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 A Note from Belladona 
 
      
 
    I do need to place a warning on this book. While it does not go into too much detail, there is
a triggering subject in this novel. I just want to let everyone know—you’re
not alone. There are many people that know what you are going through and would
be happy to help you if you find yourself in a similar situation. 
 
    Please, let them. 
 
    Don’t try to be strong, because it will always catch up with you. 
 
    With that, here is a hotline you can call if you ever, and I do mean, ever need to talk to someone about a potential sensitive subject such as sexual abuse. 
 
      
 
    RAINN Hotline: 1-800-656-4673 
 
      
 
    Much love and take care of yourself. 
 
      
 
    B. 
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 Blurb 
 
      
 
      
 
    No is not in their vocabulary. 
 
    I think I might have a problem. 
 
    Walking out on the guys was supposed to be the end of it. Right? 
 
    Turns out it was only the beginning. 
 
    Callum, Quinn, Asher, and Ellis aren’t the kings of Silver Creek High for nothing. 
 
    They’re smart, resourceful, and calculating in getting what they want, and what they want now is me. 
 
    However, that’s where things get a little sticky. 
 
    You know those four handsome assholes?  
 
    Well, they don’t like being ignored. 
 
    What’s even worse? 
 
    Neither do the queen bees they turned their backs on. 
 
    I have a feeling things are about to get ugly. 
 
    Because these queens are out for blood. 
 
    Mine.


 
   
  
 

 PROLOGUE 
 
      
 
      
 
    Ominous, thudding footsteps drill my eardrums each time his boots make purchase on the stairs. He’s hunting, searching. But he already knows where I am. He made sure no other room in the house was accessible.  
 
    I can practically feel the need roll off him in waves. It’s thick and disgusting, practically strangling me as it slithers over my body. 
 
    Before tonight, it never scared me being in my house. But now, all I really want is to get out of here. Go somewhere, anywhere. Even if I have to bunker down under the debilitated bridge that leads out of town. 
 
    But I know that’s never going to happen. Not with the threat he texted me last time. See you soon. The only thing he left off is the fact he’d be watching as he drains the life from my eyes.  
 
    There’s nothing I can do, nowhere I can possibly run. I’m trapped, hiding under the bed with slowly cooling blood dripping onto my heated skin. 
 
    “Come out, come out wherever you are, little girl,” his muffled voice slices through the chilled air. 
 
    Silent, panting breaths escape through my mouth. My eyes widen in fear as I watch him kick the door open hard. His mud-caked boots are the first thing I see, then the bottom of his worn black jeans. Leisurely, he steps into the room. A sickening chuckle filters through the stagnant air as he no doubt takes in the scene of his handywork. The person he killed, then deposited here, in his quest to get to me.  
 
    My mind races, palms sweating against the floor, as I try to think of a way out of this. The only exit is past him or the window, and something tells me he’s much faster than I am. He’ll catch me before I can get to safety, and there’s no way I will be able to fight him off. 
 
    My cell phone is in my clutch on top of my bed, probably buzzing with texts from the guys. Damn, I wish they were here. I wish I could get to it and alert them that I need help. Maybe they could scare him off. 
 
    Maybe then I’d survive this.


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 1 
 
      
 
      
 
    I feel like death. Like a vast void of nothingness surrounds me.  
 
    Ever since leaving Callum’s house on Friday, I’ve been in this mind-numbing fog. It’s dense, and I can’t seem to shake it no matter what I do. It’s like this looming presence nearly strangling me of all oxygen. My body feels so beat down and exhausted, it takes a lot for me to get up and take care of my needs. I feel so hollow, worn—like a knife being thrust into my body, twisted into my soul, and slit me right down the middle. 
 
    I finally got to explain my side of the story, tell them every miniscule detail, no matter how ugly. I thought I would feel a hundred times better after baring myself to them, but instead, I feel worse. I can’t fathom why, either. I did what I set out to do, it’s what I was waiting for. 
 
    How is that possible? If anything, I should feel lighter, free. That night, my wings should have unfurled, flapping me into a new state of happiness. Except now, I feel like the tether around my heart and throat only tightened more. Why do I feel like a part of myself fled the moment I walked through his door for the last time? Remembering the look on his face, as if I truly wounded him will be what haunts me the most. 
 
    The only explanation I can come up with is because of what Callum did to me. During my months of hating him, I didn’t stop to consider why until the opportunity was right in front of me. How he carelessly threw away a potential future between us the moment he came back to Silver Creek by choosing her. 
 
    I know, it sounds insane, right? Fighting within yourself to hate someone you used to hold so much love for. It’s practically blasphemous. But that doesn’t mean my heart is capable of such emotion, not anymore. He stole that away from me, threw it on the ground, then stomped all over it. 
 
    I can take the bullying, the harassment—but I can’t take the thought of Callum choosing Alessandra twice. Twice. He disregarded the pure, unadulterated hatred I have for that bitch, and played on those feelings. He’s a mindfuck. He should have known better; should have known none of this would end well. 
 
    Now, the first time, I’ll let slide. When someone is under the influence, you can’t hold them accountable for their actions if it was you pushing them to get that way. I made Callum drink, forced him to get lost in the party’s ambiance, so that later, we could consummate our relationship without fear, anxiety, or pain. Did that make me a fool to do that? Should I have welcomed the pain, instead? Probably, but it’s not something I can change now. 
 
    No matter how much his presence draws me in, tantalizing me in a state of need, I can’t. It will only get me hurt again. Except this time, I’m not sure I’ll survive the fallout. They can tease me, taunt me, but I can’t give in. I cannot allow my heart to sway toward them. No matter how much my body enjoys the idea of doing just that.  
 
    Beneath it all, I guess that’s what makes it so difficult. My body wants all of them, but my heart and mind know traveling down that path will only lead to demise, pain I won’t be able to overcome again. It made little sense to me until I took the time to think everything over. 
 
    It makes me so upset just thinking about her and him together. The tendrils of fire in my stomach swirl with ideas of revenge. When I think about Callum showing her, the queen bitch, the same softness he tried showing me Friday grates on my nerves, or what little I have left. 
 
    He knows how much I hate that girl. Actually, hate may be too tame of a word—I loathe the very ground she walks on. If she were to get hit by a bus today, I’d happily stand back and watch. Alessandra has done nothing but put me through Hell, and if it makes me heartless to want something like that, then I must be doing my job. Why would any harm that befalls her worry me? You can only act a certain way for so long before it all starts crumbling down around your feet. 
 
    The weird thing is, we used to be friends if you can believe it. Yes, girl, I know. But let me say, Alessandra didn’t always used to be the way she is now. Back in elementary school, we were inseparable. Our parents used to coordinate get-togethers, and her and I would play around in my backyard until dusk settled into the evening sky. We spent our summers with each other, laughing, playing. She was my best friend. 
 
    Now, though, she’s turned into nothing more than a spiteful bitch. She changed, somewhere around fifth or sixth grade, just before we went into middle school. I don’t know the reason, but I know it came around the time her breasts developed, and she lost her braces and glasses. She went from being metal mouth, bottle cap glasses Lennox, to a bombshell asshole with a taste for blood. 
 
    A slight buzz in my pocket alerts me to a text. I haven’t checked my phone all weekend, not sure I want to now, either. I’m scared. Petrified more like it, and I do not understand why. It’s not like I’m trying to hide from anyone, I just can’t bring myself to put up with bullshit.  
 
    I guess, if you strip it down to the bare-bones, I’m licking my proverbial wounds. But I know I won’t be able to hide forever. Just as soon as Monday rolls around, I must face all four of them again. If their reaction to the truth held any merit, something tells me the gloves are off. They will not stop at nothing until they have me right where they want me. 
 
    Please, don’t let it be one of them, I think to myself. 
 
    Sighing, I retrieve my phone. My heart gives a thud of apprehension until relief soars in my chest when I spy who it is. 
 
    Karma. 
 
    Karma: Are you going to answer me? Look, I’m sorry for not telling you about the parties, but I didn’t think you would want to go. Quinn isn’t really your best friend, and neither is Bree. 
 
    When she puts it like that, then I understand where she’s coming from. I wouldn’t put her in that situation, either. But that doesn’t mean she should have withheld information. I’d rather be knowledgeable and not attend than get blindsided. You know, kind of like I was. And I hate more than anything having something hit me out of nowhere. 
 
    Me: I’m not mad at you, Karm. Promise. I’ve just been dealing with a lot and needed some radio silence. 
 
    Not the absolute truth, but not a lie, either. It should be believable. 
 
    Karma: So, you’re not mad? 
 
    Am I mad? No, not really. I’m more upset and humiliated than anything. Upset, because she didn’t think I could handle hearing something like that. Humiliated, because I didn’t know about it. Being the person, I am, I should have known. I’m usually in the middle of all the goings on in Silver Creek. 
 
    Me: No, I’m not mad. 
 
    Flicking out of our messaging thread, my heart leaps into my throat when I spy my home screen. It comes in the form of ten missed calls and a plethora of texts from who I assume are the guys. How they got my number, I don’t know, but they have it, and I know I’ll have no peace within the near future.  
 
    Even though I don’t have their numbers programmed, I can tell it’s from them. Just the snippets I see without opening them leads me to believe that much. 
 
    1-229-205-7509: Little mouse, there’s … 
 
    1-229-205-3450: You should really listen … 
 
    1-229-205-4895: Get it together, girl. There … 
 
    1-229-205-5810: I’m so sorry that happened to … 
 
    As bad as I hate to admit this, I can, with certainty, guess which number belongs to whom. It’s easy to tell between the four of them, because their personalities are so vastly different from one another.  
 
    The first is from Callum, because he always calls me that horrid nickname. It was cute when we were freshman, before shit turned hazy and discombobulated, but it is not reminiscent of the person I am now. In fact, it’s a contradiction of epic proportions. Mice fear their shadows, I thrive in mine. 
 
    The second, I believe is from Asher. No other way around it. Before the party, he was trying to warn me away, trying to get me to listen to him. With him, it’s all about listening. I’ve noticed during school that he isn’t the type to get into long-winded conversations, so when he has something to say, you should listen. 
 
    The third—ha, yeah, that’s Quinn. He’s more of the no bullshit, everything-has-a-reason type. I guess, that’s one thing you can say I like. I don’t do bullshit, will never do bullshit, and have no reason for bullshit. If you were to put us together, I’m sure we’d make the perfect fucked-up couple. 
 
    The fourth—that’s Ellis. Sweet, sensitive Ellis Malone. If I forgave any of them, or even thought of doing something like that, it would be him, simply because of his genteel nature … No, you can’t forgive. That just creates room for disaster. But it doesn’t stop me from staring longingly at the texts I’ve yet to open.  
 
    Huffing, I click back on mine and Karma’s thread. At least, with her, I know where I stand. She makes no excuses, gives no fucks, and I absolutely adore her for it. She keeps it real, no matter the situation. 
 
    Karma: You want to hit up Deliciously Sweets? I know that place always gets you into a better mood. 
 
    As tempting as that is, I really need to stay away from that place. The guys, knowing my luck will be there, scoping the place out. It’s the only hotspot of Silver Creek besides the theater, and it’s really the only thing we have in this town for fun. With the way Callum looked on Friday night, I have this sneaking suspicion he’ll be there, sitting at the booth we used to share. 
 
    So, I guess I need to think of an excuse. One that Karma won’t second guess just as soon as I send it. She’s a ninja like that, maneuvering her way through bullshit with the grace of air. 
 
    Me: Wish I could. I need to train if I’m going to make the team this year. 
 
    Just as soon as I type out my reply, I feel like the shittiest friend alive. I’m not the person to make excuses. They are far too similar to a lie, which bugs the piss out of me. I can’t stand a liar, a fraud, or any of that shit. But this needed to be done, because I still have to sift through the thoughts muddling up my mind.  
 
    Considering we’re heading into October; I know Karma won’t second guess it. Training has always been a buffer of sorts, and she knows how important Fast-Pitch is to me. Does she like it? No, because that means our hanging out days cut to near nonexistent. 
 
    Karma: You’re better than all of them. No sweat. 
 
    I smile, shaking my head. It’s the same thing she says every year, but this time it’s different. There are girls coming from a different school to compete for my position. If I’m not in the best shape of my life, that little sour-puss Derricka, will take it for hers. 
 
    Me: You have too much faith in me. But I’ll see you tomorrow, okay? 
 
    Karma: *eye roll* Okay. See you then, bitch. 
 
    Tossing my phone onto my bed, I sit there for several minutes in pure silence. Chaotic thoughts swirl around inside my head, and I catch myself flicking my gaze back to my phone a few times, wondering. Those text messages are taunting me. Not because of who sent them, but because of what’s inside them. It’s the curiosity rearing its ugly head.  
 
    When I catch myself glancing down at my phone again, frustration ripples through me and sit up in my bed. It will not do me no good to sit around with that kind of temptation. Heck, maybe I should train. At least then it will take my mind off everything except the stretch of mindless miles in front of me. 
 
    Releasing a pent-up breath, I push myself up off my bed and get ready. I slide on my sports bra and spandex shorts. I’m in the process of grabbing some socks out of my dresser when I hear the front door slam below. It’s loud, startling—it even causes the pictures on my wall to shudder back and forth on their hooks. Pressing a hand to my chest, I wait for my erratic heart rate to calm. My gaze swings toward my open doorway. With reluctance, I toss my socks onto the bed and silently walk forward. My hackles rise as I close in, glimpsing Debra’s librarian bun and stiff posture as she huffs her way toward the kitchen. 
 
    She’s usually not home so soon on Sunday, I ponder, worrying my bottom lip. Tilting my head, I wonder what’s gotten her in such a mood. Sunday’s are usually chill around here, but she looks like she’s about to throw down with the devil himself. 
 
    “I told him I wasn’t signing that piece of shit.” Signing what? Divorce papers? She should have known that was coming. I’m not the sharpest tool in the shed, but even I was expecting it. 
 
    “It’s twenty percent, Derek! No. I refuse!” Twenty percent of what? Who the fuck is Derek? “Easier? You think this makes it easier? He’s cutting me out of the goddamn deal! How does that help us?” 
 
    When she steps further into the kitchen, I find it hard to hear her. Something at the back of my mind screams at me, telling me I need to listen. That all of this could explain so many things I’ve yet to get answers to. But there is another part of my mind saying if I get caught, it will piss Debra off. 
 
    My curiosity piques, though. Shifting forward, I catch just a snippet of her conversation that has my brows slanting inward. “I will die before he gets his way. It’s my right, including that retched thing. Derek! You’re supposed to be on my side, remember? That’s why I did all this.” 
 
    I take another step forward, enthralled. I love seeing Debra upset. Literally, it makes my day when everything around her is going to shit. Sucking in a sharp breath, my eyes widen when a loud crack reverberates off the surrounding walls. Oh, shit.


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 2 
 
      
 
      
 
    My eyes snap up, catching on activity near the base of the stairs. They connect with Debra’s furious gaze. Her eyes slit, practically spitting venom at me as she mumbles a garbled goodbye. 
 
    “How much did you hear, bitch?” she seethes, shaking with untapped rage. 
 
    For the first time since my father left, I feel a tinge of fear enter my bloodstream. Before now, she’s had reservations about abusing me where people can see. I guess she’s tired of making excuses when I show up out in public with a busted lip or bruises shadowing my jawline. All of them are from her, but she makes damn good excuses. 
 
    According to the people of Silver Creek, I’m so clumsy it’s a miracle I can even play sports. But they don’t know the truth, nor will they ever. They don’t know the evil that hides behind the mask of this perfect little house, and perfect little life—the only thing we’re missing is the white picket fence and golden retriever. 
 
    But here, now, she doesn’t look like she cares. Not one bit. She’s livid. Her petite body trembles in her heels as she stares up at me with so much hatred, so much loathing, it feels like this one look has thrust me into the lake of fire. She’s never been this scornful toward me before, but I guess there’s a first time for everything.  
 
    “N-Not much,” I stammer, hating myself for showing that small piece of weakness. 
 
    I’m a badass bitch, I don’t cower to anyone. But there’s just something behind that evil glint in her eyes that gives me pause. It leads me to think the worst, and most usually when it pertains to Debra, I’m always right. I didn’t go years living with this woman, having her twist her abuse into a state of perfection, not to realize when I’ve truly fucked up.  
 
    “Not much, huh?” she growls. “That means you heard more than you should have. I think it’s time I remind you how much I dislike eavesdroppers.” 
 
    People wonder why I have such a hard time opening myself up to things. Callum may have helped, but the bitch glaring at me from the bottom of the stairs, solidified my reasoning behind hardening my heart to anyone. She’s the first person who taught me how to hate. I guess, in hindsight, she’s the reason I can do it with such perfect clarity. A person can only see something so much before it captures them within its slimy grasp. I wouldn’t even know how to forgive someone, even if I tried. Not if I’m always subjected to this brand of torture. 
 
    I try to fight it, but alarm freezes on my face. My skin pales of blood. Silently, I watch her walk easily across the landing and pick up a decorative cedar paddle with holes carved into it. The kind you put pictures in and use as décor. Except, that’s not what she’s going to use it for now.  
 
    My heart sinks into my stomach as I watch her pick each picture out, dropping them down on the ground unceremoniously. A lump of dread in my throat grows as her heels smash them into the carpet, like they’re less than significant.  She doesn’t care they’re the only memories we have from when I was younger, they’re in her way and she’s going to get rid of them.  
 
    My body freezes in its spot, eyes flickering between her and the pictures she continues to drop. Then, I look down at myself. I spy the sports bra and spandex shorts I put on before hearing her first smash of anger echo through the downstairs. I swallow, hard. I can’t … She can’t get ahold of me when I’m dressed like this. When she has a weapon, I stand no chance in fighting her off without harm. She knows this, which is why she always chooses a weapon before punishing me.  
 
    I don’t second guess my actions as I take off toward my room. My feet hit the runner in front of my door, and I slip. I stumble in my quest, looking back over my shoulder as I hear her now running up the stairs after me. She knows if I get in my room, slam the door and lock the door before she can get to me, it is a lost cause. She won’t be able to touch me.  
 
    As I right myself, I race forward. A squeal of shock leaves me when I feel the air off the paddle whizz past the back of my head. My hair lifts off the back of my neck, following the paddle as if it’s a long-lost friend. The entirety of my body shivers as goosebumps sprout, and not the good kind, either. 
 
    She’s fucking lost it. Whatever strings she had in her head keeping her together are long gone. Slamming my door, I flick the lock and brace my back against it. Seconds later, my body heaves forward from her brutal assault. Tears fill my eyes with each jerk as she continues to pummel my door. But I refuse to let them fall, knowing she’s the cause of them. That bitch will never get my tears again—in fear or pain. She doesn’t deserve it. 
 
    However, I would be a fool to say I’m not scared. She’s never been this furious before, not in all our physical altercations. Even when she grabbed that paddle last time, she’s never gone this far. A few slight smacks here or there, but nothing of this magnitude. Especially when she’s this furious. 
 
    This time, I saw the need to kill in her eyes. It’s almost like she blames me for her predicament. Condemns me for overhearing the conversation she had on the phone with that Derek person. 
 
    “Open this door, Jessalyn!” she shrieks. 
 
    I was not supposed to hear whatever was being said, is my only reasoning for such anger. Even though I don’t have the slightest clue what all that was about, it doesn’t seem to matter to her much. It was all in code, and the person she was talking to was a complete stranger. I’ve never heard that name before in my life. Trust me, I’m very good with names and faces. I would know if there was someone loitering around my life, helping Debra with whatever it is she’s doing. 
 
    “You’re deranged, Debra! If you don’t get the fuck out of here, I’ll call Sheriff Rawlins!” I yell back, body jolting forward hard as I hear her screech of outrage release. It’s loud enough to burst my eardrums. 
 
    “This has nothing to do with him! You can either come out here or I will come in there. If I have to come in there … so help me God, little girl.” I cringe at the nickname, a queasy feeling rolling in my stomach. 
 
    It’s times like these, I wish I could stand up for myself. Beat the brakes off her ass and leave her lying on the floor. But my threats only get me so far, and it seems tonight no threat will get me anywhere. If I call the Sheriff, he won’t do anything about it. The only way to stop him from allowing Debra to abuse me is by giving myself to him. And I’m sorry, I threatened her with that before, but honestly, there’s no way I would touch that old coot. 
 
    The more I ponder, the more devastating it all becomes. There’s no one. Not one soul that can help me out of this. My father is MIA. Karma—I’m not dragging her into this. She has enough to worry about with school, college, and life in general.  
 
    My outlook is bleak, and that kind of humbles me a bit. It makes me think about things I’ve done, and people I’ve brushed off and wronged in the past. Would they be here now if I didn’t close myself off? Would they even help? I’d like to say they would, but that’s just wishful thinking. Most people do nothing that doesn’t directly benefit them. 
 
    When she’s this mad, no amount of threats will relent her bullheaded train of thought. She will get what she wants or lie in wait until she can. To her, this is punishing me for not doing as I’m told. I could fight her off, but then I’d hate to think of what she would do. 
 
    She can’t send me to military school or some center for troubled youth. Going there will only make things inside my head so much worse. I won’t have the outlet I need; the feel of a man’s touch to chase away the demons in my mind. Day in and day out, her punishment would force me to focus on those implicitly.  
 
    Swallowing my pride, I step away from the door. She is the only person who can—for a brief moment—make me feel weak as fuck. Any other time, I would be the first to buck up against someone threatening harm. But with her, I have nothing. Just threats. Threats that don’t always sneak through the haze of anger in her mind. 
 
    “I have school tomorrow!” I try for the final time. “You hit me, and I will walk out of this house naked and let every person know what you do to me!” 
 
    She doesn’t have to know I won’t do something like that. For several minutes, there’s nothing but intense silence. My heart nearly beats its way out of my chest as I fight for breath. My body shakes with pure adrenaline, shaking and trembling so much my knees knock together. Then, my savior comes in the form of her cell phone ringing downstairs. A rush of relief flies between my parted lips, as I sink to the floor at the end of my bed. 
 
    All I need in my life is to have to explain bruises to Karma. Again. I don’t know how many excuses I can come up with before she questions me all together. Last time, I used the stairs as my scapegoat. This time? With the holes in that paddle? There would be nothing I could say that would be believable.  
 
    What am I thinking? It’s not believable, anyway. 
 
    “You’re lucky I have to get that,” she says, then I hear her heels click-clacking toward the stairs. 
 
    I was lucky this time, but I know I won’t be for long. Debra will remember this. She will strike when I least expect it, and then, I’ll be nothing but a puddle of bruises and agony on the floor. 
 
    Fuck’s sake, I hate the range of emotions she makes me feel. Anger in one moment, then terror the next. It’s fleeting, that’s what makes it so much worse. Like tonight, her words had me in a state of confusion, and I didn’t have long to gather my wits before her confrontation. 
 
    Next time, though, I don’t think I will be so lucky, and it will only make my hate for her grow that much stronger. My birthday is in a few months. If I can last long enough for that precious date, then she will no longer have any hold over me. I will fight back, and she will pay for what she’s done.


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 3 
 
      
 
      
 
    Whoever did this will eat my fist. I don’t care who it is or what motive they had in doing it, the second I find them, it’s on. 
 
