at the asshole that’s watching me run away from him. He knows he’s got me rattled, and he’s enjoying every moment.

      It’s not late, so I push open the door knowing that it’ll be unlocked and walk into the house, closing it behind me. I pause, taking a moment to calm my erratic breathing and smooth down my dress before I move any further. If my mom sees me like this, with wild eyes and my chest heaving up and down she’ll know something happened and won’t leave me alone until I tell her everything.

      I don’t want to tell my mom about Valentine, about how he scares me and invigorates me in equal measures. How he’s the tornado and the eye of the storm both at the same time. If we were friends instead of enemies, I’d think he was a balm to my fractured soul, but he hates me and takes pleasure in making me suffer.

      When I’m calmer, I head further into the house, calling hello to my mom and dad who are curled up together on the couch, and Dill and Leo who are sat in matching recliners all watching some stupid reality TV show.

      “How was your date?” Mom calls.

      “It was okay.”

      “Just okay?”

      “Yeah, I’m pretty sure we won’t be going out again,” I say, unsure if I’m relieved or not at the truth of my words.

      “Do you want to watch with us? This episode only just started and we can rewind it to the beginning for you?” Dad offers.

      “No thanks. I’m going to go finish my homework then go to bed. Night.”

      A chorus of ‘good nights’ flows back to me and I turn and pad upstairs, each step heavy with exhaustion.

      I don’t sleep that night. Valentine’s threat fills my unconscious thoughts and I torture myself all night trying to figure out what he could do to me. Physically he’s much stronger than I am and he could easily hurt me, but I don’t think that’s the kind of pain he has planned.

      What plagues me more, is that even though I refused to kiss him when he ordered me to, a part of me wanted to. I wanted to give in and let him consume me with his lips; but though I might let him take from me, somehow I don’t think I’m ready to give anything to him willingly.

      By the time my alarm goes off the next morning, I haven’t slept at all and I feel jittery and more anxious than normal. I dress with care in a navy-blue playsuit, paired with white sneakers, and twist my hair up into twin buns on the top of my head. I slide on a wide silver bangle to hide the bruises that appeared on my wrist at some point during the night. The cute outfit restores some of my confidence and when I make my way down to breakfast, I’m at least faking my normal self.

      My stomach is in knots, so I skip food, opting instead for a huge cup of coffee. By the time I make it to Emmy’s house to pick her up, I’m a mess. The caffeine has mixed with my exhausted, overwrought mind and I’m fidgety, biting my lip, unable to keep my hands still.

      “What’s the matter with you?” Emmy asks, the moment she climbs into my car.

      “No sleep, too much coffee,” I immediately reply, my words coming a little too fast.

      “Wow, you look like you’re on drugs. You need to chill out, or the teachers are going to send you home and insist on a drugs test.”

      I snort laugh, then pull in a deep cleansing breath in an attempt to calm myself.

      “So how was your date with Henry?”

      A broken, bitter sound comes from my lips and I feel Emmy’s eyes turn to me. “He left before we had dessert.”

      “He left? What do you mean?”

      “I mean I went to the bathroom and when I came back he was gone and Valentine fucking Miller was in his seat.”

      Glancing out of the corner of my eye, I see Emmy’s mouth fall open then form the shape of an ‘o’.

      “Yeah. I don’t know what he actually said to him, but Valentine told me he informed Henry that the only reason I agreed to go on a date with him was because I was pissed at Valentine after I kicked him out of my bed on Saturday night.”

      “Oh. My. God,” Emmy breathes. “He told Henry that you and he were sleeping together?”

      “If he didn’t say it outright, he definitely implied it.”

      “But why? I don’t understand.”

      “Honestly, I have no idea. He said something about me being his toy and him not liking anyone else playing with me. Then when I got up to leave, he demanded he give me a ride home.”

      “Do you think he likes you?” Emmy asks, her voice a little softer now, but still outraged.

      “Likes to torture me, yes; likes me likes me, hell no.”

      “So did you let him drive you home?”

      “He didn’t exactly give me a choice. He held onto my wrist so tightly his fingers bruised me and he basically dragged me to the car.” Sliding up the bangle I’d worn to hide the angry purple marks, I offer my wrist to Emmy for her to see.

      “Nova, you need to tell your mom or dad. He marked you, this isn’t right.”

      “If I tell my mom or dad, they’ll tell Auntie Brandi and Uncle Sleaze. What if they kick him out? I might hate him, but I don’t want him to lose his place in the best foster home he could ever get. We’ve both heard the horror stories about group homes. I can’t be the reason he gets sent back to one of those places,” I say, looking to Emmy and seeing sympathy reflected back at me.

      “So was that it? He ruined your date then drove you home?”

      “Isn’t that enough?” I ask.

      I don’t tell her about how he pinned me against a wall and kissed me yesterday or how he tried to bribe me to kiss him again, or his threats to make me miserable today if I refused. I’m not sure why I keep this to myself. Maybe it’s that if I admit he kissed me, I’d have to admit that a part of me enjoyed his lips on mine.

      By the time I pull into the school parking lot I’m a mess of nerves. I have no idea what Valentine plans to do, or even if he plans to do anything at all. Maybe his threats last night were all a bluff to mess with me. Pulling my car toward my usual space, I’m surprised to find it already filled with another car: Brit’s car. Driving along the line, I find every spot in our row full and in the end I have to circle back around and park my car right at the back of the lot.

      Emmy’s eyebrows raise and she purses her lips at me. “What’s going on? Why is Brit parked in your space?”

      “I have no idea.”

      Grabbing our bags, I lock my car and then side by side we walk across the lot to the school entrance. The walk isn’t long, but by the time we get into the hallway most of the kids have already gone to their homerooms.

      Putting my books into my locker, I wave goodbye to Emmy, then quickly walk to my class, furtively glancing over my shoulder, still jumpy over whatever Valentine has planned for me. As I enter my class, the room falls silent and all eyes turn to watch me enter.

      I surreptitiously scan the faces, but no one meets my eyes and familiar heads move together, whispering and gossiping as they watch me. Ignoring them all, I pull back my shoulders and allow my resting bitch face to take over my features. Adding a little extra sway to my hips, I make my way to my desk. When I stop at the seat that’s been mine since the first day at high school, it’s filled with a smug looking Phoebe Sneider.

      “You’re in my seat,” I say.

      Tilting her head to the side, she purses her lips and raises her eyebrows confrontationally. “Brit asked me to sit here.”

      “I don’t care. That’s my seat. It’s been my seat since the first day of school. Move.”

      Ignoring me, she turns to Brit, whose smug smile slips a little when she feels my attention move to her. “Brit, what the hell?” I ask.

      Brit scoffs and sneers. “I asked Phoebe to sit by me, because I don’t want to sit by a backstabbing bitch.”

      A chorus of “Ohhhhhh’s” serenades through the classroom and I know all eyes are on us now.

      When I feel Zeke’s comforting presence appear behind me, a slither of doubt flashes through Brit’s eyes.

      “What the hell did you call me?” I ask her, incredulity filling my voice.

      Brit pushes up, standing in front of me, her eyes slightly above mine from her five-foot-nine height. “You heard me. I called you out for being a backstabbing bitch. I know all about how you’ve been telling every guy that’s interested in me, that if they stop hitting on me, they can fuck the queen bee instead. You’re nothing but a low-class whore,” she spits.

      “Brit.” I call, horrified at the words coming from her mouth.

      “No. I don’t want to hear any more bullshit from you, Nova.”

      “Brittany,” Zeke warns.

      “Fuck you too, Zeke. Your reign as the top tier is over. Everyone knows what a whore your sister is now. If you still want to be friends with us then you need to pick a side; us or her,” she says, poking her shaking finger in my direction.

      Zeke laughs and the sound is low and hard. “Brittany, I have no idea where you got all your bullshit information from, but I’ll tell you now it’s not true. Nova has never kept any guy away from you; you do that all by yourself. You want me to pick? Well that’s fucking easy. I pick her and so will every other person in this school. Do you want to know why?”

      He pauses and you could hear a pin drop; every single person in the room waiting to hear what he has to say. Brit flinches and I want to reach out to her, but she started this, she accused me of being a whore and sleeping with every guy who shows interest in her.

      Zeke chuckles lowly. “It’s because you’re a dime a dozen. Okay looks, okay body, okay personality. You’re nothing special and your life will be over at the end of high school because you might be popular right now, but that’s only because you’ve been hanging on to my sister’s coattails since the day you met her. Without Nova you’re nothing, nobody. You just lost the only reason anyone tolerated your presence. Who the fuck would pick you,” he sneers. “Over her?”

      His arm drops over my shoulder and I watch as she shrinks under his attack.

      “You’re pitiful, Brit. You’ll never be the queen; hell, you’ll never even be the queen’s bitch. Now I suggest you get your pathetic ass up off that seat and go move your car out of my sister’s parking space. When you get back, sit your ass somewhere else. You’re not welcome near me or Nova or the rest of our friends.”

      Tears stream down Brit’s cheek as she turns and runs from the room. A part of me wants to follow her. We’ve been friends for years, but I can’t, not after everything she just accused me of, everything she believed me capable of. Our friendship is over, gone, just like that, and as Zeke turns to me, his hand squeezing at my shoulder, I slide back into character. Lifting my eyes, I throw hard, angry looks at the other kids in the room, until my gaze lands on Valentine. His face is impassive, like he didn’t just watch a showdown between me and one of my best friends. I expect him to be smug, happy, or hell, maybe just entertained, but there’s nothing but bored disinterest etched across his features.

      I look away before he does, sitting down at my now empty desk. By the time the bell rings for the start of class, Brit isn’t back and I don’t see her for the rest of the morning. Whispers and cautious stares follow me wherever I go and by lunchtime I’m barely holding it together.

      Each breath I take threatens to push me over the edge. I’m on the verge of a meltdown, my mind swirling louder and louder every time a conversation ends when I enter a room, or a person looks away when my gaze accidentally falls on them. The confrontation with Brit this morning is all anyone is talking about, and by the time I push into the cafeteria I overhear someone discussing how we had a fight in the middle of class and the cops were called.

      I don’t want to be in here, all I want to do I run away and hide. I’m overwhelmed with fear that if I open my mouth, my every ravaged thought will explode from me in a meltdown of such epic proportions, people will still be talking about it in ten years’ time. So I clamp my lips closed and bite my teeth together so hard that I worry they might crack and I do my best to ignore everyone.

      Today, for the first time since the start of the school year, I’m grateful for my mask of haughty indifference. I’m grateful that the expression of distasteful nonchalance is so ingrained in me that I can force it into place without thought.

      For now, the act is the only armor I have and I’m clinging to it, hoping it’ll keep my head above water. The buzz of the cafeteria quiets when I take my first step inside. Lifting my eyes, I look to the table where the rest of my so-called friends are sat and I question if I’ll be welcome there.

      Zeke told Brit that no one would pick her over me, but was he right? My feet falter. I know I need to move forward, but I’m not sure if I physically can. I don’t see him appear, but I feel his strong, reassuring presence at my shoulder. Zeke. My baby brother who is so much stronger, so much better at life than me. In this moment I’m more grateful than ever for him.

      Emmy stops at my other side, her fingers entwining with mine. Her quiet, reserved nature might make people think she’s weak, but she’s not; she has an inner strength that would rival even the biggest of guys.

      Dill and Leo stand on either side of the group and Griffin quickly follows. Right now, this is a show of force. We stand united, together with our middle fingers metaphorically in the air to anyone who dares to question us.

      Buoyed, I roll back my shoulders, glancing from one side to the other, catching the eye of each of my family in turn and then as one we move. Instead of heading for our usual table, we cross the room until we reach an empty table in the far corner. One by one we sit and the room remains silent as the onlooking kids scent the air to see if war is brewing.

      Zeke’s hand reaches for my arm beneath the table and he squeezes me lightly. “Eat,” he orders quietly.

      With a barely visible nod, I pull my lunch from my purse and lay the pasta salad on the table. Then with more bravado than I ever realized I had; I begin to eat. The food tastes like sawdust, each mouthful threatening to reappear as my fingers shake and my stomach roils. I force myself not to look at the tables full of kids who are all staring at us. Somehow, we’ve become a sideshow, an amusement that will either entertain or terrify; and the hordes of staring, pointing onlookers are all waiting on tenterhooks to find out which it is.

      Griffin says something and I lift my head, aware that the others are talking and I haven’t heard a word. My eyes watch the cafeteria door open and then he’s there, his dark hair and features making him look like a fallen angel stranded on earth for his sins.

      His eyes scan the tables and when he finds our usual one half-empty, I watch as he moves from table to table searching us out. When he finds us, a smile twitches at the corner of his mouth and he moves. Decisive steps bring him straight to us and he lowers himself into the seat at the head of the table.

      Somehow his assertive move to cross the divide between us and our now possibly former group of friends shocks the others into action. As one, all but four people stand from our regular table and move as a group toward us.

      When they reach us, all of their eyes turn to me and then Zeke as though seeking our permission to sit. I refuse to meet their eyes, pretending to be dismissive, but really not wanting anyone to look too closely at my mask that’s starting to crack. Zeke must give his assent because the group make their way to the other end of the table and sit down. As if a crisis has been averted, the silent lunchroom bursts into noise again. But I can still feel the eyes on me and the barely disguised whispers.

      Using my fork, I push the pasta around in my bowl, my hands shaking so hard my knuckles are white from my death grip on my silverware. Counting to sixty, ten times, I excuse myself and walk as confidently as I can to the restroom, trying not to draw any more attention to myself. Once I lock the stall door behind me, I lower the toilet seat and sink down onto it, gasping as huge silent sobs consume my body.

      Rocking back and forth, I lift my knees to my chest and wrap my arms around them, physically holding myself together as my mind falls apart. I bury my face against my knees, refusing to let the sounds of my agony be heard.

      Brit, the girl I’ve been friends with for years, the person who’s been a constant in my life all through middle school and high school called me a whore today. She accused me of offering myself to boys to stop them from dating her. It’s like she doesn’t know me at all. But then maybe she doesn’t. She has no idea that I hate the role I play; she doesn’t know how much the parties we attend most weekends stress me out to the point I can barely cope with the pressure they cause. She has no idea that I’m crazy.

      But I never, not even for a minute, thought that she would believe I’d deliberately hurt her the way she accused me of. Maybe I didn’t really know her either.

