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 Chapter One – Ash 
 
      
 
    It wasn’t the first time I’d seen blood.  
 
    I mean, being a girl, we kind of see blood on a monthly basis if you know what I mean—but I don’t mean that kind of blood. I mean the kind that came straight from veins. The kind that was so smooth and bright you couldn’t help but stare at it and wonder: is that inside me, too? The kind that was still warm, a certain type of blood loss I still blamed myself for.  
 
    But it was the first time I’d seen Declan Briggs’s blood.  
 
    Declan. My sweet, sometimes bipolar, caring roommate. Declan, the guy who lost his girlfriend to a hanging rope just under a year ago…or did he? Now that I had Sabrina Salvatore’s journal, now that I’d flipped through her diary at a ridiculously fast pace, I knew enough, and add that to everything I’d learned so far about the situation?  
 
    Sabrina and Declan were broken up at the time, which no one knew but Sawyer and Travis.  
 
    Travis.  
 
    Everything came down to the sexy, tattooed, crazy Travis.  
 
    I’d missed all the signs. I was too star struck at his presence. It was stupid, because I knew from the first moment he was my kind of trouble—I’d just thought I’d left that part of my past behind me. I didn’t want a repeat of high school. What happened then…it still gave me nightmares.  
 
    Sabrina and Travis had a history, and Declan found out. From what the last journal entry said, he wanted her to figure it out, but he would wait for her. He loved her still, even after she’d been unfaithful.  
 
    I would say I was jealous, that I wanted someone to love me like that, but I had someone like that already, and it didn’t turn out well.  
 
    I sat on the floor in the bathroom, the sterile white light too bright over my head. I stared at Declan’s motionless body, his neck bent near the base of the toilet, his skin paler than usual. His brown hair looked greasy, small breaths escaping him every so often. Still alive, but he wouldn’t be for long. His right arm held a gash, my shirt tied tightly around his upper forearm, a makeshift tourniquet.  
 
    The blood had stopped oozing freely, so I hoped I did it right.  
 
    I was in nothing but my bra and shorts, holding Declan’s phone in my uninjured hand. My other hand should hurt—I knew it should, because it wasn’t every day I dislocated my thumb to escape from chains—but it didn’t, probably because I couldn’t stop staring at Declan. At his body.  
 
    Would he survive until the ambulance got here? Would he make it to the hospital? The 911 operator had asked me to stay on the phone, but I’d hung up right after giving her the address, not knowing what else to say. 
 
    What else was there? The only thing that mattered right now was getting Declan to the hospital, getting him help…saving his life.  
 
    I was supposed to keep an eye on him. The dean of Hillcrest himself had come to me and asked me to look out for him, to watch him, and I’d been too lost in my own issues with Sawyer and Travis to do it.  
 
    I failed him. If Declan died tonight, it would be my fault. I would spend the rest of my life blaming myself for what happened here.  
 
    “I’ll be right back,” I told him, slowly getting up. Or trying to. I might’ve slipped a bit on the blood as I stumbled out of the bathroom, holding both his phone and my injured hand to my stomach. I needed a shirt. Any shirt. Just to cover up.  
 
    I set his phone down on my desk as I went into my dresser, ignoring the agony deep inside me as I grabbed the first shirt I saw. A plain, holey shirt that had seen better days, but it was one of my favorites, a light grey color. As I closed the dresser drawer and returned to the bathroom, I couldn’t help but wonder about all of this.     
 
    Was it connected? Was this my fault? Had Travis returned to his dorm room, found me gone, and decided to come after me, finding only Declan instead? I knew I couldn’t put anything past Travis; he was the type of crazy who didn’t believe they were crazy. The kind of insane you heard about on the news: cold, calculating, and charming.  
 
    Shit.  
 
    If this was my fault, really my fault, if this was all some plan to get me alone…what was I supposed to do? Tell the cops? Tell Dean Briggs? Would they believe me? After all, I might’ve been the only female student in Hillcrest, but I knew what money could do. I knew what wealth could cover up—turned out, a lot. Money could sweep so much under the rug, it was a miracle society was even functioning. The rich and privileged got off while the poor were thrown in jail for the smallest of offenses.  
 
    Travis didn’t need to try to kidnap me again. He could use his family’s money. I could accuse him, and he could have a whole army of lawyers at his beck and call, ready to leap into action and protect his and his family’s name. 
 
    In other words, I was fucked, and not in the good way.  
 
    I moved back to the bathroom, sitting on the edge of the tub, needing to be near Declan. Both Declan and Travis had lost Sabrina, though with her last diary entry, I knew enough now to know Travis was hiding even more from everyone else.  
 
    Sabrina had been scared of him. I couldn’t blame her, because now I was a bit scared, too.  
 
    Another part of me wasn’t, though, which was downright stupid. The part that wasn’t scared of him was accepting. I thought I could run from my past? Life only laughed at me, throwing someone even worse at me to see how I could handle it.  
 
    I would handle it the best I could, but tonight was about Declan and making sure he didn’t die. If he died…I would never forgive myself.  
 
    I closed my eyes, willing this to be some kind of sick, twisted dream, but a hard knock on the dorm door alerted me to someone else’s presence. I didn’t think it was the ambulance, for it hadn’t been enough time. My stomach sank into my gut as I got up, cradling my sagging thumb to my chest as I peered out of the bathroom.  
 
    Didn’t know why I did that, because the door was closed.  
 
    I wanted to smack myself as I tiptoed over to the peephole, peering out to see who it was. I fumbled as I adjusted my shirt, making sure all the important bits were covered. If my stomach was in my gut before? When I saw who stood in the hallway, looking as fresh and as handsome as ever, it fucking dropped to the floor.  
 
    Travis.  
 
    His tattooed hands were stuck in his pockets, meaning he could have something in them. Something to hurt me with, some drug to try and force down my system, knock me out so he could take me again and chain me up better this time—or, hell, maybe I’d pissed him off so much he simply would try to kill me.  
 
    As fucking if I’d let him into this room. Not with my one hand useless. Not with Declan passed out from blood loss in the bathroom. Not when I highly suspected him of Sabrina’s murder.  
 
    Yes, murder.  
 
    The last words in her diary had said: I think he might try to hurt me. Those were not words one used willy-nilly. Those were words one used when they were scared for their life. Sabrina had known something was off with Travis, but she’d figured it out too late. Me, on the other hand? I’d known it from the first moment we’d met…and yet I hadn’t run away. I talked to him, laughed with him, let him catch me in his web. 
 
    Never again. Fool me once, shame on me. Fool me twice, it was on me. Fool me three times? I must have some kind of death wish.  
 
    I studied Travis’s clothes the best I could through the peephole. His black hair was almost blue in the hallway light, slicked to the side. He wore a short-sleeved shirt, so the dragon crawling up his left arm was visible. A thick, black tribal design sat on his other arm. His sapphire eyes were narrowed and focused, and his mouth was drawn into a line on his square jaw.  
 
    My breath caught in the back of my throat. Even after what he did, my body still reacted to his. My heart still sped up like the traitor it was. Why did I have to find him so attractive? Why did I have to have those urges to touch him?  
 
    Why the fuck did I want to unlock the door and let him in?  
 
    “I know you’re in there, Ash,” Travis spoke, his low, rough voice sending a chill down my spine. He said nothing else as he moved closer to the door, resting a flat palm against it. His hand was clean, free of blood, as were his clothes, but I knew being blood-free did not take him off my suspect list.  
 
    Declan might’ve been depressed, but I knew he didn’t do this to himself. Just like Sabrina, someone had tried to make it out like he’d cut himself, hurt himself on purpose. This night would not end in a ruled suicide. This, I knew without a doubt, was attempted murder.  
 
    “It’s okay,” Travis whispered, a small crease forming between his dark brows. “We have all the time in the world. I’m not letting you go.”  
 
    I closed my eyes at his words, a sense of deja vu creeping over me. They never, ever wanted to let me go. I drew the crazies like pigs drew the flies in the hot summer months. 
 
    My uninjured hand curled into a fist, and I mustered up the courage to speak through the door, “If you don’t leave right now, I’m going to call the police.” A pause before I added, “I’ll tell them everything, Travis. Everything, including what happened with Sabrina.” I added that last part in, knowing he had to have some clue about what I took from his dorm.  
 
    Travis was smart. He would’ve seen his messed-up drawers and double checked everything was still there. And everything was, except for Sabrina’s pink journal. He wouldn’t be getting that back.  
 
    Killers didn’t deserve trophies.  
 
    At the mention of Sabrina, Travis pushed himself away from the door, staring at the peephole. It was as if he could see me, as if there was no door between us. No barrier. It was like he could stare directly into my soul, and he wasn’t afraid of the blackness dwelling within.  
 
    “You don’t know what you’re talking about,” Travis spoke evenly.  
 
    I chose not to address what he said, instead asking, “Do you think I’m bluffing? I might have one fucked up hand, but the other is quite capable of calling 911.” Again. I didn’t tell him that part because I didn’t want him to know I’d made it here in time.  
 
    If Travis came here while I was sitting at McDonald’s reading Sabrina’s journal…I’d hate myself for half a dozen more reasons than I already did.  
 
    Travis only nodded, sticking his hand back in his pocket. “Alright,” he relented. “I’ll be seeing you around, Ash.” And then he walked away, as if nothing was wrong. As if he hadn’t just tried to kidnap me, chain me to the floor in his dorm room as some kind of messed-up punishment for my date with Sawyer.  
 
    As if he didn’t try to kill Declan.  
 
    But he had to have, because if it wasn’t Travis, who could’ve done this? Who could’ve killed Sabrina?  
 
    Whatever. Tonight was not the night to spend worrying about what happened or what didn’t happen. Tonight was simply a try-to-survive kind of night. A 'make it out alive and live to tell the tale' kind of night.  
 
    Once Travis was gone and I stared at nothing but the empty hallway through the peephole, I returned to the bathroom, checking Declan’s pulse, his breathing. His chest rose and fell with slow, soft breaths. He didn’t look good, but he was still alive. My tourniquet was doing all it could to staunch the blood flow and keep him alive.  
 
    “It’s going to be okay,” I told him, knowing he couldn’t hear me. I wasn’t one of those believers that the unconscious and comatose could hear all we said. I wasn’t a fan of sappy. But here, now? I wanted him to hear me; I wanted Declan to know he wasn’t alone in this. I would stay by his side, even when the hospital staff tried to drag me away and into my own room because of my dislocated thumb. “You’re going to make it, and then we’re going to make Travis pay for what he did.”  
 
    A promise to Declan. These guys thought they could get the whole campus to bully Declan? Fuck that. Together, Declan and I would turn the tables. If Travis thought he’d ever catch me off-guard again, he couldn’t have been more wrong.  
 
    Next time, I’d be ready. Next time, I’d have my own trap set up.  
 
    These rich boys had no idea who they were messing with. Ashley Bonds from the city, poor girl, charity case. What none of them knew was that I had seen a lot, done a lot, and even staring death itself in the face didn’t scare me anymore.  
 
    If Declan didn’t make it out of tonight alive…then I’d make sure to make Travis pay.  
 
    He wouldn’t get away with this. Karma was a bitch, and I would gladly put on her mask and be her instrument. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Two – Ash 
 
      
 
    Minutes passed, though the minutes felt more like hours. The ambulance took its sweet old time getting here, that’s for sure. There was another knock on the door, and I practically leaped off the tub’s edge to answer it, wholly expecting it was the medics, the team ready to sweep Declan off his feet and save his life.  
 
    But it wasn’t.  
 
    My heart nearly stopped when I opened the door to a stranger. Not Travis, at least, but another stranger entirely—and I’d had my fill of strangers for a while. Tonight wasn’t about meeting new people; it was about saving the one guy in my life who didn’t deserve to go out like this.  
 
    The man standing in the hallway was a few years older than me, taller than me by maybe eight inches. Short brown hair, combed to the side. Muscles on a body that looked pretty tan and eyes that were a beautiful, clear hazel, the kind of eyes you could easily get lost in. An attractive guy, for sure, but I wasn’t in the mood for a boyfriend, or even any flirting at the moment.  
 
    “Sorry,” I said, “we’re busy.” And then I sought to close the door, not wanting to say anything else to the man, but he pushed his way inside, walking right past me as if he owned the place.  
 
    “Where is he?” the man asked. He spotted the open bathroom door, rushing to it. He let out a swearword when he saw Declan crumpled on the floor, and he knelt beside him in the blood.  
 
    I had no idea who this guy was or why he was here, acting so concerned, but I’d never seen him before in my life. “What are you doing?” I asked in horror, watching as he picked Declan’s motionless body up, a bit awkward seeing as how they were both two guys and neither one was particularly small.  
 
    The man answered me, barely tossing a look my way, “I saw an ambulance heading down the street. I assume it’s coming here?” He paused, half in the dorm room, half in the hall.  
 
    I nodded dumbly, watching as he started to hurry down the hall, taking Declan with him. I trailed after him, locking our door before going, doing my best to hide my injury. I didn’t know who this guy was, but it was hard to say no to him, mostly because he barged in and did whatever the hell he wanted.  
 
    Who was he?  
 
    Since most of the students had gone home for the long weekend, ninety-nine percent of the doors we passed as we headed to the elevator were shut. Once we got on, I hit the ground floor button, and the doors slid closed silently.  
 
    The man holding Declan glanced at me. The expression he wore…it was one I vaguely recognized, but I couldn’t place it. Almost like I’d seen him before, but not really. A face like his, I would recognize. A face like that, I’d definitely know. “You don’t have to come,” he said.  
 
    “I’m coming,” I told him with a glare.  
 
    We said nothing else as the elevator took us down to the ground level, and when we walked past the front desk, the student working at it froze, watching us walk out, all three of us bloody and one of us unconscious. By the time we made it to the turnaround, the ambulance was there, and the medics were in the back of it, unloading the stretcher.  
 
    “He’s here,” the man carrying Declan said, and one of the medics, a middle-aged woman looking pretty tired, gestured for him to place Declan on the gurney.  
 
    As the other medics went to strap Declan in and check his injury, the woman asked, “And you’re the one who called?”  
 
    The man was about to answer, but I cut in, “No, I did. I’m his roommate.”  
 
    “And you?” The medic pointed to the man.  
 
    “I’m his brother,” he said. “I just got here.”  
 
    I didn’t hear the next things either one of them said, mostly because I was stuck on the brother part. Declan never told me he had a brother; then again, it wasn’t like I ever asked. I just assumed he was an only child. But it would explain why the man’s face was both familiar and different, why his expression was like one I’d seen before. I’d seen it on Declan’s face, only his was a few years older, more weathered, more stubbly. Good looks obviously ran in the family.  
 
    The medics had loaded Declan into the back of the ambulance, and his brother was climbing in with him.  
 
    They were going to leave me behind. What the fuck?  
 
    “Wait!” I called out, rushing to the doors before the woman could close them. I held out my injured hand, and the woman’s eyes fell to the dislocated thumb and the skin that had been scraped off when I got myself free in Travis’s room.  
 
    Just when I thought she’d tell me no, that I had to get my own ambulance or something—because let’s face it, the American healthcare system sucked ass—she said, “Get in. We’ll need to ask you what happened to your friend, and then we’ll take care of you.”  
 
    I climbed in, sitting beside Declan’s brother, my stare on Declan’s still form on the gurney on the opposite side. Two guys were currently applying pressure to the wound and checking his vitals as best they could since he wasn’t conscious. The woman near me and Declan’s brother had a notepad on some clipboard, writing down something. Intake papers, maybe?  
 
    Honestly, I didn’t know. I also hoped that this would be billed to Declan and his family, because I was as uninsured as a person could be.  
 
    The drawbacks to being poor.  
 
    The ambulance started going, its siren flaring as it drove us as fast as possible to the nearby hospital. “What happened?” the woman asked me, and both she and his brother stared at me.  
 
    “I came home and found him in the bathroom, passed out. I wasn’t home when it happened,” I carefully avoided saying he cut himself, not wanting these people to think he was suicidal. I mean, maybe he was, but there was no way he did this to himself…right? He was getting better. People who were getting better didn’t relapse like this. “I took off my shirt and tied it around his elbow, hoping to slow the blood long enough for you guys to save him.”  
 
    Honestly, I hated how I sounded: broken, tired, weak. It’d been a doozy of a day, and it wasn’t even over yet. Today was a day that would go down in infamy. In hell. Today was a day I really hoped was never repeated for the rest of my life, regardless of how long my life turned out to be.  
 
    If I stayed at Hillcrest during my college years, it might not be that long.  
 
    “You might’ve saved his life by doing that,” the medic woman remarked. She filled out whatever she had to fill out before gesturing with her pen to my hand. “And what happened to you?”  
 
    I pretended not to notice everyone’s eyes on me. “Oh, I…I fell.” Oh, fuck me. Totally stupid response, one that wasn’t even believable, but it was the only thing I could think of at such short notice. I was worried about Declan, not myself. I didn’t have the mental capacity to come up with a lie.  
 
    “You fell?” the medic woman repeated, clear in her tone she didn’t believe me. Hell, I didn’t believe myself, and I was the one who said it.  
 
    “Yeah,” I said. “I was flustered. I mean, Declan’s my roommate, and I thought he was dead.” Yes, freaking out over coming home to Declan all bloody and cut up was a natural response, right? Telling them about Travis and what he did to me…I was stupid, but I didn’t think it would help much.  
 
    Besides, Travis was mine. The vengeful, spiteful part of me wanted to make him pay for what he did to me, for what he had to have done to Sabrina. That bastard thought he knew me? He had no idea who I was, but he’d find out.  
 
    I glanced down to my hand, finding that my thumb had swelled. I’d been too busy dealing with Declan and reading the journal that I hadn’t noticed. In addition to hanging at a weird angle, my thumb was also starting to go numb. Or maybe it was in my head. Maybe I was mentally preparing myself for the worst-case scenario tonight. Declan looked worse and worse as the minutes wore on.  
 
    We arrived at the hospital within fifteen minutes, and as the medics pulled out the gurney Declan was on, I was the last out of the ambulance. The woman medic was speaking to Declan’s brother, telling him he could wait in the waiting room until Declan was stabilized, and to me, she started saying I’d get my own room, I’d need an X-ray of my hand to see how bad the dislocation was, blah, blah, blah. Technical stuff. Stuff I didn’t care about.  
 
    “Just take care of Declan,” I said as we walked through the sliding glass doors of the ER.  
 
    “Are you refusing medical care?” the medic asked, ready to add something to her clipboard of wonders.  
 
    Declan’s brother glanced at my hand, and he was the one who said, “No, she’s not.”  
 
    “But I—” I stopped myself from saying I didn’t have health insurance. Hell, did I even have my ID on me? I didn’t think that would stop them from treating me, but how were they to know whether or not I was lying about my identity? I clamped my mouth shut, not knowing what to do.  
 
    Since I wasn’t bleeding out like Declan, they checked me in at the front desk of the ER. Declan and his brother disappeared down some hall, even though they tried telling his brother he wasn’t allowed. The brother probably said something about money, or what family he was from, which then promptly shut them up.  
 
    Me? I was left alone, filling out paperwork with my good hand. No driver’s license, no insurance card. All of that, I said, was back in the dorm room. Lies, but they took them. Mostly because they couldn’t refuse anyone service, even if they highly suspected that person wouldn’t pay their insanely large medical bill.  
 
    It was over an hour before I was taken to my own room, and an additional thirty minutes before I was taken to get an X-ray of my hand. This, from what I’d heard, was actually considered fast for an ER visit, though I didn’t really know. My mom never took me to hospitals when I got sick. She paid for my vaccinations, but that was it.  
 
    As I waited for the doctor to come and see me, I leaned my head back on the pillow behind my head. I lay on a white bed, IV fluids dripping into my vein, because apparently I was dehydrated, go figure. That’s what being chained to the floor would do to you, I guess. I couldn’t even remember the last time I peed.  
 
    The doctor came soon enough, an older gentleman with an accent that was hard to understand. He injected my hand with some kind of pain-numbing liquid, and then he told me it’d probably be better if I looked away while he relocated it.  
 
    I didn’t look away. I watched, not even wincing when my thumb was back in its socket.  
 
    After one final X-ray to make sure my thumb was entirely back in the position it was supposed to be in, a nurse bandaged a splint to my thumb, telling me it had to be on for three to six weeks, depending on the healing.  
 
    Great. I could so plan out revenge while being a gimp.  
 
    It was as I was waiting for my discharge papers that Declan’s brother appeared in the hallway. I watched as he went to the nurse station in the center of the hallway, where all their computers were, leaning his elbows on it as he asked them something. A younger nurse pointed in my direction, and he straightened his back before walking to me.  
 
    He entered my room, gingerly sitting on the chair near the bed I was in. He looked tired, but still attractive. If this was what Declan would look like in a few years…  
 
    Whoa. Almost made a comment about signing me up for it. That was a bit too close to commitment for me. It wasn’t like I was against commitment, it’s just that after everything I’d been through, it was hard to picture me being with anyone. Me wanting to be with someone who was actually sane and not batshit crazy.  
 
    “How’s the thumb?” he asked.  
 
    “You have eyes,” I muttered. “How does it look?” A bit bitchier than I intended to be, but today was just not my day.  
 
    A muscle in his jaw clenched. “You didn’t fall.” His words were not an accusation; merely a statement of fact. He knew the truth, somehow, and I knew nothing about him. “You also don’t have insurance.” He knew so much about me, so fucking much, it was a wonder why he was even here, talking to me. Surely he knew everything there was to know already.  
 
    “How do you—” 
 
    “It doesn’t take a genius to figure it out,” he said. “You’re obviously uncomfortable here. You didn’t want your own room. You were going to deny their help.”  
 
    “No,” I said, meeting his hazel eyes. Such a handsome, pretty stare, but now was not the time to get lost in them. “I mean how do you know I didn’t fall?” The doctor and nurses had accepted the story, so why didn’t he? My delivery of it had gotten better after repeating it so much.  
 
    “Your whole hand is scraped, not just the front or the side.” He ran a hand through his brown hair, sticking its short lengths up. “Either way, don’t worry about it. I’m not going to tell them your hand was someplace it shouldn’t be, and I’m taking care of the bill. It’s the least I can do, considering you saved my brother’s life.”  
 
    I was almost too lost in my own mind—because how could I have saved his life when this was all my fault to begin with—but I heard it. I heard the fact that he was paying for this, and I instantly grew annoyed. “I didn’t ask you to pay for any of this,” I told him, frowning.  
 
    “I know.”  
 
    “So don’t do it.”  
 
    “There’s no taking it back.”  
 
    “I don’t want you to pay for me,” I said. I would’ve crossed my arms, but I wasn’t sure how that would work with the splint. Plus, I still had my IV in.  
 
    He looked at me then, a small smile forming on his face. The two dimples in his stubbly cheeks made my stomach do a little flip. “I can tell,” he said. “And I don’t blame you. I hate using my family’s money, too. I’m William, by the way. William Briggs, but you can just call me Will.”  
 
    William Briggs. Sounded like a rich guy’s name.  
 
    “Ash,” I said, offering no last name and no full name. Ash was enough. “How’s Declan doing?”  
 
    “He’s a little better. They stitched him up and are giving him a blood transfusion since he lost so much.” Will’s gaze fell to the tiled floor. “They said if you hadn’t found him when you did, he would’ve died. They’ve also put him on a suicide watch. He’s going to be in the hospital for a while, at least until I can grease some wheels. I’m just hoping I can do it before our dad learns of this.”  
 
    Hiding something like this from Dean Briggs didn’t seem like a good idea. “Why don’t you want him to know?”  
 
    “Because he’ll believe the same thing the nurses and doctors do,” Will spoke, glancing at me. Behind those hazel eyes, I detected something sinewy, something new, something I knew deep down, too. “Declan didn’t try to kill himself.”  
 
    I thought about asking him why he thought that, but I knew better. If I readily agreed with him, he’d ask me why I suspected differently. After all, I was only his roommate for the last month and a half. What did I know about him? Will was his brother, someone who’d grown up with him. Will knew Declan inside and out, probably.  
 
    Instead I asked, “Why do you think that?”  
 
    “Declan called me, said he wasn’t feeling right. He said he couldn’t get ahold of his roommate all day and he was worried about you.” Will studied me in a new light. “I had no idea his roommate was a girl until you told the emergency responders you were his roommate.”  
 
    I didn’t know why me being a girl meant anything. “Did he mean he was feeling sick, or sad, or…” There were a lot of things Declan could’ve meant by not feeling right.  
 
    “I don’t know,” Will said. “I didn’t get a chance to ask him. The next thing I know, it sounded like he passed out or the phone dropped. I lost the call, and every time I called back, he wouldn’t pick up. So I dropped everything and drove to Hillcrest, even though I swore to my dad I’d never step foot on the campus.”  
 
    “You go to college somewhere else?” I shouldn’t ask. I shouldn’t care, but I found myself curious about this older Declan. He was more serious, and yet he seemed just as lovable as Declan was. And from what it sounded like, he didn’t like to lean on his family’s money, which was appealing. Rich boys just didn’t do it for me…although, based on recent behavior of mine, you’d never know it.  
 
    Will let out a chuckle. It was not one merriment; it was one of resigned sadness, a deeply held regret. “Yes, but I knew I should’ve transferred this year. To keep watch over him. I know everyone else treats him like a pariah, but I never imagined this would happen.”  
 
    A pit settled in my gut. Was he saying he believed someone else hurt Declan? It took every ounce of self-restraint in me not to leap onto his bandwagon, even though I believed it, too. Then he’d ask who I thought could do it, who would do it, and I’d have to lie.  
 
    Despite how I’d been acting and what I’d been doing, I really wanted to stop lying.  
 
    “You think someone else hurt him?” I asked slowly, careful to sound suspicious and not like I believed him. “Who could do that?” My voice shook a little, and I sounded exactly how a girl caught up in a situation like this should sound: in over my head, anxious, nervous to the extreme. I sounded normal and not at all how I’d sounded when Travis had chained me up in his room.  
 
    “People with money are the worst of the worst. The freaks of the freaks. Their money only helps hide it. It’s why I refused to go to Hillcrest.” Will’s shoulders—which I noticed were wider than Declan’s, more filled-out and muscular—rose and fell once. “You’d be surprised at what people are capable of. The rich like to think they’re different, but they’re not.” 
 
    He spoke the truth, remarkably blunt for one of said rich people. Even if he didn’t like to use his family’s money, he still came from it. He was still born to it. 
 
    “Everyone thinks Declan had something to do with Sabrina’s suicide,” Will spoke, shaking his head. “What better way to get back at him than make it look like he tried to commit suicide, too?”  
 
    I nodded, my hair falling in my face. The pink lengths were looking a bit pale. It was almost time for a touch-up. A stupid thing to think about while in the hospital with a splinted thumb.  
 
    “I’m surprised my dad let you room with Declan,” Will spoke, his hazel stare studying me in a more intense way than it was before. Almost like he was seeing me for the first time—I was a girl, and not just that, but a pretty girl, too. “You look like her, kind of. I’m assuming by now you know all about what happened with Sabrina?”  
 
    I nodded again. I knew I looked a bit like her; his words didn’t come as a shock to me. Sabrina was who I’d be if I had money. My looks were more punk, more I don’t care what you think of me, than hers were, but still. Our hair, our eyes, even our cheeks were similar, minus the pink dye in mine.  
 
    “Declan loved her a lot,” Will muttered, running his hands over his knees, where dark jeans sat, clinging to his long legs so tightly I couldn’t help but notice them.  
 
    My mind flashed back to the morning when he’d called me Sabrina, right after we spent the night cuddling after a nightmare. It pained me to say, “I know.” And I did know, just like a part of me knew he still loved her. If Sabrina rose from the dead, looking just as pretty as she did when she was alive, he’d run to her without hesitation. He’d drop me like a fly.  
 
    Which was fine, because taking the place of a dead girl was not on my agenda. Declan being in love with his dead girlfriend—dead ex-girlfriend, technically—wasn’t my problem. I didn’t want to replace her.  
 
    Will said nothing else for a few minutes, simply staring at his hands. It was a while before he got up and said, “I should check on him.”  
 
    I said nothing, only nodding again as he walked out. My eyes fell to his ass in spite of myself. Will had a good one. Firm in those tight pants, but maybe that was just my horny self talking. Being around these guys, not throwing myself at them, was a lot harder than I thought it would be.  
 
    And, anyway, tonight wasn’t about getting laid. It was about making sure we were all alright.  
 
    And we were. We would survive this night. This wasn’t the end for me or for Declan. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Three – Travis 
 
      
 
    She wouldn’t even let me into her room. Which, okay, made sense, considering what I tried to do to her in my room, but still. It wasn’t like I was going to physically hurt her. At least, I didn’t plan on it. As long as she learned her lesson with Sawyer, I’d planned on letting her go. Then we could’ve been happy and together and said fuck the whole fucking world.  
 
    But I’d underestimated her. She’d escaped. She was more resourceful than I thought, and when I saw that Sabrina’s journal was missing, I knew I had to explain, lest she start to get ideas. Ideas which were not in the realm of being correct.  
 
    If she read that journal…we needed to talk. I needed to explain. I needed her to know that her suspicions about me weren’t right.  
 
    Yes, it looked bad, but I was confident I’d be able to salvage the situation, somehow. I wasn’t going to give up on her. Ash was the one. I knew she was. She was different in ways I couldn’t describe. I needed her to know that she was mine and I wasn’t about to share her, especially with Sawyer. Sawyer, who would rather fuck every single girl he met than ever settle down with one.   
 
    I knew Sawyer was only acting out because he knew it was a matter of time before his family ended his wild days, but still. That was no excuse for trying to take Ash away from me. She was mine, and if I couldn’t make her realize it, I would make him realize it.  
 
    So, as I walked out of her dorm building, I pulled out my cell phone. Ash’s phone rested in my other pocket; I’d use it as an excuse to see her, but I’d give her time. How much time she’d need before seeing me again, I wasn’t sure. There was a lot I wasn’t sure about out there, but she was the exception to that.  
 
    I was so sure about her it hurt.  
 
    I scrolled through my contacts until I reached Sawyer’s name, and I dialed him. The night was dark above me, the sky growing cloudier as the minutes wore on. I liked gazing up at the sparkling dots in the blackness; it reminded me that we weren't as large as we thought we were. There were probably other planets out there, other beings both similar and dissimilar to us. Our problems were miniscule.  
 
    Ash was my main problem. She was also my main hope, the light at the end of the tunnel. I needed her so badly every nerve ending in my body ached. My heart felt hollow, as if it was just a fake appendage, pretending to beat. I needed her to fill me up in ways no other girl could; Ash completed me like no one else could. 
 
    My family was…different. Anyone in our bloodline would say obsession tended to run deep, even for those who were not born into the family but raised in it. It was a natural thing for us, a second nature. To obsess was to live; if one wasn’t obsessing over one thing or another, were you truly living?  
 
    Everyone else pretended to be normal, but I would go so far as to say everyone obsessed over something. Technology, movies, TV shows. Everyone had their secret obsessions, whether it was porn involving feet or women with big breasts. Everyone had their obsessions; I was simply comfortable with myself to let my obsession free.  
 
    Ash would be mine…but I’d give her time.  
 
    Sawyer picked up after a few rings. He sounded out of breath. “What’s up, man?” Being so out of breath, I knew he was either in the middle of banging a nameless girl—and let’s be honest, it wouldn’t be the first time he’d answered his phone during sex—or working out. Either way, I didn’t so much care.  
 
    However, seeing him with another girl might just make Ash forget all about him. Hmm. That was an idea, definitely.  
 
    “I’m coming over,” I said, stating it as a fact. Even if he was balls deep in a girl, he wouldn’t tell me no. We had an open-door policy when it came to each other…or, really, he had an open-door policy. He was the one who had a house rented; I was stuck in a dorm, and even though I’d bought out the other half of the dorm room, a house was still worlds better.  
 
    “All right,” Sawyer said.  
 
    I hung up, picking up my pace as I walked across the sidewalks through campus. Ash’s dorm was behind me, and I tried my best not to think about her as I walked. She would dominate my mind, but if I was going to give her time, I needed to try to think of something else.  
 
    I reached Sawyer’s house after fifteen minutes, and he greeted me at the front door, wearing nothing but athletic shorts and a towel draped around his shoulders. He guzzled from a water bottle, and I noted the sweat lining his bare chest.  
 
    Working out, then, not sleeping with another girl. A pity.  
 
    I made my way to the living room, plopping myself down on the couch and turning on the TV for some mindless background noise. “I’m surprised you don’t have a girl over,” I said, tossing him a knowing look. In all the time I’d known him, Sawyer hadn’t gone without a pair of legs wrapped around him for longer than a week.  
 
    He said nothing as he came to the couch, sitting beside me as he finished off his water bottle. He took the towel and rubbed it against his face, catching the sweat on the light grey fabric. “I know,” he muttered finally.  
 
    “It isn’t like you,” I told him.  
 
    “I know,” Sawyer said again. “I had a girl earlier, but…I kicked her out.”  
 
    I stared at him. He kicked a girl out? “Before or after sex?”  
 
    “During.”  
 
    It took everything in me to keep my surprise to myself. Sawyer kicking a girl out during sex—something like that didn’t just happen. He always finished, and then he kicked them out, unless he wanted to go for another round. Kicking them out during sex was blasphemous.  
 
    I almost asked if he was feeling sick, but a sick person did not go and weightlift. Or at least they shouldn’t. I noticed the way his jaw clenched, how the hand that wasn’t holding onto the empty water bottle curled into a fist. Sawyer wasn’t happy.  
 
    “Why would you kick a girl out during sex? Was she that bad?” Even if a girl was bad, there was always room for improvement. Rope, mouth gags, really, there was no excuse. If Sawyer wanted to get laid, he’d get laid…unless, I realized in abject horror, he didn’t want to get laid. 
 
    Or, more accurately, he didn’t want to get laid by her.  
 
    Maybe he wanted to fuck someone else. Maybe he wanted to be with the one girl who I’d never let him be with. Ash was mine, and he better get it through his thick skull sooner rather than later, or else I’d make him regret his choices.  
 
    “No, she was fine,” Sawyer said begrudgingly. “She was just…” His bare shoulders rose and fell once. “I couldn’t do it, Travis. I couldn’t fucking do it.”  
 
    I kept quiet, letting him dig his own grave.  
 
    “I kept picturing Ash—” To that, he swore under his breath. “—and then I’d see it wasn’t her, and I just couldn’t do it.” Sawyer leaned his head back on the couch, his Adam’s apple bobbing as he swallowed a large gulp of air. To say he was ashamed at what he told me would be the year’s biggest understatement. I knew he wanted to crawl under a rock and die for admitting that to me.  
 
    Hell, if he wanted to go die somewhere, I wouldn’t stop him.  
 
    Ash was mine, and I’d be damned if I let Sawyer’s dick anywhere near her.  
 
    “I don’t know why, either,” Sawyer went on, propping up his legs on the coffee table before the couch. “She’s not even that pretty. She’s…annoying. She’s aggravating. She’s everything I hate in a girl and I still can’t stop thinking about her. I hate her, but…”  
 
    “You hate her but you don’t,” I finished for him, holding back my frown.  
 
    “It’s fucking stupid is what it is,” he said.  
 
    We sat in silence for a while, watching whatever was on the TV across from us. A giant flat screen that was half the size of the bed in my dorm room. Sawyer thought his family was richer than mine, and maybe they were. There was a lot of money to be made in America thanks to its for-profit healthcare system. My family’s money came from someplace else, multiple places we couldn’t advertise about. Some of us called them donors, others called them sponsors. Either way, they paid us to do what we were good at.  
 
    “Is it the hair?” I offered an idea, glancing at him. “Why don’t you just get a blonde, make her dye her hair, and then see if it helps?” Forcing a girl to dye her hair before fucking her wasn’t something Sawyer was used to, but if he needed help to convince the girl, I’d be down for it.  
 
    Sawyer chuckled. “Make a girl dye her hair pink? You really think I could do that?”  
 
    I shrugged. “You have the money and the dick. I’m sure there’s some girl desperate enough out there who’d be willing to break their own back for you, so hair dying would be a step up, I bet.” I was really pulling most of this from my ass, because I didn’t want to destroy Sawyer. If I could get Ash away from him without hurting him, that would be ideal. 
 
    However, I was more than willing to throw down the gauntlet and play dirty. She was mine; she’d never be his. I would fight tooth and nail for her, even destroy my own friendship for her. I would burn it all down.  
 
    Sawyer didn’t look too convinced, but he was curious, which was all I needed to see. If he was curious, it meant he was willing to try it. I’d seen the expression on his face before, and I knew what came next. I also knew what would happen if he pushed the curiosity to the side: he’d spiral a hell of a lot worse than he would’ve if he would have just done what he should’ve done to begin with.  
 
    “I’ll help you,” I said, “if you want.”  
 
    It took him a while, but eventually Sawyer nodded. “All right, deal.” He rubbed his cheek, blonde stubble coating his jaw. He needed to shave; he was so torn up about thinking of Ash during sex that he was neglecting his appearance. Not a good sign. It meant he cared for her more than I wanted him to. “Can I show you something?”  
 
    It was good he got up just then, good that he changed the subject, because I was about to lay into him. When it came to Ash, my patience was at an all-time low. In addition to doing anything for her, I’d also act stupidly and rashly, apparently. 
 
    “Sure,” I said, biting my tongue to keep myself from saying anything else.  
 
    Sawyer moved to the kitchen, the off-white light casting shadows along his back muscles. He picked something up, a piece of paper, and brought it over to me. The towel still hung around his shoulders, and he grabbed both ends of it, waiting as I looked at the paper.  
 
    A letter. A letter that read Stay away from her. She’s mine.  
 
    “It’s about Ash,” Sawyer said, to which I wanted to glare at him.  
 
    Of course it was about Ash. Who else would it be about? Even the world’s densest, stupidest person would know who this fucking letter was about. I folded it back up, how it had obviously been neatly tucked into the envelope, and handed it to him.  
 