    Yesterday, I allowed myself to be weak. Permitted what Debra has been doing for me for years to wear me down. I thought about it all night, worrying myself to the point of nausea. Well, that’s no more. I will not allow myself to fall that far from who I am, who I’ve become. 
 
    I will not put up with other people doing this. Hell, no to that. They don’t have any importance in my future, and I’m damned if they have any significance in my present. 
 
    They want a bitch? Well, they will get one. I’ve spent the last two years putting up with all their shit, and I will not do it anymore. Enough is enough, and they went too far this time. This is the last thing my father bought for me before he left. It’s one of the last things he gave me period. It deserves to be cherished, not vandalized. 
 
    As if my inner thoughts conjure it, my phone vibrates inside my back pocket. My hands are shaking with so much rage it’s hard to unlock my phone and check to see who or what it is. But when I do, my mouth falls open in shock.  
 
    It’s a mass text.  
 
    To everyone that matters in our school.  
 
    And it’s about me! 
 
    Elite: Jessalyn Savoy is no longer a target. Stand down. 
 
    Who do they think they’re messing with here? I’m no longer a target? As if I should have been one in the first place. It took them the entire weekend to come up with something like this, and to my calculations and that of the ruined car in front of me, they’re far too late for that. Anger completely engulfs me, tingeing my vision in red. 
 
    Taking a picture, I grunt in annoyance as I attach it to the mass text and press send.  
 
    Me: Hmm, the reins seem to be slipping, Lockridge. [IMAGE ATTACHED] 
 
    There is no reply. Not even a peep. I’m not sure if he meant for me to be part of the group or not, but here we are. At least now, I have the outrageous number he uses to send out his “decrees.” So, the first chance I get, I’m spamming that motherfucker with every dick picture in my arsenal. I don’t care what I get my hands on—pictures of guys wearing unicorn cosplay, women whipping men with bull whips. I’m kind of scared of how far I’ll go now that I have the number to get in touch with everyone. 
 
    Also, their order to stand down leaves me with a few questions that need answering, but I’m fucked if I’ll go to him to get those answers. I’d much rather hear them through the rumor mill at school, even if they are fifty percent lies woven within a seed of truth. 
 
    I take one last look at my car, a hint of sadness encompassing me, before turning the other way and head off to school on foot. I’ll call and get it towed later, but for now, I’m not going out of my way. I have to get to school, because it’s time to set them all straight. 
 
    Pasting a smile on my face, when I’m inwardly killing the queen bees, I settle into an easy pace. The early morning sun shines down, just as warm as it is during early spring. I’m actually surprised it’s not colder than it is, considering it’s already October. Most usually, we’re already wearing pants, light jackets, and boots. But for some reason, the warmer temperatures are fighting to stay around longer this year. Not that I’m complaining, I love the warm weather. 
 
    I sigh, readjusting the bag on my shoulder. With each house I pass, the more anger bubbles in my guts. The only thing a person can do while walking to school is think, because there are no distractions, and I’m pissed. Strike that—pissed is the understatement of the century. I’m murderous, salivating at the thought of beating the shit out of every one of those queen bitches and their posse. 
 
    You’re probably wondering how I know it was them, right? Well, it doesn’t take a genius to figure it out. Callum practically shunned Alessandra in front of the entire junior and senior class on Friday night. If what he said to me is true, then not only did he throw down the gauntlet between them, but he pulled me in the middle of it. Even if I wasn’t the reason, he ended things with her, Alessandra will blame me. She’s had this vendetta against me since middle school, and this shit is getting old as fuck. 
 
    However, his disregard of her didn’t work out to his advantage. I believe he sincerely thought I would willingly come running back into his outstretched arms, as if nothing was wrong. Nope. That’s not how I roll. It will take a lot more than that before I even think about forgiving him—if I even still know how.  
 
    So, in the method of my madness, that’s what I will do to them. I will shun all four of them. I can’t get hurt any more than I already have if I don’t acknowledge them. I need to hold on to my anger and stew in silence. 
 
    I know in my mind others won’t see their breakup as anything close to mutual, if they even acknowledge the king and queen called it quits. They will still blame me, because I know it’s already gotten around school, he stood up for me. People will talk, and their conclusion will be that I stole Callum away from her.  
 
    It’s bullshit. All of it. I don’t have to steal anyone from anybody. I can get a man myself.  
 
    Well, I could if the guys would stop interrupting me.  
 
    So, no doubt there will still be the bullying, name calling—but now they’ll get it back just as much as they give it. I’m through being their pin cushion. Through tearing myself up inside to stay out of their way and just do my own thing. 
 
    Now, they should really think twice before stepping up to me. 
 
    The queen bees, not the guys. I highly doubt after the spectacle Friday the guys will pay me any attention anymore. The only reason they did previously is because of that mix-up from two years ago. Callum thought I cheated on him, but in reality, it was rape, and it was a setup.  
 
    Now that it’s out in the open between all five of us, there’s no reason to be around one another. And, in a small way, I’m relieved. I don’t want their attention; I want silence. It’s taken me two years to come to terms that it was the only thing my subconscious was holding on. I wanted—no, needed—to get my side of the story out. Now that I have, I’m free. Or as free as I can be, considering I’m trapped in school with them all for the next eight months. 
 
     Just the mere thought of putting up with them every day is depressing. Having to watch the guys do their own thing, seeing the girls rub themselves all over them, because we all know that shit will happen, I’m just waiting for it. They’re too hot not to have attention, and I’d be a fool to think they don’t have needs. I mean, fuck, I have them, too. 
 
    What makes it much worse, if that’s possible, is the inevitable pull Callum and Alessandra have between the two of them. I know he said it was over, but is it, really? That seems like something a person would say to get out of the shit creek their actions got them into. They messed around when we were dating freshman year. They got back together when he came back. How many times can I have it shoved in my face before I make sense of it? 
 
    He could have beaten me down on his own, using those resources to hit me where it really hurts, but he didn’t. Instead, he put another nail in my coffin by snuggling up to her to make me jealous. He looked happy while doing it, too. Now that, upsets me the most. I’m not jealous. Not at all. Just, I guess, betrayed. 
 
    Like I said Friday, I can forgive him for their previous hookup. We were both drunk, and he more so than I. People make mistakes all the time, and if we base decisions off the faults of others, there would be no safe zone. It doesn’t matter how much someone pleads and begs for it to be different, it will always end up being the same. 
 
    But now? I’m just angry. Well, hurt and angry to be more specific. But with time, the latter will fall away until it’s nothing but ash from a roaring fireplace. When that happens, I’ll leave with the pain of knowing I just wasn’t good enough. That this entire time, maybe it’s Alessandra he wanted to be with. Alessandra was the person he was professing his love for when we were fifteen. 
 
    Now that I think about it, it makes sense. If I remember correctly, the first time he told me he loved me in Deliciously Sweets, she was there. In fact, I can distinctly remember, even through all the nerves and anxiety, him glancing over my shoulder. His had a sense of loss in his eyes, but maybe he was gazing at Alessandra, wanting me to be her.  
 
    After everything we’ve been through, I think that's what hurts the most. 
 
    Wayward tears dance along the surface of my eyes. Agony rattles around inside my chest, the pain squeezing my heart like a vice. I can handle a lot of things, but just the thought of the year we spent together—thinking it was all a lie—is mind-numbing. It’s a pain even worse than what I faced that night in the bathroom. 
 
    It’s a pain that cripples me from the inside out. It unleashes something inside of me too dark to ignore. I can’t allow myself to go down that road. Not now. Not after building myself back up to becoming the person I am today. There is no room in my life for what if’s, and I need to do well to remember that. 
 
    Pushing those thoughts into the back of my mind, I lock them in the box and throw away the key. I pull my shoulders back, raise my chin, and make my way to the outskirts of the school’s property. No use in getting stuck on the past; the past won’t help me with the future. It will only solidify I’m still stuck on Callum, and that is not the case. I refuse to believe my reasoning is within the very vicinity of that asshole. 
 
    Someone calls my name, saving me from the downward spiral. Spinning around, I allow a small smile to morph my features as I see Karma coming up behind me. 
 
    “Hey, I thought you were going to pick me up?” Shit. 
 
    “Dammit, I forgot.” 
 
    “It’s okay.” She shrugs, adjusting her bag. “I saw your car on my way here, so you don’t have to tell me anything.” 
 
    Disgust overshadows the smile. “Can you believe they did that?” 
 
    She seems to think about it for a minute, then turns a smile toward me. “You did it to Callum.” 
 
    Ha. I almost forgot about that. Except, it’s not the same thing. Not even close. “True. But that’s the thing, I wouldn’t be as pissed if he did it, Karma. I know it was one of the queen bitches, or all of them.” 
 
    The only thing I did to Callum’s car was rub my paint covered body all over it. I didn’t key it with vulgar names. They not only poured paint all over my car, they also carved childish pictures of dicks, breasts, and a slew of derogatory names. Bitch. Whore. Slut. Tramp. Pathetic. They busted my windows out, snapped my side mirrors off. It looks like a car someone is taking to the scrap yard, instead of the nice, pre-owned one that didn’t have a thing wrong with it. 
 
    In remembering, my anger starts anew. “I will get even with those cunts.” My hands itch, fingers tightening and releasing. When I find whoever did it, I will bust their face. Or,  I’ll probably just go down the line, regardless of their involvement. 
 
    “And I’ll help!” she chirps, making me smile through the haze of fury, but instead of a graceful, easy grin, it’s full of menace and it’s pure evil. 
 
    “You realize what I’m going to do, right?” I retort half-heartedly. 
 
    From the corner of my eye, I see her lips notch up at the corners, then she sighs wistfully. “Yeah. You’re going to kick some ass.” 
 
    As we round the bend that brings up right in front of the school, all thoughts of getting even fly out of my head. Students mill around, coming from the parking lot, but that’s not what catches my attention and makes me pause. It’s the four assholes standing next to the base of the stairs, waiting for something. You know, I have a feeling they’re waiting for me, but I can’t prove it. 
 
    “You’ve got to be kidding me.” 
 
    Turning toward her, I see Karma startle. “They really need to leave you alone, girl. This is getting into some stalker territory.” 
 
    If only she knew the half of it. She knows nothing of what happened this weekend; doesn’t know I woke up in a bed,  with Callum’s arms and legs curling around my body. She doesn’t know how nice it felt, or how I reveled in the heat that seeped into me from him. Nor does she know how close I was to giving in. Nor will she. She thinks of me as this strong, independent person, and I refuse to allow her perception of me change because my body craves … craved his.﻿ 
 
    Exhaling, I push forward. My eyes drop to my shoes as we climb the stone steps leading into the school. I can feel them watching me, their eyes drilling into the side of my head like lasers, but I don’t give them any attention. I had my say, and now I will do what should have been done since the beginning. 
 
    Maybe soon, they will get the drift I want nothing to do with them. One can hope, right? 
 
    Jerking the door open, I hear someone cough like they’re trying to gain someone’s attention. Amateurs. Instead of giving them what they want, I roll my eyes as Karma and I make our way inside. If they want to talk to me bad enough, they can do a lot better than a half ass throat clearing, not that I’ll give them the time of day, anyway. But it’s still fun to think about. 
 
    The second the door slams behind us, however, is a different story. It instantly goes quiet, a hush settling over the room like someone’s walking into a funeral instead of the main hallway. Everyone looks between Karma and me. We don’t even make it ten feet into the hallway before the whispering begins. Even though they don’t know this, I can hear everything the person closest to me is saying. Or, maybe they can, and they just don’t give a shit. Either way, what I hear makes my blood boil. 
 
    How could they possibly know? Better question—why do they freaking care? It’s not their life. It is of no concern to them. If I want to fuck three, four, five, or even ten guys at a time, then that is my prerogative. Not theirs. I’m very open-minded with my kinks and being with four guys at the same time—yeah, that’s not a big fucking deal. Just means more mouths, hands, tongues, and dicks to satisfy me. 
 
    If they want my opinion, they’re the ones missing out. But even so, that’s not what angers me the most. What infuriates me is the fact they think they have any right to say shit at all. They don’t know me; they don’t know my life. 
 
    “Jessalyn, don’t worry about them. Just make it to first period and calm down.” I know I should do what Karma says, but I can’t think over the roar of blood in my ears. 
 
    Growling softly, I push forward. I will not get into a fight, I will not get into a fight, I will not get into a fight, is a mantra repeating over and over in my mind. I need to remember to keep myself calm, centered—not worry about what others have to say about me. They’re insignificant to the bigger picture. 
 
    Yeah. They’re unimportant. If I keep that in mind, no one will get to me. 
 
    Then, it happens. That one ignorant person who really has no self-preservation at all. My hands are really going to hate me for this.


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 4 
 
      
 
      
 
    “So, did you fuck them all at once, whore, or take them up the ass one at a time?” 
 
    Throwing the bag off my shoulders, I clench and unclench my hands, stalking toward the girl that should have really kept her mouth shut. Fire flows through my veins, and my eyes narrow on hers. She pushes up from the lockers, eyes widening marginally.  
 
    Oh, she knows she’s fucked. But there’s no use now, because I’m about to knock her teeth down her throat. 
 
    People need to freaking learn you can’t treat someone like this. Jokes and taunts between friends are okay, but if you’re doing it to hurt someone—well, you can only taunt a dog so many times before it bites back. 
 
     When I come within reach, something behind me has her shoulders dropping in relief. She shoots a haughty smile my way, then pretends like there was no fear of death two seconds ago. But her dropping her guard doesn’t help her in the slightest. Instead, I rear my fist back and slam it into her face. A cry of disbelief—yes, actual shock—catapults its way from between her lips. Crimson blood drips from her nose and onto the floor as she slams back into the lockers, hands covering her face. 
 
    “You want to say that again?” I roar, getting into her face. 
 
    Her eyes shine with tears. “Oh, someone’s in a foul mood. The whore apparently didn’t get hers this weekend and now she’s grouchy.” 
 
    I launch myself at her, wrapping my fingers around her throat. The moment I squeeze, her mouth gaping open like a fish out of water, strong arms band around my waist and a huge body picks me up off the floor. I can tell who it is the moment a waft of cinnamon hits my nostrils, and that makes me even more feral. I thrash in his arms, not caring when his grip tightens to the point of pain.  
 
    “Get the fuck off me, Callum!” I yell. 
 
    Whatever this little bitch’s name is—she will meet my fists, one knuckle at a time again, and again, until she gets it through her head not to say shit about or toward me. No one will be safe from my wrath in this school, this town—anywhere within the same vicinity of me, really. They’ve pushed, and pushed, and pushed, until I’m at the point now where I’m practically frothing at the mouth to shove them down a set of steps. 
 
    “Little mouse, you need to calm down,” Callum coos in a sugar sweet voice. 
 
    My body responds, even though I want nothing to do with him. I blame it on being without male companionship for the last two months, then getting that tiny taste Friday. My nipples harden under my shirt, pressing against the lacy bra I cupped them with this morning. I ache. Everything south of me is aches to be touched, fondled, fucked. It makes rational thought so much harder.  
 
    I mean, I know I shouldn’t want him, but that doesn’t mean I can stop the way my body swoons at the very idea of a big, strong, virile guy thrusting away between my spread thighs. 
 
    That angers me more, because it’s him bringing this out in me. Ugh! I hate this! I hate all of them! 
 
    “If you don’t want to eat your balls for breakfast, I suggest you put me down.” I growl when the little bitch in front of me smirks, not caring about the blood messing up that perfectly laid foundation of hers. 
 
    She smugly flips her hair over her shoulder, cocking a hip. “Should have known you’d go after Callum first. He is the sexiest of the bunch.” They’re all equally sexy, but I will not tell her that. They’re all equally frustrating, too. 
 
    There’s only one thing I want to do to her, and that’s rearrange the aristocratic nose on her face. Rip out the platinum blonde extensions and make her eat them. Pop those stupid motherfucking implants in her chest, then stand back and watch as her disgusting self sloshes all over the place. 
 
    She may not be the one that wrecked my car, but she poked the bear. Today is not the day and I’m not the one. Not after the weekend I had. Not after yesterday. I’ll be damned. 
 
    None of these preppy-little-rich kids know my life. My family may be rich, in a sense, but at least I’m not spoiled. I know how to treat people if they give the same common courtesy in return. They don’t know the shit I have to go through, nor what I will get from Debra when I get home about my car. I’ll be lucky if I can walk for the rest of the week, and that’s with holding her off.  
 
    They do all of this to make themselves feel more important, and her snooty little attitude just made her number one on my list to receive the beat down of her life. 
 
    “You better be glad he’s holding me right now, cunt!” I screech, twisting and turning in his arms. Kicking out, I clip her in the side before Callum can move away. 
 
    “Stupid bitch!” She looks at me with disgust, then raises a hand to hold her side. I can’t explain the exhilaration inside me when I see her perfect little shirt has a mark on it, nor the mangled blooming bruise coming up under her makeup. A maniacal sense of glee flashes in my eyes. 
 
    Warm breath hits the top of my head. “Carrie, did you forget about this morning?” 
 
    After a few moments, her spiteful eyes leave mine. When they land on his, her face softens. “No, Callum, just wanted to make sure the whore knew her place.” 
 
    “What place is that exactly?” I hear Ellis ask, his voice low and seething. It causes a prickle of fear to race up my spine. Ellis may be a baddie and I didn’t even know it. 
 
    Rolling her eyes, she flips her hand out, brushing him off. “She belongs in the gutter, Ellis.” 
 
    I belong in the gutter? I can vaguely remember this trifling bitch promising our English teacher last year that she would suck him for a passing grade. I laughed my ass off when he turned her down, stating that “girls did not interest him.” Too bad he didn’t consider me a girl, because I took that bastard's cock into the back of my throat three days later. ﻿ 
 
    Cackling laughter roars through the hallway, causing Carrie to cringe and her eyes to drag from Ellis.’  
 
    “Seriously?” More booming amusement has Carrie’s resolve dwindling, then worry makes its appearance. “That is fucking hilarious. Just because I let you suck my cock doesn’t even mean you are on the same level.” Quinn says through his mirth. 
 
    The apples of Carrie’s cheeks pink with embarrassment. Within seconds, all the false bravado whooshes out of her body, her gaze falling away from Quinn, to pass over everyone in the hall as murmurs and laughter pick up in volume. 
 
    Since I’m the bitch I am, I call her out on it the only way I know how. Obnoxiously. I’m telling you, it’s the only way to live by. 
 
    “Oh, my god!” I laugh out. “Let me guess—you can run that cocksucker all day long, but you suck dick like a newbie?” My body jostles in Callum’s arms, like he’s trying hard not to laugh but failing miserably. Shit. I cringe in his grip. I almost forgot he was even holding me. 
 
    “Worse than a newbie, Jess. She didn’t even swallow,” I hear Quinn volley.  
 
    I hate that I have to hate them, because any other time, I’d be fist-bumping someone for making that kind of comment. 
 
    I force an expression of faux shock, and if Callum weren’t holding me, I would go as far as to put my hand over my mouth to cover the “outrage.” “You didn’t swallow? But … that’s the best part.” I hear Callum groan in my ear, and I know I’m insane, but it makes my inner bitch smile in delight. 
 
    I can have a little fun, can’t I?  
 
    Of course, I can. 
 
    I literally bled for this shit. 
 
    Her eyes shoot to mine, narrowing into tiny slits. “You would know, bitch!” 
 
    “Happily!” I retort, smiling. 
 
    No use in pretending to be something I’m not. Their taunting and bullying may have aided me to be the way I am now, but I will not feel sorry for the way I turned out. Besides the first time, I find sex invigorating if done right. 
 
    When she sees she’s not getting anywhere, Carrie flips her hair over her shoulder—like a trained professional in one of those shampoo commercials—and storms off down the hallway with her friends trailing behind her. I’m almost one hundred percent sure I am not the only person everyone is talking about now, and I don’t know why, but it feels almost as good as when I smashed her face with my fist. 
 
    People in this school can act the way they want to impress people, but that’s not me. I couldn’t give two shits what people think. The only person I care about is Karma, and since she’s my bitch, all is right in the world. 
 
    I have no need for anything else. 
 
    “You can put me down now.” Tapping his arm lightly, I expect him to do just that, but call me fucking stumped when he continues to hold me to his chest. “Callum?” 
 
    “We need to talk,” is all he says. 
 
    Before I have time to object, he’s already carting me off through the hall, leaving a very confused Karma behind. My body sways back and forth in his arms like a little rag doll. He steps through a set of doors leading to the gym, then comes to a stop in a small alcove. We’re out of sight from prying eyes, without it being too private. So, I guess you can call that a win. 
 
    He puts me down and steps away as Ellis presses forward, giving me my bag. I take it from him and swing it over my shoulder. 
 
    “What do you want?” I already know what this will be about, and honestly, I’ve already made my decision on the subject. They leave me alone and I’ll leave them alone, ignoring each other is the best course of action. 
 
    “About Friday …” he starts, but I cut him off with a swipe of my hand. 
 
    “No need. I don’t want your words; it’s too late for that. The only thing I ever wanted was to clear the air, and now that’s over, I’m done.” 
 
    I go to walk around them, but a hand shoots out and grabs my wrist. “Don’t be like that.” It’s Asher. Quiet, subdued Asher. I should have heeded his warning Friday night when I had the chance. But there’s nothing I can do about it now, so I guess I’ll have to deal. 
 
    Jerking away, my eyes shoot up to his. I disregard the hurt and pain I see in his gaze and move out of reach. “Be like what, Asher? For two years, Callum’s had this idiotic vendetta against me. He—all of you—” I gesture around me, “have been behind every bit of bullying since that night.” 
 
    “H—we—didn’t know.” This time it’s Ellis who speaks up. 
 
    Turning toward him, I see the same upsetting look. “I don’t care. Enough is enough, and I’m over it. I forgave him for what he did that night, but I can’t forgive what’s been done since he came back. I’m sorry, but you are with him, so that makes you all equally culpable.” 
 
    Heat hits my side, but I dare not look. Energy buzzes between us, sparking, hoping to catch fire and allow a free burn. I can handle a lot of things, but I don’t want to see Callum’s face right now if I can help it. I’m still too raw from the party Friday night, and if I give in—which is liable to happen, because of this freaky connection we have between one another—I know I’ll regret it. I need to stick to my guns.  
 
    “Jess, please. It’s over between Alessandra and I. Just let me explain.” It sounds like he’s speaking the truth, but maybe over the last few years he’s just gotten superb at perfecting his lies. Why would Callum break it off with someone like Alessandra for someone like me? It makes no sense; therefore, it must not be true. 
 
    I’m already shaking my head no, backing away from them. “Please, nothing. Just leave me alone, Callum. All of you—go away. We have nothing more to say to one another.” 
 
    They can’t just expect me to forgive and forget. I can forgive many things, but that will take some time, if ever. And forgetting? No, I don’t think I can. It will always be there, deep inside me, festering like an infected, open wound. 
 
    Callum doesn’t know this side of me. Deep down, he still thinks I’m this innocent little girl that fawns all over him. I was then, but I’m not that anymore. I’m a woman—a woman with a shitload of scorn filling her up. 
 
    They may be the hottest guys to step into Silver Creek, but they’re still the guys that made my life a living Hell. It doesn’t matter if my body responds to their presence—my nipples pebbling to stiff, achy points, my core becoming so wet it saturates my panties. It’s just biology. A systematic reaction toward someone you find attractive. But just because you find someone attractive, doesn’t mean it’s smart if you act on your desires.  
 