      By the time I pull myself together enough to leave the restroom stall, lunch is almost over. Fixing my makeup in the mirror, I suck in a deep breath and stare at myself until my mask is back in place. To the outside world I look mildly annoyed, the perfect resting bitch face that keeps people away, so only the brave risk the wrath they believe I’m capable of inflicting.

      Adding a little extra sway into my step, I walk back to our table and quickly gather up my things. The tremor in my hands is barely perceptible now, but when I look up and find Valentine watching me, I know he saw.

      The smug grin that he flashes back at me confirms my suspicions and I quickly look away, not strong enough or brave enough to deal with his shit on top of everything else that’s been dealt my way today.

      Zeke leads our group from the cafeteria, his face an angry scowl that’s scary enough to have people skittering out of his way. My happy-go-lucky brother rarely ever displays his aggressive, intimidating side, but when he does, he looks so much like dad it’s scary.

      “Nova,” A low voice calls and warm fingers touch my arm lightly.

      Spinning, I find a sheepish looking Henry behind me.

      “What?” I ask, my voice cold.

      “Can I… Could I talk to you for a minute?”

      “No.”

      “Nova, please,” he asks again.

      Sighing, I stop walking then look to my brothers and flash them a reassuring smile as I allow Henry to pull me out of the stream of kids going to class and into a quiet corner.

      “Look,” he starts but I interrupt him.

      “Did you do this? Did you feed Brit a load of bullshit about me?” I ask.

      “No,” he says insistently, shaking his head back and forth. “I swear I didn’t.”

      “Then what do you want?”

      “To apologize for leaving last night. It took me a while to calm down, then I remembered that you didn’t have any way of getting home. I’m not sure if you and Valentine…” he lets his voice trail off.

      “Valentine and I are nothing, not that it’s any of your business, but we’ve never been anything. He’s staying with my aunt and uncle and he’s friends with my brothers, that’s it.”

      “But he said…”

      Laughing bitterly, I narrow my eyes at him. “Yeah, well maybe you should have asked me before you ran off like a little bitch.” He flinches at my insult, but I don’t stay long enough for him to defend himself. What he did last night was a bitch move, and he knows it. I’m not sure that I believe he didn’t cause all of this drama with Brit; it feels like a bitch move too.

      My indignant anger helps me keep it together for the rest of the day, but by the time I pull into our driveway my body is shaking with barely held back sobs and all I want to do is curl into a ball and drown in my own self-pity.

      My afternoon’s classes were a blur. I don’t know if any of the teachers called on me, because I was barely present. I didn’t take a single note, and I don’t remember anything that was taught. My mind is a rollercoaster of unanswered questions, overwhelming thoughts, and peaked awareness of a thousand prying eyes on me.

      Stumbling from my car, I push open the front door and barrel up the stairs to my room, collapsing onto my bed as the tears overtake me. The loss of my friend mixes with the steadily building pressure in my chest and suddenly life is too big and too hard, and I just don’t want to deal with it anymore. I allow my errant mind to take over and sink into the panic-filled grief.

      Warm, familiar arms wrap around me and I’m no longer lying on my comforter. I’m surrounded by the reassuring embrace of my mom. My entire life, she and my dad have chased away my monsters, wiped away my tears and made everything okay. I might be eighteen, an adult, but right now I need my mom more than anything else in the world.

      “Zeke told me everything, sweetheart. I’m so sorry,” Mom coos, her fingers stroking the back of my head.

      A fresh wave of sobs cascades through me and I cry harder, because this outburst is about so much more than just an argument with my friend, but I can’t tell her that. So instead, I let my mom soothe me in the way only she can.

      The next morning, my eyes are red-rimmed and puffy. I look and feel like shit as I drag myself downstairs for coffee before I’m even dressed.

      “Why are you up so early?” I ask Zeke, when I find him dressed and sipping from a mug at the breakfast counter.

      “I’m taking Emmy for breakfast. I still need to make amends with her. She says she’s forgiven me for being an asshole, but I can see how hurt she is.”

      “Oh, she didn’t mention anything.”

      “Yeah, she doesn’t know yet. I figured if I asked her, she’d say no, but if I just turn up at her house, she’ll be too embarrassed to turn me down.”

      Sighing, I nod, because he’s right, she won’t turn him away in person.

      “I need you to go pick up Valentine.”

      “No way, he can get the bus,” I snap, horrified at the idea of having to spend any time cooped up in a car with him.

      “Don’t be a bitch, Nova. Go pick him up, he’s expecting you.” Zeke says, turning away and not giving me an opportunity to throw back another refusal.

      “Wish me luck,” he calls over his shoulder as he disappears out of the front door.

      With a resigned sigh, I take my coffee back to my bedroom and head for the shower. Thirty minutes later, dressed and ready for school, I step back into the kitchen and find it empty except for my dad who is lazily leaning up against the counter, his cell in one hand and a coffee cup lifted to his lips in the other.

      “Where is everyone?” I ask.

      “Zeke went to grovel to Emmy and your mom had to drive Dill and Leo because they had early football practice,” Dad says without looking away from his cell.

      “Oh.”

      At my single word answer, Dad lowers his cell and looks up at me. “You okay, Princess? I know you and Brit had a falling out.”

      “I’m not okay,” I say and it’s the closest to being honest I’ve been to anyone in months.

      “It’ll work itself out.”

      I shake my head. “I don’t think it will; not this time. This time it was different.”

      Dad nods solemnly and I know he thinks I’m talking about mine and Brit’s fight, but I’m not. I’m talking about the way my meltdowns are escalating and how I feel like I’m constantly fighting the urge to hide away from my life.

      In a single stride, Dad pulls me into his wide chest and I breathe in the familiar scent of leather. “You want me to kick someone’s ass?”

      A giggle bursts from my lips and I smile for the first time in what feels like far too long. “No thank you, Daddy.”

      “Let me know if you change your mind.”

      “I will.”

      “Okay, get going, or you’ll be late for school.”

      Rising up onto my tiptoes, I press a kiss to his cheek, then turn away from him and grab my purse. The ten-minute drive to Auntie Brandi’s house feels like it takes hours, and I almost convince myself to drive straight past a hundred times, before I eventually pull up at the curb and honk my horn.

      A minute later, the front door opens and Valentine emerges, dressed in dark jeans, and a black button-down shirt. A single leather bracelet hangs on his wrist and a scuffed backpack is over his shoulder. Everything about him screams bad boy, from the confident stride, to the way his gaze never strays from the path he’s taking. Like nothing around him is anywhere near as important as wherever he’s going.

      When he reaches my car, he pulls open the door and slides into the seat, pushing his bag to the floor at his feet. “Good morning, Princess,” he drawls. “Looking forward to school today?”

      Ignoring him, I pull away from the curb, focusing all of my attention into driving and pretending the huge, intimidating boy sat next to me isn’t staring at me with amusement pouring from him.

      “Such a shame how friendships can be broken. She was one of your best friends too. You must be pretty cut up.”

      When I don’t respond, he tuts quietly. “It’s all your own fault too. All that nastiness could have been avoided.”

      “What?” I say before I can stop myself.

      His lips spread into a cruel grin. “All you had to do was kiss me and all of that unpleasant drama wouldn’t have happened.”

      “What are you talking about?” I try to demand, but my voice betrays me coming out small and timid.

      This time he turns his head fully to look at me and despite the cars around me and the fact that I know I should be concentrating on the road ahead; I get caught in his gaze and can’t look away.

      “I warned you, Nova. If you wanted to keep your perfect little world intact all you had to do was offer me an incentive.”

      Glancing at the road for moment, I allow my eyes to fall back to his face and I gape at him, unsure what the hell is going on. I can see the school ahead of us, but I turn on my flasher and pull to the side of the road, killing the engine and turning to look at the boy next to me.

      “You did it? You told Brit that I was sleeping with all the guys she liked?”

      “No, of course not,” he says, his face a pleasant mask.

      “But you just said….”

      “High schools are such predictable places. It’s so easy to spread rumors.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I can and because you defied me. I asked you for something and you denied me, so I took something from you.”

      “You destroyed an eight-year friendship because I wouldn’t kiss you?” I ask, aghast.

      “I didn’t destroy anything, Brit did.”

      “Why do you want me to kiss you so badly? Why not just take it again?” I ask, my voice shaking.

      “You’re so cold, then so warm. I want to see which is the real you and I can take a kiss from you whenever I want. But what would be more fun is watching as you give me your lips. I want to see the look on your face when you realize you have no choice but to play my game.”

      For a long moment I just sit staring at him, shocked by his words.

      “We should go, we’re going to be late.” His voice kicks my synapses back to life and without another word I start the car’s engine and pull back onto the road and into the school grounds. My space is empty and almost on autopilot I drive into the bay and kill the engine.

      Reaching for my seatbelt, Valentine’s firm fingers grip my hand. “Today’s a new day, Princess. I’m prepared to forgive yesterday and offer you a new deal. We’re going to get out of the car, then you’re going to walk to me and kiss me.”

      “No,” I splutter. “No, I’m not.”

      His smile is wide and chilling. “I was only getting started yesterday and it took less than twenty minutes to alienate one of your best friends. Do you think defying me again is a good idea? Who else are you prepared to lose? Imagine how hurt Zeke would be if Griffin abandoned him, how devastated Emmy would be if suddenly everyone was talking about how both you and Zeke pity her because she’s so ugly and boring. Or maybe the whole school could receive an anonymous video of you in the shower, your naked body all glistening and wet. How long do you think it would take for that picture to be uploaded to every porn site on the internet? How ashamed do you think your dad would be to have his ‘Princess’ used as an image for dirty old men to whack off to?”

      Bile rises in my throat and I have to cover my mouth, as I listen to all the ways this man could try to ruin mine and my family’s lives. He hates me, he really fucking hates me, and if any of what he’s saying is true, he’s prepared to hurt everyone around me to make me do what he wants.

      I’m nodding before I can change my mind. If a kiss is all it will take to keep his evil actions away from my life, then I can do that. It’s only a kiss after all.

      “Good girl, Princess. You’re a quick study, I like that,” he says, smiling brightly as he removes his hand from mine and climbs out of the car.

      The moment his door clicks shut, I clench my hands into fists, squeezing tight enough that my nails dig into my palms and all of the fear and anger and horror turns into pain.

      Like every other day, the whole school seems to be loitering outside waiting for the bell to ring and I wonder if Valentine staged this so as many people as possible will see me humiliate myself by kissing him.

      Closing my door behind me, I round the hood until I’m in front of him. He’s leaning nonchalantly against the side of my car, his eyes hooded and filled with cruel amusement. I step into his chest, swallowing thickly as I rise up onto my tiptoes and press a dry, closed mouthed kiss against his lips.

      The kiss lasts a fraction of a second and I’m pulling away, eager to get away from him now that I’ve fulfilled my end of the deal. But before my heels even hit the ground, his hand is around my back and he’s holding me in a vice-like grip, my chest plastered against his.

      “We both know that isn’t the type of kiss that will stop me from doing anything. Try again or the deal’s off,” he snarls, so quietly I’m sure only he and I can hear him.

      Exhaling a shaky breath, I lean in and kiss him properly, molding my lips to his and kissing him like I’m drowning and he’s air. His fingers tangle in my hair and he tugs, tilting my head back so he can take control.

      His hand at my waist drops lower until his fingers are sliding beneath the hem of my jean shorts and he forces his tongue into my mouth, controlling the kiss, my body, and me.

      A loud cough beside us shatters the trance the kiss had pulled me into, and I quickly move my hands between us and push at his chest. He slowly pulls his face from mine, biting down on my bottom lip before finally releasing me. His hand in my hair lowers to the back of my neck and he grips me tightly preventing me from moving. His other hand lifts up further, exposing more of my leg and probably the bottom of my butt as he possessively manhandles me.

      I’m shaking, literally trembling in his arms. It’s anger, or at least it’s mainly anger. But there’s something else. Heat, desire maybe. Who am I kidding? My body is shaking with pure unbridled lust. I’ve never been kissed like he kisses me. His touch isn’t faltering or unsure, it’s confident and sure, and as much as I hate him, I know that if I’m not careful I could become addicted.

      It’s wrong. He’s manipulated me into this whole situation, yet my body is on fire and my mind is blissfully quiet. I should move away, but I don’t fight his hold on me, and I try to convince myself it’s to protect my friends and my family. But I’m not sure if that’s the only reason I’m allowing all of this to happen.

      “Dude, that’s my sister,” Zeke says, his voice a mix of amusement and annoyance.

      “I know,” Valentine replies, his grip on my neck tightening almost painfully as if he’s warning me not to try to move away.

      “So you pair are a thing now?”

      I open my mouth to deny it, despite how much the situation may point to that conclusion, when Valentine’s warm breath cascades over my ear. “Deny it and I’ll make your brother today’s target,” he whispers, then kisses the shell of my ear in what I’m sure looks like an affectionate gesture.

      “Is that a problem?” he asks.

      “Not to me; just a bit of a shock, that’s all,” Zeke says with a chuckle. “See you in class, Sis.”

      Valentine holds me in place for a minute longer and then he slowly pulls his hand from my ass and releases his grip on my neck. “You asshole,” I hiss, all of my anger returning full force the moment his hands aren’t on me anymore.

      “What’s the matter, Princess? You didn’t enjoy it?” He taunts.

      “You just told my brother and whoever else was listening that we’re dating. Why the fuck would you do that?”

      Sighing, like he’s indulging the questions of an annoying toddler, he steps away from my car, slinging his backpack over his shoulder. “I don’t like to share my toys, Princess. I already told you that.”

      “I’m not yours and I’m not a toy, you jackass!” I seethe at his back as he walks ahead of me up the steps, toward the school’s entrance.

      Quick as a flash, he turns, grabs me and slams me into the wall at the side of the door. “Don’t fucking push me. That kiss was a nice starter but don’t forget what I’m capable of. Perhaps you need another reminder?”

      His lips smash against mine, delivering a hard, punishing kiss. Then he’s gone, his back to me as he walks away leaving me trembling again. My legs are weak and my mind more confused than ever.

      His threat swims through my head for the rest of the morning as I wait for something awful to happen. By the time I enter the cafeteria, my stomach is in knots and I probably look like I’m on drugs, my paranoid eyes darting from face to face.

      I don’t eat. My throat feels like it’s raw and I know I’ll probably throw up anything I try to swallow. Obsessively watching the door, I wait for him to arrive, but he doesn’t come. When the bell signaling the end of lunch chimes, I start to wonder if everything he said to me this morning was just bravado filled words that he was never capable of delivering on.