    I sounded bored when I asked, “Where’d you get this?” Bored, uninterested. As if I’d seen the letter before.  
 
    “It was shoved through the mail slot, in an unmarked envelope,” Sawyer said.  
 
    As he went on about what it could mean, I wondered what Ash was doing right now, if she was thinking about me as much as I thought about her. She was all my mind thought about, and it was hard to pay attention to Sawyer when I really just wanted to wrap my hands around his neck and tell him that Ash was off-limits.  
 
    No, my friend was a big, strong guy. I had to be smart about this. We’d try making a girl dye her hair pink first. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Four – Ash 
 
      
 
    As I was signing all the paperwork the nurses needed to fully release me, I kept getting reassured that it was all being taken care of. I needn’t worry about a thing. A bunch of other stuff spoken in soft, hushed voices, meant to be kind, but I just found them insulting. I didn’t need a rich guy to pay off my debts. I…well, okay, maybe in this instance, having a rich guy paying off my medical bills wasn’t something I should argue against. One less thing to pay back in the future, even if I’d always feel like I owed him something.  
 
    Once everything was good, they let me leave. I headed through the confusing hallways of the hospital until I reached the ER’s doors, stepping outside. A gust of fresh air blew past me, and for a moment, I let the cool air hug me, a welcome embrace during this terrible night.  
 
    I gazed around the parking lot, seeing the road a good ways away. I was sure a bus station was nearby, somewhere, but I didn’t know the area. And with no wallet, well, I doubted the bus driver would take me all the way back to Hillcrest University out of the generosity of his or her own heart. They only took cash, and I was severely lacking that right now.  
 
    I moved to a nearby bench, the bench made of metal and totally uncomfortable. It looked out at the parking lot, and for a moment, I let myself just be. No squaring my shoulders up, no tough girl act. I sat there, let my frown grow, and remembered coming home to all that blood.  
 
    Bad things had a way of following me. I should’ve known it was only a matter of time before everything caught up with me. What if Travis was my penance? What if Travis’s obsession with me was because of what happened back in high school?  
 
    Shit. I didn’t want to think of that, and I sure as hell didn’t want to think of him. I’d done my best to push him from my mind for months now. He was so far removed from my mind that I had even tried to forget his name.  
 
    But I couldn’t. There were some things you could never forget, and he was one of them, just as this night would be. This was a night I’d never forget. It was one of the worst of my life, and that was saying something.  
 
    My shoulders slumped, and I set a hand on my face. My splinted hand rested in my lap, feeling weird, out of place. I’d never broken a bone before, never had something as bad as a dislocated anything. All in all, and especially considering what I’d lived through, I’d been lucky. Too lucky. It was only a matter of time before my luck ran out, and now that I was at HU, I think it was just about squeezed dry.  
 
    No more luck for me. No more lucky breaks.  
 
    I didn’t know how much time passed, but soon another presence stood near me. I didn’t have to turn my head to see who it was. Will. He smelled like Declan, which was just insane to me. I knew what Declan smelled like, and I liked it. Musky, a bit, manly in every way.  
 
    He smelled like home, like someplace I’d want to be.  
 
    “He’s going to be okay, right?” I asked, needing the reassurance. Even though I might’ve saved his life with that tourniquet, I didn’t feel like a hero. If Travis did this, he did it for me. That was the thing about people like Travis. Everything they did, they did it out of urgency, because it needed to be done, at least from their eyes. As sick as it was, he thought he was doing it for me.  
 
    Locking me up in his room? For me.  
 
    Keeping me there? My punishment for my date with Sawyer.  
 
    Hurting Declan? Declan’s punishment for daring to get close to me.  
 
    Hanging Sabrina? I hazarded a guess, but maybe it was Sabrina’s punishment too, for something she did, or something he thought she did or would do. The only person who could get inside Travis’s mind and truly know what he was thinking was Travis himself. I never wanted to enter a mind so dark. I was fucked up enough on my own, thanks.  
 
    “He is,” Will spoke, his hands in his pockets. He stood beside me for a while. “Visiting hours are over, but I plan on staying with him.” I felt his gaze on me, even though I wasn’t looking at him. “Let me call you an Uber, or a taxi.”  
 
    Another bit of charity, more money of his I didn’t want.  
 
    “I know the way,” I said, I think. Of course I wasn’t one hundred percent sure, as I was in the back of the ambulance for the ride; paying attention to where it turned and when it headed straight was the least of my worries at the time. “I can walk.” Having my phone and GPS would help, but of course Travis still had that, so using my phone to find my way back was off the table.  
 
    Walking in the middle of the night, when anyone could pull their car off the road and grab you wasn’t my idea of a fun time, but again, I was at the point where I didn’t rightly care. If a psycho wanted to kidnap me and torture me, go right on ahead. Fucking Travis would somehow find me, and re-kidnap me for himself.  
 
    Tonight was a night for depressing thoughts, I guess.  
 
    “Stubborn,” Will remarked, eyeing me up.  
 
    I glanced at him, even though I really didn’t want to. He wasn’t exactly a Declan lookalike, but he was close. He had a few years on Declan, and his nose was a size or two bigger, but all in all, he was gorgeous. The kind of gorgeous that made you wonder just what sort of romantic comedy you fell into.  
 
    But that’s the thing—my life wasn’t a rom-com. It was…well, it was more like those documentaries the news stations play late at night. The kind of documentary old people sat and watched together, trying to figure out if they would’ve spotted the psycho sooner than me. My life was a cautionary tale.  
 
    “I’m not stubborn,” I said.  
 
    “If you say so.” Will’s lips quirked into a smile, and I felt a sudden heat rise in my lower gut. I told myself it was only because he looked like Declan, kind of like how Declan had called me Sabrina. Projecting feelings onto me. I was doing the same thing to his brother, because I’d come to care for him over these last few weeks.  
 
    It was impossible not to start caring about Declan. With the way everyone treated him, I still felt like he was a precious cinnamon roll, too pure. Even after seeing him get angry at Sawyer’s party, I liked him. That wasn’t to go as far as to say I loved him, but I did feel strongly for him. I’d be devastated if something happened to him and it was my fault.  
 
    “I do,” I whispered, watching as Will pulled out his phone, his fingers working fast on the screen. “What are you doing?” Seemed a horrible time to check the social media sites. 
 
    “I’m getting an Uber,” he said simply, not glancing up from his phone. The light from his screen and the parking lot lights were the only things illuminating the area. The moon was covered by clouds, which I was almost certain it wasn’t a few hours ago, when I’d been running from Travis’s place.  
 
    A few hours. That’s all it’d been? God, it felt like ages. Years. Time had slowed to a fucking crawl when I wasn’t looking.  
 
    “I said—” 
 
    He cut me off, “I’m getting an Uber, and I’m going with you to make sure you get home safe, and then I’ll come back here for Declan.” His hazel eyes looked at me finally, so intense I couldn’t look away. “You might be stubborn, but so am I. And if you think I’m letting you walk home in the middle of the night with a gimp hand, alone, you’re wrong.”   
 
    I stared at him, my words failing me as I watched him move to sit beside me, a mere few inches between us. “You don’t have to worry about me,” I whispered. “In fact, I wish you wouldn’t.”  
 
    Will let out a sigh before turning his head to me. “I have a feeling Declan would never let me hear the end of it if I let you walk back to the dorm. Plus, with that hand, what would you do if someone tried to take you?”  
 
    Honestly, I was a bit shocked he’d bring it up, but such was the world girls today were raised in. A lovely reality of not having a stick swinging between our legs. “I’d figure something out,” I said.  
 
    “I’m sure you would, but still, I’d rather tell Declan when he wakes up that I helped you get home safely rather than sending you off into the unknown by yourself,” Will said. His stare fell to my splinted hand. “What happened to your hand? Don’t worry, there are no nurses or doctors around. No one but me.”  
 
    Yes, he was right there. We were alone, sitting on this bench, the ER’s doors quiet. He was a stranger to me, and yet I felt oddly comfortable around him. Maybe because he reminded me so much of Declan. Or maybe because he was cute, and I hadn’t learned my lesson when it came to cute guys. Not yet.  
 
    I was a glutton for punishment, and not Travis’s twisted sense of it. Punishment meaning dangling things and people I could not have in front of me. Punishment meaning liking guys I shouldn’t. My roommate’s older brother? Definitely off-limits, and I knew it.  
 
    I knew it, and yet I still found myself sighing internally as I breathed in the air around us. He wasn’t touching me, but I could still feel his warmth, his heat. My mind was so fucked up, I’d just escaped Travis, Declan was in the hospital, almost dead, and here I was, ogling his brother.  
 
    “I told you,” I said, not liking the way my body reacted to his intense stare, “I fell on it.”  
 
    “Let me ask you one thing, and I want you to be one hundred percent honest,” Will started, waiting for me to nod before continuing: “Does it have anything to do with what happened to Declan?”  
 
    I blinked. “What?”  
 
    He leaned closer to me, and my back went rod straight. It took everything out of me not to inch away, not trusting myself to be so close to him. So near I felt his breath on my cheek, even if he was just leaning in to whisper, “If someone came after you because you’re his roommate, tell me, Ash.”  
 
    What would he do, if it was? I was tempted to ask, mostly because I believed, at their core, the two things were connected—by Travis. Will didn’t know me. He knew and cared for his brother, that much was obvious, but me? I was a stranger to him. I meant nothing to him. If the two things were connected, they were just that: connected. So what?  
 
    “I told you, I fell,” I was firmer this time, repeating myself for what felt like the hundredth time tonight. I was never going to tell anyone that Travis brought me to his room and chained me to the floor near his bed. What was even crazier was the fact that I went with him willingly.  
 
    “Okay,” he said, leaning back, away from me, giving me relief from his warm breath and his insinuating stare.  
 
    I didn’t like him. He was confident, suspected too much, and worst of all? He seemed nice. Nicer than Declan himself, maybe. Me and nice guys never mixed. But, I realized, as an Uber car pulled up, maybe we should start. Maybe nabbing a nice guy was exactly what I needed to stay safe.  
 
    A foolish thought, because no matter what I did, I was never really safe. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Five – Declan 
 
      
 
    I wanted to yank the IV out and go home. Maybe not home home, but at least back to the dorm. I didn’t like knowing Ash was there alone, not with what happened to me. I…I don’t exactly remember what happened, but I do know I hadn’t felt good all day, and I tried texting her, but she wouldn’t respond. As a last resort, I texted Will, my older brother, not knowing what else to do.  
 
    And then…then I woke up here, in the hospital, surrounded by nurses and doctors who thought I was suicidal.  
 
    I might’ve been, once. Right after Sabrina hung herself, right after the cops questioned me and I was forbidden from going to her funeral…but not anymore. I didn’t want to die. I wanted to live, and…I wanted to make sure Ash was okay. If someone got to me, if someone put something in my food or something, what was to say she’d be okay there by herself? What if they went after her next?  
 
    That’s what the sane part of me wondered as the hours wore on. I woke up sometime early in the morning to find Will slouched in the chair beside my bed, his neck bent at an awkward angle, his mouth hanging slightly ajar. My own neck hurt a bit, but I knew they had me hopped up on pain meds, thanks to my arm.  
 
    Stitches and a bandage. They also said that if it wasn’t for the quick-thinking of my roommate, I’d most likely be dead right now, which meant Ash saved me. She saved me, and I was stuck here, until they thought it was okay to let me go—or at least until I convinced them I didn’t try to hurt myself.  
 
    I didn’t…I didn’t think. I was nowhere near as bad as I was right after Sabrina died. Someone had to have drugged me or something, but trying to convince these doctors of that just came off as paranoid and delusional.  
 
    My eyes studied my bandaged arm, and I tried my hardest to remember what happened before I passed out. I think I made my way into the bathroom, but I wasn’t sure. I think I called Will, but again, not sure. Everything was so hazy, so fuzzy, like my mind didn’t want to cooperate, like my brain refused to give.  
 
    It was a long while before Will stirred, his eyes slow to snap open. He yawned and stretched; I bet his back ached something fierce from sleeping in that chair. The first thing out of my mouth was “Ash—” 
 
    My older brother didn’t give me a chance to finish, cutting in, “She’s fine. I made sure she got home safely.”  
 
    I knew being in that room didn’t necessarily mean she was safe. I’d rather be with her to make sure, or have Will with her. Hell, I’d rather Will be with her than with me. I could handle myself around doctors. She was the one alone in our room; what if someone did this to me and came back to make sure I was gone? What if they hurt her, too?  
 
    “You should go, stay with her,” I suggested, trying to sit up. My body felt drained, so I immediately reclined back against the bed, settling for tilting my head toward him. “What if they try to hurt her next?”  
 
    “You need to tell dad,” Will advised, always the smarter one, always the logical one.  
 
    “Dad doesn’t need to know about all of this,” I said. I’d rather him never find out about this hospital visit, but I knew that was a useless hope. Even if we kept it from him, he’d see the scar on my arm sooner or later and demand to know when and where it came from. “I can handle it—” 
 
    Again, he cut me off, “Really, Declan?” Will’s tone was a bit flippant. He hardly ever sounded irate, but here? He was intensely aggravated at me, and letting it show. “Look at where you are. You’re in the hospital, for crying out loud. You were attacked. Someone needs to look into this.”  
 
    Well, at least he didn’t think I’d tried to kill myself. I really hoped Ash didn’t believe it, either. For some strange reason, I wanted her to have faith in me. If she was on my side, I felt like I could take on the entire world. 
 
    “Who’s going to look into it? What evidence do we have?” I asked him. The door to the room was closed, so I felt a little more comfortable raising my voice. This was not something I’d back down on. “It looks like I tried to cut myself. That’s what everyone is going to believe.” My voice caught in the back of my throat when I thought about Sabrina.  
 
    The police ruled hers a suicide too, even though I doubted it was. Sawyer blamed me. I wasn’t sure who to blame…  
 
    Although now? Now I was starting to wonder if I should’ve suspected the brother all along. It wasn’t even twenty-four hours after Sawyer’s and Ash’s date that I wound up hurt. What if Sawyer was the one who did this? What if he was the one who made Sabrina’s death look like a suicide by hanging?  
 
    Sawyer loved Sabrina, but sometimes love pushed you over the edge. Sometimes love made you crazy, blinded you until you couldn’t think or see straight. Sometimes people in love, even familial love, did stupid things in its name.  
 
    “You should go and make sure Ash is okay,” I said. He’d told me she hurt her thumb, but he refused to tell me how. If she fought someone off, she was in danger. I would not let Ash get hurt because of me. If Sawyer wanted to finish me off…let him try. I was tired of sitting back and waiting, tired of the constant notes and nooses taped to the door. I was tired of the looks and the way everyone attacked me online.  
 
    I was just done. I wanted to be done with it—which wasn’t to say I was giving up. I was going to face it, face this mess, how I should’ve from the beginning: like a man. Like someone who had nothing to hide.  
 
    Because I didn’t. I had absolutely nothing to hide, and Sawyer needed to realize it.  
 
    And if Sawyer wasn’t the one who hurt me, who staged my own little suicide, well…I guess we’d get to it when we got to it. One thing was for certain, though. I did not want Dad involved in any of this.  
 
    Will looked at me strangely. “I’m sure she’s fine. You’re the one in the hospital. She had a dislocated thumb; you were the one who almost died, Declan. Not her.” His words were true, but they didn’t make me feel any better.  
 
    Ash was the only thing keeping me so alert right now, even though my body craved another long nap. I’d gotten a blood transfusion, along with a lot of IV fluids. Who knew almost dying was so exhausting?  
 
    “I’m under surveillance,” I reminded him. “Ash…” She wasn’t. There were cameras in the dorm building, but not everywhere. Not lining each and every hall; just the main ones. I was safer here than she was there; that much I knew without a doubt. If Will wanted to argue me on it, he could go right ahead. He’d never convince me of anything.  
 
    Will studied me, his hazel eyes softening as he whispered, “You care for her.” He didn’t accuse me of it, didn’t question me. He spoke it as a fact, as if he already knew, which was ridiculous, since he hadn’t seen us together. Not while the both of us were conscious, anyway. Hell, I’d never even brought Will up to her. Until last night, Ash had no idea Will existed.  
 
    I supposed I could’ve lied. I could’ve told Will she was only my roommate, that she meant nothing to me, but over the last month or so, it had spiraled. My feelings for her. I didn’t want to be friends with her because I knew where it would lead. I tried my best to keep myself away from her, but it didn’t work out. I did care for her; I cared for her more than a friend probably should.  
 
    “I do,” I whispered softly, picturing her smile, her storm grey eyes perfectly. How her short blonde and pink hair swayed when she shook her head. Her confidence, her easy way of being. How she felt nestled against my body as we lay there… Knowing how she felt was not something I should be aware of, but I was.  
 
    Her skin was so soft, so smooth, without a flaw or a scar.  
 
    “Be careful with her,” Will advised, causing me to sharply glance at him. “She’s smart. Not that I didn’t think Sabrina was smart, but…she has a different way about her. She might do nothing but hurt you, you know.” Warning me against liking her, against caring for her.  
 
    Obviously I knew she could hurt me. Obviously I knew I probably couldn’t take another broken heart, but did that stop me from developing these feelings? No. No it didn’t, and I hated myself all the more for it.  
 
    When I said nothing, Will let out a sigh. “I suppose I could visit her, make sure she’s all right.” I instantly perked up, and he laughed. There was the brother I was used to: kind and generous, always smiling. “And then I’ll be back, with some breakfast.”  
 
    “Breakfast does sound good,” I told him, watching as he got to his feet. “But take your time making sure she’s okay. I’d be fine with lunch, too.” I grinned back at him.  
 
    He was about to say something, but he stopped himself. His gaze met mine, and he only said, “I’ll be back, Declan.” I gave him a nod, silent as he left the room, leaving me alone.  
 
    Alone. I wasn’t ever alone, not really. Not when my mind and my heart were full. I’d thought I was broken forever after losing Sabrina, but Ash had stormed into my life like a whirlwind, unstoppable and powerful in every way. If my dad picked her to be Hillcrest’s first female student on purpose, he chose correctly. He knew the kind of girl I liked, what I needed.  
 
    Which was precisely why I didn’t want him to know about this.  
 
    Once Will was gone, I moved my gaze to the ceiling. What would I do if something happened to Ash? Would I break completely?  
 
    I knew one thing for sure: I never wanted to find out. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Six – Ash 
 
      
 
    My hair was greasy, but at this point, I didn’t give a shit. I lay in bed, the TV on, roaming the channels with the remote in my splint-free hand while my other hand rested across my stomach. It was early in the morning on Sunday, and I felt like I got no sleep. Which I supposed I hadn’t, because I spent most of it in the ER praying to a God I didn’t believe in, that Declan would be okay.  
 
    Declan didn’t deserve any of this. He was a good guy, even if he could get angry. Getting mad wasn’t something I could judge him for. We all had the right to get upset every now and then, and he had more reason than most.  
 
    I let out a sigh, turning my head to view his empty bed, his untouched sheets, which were still in the same crumple they were from Saturday morning, when he’d woken up. Declan never made his bed; he probably grew up with maids and people around willing to do it for him. I was of the mind that why should I bother trying to make the bed when I was only going to lay in it in less than twenty-four hours again? Seemed like wasted time and effort, neither of which I ever wanted to expend.  
 
    It wasn’t the same here without Declan. I knew I spent time alone in the dorm during the week when he was gone at class and I wasn’t, but this wasn’t like that. This was different. I knew he was in the hospital; I knew he was hurt, and I damn well knew it was probably because of me.  
 
    Travis.  
 
    I had to think of a way to get back at him without going all tattle-tale on him. I wasn’t a rat. I wasn’t a snitch. Where I grew up, doing something like that was worse than doing the crime itself, and yet…   
 
    No. I wouldn’t think about it. Now was not the time to get lost in memories that I’d tried so hard to forget.  
 
    A knock on the door alerted me to someone else’s presence, and I hoped with all my heart it wasn’t Travis. I wasn’t ready to face him again. I needed time to prepare, to think of the things I would say, what I would do to make him understand that I wasn’t his, and I sure as shit wasn’t a plaything he could lock up and punish whenever the fuck he wanted.  
 
    I left the TV playing, sliding off the bed before I moved toward the door. I leaned my face against the wood, peering through the peephole. It wasn’t Travis; it was Will. I was opening the door for him before I stopped to wonder what he was doing here without Declan in tow.  
 
    Declan was on a suicide watch. I had no idea how long they’d keep him at the hospital. I also had no idea if I should tell Dean Briggs about all of this. I mean, he did ask me to look after Declan. So far, I was doing a pretty shitty job.  
 
    Will walked in, and I closed the door behind him, glancing down at myself, temporarily forgetting whether or not I’d changed out of the bloody clothes. He hadn’t, but that’s because he’d been at the hospital all night. Thankfully I was blood-free, which was a teeny relief.  
 
    “Declan’s phone,” Will said, his hazel stare meeting mine.  
 
    I stood there for a moment, petrified under his warm gaze. His looks…Will was a good-looking dude. The Briggs gene pool must be a good one, because there wasn’t anything I’d change about him or Declan.  
 
    “Uh, the bathroom, I think.” I didn’t think I’d moved it much after calling 911 last night, but then again, last night was sort of a blur. I watched as Will went into the bathroom, coming out a few seconds later with a cellphone in his hands.  
 
    Will stared at me, eyes falling to my splinted hand as he said, “You cleaned it up.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said. He meant the blood. The giant pool of blood on the bathroom floor. Like I was just going to sit back and leave it there? Tiptoe around the blood every time I had to use the toilet? Fuck that. Plus, the blood had already stained the grout between the tiles, so I was certain we’d be paying for it once move out time came at the end of the school year.  
 
    “I could’ve called a cleaning crew to clean it up,” Will went on, once again flashing his money.  
 
    “Why call a cleaning crew when you can do it yourself?”  
 
    Will’s lips tweaked into a small smile, but it faded almost instantly. “His charger?” I pointed to Declan’s desk, and Will went to grab it, bending down to unplug it from the outlet nestled beneath the desk, which gave me a good view of his back and his shoulders, not to mention the way the bottom fabric of his shirt crept up a bit, exposing some skin on his lower back.  
 
    When he got up, my eyes couldn’t help but fall to the bloodstain on his shirt, what he’d gotten from holding onto Declan and carrying him out of the building. Some girls—and guys, I guess—were repulsed at the sight of blood. Me? I didn’t particularly like it, but there was something so visceral about it.  
 
    Blood was life.  
 
    Will carefully set the phone and charger down on the desktop before moving closer to me. A foot away, and I could smell him again. Damn it. Was I only so attracted to him because he reminded me of Declan? Because he was like Declan without the baggage of Sabrina? A shitty thing to think, but maybe it was true.  
 
    Or maybe my body was just horny. It’d been a while.  
 
    “How are you feeling?” Will asked. He reached up, lightly touching the elbow of the splinted hand. “You taking anything for the pain?”  
 
    Oh, the hospital staff had written me a prescription for some kind of pill I was only supposed to take if the pain got bad, but pain was something I could handle. Pain was nothing to me. Pain was only a part of life, and it only hurt as much as you let it.  
 
    I shrugged. “No, I don’t like to take pills. I’ll be fine.” Never had a dislocated anything before, but I was sure I’d be fine. As long as I avoided Travis for a while, gave myself some time to heal, everything would be just fine.  
 
    Fine, fine, fine. Maybe if I repeated that word enough, I’d start to believe it.  
 
    “Declan doesn’t want you here by yourself,” Will whispered, and my breath caught as I stared up at him. Will was a bit taller than Declan, too. A little over half a foot taller than me. The perfect height for me to lean on, the kind of guy I could press my face against his neck and pretend the rest of the world didn’t exist.  
 
    “I’m okay here,” I told him, stepping away. I sat on the edge of my bed, gazing down at my injured hand instead of at him. The longer I stared at Will, the more confusing feelings started to grow inside me.  
 
    It had to be because he was an older, more mature version of Declan. Because I knew, deep down, Declan still loved Sabrina, and Will—Will might have a girlfriend, I realized. Maybe he was off-limits, too.  
 
    Fuck. Everyone around here was off-limits, it wasn’t fair.  
 
    “Go back to Declan,” I told him. “But first, you should think about changing.”  
 
    Will glanced down at himself, finally realizing that his clothes had more than a little blood on them. “You’re right,” he agreed.  
 
    I was silent as I watched him go through Declan’s drawers. I had no idea whether or not he’d fit in his little brother’s clothes, but I also didn’t care. The bigger part of me was lost wondering if he’d go into the bathroom to change or if he’d strip right here in front of me. I mean, I was one of the guys, wasn’t I? I was rooming with his brother. We were roommates. Roommates changed in front of each other—  
 
    Holy heck. I needed to stop that train of thought right now, otherwise things would for sure get complicated once Declan was released.  
 
    Will ended up pulling out a shirt and a pair of jeans, going into the kitchenette area to change. Not the bathroom, probably because he didn’t want to see the floor that was still a little pink from the blood. I didn’t blame him. I would only go in that bathroom when I needed to. No spending hours on makeup in front of the mirror, not that I was ever that sort of girl.  
 
    I kept my eyes fixated on the floor. The kitchenette was directly across from the bathroom, so most of it was cut off from my vision, but with my peripherals, I saw him. Will took off his pants first—that was cut off by the freestanding cabinets separating the rest of the dorm room from the kitchenette. But his shirt? That much I was able to see.  
 
    Definitely more muscular than Declan. I got a good view of his chest, how his arms flexed when he lifted the shirt over his head and tugged it down. A chiseled chest, along with a six-pack of abs that were definitely drool-worthy. My inner high school self was going nuts. Abs had always been super sexy to me for some reason. Maybe it was because they were difficult to get, meaning whoever had them had the willpower to do it.  
 
    By the time he was done changing, I was outright ogling, not even bothering to use my peripherals anymore, and Will looked over, meeting my eyes. I instantly looked away, feeling a slight blush creep up my cheeks.  
 
    Way to go, Ash. Way to look like a creeper.  
 
    Will did not address it as he tossed his bloodied clothes in the wastebasket. When he walked around the kitchenette area, I was able to fully see just how snug Declan’s clothes were on him—and boy, were they taut. The jeans hugged every bit of his legs, especially his ass. And the shirt? The shirt’s fabric stretched over his chest, just as tight along his shoulders.  
 
    Would it be inappropriate if I asked him if I could touch him?  
 
    Duh, Ash. Yes, it would be inappropriate. Why would you even think that?  
 
    “See anything you like?” Will asked, and my mouth nearly dropped open. He picked up Declan’s phone and charger, putting them in his back pocket, along with his own phone. When he noticed my aghast expression, he grinned. “I was teasing you, Ash.”  
 
    “Good,” I said, talking too fast, “because I wasn’t staring at you. I was just wondering what I was going to eat. It feels like I haven’t eaten in days.” Or at least a full day, considering Travis had me most of yesterday…which Will did not know.  
 
    God, I sounded like an idiot. So stupid, because hot guys never affected me this much before. Had to be because I wanted sex.  
 
    Will’s gaze bored into me, the intensity of it making me want to look away. But I didn’t; I held his stare, even though it was hard. “I was going to pick up some food for Declan. You want to tag along? I can bring you here after.” 
 
    I was nodding before I realized what I was doing.  
 
    Together we left the room, and I followed him to his car parked outside. It was just a normal car, a black SUV, nothing fancy like Sawyer’s sports car. Will darted before me, opening the passenger’s side door for me like some kind of gentleman. I believed he was more of a gentleman than Sawyer could ever be, but that was neither here nor there.  
 
    I shouldn’t be thinking of Sawyer right now. Who knew what that bastard was getting up to? Our date probably meant nothing to him, which was fine because it meant nothing to me, too. What I did for him while we ate, seeing how long he’d last just to test whether he was a man or a boy…I should forget that part, definitely. Sawyer’s dick was not something that should ever dominate my mind.  
 
    As Will got in the driver’s seat, I noticed a ticket sitting on the dashboard. He must’ve noticed where my eyes were, for he quickly grabbed it and shoved it in the center console. “From last night,” he said.  
 
    Right. Because he’d driven here, then rode in the back of the ambulance to the hospital, then taken an Uber from the hospital to the dorm with me. It was only then he probably picked up his car, and by then it was definitely ticket time, especially if he parked somewhere he shouldn’t have.  
 
    “Your family has enough money to pay for it, I assume,” I spoke dryly, clicking my seatbelt. “Although, I will admit, I did not expect you to have a car like this. I would’ve figured flashier. You know, show the money. Make everyone else jealous.” I was rambling now, and as Will pulled us into the road, I couldn’t help but sink in my seat a little. Why the hell couldn’t I just shut up?  
 
    Will glanced at me, his hazel stare heavy. “I don’t like using my family’s money. Everything I do, everything I get out of life, I want to be the one to get it. It’s my life. I want to fight for my piece of pie like everyone else.”  
 
    I chuckled. I didn’t think I knew a poor person who would deny money if they had it, just to pull themselves up by their bootstraps. The fact was people today were usually stuck in the same walk of life they were born into. There was no American Dream anymore. No white picket fences. Hell, the other people in my generation would be lucky to own a house before they were thirty. 
 
    “Having money would make life so much easier though,” I muttered, watching as the scenery flew by. We were heading away from campus and to a breakfast diner, where I assumed we’d order some food to bring it to Declan. Even though I hadn’t eaten in what felt like forever, I wasn’t too hungry.  
 
    “Some things, sure,” Will said. “But other things…money just makes it worse. When money is involved, you get the greed. You don’t know what a person is capable of until you’ve seen them deal with money. When you look at someone and see the money sign flashing in their eyes, it’s…” He quieted. “You grow up learning not to trust anyone.”  
 
    I never knew how badly money could fuck people up. Made sense, I guess, but still. “Your dad?”  
 
    “When you grow up surrounded by inground pools and mansions, it’s hard to realize what the real world is like.” Will apparently refused to say anything about his dad, and I didn’t know why. Dean Briggs seemed like a decent enough guy. Kind and warm, just like Declan. Maybe it was his mother who had the dollar signs flashing in her eyes. “It’s why I try my best not to use my family’s money. I got a job once I started school, bought this girl myself.” He rubbed the dashboard lovingly, almost like he was petting a beloved dog.  
 
    “Does she have a name?” I asked, wondering why all men called their cars women. Was it because they rode them? …sex joke, because I’m eternally horny, lady blue balls and all that.  
 
    We were at a red light, and Will turned his face to me, grinning a boyish grin. “If I told you that, I’d have to kill you.” Spoken with such seriousness, I couldn’t help but laugh. He joined in, and within a few minutes, we pulled into a parking lot.  
 
    I got out, stretching the non-splinted arm as I gazed up at the blue sky. “I’ve never owned a car,” I said. “I had jobs, but I gave most of my money to my mom, to help with the bills.” We walked to the front door of the diner, and Will held it open for me, again being a gentleman. He better be careful, otherwise I might start to get used to this kind of treatment, and none of the guys at Hillcrest would ever be able to stand in Will’s shadow.  
 
    “It was that bad?” Will asked, sounding genuinely curious about where I’d come from, what I’d lived through. 
 
    Oh, if only he knew.  
 
    I nodded, biting my lower lip, not wanting to talk about it anymore. I shouldn’t have brought it up. These rich guys never realized how bad it was for other people, but still. I didn’t want to be a charity case, even if that was the only reason I was attending Hillcrest University.  
 
    When the hostess came over and asked if we wanted a seat, Will said, “We’d actually like to order to go.” He gave her a charming, dimpled smile before grabbing a menu and starting to rattle off the things he wanted, and she did her best to write it all down and keep up. I was no expert on breakfast foods, but it sounded like a lot. After a while, Will looked at me. “What’ll you have?”  
 
    I shrugged. “Surprise me,” I said. Any food at this point would be better than nothing.  
 
    Will turned his smile on me, and I had to look away. “And another order of the French toast. Thank you.” He gave the hostess back the menu, and she told us it’d be about a half-hour wait. Will started walking to a nearby booth, asking, “Can we get some coffee while we wait?”  
 
    “Sure,” the hostess said, practically bouncing on her feet as she went to grab two cups and the coffee container. She was a pretty woman, younger than thirty, and she was a bit rosier when she left than when we came in.  
 
    Hmm. Maybe I wasn’t exaggerating when it came to Will’s attractiveness. Maybe it wasn’t just my horny side showing herself.  
 
    When the hostess came back, she barely glanced at me as she set the mugs down before us and poured us two cups of coffee. The smile she gave Will before sauntering off was a killer; I bet it had ensnared many men before.  
 
    But Will didn’t seem too affected. He only thanked her, and the moment she walked off, he started pouring creamer and sugar in his cup, so much so that the coffee turned a light brown color.  
 
    “Would you like some coffee with that sugar?” I asked him when he was on his fifth sugar packet. I didn’t think I’d ever seen someone dump that much sugar in their coffee. Then again, I wasn’t much of a coffee drinker myself. I’d make an exception today, due to the fact that I’d gotten no sleep last night.  
 
    Will grinned, flashing a set of perfect pearly whites. “I’m bad, I know, but I find the taste of strong, black coffee disgusting.” His fingers hooked through the handle of the mug and brought it to his lips. I watched them part slowly before taking a small sip.  
 
    I grabbed my own cup. “This stuff?” I said, taking my own sip, watching as he widened his eyes in shock.  
 
    “How are you not gagging right now?” he asked, completely serious.  
 
    I laughed. “I don’t know. I mean, it’s not the best taste in the world, but…” I shook my head, leaning back in the booth. “I’m not a huge coffee drinker anyway. I prefer pop.” 
 
    “Pop, huh?” Will ran a hand through his hair. At least I wasn’t the only greasy one here. We both needed to take a shower as soon as humanly possible. “What’s your favorite food?” I couldn’t tell if he was just being nice, trying to keep up the conversation, or if he really wanted to know.  
 
    Either way, I said without a second thought: “Chicken nuggets.”  
 
    He was in the process of taking another sip of his coffee, and he nearly spat it out. “Chicken nuggets?” he echoed, his dark brows lifting. “You’re kidding, right?”  
 
    “Not even a little,” I said. “My favorite are the ones from McDonald’s.”  
 
    “You’ve heard all the news stories about what gets found in their nuggets, right?”  
 
    “Have I been living under a rock for my whole life? Of course I’ve heard the stories, I’ve even seen pictures.” I shrugged once. “Sometimes I think about them when I’m eating the nuggets, but you know what? I don’t care. That shit’s good, and nobody is going to convince me otherwise. I would eat those chicken nuggets every day if I could. It’s a good thing McDonald’s isn’t on the meal plan, otherwise I’d gain a hundred pounds each semester I’m here.”  
 
    The corners of Will’s eyes crinkled. “I’ve never met someone as enthusiastic about chicken nuggets before.”  
 
    I ran a finger around the rim of my coffee mug, my splinted hand resting in my lap. “That’s because you’ve never met someone like me,” I spoke without a second thought. Way to sound overconfident. As if I was the most special snowflake ever to roam this side of the States.  
 
    I wasn’t. I wasn’t special, not really. I liked to think I was, but there were other girls out there like me. 
 
    Still, Will said, “No, I haven’t.”  
 
    Meeting his hazel stare, I felt something in my lower gut warm. For a moment, neither of us said anything. Hell, at this point, I wasn’t quite sure what to say. Were we bonding? Did people bond this fast? It was hard to say, because Declan had held me at an arm’s length for so long, not wanting to get close to me. Will, on the other hand, seemed to have no problem with it.  
 
    I had to be careful around him. I might start to like him a bit more than I should if I wasn’t careful. How fucked up would me crushing on Will make everything? I’d rather not find out.  
 
    I took another sip of the coffee, not knowing what else to say. I thought with Will here, things would be easier, at least for a while, at least until Will left and I was faced with dealing with Travis, but the opposite was true.  
 
    Things were only growing more complicated, and my feelings, my heart? The most complicated thing of all. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seven – Ash 
 
      
 
    After getting our food and paying—and by paying, I meant Will fronting the check, because hello, poor—we drove to the hospital. The food smelled delicious, I had to admit. The bags sat on my lap, full of Styrofoam containers. Will parked in one of the hospital’s many parking lots, hurrying around the side of the car to help me out and grab the bags off my lap.  
 
    We headed inside, passing the front desk as we went straight to Declan’s room. I didn’t think it was visiting hours, but again, having money meant you could toss out a lot of the rules that everyone else had to follow.  
 
    Since Will’s hands were full, I was the one who opened the door to his room and stepped inside first. When my eyes landed on him in the bed, I temporarily forgot where we were. When I saw that he was awake and conscious, I couldn’t help but do what I did next.  
 
    I rushed him, threw my arms around his neck and hugged him as best as I could, considering he was on a bed and I was standing beside him. His musky scent filled my nostrils, and I breathed him in, focusing on his scent and not the sterile hospital sheets over his body.  
 
    “Careful with him,” Will warned, and I pulled off of Declan enough to see that he was wincing. 
 
    He was wincing, in pain, from my hug, and he refused to say anything. I’d knocked into his injured arm without knowing. I wanted to hug him again, but I settled for placing my good hand on his shoulder. Declan’s dark, chocolatey brown eyes met mine, and my heart did a little flip.  
 
    “How are you feeling?” I asked, hating that he was here.  
 
    “Better than I was last night,” Declan said, speaking softly. The way his stare held mine, I never wanted to look away. My hand on his shoulder squeezed, and even though there was only a foot between our heads, it felt like miles. I wanted to close the distance, to lean into him, feel his arms around me.  
 
    Fuck. Who the hell was I trying to kid? I already had it bad.  
 
    “We brought breakfast,” Will spoke, breaking into our serious stare down.  
 
    I pulled off of Declan, coughing as I looked away, but Declan’s uninjured hand shot out, grabbing mine. “How are you?” he asked, a crease of worry between his brows.  
 
    My hand. He meant my hand.  
 