    It would take Hell freezing over before I do that.


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 5 
 
      
 
      
 
    Do you think I’ll get into too much trouble if I pluck their eyeballs out of their head? Because I’m telling you, I don’t think those boys know what the word “no” means. Ever since this morning, I can feel their eyes watching me wherever I go. It doesn’t matter if I’m walking to my locker, or the bathroom, or even to my history class—where I know none of them are—I still feel them. Their presence is like a looming cloud that causes a festering sore of doubt to leech on my mind. 
 
    I hate it. 
 
    Hate every second. 
 
    They were supposed to turn the other cheek and live life how they want, not stalk me with their fiery gazes. 
 
    Pinching my fingers together, I eye Karma over my lunch. “But maybe just a little?” 
 
    “No,” she deadpans. “You are not going to kick those guys in the crotch and run away like a little, sissy bitch.”  
 
    I can tell she’s trying not to laugh, and you know what, so am I. It’s a heck of a lot better than the rage I felt this morning. The moment I caught sight of Carrie and heard those nasty comments, I wanted to tear her throat out. 
 
    Raging bitch? Possibly. Do I care? Not a damn bit. People at this school need to realize when enough is enough, and I’m through allowing them to treat me any old way they please. The only thing holding me back previously was the truth still hiding away in the recesses of my mind, and the paranoia that everyone knew, but they were just waiting for the right time to bring it out. Now that it’s out in the open with the guys, I couldn’t care less. I’m as free as a baby bird leaving the nest for the first time. 
 
    I have nothing to hide anymore. No big secret that might harm my family—my father and I, because Debra can go suck a donkey dick. People may say that what I went through isn’t something to hide, but they don’t know Silver Creek. This place is where the criminal will and can get off if he’s connected enough. And because Alessandra doesn’t like me, she would make sure her family got involved.  
 
    If I knew who he was, that is. All I know about him is his smile and sadistic, glittering eyes beneath a ski mask. There were no outward tells of who he is, and I can’t even remember what his voice sounds like unless I think extremely hard. Even then, all I get are snippets of phrases he said to me and they’re muffled, altered. 
 
    The only thing I’ve wanted for the past two years is for people to treat me like I’m a person, instead of an object to get their rocks off. Trust me, I’m no pushover. They give me shit; I give it right back. Tenfold. However, that doesn’t mean their incessant bullying doesn’t sting. Anyone who says the bite of their tormentors’ tongue doesn’t hurt them is a liar. 
 
    People in this high school do not care what they do, as long as they fit in while doing it. It’s a desperate attempt to be seen by one of the “elite’s,” which if you ask me, is not that good of a thing to begin with. They’re assholes. Every single one of them. 
 
    No person should have to change themselves just to make a splash with the “in” crowd. I don’t even know why people want to be included at all. Seems like a lot of useless work to me and I’d rather be me in the simplest form possible. 
 
    Taking a bite of my cheese stick, I give her the look, then talk with my mouth full, “Are you sure about that?” 
 
    She huffs a laugh. “One …” She holds her pointer finger up. Shit is about to get real if Karma brings out the fingers. “If you were to kick one, you’d have three coming at you. Two, they are all twice if not three times your size. Ellis, himself, can take you out, and he’s the smallest ass of the bunch.” 
 
    Shaking my head, I push that thought trying to wiggle its way into the forefront of my mind. I blame it on their constant stares and meddling attitudes. Little fuckers know how to get under someone’s skin, and they don’t even know they’re doing it. Well, tease me, baby, because I’m ready to snub you four hard. 
 
    “What’s three?” I know there’s a third reason. Karma always does things in threes. 
 
    “Three?” she cackles, looking to the side as if she’s talking to someone else, and saying, “She wants to know what three is?” Afterward, she looks back at me, dead-eyed. “Number three is the fact you want to fuck them, maybe even date one of them; you most certainly don’t want to hurt them.” 
 
    “I would never!” I release a fake gasp of outrage, over the sex not the D word. There would be nothing fake about that. “Dating? Yeah, right—when pigs fly, Karm.” 
 
    Tilting her head to the side, she purses her lips and cocks a brow. “Uh-huh, sure. Keep telling yourself that.” 
 
    I dismiss her then, eating the rest of my cheese stick. I fight hard not to roll my eyes at even the possibility of ever touching any of them again. I’m not clueless to say I don’t take notice in how hot they are, because someone would have to be blind not to see it. They practically waft “sexy times” from every pore in their bodies. And it’s a delicious smell, but terrible for someone’s health, but that’s beside the point. 
 
    Before I got my head on straight Friday night, it was a possibility that I would have fucked one or all of them, but not now. There’s too much pain; too much heartache. And dating? Ha! I’m not looking to get in that deep again, because love is for suckers. With Callum, something tells me he wouldn’t stop at wanting me to want him—he’d want all of me. 
 
    Yeah, that will not happen. I can look but I will not touch, talk, or even breathe in their direction with an invitation into my bed or shriveled up heart. 
 
    Reaching over, I pick up my chocolate milk, shaking it. “That’s not going to happen, Karm. I just …” I sigh, defeated. “I can’t go there again; with any of them. Sex and no emotions are all I can offer someone, and the less I have to see that person, the better.” Except for rare occurrences, that is. 
 
    “Jess, you are selling yourself short.” She furrows her brows. “You’re a kick ass best friend, so I know you’d be a kick ass girlfriend to one of them.” 
 
    Girlfriend? Ha. How about no? 
 
    Also, why is she pushing this? Doesn’t she hate them like I do? 
 
    “The whore dating one of them?” A shrill cackle releases into the air from behind me. “That bitch wouldn’t know what dating is, even if it slapped her in her disgusting face.” 
 
    Looking up at the ceiling, I silently curse. You hate me, don’t you?  
 
    “No one asked you, Alessandra,” Karma snarls. 
 
    “No one needed to, skank,” Alessandra shoots back as I crane my neck, glaring at her over my shoulder. 
 
    I shouldn’t do this, but it’s too hard to resist. “Awe, did poor little Sandy get her heart broken?” I pucker my lips in exaggeration. 
 
    Nothing happens at this school without bitch-face knowing about it. She’s at the top of the food chain; the crème de la crème, if you will, of mean girls. But the only thing I see is a sad, pathetic waste of space that gets her kicks on hitting anyone that’s down on their luck. 
 
    I swear, that’s how she got popular. Besides the filling out and losing her braces and glasses bit, Alessandra terrorized a girl so badly she’s probably still in that psych hospital upstate. Ever since then, people have been too afraid to go against her or the other queen bees. But not me. There are scarier things hiding under my bed I need to fear than Alessandra Lennox. 
 
    She may think she’s the queen of this school, but she’s just a pawn playing the elite’s game. 
 
    Her eyes narrow on mine. She puffs her chest out, making her look more substantial than she really is. “It’s only a matter of time before Callum comes to his senses, or have you forgotten?” She shoots a secretive smirk toward me. 
 
    Ice enters my veins and I stiffen in the seat. Alessandra doesn’t have to say it, because it’s all I’ve been thinking about all weekend. Callum chose her twice, what’s stopping him from going back to her again. 
 
    “Whatever you need to tell yourself to sleep at night,” I reply nonchalantly, keeping my calm to appear unaffected. 
 
    “Tell me,” she whispers, stepping closer. “How did you get the guys to believe your pitiful rape story?”  
 
    I almost don’t believe I heard what she said right. It isn’t until the girls behind her snicker amongst themselves that I know. But, how does she? All people know at this school is that I “cheated” on Callum when I was a freshman. They don’t know I was raped. The only people who do is the person sitting across from me at the lunch table, then the four assholes sitting at the elite table. 
 
    “What?” Horror coats my eyes as I peer into her triumphant ones. 
 
    “Oh, did you think he wouldn’t tell me your pathetic attempt at saving face? Please, that boy tells me everything.” 
 
    I don’t want to believe her, but how else could she know. 
 
    Dismissing her completely, my eyes shoot over to the table housing the elite’s and Varsity football team. My eyes prick with tears I refuse to allow freedom as I scan the table. All of them are talking amongst themselves, laughing, rough-housing, and having a good time. But it’s Callum’s eyes that break away from our star quarterback to pin me with his stare, as if he could feel my gaze on him and couldn’t help the pull of our connection.  
 
    My breathing quickens, my chest feeling like it’s about to cave in one itself. His brows quirk slightly before his gaze rises to the bitch standing behind me. He sits there, indifferent toward the guys trying to get his attention, and continues to stare at her. Just when I think my heart is about to punch out of my ribs, his eyes connect with mine, a small, genuine smile tilting his lips. 
 
    Peering into his bright emerald eyes, the tension in my shoulders dissipate. It’s been so long since I’ve seen that look on his face being directed toward me. It’s almost tear worthy. There’s just something about his harsh jawline, penetrating eyes, and intimidating stature that softens around the edges when true emotions rise to the surface. It’s ethereal. 
 
    Then, it all comes crashing down when he breaks our connection to stare at Alessandra. He gives her a chin-jerk, beckoning her over to him. The entire time, he never once loses that smile. His eyes are darker and more dangerous, but still it stays plastered to his lips. Is he serious right now? My teeth grind against one another. Better question, why do I fucking care?  
 
    Raging claws of jealousy and fury shred at my innards. It tears and rips through my lungs, my heart—every organ in my body—as I can do nothing but sit by, watching in revulsion as she makes her way toward him. She has a bounce to her step and even glances back over her shoulder with a triumphant grin plastered on her medically enhanced lips. I wish I could slap it off her face.  
 
    My heart sinks even further when he scoots his chair out, the sound grating inside my ears. I watch her sit down in his lap like it’s her right, then practically curl herself around him like a cat in heat. Didn’t he tell me twice now it was over between the two of them? If it were over, there would be no way Alessandra Lennox, bitch of the south, would sit in his lap. There would also be no way he would allow her to kiss on his jaw, nibble on his neck, and whisper disgusting-nothings into his ear. 
 
    If it were true, he wouldn’t be doing the same. He also wouldn’t be wrapping his arm around her waist. He says a particular something to her that causes her to stiffen, but just as quick, it makes her giggle playfully and slap his chest. Fucking bastard. 
 
    More tears prick my eyes, and I sit, cursing the emotions to Hell and back. I should feel nothing at the sight in front of me. It’s not like I didn’t know already.  
 
    “Um, Jess, do you want to get out of here?” I hear Karma whisper. 
 
    The only thing I do is nod, because the lump in my throat won’t allow me to voice my acceptance. I hate the way I feel right now, like my girlish hormones are making me feel these crazy things, and my mind is just along for the ride. It’s bullshit is what it is, and I don’t care what I have to do, I will beat this into submission.  
 
    Nothing Callum does from now on will breach this wall of ice I have around my heart. 
 
    Gathering our things, my eyes meet Callum’s once more, and I can’t stop the look of disgust twisting my features. He has the audacity to look torn, hurt—his body stiff under hers while she starts animatedly telling everyone at the table a story. It’s probably how she painted her nails Pepto pink instead of coral. Seriously, that’s how vapid she is. 
 
    My eyes leave his to stare and trek to the others. I see all of them looking toward him with what I want to describe as alarm, but I can’t be too sure.  You know what, don’t quote me on that. I haven’t been right when it pertains to the guys so far, so I have no doubt I wouldn’t be wrong now. 
 
    No matter what Callum’s choice is, they will all go along with what he says. It just sucks that none of them have a bit of honor and decency in their bodies. It’s like they lack a backbone, which is not attractive at all. You know, if I was a petty bitch, I’d fuck all three of them, then rub it in his face. But I’m not going to do that, because getting involved with them, means eventually, I must face Callum, and right now, the sight of him makes me sick. 
 
    My abrupt movement has their eyes all turn in synchronization toward me, lips turning down in matching frowns. But I dismiss all of them and sling my bag over my shoulder. I grab my tray, then my backpack and dump it before pushing through the doors and leaving their sight altogether. 
 
    It takes everything in me not to run. Not out of embarrassment or humiliation at being proven right, I couldn’t care less about that. It’s because Callum’s action got to me more than it was supposed to. I want to run because nothing he does should mess with my head enough that it feels like I need to close myself off more. That should be all me, and my need to keep people as far away from me as possible. 
 
    If my decision wasn’t iron-clad before, it sure as shit is now. Those elite kings will receive nothing from me but indifference. I will go back to how I was before they showed up, and you know what—I think the best place to do that is by finally stepping out on a ledge. I’ve been under their thumb since the beginning of school, and I’m tired of it. Tonight, I will hit up that gentlemen’s club just outside town and find me a man. 
 
    Callum wants to get his kicks? That’s fine. Let him. It’s no skin off my ass how far down the rabbit hole he goes with that particular brand of psycho. 
 
    Because I’m going to get fucked two ways from Sunday, and the furthest thing from my mind will be what Callum is doing.


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 6 
 
      
 
      
 
    It may not be the smartest idea I’ve ever had, but I wouldn’t go as far to say it’s the dumbest.  
 
    The scene is lively; walls jarring to the deep thud of music. Scantily clad women sensually slide against men, grinding, seducing. There are more tits on display here than a brothel, and that’s truly something. 
 
    Let me just start off by saying this is not a freaking gentlemen’s club, okay. Not in the slightest. No man comes here to smoke cigars, play cards, and bullshit around with others they have a lot in common with. 
 
    When I think of a gentlemen’s club, I think rooms filled with dense smoke, smelling of Columbian cigars. Tumblers of the best whiskey, scotch, cognac, and any other dark liquor you can think of to grace a person’s lips. I see suits; men wearing thousand-dollar get-ups with their ties undone around the collar. They relax after a hard day’s work, and this is how they unwind. I can even hear deep, rugged laughter as their friends say something ludicrously funny about bottom-lines and hostile takeovers. 
 
    They have duped all the citizens of Silver Creek. This is a strip joint, catering to the rich and preposterously richer. There’s nothing gentlemanly about it. At least, no one is having sex, so that’s a plus. 
 
    As if on cue, a particularly loud moan draws my attention to the right. When I turn my head in that direction, a flush spreads over my body, starting with my burning cheeks. 
 
    I think I’ll retract my earlier statement. There’s a dude, head thrown back in ecstasy, as he gets a blow job from one of the strippers. And, you know what? I can’t help but stare at the scene unfolding in front of me. It’s wrong, I know. But it’s insanely fucking hot. 
 
    Rubbing my thighs together, I try to settle the ache between my legs. I watch his cock disappear into her throat, repeatedly. There is a vein in the side of his neck that’s pulsating with the rapid beat of his heart. His fingers tunnel into her drugstore, box-dyed hair, clenching as she swallows him whole over and over again. My nipples tighten into hard buds, my clit pounds to the music, and it leaves me in a daze of lust as I stare at the couple entrancing my gaze. 
 
    As if he can feel someone watching him, his dark eyes open, locking with mine. A hot grin tugs at the corner of his lips as his face screws up in pleasure. His eyes rake over me, causing a shiver of awareness to tingle throughout my body when he licks his lips in obvious interest.  
 
    He’s hot; dark, chestnut brown hair that hangs in shaggy tendrils over his right eye. Sharp, angular cheekbones, flared nostrils, and sex-fueled bottomless eyes. His body is nothing to balk at, either. He’s fit; muscular, broad shoulders that lead down to a hard, deliciously sculpted chest. Smooth stomach I know has to be as hard as the rest of him, and it leads down to a tapered waist and long, toned legs. His suit, just like the rest of the men in here, fits him to perfection. 
 
    Now, this is a fucking man that knows what he wants. Even from here, I can see he knows how to wield his body, making every woman around him submit at his feet. There’s a power radiating off him that makes me wet and flush with need, a darkness that nearly has me swaying in my heels. 
 
    I stand, silently, never once taking my eyes from him. There’s something so sensual about the act, but nasty at the same time, because it’s out in the open instead of behind closed doors. It makes you want things; makes you want to do anything to achieve that type of bliss.  
 
    All too soon, his face screws up in even more pleasure. His head falls back on his shoulders, hands tightening in her hair. He snaps his hips up, thrusting his hard cock into her throat. The moment his mouth falls open in completion, his body shuddering from release, I snap out of my trance and book it. My entire body buzzes with sexual tension, and it will not do me a bit of good to watch someone get theirs, I need to get mine, too. The need to come has been strangely silent the last few days, but now that I saw that, it’s back with a blistering vengeance of heat and lust. 
 
    Stepping up to the bar, I wave down the delicious bartender and order a Cosmopolitan. Normally, you wouldn’t see me with this type of drink, I’m a beer or whiskey kind of girl. However, I find men seem more acclimated to approach a woman if she seems demurer, more innocent. 
 
    “Can I see some ID lady?” Mr. Bartender says with a secretive smile.  
 
    I fight the grin that wants to form when I see him checking me out, his eyes dipping down to my exposed cleavage. Something seems oddly familiar about him, but I know for a fact it’s not because I’ve fucked him before. He’s fresh meat, just how I like them. 
 
    “Eyes up here, partner,” I retort jokingly, then pass my ID to him. 
 
    “Jessalyn Savoy. Twenty-three. Silver Creek.” His brows furrow, then like a lightning bolt streaking across the sky, a sense of recognition blazes in his eyes. 
 
    Smiling, he taps my card against the bar. “I know a few Savoy’s from down that way. Wouldn’t be one of them, would you?” 
 
    I know he’s not second guessing my identification, because I had the best hacker in school get that for me in exchange for a blow job last year. It is foolproof. So, whoever this guy is, he must actually know my family. This can either go badly or I can use this to my advantage. Hopefully, he likes my family, because if not, then they will escort me out of here before having time to bag one of these hot-as-fuck businessmen. 
 
    “Depends,” I say, sidling closer. Propping my arms on the edge of the bar, I make sure my cleavage pushes together for maximum advantage. “You going to rat me out or get my drink?” 
 
    I watch, mesmerized, as he drags his eyes back to my chest. His pink tongue darts out, licking along the bottom lip, before he takes it into his mouth. “Depends.” 
 
    “On what?” I ask, smiling seductively. 
 
    He seems to think about it for a moment, his gaze jerking down both sides of the bar before they come back to me. “I get off at eleven. Are you going to be around then?” 
 
    Since it’s almost ten, I’d say that is a safe assumption. I don’t plan on leaving this place until I get my fix, and this gorgeous hunk of male in front of me—mmm, I’m sure he’d be well worth the wait. 
 
    “I planned on it,” I whisper enticingly as he sets off to make my drink. 
 
    “Meet me out back at eleven-fifteen; past the loading dock; near the back entrance.” He meets my eyes expectantly, sliding the drink across the bar with enough strength that it stops in front of me. “Ditch the panties if you’re wearing any, because you won’t need them.” 
 
    Tossing a wink his way, he smiles before setting off to attend another customer. My eyes track his every movement. His actions are so sure, strong. This guy definitely knows what he’s doing, and my body practically hums in anticipation for tonight. 
 
    After sliding a draft across the bar, he catches me looking at him. I’m not the type of girl to look away from her target, so I continue to stare, raking my eyes up and down his body in obvious approval. Smirking, he shoots a wink my way before turning to take another order. 
 
    He’s even better looking than the suit from earlier. He has sandy-blond hair trimmed neatly at the sides and left a little longer at top. Tattoos sprawl across the expanse of his chest. Only a thin black wife beater hides a portion from view. He has a pair of military grade dog tags hanging lazily around his neck. Muscles bulge as he works the draft station, a few spattering of veins running along the bottom of his lightly tanned arms. 
 
    Then, there’s his body. Hard as stone—as if a sculptor made him from a piece of granite. Broad chest, strong, flat stomach with just the ridges of his abs barely visible through his shirt. Long, strong legs encased in dark washed jeans, and combat boots resting on his feet. 
 
    He is divine. 
 
    Licking my lips, I sip on my drink. I think of all the things his strong body can do to mine. Possibly lift me up in his arms by the swell of my ass. Maybe, just maybe, he can hold me against the wall as he feasts on my aching pussy. Damn, just the thoughts running through my mind cause a shiver to tingle up my spine. 
 
    “Is this seat taken?” asks a deep-timbered voice. 
 
    Breaking my gaze with Mr. Bartender, I turn with a smile, noticing it’s the suit sidling up next to me. His eyes feast on the vision in front of him, a spark of desire flitting through his gaze. 
 
    “Not at all,” I say, gesturing. 
 
    Taking a seat, he holds up a finger toward Mr. Bartender. I sit in silence, waiting, and when Mr. Bartender comes to deliver the suits drink, he slides it across the bar toward him. “Here you go, Cole.” 
 
    Hmm, Cole, is it? Fitting name. It’s hard, yet soft. Innocent, yet downright filthy. If I didn’t have a date with Mr. Bartender, I’d definitely try to get in this guy’s pants. At least I know he’s well-endowed. 
 
    Turning toward me, Mr. Bartender smirks, saying, “Name’s Blake. See you later.” 
 
    God, Blake is an even better name. “Sure thing,” I reply with a wink. 
 
    The action doesn’t go unnoticed, either. Not like I was trying to hide it to begin with, but I’m pleasantly surprised Cole caught onto it so fast. 
 
    “Meeting Blake later, huh?” I nod, taking a sip of my Cosmo. “Be careful, he tends to get a little rough.” 
 
    Is he speaking from experience? “Hm, how so?” 
 
    Cole laughs. “I’ve known of a few girls not being able to walk when they get through with him.” 
 
    Perfect. “Such a shame. It appears they don’t know how to take a healthy session of cock.” 
 
    He laughs. “Oh, they do, darling. Trust me.” 
 
    I don’t ask him what he means by that, because there’s no reason to. Not when my first visual of the night was him getting his cock sucked by a stripper. Maybe he just chooses the girls that like it soft and easy? Because I’ll tell you now, there’s a time and place for that stuff, but when you’re as horny as I am, the only thing you want is your pussy fucked until you orgasm all over the guy pounding you. I couldn’t care less if I walk after Blake gets through with me, as long as my pussy is sufficiently used, I’ll be flying on cloud nine. 
 
    For a little while, we sit in comfortable silence. His eyes stray toward the stage behind us, more than likely feasting on the current dancer baring it all.  
 
    Why men want a woman like that, I do not understand. Not that there is anything wrong with being a stripper, because there’s not. But I find a little mystery is well worth it. You wouldn’t want to know what you’re getting for Christmas before you rip off the wrapping paper yourself, would you? In my mind, that’s the same thing. 
 
    A man will be twice as into it with a woman if they are the one taking it all off. 
 
    During a particularly crude rendition of YMCA—yes, the one and only—my clutch buzzes in my hands. Unzipping it carefully, I take my phone out and press the unlock button. 
 
    A smile threatens to rise, but then confusion comes out to play, too. 
 
    Karma: You little slut! How could you go without me? 
 
    Me: I’m at home. I don’t know what you’re talking about. 
 
    I giggle to myself, preparing to lock the screen again when a picture comes through. My eyes widen, heart leaping into my throat. 
 
    Karma: Want to lie to me again? 
 
    Me: How did you get that? 
 
    She doesn’t reply for several minutes. I wait, anxiety ramping up inside me, as nothing more than three dots disappear and reappear, like she’s replying but doesn’t quite know what to say. I sit and wait, but nothing ever comes through. It’s not until I glance toward the top corner of my phone that I freak out, noting I have to be behind the club in six minutes.  
 