      Hell, maybe everything that happened with Brit had nothing to do with him either. He’s only a teenage boy. Sure, he talks a big game, but am I being naïve in thinking he could deliver on any of his threats?

      As I walk down the hall to my next class, the knots in my stomach start to unravel for the first time since he issued his threats. Valentine Miller is full of shit! He doesn’t like me and somehow he managed to twist a few coincidences into making me think he orchestrated things, when he really had nothing to do with it.

      Turning the corner, I almost collide with a running, crying Emmy. Catching her by the shoulders I squeeze her lightly. “Em, what’s the matter? Are you okay?”

      Her red-rimmed, tear-filled eyes lift to mine. She opens her mouth to speak, but the only noise that escapes is a strangled sob. Pulling her to me, I wrap her in my arms. Emmy never cries, not like this anyway, not at school where anyone could see her.

      I wait for her sobs to subside then gently push her away, not releasing my hold on her until I can see her face. “What’s going on?”

      “Principal Gerard,” she rushes, then covers her mouth to stifle another sob.

      “Principal Gerard what?” I ask, looking behind Emmy to where the faculty offices are located.

      “He,” she sucks in a ragged breath. “He said that they received an anonymous tip that I plagiarized some of my essay’s last year. He said that he’s looking into it and if they confirm the accusation I’ll be expelled.”

      “What?” I cry, outraged. “That’s ridiculous. You’re the smartest person in this school, and that includes the teachers. Why would you need to cheat?”

      “He doesn’t believe me, Nova. I saw the way he looked at me, he thinks I did it. But I didn’t; I swear I didn’t.”

      Pulling her in for another hug, I can feel her tiny body shaking. “We’ll fix this. I know you didn’t do this and so will everyone else. Have you spoken to your mom and dad?”

      I feel her nod against my shoulder. “Mom’s furious; she’s on her way over.”

      “Do you want me to wait with you?”

      Emmy opens her mouth just as the sound of her cell ringing bursts to life.

      “Hi, Mom,” Emmy says as she answers her phone. “Yeah, okay, I’ll be there in a minute. Love you too.”

      “She’s here?” I ask, as she ends the call and slides her cell back into her pocket.

      “Yeah, she’s outside and she had Auntie Dove with her too.”

      “Oh shit,” I say, barely stifling a giggle. Auntie Dove is a lawyer and despite how sweet and nice she is, she has a reputation for being a shark in the courtroom.

      “I should go,” Emmy says, wiping the remaining tears from her eyes with the back of her hand.

      “You didn’t do anything wrong. Principal Gerard can’t punish you when you’re innocent. Your mom and Auntie Dove will get everything sorted out. Do you want me to come with you?”

      Shaking her head, I watch as she pulls in a trembling breath. “No, I’ll be okay. I’ll call you later.”

      “Okay, love you.”

      “Love you too,” she says, as she walks toward the front entrance.

      I watch her go, wondering why the hell Principal Gerard would ever think Emmy was a cheat. Glancing toward his office, I find Valentine leaning against the wall, his foot rested against the plaster, his body relaxed and at ease.

      When our gazes meet, he tilts his head to the side and smiles callously at me. “She never struck me as the type,” he says, slowly pushing off the wall and taking a step toward me.

      “Whatever,” I reply, rolling my eyes. My best friend is hurt and upset; I don’t have time for Valentine’s bullshit.

      “It’s always the quiet ones. Maybe she snapped under the pressure of being so perfect.”

      “I don’t have time for this; I’m going to be late,” I snap, taking a step away from him.

      His fingers wrap around my upper arm and he unceremoniously yanks me back until his chest hits my spine and his arm clamps me in place, preventing me from moving.

      “Cheat,” he hisses against my ear. “It’s such an ugly word, with such a stigma to it. No matter how much time passes, it just never really goes away. Don’t you agree?”

      My body stiffens. He must have heard our conversation. “It’s a mistake.”

      “Is it?”

      “Yes, I have no idea how the Principal got a stupid idea like this is his head, but it’s ridiculous.”

      “Poor, poor Emmy,” Valentine says in a mocking tone.

      Something about the sound of his voice makes me freeze. “No,” I gasp, shaking my head as if the movement will make it true.

      He laughs and the sound is cruel, hard, and mean. His lips land on my shoulder and I flinch, horrified.

      “Did you do this?” I ask, my voice barely a whisper.

      “I would never do anything to hurt poor, sweet little Emmy,” he says with mock sincerity.

      “Oh my god.” Lifting my hand, I cover my mouth, horror filling me. He did this because of me. My best friend could get expelled because he was trying to show me how easily he could hurt me.

      “Why?” I ask.

      “Are you starting to understand exactly what I can do now, Princess?”

      I nod, my mouth so dry from fear that I can’t form words.

      “Excellent. Now turn around and kiss me.”

      My legs feel like jelly, but I force them to move as soon as he loosens his hold on me. Turning around until my chest is pressed against his, I lift up and kiss him.

      The moment our lips touch, he takes control of the kiss, hauling me even closer and dominating my mouth. I hate him. I hate him so much, and I try not to respond, but my body reacts without my consent. Sparks of something burst to life in my chest and expand outward until I can feel them all the way to my fingertips. I know I shouldn’t, I don’t want to, but I kiss him back, my tongue dueling with his, fighting him in the only way I can. Anger fuels our movements. His fingers are in my hair, pulling the strands. My nails sink into the fabric of his shirt, frantically trying to mark the skin below.

      Then it’s over and his hands are pushing me away. My eyes snap open, only to find his wild gaze staring back at me, his chest rising up and down, his ragged breaths matched with mine. He hates me, I can see it clearly in his expression, but there’s something else there too, something that I’d guess is probably reflected back in my face. It could be simple animal lust, but at least for me it feels darker, more forbidden.

      Wanting someone who seems to take pleasure in causing me pain is disgusting, but I can’t deny how alive I feel right now. It’s similar to the rush you get from a rollercoaster in the moment just before it drops you over the edge. That horrifying second when you have no idea if there’s even track on the other side or if your car will just drop though the air into nothingness.

      “You’re mine, Princess. No more dates. Do you understand?”

      I nod quickly. “If I do this, then you leave my friends and family out of it.”

      He tilts his head to the side and blinks slowly at me, his gaze running up and down my body. “I think I can cope with that.”

      “Is Emmy going to get expelled?” I ask, feeling sick at the thought of being the reason why Emmy lost her chance at an Ivy League school.

      Laughing, he shakes his head. “Not unless she really has been cheating. School policy is that when an accusation of cheating is made, they have to investigate. Assuming she’s innocent then it will all go away; nothing will go on her permanent record.”

      I sag with relief, tears filling my eyes.

      “We should get to class. You don’t want to get a detention; after all, you’re still my ride.”

      My lips part and I open my mouth to argue, but a single imperious lift of his eyebrow silences me. Can I cope with giving him a ride home if it means he stops targeting my friends? Firming up my mental resolve, I give myself a silent pep talk. I can cope with almost anything if it means they won’t be affected. I might not be an official member of the biker club my dad is the vice president of, but I might as well be. I’m a Sinner and so are my brothers, Emmy, and Griffin, and Sinners look after their own. I’ve heard my dad and uncles say those words a hundred times before, but I didn’t fully understand what they meant. Now more than ever it makes complete sense and I won’t let them down.
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      When we reach the art room, I’m tense and on edge. Thanks to Valentine’s manipulations we’re partnered up for the rest of the year while we complete our portrait projects. As we enter the room, his arm is around my shoulders and to the outside world I’m sure we look like a cute teenage couple.

      “Ahh, Miss Stubbs, Mr. Miller, I’m pleased you could join us and that you sorted out your lovers tiff,” the teacher says sarcastically. “Perhaps you could tear yourselves away from each other and take your seats?”

      “Sorry, Sir,” I mutter, trying to shuck Valentine’s arm off me as I rush to our desk. Unlike normal, the tables have been turned around, a stool placed on either side. I slide onto my stool and Valentine sits opposite.

      “Okay, today we will be looking at the human form. Your task is to look into your partner’s eyes, study them: the shape, the color. Take note of the proportions, how open or how closed they are. Then I want you to draw your partner’s eyes, just the eyes. Get going, I want your finished image on my desk by the end of class.”

      Closing my eyes, I curse the teacher, the class, and the universe, because right now with all of the confused emotions running through me, the absolute last thing I want to do is spend an entire class staring into Valentine’s eyes.

      Somehow, I manage to survive art without saying more than ten words to Valentine and he doesn’t stop me when I jump from the desk and rush out of the classroom the moment the bell rings. The rest of the day passes in a haze and by the time the final bell rings I’m exhausted and ready to curl up in my bed and pretend this entire day didn’t happen. Like a prisoner being walked to the electric chair, I slowly pad from my classroom to my locker, avoiding eye contact with everyone I see.

      Unlocking the lock, I grab the books I need for homework and leave the rest behind. A huge, black clad figure appears to my right and I feel my skin tingle with a mix of fear and awareness. I don’t have to look up to know who it is, but I don’t seem to be the one in control of my body whenever he’s near. Despite my attempts to resist, I lift my gaze until it’s locked on his chiseled jaw and those full lips that are turned down at the edges.

      “Come here,” he demands, his voice so low it’s barely audible.

      Sliding the last of my books into my purse, I close my locker door, then move until I’m at his side, our thighs pressed together. Instead of insisting I kiss him like I expect, he dips his head to mine and presses his lips against me in a featherlight soft embrace. This kiss is unlike any other that we’ve shared so far and the gentle, almost careful way he’s touching me only adds to my confusion.

      How can he hate me and touch me like he cares? How can I hate him, when his kisses turn me to mush? I try to keep my body rigid, to remember that this is a game to him, but his soft, almost sweet kiss melts me, and my muscles relax into him.

      The moment I give in to his touch he pulls back and smirks at me. “Let’s go.”

      Bewildered, I don’t speak and just nod my agreement. A wicked gleam flashes in his eyes and he drops his arm across my shoulder, his fingers resting at the back of my neck. His grip is a little too tight to be comfortable as he leads me down the hallway. I can feel the eyes of every single person on us as we confirm the gossip that’s been swirling though the school since our kiss in the parking lot this morning.

      I’ve never been more grateful for my ability to mask my emotions than I am right now. I keep my eyes up and affect a sneering expression, daring anyone to judge me for letting Valentine treat me like his. If only they knew that I wasn’t here by choice. If only they knew that I’m letting him touch me to protect my friends and my family from his wrath.

      Is that the only reason you’re letting him do it? My subconscious taunts, but I ignore it along with all of the swirling thoughts about how many people are watching and how many whispered words are about us.

      I don’t risk a look at the boy who is publicly claiming me. For some reason the idea of seeing his victory feels dangerous. I know who he is, or at least the person he’s showed me he is. But when we emerge from the school building and into the bright sunshine, I can’t help the surge of hope that bursts to life. Hope that maybe he isn’t the monster he seems to be; that maybe somewhere deep inside he’s just as damaged and broken as I am.

      When we reach my car, all three of my brothers smirking faces greet me. Emmy isn’t here and guilt pushes away every last vestige of hope from me. He isn’t redeemable, there isn’t any hope. He’s exactly the monster that he seems to be.

      “I’m gonna ride with Nova.” Valentine announces and somehow none of my brothers even bat an eye. Zeke just nods and signals for Dill and Leo to climb into his car.

      When they’re all out of earshot I look to my tormentor and wait.

      “Get in,” he demands. I close my eyes for a brief moment and then climb into my car, enjoying the small moment of reprieve until he climbs in next to me. The interior of my car feels stifling, but I refuse to give him any more than I absolutely have to, so I stay resolutely silent, navigating the roads back to Auntie Brandi’s.

      Pulling up at the curb outside his house, I leave the engine running and wait, staring at the road ahead and refusing to look at him.

      “Let’s go.”

      “What?” I cry.

      “We’re going in, come on.”

      “No. I’m not going in there with you. Auntie Brandi will be home.”

      “So?”

      “So,” I screech. “So she’ll think we’re dating or whatever.

      “We are dating.”

      “No, we’re not. You’re blackmailing me into kissing you because you’re an asshole who seems to take pleasure in torturing me.”

      He chuckles and I want to lean over and punch him in the face. I might be a girly girl, but my dad is a badass and I have three brothers. I know how to throw a punch.

      “Princess, do you really want to start this bullshit with me? Hasn’t the last few days taught you anything about who’s in control here?”

      At the reminder of the havoc he’s caused in my life in just a matter of days, I stiffen.

      “Exactly, so get your ass out of the car.”

      With a terse nod, I kill the engine and reluctantly climb from the car. I follow Valentine up the front path and in through the unlocked front door. The moment we hit the entrance hall he stops and looks over his shoulder at me, then stretches out his hand for me to take.

      I glance at it as if it’s a venomous snake that might bite me at any moment, but eventually I place my hand in his and allow him to pull me into the kitchen at the back of the house.

      “Hey, Brandi. Hey, guys,” he says as soon as we enter the room.

      Auntie Brandi spins from her position at the counter chopping veggies with a bright smile on her face. The moment she spots me, her grin broadens and then I watch as almost in slow motion her gaze dips to mine and Valentine’s entwined fingers.

      “Hey, kids, how was school? Nova sweetie, are you stopping for dinner?”

      I open my mouth to decline her invitation, not wanting to be here any longer than I have to, but Valentine speaks first.

      “School was great and she’d love to stay for dinner, wouldn’t you?” he says, giving me a pointed look and squeezing my fingers firmly.

      “Thanks, Auntie Brandi. That would be great; if you’re sure you don’t mind?”

      “Of course not, honey. Just let your mom know.”

      “I will, thanks.”

      She smiles widely again, her entire body expressing how pleased she is about me being here, or being here with Valentine. I’m not sure which. “Why don’t you guys grab a snack? Dinner’s not going to be for at least an hour.”

      “Thanks, Brandi,” Valentine says, pulling me to the refrigerator and grabbing some fruit, carrot sticks, and a jar of peanut butter. “We’re gonna head upstairs.”

      “Okay, door open please.”

      He nods, but doesn’t respond, and then he’s pulling me from the room as I wave at Sabrina and Callum who are at the dining table doing homework, books spread out in front of them.

      I allow him to pull me behind him as we climb the stairs all the way to the top of the house and his bedroom. By the time we reach the doorway, my heart is beating erratically and my steps have slowed to the point that he’s physically towing me behind him.