    I kept telling that to myself, but all I could focus on was the way his fingers gripped mine, how soft but strong his grip was. It was hard to do anything but lose myself in his dark stare. “I’m okay,” I finally said, pulling myself out of his grasp when it loosened. Touching Declan would only lead to thoughts I shouldn’t have, so it was best not to do any touching, I think.  
 
    Declan glanced to the door, which Will closed after coming in. “What happened?”  
 
    “I fell,” I said, the lie tasting sour on my tongue. I hated lying to him, to his brother, not to mention the whole staff of this hospital, but it was all I could do. Travis had to be taken down, but with his money, he’d just get off if I reported him. No, he had to be taken down in a different way. A way his money couldn’t save him from.  
 
    “Because of me,” Declan muttered, hurt flashing across his face. He sat up, propping himself up as he stared at me, guilt drawn across every feature. “Ash, I didn’t—” 
 
    “Shh,” Will told him. “Let’s eat, okay?”  
 
    Declan thought I fell because of what happened to him, because of me slipping in his blood or something? Great. Now I felt even worse, knowing he blamed himself for this, too. Just what I needed. But it wasn’t like I could tell him the truth, at least not yet. And Sabrina’s diary…that would have to wait for a while, too. For now, it still rested in my backpack, near my desk.  
 
    Will passed out the food, and the plastic silverware, telling me to grab the seat near the bed. He pulled in another chair from the hallway, situating himself at the foot of the bed, his food on his lap.  
 
    We ate in silence for a while. The French toast was good, but they were no chicken nuggets.  
 
    “I’m going to see if I can get you out of here later today,” Will spoke after swallowing a bite of his omelet. “I’ll tell them I’m going to take a week off school so I can watch over you.”  
 
    “Will,” Declan started, glancing at me, as if he was embarrassed at his older brother’s antics. Personally, I thought Will was being sweet.  
 
    “No buts,” Will said, and that was that. “And I am going to take a week off. If someone tried to get to you, they’ll have to go through me if they want to try again.” The way he shoved his fork into his hash browns, like he was imagining the hash browns being whoever had hurt Declan, made me smile.  
 
    And then I realized what he was saying. “You mean live with us for a week?” Somehow, that…well, I felt like that could make things way more complicated. When Will nodded, I said, “If someone’s after him, they’ll just wait until you’re gone and try again.”  
 
    Will’s kind stare turned icy, but Declan was nodding along with me. “She’s right,” Declan said.  
 
    “Then we’re telling Dad—” 
 
    “No,” Declan cut in, clearly not wanting to tell Dean Briggs anything, for whatever reason. Okay, so I guess I wasn’t giving the Dean a call about what happened last night.   
 
    “Then I’m staying with you,” Will stated, shrugging. “One or the other, Declan. Plus, if I’m there while you guys are out, and I catch someone trying to break in or leaving stuff on your door—” 
 
    Declan let out a groan, as if he was embarrassed by his brother’s protectiveness.  
 
    “Once I get this splint off and my thumb is healed up, I’ll be able to take them.” With my good hand, I did a few fake punches. “I’m better than I look, you know. I can take a guy your size down.” Both of them stared at me, and it was clear neither one of them believed me. How insulting.  
 
    I wasn’t lying. I could take a man down if I had to. Travis had just caught me off-guard, and then the chains kind of stopped me from going after him. In a battle of sheer strength? They would win, but the difference between them and me was that they relied on their strength. Me? I relied on using their strength against them, using their size against them. If you were smart, you could take anyone down.  
 
    “You keep surprising me,” Will commented, glancing at Declan. “Do you know how obsessed she is about chicken nuggets?” 
 
    Had I ever told Declan about how much I loved nuggets?  
 
    Apparently not, for Declan was slow to shake his head, his dark eyes darting to me. I didn’t know why, but right then I felt a bit uneasy, guilty, almost, like I shouldn’t have shared anything with Will, shouldn’t have bonded with him while Declan was here. As if I was only allowed to share things with Declan, which was just stupid, because I was allowed to do whatever the hell I wanted. Declan didn’t own me. No one did, especially not fucking Travis.  
 
    “I’m also pretty good at videogames,” I said, earning stares from both guys again. Being caught in this brother sandwich, now that was something I could get behind. Totally would never happen, only in my wildest dreams, but still. “Bet I could beat both your asses in any game.” Then something occurred to me. “Do rich kids even play videogames?”  
 
    Declan laughed, and Will was busy shaking his head. “What do you think we do?” Will asked, “Spend our time going to lawn parties and taking classes on how to order people around? Of course we play videogames.”  
 
    “Okay, then after I get this thing off, it’s a date.” I realized what I said after I said it, and by that time, it was too late. The word date was already said, spoken into a hospital room with two brothers, one who I’d just met last night, and not under the best circumstance. I immediately tried to catch myself, to clear the awkward air, “A videogame date. Whoever wins gets bragging rights, and whoever loses…” I honestly could not come up with something the loser would do, mostly because I still could not believe I was rambling so much.  
 
    Declan was quiet, but Will asked, “Go on. Whoever loses does what? I’m interested to know where your mind went, Ash.”  
 
    I stuck my fork into another piece of French toast, avoiding both their gazes. “I’ll have to think about it,” I muttered, shoving the food into my mouth, hoping that, with my mouth full, I wouldn’t be able to say anything else so stupid.  
 
    This just wasn’t my day. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eight – Sawyer 
 
      
 
    Travis and I stood in the hallway as the shower ran. Honestly, it took everything out of me to not go to Ash and Declan’s dorm. I had no idea who the fuck sent that letter to me, but no one told me what to do. If I wanted Ash, I’d fucking have Ash. If I wanted to dump her like trash, I’d do that, too. But first, before I did any of that, I needed my confidence back.  
 
    I needed to cum in a girl that wasn’t Ash and not wish it was her.  
 
    It made sense, at least when I didn’t think too hard about it.  
 
    Travis was busy reading the dye container. It was a small thing, so we’d gotten a few of them, along with bleach. Brooklyn was willing to put in the time, to play up to our kinks—mostly because she’d be getting both Travis and me at the same time. It’d been a long time since Travis and I shared a girl together. 
 
    “I think we should’ve gone with a lighter pink,” Travis muttered.  
 
    “Too late now,” I said, feeling a familiar urge. Something I hadn’t felt in a long time. My fingers tapped my elbows, and I heard the shower turn off. I barged in, throwing open the door, just in time to see Brooklyn step out of the tub and reach for a towel. Even wet, her hair was a bright, vibrant pink. Way too pink. Needed to be duller. “Wash it again,” I said, closing the door behind me. I ignored her groan.  
 
    Didn’t matter. She’d get back in the shower and she’d wash it again, just to please me. I was Sawyer Salvatore. Every girl in the area wanted to be with me. Everyone wanted a piece of me, of my money.  
 
    I let out a sigh, heading past Travis as I walked down the stairs. I went into the kitchen, past the trash can, where the six-word letter sat, torn into pieces. I stopped near the cabinet in the corner, my fingers toying with the handle on the drawer.  
 
    I knew what was inside. I knew how many bags there were, what was in them. I knew exactly what each pill did, how they affected me when swallowed, when snorted…they were tiny bags I should’ve gotten rid of after Sabrina’s death. But I didn’t. I still had them, but now I wondered if I kept them as temptation or as a reminder of who I didn’t want to be.  
 
    The bender I was on that weekend was a bad one. I couldn’t remember near any of it. I was high as a fucking kite while my sister died, and I swore I would never get that bad again—and I meant it. I meant it when I told myself I was done with that shit.  
 
    So then why did I still have a drawer of them?  
 
    Maybe because I knew it would make it easier. Maybe because I was feeling so goddamned tense, all because of fucking Ash.  
 
    Ash. I hated her for what she was doing to me, and I hated Declan even more, knowing he somehow got her on his side. 
 
    Once I got over this…whatever the fuck this turned out to be, I’d make them both pay. Once I was myself again, I’d make them both wish they were dead. Even dropping out of Hillcrest wouldn’t stop me from making their lives miserable. I had a shit ton of money; I could follow them wherever they went.  
 
    When I heard Travis coming down the stairs, I quickly moved to the refrigerator, pulling out a cold beer and popping it open. I offered it to him, but he only shook his head. I took a long swig, finally saying, “She’s pretty, at least.”  
 
    Brooklyn was someone from the local college, but I’d known her a while. She always liked my posts and followed me on every social media site I was on. Not exactly a stalker, but if I told her to jump, she’d be one of the bitches who’d ask: how high? What was going to happen after she got out of that shower would probably be the highlight of her pathetic life.  
 
    “I guess,” Travis muttered, setting the dye container down on the counter. His blue stare lingered on me. “You sure you want to do this?” I could tell by his tone he didn’t really care; he was only doing this for me, and he didn’t give a shit what my answer was.  
 
    It was too late now. Brooklyn was here, with her light brown locks bleached and then dyed, and her pussy was just as good as Ash’s.  
 
    Ash. I would not think about her right now. 
 
    I nodded, and Travis pulled out a pack of cigarettes, saying, “I’ll meet you upstairs, then. I need a smoke.” He said not another word as he exited through the back door and onto the patio, where he plopped down on the nearest chair, kicked up his legs and lit one up.  
 
    Smoking was never really my thing. I’d tried it, of course, but I didn’t like the feeling of smoke in my lungs. Pills were easier for me, and their effects were more instant.  
 
    I brought the beer upstairs, setting it down on my nightstand as I sat on the edge of the bed. I ran a hand over my face, wishing that I could press rewind and have a redo of my life for the last few years. I’d do so many things differently. I’d pay more attention to Sabrina, be with her when she had her episodes. I wouldn’t be such a fuckup.  
 
    But that was the problem: I was a fuckup. I was one of the worst fuckups to ever roam Hillcrest. My parents’ money was an excuse for me to cut loose and let my inner darkness fly, but when given the opportunity, I went wild. I made mistakes while knowing they were mistakes, and being self-aware never stopped me. I didn’t care about the consequences or the future. As far as I was concerned, I might be dead in ten years, so why did it matter? Inheriting my parents’ company…there were other people out there more qualified for the job. Me? I didn’t want it, and I sure as shit didn’t want whatever woman they’d tell me to marry.  
 
    Fuck my parents. Fuck their money. Fuck everyone in the entire fucking world. I didn’t care.  
 
    It was long after my beer was gone when I heard the blow-dryer start to run. Brooklyn was in there, drying her hair, all for me. The thought didn’t even get my dick hard, not at all. This…this was going to take some work, I knew.  
 
    I got to my feet when I heard the bathroom door open, and Brooklyn stepped out, wearing a towel around her body, her hair mostly dry. A bit darker pink, but it just might work.  
 
    Brooklyn was a curvy, ample girl. Her eyes were a shade of blue you’d find in the waters in the Caribbean, and she usually had them lined with an excessive amount of eyeliner and shadow. She’d tried to get me to take her upstairs at a lot of my parties, but until now, it’d never been her time.  
 
    “Well?” Brooklyn asked, tilting her head. Her hair was a bit longer, well past her shoulders, but it would do. The hot pink it was before had faded a bit with an extra washing, now no longer excruciatingly painful to look at. “Is this pink just right for you?” One of her legs was cocked, and I bet any money that if I reached between them, I’d feel her slickness. She was probably ready for me the moment she walked through my door this morning.  
 
    I walked around her like a vulture, studying her hair. I said nothing as I yanked the towel off her, revealing her pale, naked body. Her breasts were round, the perfect size to hold in your hand, and her nipples were already hardened into pebbled points. Besides the hair on her head, there was no hair anywhere else on her. Her arms, her legs, even her pussy. All of it was shaven, just for me.  
 
    “Where’s Travis?” she asked, and I responded by pulling on her arm and forcing her to the bed.  
 
    “He’ll be up soon,” I said. “You don’t have a problem if you and I get started, do you?”  
 
    Brooklyn was on her knees on the side of the bed, her ass in the air. “No,” she whispered, a light and airy sound. She turned, sliding off the bed, leaning her back against the frame as she started working on my pants, her head level with my dick.  
 
    Staring down at her, I realized, this just might work.  
 
    She had my pants down, my boxers next. I watched her pink head tilt, her eyes meeting mine. My dick was growing, but it was nowhere near as hard as it should be. “Put me in your mouth,” I said, watching as she did so without hesitation, puckering those full lips against the tip of my cock before taking me in.  
 
    I found out there was one thing Brooklyn was exceptionally good at, and it was giving head. She was able to deepthroat me, take me in entirely, and I felt my balls tremble. Watching her pink head bob along me, I was hard as a rock now.  
 
    Getting hard wasn’t the issue, though. It was staying hard. It was losing myself in the moment and letting the pleasure take me that was the problem.  
 
    I let out a moan, and right when I felt like coming, Brooklyn tore her mouth off me and peered around me. I sent a glare behind me, finding that Travis had walked in. He was on his phone though, looking like he was typing something. I didn’t recognize the phone, though, and I was too full with the need to cum that I didn’t care to ask.  
 
    “Sorry, dude,” Travis spoke, “but I have to go. Family shit.”  
 
    I held myself back from rolling my eyes. With Travis, it was always family shit. Could you believe that I’d known him for nearly my whole life, and I’d not once met his family? He never had me over; it was always Travis coming to my house, which was just fine, because from what it sounded like, Travis’s family was weird.  
 
    Brooklyn was about to whine, but Travis waved her off, “I’m sure Sawyer will more than make it up to you.” He met my eyes, and then he was gone.  
 
    She was about to look up at me with those wide, blue eyes, but I wove my fingers through her hair and forced her mouth back to my dick, mouth-fucking her like I imagined doing to someone else. Another girl with pink hair.  
 
    No, don’t think of her. Focus on the now.  
 
    The feeling of an orgasm built inside me, and I withdrew my hips from her mouth, her saliva dripping off my cock. I helped her to the bed, bending her over its side, her ass in the air. I went to grab a condom from the drawer in my nightstand, putting it on without looking. I grabbed her ass cheeks, parting them so I could watch my dick disappear inside of her. I slid into her easily, effortlessly, and her body let out a low, breathy moan that made my balls tighten.  
 
    That sound…Ash had made that sound when we were alone. When I had her in my arms, me sitting on the bed, her standing because she was short, my hands holding onto her wrists, refusing to let her go. At the time, I had no idea what trouble she’d cause me.  
 
    Fuck. And here I was again, thinking about her.  
 
    Brooklyn was wet for me, and her body gave me no resistance as I plowed into her, slamming myself as deep as I could go. A bit rougher than I normally was, but I didn’t care. I grabbed a fist full of her hair, bending her neck back as I fucked her from behind, my balls slapping against her with the movement. Her back was arched, and she let out a series of moans that only made my body shudder in anticipation.  
 
    I came even though I fought it, riding through it as I rocked my hips back and forth. The orgasm dominated me in the same way I was dominating Brooklyn: hard, fast, and rough. I closed my eyes, letting out a groan as my seed shot inside the condom. I really wanted to come inside of her, but I knew better. Even when I was lost and on a bender, I knew enough to know that.  
 
    I pulled out of her, my breathing ragged, and I rolled onto my back, my dick still hard. I reached for the condom, pulling it off…only to grab another. Hopefully next time it would take me a bit longer to come. “On top,” I growled out, and Brooklyn moved to position herself above me, her breasts heaving with each breath she took.  
 
    I closed my eyes when she started to sink down on my dick, the new position igniting a new fire inside of me. My hands found her thighs, and as she started rocking along me, my mind started to wander yet again. This time my fucking brain started to imagine Brooklyn’s wet, tight pussy belonged to someone else.  
 
    No.  
 
    No more. No more Ash, no more anything. I just wanted to fuck. I wanted to lose myself in the pleasure. No overthinking anything.  
 
    Brooklyn must’ve been riding me however it brought her the most pleasure, for she cried out, coming as she rode me, her sweaty body trembling as her inner walls clenched around me. Her rhythm slowed, but I wasn’t done. I flipped us so she was under me, her legs spread, my dick never once leaving her sex, and pumped into her with a renewed speed. Below me, her breasts bounced, and I bent to take a nipple in my mouth.  
 
    Oh, yes. I was fucking back, baby. This was how it should be.  
 
    I fucked Brooklyn until we were both spent, almost half a dozen used condoms on the floor. Out of breath, she turned until she was curled into me. Sometime during it, I’d finally taken off my shirt, so we were both lying there naked. I could tell by the way she nestled into me she wanted me to put an arm around her, but I didn’t. I only stared at the ceiling, wondering why the hell it had taken a girl dying her hair pink for me to get back to normal.  
 
    And Travis…what the hell was up with Travis? 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Nine – Ash 
 
      
 
    This was weird. It was weird, right? I was pretty sure it was weird. Totally, one hundred percent, completely weird.  
 
    Declan was home, finally, taking a shower with a plastic bag around his bandage so it didn’t get wet, but that wasn’t the weird part. That honor belonged to the other man lying on Declan’s bed, playing on his phone as if he belonged here.  
 
    Will.  
 
    I sat at my desk, trying to ignore them both. Yes, both. One was a brother I shouldn’t think about, while the other…well, imagining Declan in the shower was not something a roommate should do. It crossed all the inappropriate lines, ticked all the boxes. My backpack rested against the drawers to the desk, and my skateboard was nearby.  
 
    I really needed to skate, to just feel the air blowing past me and have a momentary lapse where I didn’t care about anything. Not think about Declan and what happened, not think about Travis and what he tried doing to me, what he might’ve done to Sabrina, and certainly not think about Sawyer or Will. 
 
    Jeez. Most of my problems revolved around guys. Who knew?  
 
    My eyes practically burned holes through the wood on the desk. My hands rested on my lap, and I let out a sigh that was a bit louder than I intended it to be.  
 
    “Do you always sit there and stare into nothing?” A masculine voice behind me caused me to jump, knocking my splinted thumb on the underside of the desk. I grimaced, and he was quick to say, “Sorry. I thought you heard me come over. You okay?”  
 
    I forced out a smile, meeting Will’s eyes while mentally scolding myself that I shouldn’t have freaked out so much. Like, I might as well wear a flashing neon sign that read I find you attractive and would let you bend me over this desk if you asked.  
 
    Will had set a hand on the desk, the other on the chair behind me. He leaned down a bit, and if I reclined back at all, I was certain I’d feel his fingers on my back. Why did he have to stand so close? Was this how normal people interacted? Maybe I should text Kelsey and ask her… 
 
    Wait. I didn’t have my phone. Travis had my phone, I remembered, and I prayed to any god that would listen that my mom hadn’t called while he had it.  
 
    “I, uh—” I was apparently having trouble finding the words to say, mostly because I couldn’t stop staring at Will’s lips. Did Declan affect me this much in the beginning? I mean, I knew he affected me now, but right away? Seemed a bit fast for my hormones to take control and make me want to push Will to my bed and tear off all his clothes.  
 
    Will’s mouth curled into a smile. He’d shaved earlier, which meant his dimples were out in full view for anyone to see. “So eloquent,” he mused, still leaning over me. Still a bit too close. Still…way too attractive and still very much my roommate’s older brother. 
 
    I could think of nothing to say, and I sure as hell didn’t want to stay caught between him and the desk, so I did the one thing I thought I had to: I got up. A stupid idea, really, because when I stood up, I was only nestled between his chest and my desk even worse than I was than when sitting down.  
 
    Had Will never heard of personal space before? There was a bubble around everyone that you didn’t go into…or maybe that was what my speech teacher said in high school. Use the whole bubble when you’re up there, giving speeches? Ugh. Whatever. Either way, I shouldn’t be less than an inch from his chest. 
 
    You know what was even weirder? 
 
    He didn’t move away. No, Will stood there, not moving an inch. At least he wasn’t leaning down anymore, but that was because he didn’t need to. I had gotten up, I had closed the distance between us, and by the look of it, I was the only one who felt immensely awkward here.  
 
    Will was busy studying me. “You smell like strawberries,” he said, his lips hardly moving.  
 
    “That,” I said, sounding one hundred percent like the awkward girl you couldn’t help but cringe at in teen movies, “would be my body wash. You can use it, if you want.” Oh, hell. I was just rambling now, wasn’t I? “Then you could smell like strawberries.” I might’ve, uh, poked his chest as I said that last part.  
 
    Shit. This was not good.  
 
    Will made a noncommittal sound. “Eh, I don’t think the scent would work as good on me as it does on you.”  
 
    I had no idea what to say, and it was at that moment that I heard the shower stop running, so I ducked, moving under Will’s arm, finally stepping away from him, able to breathe in deeply without fear of my boobs touching him.  
 
    Was it hot in here, or was it just me? All that intimate closeness made me forget about the fact I’d slammed my splinted thumb against the underside of the desk. At least it was good for something.  
 
    I sat on my bed, pretending to not notice the way Will stared at me. I was a conflicted bitch. Half of me liked having those pretty hazel eyes on me, while the other half wanted to crawl under my sheets and pretend he wasn’t in the room. I almost told Will to go see if Declan needed any help, but we’d both been told off by Declan when we tried to help him before. He might have a long cut in his arm—which was now full of stitches—but he’d be damned if he needed our help to change or anything.  
 
    “How come I never see you on your phone?” Will asked, and as I sat there dumbly, wondering why the hell Will had to catch everything, Declan walked out of the shower, wearing nothing but athletic shorts. 
 
    Water droplets galore. It was impossible not to stare at Declan as he made his way out, using his good arm to rub a towel along his hair. “If you broke it Saturday night,” Declan started, all but leaping to agree with his brother, “I can pay to have it fixed, or replaced—” He thought everything that happened that night was his fault, but in reality, it was the other way around.  
 
    It was my fault, and I had no idea whether or not I should tell him. If I told him about Travis, about the diary I’d found, he’d be better prepared if Travis made another move. On the other hand, what if he didn’t believe me? It was that nagging fear, that tiny suspicion of failure that kept my mouth closed. 
 
    Hmm. Maybe I’d bring it up to Will, see what he thought about it. Travis, Sawyer, and Declan were all close growing up; Will was always there, even if he was a few years older, a fourth-year senior at Stanton.  
 
    I stood there, silent, my eyes flicking between the brothers. Seeing them so close, one of them shirtless and wet, was not good for my sanity. I really wanted to grab my skateboard and hightail it out of here, but then I might run into Travis, and until the sidewalks were full of other students, I wouldn’t be safe roaming them by myself.  
 
    “What’s wrong?” Will asked, his dark brows creasing. “Is it your hand?”  
 
    “What’s wrong with her hand?” Declan questioned, to which his brother shot him a look. “I mean, aside from the splint and what happened. Did she hurt it again?” So eager, so thoughtful. He tossed his towel onto his desk, moving toward me, unknowing that his shirtless form was the problem here.  
 
    His bare chest, the way he doted on me, how Will acted around me—I mean, what the hell was a girl to do?  
 
    Declan’s injury-free hand reached for me, lightly touching my elbow, far enough above the splint that he gripped me harder than I expected him to. Any touch would be too much. “Did you hurt it, Ash?” he repeated, his voice a bare whisper.  
 
    “Did you ever get the prescription filled?” Will shook his head. “Of course not. You don’t have a car. I’ll take you.”  
 
    I pulled myself away from them both. “I’m fine,” I stated, hoping they believed me. I didn’t need either of them doting on me like I…like I was their girlfriend or something. “I am getting hungry, though.”  
 
    “I’ll pick something up,” Will offered. “What are you guys hungry for?” He grinned. “As long as I bring back chicken nuggets, I have a feeling you’ll be happy.”  
 
    Why’d I have to go and share something about myself to him?  
 
    Declan moved his eyes from me to his brother. “Surprise us,” he said, and Will nodded and left, tossing a quick look at me before he was out the door. Then it was just me and Declan. Declan and I. You know, like old times.  
 
    Except not really. I didn’t remember this much sexual tension, or maybe I was just oblivious to it before.  
 
     My eyes were on Declan’s flat abdomen. Not as muscled as his brother, but flat and smooth where it counted. And that V-shape leading to his…  
 
    Nope. Not going to go there.  
 
    “You plan on putting on a shirt, or is this going to be a shirtless dorm room? I warn you, I only have one nice bra.” Shit. Telling Declan about the state of affairs of my bra drawer was not something I should be doing.  
 
    Declan’s cheeks grew pink, and before I knew it, he turned away from me, giving me his back as he went to his dresser. He said nothing as he pulled out a shirt, being careful as he put it on. “Better?” he asked, turning to me. No more blushing. Good. Maybe we could finally move past this.  
 
    “Yep,” I said. Apparently me threatening to walk around in a bra was the only threat Declan needed to put clothes on. Seeing me shirtless, while it wouldn’t be the first time, was out of the question.  
 
    I moved to sit on my bed. “Your brother’s nice,” I said, trying to change subjects.  
 
    “He is.”  
 
    “Why didn’t you tell me about him?”  
 
    Declan looked at me, gingerly sitting himself down on his desk chair. “You never asked.”  
 
    “Okay,” I said, “any other siblings I should know about?” AKA any other Briggs hotness to prepare myself for? I held in a sigh when he shook his head. Just him and Will, thankfully.  
 
    “Do you?” he asked me, earning a confused blink from me.  
 
    “No,” I said, not sure why he’d want to know anything about me. My life really wasn’t that interesting. “I mean, my dad might have other kids by now, but I don’t know them, and I hope I never do.” With my dad running off when I was so young, he was bound to have other kids by now.  
 
    The thought was horrible. I wanted him to be miserable for what he did to my mom, to me. Dumping us like we were trash, worthless to him. Chasing tail, chasing a woman who was his secretary or something. I didn’t know the whole story, and that was mostly because it was never a story for a child’s ears, but I knew he did us wrong.  
 
    I also knew he was doing a lot better for himself than we ever were. He might not have been as rich as these kids and their families at Hillcrest, but he wasn’t dirt poor, either.  
 
    Declan then asked something he shouldn’t have, something that made a nauseous pit grow in my stomach. “What about ex-boyfriends?”  
 
    It was a simple enough question, and its answer should’ve been easy. After all, I’d played this game with Sawyer on our date. But perhaps it was because of what happened here not that many days ago, or perhaps it was simply because I wasn’t with Sawyer, so my walls weren’t up, but I thought of him.  
 
    “I’ve dated a few,” I said, not wanting to talk about it. My boyfriends growing up were more like boys who I just happened to kiss. My last boyfriend was an on and off thing for years…and it only ended because one of us ended up in jail—and here’s a hint: it wasn’t me.  
 
    My last boyfriend was the reason I knew guys like Travis too well. My last boyfriend was the reason I woke up sometimes in a panic, as if I’d never truly gotten away. My last boyfriend…he wasn’t the sort of guy you’d ever bring home to Mom. In fact, for all those years in high school, I’d kept him from her. He was my secret, my special thrill I kept to myself.  
 
    I’d been stupid.  
 
    Declan ran a hand along his laptop, which had remained closed and untouched these last few days. “I’ve only ever been with Sabrina,” he whispered, a particular detail I didn’t need to know…and it made me wonder if he meant he’d only dated Sabrina, or if he meant he’d only ever been with her in a sexual capacity.  
 
    Even though it’d been nearly a year, a hollow sadness still rested in his voice when he spoke of her. It was a gloominess that would probably never go away. If Sabrina was his first love, then he might never get over her, even if they weren’t strictly together when she died…even if she’d been with Travis, too.  
 
    “Would you ever date again?” I asked in a bare whisper, my eyes on the carpet. For some reason, I couldn’t stand to look at him when he talked about Sabrina. Knowing I reminded him of her made me feel all different kinds of conflicted.  
 
    It was a minute before Declan nodded, his dark eyes staring at me. “For the right girl, I would.”  
 
    “The right girl,” I echoed, lost in my own mind. Declan could be running around the room naked, swinging his dick around like he’d just discovered it, and I wouldn’t have noticed. Anyone would do anything for the right girl… “I don’t think I’m anyone’s girl,” I spoke, leaning my head back as I lay down on my bed.  
 
    “What do you mean?” Declan asked, genuinely curious.  
 
    I turned, giving him my back. I ran a hand over the sheets below me, feeling so tired, even if it was still day. Even if the world of night was hours away. “I think some people are made to be in relationships,” I muttered. “Me? I’m not, and I don’t mean it like I have a fear of commitment. I mean…”  
 
    I couldn’t speak another word, and I heard Declan get off his chair and move closer to me. “Ash,” he spoke my name softly, sitting on the bed with me.  
 
    Ray. That was his name. Even when I thought it, I felt a shiver run down my spine. His name came with so much baggage, and I honestly had done my best to try to forget about him and what he did, what he made me do.  
 
    “He broke me,” I stated in a whisper, staring at the wall with my fingers splayed in the sheets. “I might look put-together, I might act normal, but I’m not. I’m broken, Declan, and there’s no fixing me.”  
 
    I thought coming to Hillcrest was my way out, but surrounded by these rich boys and their problems, their machinations and their handsome faces, I was doing nothing but drowning. Even if the guys didn’t kill me, my past just might. After all, Travis was nothing like Ray.  
 
    “You’re not broken,” Declan said. “And neither am I. We might have scars, but we’re here. We’re alive. We’ll move on…we have to.”  
 
    I detected a hint of wistfulness, and I turned to look at him. He gingerly set a hand on my side, his warmth flooding into me like a tidal wave of contentedness, a type of tranquility I was fine with. I got up, leaning myself against his chest, for once being careful not to touch his hurt arm, and to keep my splinted hand aside.  
 
    Declan let out a ragged breath, and I felt his good hand travel to my lower back. It wasn’t the first time we’d embraced, but it was the first time I wasn’t thinking about pulling away. I closed my eyes when I leaned my forehead against his neck, never wanting this moment to end.  
 
    “Moving on is hard,” I muttered. 
 
    “I know,” Declan said, and I tilted my head, my eyes falling to his mouth.  
 
    Now was not the time to kiss him, but damn it, I really wanted to.  
 
    “Ash,” he whispered my name in a hushed tone, and I brought a hand to his face, trailing my fingers down his cheek. “If something ever happened to you because of me…I don’t think I could live with it.”  
 
    I wasn’t quite sure what he meant, but I knew the feeling. If something happened to Declan because of me, I’d be devastated. More devastated than I’d ever been in my whole life, and that was saying something, considering how my last relationship ended. 
 
    Declan’s dark gaze was on my mouth. “I really want to kiss you,” he murmured.  
 
    My breath caught, my heart skipping a beat or two. “Why don’t you?” The question of the day, maybe even of the year. Why don’t you? What’s stopping you? Why don’t we throw all caution to the wind and just do it already?  
 
    “I’m afraid if we cross that line, we’ll never be able to go back.” Declan’s words made more sense than I wanted them to, and as stupid as it was, I found myself nodding along. He was right, of course. We were roommates. If things got complicated between us, there was no breaking up and switching rooms. Things weren’t that simple.  
 
    By the time Will came back with the food—McDonald’s, my grease-loving heart leaped for joy—Declan and I were on opposite sides of the room, pretending as if our embrace and near-kiss hadn’t happened. But he was right. It’d be easier to act normal with sexual tension than it was to act normal after you had sex.  
 
    Sex with Declan…sounded like heaven, actually.  
 
    We ate on the floor, talking and joking as if we were all long lost friends. I was comfortable around both Declan and Will. It was nice, considering. My chicken nuggets were mostly gone when someone knocked on the door, and because Will was not used to how things went around here, he got up and opened it before asking who it was or glancing through the peephole.  
 
    A sexy, tattooed bad boy stood in the hallway, his sapphire eyes glaring at Will.  
 
    Will didn’t blink, though I did see his back tense up. “Travis.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Ten – Travis 
 
      
 
    I did not think I’d encounter William Briggs in Ash’s room. I was caught unaware for the first time in a while, and I did not appreciate it. It took everything in me to remain calm and give him a tight-lipped smile. I hadn’t spent too much time with him growing up, but I knew he didn’t particularly care for me, especially with everything that went down with Sabrina and Declan in the last year. 
 
    “William,” I said his name, not liking the way it tasted. 
 
    “What do you want?” Straight to the point, which I could respect. His hazel stare held mine, and he leaned between the open door and the door frame, his muscular body blocking out the dorm room behind him. I couldn’t see much, but I did see Declan and Ash on the floor, though Ash was slowly getting to her feet.  
 
    Since I hadn’t expected to see William, I knew my plan was shot all to hell, so I figured why not try to do what I came here for anyway? I said, “I’m here to see Ash.”  
 
    “Ash?” William repeated, lowering his voice when he said her name, as if… 
 
    I stared at him, fury growing inside me. As if he fucking liked her. How the hell did he even know her? Why was he here? Just to test me? God, if I survived Hillcrest without killing half a dozen people, namely everyone who stood in between Ash and me, it’d be a miracle.  
 
    “I wasn’t aware you knew each other,” William went on, narrowing his eyes at me. “May I ask why you’re here to see her? You know, she strikes me as a good girl, not your type. Maybe you should just run along, Travis. Find someone else to fuck with.”  
 
    I was about to snap at him, my fingers curling into fists at my sides, but William’s back straightened the moment Ash appeared beside him, her hand on his back. She was touching him as if it was nothing.  
 
    I wasn’t gone for that long, was I?  
 
    “It’s okay,” Ash spoke, causing William to toss me a glare before stepping aside and letting her through. He did not leave, however, and further inside the room, Declan had gotten to his feet. I noticed his arm was bandaged up.  
 
    “What happened there?” I said, too busy glaring at the brothers to notice the splint on Ash’s hand. “Had a busy weekend?” I asked, cocking my head, staring as intently as I could at her.  
 
    She all but squirmed as she stood before me. Even after everything, even after she dislodged her own thumb to escape me, her body still reacted to mine. It gave me quite a bit of satisfaction. I still had her. We weren’t done yet.  
 
    “Oh, you know,” she said. “The typical weekend, running from psychopaths, hospital trips, all that.” Her words were laced with facetiousness, but they were closer to the truth than they were to lies. “What’d you do, Travis?” Barbs, meant to hurt me, corner me into admitting something.  
 
    “The usual,” I said, reaching into my back pocket. “I did find this at my place, though. Thought you might want it back.” Her cell phone sat in my hand, and I offered it to her. Ash froze the moment I brought it out, and she paled when I said I found it at my place. I made sure to say it loud enough that both Briggs in the room could hear.  
 
    They had to know she was already claimed.  
 
    Ash said nothing as she snatched the phone from me, so quickly she hardly touched me. She only glared at me as she took a step back and slammed the door in my face, a gust of air my only goodbye.  
 
    I stood there for a while, the muscles in my jaw clenching. Ash was harder to nail down than I thought. I definitely underestimated her. She’d gone to the hospital, and since I hadn’t been arrested, I knew she hadn’t spoken a word about what happened to anyone. There was no way William would’ve answered the door if he knew what I did to Ash a few days ago.  
 
    How much more would it take before she realized she was mine? I hoped what was on her phone would help her see that Sawyer wasn’t right for her…but I had to do something about Declan and his brother. The Briggs brothers would not get in my way.  
 
    I spun to leave. I made it to the stairs, taking two at a time as I headed to the ground floor. I left the building, made it about twenty steps away on the sidewalk when I heard someone shouting. My legs stopped, and I turned to face Ash, who was rushing up to me. Behind her, I saw, William stood with his arms crossed, keeping the side door to the stairwell propped open, her fucking bodyguard.  
 
    “What are you playing at?” Ash demanded to know, her hand clenching her phone so hard her knuckles turned white. Her splinted hand hung useless at her side, and I wondered how long it would be until her hand was healed.  
 
    She hurt herself, all to get away from me. I didn’t understand why—I’d told her I wasn’t going to hurt her. Keeping her in my room, away from Sawyer, was her punishment. I’d only hurt her if she asked to be hurt…  
 
    “I told you,” I said. The sun was starting to set, illuminating the sky in a reddish-orange color.  
 
    “Why did you attack Declan?” Ash hissed, glaring at me with those beautiful, entrancing grey eyes. “Was it because you thought he was getting too close to me? Let me tell you something, Travis.” She took a step toward me, standing less than a foot away from me. Her blonde and pink hair whipped in the wind, and I momentarily lost myself as I gazed down at her.  
 
    For such a short girl, she was remarkably feisty, fiery in every way. The very definition of spunk, and I loved it. I loved her. Why couldn’t she see that?  
 
    “You might think you’re the baddest shit, but I’m not afraid of you,” she stated, fire burning in her storm grey eyes. “You might think you’re the be all end all, but I’ve seen worse. I’ve dealt with worse, and you know what? I came out alive. You can do whatever the fuck you want to me, but I draw the line when you start to hurt other people. Whatever obsession you have with me is just that: between you and me. No one else.”  
 
    The more she spoke, the more I listened to her words. I let her say her peace, and I hooked my fingers through my belt loops, resisting my need to touch her. I had a feeling she would’ve sucker-punched me in the gut if I tried to touch her in any way. “Ash,” I said, staring down into her beautiful, entrancing stare. No other stare had ever affected me so much. “I told you that I would never hurt you, and I meant it. You did that to yourself.” My gaze dropped to the splint on her hand.  
 
    My Ash had hurt herself all to get away from me. Truthfully, it only made me respect her more. You truly didn’t know what someone was capable of until they were backed against the wall with nowhere to turn and no help to be seen. There were two types of humans. The ones who shut down in the face of an unseen, unexpected emergency, and the ones who prospered, doing anything to survive. Ash was the latter, which I should’ve known. I never should’ve left her alone in my dorm room that day. None of this would be happening right now.  
 
    “And as for Declan,” I said, moving closer to her. I noticed the way she stiffened, but she did not move away. Near the dorm building, William still watched over us, prepared to step in if need be. He wasn’t needed. Ash was safe with me, whether she believed it or not. “I didn’t touch a hair on Declan’s head,” I finished. 
 
    Her stare turned into a cold-hearted glare, though her cheeks were still rosy. “Liar,” she accused, trying to get me to admit it.  
 