    Pushing Karma and that picture to the side, I grab my clutch and get up from my perch at the bar. I’m thirty mind-blowing minutes, possibly an hour, away from being home and fully sated. She can wait for me to reply when I get there. With two Cosmo’s in my system, I’m ready to get laid. I’m nearly weeping for it. 
 
    Saying a half-ass goodbye to Cole, I make my way through the club. My heart pumps faster inside my chest, and my deep, calculating breaths quickly turn into breathy pants. 
 
    After stepping into the bathroom and removing my panties, I shove them in my clutch and push through the door to make my way toward the back entrance. With a quick glance at my phone, I see it’s three minutes, and my blood sizzles in my veins from excitement. It’s been so long since I’ve had a release not by my hand, and I’m so close to the prize I can practically taste it. The taste is sweet, bitches. Damn. 
 
    Pushing through the back door, I carefully make my way down to the rear loading entrance. The first thing I notice is we’re completely alone. The second thing I notice is Blake leaned against the wall with an air of aloofness, puffing on the end of a cigarette. When he spies me, he smiles behind a cloud of smoke. Then, he takes another drag, causing his eyes to light up in the darkness.  
 
    Flicking it away, he beckons me toward him with one finger. “Come here, sexy.” 
 
    I don’t think, I just react. I close the distance between us, dropping my clutch, phone and all on the ground. A hunger overtakes me, and I reach for the back of his neck, jerking his face down to mine before another word can be spoken. Our mouths clash together in need; lips parting so our tongues can start their sensual dance with one another. 
 
    Groaning, I press my body against his. My mind blurs as I feel his hard sternum drag against my breasts. Slickness coats my inner thighs from my lack of panties when I feel his hard cock pushing against my stomach. Blake breaks our heated kiss, his fingers running through my short locks, so he can tilt my head to the side. A sigh falls from between my swollen lips as he nips and kisses along the side of my neck, paying particular attention to the sensitive spot just below my ear. 
 
    “Mm, I need more,” I gasp out, then squeal in surprise when his hands close around my upper thighs and he hoists me into the air. 
 
    Turning around, he presses my back against the wall. Grunts fall from my lips from the strength of hitting the brick,  then having him press against me. But instead of dousing my flames, it only causes them to ramp higher. Wrapping my legs around his waist, I urge him closer and gyrate against his clothed erection. It pulls a groan from deep inside his chest, forcing his hips to thrust back against me. 
 
    “You want me to fuck that tight pussy, baby?” he asks, grinding into me. 
 
    “Yes,” I reply breathlessly, my head leaning forward so I can take his lips once more. 
 
    We grunt and moan into each other, our hips undulating until it just isn’t enough. We both need more; we need everything. 
 
    Holding me with one hand, he raises my dress up past my hips, then reaches down for his belt and button. There will be no need for foreplay; no need to work me up since I’m so wet, I can feel it running down the crack of my ass. All I want is a thick, long cock inside me, tempering the blazing lust I’ve been battling for weeks. 
 
    Within moments, he has his pants around his ankles and a condom on his dick. In my sexual haze, I didn’t even notice him putting on one, but I’m fucking glad that one of us remembered. He breaks away from the kiss, pressing his lips against my collarbone, the top swell of my breasts, and my throat. I feel him at my entrance, my body buzzing so hard I see stars behind my closed eyelids. 
 
    Then, I feel one torturous inch of him slide inside. A feral groan leaves him, and I turn into nothing more than a whimpering mess. Then, another, our matching pants filtering into the cooling night air. 
 
    Oh, God, please. I tighten my legs more, hoping he gets the drift and slams into me. My pussy is clenching like a vice around the head of his dick, convulsing with the need to feel more. But then, I feel nothing—just the harsh, unforgiving concrete scratch my backside as I fall out of his arms and onto the ground. My head bangs back into the brick, and I can’t help the cry of pain I release. That freaking hurt. Felt like someone pelting me in the back of the head with a baseball bat. The back-parking lot dances in my vision, but even I can see what’s going on, and my confusion quickly turns into anger. 
 
    Yes, there will be at least one set of balls ripped off tonight. 
 
    I growl, then yell out into the night air, “What the fuck are you doing here?!”


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 7 
 
      
 
      
 
    This cannot be happening right now! Not when I was so freaking close to getting what I wanted. 
 
    “What the fuck?!” Blake roars out. 
 
    “So, you think it’s okay to touch a seventeen-year-old?!” Quinn hisses, and I cringe when I see him throw a large fist into Blake’s face. 
 
    “Dude, she came onto me.” I roll my eyes when I come to a stand, then sway as a bout of dizziness plagues me. 
 
    “We don’t doubt that.” Callum comes into view then, his hard eyes glaring into Blake’s. “Josh, you’re almost twenty-four years old motherfucker. You know her family; you fucking know her. Shitfire!” 
 
    I will kill them. Every one of them, even though two of the elites aren’t even here. 
 
    “You were her babysitter, man!” I will rip … Say what? There’s no way I heard that right. 
 
    My wide eyes shoot to Blake, seeing a guilty expression twisting his features. Oh, God! No. This is not Joshua Thompson. There’s no way in Hell. Trust me, I’d remember someone that looked like him if he were at my house all the time. Especially if it was every Friday and Saturday night for an entire year. Even with me being as young as I was, it wasn’t that long ago. 
 
    “H-He said his name was Blake,” I whisper, trying to piece together how my Josh is the same guy standing in front of me. I haven’t seen him since I was eleven. How can six years change someone so much where they’re almost unrecognizable? 
 
    “His name is Joshua Blake Thompson, little mouse.” My eyes flick up to Callum, seeing the fury in his tense shoulders and stiff posture. 
 
    Josh is the guy that used to kiss away my nightmares. He used to stay with me until I fell asleep, running his fingers through my hair. He’d let me stay up past my bedtime and eat junk food, watch trashy (age appropriate) movies, and prank call girls on his phone. 
 
    He … Josh was like a brother to me.  
 
    Tears prick at the back of my eyes, the pain from my head long since forgotten. Now, it’s a stitch in my heart, and the longer I sit here and look at him, the more it hurts. 
 
    From the very beginning, he knew who I was. There were no second guesses; no nothing. He played me like a fool just so he could get his rocks off. I shouldn’t feel hurt, because the only thing I was using him for was sex, too. But I can’t help it, Josh and I were close before he moved away. 
 
    “H-How could you?” I whisper, finding enough strength in my legs to push away from the wall. “You were like family, Josh!” 
 
    His eyes snap to mine. “I’ve had a crush on you ever since you were eleven, Jess. Tell me, if you liked me and I started flirting with you, would you turn me down? Shit  no, you’d take any piece of scrap given.” 
 
    “You didn’t have to lie about it. I’ve never known you as Blake, because it’s always been Josh to me.” Now that I look closer and my head isn’t swimming with arousal, I can see the resemblance to the Josh I knew six years ago. It’s there in the barely upturned nose, timid hazel eyes, and strong, jutting chin. 
 
    He sighs regretfully. “I honestly thought you’d recognize me, babe. I’m actually kind of hurt it took Lockridge and his goon for you to put two and two together.” 
 
    I’m actually kind of surprised it took them, too. I guess that’s what happens when you go so long without something you need, because your rational mind has to play catch up. I can’t help myself when a tiny smile peeks through. This may be a mess of epic proportions, but at least they stopped it before it got any further.  
 
    Oh, God … now I owe them one. Jesus fuck. Ugh. 
 
    “Were you ever going to tell me, or just fuck me and call it a night?“ 
 
    “I was going to tell you, I swear. It’s just—you jumped me, then things got all crazy.“ 
 
    I will take responsibility for that one. “Well, I can’t refute that.” 
 
    He chuckles softly as I say, “You have grown since I last saw you.” 
 
    “More ways than one. Took off to the military when I stopped babysitting you; just unlisted a few weeks ago.” 
 
    So, that’s how he got to be so buff. The Josh I remember was a scraggly, little, almost eighteen-year-old with more pimples than smooth face. He had glasses, and hair down to his shoulders. He wasn’t this hunk of a guy standing in front of me. 
 
    He was always so nice to me, too. Besides tonight, I’d bet my left tit—since it’s the smaller of the two—that he’s still that way. I just can’t believe I was turned on by someone I considered a close friend slash brother. 
 
    “You know how weird this is, right?” I ask, taking my lip between my teeth. “Nothing against you, Josh, but I see you as more of a brother than a lover.” 
 
    He takes the hit pretty well, shrugging it off. “I’ll get over it, eventually.” Then his eyes trek away from me, narrowing on Quinn. “You got that hit for free, fucker. Try it again, and I won’t be so understanding next time.” 
 
    Smiling, we say our goodbyes. I watch, with mirth lighting my eyes, as he rights himself and tosses the barely used condom into the dumpster next to us before heading back inside. I don’t know why, but I find it downright hilarious we had a semi-normal conversation while Josh had his dick hanging out like it was a normal occurrence. Maybe it is; who knows? All I know is Josh won’t get that far with me again. 
 
    I’m still grinning after I pick up my stuff and make my way up the side alley, heading toward my loaner. It took me almost all of last period to get my insurance to pick my car up and take it to the shop, then it took me my entire walk home to get a loan delivered for tonight. I’m sure Debra will have a field day. I smirk, because her name is the one I put down for them to send the bill to.  
 
    Gathering the keys out of my clutch, I unlock my door and go to get inside. 
 
    “Where do you think you’re going?” 
 
    Shooting them a look, I say nothing as I get into the car and slam my door behind me. It’s not that I don’t want to talk to them, because a small part of me does. They did just keep me from making a mistake, and it feels like I owe it to them, but nothing good can come of it. It’s still Callum. It’s still Quinn. The two guys that took a front-row seat in my torture. 
 
    I’m also still outrageously pissed at Callum’s earlier display with Alessandra. Oh, It’s over between us, we’re not together anymore—such a crock of bullshit. There is nothing over about those two, not when he’s still filling her up in front of all the people at our school. He may get people to believe his lies, but I’m sure as shit not one of them. 
 
    A knock on my window has me exhaling to the point it ends on a groan. “Jess, stop being so goddamn stubborn.” 
 
    Slapping the lock button, I cast my eyes upward, meeting Callum’s gaze. It’s easy to see the fury and hurt try to battle for victory, but I will not ask him what that is all about. That would mean I care, and I most certainly do not care.  
 
    I don’t. Nope. Not at all. He can fuck, kiss, and date whoever he wants. It’s not for me to say, otherwise. Just like it’s not for him to say who I do those things with, either. 
 
    Shaking my head, I break our connection and push the keys into the ignition. My hand trembles slightly, and it takes a few tries before it slips into the opening. I twist the key, the car firing up the first time, and now a more incessant knocking ensues. 
 
    “You can’t shut us out forever.” I put the car in drive, then press the gas, hearing Callum shout from behind, “We already know what we want, and that’s you! If you leave right now without talking to us, then we accept that as your white flag!” 
 
    I keep driving. What are they going to do? Stare me to death? Not like it will be any different from how it is now.  
 
    He can want on, because it’s not going to happen. With Callum, I already put my heart on the line more times than I can count. One of those times, he took the beating organ into his hand and crushed it, leaving nothing in its place. How many more times should I allow him the opportunity to do that? 
 
    Shaking my head, I turn on the road that leads me back into the heart of Silver Creek. My phone buzzes in my clutch, and without looking, I reach over and get it out. Righting myself, I click the unlock button and slide my finger over the screen. It’s a text. From that unknown ass hat that’s not so unknown. I really wish he’d stop. I mean, seriously—he’s gone through so much to do this, but I already know it’s him. Why try to play me with a burner phone or something? He makes no sense. 
 
    Unknown: Looks like you had a lot of fun tonight, gorgeous. 
 
    A scream I didn’t know was sticking in my throat, launches out into the confines of the car. It’s loud, grating, and to anyone passing by, it would look like I’m having a complete melt-down. I am, but that’s beside the point. I can only take so much, and he is seriously pushing it. So, without waiting, I type back a message, fuming the entire time. 
 
    Me: Fuck you! Get this through your head—I do NOT want to talk to you! 
 
    He texts back almost immediately, his response making my blood boil. 
 
    Unknown: Too bad we don’t always get what we want. You’re mine. 
 
    Huffing in anger, I throw my phone into the passenger seat as I pull to a stop in front of my house. I don’t know how long I sit in the car trying to cool off, but it’s enough time it brings Debra to the front window with her scowling face. Great. Now I have to deal with the beast. Lucky me. 
 
    Gathering my things, I get out and shut the door. I push my anger down inside me as I make my way over to the front door. My steps are slow, each movement physically hurting. My body is so wrung out, I don’t know whether I want to fuck, fight, or go to sleep for a month.  
 
    However, I get none of those choices when I step through the door. Instead, a large object smacks into the side of my head with so much force, it causes me to slam the door shut with my body and teeter in my heels. I fall into the banister, pain immediately exploding inside me. 
 
    “How dare you sully our name!” Debra screams, hitting me again, cracking me against the back. “You get into a fight this morning. You trashed your car and put it in my goddamn name to get fixed!” 
 
    “Ah!” I scream, my back blazing with streaks of fire as she continues to pelt me again, and again, and again. 
 
    Fuck. I didn’t expect this. If she can’t get at you when she wants to, she’s like a psychotic cat lying in wait. Most usually, she waits until I let my guard down and comes into my room of a night. She doesn’t normally attack me at the front door. And the car? That wasn’t my fucking fault! The fight? It was my fault, but only because that bitch was taunting me. 
 
    “You went to that fucking club, knowing what people would think of us!” She hits me again, this time right across the face. My brain rattles inside my skull, and instant pain blooms across my cheek.  
 
    Cracking open my eyes, I see the reason it hurts so much. It’s the paddle; the one with the holes.  
 
    “Do you have any idea what you did?! This morning, tonight, and yesterday!” She pelts me again and again—until I’m nothing more than a mess on the floor at the base of the stairs. 
 
    She continues to hit my back, legs, arms, and head until I see stars dancing around on the back of my eyelids. It hurts. Everything aches; much more than it did at the back entrance of that stripper joint. I’m too weak, too surprised, to push her off and get away. She struck when I least expected it, and now I’m going to pay for it. 
 
    For hours, I lie in the front entrance of the hall, beaten and bruising rapidly. My tear-filled eyes trek over the skin of my arm, seeing the skin darkening right before my vision. A single tear slides out of the corner of my eye, down into my hair on the hardwood floor. It’s been a while since she turned all the lights off, except the one above the stove. Debra had enough and retreated to her room, leaving me on the floor like a piece of trash to toss out. 
 
    Damn, I wish I could pick myself up off the floor, but I just can’t move. I can barely keep my eyes open as my vision darkens around the edges. 
 
    I’ve never been in so much pain before, even during that night all those years ago. The only thing I can manage is feeling around in the semi-darkness, hissing in pain as I come up with my clutch. 
 
    Sliding my arm along the floor, I reach inside and grab my phone. The screen is bright enough to cause stars to dance in my vision. I groan, flicking through the contacts to find the one I want. I press call and mutely cry out in pain as I bring it to my ear. 
 
    As always, it rings, and rings, and rings, then goes to voicemail. 
 
    My vision swims. My head becomes so dizzy I can barely keep myself awake. Darkness closes in rapidly, and there’s nothing I can do to stop it.  
 
    “D-Dad. Please …” My arm falls down to the floor, hand bouncing as unconsciousness sweeps me away.


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 8 
 
      
 
      
 
    It’s been days, four to be exact, since I woke up on the front entryway floor. Days of pain, seething remarks, and doctoring what abrasions Debra left on me. My body is still littered with bruising, but at least it’s fading. Most are a deep purple with spatters of yellow and greens strewn throughout. It no longer hurts as bad, but I still feel stiff. At least, when I’m lying on my bed and not moving. 
 
    However, the thing that makes me almost lose it every time I glance in the mirror is the new addition of a two-inch-long cut that runs along the base of my hairline. It’s deep, but not so deep liquid stitches can’t take care of it, and will no doubt leave an ugly scar since I can’t get it attended to correctly. Since Debra is the one that gave me my battle wounds, I believe it is safe to say they will never get taken care of unless I do it myself. 
 
    Shuffling at the door has my eyes snapping up from the bedsheet. My hackles rise when I see it’s Debra, and she’s standing there with a smug expression on her face. Stupid bitch. I wish I could get ahold of her just once. If my father would ever call me back and tell me what’s what, I’d do it in a heartbeat. I don’t care if he’s been phone silent for almost six months, I’d still gladly live with him than where I am now. 
 
    “Clean yourself up, Jessalyn,” she sneers out. “Cover those marks and make yourself presentable.” 
 
    “For what?” I deadpan. “So, you can beat the shit out of me again? No, thank you.” 
 
    “You will watch your fucking mouth!” She takes a few moments to compose herself before continuing, “I am having a dinner party tonight. The Lockridge, Tannenbay, Malone, and Shawcrass families are coming over. Of course, Mrs. Lockridge cannot attend, but the other’s will be here. Your job is to entertain their sons.” The look she shoots me chills me to the bone. She can’t possibly mean … 
 
    “Oh, yes,” she smirks, enjoying my discomfort, “If you want to act like a whore, then at least I will make sure your little stunts bring this family more societal influence.” 
 
    “You’re crazy if you think I’m doing that,” I fume, sitting up, then wincing as a painful jolt runs through my back. “I fuck who I want, when I want, and you can’t force me to do anything.” 
 
    Her face twists into an angry sneer. “Are you sure about that? Maybe you need another session with the paddle?” 
 
    If she thinks I will cower to her, she better not hold her breath. Sunday was the last time I’d ever do that shit. Yeah, this bitch has a beat down coming her way the second I turn eighteen.  
 
    She may beat me until I’m unconscious, but I’ll die before I beg her not to pimp me out like some common prostitute. She thinks she’s won because she caught me off guard; she didn’t. She just successfully made it where I’m more paranoid around her. She will never get a drop on me again. 
 
    “You realize one of these days I will not hold back anymore, right?” I say, narrowing my eyes. “The moment I turn eighteen, you are fucking mine, bitch.” 
 
    “If you make it to eighteen, whore,” she simpers, leaving the unspoken threat floating through the air as she turns and makes her way to her room. 
 
    A growl of frustration rumbles in my chest as I stare after her. I know the only reason she hasn’t gotten rid of me already is because of my father. It’s the last hold she has against him. But if she thinks he will drop whatever he’s doing and come to the rescue, she’s sorely mistaken. He still hasn’t gotten back to me after I called him Monday night, and it’s Friday. He can’t blame it on not getting my phone calls and texts, either. He did that last time. An excuse is an excuse no matter how many ways you phrase it. 
 
    Glancing at my phone, I see it’s a quarter after five. Most usually, Debra’s dinner parties start at six, which means I have forty-five minutes to get ready. When I rise to my feet, I grunt through the pain. I bite my lip and slowly shuffle toward my bathroom.  
 
    It’s then I hear the caterer’s downstairs, they’re flurrying around, trying their best to get everything ready in time for dinner. How could I miss them? My door’s been open all day, and surely, I would have known something was up. On dinner party days, they usually arrive very early in the morning before I even head out to school. Everything must be perfect, because according to Debra, that’s the “Savoy“ way.  
 
    She must have slipped them an incentive if they could get it done in record time. But Lord knows where she got the money. As far as I know, my father isn’t helping with anything. If Debra’s phone conversation held any lick of truth, he’s actually fighting her, and I know her measly job isn’t paying enough to afford all this. 
 
    Slowly, I make my way to the bathroom. I flip on the light, cringing when I get an eye full of myself in the mirror. It’s so much worse than I thought. I will have to use all of my full-coverage foundation just to tamp it down, and even then, I’m sure some bruises will shine through in the fluorescent lighting. 
 
    With a sigh, I get started. Forty-five minutes is a tight fit to get it all done, but it’s something I have to do. Otherwise … I’d hate to think what would be in store for me. 
 
    It’s six o’clock before I know it. I put the finishing touches on my face, then slip into the dress that magically appeared on the other side of my bathroom door. Donning my Jimmy Choo’s, I fluff my hair, biting my gloss covered lips when my fingers hit a particularly painful spot. 
 
    Leaving my room, I already hear chatter going on downstairs. The lights are bright, which sucks. Hopefully, my foundation won’t melt off and allow people to see what’s hidden beneath its three layers. But even now, my hope is slowly dwindling, because I catch sight of my legs in the mirror at the base of the stairs. 
 
    Each step down the stairs is agonizing. My stomach somersaults with nausea, and I swallow the bile rising in my throat. In times like this, I wish we had an elevator. Maybe then I’d be able to move around the house without pain. 
 
    Coming to a stop at the bottom, I shudder when I get a look at the cracked banister. It’s such a small, hairline fracture no one would notice, but I know it’s there. It’s the exact place my forehead hit when Debra first struck me. In remembering, my hand rises of its own accord, fingertips ghosting along the cut just hidden by my hair. 
 
    Damn, I wish I could kill that bitch. 
 
    I’m still standing there, staring, when I hear a particularly loud laugh that shocks me out of my trance. Taking a deep breath, I pull myself together and make my way to dining room. My heels click against the hardwood floor, a sense of doom looming with each step. Seconds before I come through the opening, I plaster a large smile on my face. 
 
    Inside, I’m dying. Just the stretching of muscles in my jaw nearly brings me to tears. I thought it was getting less sore, not more. But it seems I wasn’t moving around enough. Now that I am, I feel everything she did to me, and it makes my anger that much higher. 
 
    “Oh, here she is!” Debra coos, smiling brightly. Blood. Gashes. Ripping her hair out. Those are all the things I picture as I step down the two stairs and join Debra, stiffening as she places a hand on my lower back. 
 
    “Mother,” I state stiffly and without emotion. Her eyes flash at me once before she pastes on a smile and glances at the person she’s speaking to. 
 
    “You remember my lovely daughter, don’t you, Jeffery?” My eyes rise from hers, and I frown. 
 
    I’ve never met this man a day in my life, so how could he know me. But that’s how it is in Silver Creek. You pretend everyone knows you because the thought of no one even hearing of your name is a travesty. 
 
    “Yes,” he oozes sensuality, grabbing my hand to lift it to his lips for a kiss. My world tilts on its axis from the jarring pain, but I remain steadfast, emotionless. 
 
    “I’m terribly sorry, sir, but … do I know you?” I see my mother frown hard in my peripheral. 
 
    I wait for his answer, but the fingers at the small of my back pinch, causing my lips to fall apart on a harsh breath. Twisting my head, I give Debra a look of outrage, but she merely smiles and keeps her attention on Jeffery. 
 
    “How very clumsy of me,” he says, looking between Debra and me, confusion twisting his features before he thinks better of it and smooths them out. “I came at the end of last year. Quinn, my son, goes to school with you now.”  
 
    Still doesn’t answer my question on how he knows who I am. Like I said, I’ve never seen him before, and Quinn and I aren’t exactly the best of friends. I doubt I even matter enough to make conversation about at home. 
 
    “Quinn is your son?” I ask, changing topics. 
 
    He smiles. “Yes. He and the other boys are outside near the pool if you wish to join them.” 
 
    I don’t, but I’d rather be out there than in here. It seems like Debra is pushing us together, even without knowing what went on between the four of us. I doubt she even cares just as long as she gets her way. I’m only here tonight to impress and take care of her dining guest’s sons. 
 