      Fear, sickly and dark, plows through me and my inbuilt fight or flight instinct is screaming at me to run, to get away from this boy who seems to take pleasure in my pain. But knowing that doing as he says is protecting the others around me, keeps me moving forward, all be it at a snail’s pace.

      Stepping through the door, I’m into the lion’s den before I can allow myself to refuse. Valentine drops my hand and then pushes the door halfway closed, obscuring us from view but not truly breaking Auntie Brandi’s rules.

      “Sit,” he demands, pointing to the bed, but I ignore him and instead lower myself into the chair at the desk in the corner.

      He laughs and the sound makes goose bumps pebble on my arms. “Suit yourself, Princess, that chair is uncomfortable as fuck.”

      Dropping down onto his bed he lounges lazily, his hands behind his head, his ankles crossed. For all appearances he looks as though he doesn’t have a worry in the world. I scowl, considering all he’s done to me in the last few days and yet here he is looking relaxed and happy.

      “Why am I here?”

      “Because I want you to be,” he replies succinctly.

      “But why? What’s the point of having our family think we’re dating?”

      “Come here,” he says, completely ignoring my question about his motives.

      “I’d rather stay here.”

      “I didn’t ask what you’d rather do. I told you to come here,” he says, his words most definitely an order, despite how lazily he says them.

      I pause, trying to figure out how to get out of this. I don’t want to get onto that bed with him. One scream would have Auntie Brandi running up the stairs, but there’s more to be frightened of right now than him raping me.

      I’m not as scared as I should be. I’m frightened, but not enough to go tell my mom or even Auntie Brandi what he’s doing. Instead, I find myself standing up and moving toward him, climbing onto the bed and sitting at his side, my feet still on the floor.

      “Now was that so hard?”

      “Yes,” I snap back, unable to hide my snark, even knowing I probably shouldn’t provoke him right now. He laughs again and for once it’s not the low wicked sound I’ve grown used to hearing from him. This laugh sounds genuine, like he’s actually amused by me. Something cracks in my chest and I allow my body to relax, my hands falling to my sides.

      “What’s the end game here, Valentine? Why don’t you just tell me what you want? You must have something in mind, else what’s the point of all this?”

      He assesses me carefully, all earlier traces of amusement evaporating. “Does there have to be a purpose? Why can’t it just be because I can?”

      My mouth falls open as shock courses through me. “You’re torturing me, because you can? That’s it? I’m just an amusement? Something to pass the time?”

      “You’re beautiful, Princess; but you’re hard, untouchable. I want to break you. I want to see what’s hidden behind that callous exterior, or if you’re hard all the way through.”

      “But why do you care at all? Explain it to me.”

      His face morphs into a sneer and I know that somehow, I’ve mis-stepped.

      “I don’t have to explain anything to you,” he hisses. “Come here and kiss me. I think I prefer you when you can’t talk.”

      “Valentine.”

      “Shut up. Anything you have to say will only piss me off. Get your ass up here and kiss me. Now.”

      Resigned, I glance to the door, then back to him. “Don’t even think about it, Princess,” he warns.

      Turning to the side, I shuffle up the bed until I’m sitting level with his chest, then I lean forward and press my lips to his. For a moment he lets me control the kiss as I slide my tongue against his mouth waiting for him to open and grant me entrance.

      The moment my tongue touches his, he takes over, gripping my hips and dragging me on top of him so his hands can roam my waist, my side, my ass. I gasp the moment his hands slide beneath the hem of my shorts and he takes advantage, deepening the kiss, plunging one hand into my hair and stopping me from moving away.

      I know I shouldn’t, but I lose myself in him. Heat infuses me, starting in my chest and sinking lower and lower until arousal pools in my stomach. I shouldn’t be enjoying this, but I am. I shouldn’t be turned on, but I am.

      Valentine is my bully, but the fine line between hate and something darker, more delicious and imminently more erotic suddenly falls away and even though I don’t want to be blackmailed into kissing someone, right now, in this moment, I want to kiss him.

      A groan escapes my lips and Valentine responds by pulling me closer. His hand slides upward until his palm is cupping my ass, his finger teasing at the edges of my panties. The move shocks me from the moment and I force my hands between us and push at his chest until he releases me.

      “What the hell are you doing?” I demand.

      A smug grin tips the corner of his mouth and a surge of anger dissolves the lust that had been consuming me only a second before.

      “Tell me you’re not wet.”

      “Don’t be disgusting. You’re forcing me to kiss you, nothing more.”

      “Do you need me to force you? Is that how this works, Princess? I might have given you an incentive to kiss me, but we both know you’re enjoying it. Dip your fingers into your panties and show me your pussy is dry and I’ll leave you alone completely.”

      “What?”

      “You heard me. Show me you’re not wet and eager for me to get my fingers inside of you and I’ll stop. I’ll leave you and all of your friends and family alone. But I’d lay money on the fact that your pussy is slick and wet. You might fucking hate this, but you want it just as much.”

      “I don’t have to prove anything to you,” I say, my voice shaking.

      He laughs, long and low and full of promise. “So, so fucking wet. Come here and I’ll make it all better. You can hate me the whole way through, right up until I make you come. Once you’ve gasped my name and come all over my fingers, then you have to thank me.”

      “No,” I say, but the word is a needy gasp.

      “I won’t force you; not today anyway. But I can see you want it. I see how your chest is rising, how you’re squeezing your thighs together. Don’t fight it, Princess.”

      I shake my head, trying to deny my need, but it’s there, pooled in my stomach and between my legs, urging me to go to him, to let him make me come, let him relieve this pressure.

      His fingertip scrapes across the sensitive skin at the back of my thigh and I bite back the whimper that threatens to escape my lips.

      “Why are you fighting it? There’s only you and me here. No one else but us would ever know.”

      I shake my head again, trying to convince myself as much as him that I don’t want him to touch me.

      “Do you want me to make you say yes?” He asks, his voice a melodic taunt.

      “N- no.”

      “Do you need me to threaten you? Would that make it easier for you to admit what you want, what you need?”

      His hand slides up my leg, until his fingers are teasing at the bottom of my shorts once again. “Come here.”

      Without thought of the consequences, I lean into him and when he moves his lips toward mine, I meet him halfway, not resisting at all when our mouths crash together.

      I feel his fingers spread wide, rubbing back and forth across my skin and I arch my back, unconsciously pushing my ass even further into his hand. His soft chuckle vibrates against my lips and I instinctively tense.

      “If you want me to stop, tell me now,” he cautions.

      But I don’t want him to stop. I want him to touch me, to make me come, but I can’t ask him for it. I can’t give him that.

      Slowly his fingers slide around to the side of my panties; a single digit breaches the fabric and pushes beneath. His lips press against mine again and as his tongue pushes into my mouth his finger dips into my sex, gliding easily against the slick flesh.

      “Fuck, so wet,” he groans.

      I don’t say a word, needing to pretend that he’s the only one in this, that the only reason I’m allowing him to touch me this way is because he’s threatening me. But we both know that his fingers dipping into my sex has nothing to do with threats and everything to do with how turned on his kisses, his words, have made me.

      When he pushes a finger into my sex I cry out, and his kiss swallows the sound. Slowly, he pumps his finger in and out of me, making pleasure pool in my stomach. A second finger joins the first and I feel stretched and full, then his thumb rubs at my clit and I know I’m almost there.

      “Perfect,” he murmurs against my lips, so quietly I can barely hear it.

      Gasping from the sensation of my release building, I pry myself away from his lips and bury my face against his neck. The scent of his woody aftershave mixed with a hint of sexy boy pushes me over the edge and I bite down on his skin to mask the sounds of my orgasm as it crashes through me.

      My breathing turns ragged and I convulse against him, my limbs shaking as he works me down, his fingers still slowly moving inside of me. Shame fills me the moment the sensation of pleasure fades and I pry myself from his arms and stumble away from the bed.

      Covering my face with my hands, I try to hide from what we just did, what I allowed him to do, but all I can see and feel and smell is him. I can feel him watching me, even with my eyes tightly shut. I can almost see the smug look on his face, and I flinch unconsciously at the thought of his victory over me.

      “Open your eyes.”

      I shake my head, embarrassed by my own stupidity.

      “Princess, open your eyes,” he demands this time and without conscious thought my lids snap open and I lock gazes with his.

      “You came all over my fingers; so wet and tight, so eager.”

      “Oh God,” I groan, feeling my cheeks get even hotter.

      “We had a deal. Have you got something to say to me?”

      I shake my head.

      “If you back out of this, I’ll back out of mine, and we both know what will happen if I decide to play with your friends and family instead of you.”

      My heart is beating so hard I feel like it’s coming out of my chest. “If I say it, then I want to go home.”

      He considers my words for a minute, his eyes running along the length of my body and causing a fresh spike of arousal to jump to life between my legs. “Okay, but I want you to come here and say it while your wet pussy is sitting on my hard cock.”

      My eyes drop to his crotch and the large bulge pushing against the zipper of his jeans. How had I not noticed that before? I’d been so consumed with the way he was making me feel that I’d sort of forgotten about him. But he’s not my boyfriend; he’s my bully, my tormenter. I shouldn’t care if his dick is hard, or if I’m leaving him unsatisfied.

      I don’t care.

      “Princess,” he snaps, pulling my attention back to him.

      Nodding reluctantly, I slowly cross the room again and climb onto his bed, straddling his waist, my sex directly on top of his rock-hard dick. He rolls his hips and his cock brushes against my swollen clit, forcing me to inhale sharply to swallow my moan.

      “I think I like you up there; maybe I should give you a choice.”

      “What choice?” I ask, my voice small and breathy.

      “You can either thank me for the orgasm, or you can ride my dick until I come.”

      His crass words force an involuntary gasp from my throat. “I’m not going to fuck you,” I hiss.

      He scoffs. “Your choice. You know what you have to do.”

      Closing my eyes for a second, I try to mentally prepare myself to say the words, to humiliate myself. With my resolve hardened, I look him straight in the face and whisper. “Thank you.”

      His smile is cruel and hard. “Thank you for what?”

      “I’m not saying it again,” I snarl.

      “Thank me properly.”

      Pursing my lips, I narrow my eyes at him. “Th-”

      “I want to hear it all, Princess, and I’ll just keep making you say it until I’m satisfied. So if you only want to say it once, I suggest you do a thorough job.”

      The amusement in his voice is clear, and hate, strong and hot rushes through me. “Thank you, Valentine, for making me come with your fingers.” I force the words out through clenched teeth and the moment the last word is said, I roll off his lap and I’m halfway to his door.

      “See you tomorrow, Princess,” he says, his hand already caressing his dick.

      For a moment I stand frozen, my eyes fixed on the way his palm is slowly gliding up and down the bulge in his pants.

      “You can watch if you want, but I’d want something in return.”

      “What?” the question is out before I can stop myself.

      “Come back here and I’ll tell you.”

      Forcing my head to shake, I take a step back, unable to tear my eyes away, but knowing that I need to.

      “Run away, little princess. I’ll pick you up for school in the morning.” He says, sliding his hand beneath the waistband of his pants.

      Spinning around, I rush from his room, not stopping until I’m halfway down the stairs, my breath coming in pants and my hands shaking. I force myself to walk at a more reasonable speed down the rest of the stairs and into the kitchen. “Sorry, Auntie Brandi, I forgot I have to do something. I can’t stay for dinner.”

      She glances over her shoulder at me and smiles regretfully. “Oh that’s too bad. I’m really happy to see you and Valentine are getting along so well,” she says winking at me. “You guys make such a cute couple.”

      I force myself to smile quickly, before I spin around and head for the door. “See you later,” I call as I let myself out and run to my car as quickly as I can.

      My cell beeps signaling a message when I’m almost halfway home, but I ignore it. My nerves are already on edge from my encounter with Valentine and I’m in no state to risk messing with my cell when I’m supposed to be concentrating.

      Pulling into the driveway, I turn off my engine and rest my forehead on the steering wheel, dragging in long lungfuls of air in an attempt to calm myself. What the hell did I just do? I let him touch me. I let him make me come and I enjoyed it.

      He’s mean and manipulative, but when I’m close to him, the swirling myriad of thoughts that plague me go quiet. Something about him silences my mind. Maybe it’s because I’m so consumed with hate for him, I don’t know. But the quiet, the silence, is so wonderful, that maybe, just maybe, I don’t mind his torture. Perhaps I can put up with his blackmail and threats if he keeps the panic and anxiety at bay.

      I think that over for a minute, my head pushed against the uncomfortable plastic of my steering wheel. I’m a fucking idiot. How have I allowed myself to get into this situation? A shrill laugh escapes me. I really am losing my fucking mind, that’s the only sensible explanation.

      Eventually, I force myself to sit up, and grabbing my purse, I climb out of my car and walk up to the house. The moment I push through the front door, the sound of my family and the familiar scent of home washes over me. I don’t have to hide or pretend here. My shoulders sag and I drop my purse by the stairs and kick off my shoes, then pad barefoot into the kitchen to where both my parents and all three of my brothers are.

      Dill and Leo barely acknowledge my presence, their attention focused on the books spread out in front of them. Mom is sat on the counter, directing my dad as he tries to cook, and Zeke is lounging at the dining table, his cell in his hand.

      “Hey,” I say, as Zeke lifts his eyes and smirks at me.

      “Where have you been?” He asks, knowing the answer, but asking anyway to get me to admit it in front of Mom and Dad.

      As if on cue my parents turn their attention to me. “Hey, sweetie, where have you been?”

      “I gave Valentine a ride home,” I say, hoping they won’t ask me anything else.

      “That was nice of you,” Mom says, pointing at something my dad is doing and glaring.

      “Aw, it’s cute that you drove your boyfriend home,” Zeke taunts, and I narrow my eyes and glare at him.

      “Boyfriend?” Dad says, his lips dropping into a scowl.

      “He’s not my boyfriend.”

      “Sure looked like he was when you were making out with him at school,” Zeke says.

      Focusing my eyes on him, I flash him a look that promises retribution for this later, but he only smiles in return. “Asshole,” I mouth, shaking my head.

      “He’s very cute,” Mom says. “I’m a little surprised though, I wouldn’t have thought he was your type.”

      “He’s not and he’s not my boyfriend.”

      “So why were you making out at school then?” Dad asks, abandoning his cooking and turning his huge body toward me.

      “It was just a kiss, Daddy, don’t worry about it,” I assure him, crossing the room to rise onto my tiptoes and planting a kiss against his cheek. “How long is dinner going to be? I have homework and I want to jump in the shower.”

      Dad stares at me for a minute, then relaxes, just like I knew he would. “About half an hour. Go get started on your homework.”