    Admit what? That I hurt Declan? I didn’t, in spite of whatever she thought. Ash might think me a monster, and I was, but I only hurt those who deserved it, who needed to be hurt, and Declan—while intensely annoying—was not on my radar quite like that. If I went around killing everyone who even so much as looked at Ash, I wouldn’t be here. I’d be in jail. Even my family wouldn’t be able to get me out of that one.  
 
    No, I didn’t hurt Declan.  
 
    And if I did, he’d be dead. I didn’t do things half-assed.  
 
    “I’m not lying,” I said. “I’ve been with Sawyer.” When I brought up his name, her expression changed, becoming unreadable. “I would take a look at the videos on your phone, when you have the chance.” I stopped myself from saying what I really wanted to say: you’ll never want to look at Sawyer again after watching those videos. Whatever connection they had would be shattered when she watched him fuck a girl with pink hair.  
 
    It was kind of fucked up. Totally my idea, but still fucked up.  
 
    Ignoring what I said about the videos, Ash stated, “I don’t believe a word you say, Travis. You’re a liar. You’re manipulative. I know what you’re capable of.” The wind was the only thing between us, less than a foot of space. Her lips parted, and she whispered, “The cops shouldn’t have looked at Declan. They should’ve investigated you. You killed Sabrina, made her write that note.” Not a question, not an accusation, but a statement.  
 
    A slow smile spread across my face as I remembered that day. Still, even after all this time, it was burned in my memory as one of the best days of my life. A complete accident, and yet… I knew she had the diary, because no one else had been in my room. By now, she’d had plenty of time to read it, so she knew more about me and Sabrina than I ever wanted her to know.  
 
    Still, she had it all wrong, but I wasn’t about to proclaim my innocence like some fucking hero. I wasn’t a good man. I was born in the family, raised to be the opposite of a good man. The things my family did, especially in the basement of our expansive estate, would churn the stomachs of even the most cold-hearted criminals.  
 
    No. I was no hero.  
 
    I could no longer deny the pull I felt toward her. I lifted a hand slowly, and her eyes flicked to it, but she did not move away, simply watching as I touched her face, trailing my fingers along her jawline. Her eyelids fluttered. “You want me to be the bad guy?” I asked, tilting my head slowly. “Fine. I’ll be your bad guy. I’ll be your villain. I’ll be whatever you want me to be, Ash.”  
 
    “That’s not—” She stuttered, stumbling over her words, which was very unlike her. It meant I had her, that she was still caught in my web. She might’ve escaped my dorm room and the chains I had for her, but she was still mine in every way.  
 
    I leaned in, my mouth close to her ear as I murmured, “Make me your villain, but know that regardless of what I am, you’re still mine.”  
 
    At the side door, William had finally stopped watching. He was in the process of storming over, an angry look on his face, and that was my cue to leave. I pulled away from her after giving her cheek a quick, chaste kiss, and took a few steps back as I met her stare once again.  
 
    “I’ll see you around,” I said, giving her a smile before turning on my heels and walking away.  
 
    If Ash needed someone to blame, she could blame me. But none of it was my fault. Not Declan, not what happened to her, and not Sabrina. 
 
    Well, I took that back. I could’ve saved Sabrina’s life, but I didn’t. Did that make me her killer? Perhaps. The jury was out on that. Still—Ash hadn’t gone to the cops. She hadn’t told anyone of what happened between us, which meant she was mine. It was only a matter of time before Ash threw the other guys aside and became mine completely. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eleven – Ash 
 
      
 
    I couldn’t believe myself. I wanted to smack myself and ask my mind what the hell were you thinking, letting him touch you like that? Letting him near you like that? And that said nothing about how much I’d enjoyed the feeling of his lips on my cheek, how badly I wanted those lips to travel to other parts of me.  
 
    Fuck. Even after being chained up in his room, I still had the hots for the guy. Even with a splinted thumb that was still a bit swollen and bruised, I liked him.  
 
    What kind of messed up was that? Why did I still look at him and wonder what other tattoos his clothes were hiding? Why did I want to see him naked and do unspeakable things to him? I was so fucked up, it wasn’t even funny.  
 
    His words kept replaying in my head, over and over. Make me your villain. Travis wasn’t my villain, but he was bad, that much I knew. I couldn’t let my weakness to him sway me. He thought I needed to be taught a lesson? He thought I needed a punishment for what I did with Sawyer?  
 
    Screw that. He needed to be punished for what he did. 
 
    “Are you all right?” Will asked, suddenly by my side. His gaze was on me, while mine was watching Travis walk away, tattooed hands in his pockets as if nothing was wrong. As if Declan hadn’t almost died.  
 
    He didn’t say he didn’t do it, and yet…watching his reaction to what I said, I couldn’t help but wonder if he didn’t do it, if Travis wasn’t the one who hurt Declan. But if it wasn’t Travis, who the hell was it? Someone Sawyer sent? A rich guy like him could pay someone to do just about anything, I’d imagine.  
 
    My phone…Travis mentioned videos on them. Did the videos have something to do with Declan and what happened?  
 
    Shit. I couldn’t trust any of these guys. I knew it, I’d known it from the beginning, and yet I found myself wanting to believe them all. Stupid of me, really.  
 
    After a while, I moved my stare to Will’s. His hazel gaze was still on me, eager to hear my response. “I’m fine,” I said, finally.  
 
    “Are you and Travis…” Will trailed off, unable to say it. While he normally looked kind and welcoming, right now he looked a bit annoyed, a tad pissed off, as if he was upset at watching Travis and I together.  
 
    “No,” I said, because we weren’t. We weren’t dating. I’d never date another man like him again.  
 
    “If you are, tell me now, and I’ll find a way to break it to Declan.”  
 
    I blinked, wondering why he’d have to break anything to Declan. “What do you mean?”  
 
    Will let out a sigh. “He likes you.” He paused, his eyes falling. “He likes you a lot, I can tell. I don’t want him to get hurt again.” The older brother, a knight in shining armor. Those were in tight supply around here—and by tight supply, I meant they were nonexistent.  
 
    “I would never hurt him,” I said, hoping desperately Will believed me. “Never,” I added, stepping closer to him. “Declan is a good friend.” A friend. That’s all he was…but then friends didn’t get caught in the positions we often found ourselves in, did they?  
 
    “A friend,” Will repeated, clear in his disbelief. I didn’t blame him, because I didn’t believe myself either. “If you say so.”  
 
    We headed back inside, finishing our dinner. My nuggets were cold, but that was okay, because at least Travis was gone. Gone, but not out of my mind. None of these guys ever were. I left my phone on my desk, refusing to look at it for the longest time.  
 
    Will slept on the floor between our beds, closer to Declan’s side than mine. As night fell and we got ready for bed, I went into the bathroom and closed the door, grabbing my phone before I went. The two guys were already changed and tired, and as I got ready to brush my teeth, I unlocked the screen.  
 
    Should’ve put in a passcode, but I never thought I’d need to.  
 
    As I began to brush my teeth, I held the toothbrush in my mouth as I used my good hand to get to the gallery. I turned the volume all the way down before clicking on the newest video, resting the phone on the counter before I resumed my nightly routine.  
 
    The video wasn’t of Sawyer hiring some Hillcrest student to stage Declan’s suicide, but it was of Sawyer. My gut hardened into stone when I realized what the video was. Sawyer was in his room, standing facing his bed with his back to the camera. A girl was between his legs, giving him head.  
 
    A girl with pink hair.  
 
    I assume Travis took the video, and I assumed he stood in the hallway, where neither Sawyer nor the girl would see him, and I knew without a doubt he wanted this video to hurt me. Sawyer and I just went on our date a few days ago, and for a few moments during it, I thought…well, I wasn’t stupid enough to think I’d gotten through to him, but I was sure we’d shared a couple genuine moments.  
 
    I knew Sawyer was a playboy, the tool of all tools, the douchebag of all douchebags. I knew it, and yet somehow, watching him face-fuck this girl hurt. I didn’t care about him, and I sure as shit didn’t like him, but a girl with pink hair? I mean, what was I supposed to think? He’d found his next Ash, a better replacement, someone who’d let him do whatever he wanted to her and enjoy it, since I refused his charms.  
 
    The video went on for a while, but I bit down on my toothbrush as I went to pause it. I paused it right when they were about to switch positions, right after Sawyer went to grab something from his nightstand—a condom, I think.  
 
    I couldn’t watch it. Maybe it made me weak, but I couldn’t. Sawyer wasn’t my boyfriend, we weren’t dating. I didn’t like him, and still watching him fuck a pink-haired girl—a girl who I knew was a replacement for me—was the absolute last thing I wanted to do. Hell, I didn’t think I could watch the full video.  
 
    I felt…mad. Angry. Like I wanted to scream. Travis had taken this video, hoping it would shatter whatever connection I had to Sawyer, to which I wanted to say: what connection? I didn’t like Sawyer; I didn’t want to date the man whore. I didn’t. Travis was delusional if that’s what he thought, and this? This was just pointlessly hurting me. This was cruel. I didn’t need this.  
 
    If I didn’t need it, why couldn’t I bring myself to delete the video?  
 
    Instead of deleting it right away, I locked my phone screen after pressing the home button and finished brushing my teeth. I went to bed that night, turning my back to both Will and Declan, knowing I wouldn’t get much sleep. Classes started again tomorrow, the long weekend over. My mom had texted me today, and Kelsey had texted me a lot over the weekend, and thankfully Travis hadn’t interfered with any of that. At least the sociopath had some boundaries, I guess.  
 
    Morning came all too soon, and I felt like I hadn’t slept a wink. I got up before my alarm went off, tiptoeing around as I got ready, exiting the dorm room with my backpack and my skateboard. I wore jean shorts, my high tops, and a few layers on top, my beanie covering most of the blonde in my hair.  
 
    I skated to class, zigzagging through the other students on the sidewalks, and as I sat through class, I couldn’t get my mind off that video. It was insulting all around. I felt used, even though that girl wasn’t me. I didn’t doubt Sawyer was picturing her as me the whole time—I mean, a girl with pink fucking hair, how he could not think of me as he fucked her? Maybe that’s why I was so upset. He was thinking of me, but he wasn’t with me. He was with someone else.  
 
    It shouldn’t bother me. I didn’t like him. He was attractive, but attractiveness wasn’t everything. Sawyer was a snooty rich kid with a mean streak when it came to Declan. There was nothing about him to like. And his ridiculous half-smile… 
 
    Ugh. I hated myself, because I could picture that half-smile perfectly, and even after watching him be with another girl, that half-smile made my stomach do a special kind of flip.  
 
    When I skated back to the room, I found that Declan had texted me. Will was accompanying him to his classes, like a bodyguard. He then asked me if I’d be okay, and of course to lock the door. I told him I’d be fine, and that I always lock the door. Though a person like Travis, I bet locks couldn’t keep him out. I bet he’d find a way inside, because that’s what he did.  
 
    I turned on the TV and made myself some lunch. I should use the meal card Dean Briggs gave me, but I didn’t want to venture into the student union alone. There were two guys I wanted to avoid at all costs now, both Travis and Sawyer. Neither of them were worth my time, but I couldn’t help but want to send them some payback for what they did. Travis for locking me up and acting like it was my punishment, and Sawyer for being with a girl with pink hair.  
 
    Revenge wasn’t something I liked, but here, maybe it was a mandatory kind of thing.  
 
    We’re all monsters at Hillcrest. Words Travis had told me weeks ago, and at the time, I had no idea what he meant. Now I did; now I knew exactly what he meant. These guys wanted to play dirty? Fine. I’d get them back. I’d get them both back so hard they were left wondering just what the hell happened.  
 
    As I ate my lunch, which consisted of a warmed-up can of Spaghetti-os, I tried to think up a plan. I wasn’t as vindictive as I should’ve been, so I texted Kelsey for help. Of course, I didn’t tell her why these guys needed some cold payback, but I didn’t need to. She was always down for anything.  
 
    Kelsey and I were deep in conversation when I left for my second round of classes for the day. I was just about to leave the room and lock up when I stepped into the hall and spotted an envelope taped to our door. It was an envelope that wasn’t there forty minutes ago when I came back.  
 
    I let out an aggravated sigh as I tore it off the door, tossing it in the nearest trash can before heading down the stairs with my skateboard.  
 
    When would these stupid kids learn that notes were so first grade?  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twelve – Will 
 
      
 
    My week was almost up. Declan had taken off the bandage yesterday, his wound still puckered and bruised around the injury. It didn’t look good, but it was getting better. He sat near his desk, and I was on his bed.  
 
    Things had been pretty quiet. I’d gone with him to his classes, sat outside in the hall like an eagle-eyed scout, watching everything and everyone around us. People looked at me strangely, but I didn’t care. I knew Declan didn’t hurt himself, someone else did, and that someone just might come back.  
 
    Declan, I found out, shared a class with Sawyer, and every time that particular class let out, I made sure to make Sawyer notice me. I was here, and no one was going to mess with my brother. This wasn’t going to be a repeat of last year. I wouldn’t let it, even if that meant I had to transfer here, change my major, and start fresh. I’d do anything for Declan.  
 
    I wasn’t the only one who’d do anything for him, though.  
 
    As the week wore on, I paid special attention to Ash and how she acted around Declan. She was a bit awkward around me, but around him? She was always smiling, always sighing, always watching. She liked him, I knew, she just didn’t want to admit it.  
 
    What were the odds that the first female student at Hillcrest University would be almost like a spitting image of Sabrina Salvatore? During one of our walks back from class, Declan told me his suspicions about Dad, how he suspected Dad pushed for her because he thought Declan would like her. I knew Dad well enough to know it might be true, and I was certain Dad interviewed the candidates, who he then pushed to the board.  
 
    Ash didn’t get in based on merit or even luck. She got in first because of her looks.  
 
    She was in the bathroom, humming to herself. She had a good voice, low and haunting, and I found myself listening more than I should, focusing on her more than I should. Declan had his headphones on, meaning he couldn’t hear her, watching something online. When she emerged from the bathroom, her hair was wet and she was running a comb through it, immediately stopping the humming when she saw me staring at her.  
 
    I shouldn’t watch her so much, but it was hard. She was pretty, much prettier than Sabrina ever was, in my opinion. She was short, but curvy. She was fit, too. Maybe it was the way she held herself, the confidence that radiated from her, the way her nose crinkled when she laughed at her own jokes.  
 
    I was drawn to her, even though I shouldn’t be, and it sucked. I didn’t want to like her, but I sort of did. This last week, I’d found it impossible to stay away from her. Plus, she smelled good. Like strawberries and mangos and… 
 
    See? I was doing it again. I needed to stop.  
 
    “Why’d you stop humming?” I asked, watching as she dug new clothes out of her dresser.  
 
    “Because I totally forgot you were here,” she said, tossing me a smile. “I’m used to Declan on his laptop.” Meaning she didn’t want anyone to listen to her.  
 
    “You have a good voice,” I told her. “Don’t be ashamed.”  
 
    “Oh,” she said, her grey eyes amused, “I’m a lot of things, but never ashamed.” It looked like she was getting ready for something, pulling out clothes that were a tad nicer than the ones she usually wore.  
 
    “Where are you planning on going?” I asked, a strange feeling in my chest. Was she going to a party? With her hand? Which, if I was honest, I didn’t believe she’d gotten from a fall. Seeing her with that Travis…I hoped she wasn’t mixed up with him. A guy like that I wouldn’t put anything past. A guy like that was dangerous, and no good for her. He was definitely capable of hurting her.  
 
    She needed a good guy, someone like Declan. Or me.  
 
    “It’s Friday night,” she said. “I think there’s a party I need to make an appearance at.”  
 
    I grew worried, and I tossed Declan a look. Declan was in the process of taking off his headphones, turning to watch Ash. “What?” he asked. 
 
    “She’s going to a party,” I told him.  
 
    “No,” Declan said, as if he could force her to stay here. As if he could make her do anything. Ash, I knew, wasn’t the kind of girl to listen, even if that someone only had her best interests in mind. “What if—” 
 
    “I’ll be fine,” she told us, returning to the bathroom to change.  
 
    I met Declan’s dark stare. “She can’t go to a party,” he said.  
 
    “You can’t make her stay here,” I said.  
 
    “You’re right,” he relented, sighing. His eyes moved to his injury, to the stitches, and he ran his other hand on the skin near it. Suddenly his expression lit up. “You should go with her.”  
 
    I gave him a look. “What? Why would I…what about you? You’re the one who almost died.” Not her. But, I hated thinking it, what if someone did go after her next for being his roommate? What if she was on their list?  
 
    “I’ll be fine. I can barricade the door or something,” Declan spoke, turning his body toward me. “I’m more worried about her than me, anyway.” He wasn’t lying. He cared a lot about her, even if he tried not to show it.  
 
    Ash came out of the bathroom, wearing her new clothes. A jean skirt, and a white tank top that was only a little see-through. And by a little, I meant a lot, because her bra was black. “No one is coming with me,” she said, waving her splinted hand through the air. “I’m going to be fine, really. If someone comes after me, I’ll just throw this hand around like a sack of bricks and hope I hit something important.” When neither I nor Declan said anything, she added, “I’m kidding, but not really. I can take care of myself.”  
 
    I got off Declan’s bed, saying, “I’m going with you.” I wasn’t going to primp and change like her; I’d just go, follow her, make sure she was all right, just as I did with Declan this past week. As long as Declan barricaded the door, made sure to call me again if something didn’t feel right, everyone would come out of this night alive.  
 
    Hopefully.  
 
    It wasn’t like I wanted to leave Declan here alone, but I knew if I didn’t go with Ash and something happened to her, he’d never forgive himself, or me. He’d spiral, and I didn’t want to see him revert back to how he was right after Sabrina died.  
 
    “Bullshit,” Ash said, whining out the word, which made me smile. “No. You’ll cramp my style. Not that I have much style to begin with, but…you know what I mean.”  
 
    “No,” I said, “I don’t think either of us knows what you mean.” Declan nodded along with me.  
 
    Her grey eyes turned into glares, though I could tell the glares were half-hearted. Her good hand moved to her hip, which she cocked, making the already short skirt even shorter on the leg that was stretched out. “I’d put both hands on my hips, but it’s hard to do like this.”  
 
    “Why not try? I mean, you seem to be skating pretty well,” I remarked, causing Declan to chuckle.  
 
    “Skating is all about balance, which I bet neither of you jerks have.” Ash pouted, and then she rolled her eyes. “Fine, you can come. We leave after it gets dark.” She said nothing else as she returned to the bathroom, turning on the blow-dryer.  
 
    A party.  
 
    A party was not something I wanted to go to. College parties were normally something I steered clear of, mostly because of everything that tended to happen at them. Drinking, drugs, hooking up; none of which were my thing. I might’ve been twenty-one, almost twenty-two, but I felt old, like none of that stuff was for me.  
 
    Declan got up from his desk, walking over to me. His voice was low, so Ash wouldn’t hear, “She went to a party before, one of Sawyer’s. Sawyer wants to use her, I know it. Don’t let him near her.” A warning, telling me exactly what to look out for and who to watch. “He stole her skateboard last week and made her go on a date with him to get it back. He’ll try anything to have her.”  
 
    Sawyer. I should’ve known he was wrapped up in Ash, too.  
 
    I nodded. “I’ll keep an eye out for him.” I’d do more than that if he tried anything with Ash. I firmly believed Ash didn’t belong with Travis, and she sure as hell didn’t belong with a guy like Sawyer. Both of them would use her how they wanted, and then they’d throw her aside as if she never mattered.  
 
    Hence the issue: Ash mattered. She mattered to me, a lot more than she should, which was why I was willing to leave Declan alone and go with her. And if Sawyer was involved? She would need backup.  
 
    “And you,” I said, “you’ll call me if something’s wrong? If anyone tries to get in or you start to feel weird like you did that night?”  
 
    Declan nodded. “Of course, but I’m more worried about Ash.”  
 
    “I know you are,” I said, glancing to the bathroom. The blow-dryer was still going, meaning she couldn’t hear us. “Why don’t you tell her how you feel?” I was more curious than anything. Yes, they were roommates, so things theoretically could get messy, but my brother was never one to flit from one girl to the next. When he loved, he loved hard, and it nearly destroyed him when everything happened with Sabrina.  
 
    He shook his head, muttering, “It’s not right.”  
 
    I had no idea what he meant by that, so I asked, “What do you mean?”  
 
    “If I like her, someone might try to hurt her to get back at me. If something happens to her, it’s my fault, Will.” He rubbed the back of his neck, his cheeks flushing. “And just because I like her doesn’t mean I should make a move.” He’d only been with Sabrina; his confidence when it came to girls was nonexistent.  
 
    “If it means anything, I think she likes you, too.”  
 
    Declan closed his eyes. “It doesn’t matter. I don’t want to mess up what we have. Plus, I…I told her she reminded me of Sabrina. She probably thinks I like her only because of that.”  
 
    Shit. I should never have brought that up to her. She probably did think that, especially after hearing both Declan and I say it. Maybe I could use our time alone tonight to convince her otherwise.  
 
    When Ash came out of the bathroom again, her hair was dry and straight, and she’d applied a bit of makeup around her eyes, making their grey color pop. Declan froze, his mouth hanging open, as if he had lost all the words he wanted to say.  
 
    Me? I’d like to say I was different, but as I looked at her, I was the same. In her short skirt, her thin tank top, with her smoky eyes and her full lips, Ash was the most beautiful girl I’d ever seen, her splint aside.  
 
    The most beautiful, and also as off-limits as a girl could be.  
 
    “Well?” Ash asked. “How do I look?”  
 
    “Good,” Declan stuttered, “I mean, I mean great. You look…you look good.” His already flushed face grew pinker as he kept stumbling over his words, sounding, unfortunately for him, quite lame.  
 
    Her eyes turned to me, their color ten times more striking while lined in black. “And you, Will? Do you think I look good, too? I’ll admit, I was going for a few rungs above good, but I guess I’ll take it—” 
 
    Declan turned his dark eyes to me, pleading, wordlessly asking me to salvage this. But that was the problem: I didn’t know if I could, mostly because, as I stood there staring at her, I couldn’t help but have a selfish thought, one I hated myself for instantly.  
 
    I didn’t want Declan to have her. I wanted her.  
 
    It took me a while, but I managed to say the truth: “You look beautiful.”  
 
    “Beautiful, huh?” Ash echoed, grinning. “Now that I’ll take.” She turned to her desk to grab her phone, which had been charging, but not before her eyes lingered on me for a few moments longer. Outside, night had swallowed the world, and she ran a hand through her hair, her stare rising from my feet, studying me unabashedly. “You ready to go? I’ll warn you now, tonight is not about getting girls.”  
 
    “I’m ready,” I said, glancing at Declan. Declan was looking at me, a slightly confused expression on his face, as if he could see into my head, as if he knew my thoughts. As if he knew, right then and there, that I didn’t want to get any other girl. 
 
    The girl I wanted was right in front of me. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirteen – Ash 
 
      
 
    Will offered to drive, but I turned him down. Walking to Sawyer’s house would help me clear my head, give me time to convince myself that the fuckboy deserved everything I planned on doing to him. It was a slow-burning plan, the kind that took time to fully manifest. Tonight was only the first step. Tonight I’d plant the seed.  
 
    Of course, that was before Will decided he was coming to be my escort, since apparently I could only go to class alone.  
 
    Sure, it was a little sweet, and it made me feel a bit better that I’d have someone watching my back throughout tonight, but I hoped his presence wouldn’t get in my way.  
 
    We weren’t the only ones walking on the sidewalks, but I waited until we were pretty much alone to pull out my phone. “Will, I have a confession to make.” He looked at me expectantly, and I pretended not to notice how intently he watched me. “I have an ulterior motive for tonight.”  
 
    “Okay,” he said slowly, his hands stuck in his pockets. He looked better than I wanted to admit wearing Declan’s clothes, a pair of dark, butt-hugging jeans and a shirt that hugged his chest muscles a little too perfectly.  
 
    Why did Declan’s brother have to be so hot? I mean, where were all the ugly people around here? Give a girl a break, you know?  
 
    “I have a plan for Sawyer,” I said, to which he immediately opened his mouth to retort, probably to tell me I should have nothing to do with that boy, and he was right. So before he could speak, I pulled up the video and showed him.  
 
    Will’s legs stopped walking, and I stopped, too. “What…”  
 
    “A present of Travis when he returned my phone,” I told him, taking it back and turning off the video. “But you saw her hair, right? Pink?” His expression was difficult to read, so I just plowed on, “He can’t have me, so he made his own me. Now I know Sawyer isn’t the kind of guy to keep the same girl in his bed for long, but if she’s there, I’m going to do my damnedest to break them up.”  
 
    He let out a sound that was a mix between a groan and a sigh. “I don’t think that’s a good idea, Ash.”  
 
    “I don’t care. Sawyer is a dick, and he has this whole campus against Declan. He doesn’t deserve to have anything.” I took a step toward Will, setting a finger on his chest. “In order to do what I have to do, I might have to get creative. I don’t want you always three feet behind me. You can be my bodyguard or whatever, but don’t let Sawyer see you, and don’t interrupt me when I’m with him or his new girl. Got it?”  
 
    There was no telling how tonight would go, but I knew things would go smoother if Will did not play the knight in shining armor for once. Let me get down and dirty. Let me use some of Sawyer’s own tricks against him. The bastard deserved it.  
 
    I was so vehement on this, it was almost funny. That video of him and that girl had affected me more than I wanted to admit. I hated seeing them together. I hated knowing how his ass looked as he was pounding into a girl that wasn’t me.  
 
    “Okay,” Will eventually said, glancing down at the finger pressed against him. “You win, but I’m not telling Declan about any of this.”  
 
    “Good,” I said, dropping my hand. I didn’t want Declan to know about this anyway. Things were going to get messy before they got better. And Travis? I still hadn’t thought up a way to get back at him, to show him I wasn’t some helpless girl who he could chain up and punish. Kelsey had helped me with Sawyer’s payback, but Travis? I had the feeling his would need to come straight from me.  
 
    We continued to walk, hitting the main street the campus of Hillcrest butted up against. We waited for traffic to thin out before crossing, and Will muttered, “You’re knee-deep in a lot of shit, Ash.”  
 
    I chuckled. “Rooming with Declan, it was bound to happen. None of this drama is mine, but I’ll take it. I’ll do what I have to.” Everyone needed to know that if they messed with Declan, they messed with me.  
 
    And if they messed with me? They were fucked.  
 
    We came upon Sawyer’s house after another few minutes, his driveway jam-packed with cars, even in the grass. The curtains were drawn, and walking up to the front door, you’d never know how loud it was inside. I wasn’t sure there was a party tonight, but I was decently sure that he had one almost every weekend. The only reason he didn’t have one last Friday was because it was the day of our date.  
 
    Our fucking date, where I almost fell for his games. I was still mad at myself about that, actually.  
 
    I was the first inside after tossing a look to Will, wordlessly telling him to be scarce. He got the hint, disappearing in the crowd. The house was full of bodies dancing together, grinding on each other so hard it looked like they were having sex right there in the living room, where all the furniture had been pushed aside to make room for the makeshift dance floor.  
 
    The girls were dressed in tight clothes and short dresses, and I had no idea whether or not Travis was here. I’d deal with him later. For now, I had to find Sawyer…or that girl. I went into the kitchen, finding a small crowd of girls, tailed by two guys, pouring their own drinks. The alcohol always flowed freely at these things, even though half of these people were underage.  
 
    When they saw me, they parted, allowing me to grab my own red solo cup and fill it to the brim with…well, with whatever looked the most expensive. They parted for me like I was Moses and they were the Red fucking Sea.  
 
    I took the smallest sip possible of my drink, gagging myself as I scooted past the crowd and stood in the hall near the living room. I surveyed the dancers, wondering if I’d find them here. Maybe I needed to go upstairs—or, hell, maybe I would be the only pink-haired girl at this party. Maybe he’d already gotten rid of her.  
 
    How would my plan change then? I hadn’t thought about it, because deep down, I knew Sawyer wouldn’t get rid of her so fast. He wanted to use me so badly, he’d settle for her, and he wouldn’t toss her out like trash so soon. Sawyer would want to revel in it.  
 
    And then, like magic, I spotted a pink head bobbing in the crowd, towards the center of the mass of bodies. Her pink hair was almost hideously uneven, and already incredibly faded. It looked nowhere near as good as mine, but I’d been dying my own hair for years. It was my one extravagance, the one thing I enjoyed doing that I spent a little money on.  
 
    Hers? It looked like a bad dye job gone horribly, horribly wrong, kind of like an infected tattoo. Ugly. Or maybe that was me simply trying to nitpick and make myself feel better about this whole thing, because I felt like shit.  
 
    I felt like shit, and I was pissed.  
 
    Sawyer’s head eventually turned in my direction, and when we locked eyes, I lifted a finger, telling him to come here. Not exactly a come-hither motion, but it was close enough the tool fell for it.  
 
    He parted ways with his Ash lookalike, squeezing through the crowd as he came to my side. His blonde hair was slicked back with sweat, his skin a little red. I could smell the alcohol on his breath, and it took everything in me not to knee him in the groin right now—which, I noticed, he was sporting a hard-on, all from dancing with his new and improved Ash.  
 
    “I didn’t think I’d see you here,” Sawyer said, giving me that same lopsided smile. The one that affected me even though I wished it didn’t.  
 
    Before the pink-haired girl could turn her head and see us, I grabbed his hand. “We need to talk,” I said, dragging him through the house. He didn’t fight me; he let me lead him wherever my heart desired. I took him to the back door, bringing us both outside, on the patio, where I had my one-on-one time with Travis.  
 
    A part of me half expected Travis to be lounging outside, smoking a cigarette, but he wasn’t. It was just me and Sawyer, and his hard dick. I had no idea how long it would take for his girlfriend to show up, or if they were even dating—maybe they were just fucking—so I had to use my time here wisely. 
 
    “What are you doing here, Ash?” Sawyer asked, plopping himself down in a chair, spreading his legs wide, unashamed at the imprint of his hard dick between his legs. “You kind of interrupted something.”  
 
    I set my cup down on the table, moving to stand beside him. “I should ask you what you’re doing, Sawyer.” I stunned him by leaning down, giving him a good view of my chest. I watched his eyes fall to my breasts, resisting my urge to roll my eyes at him. “Did I see another girl with pink hair?”  
 
    He gave me another smirk. “Yeah, and unlike you, she lets me fuck her.” The words were meant to sting, and they did, a bit, but I was prepared for them. “She gets on her knees for me.” As if giving head and fucking were the only things needed in life.  
 
    Still leaning over him, I ran a hand down his chest, sluggish and slow, biting my lower lip. It was a gesture he noticed, and suddenly his eyes were not on my breasts but on my mouth. “Sawyer,” I whispered his name, “if I got on my knees for you, I don’t think you’d know what to do with me.”  
 
    “Why don’t we test it out?” he suggested, taking my hand and moving it to rest between his legs and touch his erection through his pants. “Get on your knees for me, Ash.”  
 
    I gave him a full-blown smile, taking my hand back as I lifted a leg, straddling him on the chair. My skirt rode up, and his hands found their way to my thighs. Beneath me, I could feel his hard-on, and I ground against it once, causing him to moan softly. “Now why would I do that when you already have a me?”  
 
    I had no idea how drunk he was, or if he was just buzzed, but I prayed he’d remember this in the morning.  
 
    “Does she taste how you think I taste?” I leaned in, my lips brushing against his ear, “Does she move how I move and feel how I feel?” The tips of his fingers moved beneath my skirt, toying with my panties. I had one arm wrapped around his head, the other, my splinted hand, set aside.  
 
    He hadn’t even asked me about it. The dick.  
 
    I increased the pressure as I ground down on him, hearing him moan right into my ear. “Tell me what you want,” I begged him, the urgency plain in my voice. Feeling his hard dick under me, the way his hands gripped me firmly, even in his inebriated state, it would’ve been easy to forget my plan, to forget all about the other girl with pink hair.  
 
    But I couldn’t. I was me, after all.  
 
    “I want you,” Sawyer murmured, one of his hands leaving my thigh as he grabbed my face and brought our mouths together. He kissed me with heated passion, warmth flooding the area between my legs as I continued to grind against him. His other hand found its way up my shirt, beneath my bra, tweaking my nipple.  
 
    Oh, things escalated fast with a guy like him.  
 
    I broke the kiss to say, “You can’t have me.”  
 
    “Why?” he demanded, grabbing the back of my head and forcing my lips back to his.  
 
    I let our mouths linger for a while, feeling his tongue push its way into my mouth, wanting to give in but knowing I couldn’t. Giving in wasn’t part of the plan. This douche needed to be taken down a peg. The last time I was at one of his parties, I kneed him in the nuts. This time? This time I was going for something a bit more dramatic.  
 
    “Because,” I murmured, breaking our kiss only to have him once again take charge, push us back together. I stopped grinding, taking his lower lip between my teeth. Such tender flesh, really. He was a fool for letting me get this close. I bit down hard, as hard as I could.  
 
    It only took a second, and by the time the pain registered in his head, it was already done.  
 
    I practically jumped off him, shooting him a glare as I watched him wince and grab his lip. “Because you can’t cheat and still win the prize,” I told him, grabbing my cup and storming back in the house after fixing my skirt.  
 
    “You bitch,” he called after me, stumbling as he got to his feet to follow me. His words were a little bit slurred.  
 
    I entered the house, immediately finding the pink-haired girl in the kitchen, asking about Sawyer, to which a few of the people getting drinks pointed to me. I gave her my best smile as I walked up to her. She definitely noticed the pink ends in my hair, and I definitely noticed her instant glare.  
 
    I didn’t have time to stand there and talk to her; I had to get out before Sawyer came in, so I did the one thing I could. I tossed my drink at her, drenching her in whatever alcohol I’d picked up. I had no idea whether or not she deserved it, but I wanted to make a scene.  
 
    “I hope you know,” I told her, ignoring the fact that Sawyer had just come inside, holding onto his mouth, “that when he’s inside you, he’s thinking of me.” Blood seeped through his fingers; I’d gotten him good.  
 
    The girl’s mouth dropped, and she kept blinking, her arms extended as if I’d just dumped a load of ice water on her. She said nothing, and neither did anyone else in the kitchen. Even Sawyer watched—though he did a hell of a lot of glaring—as I spun and walked away.  
 
    I found Will near the base of the stairs. From his position, he probably saw the end of it. I grabbed his hand, tugging him along like a puppy. “Let’s go,” I said, pushing out. I only wished I could’ve videotaped that whole thing.  
 
    Sawyer was going to be pissed, but at least he’d be thinking of me. Better me than that other girl.  
 
    Those lips of his wouldn’t go anywhere for a while.  
 
    I smiled. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fourteen – Travis 
 
      
 
    I didn’t think Ash would show up to another Sawyer party, at least not for a while, but when I saw her stroll into the house, followed shortly by William, I knew something was up. While she went off and disappeared into the kitchen, I found myself studying William.  
 
    Why would he come with her? Why the hell was he even still here? If he thought he’d lay claim to her…he was sorely mistaken.  
 
    William hung back by the hallway, looking out of place. His hazel stare moved to me when I approached him, and he frowned. The expression did not sit well on his face. “Travis,” he spoke my name like a curse word. “Great. You’re here, too.”  
 
    “You bet I am,” I said. “I never miss Sawyer’s parties. Something always happens.”  
 
    “Or you have to bail your friend out of jail.”  
 
    I laughed. As if we ever got arrested. “I am surprised to see you here, though.” I didn’t like fishing for information, but I could tell if I outright asked about Ash, William would shut this conversation down.  
 
    “I’m not here because I want to be,” he said, crossing his arms. He was bigger than me, but he wasn’t as muscular as Sawyer. Sawyer gave a new name to working out. William was impressive, but I bet I could still take him down if I had to. 
 
    William stopped himself from saying anything else as Ash appeared, carrying a red cup. She moved to the living room, trying to find someone. Sawyer? Me? I’d admit, I was intrigued. She looked like she had a plan. She eventually held out a finger, telling someone to come to her, and like magic, Sawyer found his way to her, leaving his pink-haired fuck toy. They went to the back, leaving the house.  
 
    “This is your fault,” William muttered.  
 
    “Mine?”  
 
    “You put that video on her phone. You showed her Sawyer with some other girl. She’s pissed.” William shook his head. “She’s been stewing about it for the last few days.”  
 
    I opened my mouth to say something, but I was, for the first time in a while, speechless. Was this her plan at revenge? Was this a punishment for Sawyer? My, my. My Ash and I were more alike than I thought. Continuously, she surprised me.  
 
    “I don’t know what she plans on doing,” William went on, oblivious to the wonder on my face and in my heart, “but she’s determined.”  
 
    Determined. I liked that in a woman.  
 
    “All I know is if Sawyer comes after her, I’ll…” William trailed off, and I focused on him. Was he saying he’d hurt him? William did seem like the type to steadfastly defend those he loved. Was Ash included in that number?  
 
    I didn’t like how he might care for her, but at the same time, I couldn’t help but say, “Don’t worry. I’d never let Sawyer go after her.”  
 
    He looked at me then. “Why? She’s too good for you.”  
 
    Well, that I could readily agree with. Ash was definitely too good for me, and yet that didn’t stop me from wanting her, from craving to know how her body would feel under mine.  
 
    “Let me guess,” I said, narrowing my stare, “you think you’re good enough for her—or is it your brother you’re keeping her for?” I’d teach them all lessons if I had to. Whatever had happened to Declan was nothing compared to what I was capable of.  
 
    William was about to answer, looking like he wanted to swear at me, but it was at that moment when Ash stormed in the house and said something to Brooklyn. She threw her drink at her, dropped the cup, and headed in our direction. I stepped aside, blending into the crowd, watching as she grabbed William’s hand and left.  
 
    I turned my head, finding Sawyer standing near the back door, clutching the lower half of his face. Blood seeped between his fingers, and in a moment, he was rushing past me and heading up the stairs. Because I had to know what happened, because I was a deadly kind of curious, I followed him.  
 
    He went into the bathroom, and I stood in the hall, leaning on the door frame, watching as he removed his hand from his lip, revealing a nasty bite. Teeth marks and everything. Blood dripped down to his chin, landing in the sink.  
 