    “That would be lovely.” Gag! I’d rather choke on a ten-inch cock. 
 
    Debra shots me an expectant gaze filled to the brim with menace when she leads Jeffery Tannenbay away. Giving her my best “resting bitch face,” I turn away and cringe with every step as I make my way outside.  
 
    I’d rather be anywhere than here right now. Just having to play nice with the guys doesn’t settle well in my queasy stomach. Plus, the fact of what Callum said Monday night, about all of them wanting me, I hope they have some common sense to know I’m just not into it, that I’m being forced. 
 
    One can hope, right? 
 
    Pushing open the back door, I slip outside. My eyes land on them at the same time theirs land on me. Callum pushes up out of the lounger, straightening his suit jacket. A suit jacket he fills out a little too well. Screw him for being so perfect looking. 
 
    “Hello, boys.” I make my way over to them, trying to hide my pain behind a strained smile. 
 
    “Jess.” Callum greets me, then does something completely unorthodox. He raises my hand to his lips, pressing a soft kiss to the back. I gasp. I hate how my body warms at the sentiment. It should feel nothing. Get with the program, you little bitch, I chastise myself. 
 
    He gestures for me to take his spot on the lounger, and I have to say, I do a double take. Callum’s never been this … nice. Especially since he came back from Santa Barbara.  
 
    Ellis, Quinn, and Asher also look at me expectantly, but the only thing I do is stand there and stare back at all four of them. They don’t know it’s physically agonizing just from the thought of sitting down then getting right back up. 
 
    Waving him off, I say, “I’m good.” 
 
    “Those heels don’t look comfortable. Come on. Sit down,” Quinn says. Quit being nice, douchebag! 
 
    Fuck. I blink, then suck in a slow breath as I contemplate. My eyes meet Ellis’ and I see him peering down at me strangely, like he’s physically assessing me, and I don’t like it. There is no way he can know what happened here the other night. Also, what I’m going through right now. He’s not in tune with me. He doesn’t even know me. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Are you still hurt?” How could he possibly … Oh, he’s talking about the club. “Cal and Quinn told me you fell hard.” 
 
    “Yes,” I lie. “I’m still a little sore.” You have no idea, buddy. I’m practically a punching bag. 
 
    Without waiting for me to ask, he steps forward and helps me sit down. I can’t stop the half gasp-half sob from forcing itself through my lips as he grabs my arm and lowers me. He doesn’t step back for several seconds. Long enough that my eyes rise to meet his, seeing him gazing down at me in suspicion. 
 
    “What?!” I snap out, a little too loudly. 
 
    He shakes his head, then glances at the others before meeting my eyes once more. “You seem to be a lot worse than they thought, are you sure you’re okay?” 
 
    Inside, I’m a ball of anxiety. Yeah, he probably knows what happened when Callum and Quinn were at the club, but not after. The only two people that know about that are Debra and I, and she sure as fuck will not let it slip to anyone. It’d make her look bad. 
 
    “Yeah—” I start to say, but I’m cut off. 
 
    “Holy fuck!” Asher rages out, stepping toward me. 
 
    I jump, startled by his loud outburst. Then, fear leeches into every part of my being when he drops onto his knees in front of me. He takes my face between his large, rough hands. I’m about to ask him what the fuck is up when a dark coldness enters his eyes, effectively keeping my trap shut. His eyes stare at my face, searching for something, but then I remember. The cut on my forehead. Shit. 
 
    “What happened to you?” he growls, hard eyes piercing into mine. 
 
    I try to pull away from him, hoping to hide the cut with my hair, but he refuses to let go of my face. There’s so much fury in his gaze it makes me breathless. It could go so bad if they find out what really happened. Or would they even care? My money is on they would, but only because they didn’t get to make me hurt, it was someone else doing it for them. 
 
    What if his reaction is real, though? You can’t fake that shit, right? I can, but I’ve had years of practice. However, Asher, he looks pissed on my behalf. Like someone hurt his favorite toy, and he wants revenge. I shouldn’t find that hot, but I do. No one’s ever reacted that way before.  
 
    “It’s nothing.” 
 
    “It’s not nothing, Jessalyn,” he whisper-yells. “That cut is deep. It needs stitches.”  
 
    He glances over his shoulder at Callum, fuming. “You didn’t tell me she was hurt this badly, dick!” 
 
    My eyes turn shimmery with tears as my gaze connects with Callum’s. He has a look of shock resting along his handsome face as he searches my gaze. “She wasn’t, Asher. She didn’t hit her forehead on anything.”  
 
    Why does it sound like the very idea of me hurting tears him up inside? He’s so confusing. They all are. How can they just flip a switch, after everything, and treat me like I’m important? Someone can’t just turn it off after so long of being treated unfairly. Two years they treated me like shit. There’s no way I can pretend like it didn’t happen. 
 
    So, diffusing the situation is what I need to do. It will help with these unwanted thoughts and their apparent rage. If not, then they’re all going to be asking questions they don’t have the right to know the answers to. I’m not their problem. They’re not mine. It’s best if we keep our distance. 
 
    “I, uh, hit my head on the, um, sink in the bathroom.” Good way to convince them! “I was trying to get my makeup, and I slipped on the rug. I fell forward and cracked my head on the side of it.” 
 
    All four of them look at me like they don’t believe me. They shouldn’t, but I will not tell them that. I’m preparing an argument, I shouldn’t even have to get ready for, when Asher does something that silences me and almost makes the tears fall.  
 
    Ever so slowly, he leans toward me and presses his lips against the cut, as if his kiss will make it all better. His pressure isn’t too hard or too soft—it’s just right. I’m too stunned to push him away; too speechless to do anything but allow his warmth to seep into me. 
 
    It feels … good. Almost too good. Fuck, I’m so screwed. 
 
    I fight to keep my resolve to ignore them and their alluring presence. But in moments like this, I’d need the strength of ten Gods not to succumb. His touch is the first in a long time that isn’t for harm or pleasure, just to make me feel better. It tugs on the heartstrings; I tell you. But I can’t let myself slip. If I do, I’ll lose myself completely.


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 9 
 
      
 
      
 
    How did I know this would happen? This is just my luck. No matter what I want to happen, it always ends up happening in reverse. People always take it upon themselves to force me to do shit I don’t want to do. 
 
    “Are you going to fight me or come willingly?” Callum smiles. I loathe what that smile does to me. It makes me all tingly; needy. 
 
    Ugh. Why does this have to be so hard? Does he not get I want nothing to do with them? He just can’t keep forcing himself on me, expecting my decision to change. That’s not how it works. At least, not in the real world. 
 
    “Leave. Me. Alone.” I huff out. 
 
    Like he’s freaking deaf or something, Callum reaches over and grabs my sports bag from my shoulder, anyway. Or, tries to, I should say. My fingers wrap tightly around the strap, and I give a small jerk to loosen his hold. Only, it doesn’t. My ministrations only make him smile wider. He knows he’s getting to me, and he likes it—this push and pull we have between us. 
 
    You know what … Fuck; I like it, too. But that doesn’t mean I’m going to go through this every day. I don’t need him. I only need myself. Why is this so freaking hard? 
 
    “Just give in, little mouse. It’s inevitable.” 
 
    I can’t stop the laugh that barrels its way from my throat. “You think it’s that easy, huh? You say something, then expect me to go along with it? Dream on.” 
 
    “Jess,” he says in warning. Let me tell you—that warning goes straight to my neglected pussy. Just something about a man, even if you hate him, when he uses that dominating, grunting voice—it causes shivers. 
 
    It’s the first time he’s raised his voice to me—besides that yelling scene outside the club—since I told him about what happened two years ago. He’s been disgustingly sweet, as have the other boys. Well, except for that Monday when he beckoned Alessandra to sit in his lap. Other than that, I hate to say it, but he’s been the Callum I knew before he left the summer after our freshman year. 
 
    It sucks, man. Because now I have to force my anger out on this version of him. Don’t get me wrong, Callum the person deserves my wrath more than anyone else, but not this version if that makes sense. I hope it does, anyway. 
 
    “Cal,” I fume right back at him. “I don’t have time for your shit. The last bell rang a few minutes ago, and I need to get to the locker room to get ready for the first round of tryouts. Step. Aside.” 
 
    Instead, he steps forward, his advance forcing me to take a step back to keep our bodies from touching. “Make me.” 
 
    Shit. There are those little tingles again. 
 
    Is he …? My eyes shoot upward, catching the devilish gleam shining in his gaze. This motherfucker is teasing me! There is no way to misconstrue his body language. Trust me, I have been reading men’s bodies since the beginning of tenth grade. I know them. How they move, react—what they desire. 
 
    “Teasing won’t get you anywhere with me, Cal,” I warn. At least, I hope it won’t. Dear Fucking-Fuck, why does he have to be so hot? 
 
    Taking his lip between his pearly whites, I fight the shudder begging to rip through me when my eyes drop to them. “Is that so? I think someone’s a liar.” 
 
    “I think someone’s a dick,” I counter, quirking a brow. 
 
    We both stand there in silence, his imposing figure to my petite, and in each second the air around us gets more stifling. There’s a sexual charge sifting through the air, and it almost feels too good to resist. Even though I know I should, because nothing good can come from falling into back into the “Callum and Jess” show. But man, it’s hard.  
 
    Only this time, wouldn’t it be the “Callum, Quinn, Asher, Ellis, and Jess” show? God, I don’t even know. It’s all so messed up. Especially the part where each boy, in their own right, causes a part of me to soften and turn weak. 
 
    Like the fact Ellis insists on carrying my books to and from class every freaking day. Even though I ignore him, he does it, not asking for anything in return. 
 
    Or that Quinn and Asher act like my personal bodyguards. Again, even though I ignore them.  
 
    No one told me that ignoring them would be harder than just talking to them.  
 
    Callum? He goes straight for my weakness. Sex. He uses his body against me every chance he gets. For the past week and a half, this is the only conversation I’ve held with any of them. Most usually, I snub them, obviously. But the amazing thing is, they don’t seem to worry. It’s like … just being in my presence is enough. Besides Callum, that is. He’s made himself very clear on what he wants. 
 
    I can tell my disregard for him is getting under his skin. Or else, he wouldn’t have pulled me to the side and started this version of foreplay. Callum is really transparent when he wants to be, and since the night at that club, I’ve been able to read him like a book. I’m sure there’s nothing I can’t ask that they wouldn’t tell me, but I can’t bring myself to go down that road.  
 
    Honestly, though, what did he expect? He lied about being done with that queen bee bitch. He willingly chose her over the truth. There has to be a point where you just say, “No, it’s not happening.” 
 
    “Savoy!” Both mine and Callum’s heads turn toward the sound of my coach’s voice. He’s standing there, beefy arms crossed across his chest, staring hard at Callum. 
 
    “Rice.” Callum says in greeting. 
 
    “Lockridge,” Coach Rice hisses indignantly.  
 
    I look between both of them, noticing their rigid stances and narrowed eyes. Something tells me they don’t like each other too much. But why? Coach Rice gets along with everyone, when he’s not his silently, brooding self, that is. He doesn’t smile like a regular person, but he’s not outwardly hostile, either. He’s only about ten years my senior, and if he weren’t wearing a scowl twenty-three hours a day, I’m sure he’d be handsome in his own right. 
 
    “Is there something I should know?” I ask. 
 
    “Just get changed and warm up, Savoy. Lockridge and I are going to have a talk.” My eyes round in their sockets, and what’s even more unbelieving is the fact Callum hands me my sports bag without so much as a word. Not even a peep. 
 
    Yeah, there’s definitely something going on. 
 
    Hesitantly taking my bag, Callum meets my eyes for a brief moment, face softening as he smiles. He dismisses me and glances back toward Coach Rice. With a brain full of questions, I take off down the steps and head toward our locker room.  
 
    Chancing a glance over my shoulder, I see Callum’s nostrils flare in outrage as Coach Rice’s hands wave frantically all around him. Callum’s hands clench and unclench at his sides, preparing for a fight. His chest puffs up, and I have a feeling if he and my coach were to go rounds, Callum would come out the victor. 
 
    That’s all I need. The guy that doesn’t leave me alone to get into a fistfight with the man that coaches the team. This can go really badly. So much so, that I don’t even make the team this year, no matter how good I am. If that happens, Callum will have a lot more to worry about than my silence. I swear, I’ll end him. 
 
    Fast-Pitch is the only hobby I have that takes my mind off everything. Yes, I have sex, but I do that strictly to make the memories quiet in my mind. During softball, there is nothing except me, the field, and the bat and ball in my hands. I don’t think, except for going through the plays. I don’t react if something goes bad. I just am.  
 
    With the smell of fresh-cut grass, grilled hotdogs, and the crack of a bat—I’m free. I’m no longer the girl that sleeps around. I’m not the girl that got raped at a party. I am Savoy—Varsity hind catcher for the Silver Creek High Wolverines. 
 
    I push open the door to the locker room and all talking ceases. I barely withhold rolling my eyes as I go to my cubicle, tossing down my things. Reaching over my head, I take my shirt off. My push-up bra goes right afterward. Quickly sifting through my bag for a sports bra and cut-off, I don them and finish getting ready. 
 
    “I hear the guys have a little hard on for you?” Alessandra spits from behind me. 
 
    This is the only thing I hate about being here. I have to put up with her ass. She’s not even that fucking good, either! I don’t know how she keeps getting on the team every year, because I can tell you now, she gets no playing time. Money shouldn’t buy her a position, because it doesn’t with the other girls. Coach Rice isn’t like that. 
 
    “They can do whatever they want to with their hard on’s,” I say, then turn toward her. “Maybe they just don’t like pathetic bitches throwing themselves at their feet.” I tap a finger against my chin. “Maybe they want a challenge.” I nearly squirm with the truth in my words. 
 
     She scoffs. “What challenge is that? Seeing how many dicks Savoy can take at the same time?” 
 
    “Wouldn’t you like to know?” I give her a smile, then grab my glove and push past her. 
 
    “He will never choose you! We’re already back together and that is how it will stay!” 
 
    Turning around, I walk backwards toward the door, smirking. “Whatever you need to tell yourself to sleep better at night. We all know you’re just a puppet on Lockridge’s strings.” 
 
    You are not hurting. You don’t care what Callum does. Remember, he can fuck, suck, kiss, and date who he wants, I remind myself. 
 
    “I’m his puppet?” She walks toward me, fury lining her every step. “I’ll fucking show you. Girls!” 
 
    Just as my back hits the door, a dozen arms shoot out and grab me. Without thinking, I growl and hit the first person I come across. I’ll be damned if I go down easy. No, it will have to take all of them, and even then, I’ll go down swinging. 
 
    My fist jabs right into Alessandra’s nose, a sickening crunch echoing through the locker room. Her eyes automatically tear up. But I have to give it to her, she doesn’t make a peep regarding pain. Instead, the moment blood rushes from her nose, she gives me a cruel smile and wipes it off with the back of her hand. 
 
    I’m twisting, turning, kicking, and fighting to get out of their hold. Nails dig into the skin of my arms and legs, making half crescent moon markings, and tiny drops of blood plump up on the wounds. More hands dart out, punching, slapping, scratching. Tennis shoes kick, stomp, and beat me into the ground until the girls holding me have to let go or go down with me. 
 
    During all this, I don’t make a sound. If that bitch didn’t when I obviously broke her nose, then I refuse to be weaker than her. A grunt catches in my throat as a particularly hard kick connects with my stomach. I twist on my side, gasping for air as fingers weave through my short locks. Jerking my face up to hers, Alessandra rears her arm back and slams it forward. Instant pain assaults my right eye, feeling like the eyeball burst in its socket. 
 
    “Next time you think of talking trash to me, think again, bitch.” She shoves me away, then straightens her appearance before stepping over my body and walking out the door. 
 
    After all the other girls filter out after her, many of them getting one last kick in, I simply lie there. My body aches from their beating, but it’s nothing compared to what Debra puts me through. I know if it was just me and Alessandra, I could wipe the floor with her ass. But when it’s a whole team of people against one? The odds aren’t in my favor. 
 
    “Stupid cunt,” I release, shifting until I’m sitting upright. My face stings from their beastly claws, and my stomach feels like a dumbbell has hit me repeatedly. 
 
    Slowly rising to my feet, I just straighten all the way when the door to the locker room opens, nearly pummeling my face. Jesus Christ, who’s trying to kill me now? 
 
    “What happened here?” Coach Darcy exclaims, then shock overrides her features as she gets a good look at me. “Are they really at this again? Who was it this time?” 
 
    Waving her off, my tongue darts out, and I gag at the taste of copper filling my mouth. I get a mouth full, then spit it on the ground by my feet. “Don’t worry about it.” 
 
    “Jess, you can’t keep going on like this.” She gives me a look of worry “They’re taking things too far. It wasn’t near as bad last year.” 
 
    Yeah, because they didn’t have the “elite’s” here to see what they’re doing. They think just because they’re here, the people in this school need to make their bullying physical, so they don’t appear weak. It doesn’t matter if Callum put out the word I’m no longer a target for their vicious games. Sometimes, beating something into someone so much can’t be reversed. 
 
    “Don’t worry about it,” I say again, more forcefully, as I shove past her and head up to the main area of the gym. 
 
    Just when I think I got away from Coach Darcy. Just when I think I can put that crap behind me, I almost trip over my own feet when I come to the top of the stairs. 
 
    This is fucking stalking! 
 
    “Go. Away!” I scream before I can get a handle on my emotions. 
 
    Everyone in the gym jerks their attention toward me. My eyes trail over all of them, seeing the girls laughing and giggling behind their hands. Then, my eyes stray to all four guys, seeing them tilt their head to look at me. Their faces turn stony and hard within seconds.  
 
    I don’t take the time to notice their half-naked bodies dressed in workout gear. Nor do I take the time to notice, or even care, that they’re not supposed to be in here. They allow only the baseball and softball team to be in the gym for practices—or tryouts—I should say. 
 
    In eerie synchronization, all four guys run their eyes from the top of my head to the bottom of my tennis shoes. Their gaze is slow, accessing. But when they finally bring their eyes back up to mine, I see the heat and fury dancing in their eyes. 
 
    Quinn breaks rank and stomps over to me, his muscles vibrating from thinly veiled control. “Who did this?” 
 
    “You all are irritating,” is all I say, making to turn away. 
 
    His hand slaps out, fingers wrapping around my wrist, tightening. “I will not ask again, Jess.” 
 
    Jerking my hand out of his hold, I round on him. My chest rises and falls rapidly, as I, too, fight for control. “Don’t pretend you—as if all of you—care.” 
 
    “This was your last warning. After this, we won’t play nice,” Callum calls out, and I can’t help the shiver that wracks my body. 
 
    Four sets of growls sound off as I turn my back on them, slowly making my way over toward the softball team. I couldn’t care less what they want from me. It doesn’t mean they will get it. 
 
    Not in this town. 
 
    Not in the real world. 
 
    Not in Silver Creek High.


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 10 
 
      
 
      
 
    Silence, when defined as a verb, means—cause to become silent; prohibit or prevent from speaking. 
 
    When defined as a noun, it means—complete absence of sound. 
 
    Now, good people, riddle me this—does it say anywhere that silence means you have to be up someone’s ass all the time? Does it say if you don’t talk to someone that means you want to be around them? 
 
    No, I don’t think it does. I could be wrong about that, but, yeah, I don’t think I am. I may not be a Miss. Smarty-Pants, but I sure as shit know what one word means. But apparently to the guys, silence is a catastrophic tragedy, and “no” is not really in their vocabulary. 
 
    They follow me. Everywhere. Every day.  
 
    Callum even parks by the curb every fucking morning, then follows me to school. He does that because he knows if he tried to force me to ride with him, I would throw a bitch fit of epic proportions. 
 
    It. Is. Ridiculous! 
 
    It makes me homicidal! I haven’t had a smidge of privacy. Because, you know, they wiggled their way into my house, too. You think I’m joking, but no. They’re there. All the time. There is at least one guy at dinner every night. On the “special nights,” which aren’t really that special if you ask me, all four are there. Talk about an uncomfortable situation. Debra glaring at me, while the guys pretend to be staring at the walls. Also, the forced conversations, too. Especially from my side. Geez. Crickets, y’all. Crickets. 
 
    Yeah, it’s about as bad as your boyfriend coming to your house for the first time and your parents showing him your baby pictures. Not just any baby pictures, either. I’m talking about the embarrassing ones; the pictures where you are naked with only a smile and popsicle in your hand. 
 
    That’s me. That’s my life.  
 
    Oh, and don’t even get me started on their thought of personal boundaries. If I thought it was terrible before, it has nothing on how they are now. They don’t have any, and they enjoy slipping past mine.  
 
    Ever since that day in the gym, the guys haven’t left my side except to sleep, practice, and shower. Even then, I’m pretty sure one of them camps in the treehouse in my backyard. I can’t prove it, but I have my assumptions. The little Debbie snack cake wrappers dotting the ground by the base of the tree are a clear indicator of someone’s presence. 
 
    I didn’t think it would be this hard. When I walked out of Callum’s bedroom, I thought that was the end. They wouldn’t try to get with me and wouldn’t bother with any of that other shit. Oh, how wrong I was. This entire time, I thought they were just pretending, but let me tell you, if this is pretending, I’d hate to see reality. 
 
    They. Are. Everywhere! 
 
    They tease me with their presence. Taunt me with heated looks and scorching, delicious touches before I can pull away from them. And, it’s not like I can say I don’t like it. As bad as I hate to admit it, I’m addicted to a man’s touch. Their voice, smell, taste—it’s become a living, breathing entity inside me. One I haven’t been able to feed in a long time. 
 
    They’re wearing me down, and I’m too stubborn to admit defeat. I still have this driving need inside me to ignore them, to disregard their presence as if they don’t light my entire world on fire. 
 
    “So, what’s for dinner tonight?” Asher sidles up to me. Again, I leave him with nothing but silence. 
 
    “I know what I want,” Ellis seduces, trailing a finger down my arm. Leaning in, he whispers into my ear, “It involves your legs wrapped around my head, and my tongue on that juicy, little clit.” 
 
    See! You see what I’m talking about! Who in their right mind can resist something like that? Their teasing is relentless. 
 
    It’s been a month of the same thing. Their mischievous taunts, barely there caresses—I’m at the end of my rope with all of them! My body is running high on adrenaline whenever they’re around, and I honestly have no idea how long I can keep this up. Eventually, I’ll crash, and when I do, I’m taking the lot of them with me. 
 
    I sigh, slamming my locker door closed. I go to swing my bag onto my shoulder, but a strong, steady hand stops me. This time, I huff in frustration. My gaze rises to the insufferable bastard smiling down at me, looking too sexy for his own good. 
 
    “Give in to me, little mouse,” Callum teases, his fingers trailing down my arm, causing fresh goosebumps to rise in his wake. 
 
    Silence is the only thing that meets him. His eyes crinkle with barely restrained laughter. “How much longer do you think you can hold out?” he asks, then steps forward. His movement forces me to step back until I’m flush against my locker. My body vibrates with tension—of the sexual kind. Leaning down, he puts his lips against my ear, softly kissing the lobe. I swallow hard as a jolt of electricity zaps through me. “All it would take is one word.” 
 