      “Yes, Sir,” I say, then turn and leave the room, grabbing my purse on the way.

      Showering, I wash away the remains of my arousal from my body, replacing his scent with that of my girly bodywash. After I’m clean, I towel off, regretting almost instantly that I can no longer smell him on my skin.

      I pull on loose shorts and a tank, then climb onto my bed and pull out my homework. The exhaustion of the day is creeping over me, so I need to get all of my work done before I crash and burn. My cell falls from my purse as I pull out my last textbook, and as I reach for it, I notice the message box on the home screen.

      Valentine: I can still smell you on my fingers.

      Dropping my cell to the bed, I shuffle away from it as if distance can make the message or the memory of this afternoon disappear. My stomach clenches as I think about the way he pushed me over the edge and made me come. It wasn’t the first orgasm I’ve ever had, but it’s the first time it’s been at someone’s other than my own hands.

      Cade tried loads of times, but although he made me feel good and I liked the way he touched me, he could never get me off, not the way Valentine did. Reaching for the cell again, I reread his words, then I realize that I never gave him my cell number and I certainly never programmed his number into my contacts list.

      Indignant anger urges me to reply and my fingers fly across the screen.

      Me: How did you get my number and why is your name programmed into my cell?

      The three dots immediately appear at the bottom of the message screen and I imagine his smug smile as he types a reply.

      Valentine: I added myself when I was in bed with you the other night.

      Me: You let yourself into my room and climbed into my bed uninvited; don’t make it sound like I wanted you there.

      Valentine: You’d welcome me into your bed now though, wouldn’t you? I bet you’d spread your thighs and let me get you off with my fingers.

      Closing my eyes, I puff out a sigh, then force myself to push my cell aside and ignore it. I can’t engage him; it will only make him worse. He holds all the cards anyway and anything I do with him is a direct result of his blackmail and extortion.

      Only you enjoyed it, a voice at the back of my head says. I push it away, ignoring it, and try to concentrate on my assignments. Five minutes later, my cell beeps again and I ignore it, refusing to let my eyes glance at the screen. Another five minutes passes and all I can think about is what’s in the message. Scooping my phone into my hand, I click into the text and read it.

      Valentine: I’ll let you ignore me for now, Princess, but we both know you were panting for me today. I didn’t force you to do anything, no matter how much you’re trying to convince yourself I did. You wanted me to touch you and you fell apart on my fingers.

      As I’m reading, a second message comes through and like the junkie I’m becoming I can’t help but open it.

      Valentine: Next time, I’ll let you come all over my tongue. First, I’ll make you beg for it. I can’t wait to see the desperation in your eyes when you plead for me to lick you. When you’ve screamed my name, I’ll make you thank me. You can pick if you say the words or show me how grateful you are on your knees with my dick in your mouth.

      My cell beeps again.

      Valentine: I’m gonna make you hate me so much but love the way I touch you. I’m going to ruin you, Princess.

      With shaking hands, I turn my phone off, dropping it into my bedside table and shutting the drawer as if that can protect me from him and his words. I’m not sure what scares me more, his words, the way they make me feel, or how much I want to be ruined by him if it feels as good as it did today.
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      Somehow, I make it through dinner, complete my homework and fall into bed before the fear and anxiety that has become so familiar takes root again. Being with Valentine had silenced it all, but now thoughts of the looks, the whispers and the judgment of the kids at school fills my mind. Anxiety, doubt, and overwhelming pressure fills me to the point that even lying still becomes impossible. Tossing and turning, I try to force my mind to think of something, anything else, but the moment I close my eyes it all rushes back, plaguing me.

      With my tired, gritty eyes wide open, I stare at my ceiling, willing the feeling of helplessness to go away, but it doesn’t. As each hour passes, the taunting thoughts become more insistent and by 4am I’m sat up in bed, my knees at my chest, my head clenched tightly against them as I fight the tears that threaten to spill.

      What are they saying?

      Why are they staring?

      How do I make it stop?

      Can they see I’m falling apart?

      Are they laughing at me as I crumble beneath the pressure of popularity and expectation?

      Are they all waiting for me to fall?

      By 6:30am I’m up and dressed, my hair styled into a long, silky waterfall down my back, my makeup trying hard to cover the black shadows beneath my eyes from yet another sleepless night. I’m practically juddering with undirected anxious energy. I try to focus on Valentine, to let my issues with him push away all of my other concerns. Should I ignore him? Hide from him? Or tell everyone what he’s done?

      I know that if I were giving advice to anyone else in this situation, I’d tell them to out him as the manipulative asshole he is. But admitting that he’s blackmailing me, exposing my weaknesses to the clamoring hordes who are eager to point fingers up at me up on the pedestal they placed me on, is almost as terrifying as what damage he could wreak if I disobey his whims.

      Mom’s working out of the Sinner’s security offices today, so I delay my descent downstairs until I know she’ll have left for the day. Mom is far more observant than Dad; she’d take one look at me and see the mess I’ve become. I can’t have that, so instead I pour myself a coffee, ask Zeke to pick up Emmy and then sit on the front porch and wait.

      When Auntie Brandi’s familiar car pulls into view I stand up, bringing my thermal cup full of extra strong coffee with me, as I sling my purse over my shoulder and make my way to the curb. I open the passenger door when he slows to a stop and climb in, reluctant to go to school, but eager to get the journey over as quickly as possible.

      “Someone’s eager,” he taunts, the moment I close the door behind me.

      Ignoring him, I strap my seatbelt into place and rest my face in my hand against the window.

      “What’s the matter? You look like shit.”

      Sighing wearily, I wait for him to pull away, but instead he turns off the engine.

      “We need to get to school or we’ll be late.” I say, without turning in his direction.

      “Look at me.”

      “Forget it, I’ll drive myself,” I say, reaching down to unclip my seatbelt. The telltale click of the doors locking has me spinning toward him. “Let me out.”

      “Tell me what’s the matter. You look terrible. Are you sick?”

      Rolling my eyes upward I sigh wearily. “I don’t sleep that well some nights,” I admit reluctantly.

      “Why not?” He asks, abruptly, but with a hint of what almost sounds a little like concern in his voice.

      “None of your business,” I snap.

      “Fine, whatever.” He says dismissively, the concern I thought I heard a moment ago completely gone. “But just because you look like shit it doesn’t get you out of our deal. You’ll do as I say, you get me?”

      Nodding stiffly, I turn to face the window again as he starts the engine and drives us the rest of the way to school in stony silence.

      “Let’s go,” he snaps when he pulls into my parking space in the school’s lot.

      Climbing from the car, I silently move to stand next to him, waiting for him to lay his claim on me like he had yesterday morning. But instead he walks away without another word, confusing the fuck out of me.

      At lunch he pulls me onto his lap in the cafeteria but doesn’t say a word the entire time we’re sat in the intimate position. Emmy pulls me aside the moment we get into class together and whispers conspiratorially.

      “What the hell is going on? You and Valentine? How? What? How?” She whisper-shouts.

      Sighing audibly, I shrug my shoulders. What else can I do? I can’t tell her that he’s a psycho who’s blackmailing me. I can’t tell her that the only reason she’s being investigated for cheating is because I pissed him off and that was his retaliation. It sounds insane even thinking it to myself.

      “What happened when your mom and Auntie Dove came in yesterday?” I ask, trying to divert the attention back to her drama. I should have called or text her last night, but after everything that happened with Valentine and his texts I completely forgot. I’m such a shitty friend.

      A giggle escapes from her lips and she smiles widely. “Let’s just say I doubt Principal Gerard will be accusing me of cheating again any time soon.”

      “Tell me everything,” I say, glad that she doesn’t seem worried anymore.

      “Well, Mom and Auntie Dove barged into his office and Auntie Dove was quoting all these laws and talking about precedents and defamation of character suits. She insisted that he run all of my assignments through this service that can check for commonly used phrases and paragraphs or something. Basically, it can find out if chunks of your work have been taken from somewhere else. I’m not entirely sure how it works. Well, anyway, I’m in the corner crying and freaking out and Auntie Dove is totally badass and standing behind the principal while he runs these checks.”

      “Obviously they all came back as no cheating.”

      “Exactly and then Mom let loose, saying that she’s going to withdraw all of her funding from the school and how she’s considering suing him.”

      “Oh my god,” I gasp, with a laugh.

      “Yep and then Principal Gerard apologized. I swear he was on the verge of tears and he said that he would personally write me a recommendation to however many colleges I wanted and that he was only doing his job and blah, blah, blah. Oh my god, Nova, I was so scared, but Mom and Auntie Dove just destroyed him. By the time we left I almost felt a bit sorry for him.”

      “Serves him right for even suspecting you.”

      Emmy opens her mouth to speak, but the teacher calls the class’ attention and we don’t get a chance to speak again until the bell has gone and we’re leaving the classroom and heading into the hall.

      The hallway is full, but as usual people make a path for us as we walk.

      “Wow, I wonder how many dicks she had to suck this week? Apparently, that’s the reason she’s so popular.” A blonde girl says loud enough for everyone to hear.

      “Do you think the guys have a rota or maybe they just pass her from dick to dick?” Another says, as she catches my eye, a snide smirk on her lips.

      “Excuse me,” I say, pasting on my most haughty expression and spinning around to confront the two girls.

      As if on cue they both look away, not quite brave enough to say to my face the bullshit they were spouting behind my back.

      “What, nothing to say? That’s funny because only a few seconds ago you were talking about how many dicks I have to suck to be this popular and how the guys pass me around. Or wasn’t I meant to hear that?”

      “Er.” Heat fills the blonde’s face and she immediately starts to fidget, moving from one foot to the other as if she’s planning to run away.

      “Oh, right I see how it is. You can call me a slut behind my back, but when I’m here waiting to hear your opinion on me you’ve got nothing to say.”

      I know that the confrontation has created a crowd, but I’m so sick of watching them stare and whisper about me. A sick feeling has been in the pit of my stomach all day and I feel like I’m on the verge of a total meltdown. Zero sleep, plus all of the stress from Valentine’s shit, and now this; it’s too much.

      “Nothing to say?” I shout, stepping closer to the now almost cowering girls. “Come on, tell me what I am. I’m a slut, right? But who am I fucking? The only reason I’m top tier is because I suck dick, huh? Yet y’all follow me, not the other way around. You, all of you. You put me and my brother on a pedestal because we’re Sinners, then you bitch and moan about it. Well, fuck you.”

      I open my mouth to say more, but a heavy arm lands across my shoulder and Zeke’s familiar scent wafts over me.

      “Get the fuck out of here,” Zeke shouts and the gathered crowd scatters, watching us over their shoulders until they’re forced to look away. The two bitchy girls are the last two to leave, both pale. “Stay the fuck away from me and my sister or we’ll make you social pariahs,” he snarls. They nod then rush away together, neither of them saying a word.

      “I’ve got her,” Zeke assures Emmy and she reluctantly leaves, her eyes worried.

      When there’s only Zeke and I left, he glances around us to make sure there’s no one lurking at their lockers and once he’s content that we’re alone, he drops his arm and spins to face me. “What the fuck was that?”

      Shaking my head, I clench my hands into tight fists at my side. “I don’t know.”

      “That’s not you. You don’t engage the snarky little bitches. Your entire personality here is that you don’t give a fuck about anyone and think everyone who isn’t family is beneath you.”

      “I just snapped. I can’t do this anymore. I can’t pretend to be that person, I can’t.” Pausing, I clamp my palms to the side of my head and curl into myself. “I feel like I’m losing my mind, Zeke. The stares and the whispers, they’re all I can hear, all I can see, and I don’t even know if they’re all aimed at me but it’s driving me crazy. It used to just be at parties when there were so many people, but now it’s all the time. Every time I walk through the halls or into a classroom, all I can hear is the voice in the back of my head, telling me that they’re all judging me, and I just can’t take it anymore.”

      Zeke pulls me into his chest. “It’s okay, shhh.”

      Pushing away from him I shout. “No, it’s not going to be okay. I can’t sleep. The voices and the questions just keep circling around in my head. Are they staring? Are they talking about me? Do they know who I am? Can they see that I’m a fucking psycho who hears voices in my head?” Looking up at him, I know I must look crazy, but I feel crazy.

      “She was saying that I suck dick and that’s why I’m popular. They have no idea that I don’t want this. I never wanted people to think I was this mean, heartless bitch. It’s all pretend, Zeke, all of it, and I just… I can’t keep pretending. I want to hide; I just want to curl up into a ball and hide and then maybe these thoughts.” I slap at the side of my head. “Maybe then all of these thoughts will go away and it’ll be quiet. I just want it to be quiet.”

      Tears roll down my cheeks and this time when Zeke pulls me into his arms, I let him, melting into his chest and wishing that his hug could make this all go away.

      “I’ll fix it. We’ll fix it. I promise,” he coos soothingly into my hair and I really wish he could fix it, but I don’t know if I am fixable anymore.

      Wiping the tears from my eyes I inhale, then slowly exhale. “I need to get to class.”

      “Skip, I’ll take you home.”

      “It’ll be worse if I don’t go to class; too many people saw me lose my shit with those girls. The gossip is already bad enough. I need to plaster on my usual fake smile and pretend everything is okay.”

      “Nova,” Zeke says and somehow it sounds like it hurts him to say it.

      “No,” I say, stopping him from saying anything else. “I’ll be okay.”
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      The rest of the day drags so much, I’m almost convinced that the clock has started to move backward. The gossip seems to have quietened, but the stares have increased to the point that I almost suggest they buy tickets.

      After school, I walk with my shoulders pulled back and an expression that says I don’t even notice the fifty pairs of eyes on me as I stride through the hallways. But I do, and every new glance feels like a hole being stabbed into my armor.

      The sunlight makes me squint as I exit the building and make my way to where Valentine’s car is still parked in my space. Somehow for the first time I’m actually craving his presence. He makes my mind quiet and I need that now. I need to just be blissfully oblivious.

      When I spot him, I march straight up to him, rise onto my tiptoes and plant my lips against his. I can feel his shock, but it only takes him a second to wrap his arm around my back and lift me off the floor holding me against him as he kisses me back.

      The moment my skin is pressed against his, every thought dissolves from my head, and for the first time since I ran from his room last night I’m only in the here and now. I know I shouldn’t be doing this—playing into this little game of his is dangerous to me—but right now I don’t care. I need the silence more than I need to consider the consequences of my actions.