    “Looks bad,” I said, not even blinking as Sawyer’s hand curled into a fist and slammed against the mirror above the sink. The mirror shattered into pieces, falling down and cutting up his knuckles. I threw a quick glance around us, finding the other bedrooms were shut. No one was around us, save for the thumping music.  
 
    “I fucking hate that bitch,” Sawyer spoke, spitting out blood. He glanced at his knuckles, finding he was now bleeding more than he was mere moments ago, before he freaked out and punched the goddamn mirror.  
 
    My hands clenched into fists; I didn’t like hearing him call her that, but I let it slide. It was one of the hardest things I had to do in a while. “No,” I said. “You don’t, and that’s the problem.” If this little incident would help Sawyer realize Ash wasn’t his and would never be his, then good. Because she wasn’t, and she wouldn’t. 
 
    “Fuck her,” Sawyer muttered, shooting a glare my way. His glare did not have the impact it should have due to the bleeding bite on his lower lip. “Fuck her.” This time he said it with more gusto, a deeper intensity. This time, I met his glare with one of my own.  
 
    “Let me guess,” I started, making sure to show him I was unimpressed with his outburst. “This isn’t the end of it.”  
 
    “Of course it’s not the end of it,” he hissed, spitting into the sink again. “It’s not the end of it until fucking I say it’s the end of it!” His voice rose until he was shouting, and I managed to smile. She’d done a number on his lip. The scabs would be ugly.  
 
    “Maybe you should take something to relax,” I suggested, knowing damn well the line I was crossing. Sawyer and temptation never did well. All it took was planting the seed, and he would sow it unknowingly.  
 
    “Fuck off,” Sawyer said, pushing past me and going into his bedroom. I heard him yelling at the people getting intimate, and it was but a few moments before a guy and a girl…and another guy, scurried off, hurriedly trying to fix their clothes. He slammed the door closed, and I stood there, trying not to laugh. 
 
    This…this was kind of fun, although I did worry that he’d try to get back at her. That was not something I’d allow.  
 
    Another girl walked up the stairs, and I turned my head to see that it was Brooklyn, drenched in sticky alcohol. She did not look happy. As she walked past me to get into the bathroom, she said, “That bitch is going down.” Just like Sawyer, she slammed the door, not even questioning about the broken mirror.  
 
    I heard the shower start, and I frowned to myself.  
 
    Ash’s plan might’ve backfired, but she needn’t worry, because I’d take care of it. My girl could play and ruin lives however the fuck she wanted, and these two idiots were not going to lift a finger against her, I’d make sure of it. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fifteen – Ash 
 
      
 
    My heart beat in my chest like a wild animal, threatening to burst from its cage. I dragged Will to the sidewalk in front of Sawyer’s house, tossing one last look at the big white house before we went. The look Sawyer had given me was murderous. Absolutely murderous, and it made me happy. I wanted him to be upset, I wanted him to hate himself for letting me get that close…  
 
    But it was only the beginning of what I had in store for him.  
 
    “Oh, man,” I chuckled, glancing at Will. “That was…it went better than I thought.” I ran my tongue over my teeth, tasting a bit of metal. Blood. Sawyer’s blood. I swallowed it down, giddy like a schoolgirl.  
 
    “He seemed pretty pissed,” Will commented, and we stopped before crossing the four-lane road to return to campus.  
 
    “He was,” I spoke, grinning. My hand tightened around his. “He was so pissed, it was great.”  
 
    Will said nothing as he looked down at our hands.  
 
    Right. I should let him go. We didn’t need to hand-hold all the way back to the dorm. Talk about awkward…but when I tried to release his hand, his fingers remained firmly around mine. He wasn’t letting me go.  
 
    “I don’t like that you’re mixed up with them,” Will whispered, his hazel stare looking dark under the night sky. We stood near no street lamps, so shadows danced across his face every time a car drove by. He was just stating how he felt, and yet I prickled.  
 
    He was not trying to tell me what to do, and yet I went off.  
 
    “And I don’t like you judging me for being mixed up with them,” I shot back, trying to pull my hand back, but he refused to let go. “I’m only involved with them because of Declan, remember?”  
 
    Who the hell was he to piss on my high? I was feeling good until now.  
 
    “It never ends with them,” Will said.  
 
    “I don’t care,” I said, once again tugging my hand. “Let me go.”  
 
    He gave me a strange look. “No.”  
 
    I would’ve given him a smack to the chest if I would’ve had a good second hand. As it was, my other hand was splinted still, and I didn’t want to risk slowing the healing process, so I settled for glaring. “What do you mean, no?”  
 
    “I mean,” Will said, holding onto my hand with an intensity that almost hurt. “I don’t know how Declan does it. Live with you. See you every day and not…”  
 
    When he said nothing more, I asked, “Not what?”  
 
    “Not do this,” he muttered, releasing my hand…only to grab my face and kiss me. His strong hands cupped my cheeks, tilting my head up to his, and I was completely caught off-guard, my eyes wide open when his mouth met mine, kissing me with a fervor I wasn’t prepared for. He pulled his lips off mine only an inch, his breath hot on my face, a stark contrast to the cool night air. “I shouldn’t have done that,” he added.  
 
    “No,” I agreed, and yet my no came out weak.  
 
    His fingers intertwined in my hair, his wide shoulders hunched toward me. I found myself leaning toward him, not from him, not away from him as I knew I should. “And I shouldn’t do this, either,” he murmured, his eyes closing.  
 
    This time, this time I was prepared. This time I’d expected his lips. This time…this time I kissed him back. Unlike my exchange with Sawyer, this was real. This wasn’t planned. This was heated passion neither of us could fight. Two people, coming together, our actions saying more than words ever could.  
 
    The rational side of my mind chimed in: I shouldn’t be kissing him. He was Declan’s brother. Then it was time for the irrational side to say: I don’t care. He’s hot, nice, and everything a guy like Sawyer isn’t, and unlike Declan, he seems pretty available.  
 
    I wrapped my good arm around his neck, pressing the front of my body against his. I ran my tongue across his lower lip, and he moaned into the kiss, parting them to let my tongue play with his. Pure, sheer fire burned in my core, and I wanted nothing more than to wrap my legs around him and tell him to find us somewhere private.  
 
    That…would’ve been going too far. This was just a kiss. A wild, inappropriate, hunger-filled kiss, but just a kiss in the end. I’d cross no more lines tonight. This line was more than enough.  
 
    Will was the one to pull back, resting his forehead against mine, breathing out a shaky, ragged breath. His hands still held onto my face, but they did so with less gusto. His eyes were half-lidded slits, and his voice came out raspy, “That was bad, Ash.”  
 
    I didn’t think it was personally that awful, but…  
 
    “Declan’s going to kill me,” Will said, fully pulling from me. My face felt the loss of his hands immediately, and I resisted my urge to follow him, to lean myself against his muscular chest and let his frame block out the night wind.  
 
    “You’re going to tell Declan?” I asked, shocked. I wasn’t sure how I felt about it—no, wait. I knew I didn’t want Declan to know, because I knew it would hurt him. Which was insanely stupid, because I wasn’t Declan’s girlfriend. We weren’t together. I was allowed to kiss whoever I wanted to.  
 
    “I have to,” Will said, shrugging, as if he had no say in whether or not to tell him. “I just made out with the girl he likes.”  
 
    “And I don’t have a say in it?” I asked, slowly realizing just what Will said. “Wait. Declan likes me?” It wasn’t news to me, not really, but a part of me still had a hard time processing. “It’s because I remind him of her.” I couldn’t say why, but my rational brain side wanted to take center stage, now. Declan could only like me because of his history with Sabrina.  
 
    Right?  
 
    Will’s eyes met mine, a pained look on his handsome face. His brown hair was a bit shorter than Declan’s, his face more mature. He was a man through and through, and I’d just kissed him like I’d never kissed anyone before. I wanted to kiss him again. 
 
    “Maybe in the beginning,” Will said softly, shaking his head once. “But not anymore. You’re your own person, Ash, and he sees that. He knows it. He doesn’t like you because of Sabrina.” He let out an incredulous chuckle. “It’s impossible not to like you.”  
 
    I laughed. “Right. Because my personality is so charming.”  
 
    “There’s something about you, yes,” Will spoke, sticking his hands in his pockets. “I don’t know if I can explain it, but I knew it ever since the diner, when you were telling me about chicken nuggets.”  
 
    Chicken nuggets? My obsession with chicken nuggets was what started all of this? Me, luring Will to the dark side to be with me? I wanted to laugh again, but I couldn’t, because I knew he wasn’t lying. Someone like Will didn’t lie. He spoke only the truth, no matter how silly it was.  
 
    “Declan’s lucky to have you,” Will went on.  
 
    “Declan doesn’t have me.”  
 
    Will gave me a complicated smile, one laced with bitterness and a hint of jealousy, as if this was him giving up. “He needs you. You’d be good for him.”  
 
    What the hell? First he made out with me, and now he was trying to convince me to date his brother? I wanted to bitch-slap him, but my bitch-slapping hand was currently in a splint, so I’d have to settle for a death glare.  
 
    “And I don’t get a say about who I’m with?” I asked him. Hell, at this point, I wanted to fuck them all but ultimately be with none of them. That would teach them to jerk me around so much…it’d also make my feelings for them all the more real, unfortunately.  
 
    Because I did, I totally had feelings for them. For Declan, for Will…for Travis and fucking Sawyer. If I could, I wouldn’t. If I could choose who I liked, I wouldn’t like any of them. None of them were good for me or my sanity, clearly, not even Will. He was too self-sacrificing for his own good.  
 
    Will didn’t answer me, mostly because he couldn’t, and because he was too far lost in self-blame, as if he was the only one who wanted to exchange a bit of passion a few moments ago. If he wanted to go on like it didn’t happen, fine. If he wanted to confess it all to Declan, fine. He could do whatever the hell he wanted, and I wouldn’t care.  
 
    At least, that’s what I told myself.  
 
    We walked back to the dorm building in silence, keeping at least two feet from each other. I didn’t even want to breathe in the same air he was, for crying out loud. I was upset, and for good reason, I think. Will texted Declan that we were on our way back, and I wondered if he then told him what happened, or if he’d save that news for an in-person kind of thing.  
 
    Ugh. This night had just gone from great to awful.  
 
    I was the first to make it to the door, the first inside. Declan was at his desk, but the moment we came back, he got up. His dark eyes were on me as he said, “That was fast.” His hair was wet from a recent shower, and he wore his usual ensemble of nighttime clothes: a plain shirt and his athletic shorts. A devastating kind of cute. 
 
    Will came in behind me, closing and locking the door. “Yep,” he said, meeting his brother’s stare. “It didn’t take long. Took longer to walk there.”  
 
    Declan smiled, although I could tell it was strained. “What did you have to do?”  
 
    I glanced at Will, not wanting him to blab about Sawyer. “I did what I had to do.” If he was going to tell Declan about the kiss, then I reserved the right to keep that part of the night to myself.  
 
    But I needn’t have worried so much, because Declan figured it out on his own. “Sawyer. It had to do with Sawyer, didn’t it?”  
 
    I gave him a smile as I sat on my bed, working to undo the laces on my shoes. “Don’t worry about it, Declan.”  
 
    Will moved further into the room, muttering, “Let’s just say I don’t think Sawyer will be coming after you anymore, at least for a while. I think his attention will be elsewhere.” With that, Will pointedly looked at me.  
 
    I could tell just by his expression that he wrestled with himself, whether or not to come clean to Declan. It was beyond ridiculous. Declan and I weren’t dating, so there was nothing to come clean about. We didn’t have to tell Declan anything. Telling him about the kiss—or, more accurately, the quick make-out session—would only hurt him. I doubted he’d trust me after knowing that. 
 
    Declan must’ve sensed that something was wrong, for he asked, “What’s going on? What aren’t you telling me?”  
 
    Will stared at me, his hazel eyes heavy. I didn’t know what to say, so I kept quiet. This…this was on Will now. If he wanted to confess, he’d have no help from me. Will turned to look at Declan before saying, “There was another girl with pink hair.”  
 
    It wasn’t what Declan was expecting, and it wasn’t what I anticipated, either. “What?” Declan asked, and I bit the inside of my cheek, wondering if this meant Will wasn’t going to tell Declan. At least not right now.  
 
    “At the party,” I said, “there was a girl with pink hair. I think Sawyer’s using her because he can’t use me.” The truth, but not the whole truth. This much, at least, I was comfortable telling Declan. I wouldn’t go so far as to show him the video on my phone, but still. He knew enough.  
 
    “That’s messed up,” Declan muttered.  
 
    “I know,” Will said, going into the bathroom. He shot me a look as he went, and once Declan and I were alone, I let out a sigh. He was leaving this weekend. As much as I appreciated him being around, being Declan’s bodyguard (and mine, I guess), it would be nice to get things back to normal. No more third wheel. No more extra tension in the dorm room.  
 
    There was already plenty of that.  
 
    I was busy texting Kelsey about what happened, what I did—I’d have to wait until the guys were asleep to tell her about my impromptu make-out session with Will—while Declan fiddled with his hands on his lap. It was a few moments before he said, “I’m glad you weren’t at the party for long.”  
 
    I paused in my texting, meeting his dark stare. “Why?”  
 
    “Because I like it when you’re here with me,” he whispered, and even though he was across the room from me, I got chills. Spoken so seriously, he had me at a loss. I had no idea how to respond to that.  
 
    I wished there was another girl stuck in a situation like mine. I mean, really, I’d love to ask for some tips, pointers about how to handle all of this. My multiple crushes, the whole mystery surrounding Sabrina and my suspicion about Travis—although, the more I thought about it, the more I replayed what Travis had said, I was starting to wonder just whether or not he’d actually done it.  
 
    Sabrina’s diary still rested in my backpack, safely nestled away from the world. I brought it with me to class, never having it leave my side for too long. I’d planned on talking to Will about it, but things had grown much more complicated than I expected.  
 
    No. I’d have to make my own choice when it came to the diary, and whether or not to show it to Declan, just like I’d have to make my own choice about all of these guys. They were all broken in their own way, all of them monsters, depending on how you looked at them. Will, Declan, Travis and Sawyer; there was a darkness in each of them, a part of them that called out to me.  
 
    Will tried to be good, but there was a part of him that wanted to be let loose. Declan was shattered but still able to get pissed. Travis and Sawyer? I needn’t go on about the things they were capable of.  
 
    They weren’t my boyfriends, but still…I couldn’t help but wonder what my life would be like if they were. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Sixteen – Ash 
 
      
 
    Time went on, as it often did. Will left, and he barely spared a glance at me before going. It was fine, because I feared the more eye contact we had, the more he’d want to tell Declan about our kiss. Declan was doing just fine not knowing, too. His injury had scabbed over, the stitches dissolving. It still looked mighty ugly, but at least he’d have a pretty clean scar.  
 
    My thumb, on the other hand, still required some time in the splint. I was giving it three weeks, which was on the shorter end of what the nurses and doctor recommended at the hospital, and of course I wasn’t going to make a follow-up appointment with them. They could all kiss my ass.  
 
    Declan and I fell back into our routine, and I wondered how disjointed he and his dad were. I mean, I didn’t tell my mom the exact reason for my dislocated thumb, but I did tell her I fell on my skateboard and hurt it. She at least knew I’d gotten hurt—and then she’d launched into a long, rambling rant about why I should just walk to class like everybody else. Anyway, as far as I knew, he hadn’t told his dad a thing, and it wasn’t like the Dean of Hillcrest visited us, so I doubted if he’d ever find out. Declan would just wear long sleeves around his dad from now on, I guess.  
 
    There were the usual tauntings, the notes taped to the door written in red marker. Murderer, killer, a few other creative ones that I instantly tossed in the trash. It seemed going after Sawyer at his party wasn’t enough to fully move his focus on me, or maybe Sawyer had just forgotten to give everyone else the memo.  
 
    It was as I sat in one of my classes, doodling on the edge of the paper, when the professor was droning on and on about some useless topic of sociology that I heard the auditorium doors open, and the professor instantly stopped. She was an older woman, and she didn’t like interruptions. It was a big lecture hall, capable of holding up to one hundred students, but only fifty or so had joined the class, so there were quite a few empty seats. 
 
    Everyone paused in their note-taking to look at who strolled in, and when I saw his blazer-wearing shoulders walk down the stairs to the front, my mouth dropped. What the hell was Sawyer Salvatore doing, walking into a class that wasn’t his, in the middle of a semester? It was far too late to change classes…or at least I thought so. I didn’t have money, so maybe he greased a few palms to get in here.  
 
    He had no backpack and seemingly no cares in the world as he strode down the stairs on the side of the lecture hall to speak with the professor, who didn’t look too thrilled to be interrupted. Still, the professor listened to whatever it was Sawyer had to say, and in a hushed tone she told him something back.  
 
    I watched, growing confused. My doodling had stopped the moment Sawyer entered, and I knew no matter what happened next, my mind would be gone for the rest of the class, maybe even the day. I didn’t see him each day, which was good, because a guy like that was someone I had to prep myself for, mentally and physically. When caught unaware by Sawyer…my mind and my body turned a bit traitorous, as clichéd as it was.  
 
    Sawyer nodded at the professor, and before I knew it, he was heading back up the stairs, stopping at the edge of my row. His green eyes sparkled mischievously, and he sent me a lopsided grin, halfheartedly pointing to me and gesturing at the doors in the back.  
 
    He came here to drag me out of class? What in the hell? Why did this kid still have balls around me after everything I’d done to him? Granted, I wasn’t quite through with him yet—Kelsey had helped me come up with a really awesome plan—but still. Doing anything Sawyer wanted was not on my agenda.  
 
    And yet…and yet I quietly got out of my seat as the professor resumed her lecture, and followed him out of the classroom, leaving behind my bag and my notebook.  
 
    The hallways between classes were empty, for the most part. There were always a few students who sat in the common areas and studied or did homework while waiting for their next classes, but not many. We were as alone as we could be in the hall, especially with all the doors to the classrooms shut. Just Sawyer and me. Great.  
 
    Now that I was closer to him, I was able to see his lower lip. Small scabs still, but it was mostly healed. I didn’t hide the fact that I stared at his mouth as I said, “Your lip looks better. A shame. I kind of liked you better when you were bleeding.”  
 
    Sawyer gave me his famous half-smile, and even though it shouldn’t, my stomach warmed. “You know, no girl has ever treated me quite like you do, Ash.”  
 
    “And yet you’re still here,” I mused, setting my good hand on my hip. “Makes me wonder if you’re a glutton for punishment, Sawyer.”  
 
    “I’m not happy with you,” he said, practically growling out the words. For a rich, preppy boy in clean-pressed clothes, he sure could sound menacing when he wanted to. Sawyer took a step towards me, tilting his head, his blonde eyebrows drawing together. Before I knew it, I was cornered against a wall, Sawyer’s body blocking out my escape, his arms lifting at my sides, hands flat on the wall. “Not happy,” he repeated. 
 
    “Am I supposed to feel sorry? Did you come here hoping for an apology?” I asked, leaning my head back on the wall. Sawyer could take the dominant stance, but I refused to be afraid of him, to let him intimidate me at all. “You’ll leave here disappointed, if you did.”  
 
    Sawyer’s mouth thinned, and his eyes dropped to my chin. Or my mouth? Either way, so not happening. “I can’t figure you out,” he said, “as much as I try to. Why is that? What makes you so fucking special? You’re nothing.”  
 
    Those words might’ve hurt, but being the only girl on campus, someone who came from a single-parent, poor family, I’d always been expecting to hear them. So I didn’t even blink when he threw out the insult. I simply said, “Let me guess: you think you’re everything. You think you’re the hottest dick to ever walk this campus. You think every girl who meets you automatically swoons on her feet and falls to her knees for you.”  
 
    He smirked. “Well, when you put it like that…” Sawyer moved closer, pressing his body against mine, pushing my back harder against the wall. I had no idea what he thought he was doing—trying to get back at me by seducing me or something—but I wasn’t going to fall for it, even if my body was a horny beast who was tired of the self-love in the shower.  
 
    “Sawyer,” I whispered his name, about to tell him off, but he then did something I didn’t anticipate. He stepped back, giving me room to breathe, almost like he was showing self-control, and glanced at my splinted hand.  
 
    One more week, and then I’d be free of it.  
 
    “I never did ask what happened,” he said.  
 
    “No,” I told him, holding back a frown. “You didn’t.” I knew he hadn’t asked because A) he was drunk, and B) he didn’t care. Why would Sawyer care about anyone other than himself? If he didn’t have money, I doubted anyone would be his friend.  
 
    Sawyer’s emerald gaze met mine. “What happened?”  
 
    I debated on what to say. I could come up with a wildly entertaining story about getting into a fight with some ninjas in a dark alley, but for some reason, I wasn’t feeling so facetious. For some reason, I told him the truth, “Travis tried to chain me to his bed, and I got out by dislocating my own thumb.”  
 
    He watched me for a few more seconds, the gears in his mind working to process what I’d said. I knew he didn’t believe me, and that was fine. I did have some other evidence of Travis’s involvement in things…and I couldn’t help but wonder if I could flip this little encounter to my advantage.  
 
    Sawyer had Travis as a close friend, but beyond that, who else did he have? If I broke apart the two friends, who would he have to help him pick up the pieces? No one, I hoped.  
 
    “Funny,” Sawyer finally settled for saying, clearly thinking I was joking.  
 
    “Oh,” I said, pretending as if I suddenly remembered something. I reached into my back pocket and pulled out my phone. “I do have something you might want to see, too.” I scrolled until I found the video. “You know, I’ve watched it probably too many times, but I just can’t get over it. I mean, what were you thinking, trying to make another girl like me?” As I handed him my phone with the video paused on it, I added, “Haven’t I already told you that you’ve never met a girl like me before?”  
 
    “What…” Sawyer could get no other words out, so I rolled my eyes and clicked on the play button myself.  
 
    It was kind of funny; I could tell what parts of the video played not by the sounds the video made—my volume was off, due to just being in class—but by the expressions flitting across Sawyer’s handsome face. At first, confusion. Then shock. Last was anger, although I knew it was mixed with a bit of resigned contempt.  
 
    He was not a happy camper.  
 
    “You owe that lip to Travis,” I told him. “Travis sent me this.” He didn’t so much as send it as he did take the whole damn video on my phone, but Sawyer didn’t need to know all the details. “You’re a fuckup, Sawyer.”  
 
    He laughed, practically shoving my phone back at me, though I could tell his laugh was phony. “I understand why you did it, then,” he muttered, not happy in admitting it. His eyes shifted to our side, and I could tell he was thinking about Travis’s involvement, wondering whether or not Travis was even his friend.  
 
    Poor rich boy.  
 
    “You can dress them up like me, you can make them look like me, but they’ll never be me.” I locked my phone screen and slid it into my back pocket. “What were you thinking? Why would you do that? I mean, that’s fucked up. Making a girl dye her hair before—” I stopped myself from saying it, not wanting to put more words to it. I’d seen the video, that was bad enough; I didn’t need to go on and on about it.  
 
    I…I didn’t like picturing Sawyer with anyone else. Stupid, I knew, because he was the playboy of all playboys, but I couldn’t help how I felt. It just was.  
 
    “You were supposed to be simple,” Sawyer muttered, his brows furrowing, a heated glare turning my way. “You were supposed to fall for me like everyone else does. You were supposed to be on my side, not Declan’s. Declan is the one who killed Sabrina—he’s in the wrong, not me.” The emotion was evident in his voice, and I knew he truly believed Declan was the bad guy here.  
 
    That’s the thing. He wasn’t. 
 
    “You lost your sister, but you didn’t have to lose a friend. I could write in a note that I’m the queen of fucking England and it doesn’t make it true. I could say I’m a distant cousin to Barack Obama, and guess what, that wouldn’t be true either. Just because there was a note blaming Declan doesn’t mean he’s responsible for her death. You’re just being selfish, looking for someone to blame.” I kept myself from bringing up Travis again.  
 
    Sawyer wasn’t listening to me. He was too busy shifting the blame to me. “You messed it all up,” he said. “You took my plan and fucked it in the ass. You…” He let out a shaky breath, and I could tell he was having a rough time trying to keep his cool. What he really wanted to do was explode at me, yell at me, maybe even get rough with me. “You’re going to regret everything you’ve done, Ash, I’m going to make sure of it.”  
 
    A threat, and while most other people would believe it, I just stood there, waiting. “Are you done now, rich boy? Because I have to get back to class. Unlike some people, my grades matter. I can’t buy my way to a job after this.” I turned on my heels and started back to the door, feeling his stare on me.  
 
    He stopped me by saying, “Travis…”  
 
    I threw a glimpse over my shoulder, taking in his slumped shoulders and frowning face. “I would ask him about it,” I advised. “Because it seems like a lot of your problems with me involve him.” I said nothing else as I returned to class, smiling to myself.  
 
    Turn the two alphas against each other. What would happen? Who would stand victorious? Who would win? Honestly, it was a fight I’d pay to see, but I knew it was also a fight that I probably wouldn’t witness.  
 
    I had a feeling it would be glorious. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seventeen – Sawyer 
 
      
 
    I skipped the rest of my classes that day. I couldn't bear to sit in any of them, let alone see Declan’s face. And Travis? Fuck. I had no idea what to believe. Why would Travis tape me and Brooklyn together, and why would he send it to Ash? He must’ve known how she’d react, and…  
 
    That’s, I realized, what he wanted. Travis wanted Ash to hate me. He didn’t want her to fall for me at all.  
 
    He fucked up our plans, for what? For a girl? For some pussy? I was all for getting it, but not destroying friendships along the way. Bros before hoes, and until today, I’d thought Travis was my bro. My friend, the only real friend I had left. Now I wondered differently.  
 
    I sat in the living room of my house, staring at my hand on my knee, watching as my knee bounced over and over again. I was antsy, jittery, anxious in every way. I knew there were many tiny pills in the kitchen that could help me relax, but I wouldn’t sink to that level again.  
 
    Fuck it. I should really just throw them away, flush them down the toilet. Why had I kept them for so long?  
 
    I ran both hands through my hair, letting out a long sigh. Ash saw me with Brooklyn, so of course she was upset with me. I didn’t think there was any way to salvage it, to use her like I’d originally planned.  
 
    I couldn’t use Ash, and it was Travis’s fault.  
 
    I got my phone out and texted him to come over. I left it at that, not wanting to get into specifics over the phone. Things were always easier to misconstrue over text messages, and when I asked him about what he did, I wanted to be staring at his face.  
 
    After setting my phone on the couch beside me, I glanced at my hand, at my knuckles. I’d cut them up a little after punching that mirror, but the small cuts were healed. My lip took a bit longer, mostly because the wounds were deeper. Ash’s teeth had cut into me so fast, she was in and out, up and off me, before I could blink. The bitch. She needed some payback of epic proportions, but right now all I could think about was Travis.  
 
    Travis, and the betrayal I felt.  
 
    If I didn’t have Travis, who did I have? If I couldn’t trust him…who the hell could I trust?  
 
    In that moment, I’d never felt more alone. It was mostly of my own doing, but that didn’t make it any better. After Sabrina’s death, I’d pushed everyone away. Travis was the only one I kept close. Me, him, and Declan, growing up we were near inseparable. I couldn’t stand to lose both him and Declan at the same time, but now—now it seemed I was losing him anyway.  
 
    Losing him all because of a fucking girl. A trailer park trash whore who thought she could run the show. Ash had no idea who she was messing with. Until now, I’d played nice, but I was done. I was done playing nice. She’d get the bull and the horns. She’d get my inner monster. She’d get everything she never asked for. 
 
    Travis finally made his way to my house sometime in the late afternoon. When he stepped into my house, he reeked of smoke, and I frowned as I watched him saunter into the kitchen and grab a beer out of the fridge as if he was welcome here, as if nothing had changed between us.  
 
    He was about to pop open the bottle, but I said, “We need to talk.”  
 
    He stopped, glancing at me, bringing the bottle over as he came into the living room, sitting himself on the coffee table across from me. Travis set the cold bottle down, and his blue eyes met mine. His blue-black hair was combed to the side, his torso covered in a black shirt, matching most of his tattoos. “What’s going on? You seem upset.”  
 
    “I seem upset because I am upset,” I told him. “I spoke to Ash today.”  
 
    Nothing changed on his face when I brought her up. He was a good actor. Why didn’t I ever notice it before? “Yeah? And how’d it go? Not good, I’m assuming.”  
 
    “I was hoping to find a way to salvage this, but she told me something.”  
 
    Travis held my stare. “What did she tell you?”  
 
    “You sent her a video of Brooklyn and I fucking,” I stated. Finally, Travis blinked, a small reaction, but a reaction all the same. “You’re the reason she came to that party ready to kill. You’re the reason I look like a fucking freak.”  
 
    He said nothing, not admitting it. He only watched me, an unreadable look on his face. Finally, Travis asked, “She told you?” His tone was bored, but I could hear faint traces of shock in it. Apparently he didn’t think Ash would tell me.  
 
    Looked like Ash was not someone either of us could predict.  
 
    “She did. She also showed me the video. You know, I don’t think I would’ve believed her if she didn’t have the video ready to go on her phone, and it makes me wonder just what else you’ve been up to while I’m not looking.” I glared at him, feeling the rage inside me threatening to take over. I wanted to hit something. Maybe him.  
 
    When Travis was quiet for a while, when neither of us spoke for a few minutes, I asked, “Well? Aren’t you going to admit it? Or at least tell me why you did it? Ash will never be on my side now, and I think I owe most of that to you.”  
 
    His tattooed shoulders rose and fell once. “She was never going to fall for any of your tricks,” Travis spoke, barely looking at me. “She’s above that.”  
 
    “She’s above it,” I repeated, incredulous. “Like she’s a fucking all-powerful god. She’s not. She’s just a girl—she’s nothing.”  
 
    No sooner were the words out of my mouth when Travis got to his feet, shooting me a frown that was almost vicious. “She is not just a girl, and don’t you dare say she’s nothing.”  
 
    I blinked, not believing what I was hearing. I stood, quite a few inches taller than him. Bigger, too. Wider. I worked out religiously; Travis didn’t. “Don’t fucking tell me,” I hissed. “You’re in love with her, aren’t you?”  
 
    “Does it matter?” he asked.  
 
    “No, no it doesn’t,” I said. “Because you know what? I’m going to figure out something new, and it’s going to be a plan you’re not a part of. I’m going to use Ash however the fuck I want to, and this time I’ll be the one videotaping it. This time I’ll be the one sending out the video. Tell me, Travis, do you think you’ll enjoy seeing Ash’s face while I fuck her from behind?” I had no idea why I went that far, but I couldn’t stop myself. I wanted him to hurt how I hurt. 
 
    I wanted everyone around me to hurt, actually.  
 
    Travis’s fists clenched at his sides, and I could tell it took everything in him to not lunge at me. “She knows better than to fall for you,” he muttered, and I couldn’t say why, but his words didn’t sit well with me.  
 
    Knows better. As if she was taught.  
 
    “I didn’t say anything about making her fall for me,” I said, flashing a half-smile at the one who used to be my friend. We weren’t friends any longer, not after this. I was done. “You don’t have to make a girl fall for you before fucking her, you know. There are other ways.”  
 
    “If you do anything to her, if you force her to do anything, I’ll—” 
 
    “You’ll what?” I egged him on. “You’ll hurt me? Make me regret it? That’s what you don’t get, Travis, even after all this time. I’m dead inside, and I want the world to burn around me, along with everyone in it.”  
 
    Travis took a step back, exhaling a long breath. “You keep pushing everyone away. Without me, you have no one. You’re alone. You’ll always be alone. Sawyer, you’ll fucking die alone, too stupid to realize it.”  
 
    His words might’ve been true, but that didn’t mean I enjoyed hearing them.  
 
    “Get out of my house,” I said. “And don’t ever come back.” 
 
    Travis shook his head, flipping me the bird as he went. “Fuck off, Sawyer Salvatore,” he muttered under his breath, slamming the front door as he left.  
 
    Alone. I was alone.  
 
    I was fine with it; being alone only gave me more time to come up with a plan. I’d take Ash, mark my fucking words. I’d take her, and use her against everyone. My heart was ice; my thoughts about her before? How I couldn’t cum unless I was thinking of her? None of that mattered.  
 
    My phone rang, and I glanced at the caller-id before picking it up, my blood boiling. “Brooklyn,” I practically spat her name, never wanting to say it or type it out ever again. “I told you to stop calling me.”  
 
    “Why?” she asked on the other line, demanding answers. As if she had the right to demand anything from me. “Is this about that skank? Sawyer, I’ll—” 
 
    “Don’t you ever say my name again,” I said. “I’ve blocked you online, and if you call me one more time, I’m going to file a police report saying you’re stalking me, get a restraining order, and make sure the whole world knows how much of an obsessive bitch you are.” I hung up, throwing my phone down. It landed on the cushions, bouncing once.  
 
    I half expected her to call back, but she didn’t. Brooklyn, at least, knew what was good for her. If she fucking redialed my number after that, I’d make sure to make her life a living hell. I’d ruin anyone and everyone’s life if it got me what I wanted.  
 
    Declan, gone, out of the picture completely. Travis, feeling the same betrayal I did. And Ash? She would realize she wasn’t so special, that she was just another cunt for my cock, useless and boring in every other way.  
 
    I would never be the same Sawyer I was growing up. That Sawyer was dead. This one? The man I was now? He was angry, and he was willing to do anything to get what he wanted. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eighteen – Ash 
 
      
 
    I was on my way back from the student union, carrying a bag of food back to the dorm when my phone rang. I thought it was my mom, since no one else ever called me except Kelsey, and I knew she had a few evening classes since she wasn’t a morning person. I answered it without thinking.  
 
    “Hello?”  
 
    There was silence on the other line for a few seconds.  
 
    My eyebrows creased, and I withdrew the phone from my ear for only a moment to see that the number calling was restricted, an unknown number. Someone didn’t want me to know who was calling.  
 
    I stopped in the middle of the sidewalk, causing two guys behind me to nearly walk into me with the suddenness of the stop. I gave them an I’m sorry look before moving onto the grass near one of the business buildings, out of the way of everyone else walking nearby.  
 
    “Hello?” I said again, my heart in my throat. A chill ran over me, and I couldn’t shake the strange feeling that I was being watched.  
 
    “We need to talk,” a loud voice came from behind me, not from my phone, and I dropped my cell as I practically leaped out of my skin. My phone landed in the grass, luckily unharmed, and I tossed a glare at the voice’s owner.  
 
    Travis.  
 
    I glanced all around, only feeling slightly more at ease because of all the people nearby. It wasn’t quite dark yet, so many other students were out, going about their day. I picked up my phone, noticing that the caller had hung up.  
 
    “I don’t have time to talk to you,” I muttered, not feeling good. I was starving until that call, and now I felt…odd.  
 
    “You continue to surprise me,” Travis said, eyeing me up. In the fading light, his hair looked pitch-black, his eyes dancing and reflecting the light from the setting sun. Such a beautiful blue hue, a deep color, one you could get lost in if you weren’t careful. An ocean, calm and tepid at first glance, but one that would swallow you up without hesitation.  
 
    “I’m not here to surprise you,” I told him. I’d made the mistake of not bringing my skateboard due to the amount of food I planned on buying. If I would’ve had it, I could’ve skated away, too fast for Travis to catch me. 
 
    Alas, we dealt with what we were given, and right now Travis stood between me and my route back to the dorm building.  
 
    “You told Sawyer about the video,” Travis stated. 
 
    Frankly, I was shocked. “Yes,” I said. “How’s he handling that news, by the way?”  
 
    “I don’t think we’re friends anymore.”  
 
    My gaze narrowed, because I knew Travis more than I wished I did. Guys like him didn’t have friends, not really. “But you weren’t friends to begin with, were you? He was just convenient for you.”  
 
    Travis gave me a smile, as if I’d done him proud. “You catch on quicker than Sawyer did, that’s for sure. It took someone ratting me out for him to realize it, but you? You figured it out all on your own.”  
 
    “I’m a smart cookie,” I spoke dryly, knowing that, deep down, I wasn’t. I made mistakes, plenty of them; mistakes a smart cookie did not in fact make. A dumb cookie. I was a dumb cookie who didn’t know when to quit or walk away.  
 
    “You better be careful, because now he wants to get back at me. Me, you, Declan…” Travis’s voice quieted as he inched nearer, his azure gaze falling to my mouth, which was pursed in an unimpressed look. “What’s the common denominator there?”  
 
    Him, Declan, and I…well, we were all human beings, but I didn’t think he meant it like that. We all went to Hillcrest, but so did a lot of people. I knew what he meant, though. I knew it because the common denominator between the three was me. 
 
    I was Travis’s obsession. I was Declan’s roommate. And, obviously, I was me. To get back at all three of us, Sawyer really only had to go after me.  
 
    Great.  
 
    “I have a feeling he’s going to go after you full force now, so be careful.” Travis lifted a tattooed hand, rubbing the back of his neck. He stood a bit too close, especially considering what he’d tried to do to me a few weeks ago, but I found myself unable to move away. “He’s off the rails now. He’s dangerous.”  
 
    Ah, see, that—that would be the problem. That would be the biggest problem ever, you know why? It was why I didn’t move away from Travis. It was why I didn’t tell the cops after the stunt Travis pulled. It was why my last boyfriend was not someone I could bring home to Mom.  
 
    I liked danger. I craved it like a druggie craved their next high. I was an addict when it came to danger, and knowing Sawyer was dangerous would only make me want him more.  
 
    “I’m not afraid of danger,” I whispered, my feet drawing us closer together. I shouldn’t move closer to him, but I did. I moved as close as I could without pressing myself against him. Travis stood rooted in place, watching me with serious eyes. “But you knew that already.” Of course he knew; it was why he was never arrested for what he did.  
 
    “There’s more than one type of danger,” Travis warned. “The kind you can get high off of, and the kind that kills you.”  
 
    “Which one are you?”  
 