    He wasn’t lying when he said they wouldn’t play nice. I just didn’t take the time to believe a word out of his mouth. Now, though, the warnings he gave me are making a lot more sense. Where the guys can bring torture and pain, they can also bring extreme amounts of pleasure.  
 
    This is downright evil, using a girl’s body against her when she wants nothing to do with them. It’s bullshit, bullshit, bullshit, with an extra dose of bullshit! 
 
    I let myself slip for the first time in a month. “Go. Away.” 
 
    “Holy fuck!” Ellis cries out in mock pleasure. His boisterous voice has my gaze snapping to him, watching as he grabs his dick and heart at the same time, then falls back into the lockers. “I can’t decide if it’s my heart or my dick that’s about to explode.” 
 
    A round of snickers sound out through the hallway. But instead of the usual bullying timbre, they’re light-hearted. Not what they usually are in association to me. 
 
    “Ellis, you’re embarrassing,” I whisper, cheeks tingeing a delicate shade of pink. I barely refrain from stomping my foot in the process, which speaks highly of my restraint. I push against Callum’s chest, but all I get in return is warm muscles and a low-timbered growl reverberating inside his chest at my touch.  
 
    Silence has been my best friend for four long weeks. Now, within five minutes, I’ve broken that vow twice. Screw them! Why is it so hard to understand I need distance? You’d think, with as intelligent as they are, they would understand and grant my wish. No such luck, though. None. 
 
    If anything, it’s made them push me harder. I have no doubt they will continue to do this until I snap, then it will be all over. For all of us.﻿ 
 
    They’re even bothering Karma for Christ’s sake, and Davis isn’t too happy about that. I sincerely believe if Ellis touches Karma one more time, Davis will deck him—elite status be damned. Now, that will be a sight to see. Actually, I’d probably pay for it. Ever since the elite have been sticking to me like glue, nothing has happened. It’s awesome not needing to look over my shoulder at school, but it makes for an extremely boring day. 
 
    And a bored Jessalyn, is a Jessalyn that finds mischief to get into. 
 
    “Guys, she’s said something. Twice in one day,” Ellis chirps, smiling from ear to ear. “I think we’ve seen a miracle.” 
 
    I turn a glare on him. “I’m just tired of you all being up my ass.” 
 
    “I don’t mind that position,” he fires back with a wink. 
 
    The flush on my cheeks deepen, spreading down onto my neck and the top of my chest. As I’m about to say something else that might result in another lewd remark, I’m saved by the bell. Karma walks up to me with Davis trailing behind her. His eyes immediately seek out Ellis,’ penetrating him with a slanted glare. It’s not even like Ellis touches Karma inappropriately or anything, I just think Davis hates him. 
 
    “Do you want to hit up a party tonight?” Her eyes go from me to the behemoth holding me against the lockers, appearing unfazed.  
 
    I love that she thinks of me now. Ever since I found out Karma and Davis had been going to parties without me it chaffed my ass a little. When I told her that, she assured me that wasn’t her intention. She just didn’t think I would want to go to either Lovell or Tannenbay’s parties, which she was right. Now, though, she runs things past me even if I decline the invitation. 
 
    “Who’s throwing it?” Out of the corner of my eye, my wall of three bodyguards all glance between each other.  There would be four, but the fourth won’t get the fuck out of my personal space.  
 
    They’re eerily silent, which isn’t like them. I know I should chuck it up as a miracle, but I can’t fight the feeling that they know about this party and chose not to tell me. If that’s the case, then I really want to know, because that means they didn’t want me to attend in the first place. 
 
    “Guys?”  
 
    Asher smiles cheekily. “We’re not going. We have plans tonight.”  
 
    Yeah, the same plans they do every godforsaken night, but that doesn’t mean mine have to be the same. Remember? I’m on a mission. The “fuck them and stay silent” kind. 
 
    Turning toward Karma, I give her a wide smile. “I’m in.” 
 
    “Then we’re in,” Quinn says, leaning back against the row of lockers. He gives me a flirty smile, but the only thing I give him in return is a blank stare. No emotions. No nothing. Just a blank-as-fuck glower. 
 
    “Why do you all insist on torturing me?” 
 
    Callum chuckles, the sound hitting me right between the apex of my thighs. “This is your own doing, little mouse, I gave you fair warning.”  
 
    My breath catches in my chest when I feel his lips graze my cheek. Holy shit. He needs to back up. Like, right now. I haven’t had a release in months, and if I come just from the lightest touch of his lips against my skin, in the middle of this hallway, it will piss me off. 
 
    Don’t lose your shit. Don’t lose your shit. Don’t lose your shit, I repeat the mantra in my head over and over. Callum is the one that tugs at the nerve more than the others. Honestly, if the other three hadn’t done what they did at the beginning of school, they wouldn’t be that bad to hang around. But they did, therefore, I must hate them. 
 
    “Cal, step off,” I grit out. 
 
    “Mmm.” He runs his nose along the side of my neck, an arm wrapping around my waist to pull me closer. “I love it when you try to be forceful. Come on, babe, make me.” 
 
    My legs squeeze together, trying to mute the ache blooming in my core. Callum must feel the movement, because his lips pull back from his teeth against the skin of my cheek in a predatory smile. He knows he’s getting to me, and he’s loving every second of it. But I hate it. Not the feeling, just the person causing them. 
 
    My eyes flit to Karma, seeing hers round in shock. “Little help here, Karm.” 
 
    Callum has been a little more hands on today, and to be frank, it’s frustrating. It also makes it extremely hard to stay mad at him; especially when I know he deserves all my ire. He doesn’t get forgiveness so easily. He doesn’t deserve it. Even if my body is yelling at me to give in, I won’t. 
 
    “Um,” Karm stammers, peering between the two of us. “Davis help me out here, please.” 
 
    I hear a huff of indignation sound from behind her before Davis steps around her, meeting Callum’s stare. “Lockridge, man, it’s about time to admit defeat and you all go on your way. Jess has told you plenty of times to leave her alone. Respect her wishes and fucking do it.” 
 
    Even I can hear the hesitance in his voice. Few people at this school willingly go toe-to-toe with the “great” elite boys. Instead, they usually hide behind fist bumps and half hugs, like they are the best of friends, when in reality they’re killing them with their glares. It’s sick if you really think about it. People are so thirsty for a bit of spotlight that they will go along with what these four guys say.  
 
    “No one asked you, D. You sure you want to do this,” Callum says, putting a bit of a bite in his words. It makes me squirm more. There’s just something about that … damn, it makes me want to climb him like a tree. 
 
    “You apparently didn’t ask her, either,” Davis deadpans. 
 
    “Step off, D,” Ellis hisses. 
 
    “You’re going to let your girl get you hurt.” Quinn smiles like he likes the sound of that. Psycho. 
 
    Tense silence flows between all four guys and Davis for several minutes. It’s long enough that some students walk by gawking, while others—inconspicuously—hold up their cell phones, hoping they can get a little video of the altercation. But it’s clear that Davis knows he’s outnumbered, and I’d really hate for Davis to get hurt on my account. He did nothing wrong. I’d feel like total shit if he were to get injured mid-season. 
 
    I sigh. “Don’t worry about it, Davis. It’s not like they’ll listen, anyway.” It’s true. They haven’t yet. 
 
    Relief is palpable in the drooping of his shoulders. Karma gives him a dumbfounded look before he takes her hand with his. She gives me a tight smile, her eyes flicking to the surrounding boys, before she allows Davis to pull her away. I know what she’s trying to say without voicing it. She’s worried. You know what, so am I. If I thought they bullied me hard before—well, when they want something, they go balls to the wall even harder. 
 
    “Now that’s taken care of, what are we doing tonight?” Callum says, pushing his face into the curve of my neck. He places soft, open mouth kisses along the column of my throat, compelling a tremble to rack my frame. 
 
    They’re never going to stop. No matter what I do or don’t do, they will always be there, tapping on my window in hopes that I’ll let them in. It is apparent because they keep disregarding what I say. It was even more apparent with the way they all went against Davis just now. 
 
    They will never stop. Not until I concede just a little and make them believe they’re wearing me down. 
 
    “I guess we’re hanging out at my house.” I sigh. 
 
    I can withstand whatever these guys do because I have to. To save myself; to save what little piece of heart I have left. I got this. They can try to storm my walls and chip at the ice surrounding my heart, but I won’t give in. I will be strong. 
 
    I hope.


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 11 
 
      
 
      
 
    Late fall turns into early winter. The trees have long since lost their vibrant leaves, and now most of them are brown and decaying on the ground under my feet. Cold wind cuts through me like a knife, but instead of leaving behind cuts like a serrated edge of a knife, it’s sort of invigorating. 
 
    I make my way toward the school, arms wrapped tight around me. My slightly longer hair twirls and slaps against the side of my wind burned cheeks. It’s perfect. Besides spring, this is my favorite time of the year. With Thanksgiving over, I can now focus on being one stop closer to it being my birthday. 
 
    I take a quick glance over my shoulder, but the sight that greets me is the sight I’ve been seeing since I stepped out of the house this morning. Callum and the guys didn’t follow me. I didn’t know until I was halfway to school how much them being there became such a huge part of my daily routine.  
 
    Also, as bad as I hate to admit it, there was this little knock in my heart when I didn’t see them. They would always smile from the car, wave or blow kisses, then follow me to school as if they are my personal bodyguards. I hate that I take notice. But in the back of my mind there’s this tiny little voice saying, you know you like it. Admit it. It’s so frustrating because I know it’s the truth. A truth that makes me feel so unbelievably weak.﻿ 
 
    I heave my bag high onto my shoulder, a weary sigh slipping from my chapped lips. How did I let this happen? They wiggled their way into my personal life, and by the time I realized how ingrained they were, it was far too late. Now if dinner starts without at least one of them, Debra asks me—like a sane person—where they’re at. I don’t know if it’s because they are children of very influential families, but I’d be a damn liar if I said their presence didn’t make my life easier at home. 
 
    “Jessalyn!” Someone shouting my name has me stopping with a jolt. Craning my neck, I see Karma skid around the corner, almost face planting into a row of lockers. 
 
    “Jesus Christ, Karm.” I grab her to keep from her falling. “What’s the rush?” 
 
    Her eyes catch on mine, and the fear practically bleeding from her irises cause my breath to catch. “Y-You need to come now.” She turns to leave, and when I don’t follow, she grabs ahold of my arm and jerks me after her. “Right now! I’m not kidding.” 
 
    What has her so torn up? Most usually, Karma is as blissful as a spring flower in full bloom. She’s hardly ever mad, upset, and she has no fear. The only time she seems to be anything close to that is when Ellis picks on her. But then she takes it in stride, and now, Davis does to. It’s weird seeing them and my friends together.  
 
    So, whatever has her in such a tizzy has to be something big. 
 
    Allowing her to pull me through the hall, we take the steps two at a time. I’m vaguely aware of her pulling me into the senior hallway. Vaguely aware of the students crowded into a big circle, surrounding a group of people yelling, cussing, and the sound of skin slapping against skin.  
 
    Oh, shit. Is Davis in a fight again? I swear, it’s a wonder he keeps his spot on the football team with as many times he bumps knuckles with other people. That guy is a major hot head, and don’t let him catch you talking bad about Karma, either. That’s one of the main things that flips his bastard switch faster than shit. 
 
    “Karma …” I go to pull away, but she only tightens her grip. 
 
    “It’s not what you think!” she screeches. 
 
    “Then what is it?” I huff, jerking my arm hard enough so she’ll let go. 
 
    She stops, looking at me before facing the growing crowd, her eyes searching and searching but coming up empty. When her eyes come back to mine, that little knot in my stomach tightens fiercely. 
 
    “It’s Asher,” she cries out, and I see tears dancing in her eyes.  
 
    Karma … she never cries. 
 
    Oh, fuck.  
 
    My gaze jerks toward the angry, boisterous crowd. Fear claws at my insides, and before she can say another word—before I can second guess my action—I take off down the hallway. I shove, push, and almost trip a multitude of times before I finally heave the rest of the way into the circle. When I do, my mouth falls open, shock coursing through my veins. The scene in front of me is something akin to a nightmare, but instead of it being mine, it’s the guys who thought it was okay to stand up to one of the elite. 
 
    Asher’s arm swings out, an emotionless fury twisting his movements. “I told you, didn’t I?” His voice is damn near unrecognizable. 
 
    “We didn’t do anything!” Comes from the floor. 
 
    “We stopped when Lockridge gave the word!” Comes another. 
 
    “Little bitch ain’t worth shit anyway!” sounds out another, and he’s silenced when Asher rears his arm back and pelts him with a quick straight shot to the mouth. 
 
    Is this … about me? 
 
    “First mistake,” Asher growls, kicking one of the cowering guys in the stomach, “is thinking anyone gives a shit what you think. Second mistake—you three just fucking lied to me! I saw the messages! Did you dumb fucks forget that we are the ones who created that thread in the first place?! Everything posted on there we see it.” 
 
    Warmth settles in my belly as I watch him overpower three of the largest guys in our school. He makes them appear like they’re nothing more than tiny flies buzzing around his face. He’s strong, strategic in his movements … I gulp, hard. If I wasn’t so terrified right now, I’d find this insanely fucking hot. 
 
    “Asher!” Down the hall, I hear pounding footsteps, leading me to believe the rest of the group is here. 
 
    “Man, we told you we had this!” Quinn groans, grabbing at Asher as they break through the crowd. 
 
    “Get the fuck out of my way!” Ellis pushes and shoves, elbowing a few of the guys until he comes to a stop in the middle. 
 
    Like a raging bull, Asher jerks and thrashes in Quinn’s hold. He’s so furious and I’m a sick little bitch by getting hot and bothered by it. The sweat clinging to his brow looks good enough to lick, and I don’t do that. It’s disgusting. But damn, I’d lick that motherfuckers’ entire body right now. 
 
    “Those motherfuckers think they can talk shit, then plan on jumping her after school! We all fucking saw it. I’m the only one that decided this needed handled with fists not words. Words mean nothing to these assholes.”  
 
    “Fucking Hell, Asher,” Callum seethes. “We can’t allow anger to fuel our actions. She’ll never let us in if we did this every time we’ve stopped someone from messing with her.” 
 
    They’ve been stopping people from bullying me? How? They are never too far away from me, and when they are, at least one of them is with me at all times.  
 
    So, that’s the reason I’ve had some of the best months of my high school career. Minus their presence, of course. 
 
    Asher finally jerks away from Quinn, then turns, putting both his hands against Quinn’s chest, shoving. “I refuse to allow what happened in the gym to happen again. I’ll cut every one of these sonsabitches down if I have to. Jessalyn is worth every broken bone, every busted fist—she’s worth so much fucking more than piddly words and half-ass excuses!” 
 
    My bottom lip quivers. The entire hall drops to eerie silence. Students panic, disbursing before Asher’s fury can be taken out on them, and that leaves me, tears brimming my eyes and bottom lip trembling as I fight to keep my emotions at bay. 
 
    A little too late, a whimper makes its way up my throat and into the hallway. All at once, their heads turn in my direction, horror coats their features. Asher’s mouth falls open and closed several times, like a fish out of water. Callum, Ellis, and Quinn stand mutely. The guys Asher beat up are slowly dragging themselves up off the floor, muttering their apologies as they limp their way down the hallway.  
 
    My resolve is crumbling into nothing. Fast. If I don’t get out of here now, I … I don’t know what I’m going to do. For so long, they’ve been the guys that made my life Hell. Then, they were the guys that snuck in so fast and quick I didn’t see it coming. Now, they’re fighting for me. Asher, with his busted-up knuckles and heaving chest, fought three guys that were going to do something terrible to me. 
 
    “T-Thank you,” I whisper softly, emotions clogging my throat. Then, I take off down the hallway back the way Karma and I came. 
 
    I pass her, seeing a look of understanding and pain glimmering in her depths. She gets it. She may not like it, but she gets it. That’s what I love about her. She knows how I’m battling with my emotions. I’ve talked to her on the phone and in person multiple times, and we both always come up with the same thing—I need to let my body decide, because my head is too fucked to sift through it. 
 
    My shoes slap against the tile floor, and seconds later, I hear a second, heavier, set of footsteps sound out behind me. I fight to get out of here, picking up my speed. I can’t be near them right now, not if I don’t want to give in. Do I? I’m so confused I don’t know which way is up or down at this point. 
 
    Someone grabs me from behind, their strong arms wrapping around my stomach, stopping me. A face pushes into the curve of my neck, and I can practically feel the tension roll off them in waves. It’s stifling, stealing the breath from my very lungs. Whoever it is, I can feel the desperation dripping from them. His touch is soothing, grounding. The same calm washes through me, causing a stray tear to break away from my brimming lids and slide down my cheek. 
 
    “I’m so sorry you had to see that,” Asher whispers, his voice sounding broken. 
 
    I shake my head. “I-It’s okay,” I reply softly, his relief is palpable as his entire body seems to deflate, leaning against my heavily. 
 
    “I couldn’t let them get away with what they were going to do, Jess.” I almost burst into tears, hearing the thick emotion morphing his voice. “We’re supposed to keep our distance until you decided, but—God, I’m sorry, but I can’t.” 
 
    What does he mean by …? 
 
    Unwinding his arms, Asher turns me toward him. The movement is fast, discombobulating. I get a bout of vertigo, falling into his chest as I lose balance. My hands splay across his pecs, nearly making me groan as his muscles contract deliciously under my fingertips. He feels so good. 
 
    Weaving his thick digits through my hair, a gasp whooshes out from between my parted lips at the intensity. My eyes land on his, seeing the fire burning in his half-massed, crystal depths. The need. The desire. It’s chipping, chipping, chipping away at the ice surrounding me. Then, without thinking, without wondering, he pulls me to him, and his lips slam down into mine.  
 
    Bright lights explode behind my closed eyelids, like fireworks shooting off on the fourth of July. His other hand rises, fingers diving into my hair. Cradling my head, he turns it to the side, tipping my face up for better access. His tongue pushes against my lips, coaxing, pleading for entry. It’s an entry that I shouldn’t, but do, allow. I can think about all of this later, but right now, it feels too good to stop. 
 
    His tongue plunders into the cavern of my mouth, starting a sensual dance with mine. A groan of hunger reverberates inside his chest, like he’s a man starving and I’m the only meal he’s had in weeks. My heart thuds furiously against my ribs, whimpers vaguely reach my ears, and I’m astonished to figure out it’s me. I’m so lost in this kiss that everything around me simply falls away.  
 
    Kissing Asher … it feels like coming home, and that thought terrifies me. 
 
    His mint flavor explodes on my tongue, causing a hunger deep within me to rise to the surface. Before long, I meet him thrust for thrust—every push and pull. My fingers rise and sift through his short strands of hair, digging my nails into the back of his neck as I pull him into me. 
 
    He walks me backward until my back meets the wall behind me. Hands start wandering, caressing up and down my side—trailing along my ribs, hips, and settling under the lower swell of my aching breasts as his fingers squeeze. An animalistic groan forces its way between our parted lips, the sound causing my knees to weaken and my pussy to flood with wetness. When his thumb lightly trails over my pebbled nipple, I can’t hold the cry inside as sensations wrack my body. It’s euphoric, exhilarating.  
 
    Moaning, I push myself against him. We are so tightly together there’s no space separating us from my breast down to his knees. He’s so much taller than me, making me feeling petite, as if his much larger frame will protect me from harm even as we’re lost to the pleasure exploding between us. It makes every part of my body soar, bright torrents of stars blinding me as they shoot off behind my closed lids. 
 
    This kiss is so … 
 
    It’s everything. I sigh against his lips, melting. 
 
    My mind is a haze of longing and stimulation. So much so, I barely hear someone clearing their throat as mine and Asher’s tongue continues to tangle together. It isn’t until I feel someone tugging Asher away from me that I growl in outrage.  
 
    Holding him tighter, another, more forceful tug, breaks our bodies apart. Our lips are the last to disconnect, and the panting breaths falls from my lips in ragged pushes and pulls. My lungs are on fire, but it’s a sweet burn I welcome with every bit of me. 
 
    It’s been so long since someone’s kissed me like that. Where it feels like I’m the only person in the world, and the guy kissing me will absolutely die if he doesn’t take everything I have to offer. It’s heady, invigorating. 
 
    When my eyelids flutter open, I catch the sight of Callum looking at me with an indecipherable look. Everything around me comes back into focus, and then it dawns on me, like murky pool water being cleansed with chlorine. It may feel so right, but it’s also wrong.  
 
    I still hold so much against them for what they did. I shouldn’t be here, kissing one of them because I was too weak to pull away. I shouldn’t allow one of them to touch me, caress my body like I’m some captive in love and they’re the thief that stole me away in the middle of the night. 
 
    Asher … he’s the thief I didn’t see coming. 
 
    The thief my body yearns for another tantalizing taste of.


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 12 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Push it, ladies! Go, go, go!” Coach Rice yells. The vein in the middle of his forehead protrudes as he stands on the sidelines, scowling and crossing his arms over his chest. 
 
    He’s perusing all of us, but it feels like his eyes are penetrating to the very core of me. It’s icky. Gives me a sick feeling in the pit of my stomach, more than the suicides we’re doing ever could.﻿ 
 
    “I’m not here to pussy-foot around! Get it together!” 
 
    Geez, what is wrong with him today? He’s been like this for the last several practices, pushing us harder than he ever has before, and I know the dynamic hasn’t changed since tryouts. The team is still split, the entire team on one side and me on the other.  
 
    It doesn’t bother me any, as long as they don’t screw with my senior year, they can do whatever they want. I’m here to win district, then region, then state—those are my main goals when it pertains to Fast-Pitch. Scouts will sit in the stands either way, and if I don’t play my best, I won’t get an athletic scholarship to a decent college. That is the only thing I am relying on, and if those girls fuck with that, we will have problems. 
 
    “Pick that ass up, Savoy! This isn’t your first rodeo!” he yells, and without thinking, I glance in his direction, seeing that scowl deepen. 
 
    “On it, Coach.” 
 
    Huffing, I speed up. Touching the first line, I dart up and run back. I continue doing this to the next line, then the next. I tunnel my vision and only focus on what is in front of me, not what’s being left behind. Before long, I’m ahead of the other girls. My lungs burn for a full gulp of oxygen, but I refuse being called out by Coach Rice and drop the ball again. 
 
    With every pump of my arms, I sail across the gym floor. Getting to the last line, I have to wipe the sweat out of my eyes as I lean down to touch it, then dart back up. However, the moment I straighten, then turn, a harsh shove on my back makes me fall forward. What little air in my lungs whooshes out of me the moment my stomach contacts the floor. Grunting, I push myself up to see what tripped me, or should I say who. My eyes narrow when I see Alessandra with a sadistic grin. 
 
    “Watch where you’re going, bitch. You’re not the only one out here.”  
 
    I know that wasn’t an accident. What am I saying? Nothing to do with Alessandra is a mistake. That bitch is calculating. But if she thinks I’ll take that lying down, she has another thing coming. 
 
    “Better watch yourself, Lennox,” I threaten, “wouldn’t want anything happening to that throwing arm of yours, would we?” 
 
    Since the guys started following me around everywhere, no person has had the balls to come at me face-to-face. But I was waiting for it, because I knew it would only be a matter of time. Especially when it comes to a member of the queen bees. I’m just surprised it took two months before Alessandra got enough courage to act out on it. 
 