      He kisses me like there’s nothing else in the world except me and him, then he pulls his lips from mine and lowers me down his body until my feet hit the floor and I’m pressed against him from my knees to my cheek.

      “We’ll see you later,” Valentine says to whoever’s near, then he pulls me alongside him, not relinquishing his hold on me until he’s gently maneuvering me into the passenger seat of his car and closing the door behind me.

      Climbing in, he starts the car’s engine and within seconds we’re speeding down the street and pulling up at his house. Without a word he tows me through the front door and ushers me up the stairs and into his room.

      “Get on the bed,” he demands, his voice stilted and harsh. Then he turns and leaves.

      I listen to him head down the stairs, probably to tell Auntie Brandi that we’re here, or maybe not. I don’t really know anything about his relationship with my Auntie, although I think if he was being a dick to her or Uncle Sleaze I would have heard about it by now.

      When he walks back through his door, closing it halfway like he did yesterday, I realize I’d been so lost inside my head that I hadn’t heard him coming back up the stairs.

      He pauses just in front of the half-closed door and beckons to me. “Come here.”

      I shouldn’t be here. I definitely shouldn’t be giving in to his demands and allowing him to touch me. But the pull to feel so grounded, so consumed, like I do when he touches me, overwhelms my rational thoughts.

      Shakily climbing off the bed, I pad over to him, unsure when I kicked off my shoes, but aware of how small I feel next to him in bare feet.

      “Heard you lost your shit at some girls today.”

      Not speaking, I look up at him. I don’t want to talk. I just want him to take control, to force me to his will and allow me to let go. Even if afterward I’ll regret it, I’ll deal with those consequences. Right now, I’m choosing to let him take away my choice and be damned whatever comes afterward.

      He must see something in my eyes because he steps forward until there’s only an inch of space separating us. “Kiss me,” he rasps.

      Lifting up, I do. I press my lips to his and kiss him with earnest, sliding my tongue into his mouth and tilting my face to the side to deepen it. He lets me be the aggressor for only a matter of moments, then his hand yanks at my hair so hard that I feel a flash of pain. His other hand slides under my ass and he lifts me up off the floor.

      “Legs around my waist,” he orders, pulling himself away from my lips until I twine my legs around him, crossing them at the ankle.

      From this position, I can feel his hard dick pressed enticingly at my core. His fingers slide over my butt and I realize my dress is probably bunched up at my waist. His hand dips lower until his fingers are covering my pussy, but not sliding beneath the fabric of my panties. He rubs between my legs, letting my arousal soak the cotton material.

      I grind myself against him, his fingers, the bulge in his pants. I need him to consume me, to touch me, until there’s nothing except him and me. But he stills, his hand stops rubbing, and I groan in protest.

      Nibbling at his neck, I move my hips, encouraging him to move his fingers, to rub his hand over my sex, to make me feel. But he doesn’t. Instead, he slides his hand from between my legs and turns his head away from my lips.

      “Do you want me to touch you?” He growls.

      I can’t answer, my voice is too thick with want and all of the emotion that’s threatening to burst from inside of me.

      “Do you want me to force you to let me?” he asks, his voice raw.

      I don’t know what he sees in my eyes, but a wicked grin forms on his lips. “Dirty, dirty, little Princess. Do you get off on feeling like you have no choice? If you want me to touch you, I’m going to make you work for it.”

      My breaths become shallow and I stare at him, waiting for him to tell me what he expects me to do. All of my thoughts center on him, on the way he’s looking at me; the way he’s licking his lips as he decides how to torture me next.

      “Maybe I won’t force you. Maybe I’ll make it all your choice,” he says with a chuckle and a miserable whimper escapes from my throat.

      At the sound, he looks at me and something in his dark, mean eyes changes. I don’t know what he sees, but I think it might be some of the crazy in me that disappears when I’m near him, trying to force its way back to the surface.

      “Beg me,” he says, his voice different, but still menacing.

      “Please,” I gasp, the word wrenched from my throat.

      “Please what?”

      “Please, Valentine. Please.” The last word is a broken gasp.

      “Do you want my fingers in you?”

      “Yes,” I rasp.

      “Do you want my tongue on your clit?”

      “Oh God,” I moan, nodding.

      “I’m going to give you a choice, Princess,” he says, his voice thick and raspy. “I can make you come with my fingers, or I can make you scream with my fingers and my tongue. Pick.”

      “Fingers and tongue,” I say quickly.

      He chuckles darkly. “If you want my tongue, then I want yours. On my dick.”

      The breath in my lungs freezes and I open my mouth, inhaling sharply. I’ve given a blow job before, but never before have I really wanted to do it. Right now, I want to feel his cock against my lips. Unwrapping my legs from his waist I lower my feet to the floor and his arms loosen from around me. He watches as I lower myself down to my knees, lifting my hands to his jeans and slowly releasing his cock.

      His fingers find their way to my hair and I feel him fist the strands, reminding me that he’s there. “Open wide,” he rasps, and I do as he says, taking his cock into my mouth. I don’t miss the ravaged growl that comes from him when I close my lips around him and hollow my cheeks, swallowing him as deep as I can.

      His grip tightens in my hair and he controls my movement, slowly moving me back and forth on his dick. I have no idea what this is. This isn’t manipulation or coercion; I’m on my knees with his dick in my mouth because I want to be. Since the moment I kissed him outside of school, my mind has been blissfully quiet and that’s because of him. I don’t know how or why, but I want his touch. I want his lips and tongue and fingers, and I want to make him combust the way I know he can make me.

      Pulling him deeper into my mouth, I suck on him as he guides me with his hand in my hair. His dick grows even larger against my tongue and he fists my hair yanking me off him. “Enough,” he snaps.

      Reaching for me, he lifts me off the floor, walking us backward and dropping me unceremoniously onto the bed. Scrambling backwards to make room for him to follow me, I immediately wrap my arms and legs around him the moment he crawls over me. His lips press to mine, and his finger goes back between my legs, his thumb finding my clit and rubbing it over my wet panties.

      “Is this what you want?” He snarls.

      I’m incapable of speaking. A mewl of pleasure, and the way I push my hips off the bed, forcing myself closer to him is all the affirmation he needs, and his fingers deftly push my panties to the side, stroking and rubbing at my wet, swollen pussy.

      I kiss him harder, tangling my tongue with his and clinging to him as his fingers push inside of me, filling my sex and stretching me wide. Gasping against his lips, I grind myself against his fingers, urging him to move.

      “Stay still, or I’ll stop,” he growls against my mouth and I still, lowering my butt to the comforter and trying not to move.

      His lips drop to my neck, and he alternates between kissing and biting at the sensitive skin. I feel his fingers push back into me and then his thumb finds my clit and rubs in time with the movement of his thrusts.

      When his lips move away from my neck and his fingers withdraw from me, my eyes snap open and I feel tears fill my eyes. “No,” I whimper, needing him to finish, desperate for him not to leave me like this.

      Sitting back on his knees between my legs, his cruel smile spreads across his face as he looks down at my parted thighs, my panties pushed to the side. “Take off your panties.”

      Quickly pushing them over my hips, I kick them off my foot, not caring where they land.

      “Keep your eyes on me. I want you to watch me make you come. I want you to rub your clit while I fuck your pussy with my fingers and my tongue. I want to see how much you hate me while you cry out my name.”

      Inhaling sharply at his words, I cry out when he plunges two fingers back into me, his eyes locked with mine as he thrusts them in and out of my sex.

      “Suck your fingers,” he orders, and I comply, sliding two of my fingers into my mouth and sucking on them.

      “Rub your clit.”

      My fingers drop between my legs and I find the swollen ball of nerves and begin to work it as he fills my pussy over and over with his fingers. His gaze never strays from mine as he lowers his head between my legs and licks a hot, wet path along my sex. He pushes my fingers aside, his tongue lapping at my clit over and over. I watch as emotions flash through his dark eyes as he pushes me closer and closer to release. My eyes threaten to close, but each time I manage to keep them open, right up until the moment my orgasm splinters.

      Tears fill my eyes and spill down my cheeks as my pussy tightens around his fingers and I come in an explosion of sensation that threatens to break me into a million pieces.

      With my eyes tightly shut, I let the tears that managed to escape roll down my cheeks and onto the comforter beneath me. I feel him reach for my hand and I allow him to move me willingly. He places my fingers over his hard dick, and I grip the shaft, feeling him wrap his fingers over the top of mine. Together we work his cock, until he’s shaking, and our hands are coated in his hot, sticky release.

      I know I need to thank him for the orgasm he just gave me—that’s part of the game we’re playing—but right now I’m too raw, too close to falling apart, to do anything but roll to my side and hide behind the darkness of my closed eyes.

      He doesn’t speak, but I feel the bed move as he lies down behind me. I swear I feel his lip press against the skin on my shoulder, but I know I must have imagined it, because Valentine isn’t the guy for sweet kisses and thoughtful moments. Valentine is harsh control and cruel taunts. He’s everything to hate and nothing to crave. Yet today I needed him, and he was vicious in a whole new way; a way that centered me and set my body on fire.

      In a world that’s too loud inside my head, Valentine is silence, and maybe, somehow, that makes whatever we’re doing here okay.

      I must fall asleep, because when I open my eyes, it’s dark outside and the room is only lit by the dim light of the TV playing quietly. My face is pressed against a warm chest and his arm is cradling me to him, almost affectionately.

      Looking up, I find Valentine’s face almost hidden by the shadows. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to fall asleep.” I say groggily.

      He doesn’t speak, but I think I see his mouth dip into a scowl.

      “I should go. My Mom and Dad will be wondering where I am.”

      “I asked Brandi to call them, when I told her you’d fallen asleep. There’s a sandwich on the side for you. She wanted to wake you up for dinner, but I convinced her not to. Eat and I’ll take you home.”

      Sitting up, I glance around the room until I spot a plate covered in Saran wrap by the TV. Getting up I take it, then climb back onto the bed, sitting against the pillows, but leaving as much space between Valentine and I as I can.

      His low rumbling laughter shocks me and I turn to face him, my mouth full of sandwich. He looks from me to the space between us then up to me again. “You don’t want to be close to me now, but you were happy to suck my dick, come all over my fingers and tongue, then sleep curled up against me for the last three hours.”

      A deep blush fills my cheeks and I look away, not wanting to think about the way I’d cried as I’d orgasmed or how I’d obviously sought him out in my sleep.

      “You are more fucked up than me, Princess,” he says, shaking his head almost imperceptibly and looking back to whatever he was watching on his TV.

      “If only you knew,” I whisper silently to myself.

      He watches me eat while glancing back to whatever show is on. When I’ve finished, he climbs off the bed and pulls on his shoes. “Come on, I’ll take you home.”

      Sliding off his bed, I put my sandals back on and grab my purse, that I hadn’t even realized I’d brought in with me. Valentine holds out his hand and I take it without thinking. It’s only as my fingers twine with his that I wonder why he did that, why would he be holding my hand?

      My tired brain is too fuzzy to really give his behavior any great thought and so I just let him tow me down the stairs. He pauses by the doorway into the family room. “I’m taking Nova home.”

      “Okay, honey. Come straight home afterwards please. Sleaze and I have something we’d like to talk to you about.” Auntie Brandi calls.

      Valentine doesn’t speak, but a line appears in his brow and his jaw ticks as he clenches it. When we reach Auntie Brandi’s car, he clicks the unlock button and releases me, leaving me to get in as he makes his way to the driver’s side.

      We drive to my house in weirdly comfortable silence. I’m not sure how or why, but some of the tension that usually crackles whenever we’re within ten feet of each other seems to have dissolved. It could just be that my body is sleepy and relaxed, I’m not sure, but when we pull up to the curb outside my house, I’m almost reluctant to get out. After a long moment, I force myself to move, reaching over and unclipping my seatbelt.

      “Will you sleep tonight?” Valentine asks, breaking the silence and surprising me with what almost sounds like concern in his voice.

      “I don’t know,” I answer honestly. I know I should probably lie, tell him I’ll be fine, but being with him tonight has made me feel stripped bare, and lying to him now, when he’s seen an orgasm bring me to tears, seems petty and unnecessary.

      Not expecting him to respond, I pull open the handle and push the door wide, swinging my legs out.

      “If you can’t sleep, text me and I’ll help you.”

      A soft chuckle escapes me. “How exactly will you do that?” I ask.

      Heat flashes in his eyes and my stomach clenches in response.

      “I’ll make you come again,” he says, so confidently that I know he probably could.

      Turning away from him, I push forward, then stop and turn back, my mind recalling our deal. Pulling my legs back into the car, I twist in my seat until my body is facing him, then I lean in and press my lips to his cheek. “Thank you for the orgasm,” I whisper.

      Climbing out of the car, I close the door behind me and walk to the front door, not looking behind me to see if he’s watching. I have a feeling he is, and I’m not sure if that’s a good thing or not. Valentine Miller makes me feel everything and nothing at the same time. He’s dangerous in every way and yet even though I know I should be running away, somehow in the space of a few days he’s become both a safety net, and the tidal wave threatening to pull me under.
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      That night I sleep a heavy, dreamless sleep and wake up with a quiet mind. I shower and get dressed in patterned shorts and a tight black tank with straps that cross back and forth across my shoulders and neck. My cell beeps just before I head downstairs and I pause mid step and pull it from my pocket.

      Valentine: Come pick me up. Zeke will get Emmy.

      I don’t bother to reply. He knows I’ll do what he asks. What’s strange is that only yesterday his demands felt like a violation, and today, although I don’t like him ordering me about, I don’t feel like a victim anymore.

      Mom is sat eating eggs and bacon at the table with Dad leaning over behind her, his face buried in her neck when I walk into the kitchen. Grabbing a plate, I dish myself up some food and a coffee and slide into my seat and eat, stalwartly keeping my eyes away from my parents who are practically making out at the breakfast table.

      “Are you okay to get Emmy this morning?” I ask Zeke.

      “Yeah, Valentine already asked me.”

      Scowling at him, I huff an annoyed sound. “It’s not up to him.” I grumble, knowing that Valentine has a way of getting his own way even if I was interested in disagreeing with him.

      Zeke just laughs, shoveling the last forkful of food from his plate as he stands and carries it to the dishwasher. “See you at school,” he calls, as the twins follow suit and load their plates into the dishwasher before grabbing their bags and trailing out of the door after Zeke.

      Ten minutes later I’m halfway to Valentine’s, when I realize that my mind has been gloriously quiet since I woke up this morning. The reprieve from the stress of feeling like I’m going crazy is breathtaking and I feel a smile spread across my face. By the time I pull up outside the house, I’m grinning like a lunatic whose meds just kicked in.