    He grinned, and when he exhaled, I smelled the faintest traces of smoke. I wasn’t a fan of smoke in general, but on him? The smell worked, made me weak in the knees, all that shit. My eyes fell to his mouth, and I licked my lips, wondering if he’d taste like smoke, too.  
 
    “To you, the first kind,” he whispered. “But to everyone else…” He let his words fade away with their implication, and before I knew what he was doing, he grabbed my neck and pulled me against him, crashing his mouth to mine. Urgent, desperate, needy. The kiss conveyed so much, and yet it was over faster than you could blink. “Sawyer’s not like me. Watch out for him.”  
 
    My breath was stolen from my lungs when he kissed me, and it took me a while to say, “I’ll handle him.” When he gave me a look, I added, “And I mean I’ll handle him. Not you. I don’t need your help with this. If I need your help, I’ll ask for it.” I had a feeling Travis’s help would include the kind of danger I was addicted to.  
 
    “Okay,” Travis said. “You do what you have to do, but know I’ll be watching.”  
 
    Oh, great. Another stalker. But then again, I already knew that about him. Knowing he would keep an eye on me was not new.  
 
    He turned, starting to walk away, but I called out for him. Travis returned to my side with a smile, and I said, “I do need to know, though, if you were the one who did it.” I didn’t elaborate on what it was I meant, but I didn’t need to. Travis knew precisely what I was talking about, which was good, because there were too many people on the sidewalk nearby to ask him point-blank: did you kill Sabrina Salvatore?  
 
    “Tell me the truth,” I added when he was silent.  
 
    Travis’s jaw clenched. “No,” he finally whispered, holding my stare. “No, it wasn’t me. None of it was me.”  
 
    None of it, meaning what happened to Declan? If Travis didn’t kill Sabrina, then who did? And if he wasn’t the one who hurt Declan…who—  
 
    He could be lying, I supposed, but as I stared at him, I couldn’t help but believe him. Every word he said I believed, which was downright stupid. I was probably falling right into his trap, but a part of me didn’t care. A part of me wanted to see what he’d do next, how we could take this thing, whatever it was, to the next level. Level up.  
 
    “I would look closer to home,” Travis said. “What would Declan gain by hurting himself?”  
 
    I opened my mouth, ready to retort, but nothing came to mind, because Travis had brought up a point I hadn’t considered. What would Declan gain by hurting himself? How could he even say something like that?  
 
    Travis said nothing as he walked away, and this time I let him go, too confused to say anything more. He instilled doubt in me, and I didn’t like it. Who was he to make me question Declan’s story about that night?  
 
    As I walked back to the dorm, my mind was a whirlwind. That day Travis had my phone. Declan had texted me a lot, saying he needed me. I never asked him why he needed me, because our lives had been too busy lately, but now I wondered if Declan was a tad more manipulative than I thought.  
 
    No. No way. No way did Declan do that to himself…  
 
    If someone tried to kill him, they would’ve made sure the job was done. If they wanted to make it look like a suicide, the wounds would’ve been deeper, and he would’ve bled out before I got back.  
 
    I was halfway up the stairs to my floor when it came to me, and I had to stop, the realization too heavy.  
 
    Declan could’ve done it to himself, realized I wasn’t coming back in time, and then freaked out and called his brother, because he didn’t really want to die. All of it could’ve been staged, and if that was the case, I fell for it hook, line, and sinker.  
 
    Did I think Sawyer was capable of attacking someone? Yes. Did I suspect him of his sister’s murder? Maybe. With rich people, you never knew. But Declan…could he have attacked Declan like that and left him? I knew that if Sawyer had gone after him, he would’ve made sure the job was done. Completely done, meaning Declan was dead.  
 
    I walked slowly up the rest of the stairs and down the hallway. A few of the doors were open, but I didn’t pay any of the guys inside attention. I was like a zombie as I shuffled along, stopping before our door. Something new hung on our door today—a few of those sticky window clings that come out around holidays. These ones were fake blood, bloody handprints and all that.  
 
    Most of the other students had gone home over the long weekend, so I wondered if anyone else knew what happened that night. The kid working the front desk did, and one person knowing was all it took for rumors to spread like wildfire.  
 
    I set the bag down, peeling off the clings before shoving them inside the bag of food and unlocking the door. I found Declan vacuuming, a chore he did not often do. He still wore jeans, and a nice long-sleeved shirt that hid his scabbing scar. It had started to peel, and he constantly complained about how itchy it was.  
 
    His brown head turned to me, and he gave me a dimpled smile. “I thought I’d clean, since you ran out and got the food,” he said, the look he sent me warm and kind and…exactly the kind of look everyone would fall for.  
 
    Exactly the kind of look I willingly believed time and time again, even after he’d shown me his other side at Sawyer’s first party. He’d gotten so mad, hardly acted like himself. I’d forgotten about it, mostly because he never acted like that again, but what if he was like that? What if that was the real Declan?  
 
    What if Declan wasn’t a precious cinnamon roll but instead a lying, conniving master manipulator? What if he was just as much of a monster as Travis and Sawyer were, but he did better at hiding it? I didn’t like thinking it, but I couldn’t help it, especially after realizing what Travis said made sense.  
 
    I set the bag on the counter in the kitchenette area. I got our food out while Declan finished vacuuming, saying nothing. Tonight I’d gotten us subs, but I wasn’t hungry. Not anymore. If anything, I wanted to throw up what little I’d eaten for lunch.  
 
    Declan was behind me instantly, gently touching my back, “Is everything okay?” He sounded eager, sincere, but I knew just because someone sounded sincere didn’t mean they actually were.  
 
    I tried to act unaffected by his touch, tossing him a smile. It was strained, but I hoped he took it for face value. “Yep,” I said, trying to sound peppy and happy. “Everything’s fine. I’m starving.” I grabbed my turkey sub and made my way to the area on the floor where we usually ate.  
 
    Declan watched me with his brown eyes, eyes that I always thought were kind and tender, yet now I wondered if it was a show. He took his sub and came beside me, plopping down a mere six inches from me. When he shifted his weight, our knees touched, and he didn’t try to move away.  
 
    I hated that Travis had gotten to me. The thing I hated most of all was that his words made sense. The doubt would eat me alive, and I wished I could rewind and forget about it—but another part of me was annoyed. Shocked and annoyed that I could’ve possibly fallen for Declan’s act.  
 
    Was it an act? I didn’t know, but I’d find out.   
 
    As we sat there and ate, listening to the TV, one question rang through my head, a question that had nothing to do with whether or not Declan had staged it all: how did Travis know exactly where I was on campus?  
 
    This place, these guys, they were driving me crazy.  
 
    They might kill me, or they might leave me even more broken than I started out as. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Nineteen – Declan 
 
      
 
    Ignoring everyone else around me was turning out to be easier this year than last year. Last year everything was still fresh—and don’t get me wrong, it still hurt—but this year, I had other things to focus on than the eternal sorrow gripping my soul. I had someone else.  
 
    I had Ash, even if I didn’t have her quite like how I had Sabrina.  
 
    Sabrina was my first love, my only love until…I wanted to say until now, but I wasn’t sure if I loved Ash or not. I guess a part of me always worried whether or not I was projecting my feelings for Sabrina onto Ash. If I said I loved her, did I? Did I love her, or did I just want to have Sabrina back?  
 
    It was messed up, and I hated knowing Ash was involved. I hated it, and I needed it. I needed Ash here. If she wasn’t…I honestly couldn’t say what I’d do. I wouldn’t know what to do with myself. Whether or not my feelings for Sabrina were being projected onto Ash, I knew Ash was the only thing keeping me grounded, the only person in this whole campus keeping me sane.  
 
    Hillcrest. I couldn’t care less about the prestigious university. I didn’t care my dad was the dean or what well-paying job I’d get once I got out of here. After losing Sabrina, it was hard for me to turn my eyes toward the future and wonder what my life would be like in ten, fifteen years. A small kernel of me wondered if I’d even live that long.  
 
    I sat in class the next Monday, typing away as the professor lectured on. Most of the other students around me were taking notes. Sawyer sat a few rows above me, and I bet he watched me. I bet he wasn’t taking notes. I bet he just sat there, his legs apart, glaring at the back of my head like I was the enemy.  
 
    I didn’t kill Sabrina, and I hated that he turned everyone against me. It sucked having no friends. Yeah, I had a brother who would do anything for me, but it wasn’t the same. The only person I had was Ash, and last weekend she just felt…distant. She wasn’t acting right, and regardless of how many times I asked, she kept saying nothing was wrong. I might’ve been a lot of things, but I wasn’t stupid.  
 
    “The justice system,” the professor droned on, “as much as we want it to be perfect, perfect it is not. Sometimes even the tiniest of things can mean a whole case is thrown out. Have any of you been watching the news?” He always tried to get students to participate, and no one ever wanted to.  
 
    A student sitting in the front rose his hand, and for a few minutes, he and the teacher spoke like they were the only ones in the room, as if none of us existed. Teacher’s pet. They spoke of something happening in our own state, but I wasn’t paying much attention. I was itching to get back to the dorm, to corner Ash and demand that she tell me what’s wrong. We couldn’t go on like this. If we were friends, which I was pretty sure we were, it meant telling each other when something was bothering us.  
 
    Friends told each other their secrets, or at least I thought they did. I was discovering now that the ones I’d thought were my friends might not have ever been my friends at all. They lied to me, kept things from me.  
 
    The class period was a few minutes from ending, and it was as the professor was letting us pack up early that I saw Sawyer practically rush down to the podium, where he leaned on it and talked to the professor. I wasn’t going to pay any attention to him, but the professor called my name shortly.  
 
    “Declan Briggs,” he said, gesturing for me to come down. “Can you come here for a moment?”  
 
    I felt my stomach drop, and I zipped up my laptop before heading down. At least three feet between Sawyer and I at all times, even now. I stood off to the side, one hand on the strap of my backpack.  
 
    “Laptops are a privilege, not a necessity,” the professor spoke, staring squarely at me. I had no idea what he was going on about, but I knew it had to do with Sawyer. “Sawyer here says you’ve been doing some…” The professor coughed. “Inappropriate things on your computer while in class.”  
 
    I had no idea what he meant by inappropriate, but knowing Sawyer, it had something to do with certain sites that would download a ton of viruses onto your computer the moment you went to them. “I only take notes,” I said, knowing it was useless. I hated handwriting my notes; I always had. Sawyer knew it.  
 
    This…this was just low. Stupid.  
 
    “I think, maybe, it would be best for everyone around you if you started taking notes the old-fashioned way,” the professor said, and for the first time, I noticed hardly anyone else had left the lecture hall. The students who sat near me stayed…to back up Sawyer’s story about me going on inappropriate sites during class? “Trust me, your wrist won’t fall off.”  
 
    He was trying to joke, but the joke fell flat, and I only stared. “Okay,” I said. “No more laptop. Got it.” I said nothing else as I turned on my heel, leaving the lecture hall as quickly as I possibly could.  
 
    Sawyer. I didn’t often imagine physical violence, but I did when it came to that one. He was off his rocker; he didn’t know when to quit. I loved Sabrina; I didn’t kill her. Her note blaming me was…not fair. She was the one who was cheating, not me. I was just the one who said maybe we needed a break while she figured out what she wanted. Not once did I ever suspect she wouldn’t come back to me. I thought her fling with Travis was just that, a fling, nothing meaningful.  
 
    I was not alone as I exited the lecture hall. Sawyer was on my heel, following me out of the building and into the warm light of day. I stuck my hands in my pockets, knowing that if I let them hang by my side, they might not remain there for long. Sawyer’s face needed a few hits, I think.  
 
    A strong hand grabbed my shoulder, slowing my speed but not stopping me. Sawyer wanted us to go at his pace, and I shot him a glare.  
 
    “You know,” Sawyer spoke, and I noticed his bottom lip was nearly healed, “I find myself wondering why the hell Ash likes you so much. Why she’s willing to go against me, all to protect you. I mean, look at you, and look at me. There’s no competition. Based on looks alone, I should have her.”  
 
    I tried to shake his hand off but failed. His fingers tightened on my shoulder, and I refused to wince at the pain. He could throw me to the ground and beat on me, and I would do my best not to give him any satisfaction.  
 
    “So then I wondered what you’ve told her. Does she know the whole truth? Does she know why you and Sabrina were broken up?” Sawyer’s green eyes sparkled in the sun, but their brightness was shadowed by his dark intent. “Does she know how much of a pathetic loser you were, always waiting for my sister to come back to you, no matter how many times she told you it was over?”  
 
    Sawyer had it wrong. The breakups were mutual. She never broke up with me. We always agreed to separate, and she always came back to me.  
 
    Except for that last time, when she’d hung herself. There was no coming back to me after that.  
 
    “Try telling her whatever you want,” I said, glaring at him. “But I have a feeling she won’t believe a word you say. Look at you, still trying to make my life miserable. Who’s the pathetic loser now, huh?” My words must’ve startled him, for his grip on my shoulder loosened enough that I was able to break free and speed up my pace.  
 
    Sawyer was growling, practically foaming at the mouth by the time he caught up to me. “She doesn’t need to believe me. She just needs to doubt you.”  
 
    Doubting me…it wasn’t something I wanted Ash to do. I wanted her on my side, one hundred percent. I didn’t want her to wonder whether things between Sabrina and I were rocky. And Travis? I didn’t care if she knew of his involvement, but…would she think of me any differently if she did?  
 
    “I’m going to make her doubt you, and then I’m going to take her away from you,” Sawyer said. He gave me a lopsided smile before walking by, picking up his pace. I slowed down, not wanting to walk with him.  
 
    I watched him go, feeling alone amongst the crowd of students around me on the sidewalk. My arm started to itch. My cut had mostly healed up, a scar where it was. I typically wore long sleeves or jackets when I went to class, no matter how warm it was outside; I didn’t need anyone else to see it and ask me about it. It was bad enough I had Will texting me constantly. 
 
    Maybe it was foolish, but I had faith in Ash. I didn’t think she’d fall for whatever it was Sawyer wanted to do. And, anyway, I saw it as his last hurrah, one final push to try to tear Ash from me. Perhaps I’d grown thicker skin, but it didn’t feel like he was really putting his all behind it lately. Even the other students’ snickers and sneers had grown further between, and Ash always took care of whatever was on the outside door without showing me what it was.  
 
    I wouldn’t go so far as to say I was happy, but I was content. Ash was what I needed, and I’d be damned if I let Sawyer get between us. I had to figure out what was bugging her.  
 
    When I returned to the dorm room after my classes, I found Ash was in the shower. I set my bag down and ran a hand through my hair, wondering what I’d say to her, how I’d say it. If something was on her mind, if something was bugging her, I had to know what it was. I didn’t like her being so distant.  
 
    It wasn’t long before I heard a thud in the bathroom, and I knew it wasn’t a good sound. My feet drew me to the bathroom door, and I knocked, saying, “Ash? You okay?” My blood ran cold when I imagined finding her how she found me…I couldn’t remember that night much, but I could only imagine how awful it’d been. Really, I owed my life to her.  
 
    I received no answer, and so I tentatively reached for the door handle. It was locked, of course.  
 
    “Ash,” I spoke her name a little louder, pounding on the door. I supposed I could’ve looked for something to try to pick the lock, since it was just a normal handle, the kind you’d only need something sharp for, but I needn’t have worried, for suddenly the door open, and Ash stood there, sopping wet and wearing nothing but a towel.  
 
    She’d taken off her splint, and she used both hands to hold the towel against her chest. The shower was still running behind her, and yet I could tell she was gone.  
 
    “I fell,” she whispered. “I don’t fall.”  
 
    I didn’t know what to do, if I should help her dry off or get her clothes. I knew if I moved an inch, I might see a bit more skin than I should; she only held the towel against her front. The rest of her was all bare.  
 
    But…wait. Her words didn’t make sense.  
 
    “You said you hurt your thumb by falling,” I said, watching as she slowly lifted her head, those beautiful grey eyes meeting mine.  
 
    Her lips parted ever so measuredly, and she whispered, “I lied. I’m a liar, Declan. I’m a liar, just like the rest. I try to be, but it’s hard…” Her gaze fell, and maybe it was the water from the shower, or maybe it was actual tears, but her eyes seemed too watery. “I’ve lied to everyone. No one knows.”  
 
    I had no idea what she was trying to say, but I knew she wasn’t acting like herself. She was out of it, and I knew I had to help her. She helped me when I needed it; now it was my turn to return the favor. For her…I’d do anything.  
 
    “Come on,” I said, reaching for her shoulders, but she jerked back from me, eyes widening.  
 
    “I’m a liar, Declan,” she said it more firmly this time, as if I hadn’t heard her the first time.  
 
    Since she clearly wouldn’t move from that spot, dripping onto the tile below, I crossed my arms, giving her an unimpressed expression. “Okay,” I said, playing into her game, “what have you lied about?”  
 
    “I can’t tell you.”  
 
    Okay, we were definitely going nowhere with this.  
 
    “Let’s get you dressed,” I said, once again trying to corral her. This time she leaned into me, instantly wetting my shirt with her wet head. I froze, not knowing what to do. If I pushed her away, was that rude? If I wrapped my arms around her, would it be weird because she was practically naked? I mean, I could glance down and get an eyeful of her bare ass, for goodness sakes…  
 
    Against my chest, she murmured, “Are you a liar?”  
 
    If I wasn’t already frozen in place, I would’ve been then. What did she mean? What was she referring to? Had Sawyer already gotten to her, or was this just a desperate ploy to take the attention off herself and put it on me? I didn’t know which one was worse.  
 
    “I try my best not to be,” I answered honestly, not knowing how else to answer. This girl, she had to know she could trust me. I’d never do anything to hurt her, and I wouldn’t lie to her. I might keep things she didn’t need to know from her, but that wasn’t the same thing as lying, was it?  
 
    A lie of omission was a lie all the same.  
 
    With how she was involved with Travis, maybe I should tell her what happened. What really happened.  
 
    When she said nothing else, when she kept herself pressed against me, I tentatively reached around her shoulders, holding her close. Her skin was dripping wet still, having not dried herself off after falling in the shower. Her skin was smooth under my hands, and I resisted my urge to hold her even tighter, to whisper into her ear that I’d never let the world hurt her again. Whatever had happened in her past would never play on repeat. Things were different now. She had me, and I had her.  
 
    “If you didn’t fall, how did you hurt yourself?” I asked, not knowing whether or not she’d answer.  
 
    “I can’t tell you,” she said. Ash turned her head up toward me. She now held onto my sides and not the towel. If I took a step away from her, the towel would fall and she’d be there, utterly naked. I had to tell myself not to think about it, otherwise something would pop up that definitely shouldn’t.  
 
    As it was…it was already insanely difficult to keep myself from growing aroused. It wasn’t every day that I had Ash in my arms, naked and wet.  
 
    If she couldn’t tell me…well, maybe it was time to tell her everything. The truth. “I have something I need to tell you,” I spoke, my arms tightening around her frail shoulders. This girl was so small, it was hard to believe she was the same person who could turn the tables on Sawyer and mess with him back.  
 
    If I didn’t spit it out, I’d lose my nerve, so here went nothing.  
 
    “Sabrina and I weren’t together when she hung herself,” I said. “We broke up the week before. It wasn’t the first time we’d been separated, but…it was the first time I learned that she’d been unfaithful to me with a close friend.” The words tasted wrong coming out, but I might as well get them all out there now that I’d started. “She’d been sleeping with Travis.”  
 
    And then, because she was Ash and not someone else, she said the one thing that stunned me, the one thing that made my mouth drop: “I know.”  
 
    I was slow to pull away from her, and she went to hold onto the towel, keeping it from falling, holding it over her breasts and the area between her legs. But I wasn’t trying to get a peak. I was staring solely at her face, wondering just how the hell she already knew.  
 
    Had Sawyer gotten to her, or did Travis…  
 
    She dropped her gaze, moving toward her backpack near her desk. Ash didn’t bother to cover up her backside, letting me get a nice, long view of her smooth, round ass, but I couldn’t focus on that. I watched as she unzipped the inner zipper and pulled something pink out.  
 
    Something I’d seen before. Something I hadn’t seen in a long, long time.  
 
    “Because I have this,” she said, offering it to me.  
 
    I took it, my mouth still hanging open. It was a good thing there were no flies in the room, otherwise they would’ve gone straight into my mouth. “How did you…” I couldn’t speak. I flipped open the top, seeing Sabrina’s feminine handwriting. My stomach fell. “Where did you get this?”  
 
    All Ash could do was shake her head and close her eyes.  
 
    I closed it, running a hand over it as I went to sit at my desk. “Do you have the other one?”  
 
    That got her to look at me again. That got her out of her funk enough to ask, “What?”  
 
    “The one that goes with this,” I said. “She had two. She was always writing in two. This is the one everyone knew about.” I pushed away the emotions that threatened to swallow me up. I was definitely not expecting her to pull this out. How’d she get her hands on it? From Sawyer?  
 
    A look of pure confusion crossed her face. “I didn’t know she had two.”  
 
    “How could you know she had any?” I asked. “Where did you get this?” I was about to demand the answer from her, but Ash moved closer to me, striding to where I sat at my desk chair. She set a hand on my cheek, and I felt myself tilting my head toward her, not wanting her warmth to ever leave me.  
 
    “Have you lied about anything else?” Ash whispered, a pleading look on her face. Her other arm held up her towel, and it took too much from me to keep my eyes open. To meet her stormy stare.  
 
    “No,” I murmured against her hand, and I meant it. I meant it wholly and completely. There was not anything I’d lied to her about. Nothing I would ever keep from her. What did I have to do to make her trust me?  
 
    Ash smiled, but I could tell it was half-hearted, as if she didn’t believe me. “Okay,” she said, pulling away from me, her hand falling from my cheek. “I’m going to go finish showering now.” Her stare lingered on me for a few moments, and then she turned and walked away, her bare ass drawing my attention, even after what just transpired.  
 
    This was…not at all how I thought it would go. Why couldn’t she tell me where she got the journal? Why was it such a secret?  
 
    She paused near the door, tossing her head back, her normal self peeking through. “Did you stare at my ass?” she asked point-blank, a tiny grin forming.  
 
    Don’t lie, I told myself. There was no point in it. It’d only make you look stupid.  
 
    “Yes,” I said. My honesty only made her grin grow.  
 
    She let out a hmm sound before dropping her towel. Ash…dropped her towel before turning to close the door, showing me, for just a split-second, what her entire body looked like naked. Her breasts, her flat stomach, the area she kept neatly trimmed between her legs. Just a fast, microsecond of a peek, along with a wink before closing the door.  
 
    Well, how the hell was I supposed to keep myself from getting hard now? 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty – Ash 
 
      
 
    To say I was on edge would be the understatement of the year. I was always looking around, waiting for Sawyer to pop up again as the days wore on. I found the threat of him magically appearing quite awful. Things were already too complicated; I didn’t need Sawyer clawing at me like some angry feral cat.  
 
    I was in class, texting Declan. His brother was supposed to come over Saturday for our videogame date. Yeah, I couldn’t believe we were actually having a videogame date. All three of us. Me and two brothers. That wasn’t weird, was it? Declan didn’t seem to mind, but then again, after I’d flashed him my body after giving him Sabrina’s diary, he was pretty much compliant to anything I asked.  
 
    It felt like forever since I’d seen Will. I was excited too, which only made me feel guilty. After all, I hadn’t told Declan the whole truth about where the diary came from, nor had I told him about what happened with his brother.  
 
    The kiss. Kisses, actually. The make-out session that Will instantly regretted. I couldn’t help but wonder if he still regretted it, or if he’d come to our dorm on Saturday ready to fight for me.  
 
    Hah. Fight Declan for me. As if. I bet those two would bow down to the other, telling each other they didn’t deserve me and that the other should have me. It was ridiculous, but at least imagining them both trying to hand me over to the other made me laugh. Not many things made me happy these days, mostly because I felt like I was constantly waiting for the other shoe to drop. 
 
    And drop it would.  
 
    Drop it had to.  
 
    With my life, my past luck, I knew when the shoe dropped, it was going to hurt like a motherfucker.  
 
    Class let out, and I was unhurried in packing up, the last one to leave the room. I set my skateboard down to text once I reached the hallway. I leaned on a wall, my chin to my collar bone as I texted Declan back. Kelsey had been oddly quiet, although she had told me she was going through some stuff. What that stuff was, I had no idea. I asked her about it, because I was a good friend, but she clearly didn’t want to tell me, so I dropped the subject.  
 
    I also refrained from telling her about most of my drama. Whatever Kelsey was going through, there was no way it was as shit-tastic as my bucket full of drama. If I would’ve known Hillcrest was going to be so full of drama that was basically life-or-death, would I still have wanted to come here? I’d like to say no. I’d like to think that my stable, sane side would win out on that, but…  
 
    I knew myself better than that. I still would’ve come, even if I was warned that this place was just as fucked up as any other.  
 
    For someone who was so on edge lately, I sure did a terrible job of keeping guard. I was so lost in my phone that I didn’t see a crowd of three surround me, and when I looked up at who they were, I was speechless, frozen a bit like a deer in headlights. They grabbed me, nearly made me drop my phone, and dragged me into the nearest unisex bathroom.  
 
    Two of them I knew only in passing. I was pretty sure I’d seen their faces at one of Sawyer’s parties, but the one in the middle? I knew her the most, though I saw she’d died her hair back to brown.  
 
    Three girls, cornering me in the bathroom, and—I watch one of them flick the lock—lock us in. Huh. The two on the side were not worthy of much notice; it was the one in the center, the one glaring at me with hate-filled eyes, that I focused on.  
 
    I knew her better than I wanted to. I knew what she looked like naked, and I knew what she looked like with shittily-dyed pink hair. I didn’t know her name, I didn’t know any of their names, and yet that didn’t stop them from coming onto a campus that wasn’t theirs and acting like they had the right to manhandle me.  
 
    The bitches.  
 
    “You,” the one who used to have pink hair spoke, practically spitting on me. “You messed with the wrong girl, bitch.”  
 
    Ooh, now was the fun name-calling part? I slid my phone into my back pocket, crossing my arms, making sure I looked really bored. “Who are you three supposed to be?”  
 
    “Brooklyn,” the main one spoke, “but I’m sure you knew that already.”  
 
    Ah, she thought she was more important here than she was. She wasn’t, so this was the first time I’d heard her name; I’d be sure to promptly forget it as soon as this conversation was over.  
 
    “And these are two of my many, many friends,” she went on, tilting her head, a curved smile drawing along her full, luscious lips. Lips that had been puckered around Sawyer’s dick. If she wasn’t careful here, I might just tear them off. “We’re here to give you a present.”  
 
    At her words, one of her cronies reached into her purse, pulling out a box that was about as large as a hand. Relatively small, but it took only a glance from me to know what it was. Anyone who’s walked into a grocery store knew what boxed hair dye looked like, and from the model on the front of the box, it was a sheer black color.  
 
    Wow. These bitches were stupid if they thought dying over my hair was a good revenge plan. First off, even permanent dye came out. Second off, hair always grew. Come on. Hair pranks were so old school.  
 
    Brooklyn sneered as she looked at me, inhaling as she said, “You need a makeover.” Her friends smirked, and so did she, her large chest bouncing a bit. She wore tight clothes, a low-hanging shirt that showed off some cleavage, and jeans that made me wonder if she put them on or painted them on.  
 
    I let out a sigh. “Do you really think dying my hair is the best way to get back at me?” Her other crony pulled out a pair of scissors. “Cut my hair, and then dye it? Come on. Can’t you guys be a little more creative?”  
 
    “You made me look like an idiot, and I’ve spent this long tracking you down,” Brooklyn muttered, reaching for her friend, who handed her the scissors. “I’m going to enjoy this a lot more than I should.” She started to move towards me, but I stopped her with my next words.  
 
    “If you take one more step closer to me,” I started, speaking plainly, evenly, confidently, “I’m not going to be so nice when I walk out of here.” When all three girls did nothing but stare at me, I added, “That was a threat, by the way. If you let me walk away now, no one has to get hurt.”  
 
    Brooklyn snickered. “If you haven’t noticed, there’s three of us and one of you.”  
 
    “Yes,” I admitted, “but you’re just girls.”  
 
    “And you’re just a girl,” she said, holding up a finger. “One girl, and we aren’t afraid of you.”  
 
    I let her words sink in, nodding once. “Fair enough,” I relented, moving my shoulders until my backpack was secure around both and not just one. “Who wants to come at me first?” I watched Brooklyn glance to the girl who’d given her the scissors, a petite blonde who looked a bit scared.  
 
    Good. She should be.  
 
    The blonde said nothing as she took a step forward, but she was being much too slow about it. The moment she was within arm’s reach from me, I grabbed her, swung a leg beneath her feet and caused her to slam to the floor. She let out an oof. Her head landed only six inches from the restroom’s toilet.  
 
    I thought about putting a foot over her neck, but that might be overdoing it. These were just girls, after all. Not a real threat. They just needed to learn that I wasn’t someone they could get back at.  
 
    The friend with the hair dye came after me next, and Brooklyn decided it was best to try and double team me. I went for her friend first, naturally, grabbing onto her wrist and pushing her arm away from me. Sidestepping her clumsy figure was easy, and within a moment, I had a body shield between Brooklyn and I. I held my other arm along her friend’s neck, choking her only a little, a wrestler’s move she couldn’t escape from.  
 
    “What the fuck,” Brooklyn muttered, and I kept a hold of her friend as I walked toward the door. The blonde on the floor was slow to get up, rubbing her back and moaning about how that was going to bruise.  
 
    I threw the body shield at the blonde, sending them both tumbling to the floor. The blonde, actually, sat back into the toilet, and the disgusted look on her face told me she’d touched water.  
 
    Brooklyn lunged for me, and I kept my eyes on the scissors, waiting until I feigned to her left before snatching them right out of her hand while she was wincing in preparation for a punch that never landed.  
 
    These girls didn’t know how to fight, how to defend themselves. I’d learned a lot growing up without money…I also learned a lot from my ex.  
 
    When Brooklyn realized I had the scissors, she tried to tackle me, which was exactly what I knew she would do. All it took was a well-timed sidestep and she rammed herself into the wall. But by the time she caught herself and was ready to turn around, I had already snipped a good chunk of her hair off.  
 
    Hey, if they wanted to play dirty like this? If they wanted to go old-school humiliation? I was down with turning the tables on them.  
 
    Brooklyn spun, hugging the wall, gasping as she reached to the side of her head where I’d cut the chunk off. Her hair was longer than mine, and it was a good piece right on top, too. I held the long piece between two fingers, smirking at her baffled, startled expression.  
 
    “I’m taking these,” I said as I dropped the hair, meaning I was taking the scissors. As Brooklyn’s hair fell to the floor and her friends pulled themselves off the toilet, the blonde with a dripping wet ass, I snatched the box of dye off the sink and tucked it under my armpit. “And this.” I went to the door, leaving three upset girls in my wake. “Next time you come at me, I hope you have a better plan than this.”  
 
    Brooklyn started to swear, calling me bitch, among a few other colorful names, and I walked out, smiling to myself. I found my skateboard and hurried out of the building. Once I was on the sidewalk, I skated away as fast as I could after tucking the scissors and hair dye into my bag and zipping it up.  
 
    My thumb ached, a pain deep within its joint, flaring up as if asking me if I really had to do that. And I did—it wasn’t like I was going to let those girls do whatever they wanted to me. I didn’t care if Brooklyn was pissed. She could fall off a cliff for all I cared; getting mixed up with Sawyer was not something she should’ve done. And dying her hair pink because he told her to? Where was her self-respect?  
 
    My thumb wouldn’t be happy with me for a while, but at least I’d gotten out of there without losing hair or having black dye unceremoniously plastered onto my head. I wouldn’t look good with dark hair. I’d look washed-out and old. No thanks. Not with my warm, tan skin tone. I’ll keep my natural blonde and my pink tips.  
 
    Although…those girls did give me an idea involving dye. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-One – Ash 
 
      
 
    It was going to happen tonight. After Will left, after Declan was asleep. My bag was ready, tucked beneath my bed, out of sight and full of everything I’d need. I’d also borrowed a few things from Travis; he was all too willing to help me once I explained to him my plan. It was a come full circle kind of thing, the kind of plan that was the finale in and of itself.  
 
    But enough thinking about that now; I had a room full of two brothers currently racing each other in Mario Kart to see who’d play me next.  
 
    I’d finally hooked up one of the videogame consoles I’d brought, an older one, one I’d gotten when I was younger, when my dad tried to buy my love. It didn’t last long, and my mom had closed all contact between us soon enough, which was fine. I was on her side, one hundred percent.  
 
    I was on my bed, Declan and Will on the floor, my bare feet hanging off. I wore short jean shorts, along with a flimsy tank top. Chips were my go-to snack for the day, and I was nice enough to share with the brothers, too.  
 
    In the days following the hair-dying incident in the bathroom after class, it’d been quiet. I never told Declan about it, and I felt a little bad, but then I remembered I hadn’t told Declan about kissing Will either, so I felt a little less bad. No more mental breakdowns, no more reminiscing or having nightmares about the past. After tonight, I was going to let it go.  
 
    And by it I meant everything. I couldn’t last and keep my sanity if I kept reverting back to the past, if I let this revenge take hold of me and swallow me up. It wasn’t healthy. I knew I wasn’t the poster girl for mental or physical health, but I tried. I did the best I could with what I was given.  
 
    I couldn’t help but laugh as Declan steered his player off the race track and into the dirt, where he drove ten times slower. Will, meanwhile, had slipped on a banana peel right after being hit with a shell. “You guys both suck.” And that was a nice insult; I think a second grader would be a better player than either brother.  
 
    A fluid, easy chuckle escaped Will, and for a moment, I closed my eyes and reveled in the sound. I’d missed his laughter, the feeling I got when near him. It was different than I felt around Declan, more instinctual. Declan…my feelings for Declan were much more complicated and dealt with a lot more baggage. Will could be simple, or at least as simple as it could be with me.  
 
    But I’d never be able to have Will, just like I’d never be able to have Declan. Somehow I was the only girl on campus and I still couldn’t have a boyfriend.  
 
    Not that I was hardcore searching for one, but you know what I mean.  
 
    Fuck, not like I could have a single boyfriend when I had conflicting feelings for multiple guys, guys who all hated each other. Really, if this was going to turn into one of those reverse harem situations—which my horny vagina wouldn’t mind—it’d take something big to get them to be on the same side again.  
 
    “Well if this was a real game, I’d be a lot better at it,” Will shot back, a grin on his face. He must’ve just shaved this morning before driving all the way here; his cheeks and chin were free of stubble. I wanted to run my fingers along it and feel the smoothness, touch his boyish dimples and nip at those lips.  
 
    It was difficult to keep the horny girl inside of me in check when surrounded by such cute and attractive testosterone.  
 
    “A real game?” I echoed, tossing a chip right at his face. He let it hit his forehead and fall to his lap, and then he proceeded to eat it. He didn’t even pause the game, which meant his character was only getting further behind. “Mario Kart is a real game, and you guys know at least one of you has to finish in fourth place or above, otherwise you don’t get to move on to the next race.” A public service announcement I suppose I should have told them sooner, because they both turned to look at me like I’d just told them zombies were real and the apocalypse was happening just outside the dorm door.  
 
    They went back to playing, and no surprise, it came down to Declan and Will fighting for whoever could get seventh place. I watched, holding back my laughter as their two cartoon characters raced to the finish line. Will just barely nudged past Declan, which secured him in seventh; Declan got eighth. Neither guy had any right to brag, though. They both sucked, and if they sucked against the crappy computer players, they’d only suck worse when going against me.  
 
    Declan let out a groan, and Will lifted his hands in the air, as if he’d just won a gold medal in the Olympics, like he stood on a platform in front of a huge audience. “I am the winner,” Will said with a laugh. “You, little brother, can eat my shit.”  
 
    I busted out laughing, because something like that was not what I expected Will to say.  
 
    Declan frowned, but I could tell he was fighting not to laugh. “You’re acting like you beat me by a mile. You made it across the finish line two seconds before me.”  
 
    “And you still lost,” Will said.  
 
    “And you both still suck,” I reminded them. I hopped off my bed and grabbed the controller from Declan, pushing to sit between them. Right in between the two brothers who I most certainly should not have feelings for, the two brothers I most definitely had feelings for. Go fucking figure. That was just how my life went. I should know it by now.  
 
    Declan scooted aside on the floor, pouting. Only he could pull off a look like that and still be adorably cute. “I don’t suck that bad,” he whispered, as if he was really hurt.  
 
    I knew he was trying to make me feel for him, and damn it, it was working. “I was watching,” I said, “and you both suck hard at this.” I restarted a new match and chose a different race track, along with a different character. In all my life, I was always the big mean turtle. Bowser was my go-to guy.  
 
    Hah…even in childish videogames, I always went for the bad guy. Ironic.  
 
    “But I guess after I kick Will’s ass, I can then kick yours,” I told Declan as the race loaded. I shot a glance at him over my shoulder, giving him a warm smile. “I’m all about spreading the love.”  
 
    Declan stared at me, his dark eyes unreadable. My stomach did a little flip, and I was quick to return my attention to the TV. Beside me, Will nudged me and whispered, “I guess I get the love first then, huh?”  
 
    I had no idea what he meant, but all the same, I felt my cheeks flaring up. I pretended not to notice the heat creeping up my cheeks as the race started. Just as I knew I would, I blasted off as soon as the red light turned green, leaving him in the dust.  
 
    Will was actually so bad—or I was just that good—that I actually passed him doing my third lap around the racetrack while he was still doing his second. I might’ve saved up a banana peel just for him, purposefully letting it loose when I drove my character close enough. It was a wasted banana, since he was so far behind, but it made me laugh all the same.  
 
    “Cruel,” Will murmured, tossing a quick look at his brother. “I don’t see how you room with her. She’s so mean.”  
 