    Huffing a bout of worrying laughter, she jogs backwards toward the finish line. “As if you could do anything, Savoy. This is my team, and we don’t want you here. Take a hint, bitch, and leave.” 
 
    There is no way I’m doing anything like that. So, if she thinks that, she’s sorely mistaken. Alessandra better get used to me, because I’m not going anywhere. She’s just being a bitch because I have the attention of her man, even though I never asked for it in the first place. 
 
    “Savoy!” Coach roars. “Pick your ass up and get moving!” 
 
    Growling under my breath, I push off the floor and beat feet down to the other side of the gym. My heart knocks inside my chest when I end up coming in third, behind Alessandra and another girl on the team. If that bitch hadn’t tripped me, I would have been first. I was ahead of them, and would have pushed myself to the point of exhaustion, just to come in ahead of her. 
 
    “Lennox,” Coach calls out, and I have to fight the gag that tingles at my throat. “Did you think I wouldn’t see you shove Savoy?” 
 
    “Coach?” She tries to go with sweet and innocent, but anyone who knows Alessandra already knows there is nothing sweet and innocent about her. She’s the devil’s mistress. 
 
    “Ten laps. Now.” 
 
    “But coach …” 
 
    “Fifteen!” he bellows, causing a ricochet effect, as all the members, including myself, jerk back. “Do you want to make it twenty?” 
 
    Alessandra tosses me a dirty look before heading toward the bleachers. Running up the stairs, I can’t stop the grin of victory as I watch her almost trip and slam her face into a row of seats. She deserves so much worse, but at least someone is making her pay for her antics. 
 
    “If you don’t want to join her, I suggest you get back in line,” Coach Darcy’s orders filter through the air, and while everyone is watching their teammate do bleacher laps, I know it’s me who she’s speaking to because she’s staring right at me. 
 
    Ever since that day she found me in the locker room, Coach Darcy changed. I can’t explain it, but she’s much harsher, colder, than she used to be. I know I’m probably seeing things, but it only seems to be toward me. She doesn’t go out of her way to make my life crap. But she’s not the understanding, genteel type anymore. I wonder what’s going on with her. 
 
    “Get into position; we’re doing quick feet,” Coach Rice orders. 
 
    When I get into position, the doors of the gym clang open. I pay little attention to it, because I am dead set on becoming MVP this year, and to do that, I need to put one hundred and ten percent into everything I do. When I’m behind that plate, everything needs to float away where it is just me, the pitcher, and the ball. My stats will be everything this year, and nothing will make me lose focus. 
 
    But then, I catch a familiar sight at the corner of my eye. It causes me to misstep, almost falling on my face in shock.  
 
    It’s my father. The man I haven’t spoken to in months. 
 
    Anger encompasses every atom of my being. My head jerks in his direction, and he even has the audacity to smile warmly at me. There’s nothing warm about how he’s treated me since he left in May, nor the way he acted when he showed up at my house. The best I can describe it is the cold shoulder. He’s been icing me out, and now he expects to just walk right back in? I don’t think so. 
 
    With the smile on his face, you would never believe he abandoned me. It’s so normal, easy. Well, when we’re finished with practice, it will not be easy for him to lie himself out of it this time. He has a lot of explaining to do, and I wish I could hate him as much as I hate Debra. It would make things so much easier if I could. But I can’t, because even with his silence, he’s treated me far better than the person I’m subjected to at home. 
 
    Breaking his gaze, I put my all into practice. I forget he’s even here, and what he could want. I focus, hard. Determined to make this year better than all the rest. Not for him. Not for anyone else. But for me and my goals.  
 
    By the time practice comes to a close, I’m panting from exertion. Most of the girls are too out of shape, and they’re huffing and puffing like they just ran a five-mile marathon. Sweat sticks their clothes to their skin as they continue to walk it out, trying to level out their breathing.  
 
    Sitting on the floor, my breathing returns to normal fast. Unlike them, I try to keep in shape year-round. It only makes it easier on me when these grueling practice start in the late fall-early winter. I stretch out my quads and focus on cooling down from a grueling workout. I’m about to switch to the butterfly stretch when a shadow appears above me.  
 
    Not even looking up, I say, “What do you want?” 
 
    “Hi, Jess.” 
 
    “What. Do. You. Want?” I ask again, then chance a glare in his direction. 
 
    He looks uncomfortable, probably because of my icy greeting. Well, what did he expect? I called him out on it a few months back, and he claimed he “mysteriously” had received nothing from me. He could have looked into it, but did he? My guess is no, because if he had, then I still wouldn’t be living with the piece of shit that birthed me.﻿ 
 
    “Do you think we could talk?” 
 
    I would rather do anything else besides that if I can. I don’t know what’s going on with my father, but he needs to get his shit straightened out. He’s acting like a child, and that’s saying something coming from me. 
 
    “There’s nothing to talk about.” I keep stretching. There is so much I want to tell him, but with the distance he put between us, I don’t feel like I can relate to him anymore. I know I can’t trust him, and that hurts what little bit of heart I have left. 
 
    “I can explain for my silence.”  
 
    Sure, he can. That’s what all people say when they know they’re in the wrong. They automatically jump in with excuses and half ass apologies. I’m not going to buy it, though. 
 
    “So, you have been ignoring me.” I huff out a laugh. “Figures.” 
 
    He steps forward, his hand reaching for my shoulder. My entire body stiffens, and to my relief he thinks better of it, pulling his hand away. “Not because I wanted to.” 
 
    “Then why?” I jump up from the floor, pinning him with a deathly glare. “Tell me why you thought it was okay to ghost a daughter you are supposed to love for half a year. Explain to me how you can honestly stand there not hating yourself. You had to have known what she was doing to me.” 
 
    His eyes leave mine to scan around the gym. I note that most of the girls closest to us are openly staring in our direction, and fuck them, I couldn’t care less if I sound unhinged right now. They just need to pack up their shit and go before I really lose my cool. 
 
    “We need to discuss this in private. Can we go to my car?” he asks. 
 
    I scoff with open hostility. “I’d rather not.” 
 
    “Jessalyn,” he chastises. The deep, demanding timbre in his voice has me stopping short. That’s when I take the time to look at him, really look at him, trailing my eyes from the bottom of his shoes to the top of his hair. 
 
    He looks more put together than I’ve ever seen him. He’s in a button down, with the sleeves folded up to his elbows, and pristinely ironed business pants. His loafers gleam under the gym lights and scream money. This isn’t the type of clothing he would normally wear. They seem to fit him to perfection, like he got them personally tailored.  
 
    Our family has money, but not this kind of money. All of our assets, according to my knowledge, are mixed in with his business. So, while the business is doing swell, a tiny margin of it is what my father gets. His business is worth multi-millions, but he never takes more than enough to pay bills. He also insisted on putting back into the company to make it larger, more profitable. 
 
    “Something’s different.” 
 
    He laughs at that. “You have no idea.” 
 
    Why does it feel like there’s a double meaning to his words? Like he knows something I don’t, and now, he feels it’s time to let me in on his little secret. I shouldn’t, but I can’t deny the curiosity welling up inside me.


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 13 
 
      
 
      
 
    Even though I know I shouldn’t give him the time of day, I agree to talk. After going to the locker room and changing, I grab my things and head toward the side entrance. I meet Coach Rice’s glare with a tight smile of my own, spying him looking toward the side door my father just disappeared out of before he turns his attention back to me. It’s not perceptible, but I notice a shift in his eyes, and it confuses me. 
 
    “See you later, Coach.” He doesn’t crack a smile; doesn’t even stop scowling long enough to say goodbye. My eyes flick over him to settle on Coach Darcy, and I wave, but get nothing except icy resistance in return. Something is definitely going on with the two of them. I’d much rather them show indifference instead of open hostility. 
 
    Shaking both of them from my thoughts, I push open the side entrance. I shiver against the frigid wind as I make my way across the school lawn, my mind is a whirlwind of questions. I’m intrigued why he’s here, but then I’m sad because it’s taken him until now to make another appearance. Every portion of my life is steadily slipping deeper and deeper into a place I’m unfamiliar with. It’s a void of darkness and pain, nothing of how I’m used to feeling.  
 
    I come to a stop, looking all around the parking lot. I come up with nothing; not a stitch that shows he’s even here. It would be like him to make me curious, then drop me like a sack of potatoes. It’s not normally my father’s MO, but he has changed in the last several months. 
 
    Out of the corner of my eye, I see a black town car parked just up the curb. Tilting my head in its direction, I notice just how expensive and out of place it seems. While most of the kids here have wealthy parents, they aren’t that wealthy. The kids drive fancy cars and such, but they’re not too fancy. Not like this. 
 
    This car has tinted windows, so dark you can’t even see anyone on the inside. The rims are black powder coat, with sharp jagged designs. It’s luxurious, without appearing too luxurious. But even I can tell it’s a very expensive ride, and I know next to nothing about cars.  
 
    When the back door opens, I glimpse the red paneling and leather interior. The inside doesn’t seem as dark, but it’s still something completely unorthodox for someone in Silver Creek. That’s also when I put two and two together. The tint to refrain someone from looking in, but not someone from looking out. The money and power radiating off it. 
 
    “Dad?” My jaw threatens to unhinge when I see him step out of the back door.  
 
    I try to think of a way he could have gotten something like this, but nothing comes to mind. Like I said, he merged all of his personal assets back into the company. So, while we’re rich, we aren’t “personally” rich.  
 
    An idea comes to me, but I push that down. There’s no way it’s possible, so I will not waste my time on it. My father hasn’t turned forty-five yet; he doesn’t for another week. So, there’s no way he could have access to his inheritance yet. So, what does that leave? Is he a drug dealer now? Because that car is seriously giving off “drug dealer” vibes. 
 
    “Like I said, we need to talk.” Without saying another word, he merely holds out his hand and gestures for me to get inside. I’m hesitant in my movements as I make my way across the school’s lawn. My eyes keep traveling between my father and the new car. A car that seems to be his, even though I’m still not sure. 
 
    “Where did you get the car?” 
 
    The air between us fills with tension, and we’re both silent as we scan each other. My father peers down at me with a look foreign to me. It’s not hostile by any means, but it’s more like the indifference I keep pushing off onto the guys. I guess, yeah, that’s what I would call it. Indifference. Within the span of ten minutes, he’s completely morphed from the person he was inside the gym to someone I’ve never seen before. He reeks of old money, and if I hadn’t known him as well as I do, I would have never noticed it. 
 
    “Stop asking so many questions, Jessalyn. Get in the damn car.” I jolt backward, as if he reached and slapped me across the face. In a sense, he kind of did. My father has never been the type to raise his voice, nor has he been the type to cuss. Maybe there are more things that’s changed since he left, and I’m just now seeing the tip of this new facade. 
 
    Doing what he says, I toss my bag inside and slide along the seat to the other side. Leather that feels like butter greets me, and I sink into the seat with a soft sigh. This has to be the warmest, softest backseat I’ve ever felt, and trust me, I’ve been in a lot of them. My eyes drift up in front of me, and I startle when a big hulk of a man meets my eyes in the rearview mirror. His face is impassive, but I can see the clear threat lingering in his gaze. He’s daring me to try something. 
 
    Within seconds, my father slides in after me and slams the door behind him. Before I can acclimate myself to my surroundings, he turns to me, saying, “Roll up the privacy glass.“ I watch in amazement as the guy does as my father orders him to do without complaint. When he is out of view and the window is all the way up, my father speaks to me, “I want you to move in with me.” 
 
    I sit back in the seat, speechless. He’s supposed to be explaining to me why he’s been icing me, not ordering me to move in with him. I get frustrated with him, with all of this, and flop back into the seat with a murmured curse. 
 
    “What happened to explaining yourself?” 
 
    “I’ll get to that,” he retorts. Will he, really? It seems he’s trying to cover shit up by adding more on top of it. But I can tell you now, anything you try to bury, it always has a way of resurfacing. 
 
    “Tell me.” 
 
    He huffs. “Jessalyn, I just said that I want you to move in with me, and you’re stuck on all the other shit.” 
 
    “It’s December, dad,” I retort as if it should be obvious, and if it isn’t, I continue, “I’ve only seen you once in the six months since you moved out.”  
 
    “I know.” 
 
    He knows? Yet, what that tells me is he just doesn’t care. How did my father change so much in such a short amount of time? “What excuse do you have lined up this time?” 
 
    “No excuse. It was a shitty thing to do, but I had to do it.” Why? What reason could he have for leaving me with that bitch? 
 
    “What about not answering me? Are you still going with the lie you had previously?”  
 
    My eyes meet his, and I can tell just from the simplest of glances he’s going to play it up. How many times can you use the same excuse and expect someone to believe it? Once, I get that, because maybe something could have been wrong on his end. Twice? There is no way someone can be ignorant enough. At least, in my opinion. 
 
    “I’m telling the truth when I say I didn’t get anything from you. At all.”  
 
    If I didn’t know any better, I’d say he truly believes that. However, I saw the messages being delivered. I heard his fucking robotic voicemail every time it picked up instead of him. It didn’t happen to someone else. It happened to me, and I know what I’m talking about. I’m not fucking crazy. 
 
    Just his complete ignorance of the fact pisses me off. With a growl, I pull my bag off the floor and rip it open. When I locate my cell phone, I pin my father with hard eyes and thin lips. “You expect me to believe that? Again. I will fucking show you.” 
 
    Flipping through my contacts, I’m relieved when my father stays silent. Knowing him, he’s probably thinking of a way to talk his way out of this. I wonder what he’s going to come up with next. Because that shit will have to be good; whatever his excuses are going to be, he better think of it fast. I will want details of every moment, of every day, since he’s been gone. Not because I’m a bitch—I am, but that’s beside the point—but because he owes it to me.  
 
    When I get to my call log, I click on the last time I reached out to him. I smile triumphantly when I flip it around for him to see. There is no way he’s going to get out of this one.  
 
    Taking my phone, he glances at all the calls I’ve made to him since May. All calls that went unanswered; all calls where I desperately needed him. Thumbing through them, I watch his eyes widen. He flips, and flips, and thumbs his way through. But that’s not what hits me in the heart the most. What hits me is the sadness in his eyes. Then, he stops. He finally takes the time to really look at my phone. 
 
    “Jess.” Something in his voice has me shifting in my seat, anxiety festering in my chest. “How are you calling and texting if you don’t even have the right number?” 
 
    My heart stalls. “What?” 
 
     Jerking the phone from him, I peer at the screen in front of me. He says nothing as I silently read the number repeatedly. It’s the same number I’ve always had for him, because he used to text me all the time. Is he really trying to dodge all this shit? 
 
    “That’s not my number, Jess.” 
 
    “Um, yes, it is. This is the same number I’ve always had for you.” I get irritated, my movements jerky. “The last time I put your contact information in here is when I got this phone. It was before you left, and we were texting all the time. I know this is the right number.” 
 
    “Listen to me.” He grabs my shoulder, twisting me to give him my full attention. “I will call your phone, so you have the right number. No wonder you didn’t notice until now. Every number is the same except for the last digit.” 
 
    “But how …”  
 
    I don’t get it. My mind is a mess of confusion as I drop my eyes to peer at my phone screen. Why didn’t I see it? His number has been the same for years. I guess, since I thought I put it in my contacts that I didn’t have to worry about it anymore. You know, because it was there. 
 
    I watch idly as my father collects his phone from his pocket. He punches a few keys on it, and within seconds, my phone rings in my hand. I inspect the number, noting that he’s right, it is just one digit off. So, that means this entire time I wasn’t even reaching out to him, but someone else. Now that we have that straightened up, I feel kind of stupid. It wasn’t his fault he never answered. It was mine. I just don’t get how. 
 
    As if he can read my mind, my father’s words cause a bucket of cold water to douse over my head. Anger ripples through me more than I’ve felt in my entire life.  
 
    He lets loose an annoyed bout of laughter. “I’d say that bitch of a mother you have didn’t want you contacting me. So, I assume she took it upon herself to change it in your phone when you weren’t looking. She just never expected me to seek you out before mediation was over.”﻿ 
 
    “Huh? Mediation?” 
 
    He nods. “I served your mother with divorce papers months ago. She’s trying to mediate me to death, hoping she gets a portion of my inheritance if she keeps us held up in court. But that’s the joy of a prenuptial agreement, she’s merely wasting my time.” 
 
    That’s when an earlier conversation hits me. “Is that what she was talking about that day? Twenty percent or something like that.” 
 
    His eyes jerk to mine, surprised. “You know about that?” 
 
    “She was speaking to some guy named Derek, but I don’t know about what.” At the mention of this Derek person’s name, my father’s eyes turn cold. “Um, I overheard her on the phone, saying she wasn’t signing that piece of shit; that she owned that thing. She said some other things, but I can’t really remember. Then, um, she caught me.” I swallow hard, cringing. “It was one time I called you, but you never picked up.” 
 
    My father looks like he’s wrestling with something. Then, he asks, “Jess, baby girl—why did you clam up the moment you said she caught you? Is something going on I should know about? You also said something before in the gym—what did you mean by that?” 
 
    I can tell him the truth right here and now, which is what I’ve been wanting to do for years. No, he hasn’t been around since May, and he’s changed from the soft version of himself he used to be to a hardened businessman I see now. However, I still feel that sense of safety when I’m around him. I don’t have any fear of him laying a hand on me in spite or anger. I don’t cower when I’m near him. I don’t even need to count down the days until I’m eighteen, like I normally do when I’m in the house with Debra. 
 
    It’s far from the way we used to be with each other, but so much further in respect to how Debra and I are. There aren’t nights I will his life to end. Wish that he would stop breathing so my life would finally feel normal. 
 
    With her, I do all those things and so much more. 
 
    So, I tell him the truth. Every. Single. Bit.


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 14 
 
      
 
      
 
    I’ve never, in my life, heard my father so livid. Yes, he’s raised his voice to me a few times now, but nothing compared to this. He sounds utterly demonic. 
 
    “How many goddamn times have you beaten our daughter, you lousy sack of shit!” he thunders, and damn, even the house moves on that one I think. 
 
    “It’s none of your concern!” Debra screeches in return. “Jessalyn belongs to me! I birthed her; I’ve nurtured her …” 
 
    “Nurturing her isn’t considered beating the shit out of her for years! How many times has she had to stitch herself up or entertain your pathetic friends after you abused her?! Huh?!” When she doesn’t answer him, a loud crashing sound comes from the living room, making me startle on the stairs. “Answer me!” 
 
    “Like I said before, it’s none of your concern,” she growls. 
 
    After the initial shock of hearing everything Debra has put me through, my father showed a vengeance I’ve never seen before. Instead of the docile man I had grown up loving, he turned into one of those snappy businessmen I saw at the strip club. The individuals talking about hostile takeovers and bottom lines. He was all business, and all kinds of furious. 
 
    “None of my concern? None of my fucking concern?!” Something else crashes to the ground, and I hope it’s her antique porcelain collection. The little dolls and figurines that cost more than our mortgage payment every month. “She is my daughter, Debra, and I don’t care what you do to me, but I will not allow you to treat her like this anymore. She is coming with me.” 
 
    I expect Debra to balk at his statement. I expect her to rant and rave, stomping her heel down onto the floor. I expect so many things to transpire, yet her reaction is none of those things. What I don’t expect is the maniacal laughter—the grating screech—that reverberates off the surrounding walls. It goes on for several minutes, and the longer it does, the more my heart thuds against my ribs.  
 
    Besides it being just how she is, there is something a little extra off about her reaction to my father’s demands. Like she knows something that neither myself nor my father are privy to, and she’s getting extreme satisfaction out of it. It doesn’t bode well for either of us, and when I go to get up from the stairs and tell him so, that’s when she hits us both with a bomb of catastrophic proportions that stops me from rising. 
 
    “You can try to take her, but you, Mr. Savoy, will go to jail.” She cackles more, loving the wrench she’s throwing into his plans. “While you were worried about getting your shit together, I was fortifying my future.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” he growls. 
 
    “You haven’t been here since May, darling. So, who did you think the courthouse believed deserved parental rights?” 
 
    “Debra, what the fuck did you do?” 
 
    “I filed for full custody back in August, of course. As of September, the twenty-seventh to be exact, they approved it. So, I should actually thank you for being a self-depreciating dick. It’s because of you that I now own her. I can say where she goes, who she goes with, and if I don’t approve, then she doesn’t go. Period.” 
 
    She realizes on New Year’s Day I will turn eighteen, right? That’s only three weeks away. Literally, twenty days and some change before I can wipe my hands clean of her—the right way, with my fist—and walk out of this house for the last time. It’s not like it will hurt me, either. This house holds nothing but painful memories, so much so, they overshadow the ones that used to bring me happiness. 
 
    My father must think that as well, because he says, “Debra, what do you hope to gain from this? Holding out in mediation? Fighting for something you have no right to fight for? We signed a prenuptial agreement, or did you forget? Also, you realize Jessalyn turns eighteen in under a month, don’t you? So, she either goes now or she will in three weeks. I can assure you she will come whether or not you like it. You are just prolonging the inevitable, and quite frankly, it’s pathetic.” 
 
    I snort out a laugh which draws their attention. “Get your ass in here, whore!” Debra screams. 
 
    Oh, my father really doesn’t like that. Before I can even rise to my feet, he’s already yelling at her again. Surprise is the only liquid in my veins, because I am stumped he hasn’t hit her yet. Especially with all that rage filtering through his system. The father I remember wouldn’t raise a hand to a woman, but to be frank, I don’t necessarily believe Debra is a woman. She’s a beast with tits. ﻿ 
 
    “You are one to talk! How many times have I caught you with other men? Ten? Fifteen different instances?”  
 
    My eyes round. This conversation seems like it’s entering a territory where it’s not fit for me to be here. Earlier, it was hilarious because my father was reaming her for being such an abusing bitch. But now, they’re getting into their personal matters. This is not something you should subject your child to, even if that child is almost a legal adult. 
 
    “Like you’re not shacked up with some slut across town.” 
 
    I expect him to balk at her insinuation, because that would mean he took the time out, to not only meet someone, but get into a relationship. He didn’t even take the time to get in touch with his daughter. But I get none of that. All I get is the cold, stark reality of truth. 
 
    “Whitney is not a slut, Debra!” my father bellows in rage. 
 
    “Who’s Whitney?” I ask, no longer able to keep silent.  
 
    When I come through the archway to the living room, it looks like a disaster zone. There are books, glass, and porcelain bits lying all over the floor. Holes in the walls, and my father standing off against Debra. But the moment his eyes meet mine, I see it. Pure guilt wracks his body. 
 
    He sighs. “She’s my girlfriend.” 
 
    “T-That’s it?” I ask, forcing a laugh through the lump in my throat. “In all the time you were gone, you thought to pick up some woman, but forget all about me.” 
 
    The walls feel like they close in on me. It’s hard to breathe; hard to think. My chest feels tight, and my lungs burn. But none of that hurts more than the knowledge I wasn’t enough. That he met someone new yet forgot all about me. His daughter; the person he’s supposed to love most in this world. Because that’s what this is. I don’t care what he says. He didn’t even check in on me. That one fluke was back in August, and even then, he was hiding from Debra in the last place she’d look for him. Here. 
 
    “I didn’t forget about you, baby girl.” He looks so torn; so, beaten down. 
 
    “Then what would you call it? You started an entire life without me.” The more I think about his actions, the more anger settles into my bones. “You got a new house, new girlfriend—probably a new kid, too, right?” 
 