      Climbing into the car, Valentine takes in my happy face and stares at me, like he has no idea what’s happening. “I take it you slept?” he asks in a deadpan tone that elicits a giggle from me and makes my grin spread even wider.

      “I did, like the dead. All night.”

      When he doesn’t speak again, I pull away from the curb humming happily along with the music. The buzz lasts all day. When he pulls me to him against my locker between classes I go willingly. When he drags me onto his lap and kisses me breathless at lunch, I kiss him back with just as much gusto. Now it’s the end of the day and his fingers grip the back of my neck possessively as we discuss plans for the rest of the night. When we all agree to go out for pizza then hang out at our house, I’m not dreading spending time with him.

      The night is fun, he laughs and smiles and it’s so unlike the Valentine I normally see. He’s even more gorgeous when he’s smiling, and for the first time, I think I get a glimpse of the boy my brothers are friends with.

      He pulls me into his lap as we eat, his thumb rubbing circles across my thigh as we devour pizza and fries. When we get back to our house, he pulls me close to him on the sofa in the basement, turning my face so he can kiss me sweetly as the movie plays.

      By the time I fall into bed, I’m happy and relaxed, and when I fall asleep, I dream of sweet kisses and mind-blowing orgasms.

      The weekend passes in a blur. Monday morning I pick him up and we ride to school together. We walk hand in hand down the hallways, sit together at lunch, and make plans with our friends after school.

      In fact, I almost forget that he’s still essentially blackmailing me into appearing to be dating him. Being with him feels real, like he’s my boyfriend, and I don’t think I’d have a problem with that. I was attracted to him from the moment I first saw him and if it hadn’t have been for the instant hatred he felt for me, I would have said yes if he’d have asked me out.

      But he’s not my boyfriend and none of this is real. We aren’t together; we aren’t dating. This is all a game to him and sooner or later he’ll change the rules and either me, or my friends and family will be the ones to suffer.

      We’re stood with Zeke, Griff, and Emmy, by the side of our cars and I stiffen against him. His grip tightens on me in response. I’ve been so lost in the way he quietens my loud mind that I’ve forgotten that he isn’t my savior. He isn’t touching me to help me find some peace; he’s doing it because he can, because it makes him feel good to exert his power over me. All of the touches and kisses we’ve shared over the last few days, have been because he orchestrated them and wanted them to happen for reasons only he truly understands.

      I’ve enjoyed being with him for the solace he grants me, but I need to remember that it’s all fake, all a pretense, just like everything else about me. Am I so far down the rabbit hole of delusion that I’ve forgotten that my life is fake? That I’m fake; just a mirage created through expectation?

      As if on cue my silent mind bursts into life and all of the thoughts that have been kept at bay by him, explode into action. Clamping my eyes tightly shut, I wince from the overload of emotion.

      Do they see?

      Do they know?

      Who should I trust?

      Should I run?

      Can I run?

      Can they all see me?

      Can I hide?

      The urge to run becomes almost overwhelming and if it wasn’t for the feeling of Valentine’s fingers holding my neck, grounding me, I’d run away and see if I’m faster than my own mind. The world around me becomes a blur and the bright afternoon sunlight starts to blacken at the edges.

      Is this it? Is this the moment when it all becomes too much and I lose myself to my own head? I’ve worried that I’m losing my mind and right this moment it feels like I am. My arms and legs are heavy and numb, and I try to wiggle my fingers only to find the movement slow and sluggish, like I’m dragging them through thick mud.

      Perhaps it’s better to just go mad. Maybe embracing the darkness would silence the panic that’s threatening to overwhelm me.

      Someone speaks and the sounds are familiar, but I don’t recognize them as words. When fingers slide over my cheek, I look up into Valentine’s beautiful, vicious face. His lips are moving, his eyes hard and narrowed, maybe even worried. No. Valentine isn’t worried about me, he hates me.

      When his lips press against mine, the world suddenly speeds up. The light feels brighter, the noise of the kids leaving school and the cars driving off the lot louder and suddenly everything snaps back into focus and the buzzing in my ears is replaced with the sounds of life happening around us.

      A sharp sting of pain pulls me fully back to the moment. Valentine’s teeth sink down into my bottom lip, biting me until the taste of blood slides across my tongue. I flinch, then feel his arms band around me, pulling me into his body, smothering me as close to him as he can get.

      My thoughts, doubts and worries lessen, and everything shrinks down to just me and him and the way his lips feel pressed against mine.

      “Jesus, you pair need to get a room.” I hear Zeke say with a laugh. The intrusion of the people around us seems to make Valentine stall.

      His grip of me loosens and his lips pull away from mine. One of his hands slides into my hair and he holds me to him. But the way his fingers are stroking along my scalp doesn’t feel hard or possessive, it feels soft and comforting.

      While the others arrange who will drive who to the movies, I stay nestled against Valentine’s chest. I shouldn’t be allowing him to comfort me like this, but outside of his embrace the world is too loud, too angry and I don’t want to be brave. I’ve only been under his control for a matter of days, but I’d rather be his plaything than deal with the reality of my decline into madness. He makes it better, and although I know this will all end with my ruin, I’m prepared to take the destruction, to embrace it. Because the hits he inflicts might break me, but at least there will be something of me left to shatter into pieces.

      Valentine takes my car keys from me and opens the passenger door for me to get in. I know I should probably protest at his high-handed expectation that I’ll let him drive my car, but I just don’t care enough to argue. The others climb into Zeke’s and Griffin’s cars and we wait for them to drive off.

      “What the fuck was that?” He demands, the moment we’re alone, with no one to witness.

      “What was what?” I ask, forcing my voice to sound nonchalant.

      “Don’t try to pull that bullshit with me. You were fine and then you went rigid, your eyes glazed, and I could feel the tremors and the way you flinched. I thought you were going to throw up or pass out. So, I’ll ask again. What the fuck was that?”

      “I have no idea what you’re talking about. I didn’t move until you kissed me.”

      “Don’t fucking lie to me, Nova,” he roars, and I jump under the assault of his anger. “Tell me what the fuck happened.”

      I fight the urge to cower, but what’s the point in hiding from him. He wants to ruin me, so I might as well give him the ammunition. What else can he do that will make me feel worse than my own mind already does?

      “I have these meltdowns,” I say, my voice small and weak.

      “What?” The anger has calmed some in his voice, but he still sounds frustrated and maybe even worried.

      “I… I… sometimes I go a bit psycho. My head… I get these… I get these thoughts that are so loud that I can’t breathe.”

      “Explain,” he demands.

      “I’m trying; it’s hard to put into words. I- I just... Thoughts and questions, they overwhelm my head and it’s all I can think about, all I can hear, and I can’t cope. It’s getting worse and I’m pretty sure I’m losing my mind,” I admit, a sob wrenching up from my throat and bursting out on the final word.

      “Does anyone else know?”

      I shake my head. “Only Zeke.”

      “You need to tell someone; your mom or Brandi or someone.”

      “No. I’m not going to see a shrink. Everyone would know. The moment I walked through that door, everyone would know.”

      Valentine barks a hard laugh and his eyes narrow into slits. “You really are as shallow as you look, aren’t you?”

      “You don’t understand.”

      “Oh, I understand it all. You love being the Princess, the most popular girl in the whole fucking school. I thought just for a minute that I was wrong about you, but you’re exactly who I thought you were the first time I laid eyes on you. You’re a stupid little bitch who thinks looks and popularity are more important than being a real person. You just told me you think you’re losing your mind and you won’t get help because you’re worried what the people at school will think.” He shakes his head, pulls open the driver’s door and climbs out.

      Grabbing for my own handle, I climb out too. “What about you? You play with me, blackmail and manipulate me. You’re a hundred times more psychotic than me, but you think it’s okay to judge me for not wanting the entire fucking town to be talking about how crazy I am behind my back.” I shout at him, glad that we’re the only students left in the parking lot.

      “I wanted to teach you a lesson,” he hisses. “I wanted you to know that everyone else might be taken in by you, the perfect little fucking princess, but I’m not. Fuck, even your brother doesn’t see who you really are. I thought after the other day there might be more to you, but God, just, just go. Go home, go tell your mom about everything that’s going on with you, and stop being so fucking pathetic.”

      With those final words he turns and walks away, across the parking lot, toward the exit and the long walk home. What the fuck just happened? I told him about how fucked-up I was, and he shouted at me for caring what other people would think of me. He just doesn’t understand, or maybe he’s right, maybe I am being pathetic.

      Climbing into my car again, I sit in the driver’s seat and stare at the steering wheel in front of me. I told him about being crazy. I told him and he walked away. He shouted at me and now he’s gone. I don’t know if this means that he’ll leave me alone now, or just that our deal is off.

      Emotion clogs my throat, but really, what did I expect? Did I think he’d pull me into his arms and tell me everything was going to be okay? That’s ridiculous. He hates me, he said himself this was all about teaching the princess a lesson.

      Mission accomplished in more than one way. I wait for my mind to start to swirl again, but it doesn’t. Instead, a numbness that’s almost as scary as the noise descends over me. I don’t know how long I sit in my car, but eventually the janitor knocks on my window and asks if I need help.

      I don’t remember driving home, or texting Zeke to tell him that I won’t be meeting them at the movies. The sound of my cell buzzing lulls me to sleep, but I’m plagued by memories of my argument with Valentine playing on repeat in my dreams. By the time my alarm goes off the next morning my body is sluggish and agitated.

      Rolling out of bed, I take a shower then braid my wet hair into two plaits against my head. I pull on a pair of shorts and a Sinners t-shirt and grab a coffee and a banana as I head out the door, not speaking to anyone.

      I don’t turn the radio on as I drive to Emmy’s house, needing the silence to soothe my ragged mind. Today everything feels raw and on edge. I can feel tears threatening to spill from my eyes, my stomach is roiling, and I feel like I’m coursing closer and closer to the edge of my sanity.

      A wayward thought at the back of my mind says I shouldn’t be here, that I’m dangling precariously. That I should go home and talk to my mom, take some time to find a balance between crazy and normal. But I ignore it all and instead plough forward.

      Today is the first pep rally of the year, the whole school gets to miss second and third period to help celebrate the football teams and build school spirit for the upcoming season. I have very little spirit, but as Zeke and Griffin are on the Varsity team and the twins both made JV despite them only being freshman, there’s no way I can get away with not going to cheer with everyone else.

      It’s still early when I pull up to the curb outside Emmy’s house and I reluctantly turn off my engine and walk up to the front door. The house is unusually quiet when I let myself in. Just like at our house there’s usually someone shouting, or the hustle and bustle of people getting up and dressed before school and work.

      “Hey,” Emmy says when she steps into view. “What are you doing here?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Well you’ve ridden to school with Valentine the last few days, so I wasn’t expecting you. I actually planned to drive myself today; riding in the car with your brothers is disgusting. Zeke’s car is filthy and boys smell,” she says, grimacing.

      “I’m sorry, it’s just that…” I trail off, unsure what I should tell her.

      “You and Valentine wanted to make out in your car before school. I totally get it. I was a little pissed to get ditched the first day or so, but honestly, I have my own car. It’s not like I can’t drive myself.

      “No. No, it wasn’t like that.”

      “I’ve got to say I was a little shocked the day you came out. I mean you told me all that crazy stuff about him climbing into bed with you and all that, and then the next day you’re making out in front of everyone.”

      “Emmy,” I shout. She stops and turns from where she’s standing at the counter pouring juice into a glass. “It was all fake.”

      Her head tilts to the side and she just stares at me, like she has no idea what I just said. “What do you mean? What was fake?”

      “Everything, all of it was fake.”

      Pacing forward, her hand wraps around my wrist and she tows me to the table, pulling me down into a chair.

      “Explain.”

      I focus on my hands, twisting them together on top of the table as I tell her everything. “The first time anything happened, he found me, pinned me against a wall, shouted at me then kissed me. Everything just sort of escalated from there.  After he ruined my date with Henry, he told me to kiss him and I refused. I wasn’t going to kiss him just because he demanded. Then everything happened with Brit and when we ended up alone together, he told me that he orchestrated Brits and my friendship falling apart. He caused it all, then he gloated about it. He told me that was nothing, that the next time I disobeyed him, he’d go for you or Zeke, or Griffin or the twins.” Swallowing thickly, I look up to find her eyes wide.

      “He said that if I did as he told me to, he’d leave you guys alone. So I did. I kissed him, I let him touch me in public, kiss me in front of everyone, because I thought he’d leave you guys alone. But we argued and so he told the principal that you were cheating.”

      Her gasp of shock makes me feel sick and guilty that I was the reason she was hauled into Principal Gerard’s office and accused.

      “I didn’t know what he was going to do. I swear I didn’t. But after that, I just did whatever he told me to. I couldn’t risk him lashing out at anyone else I love. It’s me he has the problem with, not any of you. I’d rather he focus all of his anger on me.”

      “Nova, you need to tell someone. Your Mom or Dad, or maybe just Zeke. You can’t let him use you like this. What happens if he wants you to have sex with him? You can’t let that happen.”

      “I don’t think it matters anymore. I liked it, Em. I liked it when he touched me, and I think that I might like him. Maybe I’m stupid, but I’d thought that he’d stopped hating me so much. The other night he’d been almost caring, but then last night after you all left for the movies we got into an argument. He said the deal was off and I have no idea what he’s going to do. He’s so angry and I really don’t know how far he’ll take this. He said he wants to ruin me, and I believe him.”

      Her hand snakes across the table and she covers my fingers with hers. “Tell Zeke. Even if he can’t do anything, at least he’ll be prepared if he tries something with him or the twins.”

      I nod slowly, but I know I’m not convincing her.

      “Why don’t you want to tell your parents?”

      I lift my eyes up until they’re locked with hers and swallow past the lump in my throat. “I don’t know. But for a minute and maybe it was just a stupid, idiotic minute… But for a minute I thought I saw something and he made me feel…” I trail off knowing that I probably sound ridiculous. “It doesn’t matter. I was wrong. Let’s just get today over with, then maybe I can avoid him for the rest of the week.”Em bites her lip, her big expressive eyes sad and worried.

      “I’ll either tell Zeke or my mom tonight. I promise.”

      She nods cautiously and squeezes my hand again.

      I expect to see Valentine with my brothers when we pull into the parking lot, but he’s nowhere to be seen. I don’t know if I’m relieved by his absence or not. Walking to my locker, I try really hard not to scan the faces of the kids in the halls, but without even realizing it I’m searching for him in the crowd. Seeking out his angry gaze.