    “She is mean,” Declan agreed, and as I crossed the finish line—nabbing myself first place, no surprise there—I reached over and gave him a soft push. “See? She’s beating me up right now, in front of my own brother.” 
 
    “The nerve I have,” I said with a smile.  
 
    Declan’s chocolaty stare fell to my shoulder as he added, “You’ll probably be the death of me.” Whispered so seriously, so softly I hardly heard him. Will was trying to finish his third lap, so I wasn’t sure if he heard it or not. But I did, and the words weighed heavily on me.  
 
    I hoped he was joking. I hoped his words were just something stupid he thought to say, but when I met his eyes, when he sluggishly drew those warm, kind eyes from my shoulder and back to my face, I knew. I knew without a doubt he wasn’t joking. He meant it, and that made me feel awful, really. This world…I didn’t want to be a part of it if Declan wasn’t in it, and I sure as hell could never live with myself if I was the reason something happened to him.  
 
    If I would’ve been later that night…if I wouldn’t have gotten to him in time and used my shirt as a tourniquet, he’d be dead. Right now, I was the reason he was still here, and yet he really did believe that I would be the death of him.  
 
    With my shitty luck, he was probably right.  
 
    When Will finally crossed the finish line, I took the controller from his hands and gave it to Declan.  
 
    Time passed in a blur, and I was so lost in my own mind that I zoned out during most of dinner. Will had run off campus and picked up McDonald’s—getting me my favorite chicken nuggets. He’d spoil me if he wasn’t careful.  
 
    As I stuck a fry in my mouth, Will set down his drink. “I do have some news,” he said, glancing between both me and Declan. “I wanted to tell you both before I left. It became official last week, but I wanted to let you guys know in person.” As he spoke, his hazel eyes mainly focused on me, giving me weird feelings by the multitude.  
 
    I had no idea what news he could possibly have, so I stayed quiet. Declan, however, said, “As long as you aren’t coming here and putting yourself behind because of me.” He must’ve known his older brother well enough, for Will said nothing for a while, causing him to add, “Damn it, Will. Tell me you’re not.”  
 
    I was slightly confused, so I asked, “What? What’s going on?” My chicken nuggets were mostly gone now; all I had left were a few salty fries—the best kind, really—but they sat untouched in their red holder while I stared at the two brothers.  
 
    It took Will a minute to say as he stared at Declan, “Effective January, I’ll be a Hillcrest student. I’m transferring next semester, to keep an eye on you.” His hazel eyes roamed to me, an underlying message left unsaid: and on you. 
 
    Will was coming to Hillcrest for Declan…and for me.  
 
    Shit. Things just got even more complicated, didn’t they? Well, who knew? I mean, there was still just over two months before January. We were in the middle of October, so there was time for things to calm down, for these feelings inside of me to go away…or at least time for me to practice ignoring them and acting like they didn’t exist.  
 
    Declan got to his feet, and Will followed. I remained on the floor, lost in my own thoughts. “No,” Declan said. “You can’t come here. You’re a senior at Stanton. Hillcrest was never your place—” 
 
    “No,” Will cut in, “it wasn’t, and it still isn’t, but I’m not going to sit by while everyone terrorizes you. Next semester, if they want to get to you, they’ll have to come through me first.”  
 
    “Nothing has happened since that night.”  
 
    “Doesn’t mean it’s over,” Will stated, crossing his arms. Since he was more muscular than Declan, his movements made a bigger impact. They also drew my eyes to his arms, where his muscles were, the bulging veins along his tan skin. “You never told dad what happened. Someone attacked you, Declan. Someone tried to kill you. That’s not something someone can just walk away from. If they failed, they’re likely to try again.”  
 
    All Declan could do was sigh.  
 
    “Do you even remember what happened that night? Has anything come back to you?” When Declan said nothing, Will went on, pressing further, “Have you tried to remember, or have you just forgotten that night completely?”  
 
    “Of course I didn’t forget,” Declan muttered, running a hand over his arm, where his scar sat.  
 
    “Good,” Will was relentless, his tone becoming harder, “because what if it wasn’t you in the room that night? What if it’d been Ash? What then?”  
 
    A muscle in Declan’s jaw clenched. “Don’t you think I’ve thought about that?”  
 
    “I’m transferring here, and it’s not up for debate,” Will said.  
 
    I let out a sigh. “Well, that was a tense way to end dinner.” Both guys looked at me like I was crazy. I got to my feet, moving near them. Will was just a few inches taller than Declan, and yet I still couldn’t help but feel small near each of them. To Will, I said, “If you want to transfer here, fine. We can’t stop you, but I’m more than capable of protecting Declan from whoever it is who wants to hurt him.”  
 
    It was kind of funny: I sounded a hell of a lot more confident than I should.  
 
    Will didn’t hesitate to say what he said next. “If you’re protecting him, then who’s protecting you?”  
 
    I opened my mouth, ready to say something along the lines of I don’t need protecting, I’m not a damsel in distress, I never asked for your help—or anything along those lines—but nothing came out.  
 
    I didn’t need protecting.  
 
    I wasn’t a damsel in distress.  
 
    I never asked for his help, or anyone’s, ever.  
 
    Maybe that was my problem. Maybe I wanted to fight my own battles and handle my own problems so much I was blind to the fact that letting someone else help me, having someone on my side might make it easier.  
 
    Declan’s dark gaze flicked between us, and I wondered if he saw our connection. If he didn’t, he chose not to address it. Instead he said, “What are you going to tell dad when he asks you why you’re transferring? He's tried to get you to come to Hillcrest since… forever.”  
 
    “I know, but you know Dad. All I have to say is that he was right and I never should've gone to Stanton to begin with.”  
 
    “Well,” Declan muttered, running a hand over the back of his neck, “if you’re going to transfer, I guess I can’t stop you. But you’re not being my roommate. That honor is Ash’s.”  
 
    “You mean Dad didn’t tell you?” Will paused, and both Declan and I waited with bated breath to hear what he had to say. “Next year they’re opening up admission to all female students. You might have Ash as a roommate this year, but next year? I doubt they’ll let you room with her when there are a bunch of other girls who’ll need roommates, too. Ash was only an experiment, and I guess you’ve hidden enough from Dad for him to think it’s going well.”  
 
    My stomach sank, for whatever stupid reason. I knew I probably wasn’t going to remain the only girl on campus for my entire four years here, but then again, I kind of liked it. I liked being special, I liked the fact that there were no other girls around constantly to bring their cattiness into my life. I knew not all girls were like that, but when I thought about Brooklyn and her friends…I knew a horde of girls at HU would only spell more drama for me.  
 
    “Well,” I muttered, fighting the frown that wanted to surface, “at least when there’s more girls on campus, you guys will have more to look at. Other girls to spend your weekends with.” Like Sawyer. Sawyer never let the all-male campus thing derail his goal of banging every girl in a thirty-mile radius. Declan and Will? They could be just like him; they were definitely attractive enough. Girls would flock to them like moths to the flame. 
 
    I…that thought bothered me more than I was willing to admit.  
 
    Declan’s dark brows came together, and he started, “Ash—” Will, on the other hand, was silent, staring at me with what I could only imagine as judgment.  
 
    “Don’t,” I said, waving him off. “Forget I said it. I don’t know why I said it.” These were the times when I wished I had my own room, an actual room with its own door that I could close to block out the rest of the world and my roommate, and in this case, my roommate’s brother, too. “It was stupid.” I went to sit on my bed, burying my face in my hands.  
 
    Why would I go and say something so stupid? Ugh. I wanted to smack myself.  
 
    “I think I know why,” Will’s voice entered my ears, and a presence came beside me on the bed. Will didn’t touch me, but I could still feel his closeness. “You’re used to being the only girl on campus. You think that with the addition of a bunch of others, everything will change.”  
 
    I was slow to withdraw my face from my hands, meeting his eyes.  
 
    “You think you won’t matter to Declan,” Will continued as Declan made his way over to my other side. When Declan sat down, I was once again in the middle of a brother sandwich, and I had to mentally scold myself: it was a brother sandwich which would most definitely never happen.  
 
    “That’s stupid,” Declan muttered. “A thousand girls could walk by, but none of them would make me forget about you.”  
 
    My inner nice girl swooned. I didn’t let her out often, because the nice ones never survived long in this world, but in this moment, I felt her weaken at the knees. It was a good thing I was sitting down, otherwise my legs would’ve been goo. It was also a good thing Will was here, because his presence stopped me from doing something I’d probably only regret tomorrow.  
 
    “Speaking as someone who’s going to a college with both girls and guys, I can honestly say I’ve never met a girl like you before,” Will told me, causing my head to snap in his direction. My inner nice girl, the one who wanted prince charmings and knights in shining armor, was already swooning. How much more could the poor girl handle?  
 
    I told Travis and Sawyer they’d never met a girl like me before, and I meant it. But hearing Will say it was something else entirely. Hearing him say it made the air sweep from my lungs, and my heart nearly stop. I’d believe anything Will said. He was, for all intents and purposes, my knight.  
 
    A dimpled smile grew on Will’s face when our stares met, and even though there was a foot between us, it was like we touched, tingles of electricity shooting through me, warming me up in places I shouldn’t notice, but I did. I wasn’t an innocent girl. I’d had sex, a lot more of it than my mom would ever want to know. I’d lost my innocence so long ago, I didn’t even know what the word meant anymore. I had to pull out a dictionary for it; whip out Google and search it.  
 
    “It’s true,” Will said, as if he thought I was going to fight him on it. I wasn’t. I just couldn’t believe the feelings both these brothers brought out in me. Around them, I almost felt normal. Around them, I could forget everything I never wanted to remember. “You are special, Ash. Never doubt it.”  
 
    I let out a short chuckle. “This turned into a pep talk I wasn’t expecting.”  
 
    Around me, both Declan and Will laughed. I doubted they’d be laughing if they knew how tempting it was having them sitting on my bed, with their handsome selves being so…well, handsome. A temptation I never expected, one that took every ounce of self-restraint not to give into. I mean, I doubted they’d be down for a threesome anyway, because that was borderline incest. But still. Dream fodder.  
 
    The day wound down, and unfortunately—or fortunately, depending on how you wanted to look at it—there was no hanky-panky between me or either of the brothers, or between all three of us. It was near seven o’clock when Will said he should go, and both Declan and I volunteered to walk him to his car, which he parked in one of Hillcrest’s many lots. You had to have a pass to use the lots during the week, but on the weekends and when school wasn’t in session, anyone could use them.  
 
    “You know, once I’m a student here, we can do this more often,” Will said, his hands in his pockets as we walked along the sidewalk through campus. Campus was pretty dead on the weekends; not at all like Kelsey’s college, from what it sounded like. A part of me couldn’t help but wonder what it would’ve been like if I would’ve gone to a public college, been roommates with Kelsey.  
 
    Fun. It would’ve been fun, and a hell of a lot less drama-filled.  
 
    “Maybe you should get yourself your own copy of Mario Kart, so you can practice,” I teased, earning myself a light-hearted glare from Will.  
 
    “One day,” he said, “I’ll beat you.”  
 
    “Maybe you should get her some chicken nuggets before playing against her,” Declan suggested with a shrug. “She’ll be so focused on eating them, it’ll give you an advantage.”  
 
    I let out a laugh. As if I couldn’t eat and game at the same time. These guys were noobs when it came to gaming, weren’t they? They might have some experience with shooters, but other games they had no skill at. Clearly, they’d never stayed up to pull an all-nighter playing Mario while drinking Mountain Dew and munching on Cheetos, and it showed.  
 
    We turned into the parking lot, walking through the cars parked until we reached Will’s vehicle. Will and Declan said their goodbyes, and I averted my eyes, as if the goodbye was something private, something that should only be shared between them and not me. Like I was overstepping, somehow. Or maybe I felt this way because I felt conflicting feelings for them both.  
 
    I don’t know. Don’t ask me. At this point, I was clueless when it came to what I was feeling. Until Hillcrest, I’d never felt such strong feelings for more than one guy at a time before. Crushes were a dime a dozen back in high school, but what I felt for these guys? So much more than that. I wasn’t crushing on them. I liked them. I liked them a lot.  
 
    Once Declan and Will’s goodbye was done, Declan moved onto the sidewalk near the car, and I turned my gaze until I met Will’s pretty hazel stare. Unlike most people who claimed to have hazel eyes, Will really did. I could spot all three colors in his gaze—green, brown, and blue. Most of his stare was green, a beautiful jade color. Bits of brown amber flecked around his pupils, while a dark blue rim of color ran around his eyes, as if keeping the hodgepodge of colors together.  
 
    Will had his hands in his pockets, but when he stepped toward me, he was slow to pull them out. Before I knew what he was doing, he wrapped both arms around me and hugged me to his chest. I was so surprised it took a moment to register, and I was slow to hug him back, setting my hands on his side and holding myself to him, breathing in his welcoming, musky scent. Similar to Declan’s smell, but different.  
 
    But, I guess, that was the root of it. They were similar, but so very different when it all came down to it.  
 
    “I told him to watch out for you,” Will whispered, his lips brushing against my hair, his warm breath sending tiny shockwaves of lust through me, “so now I’m going to tell you to watch out for him.”  
 
    I smiled against his chest. “What am I supposed to say to you, then?”  
 
    He didn’t hesitate when he said, “You don’t have to say anything. I’ll watch out for the both of you.” Will’s solid, muscular chest heaved with a short chuckle. “Although, if you wanted to give me your number, I wouldn’t say no.” He was slow to release me, though his hands still held onto my shoulders, as if he was letting me go, but not fully.  
 
    I blinked at him. Was he really asking for my number, after all this? Seemed like such a silly thing, a tiny thing, a thing that normally wouldn’t really matter, considering everything we’d been through together, but for some reason, the history we shared, the importance of Declan in both of our lives, only made it mean more.  
 
    “Okay,” I said, and then, as his hands finally released me, I told him my number, watching as he input it into his phone. Was it crossing a line? I didn’t know, and frankly I didn’t much care. I liked Will. What harm was it to give him my phone number?  
 
    Will got into his car after tossing me a smile and waving to Declan, and both Declan and I watched him drive off, leaving us alone once more. The sky was turning different shades of dark blue, night almost upon us. We stood there a bit on the sidewalk, neither one of us saying anything. Declan had watched the exchange between us, and I could only imagine what he was thinking.  
 
    However it wasn’t until we returned to the room when Declan voiced a question that made me freeze as I bent into the fridge to get out some water.  
 
    “Do you have feelings for my brother?”  
 
    My hand was halfway outstretched to a water bottle, but I knew I shouldn’t get it. I straightened my back and turned to face him. Declan stood near his desk, leaning on the back of his desk chair, his hands tight around the top back support. His question had been pointed and serious, spoken with an air of knowing disappointment, as if he already knew what the answer was.  
 
    As I stared into his dark brown gaze, I couldn’t help but wonder what was the right answer here. Would lying hurt him more, or would telling the truth? Either way, I didn’t want to hurt him. I never wanted to hurt Declan, even if sometimes he could seem like two different people. The sad Declan, the depressed Declan…and the angry, take no shit Declan.  
 
    No.  
 
    I’d already lied to him too much. No more lying. It was time to tell the truth.  
 
    “I do,” I whispered, the two words probably the two final nails in the so-called coffin. Whatever Declan and I could’ve had, there was no way we could have it now. Ah, well. The brother sandwich was nice to think about while it lasted.  
 
    Declan let out a loud breath, and he closed his eyes for a moment. “I think he likes you, too.”  
 
    I moved closer to him; I couldn’t help it. I hated the distance between us, and I’d do anything to close it. Hearing that he thought Will liked me back was…not enough to make me overlook the hurt in his expression. “Declan, I—” 
 
    “It’s okay,” Declan said, turning away from me. He moved around his chair, plopping himself down. “Everyone usually likes him better. He’s more relatable, funnier.” He started listing Will’s qualities as if he was his own brother’s online dating profile. 
 
    As he went to open his laptop, I was at his side, slamming a hand over it and closing it. I stood less than a foot away from him, a bit taller than him since he was sitting down, but the height difference would do us some good in this conversation. He had to listen to what I was about to say, and he had to listen well.  
 
    “I don’t just have feelings for Will,” I told him, my heart practically choking the words before they came out of my throat. I didn’t want to have a serious heart to heart tonight, not with what I planned on doing to Sawyer, but maybe just getting it all out there would be good for the both of us. Maybe after tonight we could move past it. “I have feelings for you too, even if you are impossible sometimes.”  
 
    Declan’s brows furrowed, and he said, “I don’t—” 
 
    “I’m allowed to care for you both. I’m allowed to like you both. I’m allowed to want to kiss you both. Doesn’t mean I’m going to, but damn it, Declan, I can’t help what I feel, and I don’t need you judging or getting depressed. What we have is a good thing, and you’re right—if anything happened between us, things would only get more—” 
 
    Declan must’ve had enough of my rambling, for he didn’t listen to it a second longer…mostly because he’d taken both hands to my neck and brought my face down to his, our lips crashing together like magnets, drawn upon each other like two opposite forces needing to finally collide. His lips were hard, at first, but after the initial kiss, his passion turned slow and heated, and it was right when my body started to respond that he pulled himself off me.  
 
    “I thought…” My voice came out shaky, my breathing ragged. Even though his lips weren’t on mine, I could still feel them, as if their sensation lingered, a ghostly, pleasing feeling I could remember perfectly.  
 
    “I know,” he whispered. “But I changed my mind. I’m not going to lose you—not to Will, not to Sawyer, not to Travis. I’m going to fight for you, Ash. I’m not going to sit back and watch you drift away from me. I need you in my life.” A heartfelt plea, one that tugged on my heartstrings, as tough as I thought they were.  
 
    Turned out, my heartstrings were not that tough. Declan was able to pluck them effortlessly, play me like a fiddle even though I was no instrument. He was my maestro, and he would be my undoing.  
 
    “No matter what happens,” I said, still tasting his mouth on mine, my lips tingly, “you won’t lose me. No matter what, I promise I won’t walk away from you.” It was a promise I probably shouldn’t have made, yet there I was, proclaiming it loudly and boldly, as if this was our love story.  
 
    I was a fool. This wasn’t a love story. This was the story of my downfall, and it all started when I came to Hillcrest and met these beautiful, broken boys. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Two – Ash 
 
      
 
    As the hours ticked by, I lay awake in bed, staring at the dark ceiling. Declan was asleep; I could tell by the sound of his steady, even breathing. After the kiss, after what he’d said and what I’d said in return, it was both strange yet welcoming that neither of us had addressed it again while we did our nightly routine. Declan spent a bit longer than he should’ve in the bathroom, but I figured I’d give it to him. If we were both guys, I’m sure that bathroom would be seeing a lot more jacking off. Plus, I wasn’t an angel. I’d done my fair share of self-love in that shower too, thanks to these guys constantly getting me worked up and yet not helping me finish the race.  
 
    Like Mario Kart though, I was good.  
 
    I was purposefully staying awake, knowing what I had to do tonight, and yet I was so conflicted. Me confessing to Declan about my feelings for his brother had not gone how I’d thought it would. I thought he’d get upset, get mad…not kiss me. After all those almost-but-not-quite encounters we’d had, I didn’t think all it would take for Declan to overcome the trepidation was me telling him I cared for Will.  
 
    The problem was I cared for them all. All of them. Every last one of them, even if it was to my detriment. Will and Declan, Travis and Sawyer; it was like they were my broken boys, like it was up to me to fix them…after I got back at them. After I made them realize I wasn’t a pawn they could command or use. I was not on the board at all; I was the chess player, and these guys were the pawns.  
 
    At least, that’s what I would tell myself until it was over…  
 
    I held my phone against my chest, burying myself in my blanket to check the time. Just after midnight. With how Sawyer’s parties usually went, I knew there were still a few more hours of prime partying time left, so I’d wait a bit longer.  
 
    I heard Declan move in his bed, and I tugged the comforter off my head and turned to look at him through the darkness. He’d turned in bed, now facing the wall, his back to me. With any luck, he wouldn’t wake up while I was gone. I planned on doing what I had to do, staying until Sawyer was alert enough to understand that I got him and that this game, whatever he wanted to call it, was done, and then hightailing it back here. Declan wasn’t a morning person anyway; I had some time, even after the sun came up.  
 
    Time seemed to slow to a crawl, and I wished I could have something else occupy my time to help it move faster. Lying there, lost in my own head, wasn’t healthy, not with my thoughts. I…there was so much about me these guys didn’t know, and I couldn’t help but wonder if they’d let themselves feel anything for me if they knew the truth.  
 
    What I did. What I was a part of…what I helped him do.  
 
    My mom didn’t know, but that was because I kept everything about my ex a secret. Ray Ruiz was not the kind of man you could easily bring home to mommy or daddy; there were so many things about him I knew my mom wouldn’t like…starting with the fact that he was nearly double my age. Yeah, that was a big one, but of course it wasn’t the biggest. Little did I know at the time what a man like that was capable of, what I would unknowingly do.  
 
    I closed my eyes, fighting the waves of memories off. I would not lose myself to them. It was bad enough I had panic attacks sometimes, and the nightmares…I would not let myself think about him any more than I had to. He was not my future; he was my past, and he was dead to me, locked up in the court system. Behind bars, Ray couldn’t get to me. I was safe…and all the other girls who would’ve breathed their last breath in his hands were safe, too. That’s all that mattered.  
 
    After a while, I checked my phone again, and found it was half-past two. Still a bit early when it came to Sawyer’s parties, but it would do.  
 
    I silently threw the covers off me, sliding out of bed. I still wore normal clothes, having never changed into my pajamas. On my knees beside my bed, I reached beneath it and pulled out my backpack, inching it out slowly so as to not wake up Declan. His breathing never changed; I was as quiet as a mouse. I slipped an arm through one of the backpack’s straps, grabbing my high tops before I headed towards the door. I’d put on my shoes in the hallway, where I could see what I was doing, and where Declan had less of a chance to hear me.  
 
    When I made it to the door, I paused and threw a look over my shoulder. Declan hadn’t moved, nestled in his sheets against the wall, practically hugging his pillow. I remembered sleeping with him, waking up next to him and feeling his arm around me.  
 
    And then he’d called me Sabrina, and the magic was over.  
 
    I couldn’t help but wonder if my looks, the way I reminded him of her, was the only reason he felt for me, the only reason he wanted to kiss me. He hadn’t fought enough for her, and now she was dead; I suppose I should be thankful that he was going to fight for me. I didn’t know whether I was or not, though.  
 
    Complicated feelings. I didn’t appreciate them.  
 
    Inhaling silently, my palm was sluggish in turning the knob, opening the dorm’s door as quietly as I possibly could. Really, it was a good thing the hinges didn’t squeak. What the hell would I say to Declan if he woke up right this second and demanded to know where I was going? I mean, he wasn’t my keeper, but after everything we’d been through together, he kind of did have a right to know.  
 
    I needn’t have worried so much, because the door was quiet, and I opened it just enough to slip through the crack. When I was out in the hall, I soundlessly closed the door behind me, keeping the knob turned until it was closed, and then slowly releasing it.  
 
    The light in the hall made me squint, for I’d grown used to the darkness of the room. I walked down a few feet in the hall before bending to put on my shoes, tying them up quickly. No other rooms were open; it was past the point when the majority of students went to bed, even on a weekend. The ones that partied didn’t live in the freshmen dorms anyway, and I bet a lot of the people who came to Sawyer’s parties weren’t even Hillcrest students. I bet a lot of them were local, like that Brooklyn bitch. 
 
    Once my shoes were on and the backpack’s straps adjusted to my shoulders, I started the walk to Sawyer’s house, moving through the halls of the dorm until I got to the elevator. You couldn’t take the stairs and the side exit once it passed a certain time in the night, so I had to leave past the front desk. I didn’t take my skateboard, though maybe I should have. I thought it’d only be one extra thing to lose, something for Sawyer to once again lord over me, should he not be as drunk and as out of it as I needed him to be.  
 
    Plus, walking was kind of cathartic. I needed the time alone, to breathe in the night air, to unravel the mangled, tangled feelings inside of me.  
 
    I emerged outside and breathed in deeply. Oh, yeah. I didn’t want to have feelings for these guys. I knew none of them were good for me, not even Declan or Will. When you had money, you tended to have a bunch of other problems, too. I didn’t want to be privy to that. I didn’t want to have to deal with that. After Hillcrest, I didn’t want to make it big; I didn’t want to drown in money and take baths in hundred-dollar bills. I just wanted to make it to the middle class. That wasn’t such a lofty goal.  
 
    These guys…I doubted they’d survive if they were middle class. Maybe Will, but even then, I was reminded of the hospital, how he’d said he’d take care of my medical bills. Even though he didn’t like using his family’s money, he did use it. Deep down, he was no different than anyone else here.  
 
    My feet drew me across campus. It was almost spooky how different the buildings looked in the darkness, illuminated by nothing other than the streetlights every here and there, and the silver moon above my head. My skin itched; it was almost like I expected someone to pop out from the shadows and grab me…almost like I knew tonight wasn’t going to turn out how I wanted.  
 
    No. Tonight I was going to get Sawyer good, and in a few hours when he was sober enough to realize it, I’d be there, too. I’d be there when he swore at me, when he tried to command me to let him go and undo what I did. I mean, yes, I’d let him go, but undoing it? He’d have to figure that one out himself. I did plan on taking a bunch of pictures, though. You know, for blackmail purposes. You never knew when a picture of Sawyer in a compromising position with some embarrassing additions to his person would come in handy.  
 
    I made it to the edge of campus, stopping before I crossed the four-lane road separating Hillcrest from the big rental houses nearby. The road was pretty empty since it was so late at night, so I walked in the crosswalk, glancing at the nearest huge house and wondering just how much these rich kids had to pay in order to rent them. No joke, they were literal mini-mansions. I bet they cost more than quadruple what it cost my mom to pay for our tiny place back at home.  
 
    Most of the big houses were shrouded in darkness, but Sawyer’s wasn’t. The party was still going, though I saw the driveway and front yard was mostly devoid of cars. A few still lingered, a few too many. I’d wait a bit longer until more of them left, and then I’d head in, fingers crossed he was too drunk to realize I was there not to seduce him but to use him in a vastly different way. 
 
    As I headed up the grass, I froze when I spotted the person standing on the front porch, leaning against the wooden rail, smoking a cigarette. The curtains inside the house were drawn closed, which was probably why Travis was so comfortable being so close to the house. From what it sounded like before, he and Sawyer weren’t on best terms lately, because of me.  
 
    I’d feel sorry about it, but…well, you know.  
 
    Travis’s back straightened when he spotted me, a dimpled smile growing on his lips as he inhaled and took the cigarette from his mouth. He held it in for a few moments, letting the smoke drift out of his nose as I made it to his side. Tobacco wasn’t my favorite scent, far from it, but I was beginning to associate it with Travis, which, if I was honest, was making me start to like it a bit too much.  
 
    Travis’s tattooed body wore a dark shirt, black like most of his tattoos and his hair. His legs were covered in dark jeans, a size too tight, letting me get a nice view of the curve of his ass as I headed onto the porch.  
 
    I glanced around us, making sure we were alone, that no windows were open nearby. Being so close to the house, I could only hear the thumping of the music, not the beat or the lyrics to whatever song was playing. Just mindless background noise. “What are you doing here?” I asked, leaning on the wooden railing near him.  
 
    “I’m here for backup, if you need me,” Travis spoke, turning his dimples on me.  
 
    God, even though he’d basically kidnapped me and chained me up in his room, his smile still affected me way more than I wished it did. “I don’t need backup,” I said.  
 
    “Where Sawyer’s concerned, everyone needs backup.” Travis threw his cigarette down and stepped on it, then pushed it off the porch and into the mulch below.  
 
    “As long as he’s drunk, I’ll be fine,” I said. “I thought you weren’t welcome around here anymore?”  
 
    “I’m not, but if you go in that house, I’m going, too. I’m not going to let Sawyer use you, Ash,” Travis spoke, turning to face me. When he breathed, I could still smell smoke. I should’ve stepped away from him, but I didn’t. I remained motionless as he took a step toward me, saying softly, “He was my friend, but you are so much more than that.”  
 
    My eyes fell to Travis’s lips for only a few moments before I returned to stare at his blue, sapphire eyes. “I’m sure you’ll be friends again soon. He’ll get over it.”  
 
    “Maybe,” Travis relented, shrugging. “Or maybe not. Sawyer has pushed everyone away since Sabrina died. And besides—are friends nice to have? Sure, but do you need them to survive?” He paused, letting me draw my own conclusions before saying simply, “No.” 
 
    With the serious way he spoke, it was almost like he’d been through this before. “It sounds like you’re talking from experience.”  
 
    He let out a short sigh, setting both hands on the railing before him. We stood less than a foot apart, and I hated that I wanted to close the distance even more. “Growing up with my family, you learn who you can count on, what to expect from others.”  
 
    I didn’t know much about Travis’s family, but suddenly I was so very curious. And with the party still going, it wasn’t like I could march into the house and do what I had to do just yet. “Your family sounds a little weird, Travis. Are they as crazy as you?” 
 
    Just when I wondered whether I should’ve insulted him like that, he let out a laugh. “Believe it or not, I’m quite sane when it comes to my family. You should meet my brothers—they’re vicious.” His blue eyes turned to me, and he whispered, “They’d eat you up alive and spit out your bones.”  
 
    Okay, that was a little weird.  
 
    Still, I couldn’t stop myself from asking, “How many brothers do you have?”  
 
    “Lots” was his answer. Then, “Our father was a busy man. Some of them are half-brothers, some of them were…adopted into the family.” No straight answer, though it sounded like he wasn’t going to give one. “With what we do, numbers are necessary.”  
 
    “No sisters?”  
 
    He smiled, and his smile made my stomach do a somersault or two. “Women don’t do very well in our line of business, usually. I have brothers, less sisters.”  
 
    That came off as a little sexist, so I had to ask, “What is it your family does that women aren’t allowed to partake?”  
 
    It was a while before Travis said, “If I told you that, the family would have my head.”  
 
    I wanted to laugh, I did, but I couldn’t, because deep down a part of me wondered if he was serious. Danger radiated off Travis like water in Niagara Falls. I knew better than to take anything he said with a grain of salt.  
 
    “Although, honestly?” Travis turned, leaning his elbows on the railing, studying me. “You might fit in just fine with my family.”  
 
    At this point, I wasn’t sure if that was a compliment or not.  
 
    For a while, Travis and I talked. I asked more about his family, and he dodged the questions like an expert, as if he’d been doing it his entire life—which, I supposed, he had. The more we spoke, the more I wondered just where Travis came from. What twisted family could’ve sent him out into the world in good faith.  
 
    “So after Hillcrest, what are you going to do?” I asked. We sat on a bench near one of the windows now, our thighs touching. It took everything in me to not lean towards him and breathe him in, to stay where I was, one hand on my lap and the other on my backpack, which took up the space on my other side.  
 
    “After Hillcrest, I’ll have to join the family business,” Travis said, lighting up another cigarette. The end took a few moments to catch, and when it did, he inhaled deeply, filling his lungs with the stuff.  
 
    I stared at him. “You don’t get a choice?” Not having a choice in what he did sounded pretty barbaric, especially since I was ninety percent sure his family business involved illegal things.  
 
    “No, but that’s alright. I’m already pretty proficient in the things my family does. They start teaching when you’re young to see if you have the mind for it. In the field, in the office, there’s a job for everyone. It took a lot to convince my father to let me come here for college.”  
 
    “You don’t need a degree to do what your family does,” I said, watching him nod.  
 
    “Nope.”  
 
    His family sounded awful. I’d take my mom and our tiny rental apartment any day over a family that had wealth but dealt in illegal things. A business no woman could join, apparently. This was the twenty-first century; what an archaic way of thinking.  
 
    As the time wore on, a few people stumbled out of the house. Some of them got in cars, which made me cringe. Couldn’t call the cops though, otherwise they’d probably shut this whole thing down. That, or Sawyer—even while drunk—would just use his money to get out of it. Money could solve every problem in the world…except me.  
 
    Travis checked his phone, holding his cigarette in the corner of his mouth as he said, “It’s probably time.”  
 
    I got up, but as Travis tried to get up with me, I stopped him by setting a hand on his chest, pushing him back down to the bench. His chest was hard under my palm, and I knew I should’ve tore my hand off him immediately, but I didn’t. I did glance at my thumb though, remembering what he did to me.  
 
    This one…I had to pay special attention to him, otherwise he might try taking me like that again.  
 
    “I got this,” I said. “If it makes you feel better, you can wait out here, but I don’t need you in there, okay? I can handle Sawyer.” And, at the time, I honestly believed I could.  
 
    Stupid. I was about to realize I didn’t have anything under control. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Three – Will 
 
      
 
    Ash’s face when I’d told her and Declan that I was transferring to Hillcrest next semester was not what I’d thought it’d be. I thought she’d be excited, happy, but instead she’d been conflicted. I didn’t like seeing her so conflicted, but there was nothing I could do about it now. She’d just have to get used to the idea of having both Declan and me around. We were brothers; we were close. I cared for him more than I cared for myself. 
 
    And as for her? As for Ash herself? God, I wished I could say I didn’t care for her, because I knew Declan did. It wasn’t my territory; I was stepping where I didn’t belong, and yet I couldn’t help myself. There was something about her that just drew me in. Something that called out to my heart, tugging it along for the ride. She was wild, carefree, and smart. 
 
    And, of course, she was beautiful. So beautiful. The way her eyes crinkled when she laughed, how her grey eyes always seemed to watch you, the way she leaned in closer to you when she was telling you something important. Everything about her I adored, so much more than I should.  
 
    She was Declan’s, not mine. She should never be mine, and yet to deny the feelings rising inside of me would be impossible, because I wanted her to be mine. I wanted Ash, and though I wouldn’t outright fight my brother for her, I wouldn’t step aside, either.  
 
    She was on my mind so much that when I made it back to my apartment, which I was fortunate enough to be able to afford alone, I couldn’t get her off my mind. So I did the only thing I could: I went into the bathroom and spent a while in the shower. 
 
    Damn it. Declan would kill me if he knew what I was thinking about Ash, or at least I thought he would. Declan was hard to nail down; he was a pretty easy-going guy. I knew he and his last girlfriend had problems, but they always worked them out…or Declan gave into whatever Sabrina wanted. Ash? She wouldn’t be like that. Ash would never ask Declan for anything; she wasn’t that type of girl. Maybe that’s why it was so easy to like her.  
 
    Unlike everyone we’d grown up with, unlike everyone our dad wanted us to associate with, Ash was real. She was relatable. She was nice and genuine and everything the rich usually weren’t, and that included Sabrina.  
 
    Sabrina was the youngest of the Salvatores; I didn’t know her very well, but even I knew that she was bipolar in the worst way. The Salvatores had her on medication from when she was very young, but Declan had told me once that Sawyer said she didn’t always take her meds, which negated the whole point of them. Declan once said with Sabrina it was like flipping a coin; you never knew what side you’d get, and half the time you regretted even flipping the coin in the first place.  
 
    Who would want a girlfriend like that? Who would want a relationship like that? I never did, which was why I did my best to stay out of their relationship altogether. Anytime Declan wanted to talk about her, I listened, but my only advice to him was: get out while you can. 
 
    The Salvatores were not a healthy family. James Salvatore was not a good man, not like our dad. He was only in it for the money, and I was pretty sure he was only married because she was his trophy. Men like that always had trophies, because they had the money to pay for them.  
 
    It’d been a long while since I’d entertained a relationship for myself. I mean, I dated, but it never turned into anything serious. Lately I’d been so focused on going to class and studying hard, not to mention constantly talking to Declan to make sure he was okay, that it hadn’t crossed my mind.  
 
    But that night, when Ash opened the door? When we went to pick up breakfast and she told me offhandedly about her love for chicken nuggets? Something inside of me clicked, as if it was easy to think: I want her. I need her. Entirely selfish in every way, and yet I couldn’t stop the feelings from taking over me.  
 
    And that kiss…I’d never been more eager to kiss anyone than that night. With my hands tangled in her hair, her lips molding against mine, just as desperate and hungry as I was, how could I have not given in? Who the hell would kiss her and not instantly crave more? In those few seconds, before I’d realized I was moving in between her and Declan, I would’ve gladly taken every inch of her.  
 
    Of course, that was before I realized that I just couldn’t let these feelings go. I couldn’t sit back and watch her and Declan together. They’d had weeks together, practically half a semester so far, and it was clear neither of them were going to be the first to cross that line. I didn’t want to wait on the sidelines while they fumbled around, neither one of them having the balls to admit it to the other.  
 
    Ash cared for Declan, that much was obvious. Maybe Declan didn’t see it, but in that week while I lived with them, I noticed it. I saw how she looked at him, how she watched him when he wasn’t paying attention. How when she laughed, she always laughed a bit harder when it was Declan who said something amusing. Her body was always angled toward his, and she always sighed a bit more when he was near.  
 
    It was selfish. I was selfish, but I couldn’t help it. It was impossible for me to deny the feelings in me. Spending so long apart from them while they both healed up after that terrible Saturday night, I couldn’t help but develop feelings for the girl who was keeping my brother sane.  
 
    She really wasn’t like any other girl I’d ever met.  
 
    I stood in the shower for a while, letting the hot water pelt me as I lost myself in my thoughts. I’d long since taken care of the hard problem I had, which left me feeling alone. Too alone. I didn’t like it. I didn’t like being so far from Declan or so far from Ash.  
 
    God. It really was messed up that I cared for her so much, wasn’t it? I should step aside and let Declan have her, I knew, but I simply couldn’t. There was not one part of me that wanted Ash out of my life. If anything, I wanted to see her more. I wanted to be around her more. I wanted so much more when it came to her and what we could be together.  
 
    We would be great.  
 
    I heaved a loud sigh and turned off the water, stepping out. I grabbed my towel and dried myself off, pensive and lost in my own thoughts. Nothing new when it came to Ash. I headed into my room as I ran the towel over my wet hair, stopping in front of my dresser as I pulled out some fresh, clean clothes to throw on before bed. Once I was dressed, I meandered into the hall, tossed the towel into the bathroom, and shuffled my feet to the living room, turning on the TV. 
 
    As I mindlessly flipped channels, I found myself closing my eyes. I must’ve dozed off, because the next time I opened my eyes, the room was dark, the TV having turned itself off after a few hours of no movement. Smart TVs were apparently smarter than people.  
 
    I let out a groan as I sat up, running a hand through my hair—which was bone dry now, although I could tell it had dried a bit weird, since I was basically asleep on the couch for the last few hours. I heaved myself up and went into my bedroom to go to bed.  
 
    A chill swept over me, and I paused under the doorframe, shivering as I noted the window across from me was wide open. Huh. I could’ve sworn that was closed a few hours ago… I thought nothing more of it as I went to close it.  
 
    My fingers gripped the top of the window, and I harshly pulled it down, flicking the locks on top. I was about to turn around, seconds from crawling into bed, when something warm grabbed me by the shoulder and spun me around. I was too shocked to do anything but blink, even when I saw the glimmer of silver metal in the moonlight.  
 
    All it took was two seconds. Two seconds for the hooded figure to plunge that metal in my gut with no hesitation whatsoever. One more second for him to yank it out and step away from me, sending me tumbling to the floor.  
 
    Pain.  
 
    Sharp, biting pain spread through me like wildfire. More pain than I’d ever had in my entire life. Then again, I’d never been stabbed before, so I didn’t really have much to compare this to. I tried asking “Who” or maybe “Why” but all that came from me was ragged, agony-filled breaths. I was on the floor in the fetal position, unable to move much, the pain was so great.  
 
    The man was shrouded in blackness, and I wasn’t able to see who he was. All I knew was that this was not how I expected this night to go. This…this wasn’t how I wanted to die. There was still so much I wanted to do, so much I needed to do.  
 
    My eyes rolled back in my head, and the last thing I remembered before meeting the embrace of the unknown was the feeling of fire in my gut, bone-shattering pain that would linger with me for the rest of my days…  
 
    Assuming I had any left after this.  
 
    Then, blackness. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Four – Ash 
 
      
 
    Sawyer’s party was definitely winding down. Most everyone had stumbled—or driven—home already, so when I went inside, immediately feeling the music pounding in my veins, I spotted a few stragglers in the living room, slowly dancing even though the song was an upbeat, fast one. 
 
    I moved right past them, heading into the kitchen. Sawyer could’ve been upstairs, balls deep in another nameless girl, which honestly I’d been preparing myself for, but I was lucky to find him in the kitchen, his hands trembling as he went from bottle to bottle. The mountain of alcohol that usually supplied his parties looked well-used and well-loved, and judging by the frantic movements of Sawyer, most of the bottles were empty. No specially-mixed purple drinks this time.  
 
    I studied Sawyer’s movements. Just by the way he lumbered between the bottles, slurring his words as he swore to himself when he found nothing but empty bottles, I knew he was inebriated enough. Enough to be awake, enough for me to lead him upstairs with the promise of sex, but not enough that he would pass out. Yeah, me dragging his ass up those stairs? Not fun, I’d imagine.  
 
    With the backpack feeling oddly heavy on my back, I spoke, “Sawyer.” At my voice, he turned around, and I noticed how bloodshot his eyes were. He said nothing, his stare eating me up, his brows furrowing as if he couldn’t tell if I was really here or not. “I’m surprised you aren’t upstairs with a girl,” I added, unable to stop myself.  
 
    “You,” he said, lumbering towards me, practically tripping over his own feet to get to me. “You fucked me up, Ash.” His words were so slurred it was hard to understand him, and yet I knew what he meant perfectly. 
 
    I fucked him up. I tended to do that. The broken people flocked to me like I was their savior and their priest, and I usually only ended up fucking them up even more.  
 
    He blamed me for his current state, which didn’t surprise me. A guy like him, a spoiled little brat like him, never took the blame for what he did. It was always someone else’s fault…even if, in this case, it was true. I fucked him up.  
 
    I could smell the alcohol on his breath as I took a step forward, reaching up to his face and dragging my fingers along his jaw, catching the prickly stubble as I went. “I’m sorry I fucked you up, Sawyer. I’ve just…never met a man like you before.” Stroking even a drunk man’s ego would get you places.  
 
    Men. Fucking stupid, that’s what.  
 
    He snatched my hand off his face, holding onto my wrist a bit tighter than he should. I held back a wince, for he held onto the hand I’d dislodged not too long ago. It was nearly healed now, but it wouldn’t take much to undo the healing.  
 
    “Fuck you,” Sawyer muttered, frowning. “Fuck you and your hair, and your face, and your…your…” He stumbled over his words even more, and I was able to pull my wrist out of his grasp. He swayed on his feet, and I grabbed his hand, steadying him a bit.  
 
    “I need to talk to you,” I said. “Can we go upstairs?” He was too out of it to notice my backpack, too drunk to wonder why I’d want to talk to him upstairs when I could just talk to him right now.  
 
    “No,” he said, but I was able to drag him along anyway.  
 
    Through the hall, up the stairs. Thankfully his bedroom was not being used by anybody, although the sheets were crumpled and stained, and the air reeked of sex, so I could tell someone had used it tonight. I wondered if it was Sawyer, and if it was…my patience with him would run thin.  
 
    I didn’t get a chance to say anything else, nor did I even get a chance to close the door behind me. Sawyer had me pinned against the nearest wall in the blink of an eye, digging the contents of the backpack into my spine as he gave me the world’s sloppiest kiss.  
 
    The scent of alcohol was rank in my nose, and it took everything inside of me to not gag and immediately push him away.  
 
    Sawyer was a little frisky when he was drunk, apparently. Then again, he was pretty frisky when he wasn’t drunk, too.  
 
    “Why do you make me so crazy?” Sawyer whined, breaking our lips apart just enough so that he could speak. With every word, his lips grazed mine, but I could not get over his breath. If he wasn’t drunk—if he wasn’t Sawyer, who constantly fucked up—maybe I could get behind this. Maybe I could forget about what I’d come here to do and just give my body the release it’d been craving since first coming to Hillcrest.  
 
    I said nothing, setting both of my hands on his firm, strong chest—possibly the most muscular chest I’d ever touched—and moved him backward, pushing him down to the bed. He didn’t resist me, nor did he stop me when I crawled on top of him. We inched up the bed until our heads were near his pillows.  
 
    His bedframe was the only way I’d be able to do this. Since I’d been in his room before, I knew what it looked like. I knew what to do. The problem was figuring out how to do it without him catching on.  
 
    I brought my lips to his neck, watching as his eyelids fluttered closed as I started to shower his throat with greedy, hungry kisses. He didn’t even ask about the backpack, the stupid drunk fool. In the morning, I’d make sure he regretted everything. 
 
    This wasn’t about finally coming together. This wasn’t about giving in to the sexual tension between us and knowing what the other felt like. This was about payback, pure and simple. This was revenge for everything he’d ever done to Declan, for turning the whole campus against him, and generally for being such a huge dick.  
 
    As I kissed his neck, he let out a moan, his hands grabbing my ass. I rolled my eyes to myself, quietly slipping the backpack off my shoulders and setting it beside us. The problem would be unzipping it while he was too delirious to pay attention.  
 
    “Ash,” Sawyer murmured my name, playing into my hand all too easily. This…this was going to be too easy, really. I kind of expected him to put up more of a fight.  
 
    I moved my lips to his ear, whispering in what I knew was my best seductive voice, “Keep those eyes closed, Sawyer. I have a surprise for you, but I don’t want you to see it.” I practically purred it out, and I could feel his dick practically turn to steel beneath me.  
 
    What an idiot.  
 
    I kissed his collarbone while reaching to the backpack, slowly unzipping it. I guess I should be thankful that the Brooklyn bitch wasn’t here, otherwise this definitely wouldn’t have been going so smoothly. This whole thing was a long time coming, but I owed the nature of it to Brooklyn and her wonderful friends.  
 
    “Have you ever been dominated before, Sawyer?” I purred out, my hand touching something hard and metal in the backpack. He started to open his eyes, but I quickly added, “If you open those eyes, I’m going to walk out of that door and never come back. If you keep them closed, I think you’ll be surprised at what’s going to happen here tonight.”  
 
    Not saying what’s going to happen would be good, but I’d sure as shit get a few laughs out of it.  
 
    Sawyer said nothing, panting hard under me. I couldn’t help but smile as I lifted my face from his neck in order to see what I was doing. I grabbed his right arm—he was a righty, after all, so it was important to do that arm first—and lifted it towards the bedframe. The idiot with the hard cock let me, totally unaware of what I was really doing.  
 
    Chaining him. I was chaining him to his own bed, using some of Travis’s things. Big, metal cuffs, the same cuffs I’d broken myself out of. I had the key stashed in a tinier compartment of the backpack, and I’d let Sawyer go in the morning, after it was done and I had my blackmail pictures.  
 
    Sawyer let me do his right wrist, chaining him to his bedframe, but when the metal clicked shut and clamped around his skin, he started to open his eyes. I leaned over him, my blonde and pink hair draping around his face. “Ah, ah, ah, Sawyer,” I whispered, running a hand down his stubbly face before I went for the other pair of cuffs in the backpack. “Remember what I said.”  
 
    He let out a groan, grinding his hips up against me, making me feel his erection even more, but he closed his eyes like a good little boy. I’d probably get him to swear off alcohol completely, before this weekend was done. I grabbed his other arm and did the same thing, and within moments, I had Sawyer chained to his own bed, quite helpless under me.  
 
    God, he looked hot, even when so drunk he was too incoherent to realize when he was being had. His square jaw, the blonde hair on his head, the muscles that went on for days…there was not a single thing about his body I’d change. His personality? That was what needed work, and honestly I didn’t know anybody who was up for that particular job.  
 
    I ran my hands down his chest, once again straddling him. Beneath me, his hard-on pressed against his jeans, and even though I shouldn’t, I ground down on it a bit. Having him beneath me, pretty much powerless, was so tempting, and I knew he’d enjoy every little bit of it, should I ever give into him, but I was a girl on a mission, and a girl on a mission didn’t press pause for some wild, drunk sex.  
 
    A girl on a mission completed the mission, no matter what.  
 
    “Oh, Sawyer,” I murmured his name, staring down at him. “You have no idea what I have in store for you.” I bent down, seeing that his eyes were still closed, and gave him a single peck on the lips. A soft kiss, much more gentle and clean than the one he’d given me earlier.  
 
    When the kiss was over, Sawyer muttered, “I’m tired.” Tired, even with an erection. Tired, even though we were in his bed and he was chained up. Damn, he must’ve had way too much to drink tonight.  
 
    I leaned down to whisper, “Then go to sleep. I’m not going anywhere.” A promise, although I didn’t quite mean it how he took it. Really, with the stench of hard alcohol coming from him, it was a wonder he wasn’t already passed out.  
 
    I waited for unconsciousness to take him, and I didn’t have to wait long. Within ten minutes, he was passed out, even with me on top of him. I stared at him for a bit, feeling…not exactly sad or guilty, but something. Almost like deep down I wished I didn’t have to do this, wished there was another way.  
 
    Alas, there wasn’t. Sawyer and I were on the same track, but facing opposite directions. It was only a matter of time until we crashed head-on. 
 
    Once I was certain he was passed out, I dug in the backpack for the other item I brought. This wasn’t Travis’s; it was mine. Normally I diluted it with some white conditioner to get a lighter pink color, but on Sawyer, I was thinking some nice electric pink would go great with his complexion.  
 
    Gloves were next. Unless the dye was diluted, that shit stained. It would stain his sheets and maybe even his bedpost, but I didn’t care. He had more than enough money to pay for replacements for all of it.  
 
    After the gloves were on, I twisted open the bottle of dye. My hair dye wasn’t the kind you found in the department stores in boxes. No developer needed. This dye didn’t go into the hair follicle; it just stained it from the outside, and it was healthy for hair, no damaging ingredients, so I wouldn’t have to worry about washing it off. I’d leave Sawyer with the dye staining his hair all night.  
 
    Sawyer with electric pink hair. It was going to be a sight to see. And unlike the dye job Brooklyn had, his was going to look good. I’d been doing my own hair for a few years now. I knew how to get the color even.  
 
    I dipped two fingers into the jar, scooping out a big glob of pink. It smelled a bit fruity, a welcome scent compared to the booze that radiated with each breath of Sawyer’s. And then I got to work.  
 
    He stirred a bit, but he did not wake fully. I just hoped he didn’t wake up with a need to vomit, because ew. I did not want to be dying his hair with vomit right next to us. That was nasty, but I knew drunk people threw up all the time. Please, give me a little luck tonight. A little luck would be nice, for once. I seemed to have it on super short supply here at Hillcrest.  
 
    In less than twenty minutes, the jar of dye was mostly empty, and I had it all on Sawyer’s hair. He was lucky, really, that I wasn’t dying his eyebrows too. I ran my gloved hands through his hair, massaging his scalp, making sure the dye saturated every single strand.  
 
    Oh, yeah. Thank you for this wonderful idea, Brooklyn.  
 
    Or maybe I should thank Sawyer’s twisted little mind. I doubted Brooklyn wanted to dye her hair pink to begin with; I bet it was Sawyer who wanted her as my lookalike. Fuck, I still got ticked off when I thought about it. I mean, who the hell was he to make a girl look like me? Where did he get off?  
 
    Clearly, he got off inside Brooklyn, but that wasn’t the point. The point was he made her look like me, all because he couldn’t have the real thing. Well, guess what, Sawyer, knock-offs were never made as well as the brand itself. Brooklyn was the cheap, knock-off brand you ordered off Amazon from China from a seller with a shitty star rating. I was the real deal, and I was pissed.  
 
    Once his hair was saturated in electric pink, I moved off him, tearing off the gloves and tossing them on the bed beside him. I took my backpack, dropping it to the floor so it wouldn’t be in any of the upcoming shots, and got out my phone. 
 
    Now, it was picture time. Once he was more sober, once Sawyer was able to wake up and realize just what I’d done—I’d be videotaping that shit.  
 
    This might be juvenile, this might be some stupid prank, but it was making me feel good.  
 
    Hey, Sawyer should be thankful I left his clothes on for this. I could’ve made this whole thing that much worse.  
 
    When I was satisfied with the pictures on my phone, I made sure to send them in an email to myself, just in case someone ended up taking my phone again—cough, cough, Travis. That way, I’d have the pictures no matter what. You could never be too careful.  
 
    I sat on the floor near the wall, leaning my head back, smiling to myself. This night, it actually went how I wanted it to, how I planned. No road bumps, no obstacles. It was almost too easy, actually.  
 
    Never look a gift horse in the mouth. I’d take what I could get when it came to these guys.  
 
    My eyes closed, and the overwhelming urge to sleep caught up with me. The day had been a wild one, full of Will and Declan, and then staying up awake as I lay in my bed while waiting for the time to pass. I was tired, and even though it was practically four in the morning—so close to dawn the sky outside was already starting to lighten just a tad—an hour or two of sleep was better than nothing, right?  
 
    So, leaning against one of the walls in Sawyer’s bedroom, while Sawyer was chained to his own bed and passed out in his drunken stupor, I slept…at least until my phone buzzed again and again.  
 
    I snapped my eyes open, reaching for my phone, which had fallen from my lap sometime while I dozed off. It was Declan. I got up, leaving my backpack there as I went out into the hall. The party was over now, everyone else gone, yet the music still played downstairs. I went into the bathroom before answering it, hoping the music was so in the background Declan wouldn’t be able to hear it.  
 
    Leave it to me to think this night would end without any problems.  
 
    “Declan,” I answered the phone, quickly trying to think up something to say to explain why I was gone at such a weird time, why I didn’t tell him where I was going.  
 
    “Where are you?” His voice was frantic, and I winced at hearing it, feeling, despite myself, guilty for leaving without telling him. With everything that’s happened, I should’ve just told him and not tried to hide it…  
 
    “I had to run out for a bit.” Oh, yeah. That sounded believable. Just had to run out for a bit in the middle of the night to…do whatever it was people did at this ungodly hour.    
 
    What he said next made my blood run cold.  
 
    “I just got a call from the hospital. Will’s been admitted. He was attacked.”  
 
    The world swayed around me, and I reached for the countertop of the vanity, steadying myself as I let Declan’s news sink in. The worry in his voice wasn’t just for me, it was for his brother, too. 
 
    Attacked? But how? Why?  
 
    “Where are you?” Declan asked. “I want to go see him, I need to be there, in case…” He didn’t say more; he didn’t need to.  
 
    He wanted to be there in case Will didn’t make it.  
 
    “Let me call you right back,” I said, hanging up before he responded. I flew out of the bathroom, practically tripping down the stairs as I ran out of the house, finding that Travis hadn’t left. He sat on the porch, his legs stretched out before him, a new cigarette in his mouth. His blue eyes rose to me, though he didn’t get up. “Do you have a car?” I asked him.  
 
    “Not with me right now, back at campus I do,” he said, slowly getting to his feet. He noted my frantic expression, and he threw the cigarette down and stepped on it. “What’s wrong?”  
 
    “It’s Will,” I said. “He’s in the hospital. He was…” God, I could hardly say the word. “Attacked. I need to go to Declan, and then we have to go to the hospital.”  
 
    Travis’s gaze fell, and it was a moment before he said, “Wait here.” He said nothing else as he walked inside the house, returning after a few moments swinging around a set of keys along his finger. “I don’t think Sawyer will mind, considering.”  
 
    I didn’t argue. I followed Travis to the sports car parked along the driveway, the only car left in sight. I called Declan back as we got in. Declan picked up on the first ring. “Meet me in the turnaround in five minutes.”  
 
    “Okay, but where—” 
 
    “I’m coming,” I said, hanging up.  
 
    Travis backed us out of the driveway. Since it was so late—or early, depending on how you looked at it—there were hardly any other cars on the road. Sawyer’s car was a two-door vehicle; we’d all have to squeeze in.  
 
    My heart was in my throat when I turned to look at Travis, at the guy who took me to his room and chained me up. The way he’d looked at me when I told him about Will being attacked was…normal. As if I’d just told him something stupidly normal, talked about the weather and not someone I cared about being attacked.  
 
    “You didn’t—” My words were cut off almost instantly. He’d been outside Sawyer’s house, but that didn’t mean he couldn’t have hired someone to do it for him. He had money. All these rich kids…I wouldn’t put anything past them.   
 
    “No,” Travis said. “It wasn’t me.” He must’ve known what I was thinking, for he added, “Or anyone I know. Whatever happened to him wasn’t because of me.” A muscle in his jaw clenched. “Not going to deny I’ve thought about it, but—” 
 
    “Travis,” I hissed his name. “Are you going to want to attack every guy that gets close to me?”  
 
    “Maybe,” he muttered. If I didn’t know better, I’d say Travis was actually getting defensive. “I want you to be mine, Ash, not everyone else’s.” Mine. Like he could claim me as his forevermore.  
 
    I glared at him. “You will never own me, Travis. I make my own decisions, and I choose who to get close to—” 
 
    “And that’s why I left them alone,” Travis said, shooting me a look as we pulled into the turnaround to our dorm building. “Including that one,” he added. 
 
    I turned my head, seeing Declan standing at the base of the small, rounded drive. I opened the door for him, gestured for him to get in, and scooted in the middle seat, tossing Travis an annoyed look. “This isn’t over,” I muttered under my breath as Declan climbed in.  
 
    Declan glared around me. “Travis.”  
 
    “Declan,” the other man muttered as he drove us off campus and to the hospital.  
 
    The tension in the car was high; I was nestled between two guys who didn’t like each other anymore. Two childhood friends who were more like enemies now. Declan did a lot of glaring, while Travis did a lot of driving with quick, fast glowers.  
 
    I was tired when I was at Sawyer’s house, but now? Now I was wide awake, anxiety bubbling in my gut.  
 
    If something happened to Will, it would devastate Declan. 
 
    And me. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Five – Ash 
 
      
 
    “Do we know what happened?” I asked, breaking the silence of the car. I couldn’t take it anymore. I had to know just how bad it was, what was going to happen once we got to the hospital. If Will was critical…we had to call the dean, if he hadn’t already been called.  
 
    “No,” Declan said.  
 
    “If he was awake enough to tell them to contact you,” Travis spoke, “I’m sure he’ll be fine.” I knew the underlying message of what Travis said: if the attacker wanted Will dead, he’d be dead.  
 
    Declan gave Travis a death glare.  
 
    We arrived at the hospital after a drive that seemed to drag on forever. Declan hurried in, but I lingered near the car long enough to meet Travis’s azure stare. “Thank you for driving,” I told him.  
 
    “No problem,” he said. “I guess I’ll go back to Sawyer’s, make sure he wakes up all right. He isn’t going to be happy to wake up and see me.” He was leaning over the empty leather seats Declan and I had taken up, his gaze dropping to my mouth. “If you need anything…”  
 
    Now was so not the time to be staring at my lips. All I could do was nod, hurrying into the hospital after Declan as Travis drove off. It was still dark out, and yet I was no longer tired. I was wide-awake, completely alert, as lucid and clear as a person could be with next to no sleep. I might’ve gotten a half-hour at Sawyer’s place, but that’s it.  
 
    I ran past the doors to the ER, feeling a weird sense of deja vu. Not too long ago, Will and I had ridden in the back of an ambulance with Declan’s life hanging in the balance. Now it was Will’s life in danger, and I had no idea why.  
 
    If someone was coming after them…why? What did Will or Declan do? They were two of the nicest people I knew. Who could ever want to hurt them?  
 
    I rushed past the receptionist’s desk, ignoring the woman as she called out to me. I moved to the nearest hall, spotting Declan further down talking to some doctor. I was about to run to him, but the intake nurse stepped between us. “No one’s allowed down there,” she said. “Doctors and nurses only.” She had her hands on her hips, as if she was scolding a child and not me.  
 
    Me.  
 
    Ash Bonds. Ashley fucking Bonds. Did this bitch not know everything I’d gone through to get to this point? Did she not know who Will was to me?  
 
    I bit back any bitchy remarks, pointing to Declan. “I’m with him,” I said, swallowing my urge to say more. What I really wanted to do was swear at this bitch, make her regret stopping me, but I didn’t want to be thrown out of here.  
 
    She turned her head. “If you’re with the knife victim, you’ll have to wait out here until he’s stabilized.” The nurse pointed to the seating area behind us.  
 
    Knife victim?  
 
    My heart nearly stopped, my breath coming up short. “Knife victim?” I echoed. “He was attacked with a knife?” The news shouldn’t surprise me, because a knife was used on Declan, too. But now…now I couldn’t help but wonder if…  
 
    Declan came down the hall, grabbing me by the hand and leading us to the seating area. It was mostly empty. The intake nurse was slow to return to her desk, eyeing us up.  
 
    “Any news?” I had trouble speaking. It was like every time I swallowed, something blocked it. Like something was lodged in my throat, refusing to move.  
 
    “He was stabbed,” Declan whispered. Though the words were whispered, they fell on my ears like a ton of bricks, a voice blasted from the loudest speakers on earth. He moved a hand to his left side, hovering it near where a bunch of important organs were inside. Namely, a kidney. “Right here. Just once, like whoever did it didn’t want to kill him.” 
 
    My skin turned to ice, my mind hardly registering what he was saying.  
 
    “The doctor said whoever did it was an expert. He knew right where to stab to inflict the most pain but avoid Will bleeding out,” Declan went on. “Before he passed out, he kept yelling for me…and you.” His brown eyes squeezed shut, and he fought the emotions threatening to take him over. “I don’t know what I’ll do if…if he…” He couldn’t even say it.  
 
    Declan turned those watery eyes to me, and I croaked out, “I have to pee.”  
 
    Yes. I have to pee, like I was six years old, unable to tell what was appropriate to say in dire, serious situations.  
 
     Declan was so startled at my sudden declaration of the state of my bladder that he only blinked as I stood up, watching silently as I walked down the hall. My back was rod straight, my fingers trembling at my sides. A unisex bathroom sat nearby, just thirty feet down another hall. All the while, the nurse at the front desk watched me, as if not trusting I was only going to pee.  
 
    I wasn’t.  
 
    I didn’t have to pee. The only thing I felt like doing was throwing up, but beyond that, I was fine.  
 
    No.  
 
    Liar.  
 
    I wasn’t fine. If I was fine, I wouldn’t feel like throwing up. If I was fine, I wouldn’t feel like all of the hairs on the back of my neck stood up. I wouldn’t feel the urge to hide myself away in a hospital’s bathroom only to pull out my phone and do something I should’ve done a long time ago. 
 
    I locked the door behind me, moving before the sink, staring at my own reflection in the mirror for a moment before my shaking hands retrieved my phone from my pocket. I’d long since stopped watching the news. Obsession wasn’t my thing. It might be Travis’s, but I’d done my best to not think about it.  
 
    What I saw, what I knew…what I told the police from a phone in the middle of nowhere.  
 
    I opened up the Google search bar and typed in the two words I never allowed myself to think. Two words that made me want to die. I’d blocked it out for so long, it felt strange to see my fingers typing them out.  
 
    The first word: Midtown.  
 
    The second word, Strangler…was a bit of a misnomer, because he didn’t just strangle them.  
 
    Oh, yes. I’d kept so much to myself. Ray Ruiz was not only my ex, but also a monster of epic, murderous proportions. He was the reason I had nightmares. He was the cause of my panic attacks that came on so randomly and quickly. He was the reason I tried so hard to hide how fucked up I really was.  
 
    The truth: I wasn’t okay. I hadn’t been okay for a while. I’d lied to everyone I’d ever known, and where had it got me? Here, clutching the porcelain sink in one hand, my other hand holding a phone as I waited for Google’s search to load.  
 
    And when it did, my stomach lurched.  
 
    The first headline said it all: Midtown Stranger gets off on a Technicality. I jerked back, dropping my phone to the floor. Its screen cracked, but I didn’t bend to pick it up. My skin was colder than ice; the flesh on my bones wanted to slither off and crawl away to avoid dealing with this, and me? I didn’t know what to do.  
 
    He’d found me. He’d gotten off, and he’d found me.  
 
    I couldn’t breathe. My eyes met mine in the mirror and on the wall behind me, in the reflection of the mirror, I saw a girl I’d seen before. Beaten, bloodied, tired. Her arms were strung up above her head, tied to a cinderblock wall. She wore nothing but a dirty white bra and some underwear, her blonde hair an unkempt, knotted mess. On her left side, a big black X sat.  
 
    For a moment, I was there. For one fast, impossible moment, I found myself back in that basement, in a cabin in the middle of nowhere. For one split-second, I was back to where I started out, and I wanted to die.  
 
    My nerves took control of me, and I was like a passenger in my own life, watching as my body mechanically left the bathroom, abandoning my shattered phone. My feet drew me down the hall, not stopping as I passed the ER’s seating area, not even glancing up when Declan called out to me. I left the hospital, walked myself right outside with a pace that was slowly quickening.  
 
    I was on the sidewalk heading to the road—going God knew where—when Declan caught up with me. “Ash,” he called out, but I didn’t stop. He grabbed my arm, pulling me toward him, stopping me from further storming off. “Where are you going?” His brown eyes were almost accusatory—or was I imagining that? Did I want him to blame me? Would that make this easier?  
 
    “I can’t,” I said, not sounding at all like myself. I sounded cold, bored…borderline nuts. But that’s what a man like Ray did to you, made you feel ten different kinds of crazy. Made you enjoy it before you knew what was happening, before you knew the depths of the shit he made you walk in.  
 
    “You can. Whatever’s going on inside that head of yours, tell me.” Declan’s grip on my arm tightened, holding onto me with a strength I wouldn’t have pegged him for. I could see the scar lining his arm, white tissue slightly risen from the surrounding skin. An injury that I was slowly coming to terms with; an injury that was my fault. “I’m not letting you walk away, not when someone’s out to get us—” 
 
    “Me,” I practically shouted at him, watching as his expression changed. I yanked my arm from his grip, taking a few steps back, putting more distance between us. Those lips I’d kissed…those arms I’d wanted wrapped around me protectively—it could never happen again. Nothing could ever happen between me and any of these guys.  
 
    His brown brows furrowed, and he reached for me again, but I sidestepped him. “What are you talking about?” His tone was strained; it was clear he didn’t understand what I was doing or saying…and he probably never would. A rich boy like him, shattered and broken as he was, had never crawled through dirt that held corpses.  
 
    “What am I…” I laughed, and the laugh was like acid on my tongue. Didn’t feel right, hurt coming out. “This—this isn’t about you, Declan! Don’t you see? It’s never been about you. It’s always been about me. This isn’t your story, it’s mine.” I sounded like a lunatic, a crazy person who escaped their mental institution, someone off their meds.  
 
    I didn’t have meds, but maybe I should. Or go to therapy, but that would involve telling my mom everything. Telling Kelsey everything. Then everyone would know the truth about my past.  
 
    I thought of Travis, what he did to me, tears prickling my eyes. I thought about Sawyer and the girl with pink hair. I thought about Declan being attacked, Will getting stabbed. Everything was for me. All of it.  
 
    This was my life, and it was a fucking mess. Coming to Hillcrest was never a new chapter in my life—it was the epilogue. This place would be the end of me, but it wouldn’t be because of these rich boys and their games.  
 
    I would die here, and it would be of my own doing, his design. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Six – Ash 
 
      
 
    Declan stared at me, his mouth hanging slightly agape. “What are you talking about, Ash? You’re not making any sense.” Behind his expression sat someone who was desperate to figure out what was wrong with me, why I was acting so strange. “Come inside with me. The stress, it has to be—” 
 
    I met his eyes, refusing to back down even though I felt like I couldn’t breathe. What little air I could inhale felt like a thousand knives prickling my lungs, and no amount of air was enough. “I’m not going inside,” I told him in a bare whisper, my arms shaking as they hung at my side.  
 
    “Why are you doing this? Will is—” 
 
    Again, me interrupting him, “What happened to Will is my fault!” The words were shouted perhaps a bit too loudly, since it was nearing five in the morning, which was still too early for people to get up on a Sunday. The parking lots surrounding the hospital were mostly empty, save for the cars of the nightshift workers.  
 
    Declan shook his head. “Don’t blame yourself. You didn’t do this. Someone else did.”  
 
    No. He wasn’t understanding. He’d never understand, unless he saw it for himself, unless he could peel back my memories and live them himself, bit by bit. Declan would never get it, because he didn’t see the whole picture.  
 
    But it wasn’t his picture to see. It was mine.  
 
    I shook my head, feeling the strange need to cry. Pathetic, huh? When the shit hit the fan, I wanted to revert back to a ten-year-old girl and cry. “I’m sorry,” I muttered, “but I have to go.” I didn’t wait for him to say anything else. I turned on my heel and took off, running at full speed away from him, away from the hospital, away from Will who I knew, without a doubt, was in the most pain of his entire life.  
 
    I ran so hard and so fast my legs stumbled. I ran until my lungs threatened to burst. I ran until I got sloppy and tripped on a chunk of sidewalk that was just slightly uneven. My whole body heaved forward, and the concrete below scraped my knees, jarring my bones with the impact.  
 
    It was fine. What was a little pain when Will was fucking stabbed, all because of me?  
 
    I didn’t get up for a while. How could I, when things felt so hopeless? God, was I making this up? Was it all in my head? No, I saw the headline, and the date it was released. He’d gotten out a while ago, and since my mom had no idea I was involved with a killer who stalked the streets a few cities over from ours, she had no reason to let me know during any of our calls.  
 
    I didn’t tell her about him, ever. That fateful weekend, just after I’d turned eighteen, I’d told my mom I was with Kelsey. After all, I was finally eighteen, finally an adult, and I should’ve been able to do whatever I wanted, right?  
 
    Wrong.  
 
    Wrong in so many ways.  
 
    With shaking arms, I brought my hands to my face, trying to stop the tears from falling. Once they started, they wouldn’t stop. I’d be a blubbering mess forevermore, all because of a psycho ex who I thought, at the time, I loved with all my heart.  
 
    I had a thing for the most messed-up and vile, didn’t I? Really, that should’ve been the warning sign I needed when it came to Travis and Sawyer. And Declan and Will? They were too good to involve in my life. They deserved someone so much better than me. I was nothing. I was the lowest of the low.  
 
    I’d dug my own grave here.  
 
    Running from your past never worked out. Hadn’t I seen enough movies by now? Hadn’t I watched enough TV to know that trying to forget the past never worked? You had to face that shit head-on, and yet I’d tried running, full-speed, away from it. Look at where it got me: collapsed on a sidewalk, two of the guys I cared about hurt already. I couldn’t take much more of this.  
 
    I…I had to tell the truth. I had to march back into that hospital, because surely the cops were waiting to question Will once he was stabilized, and I had to tell them everything. At first I’d sound like a pretentious know-it-all, but once they looked into it, they’d find I was right. 
 
    Ray had hurt Will. Ray had hurt Declan.  
 
    He’d hurt anyone who got close to me. Really, it was a miracle he hadn’t hurt Sawyer yet. And Travis…I wasn’t sure how he’d do it, but I knew you couldn’t underestimate him. Ray was not to be taken lightly, ever.  
 
    I got up, focusing on my breathing, trying to calm myself. In and out. When I breathed in, I held the breath in my lungs for five seconds before releasing it. Over and over until I was relatively calm. As calm as I could be, considering the state of my life.  
 
    This was it. This was the night everything changed. Once it was out in the open, would the guys even want to be around me? Surely they’d think differently of me. Surely they’d realize that being around me, caring for me in any way, only put them at risk until my ex was caught—and actually sentenced this time.  
 
    I turned, stepping off the sidewalk, crossing the road to start the journey back to the hospital. It wasn’t too far; I could see the hospital’s tall walls a little ways off. Psyching myself up for this was hard, but I knew it wasn’t going to be as hard as coming clean. I had to do it though, for Declan, for Will, for all those girls who’d died under his hands.  
 
    Goddamn it. I refused to be one of them. I would not become just another number. I would— 
 
    My world spun, tumbling around me as pain shot through every nerve in my body. Warm metal lifted me up, hoisting me off the street and sailing me through the air until I landed on the hard, rough ground below.  
 
    A car.  
 
    My thoughts came jumbled, fighting to surface through the searing agony I felt in every nerve, each fingertip and every limb. A car just hit me. My legs were splayed before me, my arms outstretched. I tasted metal; my own blood, my own stupidity for not watching where I was going, too lost inside my own head.  
 
    I tried getting up, I tried standing, but I couldn’t. I was on my stomach on the road, and all I could do was flip myself so that I lay on my back instead, staring up at the early morning sky with a pair of eyes whose vision was fading fast. The stars were less noticeable now, as dawn crept its way along the world.  
 
    The car didn’t stop; it kept going. I was alone in the middle of a street that got busy during rush hour, but in the wee hours of the morning, there was not a soul to be seen. I was alone…and I couldn’t feel my legs. I couldn’t feel much, actually, except the tingly, fiery hot pain of the impact along my spine.  
 
    With each blink, my vision grew blurrier. I opened my mouth, wanting to shout for help even though I knew no one was nearby, but no voice came out. Nothing but a croak. I was officially down and out, taken out by a car, of all things.  
 
    Was I going to die here? Was a car going to come and run me over because the driver couldn’t see my crumpled body? Was this it for me? To go out with a whimper instead of a bang…it just didn’t feel right. Then again, I could never imagine when getting hit by a car would feel right. Pretty sure that always was on the wrong side of things.   
 
    I almost cried then, almost, but I didn’t. I would not let this world make my last moments ones of sniveling, whimpering drivel. I would meet the blackness with a bring it, bitch attitude and my fists held up…if I could form fists, that was.  
 
    At least, that’s what I thought until my blurry vision was blocked by something. A head. A head with tanned skin and short, buzzed brown hair. A head that held eyes so green and pure in their color they were like two round emeralds, sparkling in the darkness. A head that belonged to the one man I never wanted to see again.  
 
    Ray Ruiz, my psychotic ex-boyfriend who should be in federal prison for the sixteen girls he’d killed…my psychotic ex-boyfriend who should’ve been arrested long before that because we’d started dating when I was fifteen…and he was thirty-two. 
 
    I tried to lift a hand, to touch him, to push him away…to see if he was real or if I was just imagining him before I succumbed to the pain, but I couldn’t lift my arm off the street. Or maybe I did and I simply couldn’t feel it.  
 
    “Amorcito,” he spoke, his accented voice jarring…and yet still loving. “You’re gonna be fine.”  
 
    I blinked, and then he was gone. I blinked, and suddenly it was as if my world hadn’t just shattered into a million tiny, unrepairable pieces. I blinked, and just like that, I was alone on the street once more, unable to move, unable to feel anything but the ebbing pain growing colder, more far off, distant—and the coppery taste of my own blood.  
 
    My eyes rolled back in my skull, my eyelids closing, one last time. If this was my end, there was no way to stop it. If the mystery surrounding Hillcrest and what happened to Sabrina didn’t kill me, if those rich boys weren’t my demise, naturally it would be something of my own doing. I’d signed my own death warrant without even realizing it. My past had finally caught up to me, and I was so very tired of fighting. When I gave in and let the cold embrace of unconsciousness take me, knowing this was it, this was the end of me and everything I stood for, my lungs let out a soft, slow sigh, and then I was still.  
 
    Sometimes all you could do was give up.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Thank you for reading! Please think about leaving a review, even if it’s a short one. They really make us indie authors happy (and let us know that people are actually reading our work). Twenty words and a star rating—that’s all it takes!  
 
      
 
    My mailing list: http://eepurl.com/dppf_v   
 
      
 
    Also, I love talking about books (not just mine. Any book. I LOVE books!) in general on my Twitter: www.twitter.com/CandaceWondrak and on Instagram: www.instagram.com/CandaceWondrak  
 
      
 
    My Facebook Group: Candace’s Cult of Captivation where you can get all the updates on new releases! https://www.facebook.com/groups/234452154135994/  
 
      
 
    Be on the lookout for book 3, Skank, coming soon! 
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