      The familiar buzzing in my head escalates the moment I feel the first pointed looks in my direction and all of my anxious doubts burst to life, plaguing my thoughts. Suddenly the hallway feels too loud and cramped. My fingers curl into fists and it takes all of my concentration to pull in slow even breaths as the air in my lungs threatens to suffocate me.

      I feel every single set of eyes on me, as the sea of kids parts allowing me an easy path to my locker and my heart twinges with need. I need Valentine to make the noise stop. I need the controlling feel of his hand on my neck and the overwhelming way he possesses me and makes everything else going on around us fall away.

      Knowing that he doesn’t care, knowing that he was only ever trying to torture me, to teach me a lesson, doesn’t lessen the way I’m craving him. Somehow, I know he could make me forget everything awful he’s ever uttered to me, and I’d forgive him, just to have him here to protect me from my own mind.

      Grabbing my books, I slam my locker shut and rush toward the restroom, my chest feeling tight and the familiar feeling of a meltdown rushing over me. I make it into a stall before the thoughts get so loud, so confused, that only one thought rises to the top and allows itself to be heard.

      You should run, you should hide.

      Over and over the sound of my own voice echoes around inside my head and I sink down, crouching over. I bury my head into my knees, as I cover my ears with my hands and attempt to silence my taunting brain.

      I should be used to the stares and whispers. I’ve had them every day since my dad dropped me off on the back of his stupid motorcycle and made me into a queen, when all I wanted to do was blend in. He thought he was making my life easier, he thought he was protecting me, but all he really did was paint a target on my back, then lift me onto a platform high enough that everyone wants to take a shot at me, but no one can reach.

      I formed this hard shell to protect myself and now it’s become a cage. A gilded cage of popularity and status that has slowly been shrinking until it threatens to either shatter to pieces or strangle me.

      I don’t know how long I stay with my hands clutched around my head, but after what feels like hours, my erratic heart slows and breathing becomes easier. My limbs are stiff when I finally unfurl myself from my crouch and I feel slow and sluggish as I stand up and fumble with the stall lock.

      By the time I enter my homeroom the period is almost over, but Mrs. Andrews does nothing but offer me a warm smile when I push through the door and slide into my seat. I search the faces for Valentine, but he’s not here and instead my eyes catch with Brit’s. Hers harden into an angry, haunted glare and any hope of fixing our broken friendship is dashed by the look in her eyes. I wish Zeke were here instead of getting ready for the pep rally.

      When the bell rings, I slowly gather my things and avoid eye contact with everyone else as I leave the classroom. I want to laugh at myself. Here I am, the most popular girl in school, the one every other girl here either loves, or loves to hate, and yet I’m alone, so incredibly alone.

      Since the incident with Brit, even the girls from our circle have avoided me, all except for Emmy of course. I don’t miss the bitchy in-fighting, the back-stabbing or the vapid drone about boys and sex. But as I traverse the school hallways alone, it makes me wonder if Zeke feels this divide too.

      He has Griffin, who moved here to live with Duke his brother when he was only a kid after his parents died. He was sad and lonely and when Duke brought him round to ours one day, he just became one of us. None of the other kids are Sinners, they’re not part of us, even though some want to be.

      Me, Zeke, Emmy, and Griffin, plus the younger kids, Leo, Dill, and Phoenix; we’re different, but not because we choose to be, but because that’s how we’ve always been treated.

      Somehow, acknowledging that we’ll never fit in alleviates a little of the anxiety swirling around inside of me, and I manage to straighten a little, pulling my shoulders back and at least faking a little more of my usual nonchalance.

      I push through the doors into the gym and spot Emmy two rows from the front in the tiered seating that flanks one wall. Moving through the crowd, I slide into the seat next to her and again scan the crowd searching for Valentine in the sea of familiar, yet distant faces.

      With almost every seat filled, I still haven’t found him, and I wish I could ask Zeke if he went and picked him up this morning. Even more so, I wish I didn’t want to see him. I wish he didn’t affect me the way he does.

      When Principal Gerard steps up to the microphone that’s been set up on the raised stage against the opposite wall, the crowd quietens down a little. The principal drones on about how prestigious an honor it is to be a part of our athletic teams and how proud we should all be of the quality of outstanding players we have from such a small town.

      Eventually he passes the mike to Coach McGrath who talks about the football teams for a moment, then signals to someone at the back of the stage. All of a sudden, the lights dim and loud music bursts to life as one by one the members of the JV then the Varsity football teams are introduced. Every player enters the gym at a run and is greeted by raucous applause and cheers, culminating in an almost deafening roar when Zeke, our star Quarterback, is introduced last.

      The boys all line up in their team tracksuits behind Coach McGrath and he waits for the noise to die down before he turns to the huge white screen that is being lowered from the ceiling. “I give you your Archer’s Creek Argonauts,” he cries, and a video showing the team running drills begins to play.

      The video cuts to Zeke throwing a ball and it landing perfectly in Griffin’s hands then cuts again to Henry, running through the endzone and throwing the ball for a touchdown.

      The music abruptly ends, and the screen goes blank as rustling feet and murmurs fill the room. When the video bursts back into life, it’s no longer images of the football team. Instead, I’m staring at a twenty-foot screen showing me and Zeke in the hallway.

      The concern on Zeke’s face and my wide-eyed expression have me rising from my seat. But before I can move, the sound suddenly kicks in and I hear my own voice echoing around the huge space.

      “I just snapped. I can’t do this anymore. I can’t pretend to be that person, I can’t.”

      I watch as the scene plays out like a car crash in slow motion. Transfixed, I watch as I grab at my own head and curl into myself.

      “I feel like I’m losing my mind, Zeke. The stares and the whispers, they’re all I can hear, all I can see, and I don’t even know if they’re all aimed at me but it’s driving me crazy. It used to just be at parties when there were so many people, but now it’s all the time. Every time I walk through the halls or into a classroom, all I can hear is the voice in the back of my head, telling me that they’re all judging me and I just can’t take it anymore.”

      I know I should move, that I should make them stop the video, but I’m so horrified, so transfixed by the way I look, half crazed and feral, that I just stare as the video continues with Zeke pulling me into his chest. “It’s okay, shhh.” He says.

      I’d been so frantic when we had this conversation that I don’t remember pushing my brother away. But now I’m watching it all play out on a screen so big that everyone can see it, the volume so loud that not a single person in the room misses it, as I fall apart right there for everyone to see. I feel my legs turn to mush and if it wasn’t for Emmy behind me, I’m fairly sure I’d fall.

      “No, it’s not going to be okay. I can’t sleep. The voices and the questions just keep circling around in my head. Are they staring? Are they talking about me? Do they know who I am? Can they see that I’m a fucking psycho who hears voices in my head? She was saying that I suck dick and that’s why I’m popular. They have no idea that I don’t want this. I never wanted people to think I was this mean, heartless bitch. It’s all pretend, Zeke, all of it and I just… I can’t keep pretending. I want to hide; I just want to curl up into a ball and hide and then maybe these thoughts.”

      I watch the screen as I slap at the side of my head. “Maybe then all of these thoughts will go away and it will be quiet. I just want it to be quiet.”

      Tears start to roll down my cheeks at the same time as they appear on my face in the video and my heart, my soul, shatters in two. The video cuts off as abruptly as it started and I feel every single eye in the place land on me. The silence is so thick that I swear not one person breathes in what feels like an entire lifetime, but is probably only half a second.

      Bile rises in my throat and I bend over and throw up all over the seat in front of me. Still no one says a word. My mind is buzzing so loudly, my ears are ringing, and I faintly feel someone touching me, before strong arms lift me into the air and I’m moving.

      My brother carries me from the gym, only setting me back down once we’re out of the cavernous space and next to my locker. The moment my feet touch the floor, I bend at the waist and throw up again, then I stagger to the side as the tears start to come.

      My legs give way and I sink to the floor as sobs wrack my body, my limbs shaking as tears run freely down my cheeks. I feel the wetness on my chest and arms, but my body is numb, in shock, broken, ruined.

      The gym doors part and suddenly the empty hallway is filled with people, all silently watching as I sit on the floor sobbing and destroyed. When the crowd parts and Valentine bursts into view, I watch as his lips form into a word, but the ringing in my ears is so loud that all I can hear are the sounds of my own thoughts.

      I deserve this.

      They all know.

      They all saw.

      I’m crazy.

      I’m broken.

      I’m ruined.

      I’m ruined.

      I’m ruined.

      The last thought plays on repeat over and over, getting louder and louder as he moves toward me. Our gazes lock and there’s something in his eyes, but I don’t know what it is. He should be smug, he should be victorious, he should be happy. He did this, he recorded a video of me, and he played it for the entire school. He told me he wanted to teach me a lesson. He taunted me last night about how I’m shallow and more interested in what other people thought of me. He did this. He won. He said he’d ruin me and he has.

      He ruined me.

      He reaches me, kneeling down next to me and the buzzing in my head recedes for long enough that I can hear him calling me.

      “Princess.”

      My breaths get shallower and I shake my head from side to side.

      He promised to ruin me. He did this. He did this.

      When his hand touches my arm, I scream, yanking away from him. He calls me again and I shake my head even more viciously.

      “You ruined me,” I whisper. “You won.”

      Then I curl my head between my legs, clamp my hands over my ears and try to block out everything. When I feel his hands on me, I scream again, “No.”

      Whipping my head up, I glare at him, “Don’t touch me, don’t fucking touch me,” I scream.

      His eyes are wide and shocked, but he moves back, sliding his hand away from me slowly.

      “How could you?” I gasp, my words broken and tear-filled.

      I watch as he shakes his head back and forth, but I just bury my face in my knees again and let the blackness take over.
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      I sit on the floor next to her, watching as she sobs, her entire body shaking with the effort. I want to touch her, but I can’t. She won’t let me and it’s killing me.

      Nova’s strong and vibrant, but beneath it all she’s fragile. She hides behind her bullshit mean girl act, but that’s not who she really is. I was planning to find her after this stupid pep rally and apologize; or, I don’t know, order her to kiss me, to let me touch her until she lost herself in me the way she has the last couple of days.

      I’d been late getting to school this morning. Brandi had to take me to meet with my social worker to discuss how I’m settling in and I didn’t get into school until halfway through second period.

      When that video had started playing and I’d watched as she told her brother that she felt like she was going crazy, my heart fucking broke. She tried to tell me last night that she was struggling and instead of helping, I lost my shit and shouted at her. I called her names and then walked away, because I’m too blinded by my own shit, by my past, to think about anything but myself.

      This girl, this fucking girl, she’s haunted me from the moment I laid eyes on her and all I’ve done is torture her, bully her, and manipulate her, because she reminds me of someone I’ve spent the last two years trying to forget. This all started because I didn’t want to want her, then she’d shocked the shit out of me when she melted in my arms. I hadn’t been prepared to like her, to want her. I’d enjoyed the fear in her eyes, I’d enjoyed playing with her, toying with her.

      But everything changed when she came to me willingly. She’d sought me out, kissed me like she was mine, then she’d come all over my hand and fallen asleep in my arms. What had started as hate had changed and if I wasn’t such a fucking idiot, maybe I could have convinced her I’m not the cruel asshole she thinks I am.

      Unable to stop myself from going to her, I reach for her again. The moment my fingers touch her skin she screams like I’m burning her. Those fucking expressive eyes of hers lift to me and I almost stumble under the pain in them.

      “You ruined me. You won,” she whispers.

      I shake my head, but she’s not looking. Her head’s down and she’s crying again while everyone but me and Zeke, the twins, Emmy, and Griffin, crowd around her trying to shield her from view.

      I reach for her again and she screams, “No,” shrinking away from me. “Don’t touch me, don’t fucking touch me,” she cries.

      She lifts her head again and her broken, destroyed eyes lock with mine. “How could you?” She whispers.

      Realization dawns on me and I shake my head. She thinks I did this. She thinks I recorded that video and played it for the whole school.

      “What the fuck did you do?” Zeke demands, stalking forward and shoving his hands into my chest.

      “No. This wasn’t me. I’d never…” I say, my eyes fixed on Nova’s tiny body, curled into a ball and rocking back and forth.

      “Why?” Emmy gasps, tears running down her cheeks.

      “I didn’t,” I cry, begging her to believe me.

      “She told me everything,” she says, shaking her head, her tiny fists hanging stiffly at her sides. “I hate you so much,” she cries, as she lifts her hand to cover her mouth as a sob bursts from her lips. Then she turns away from me and covers Nova with her body, wrapping her arms around her protectively.

      “I will fucking kill you,” Zeke growls, a moment before his fist ploughs into my face.

      I take the hit and don’t move to retaliate. “This wasn’t me. I would never,” I say, but Zeke isn’t listening, instead he turns and scoops his sister up from the floor and cradles her in his arms.

      As a unit the six of them turn and walk away, leaving me standing there watching them go and taking my princess with them.

      They think I did this; they think I deliberately hurt her, broke her, ruined her.

      But this wasn’t me.

      I’m going to find out who did this to Nova and I’m going to make sure they suffer.

      Then I’m going to go to my princess on my fucking knees and beg for her to forgive me.

      Nova wears the perfect disguise, but she’s always hiding. She let me see behind the mask for a single perfect fucking moment and she found something inside of me that I thought I’d lost forever.

      This is all my fault. She’s broken, but I’ll find a way to fix her.

      

      
        
        To be Continued…
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      This book is something a little different than the books you’re probably used to from me.

      This one is kind of personal.

      I have anxiety. It’s not pretty and some days it’s fucking awful, but I’m coping. I’m doing my thing the best way I can.

      This book deals with someone suffering with anxiety. This isn’t the textbook definition of what anxiety looks like, but this is what it feels like to me.

      
        
        ;

      

        

      
        Nova & Valentine’s story continues in Found

      

        

      
        Coming soon.

      

      

    

  

images/00011.jpeg





images/00010.jpeg





images/00013.jpeg





images/00012.jpeg





images/00015.jpeg





images/00014.jpeg
NOVA





cover.jpeg





images/00017.jpeg





images/00016.jpeg





images/00019.jpeg





images/00018.jpeg
VALENTINE





images/00002.jpeg
THE SCIONS: BOOK ONE

GEMMA WEIR





images/00004.jpeg





images/00003.jpeg





images/00006.jpeg





images/00005.jpeg





images/00008.jpeg





images/00007.jpeg





images/00009.jpeg