    When he says nothing, and drops his gaze to the floor, my heart cracks. “You did, didn’t you? You fucking replaced me!” I cry out. 
 
    He looks between Debra and myself, then cautiously walks toward me. He’s treating me as if I’m a vicious animal trapped in a corner, looking for a way to gain its freedom. I’m not looking for that, per se, but a little heads up would have been nice. A little warning that I’m not as important to him as he likes to say I am would be enough to pacify me, even though it would hurt to hear the words come out of his mouth. 
 
    The only reason I’m even standing here, instead of running, is because my entire body doesn’t seem to want to move of its own accord. The only thing I can equate it to is shock. I’m shocked at hearing that my father is living this entirely different life, without me, like I don’t even exist. 
 
    Is that why he’s changed so much? Why his anger is quick to surface, and he’s a shadow of himself? 
 
    “I didn’t replace you, baby girl. I’d never do that.” 
 
    I try to muster as much confidence and courage as I possibly can. It’s hard, when all I want to do is pretend this never happened. Tuck my tail between my legs and beat feet out of here. 
 
    “But she has a child, doesn’t she?” I ask, my voice nothing more than a whisper. “Is it yours?” 
 
    He shakes his head. “No. We haven’t even officially met yet, Jess, but Whitney has shown me pictures of him. He’s your age. Goes to your school and everything, so you’ve probably seen him.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t know who he is, anyway, because until now, I didn’t even fucking know you were dating anyone, let alone that they have a teenage son!” I rage out. 
 
    A soft knock on the door immediately stops all animosity between the three of us. I’m prepared to ignore it until I realize what time it is with a flick of my gaze toward the clock, and when I do, I can barely suppress the groan. That has to be one of the guys coming over for dinner. That’s all I need right now. One of them to walk in and see just how dysfunctional my family is. 
 
    “That’s one of the guys,” I murmur. 
 
    “What guys?” my father asks, and he sounds a bit defensive about it. 
 
    Staring daggers at him, I snarl, “None of your business. If you’d been here—even some of the time—then you’d be able to have a say.” 
 
    Exhaling, I toss a look at both Debra and my father. This isn’t where I thought I would be at seventeen. I imagined having parents that care about each other. Having a father that spends his weekends chasing me through the yard, playing hide and seek or camping. Having a mother that wants to be a mother, fawning over me and having girl’s nights. But I got none of those things. Instead, we’re about as dysfunctional as dysfunctional can get. 
 
    Making my way to the door, I pull it open, and can’t manage the polite smile Debra keeps harping I should present myself with. When I see who it is, I refrain from rolling my eyes. It’s not even him I’m upset with at the moment, but it seems my bitch switch is flipped, and everyone is getting a dose. 
 
    “So, it’s you tonight, huh?” 
 
    “The other guys are in the car, but I figured I would get out first, so you’re not taken off guard.” I’m glad Callum takes it into account I hate that shit. He didn’t before, but now, it’s kind of sweet and makes me think he cares. 
 
    What he’s trying to keep me from feeling is exactly why I hate the situation I’m in right now. Both of my parent’s caught me off guard, with the mediation news, the girlfriend, and custody papers—I’m about as far from okay as I can possibly be. At least, Callum thought of me, unlike my parent’s, and he’s the one that’s hurt me the most—besides Debra and her abusive ways. 
 
    Tossing a look back over my shoulder, my eyes trail between Debra and my father one more time. Debra’s eyes narrow in anger, as if threatening me to walk out, and my father’s is wide and filled to the brim with remorse. I know he wants me to stay and have this conversation with him, but I just can’t bring myself to care. It’s clear he didn’t care about my opinion. Otherwise, he would have been here sooner and there would be no talk of this Whitney person. 
 
    Also, I would much rather be around people—no matter how frustrated they make me—that want to be around me. They don’t see my presence as some chore or obligation they have to perform. They enjoy spending time with me if their actions can be believed.  
 
    They could just be doing it to get into my pants or for another set of laughs. But right now, I don’t care. I’m still hurt by their actions, but not more so than the two people standing behind me in the living room. In fact, if you put the situations right next to each other, what Debra and my father did is so much worse. At least, with Callum and the guys, I saw it coming. 
 
    So, I’m going to leave; with all four guys. And my father and Debra are just going to get over it, because I can’t handle any more of this right now. It’s too heavy. It’s not someone my age should have to deal with. They can’t bring me into their problems and hope it magically fixes itself. It takes time, effort—both of which, the guys have been mastering in spades. 
 
    My entire life is nothing except a mess, and at least the guy standing in front of me, and the three inside his car, are trying to make up for their wrongdoings. Albeit, in a messed-up way, but that’s just them. And if they’re trying, then so will I. 
 
    I’m going to take a chance. I just hope and pray I’m not wrong. 
 
    “Do you want to get out of here?” I crane my neck to look Callum in the eyes. 
 
    He smiles softly, then nods. “Sure. That’d be great.” 
 
    Peering back into the house, I pin both Debra and my father with a silencing glare. “I’m done speaking about this. You, Debra, had no right to do any of it. My phone. The custody papers. None of it. Quit being a snooty bitch and sign the divorce papers, because we both know you’re getting nothing. And you, dad, had no right to start a new life without a second thought about me. You had no right to think you can come back in here and try making everything better. Debra has you by the balls, and I’m the middleman. So, both of you, kindly, go fuck yourselves.” 
 
    With only my phone in my pocket, I pull the door shut behind me. I’ll probably regret giving the guys this “in,” but I can’t find myself to care. If it blows up in my face, then it’s my fuck up. I’ll take full responsibility for it. Unlike Debra and my father, I, at least, know how to own up to my mistakes.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 15 
 
      
 
      
 
    We’ve been driving in silence for close to ten minutes now, and Callum isn’t attempting to stop. During the ride, silence is our best friend as we all mull over different things. Quinn, Asher, and Ellis know something is wrong with me, because I’ve never willingly went anywhere with them before. Callum—he knows all of it. He was standing there when I told Debra and my father off. 
 
    Embarrassment should wrack my body in waves, knowing he got a peek into the pathetic life of Jessalyn Savoy. However, I can honestly say, it doesn’t. This is the best I have felt in a while, possibly ever. I’d like to say it’s because I finally told Debra and my father off, but that wouldn’t be the whole truth. Nope. Dare I say, a bit of it is the company I have in this solo mission of freedom. 
 
    Slipping forward in my seat, Callum glances at me from the corner of his eyes. When he sees what I’m doing, a subtle smile tilts his lips. He’s probably remembering when he would take his father’s vehicle and pick me up. We would go out at least two or three nights a week, and this is something we’d always do. He would drive, albeit illegally, and I would be the person to choose the music we listen to.  
 
    I push the switch on the radio. Music blares through the speakers within seconds and I cringe, hurrying to turn it down. It’s some god-awful mix between country and rap, and I flick a horrified expression toward Callum. Seeing my reaction, he can’t help it, he laughs. The sound reduces the tension in the car by a million, as if that’s what we needed to break out of the subdued silence that settled between us. 
 
    Soon, all four of them are laughing openly. Hoots and hollers ring out through the car, Quinn and Ellis punch at each other in jest. Their laughter is deep, various levels of timbres that seem to meld together in perfect harmony. I stare, wide eyed, silently watching all of them. Before long, a ridiculously large smile morphs my own features. 
 
    It’s never been like this. At school, it’s always them teasing me relentlessly with no other goal in mind. When they come to my house, I always walk around on eggshells, wishing I could get away from both them and Debra. 
 
    We’ve never just hung out without a reason. It’s … nice. It … Well, it makes all those feelings of animosity seem like nothing. 
 
    “What kind of music is this shit?” I finally find my voice, smiling as I watch Ellis wipe tears from his eyes. 
 
    “It’s called Crossroads, Jess,” Asher says, tossing a slight smile my way. 
 
    “Crossroads?” I deadpan. Is that, like, a band or something? 
 
    Quinn’s laughter quickly tapers off, a disbelieving look taking over his jovial expression. He glances over at Asher and Ellis, both quickly coming to the conclusion he did moments prior. “You’ve never heard of this song, and you live in fucking Georgia?” 
 
    My eyes lock on his and never break. Even when Callum flips on the turning signal. Even when the car slowly turns to the right and the car hits gravel instead of smooth blacktop. Even when the car comes to a stop moments later with a slight jolt. 
 
    “No. Usually if I listen to Country, then it’s Country. There’s none of this rapping shit involved.” 
 
    He laughs. “You’re missing out.” 
 
    When Callum gets out of the car, I finally turn in my seat and do the same. Since it’s a two-door sports car, I’m sure those long-legged guys in the back are itching to stretch their legs. Stepping out of the car, my boots crunch in the gravel under my feet. Night completely encompasses me; the only light is from the interior of the car and the moonbeams shining down on us. 
 
    A quiet, stillness echoes down into my bones. It makes the rest of the tension I felt earlier simply fall away. At first glance, a person would think they were in the middle of nowhere. However, once my eyes acclimate to the dimness, that’s when I see it.  
 
    A beautiful manmade pond, the top of the water glimmering under the moon’s pale light. A large forest rests just several paces away on three sides. But, upon closer inspection, I can see a house sitting just up a tiny knoll. It’s simply gorgeous, and I have a feeling that seeing it the moonlight does it no justice. 
 
    “This place is so beautiful,” I whisper in awe, taking a step away from the car. 
 
    I hear four sets of footsteps crunch on the gravel behind me, then heat settles against my back. Without thinking, I allow myself to sink into the body pressing against my back. I care about nothing but the mesmerizing sight before me. 
 
    “I call this home,” Ellis says against my ear, then presses a kiss to the side of my head. 
 
    I surprise all of them when I ask, “Can you show me around?” 
 
    “Um, yeah, sure.” He slides my body until I’m under the curve of his arm, pressing tightly against his side. It feels normal to be here, not like it’s forced, which kind of terrifies me. “Parents aren’t home, though. They had some fundraiser to go to tonight, and they’re staying at the hotel.” 
 
    A particular burst of cold air hits me from the side, reminding me I didn’t think to grab a coat before leaving. Pushing closer to his side, I try to become small as possible. The air is crisper and fresher where Ellis lives, but it’s also cooler. More than likely because of the breeze coming off the water. 
 
    “Any way we can go inside? It’s kind of cold out here.” Like my body is agreeing with me, I release a full-body shiver. 
 
    “Oh, shit. Yeah, let’s go on in.” 
 
    Pulling me along, I try to burrow my face into the side of his jacket. Only, it doesn’t block me from the wind blowing off the pond and swirling through the trees. It makes it worse. His jacket is just as cold as the outside elements, providing me no warmth whatsoever.  
 
    Ever since it turned cold, Ellis has worn nothing thicker than a lightweight parka. It’s like he’s warm-blooded, and the frigid air doesn’t get to him as much as it does everyone else, especially me. I get cold entirely too easily. Even during the early spring when girls are wearing short skirts and tank tops, I’m still in my hoodie and jeans. I’ve always been that way, partially because of the cold and partially from the abuse Debra’s put me through. 
 
    But … this is nice. I didn’t think touching one of them willingly would be, but … I’m pleasantly surprised. That doesn’t mean I’m going to tell them that, though. Because the moment I utter a word about liking the feel of him, Ellis will get the big head, and I’m not talking about the one between his legs.  
 
    Ellis would puff up his chest with male pride and do everything under the sun, even strut in front of his friends like he’s the big dog on campus. I’m not for sure, but just by our interactions over the past few months, leads me to believe he would do something like that and take great enjoyment out of it. 
 
    As we step onto the porch, with its rustic decorations and primitive signs, it reminds me of a house you’d find in Kentucky. With its little lighthouses, rocking chairs, a cedar swing subtly swaying back and forth at the other end of the porch. Pillows, on top of pillows, rest along the seat of the swing, with sunflowers, biblical sayings—it gives the house a really nice, homey feel. 
 
    “It’s so cute,” I say without thinking. Ellis’ grip on me tightens, then softens immediately afterward. 
 
    “That’s my mom. She loves that kind of stuff.” 
 
    “Your dad doesn’t?” I ask, glancing up at him. Something passes over his eyes, a darkness I can’t explain, whenever I mention his father. Instead of voicing what’s making him feel this way, though, he shakes his head. His dismissal of my question brings the end of our conversation altogether. 
 
    I know it’s not my place, but I have a feeling I should at least ask him about his father. There’s just something there—something he’s hiding—that worries me. When I mentioned his mother, his face glowed like the mid-summer sun. But quickly, following, it settled into a somber expression when I asked something about his father. That’s not a normal reaction, and I know it’s none of my business, but if these assholes want me to give them a chance, then I need to know everything.  
 
    Not the personal stuff, if you know what I mean. But everything that matters.  
 
    It also means I’ll need to do the same. Now that conversation, if I ever decide to, will suck. Not because I’m a necessarily private person, in general, but because no person wants to hear about the woes of the Savoy’s. Maybe the queen bees, so they can hold it over my head, but no one that has a life. And … I’m not too sure how I feel about that. 
 
    With me tucked under his arm, Ellis unlocks the door with his thumb, which I find oddly fascinating, albeit a little useless here in Georgia. Pushing open the door, he guides me into the house. The lights automatically come on, and I’m left even more breathless than I was outside. While the outside looks like a hunter’s cabin, the inside looks like a sky-rise. It’s the perfect mesh of modern and rustic.  
 
    It’s all sharp lines and jagged edges, and there is an open floor concept I actually fawn over. The only thing that separates the living room from the other parts of the house are two steps you need to go down. There’s a black leather couch that looks big enough to seat ten, placed right in front of the fireplace. A large flat screen television hangs just above the mantle, looking as if it’s built into the wall, no cords hanging down whatsoever.  
 
    After allowing my eyes to trail over every available surface I can see, I step away from Ellis. I turn in a full circle, still taking everything in, I keep finding little things that entrance me. It’s homey, yet it still has that hotel feel to it, like no one really lives here.  
 
    The next thing I notice is lack of pictures. Framed artwork dons the walls, and sculptures sit on their perfect, little bases placed sporadically throughout the giant room. But there are no pictures of the Malone’s. Nothing that screams a family lives here. 
 
    “Where are—” 
 
    “Dad likes to keep things low-key,” Ellis says, interrupting me as he steps in and shrugs his jacket off. 
 
    “Low-key, like, not having any family pictures, low-key?” 
 
    “You’d be correct.”  
 
    Before I can ask about that whole mess of ugliness, Ellis takes off toward a bar on the other end of the room. I know what that is, my father having plenty of bottles inside his study when he was still living at home. He’d drink a scotch a night, claiming it helped him sleep. But really, now that I know what Hell his relationship with Debra was, it was probably to knock him out, so he wouldn’t have to listen to her mouth. 
 
    You know what? I don’t blame him. I wish I would have thought of it sooner. Maybe then I wouldn’t have had to put up with half her shit, I could have drank it all away. 
 
    Quinn presses up close to me, having divested himself of his jacket. He pretends to play with my hair, but he lowers his lips to my ear, whispering, “Ellis doesn’t like to talk about his family. Loves his mom; hates his dad. Just like all of us. Except for Callum. Callum hates his mom.” 
 
    “What?” I ask, whispering. 
 
    “Just stay away from family questions, baby. You have your limits, and we have ours.” 
 
    I mutely nod. I get it, I really do. That’s just like them asking me about my folks, then expecting an answer I don’t really want—or am ready—to give. So, if anyone knows about family assholes, it’s me. I’m not going to push where I know they don’t want me to venture to. But eventually, we will have to have this conversation. I hope they realize that. 
 
    “Do you want to watch a movie?” Asher asks from behind me. 
 
    He walks around me, then down the two steps that lead into the living room. I hadn’t really expected a movie, honestly. But I’m not going to turn it down. My eyes shift over to Ellis, watching him gulp back a tumbler half full of brown liquid as if it’s water. My cold heart goes out to him, knowing he’s in some type of pain and that is the only way he’s found to deal with it all. Him and I are more alike than we originally thought.  
 
    “Sure. A movie sounds great.” I push questions for Ellis out of my head and follow Callum and Quinn down into the living room. Asher is quiet, reserved as he scans the list of movies on the Malone’s television. He props his feet up on the coffee table, relaxing back into the plush sofa. 
 
    “Hope you like horror, baby, because that’s what we’re watching.” I do, even though it scares the shit out of me. Usually I have to cover my eyes through the entire movie, but it doesn’t stop me from watching them. 
 
    My eyes scan for a place to sit, but there’s literally nowhere that’s not right next to one of the guys. Ellis claims his seat a moment later, and I’m left, peering down at them. I know they planned this somehow, but I can’t prove it. 
 
    I spot an ottoman next to the couch down from Ellis. It looks comforting, inviting. Maybe not as much as the couch, but pretty damn close. Just as the opening credits filter through the surround sound speakers, I tiptoe my way over to it. I’m just about to sit down when that weird ass music plays. Even though the movie hasn’t started yet, I already know what we’re watching. Those bastard chose this movie on purpose. There’s no way I’ll be able to keep up appearances when it is in full force. 
 
    Inwardly groaning, I shuck my boots off and grab the blanket lying casually over the edge of the ottoman. I will wrap myself up like a burrito and make sure not a single piece of my body or this blanket will touch the floor.  
 
    But then, Karma—the cosmic bitch, not my friend—has other ideas. Right as I pick up the blanket, every single light goes off in the house in rapid succession. My heart jumps up to my throat as a scream pierces through the darkness. My scream.  
 
    Without caring what I’m jumping on, who I’m hopping on, where my feet are landing when I do—I make a break for the couch and catapult myself onto it. 
 
    Well, I try. Only, I don’t get that far. Instead, I end up in someone’s lap, a grunt of pain echoing through my ear as rough, harsh bursts of warm air wisp across the side of my face. 
 
    “You damn near broke him, sweetheart,” Ellis grits out, his voice a mask of pain.  
 
    “Oh, my God, I’m sorry!” I whisper-yell. I hear three sets of snickers in the darkness before the credits click over into the introduction of the movie. Then, I see all three of them—Callum, Asher, and Quinn—looking at me as if I’m the most hilarious thing they’ve seen in forever.  
 
    So, I do the first thing that comes to me. I stick my tongue out at them, flipping them off. That makes them chuckle even louder. 
 
    “Not a problem.” Ellis grunts, then shifts my weight on his lap to where he’s cradling me like a child. When I try to get off him, a hand on my waist stops me. Inwardly, I know this can’t be good, but on the outside, I’m such a scared little bitch liable to allow anything at this point. 
 
    Asher, the dick, said we were going to watch a scary movie. He said nothing about it being in the dark. 
 
    “I may have forgotten to tell you there is a setting that turns the lights off when a movie’s playing on screen.” 
 
    “You’re such an asshole, Asher.” 
 
    He chuckles, making my eyes narrow on him. “Oh, I know, but you love it.” 
 
    And that’s the whole problem, isn’t it? I’m starting to like it a little too much.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 16 
 
      
 
      
 
    I wake up to someone kissing the side of my neck. Soft, languid, open-mouth kisses on the sensitive skin just below my ear. Elli’s mouth. Ellis’ kisses. His arms tighten around me—hands searching, feeling, touching. It feels so fucking good.﻿ 
 
    Moaning, I blink the sleep away from my eyes. Slowly, everything comes into focus. I notice the lights are all still out, but now the television is off, too. It’s eerily silent, except for the soft snoring from my right. Besides the little slivers of moonlight dancing through the windows, I can’t see anything. If I could, I’d bet anything I would see the other three guys passed out on the couch in various states of disarray. 
 
    “Ellis?” I whisper in a sleepy voice. 
 
    I shiver when his warm kisses rise to my ear, and he takes the lobe between his lips, nibbling. “Be quiet, baby, or they’ll hear you.” 
 
    His voice is low, gravelly with sleep, and it stirs something low in my stomach. When I mutely nod, I feel his grin against my ear, which brings about one of my own. Then his lips are back on my neck, tasting and teasing. I choke out a gasp when his hand moves lower. My breath stills in my lungs when strong, nimble fingers undo the button on my jeans. I crane my neck to the side so he can get better access to my neck, whimpering and moaning in soft, hushed tones.  
 
    Slipping his hand into my panties, I jolt backward against the couch with my ass barely staying on his lap. His touch feels like a hot branding iron skating along my flesh. Feels like all the blood in my body is rushing south, following his touch as it glides toward my clit. The moment he makes purchase, slipping between my silken folds, I can’t stop my hands from slapping out against the couch and his chest, my fingers digging into the creamy, soft leather and his starched polo. 
 
    “Ah,” I whisper-hiss, not being able to stop myself from grinding into his hand. 
 
    His kisses turn into nibbles, then before long, love bites. “So wet and hot. Hmm, I bet you taste even better than you feel, gorgeous.” 
 
     I’m shaking by the time he shifts me off his lap, laying me on the cushion right beside him. Stretching out, his body rises over mine. I squint to make out his features in the darkness, but to no avail, it’s still a mystery. All I can do is just imagine the look of hunger I’d see if I could. 
 
    “What are you doing?” I ask. 
 
    The front of his body presses down onto mine, his lips dancing along the surface of my lips. “Anything I want, baby, and you’re going to let me.” 
 
    Any other time, I’d have something to say about that. But right now, all I can muster is a little squeak of approval. I really want this. His mouth on my body, bringing me a pleasure I haven’t felt in what feels like forever. His tongue swirling and licking me to completion. Just the thought of what his tongue will feel like has my body buzzing so hard I can barely keep still. 
 
    He shifts onto his haunches, grabbing the waistband of my jeans and panties. I lift my hips up from the couch and wait silently as he pulls them off. I hear them thud onto the floor just as soon as my ass touches the cushion.  
 
    He cups me between the thighs with one big hand, causing heat to pool there, fast. I’m squirming, fighting to keep in place, but his touch is too much. I’m barely keeping quiet as it is. If it gets more intense than this, I won’t be able to keep my promise for long. 
 
    He strokes me, and at the same time, trails his tongue from my right knee to my hipbone. His teeth nip on the skin; my arms rise over my head to grab the back of the couch to help keep me in place. He kisses a light trail across my pubic bone to the other side, and his fingers continue to do their magic, forcing me to the point of unraveling. 
 
    I feel his fingers at my entrance seconds before he fills me with two, and they curl upward in perfect synchronization, hitting that sensitive spot deep inside me. He massages, drawing out the pleasure. I’m shaking like a leaf by the time he shoulders my legs apart and settles between them. My heart pounds hurriedly in my chest, and my mouth is drier than the Sahara Desert. 
 
    “P-Please,” I whisper, licking my lips. “Ellis.” 
 
    He nuzzles my inner thigh, growling softly as he inhales my scent. “Goddamn, you smell like Honeysuckles.” 
 
    He guides my thighs further apart, sliding his hand out of the way, and replaces it with one, slow lick from his tongue. Euphoria spears through me—sudden heat, the scratch of his five o’clock stubble—and his lips move over my pussy in a languid dance of erotic torment. 
 
    When he takes my clit into his mouth, sucking lightly, I arch my back at the pleasure encompassing me. My rough, panting breaths leave me in hot huffs of air. God, it’s so hard to keep it in right now. 
 
    “Fuck,” I whisper, then whimper as he flicks his tongue against the tip of my clit. “M-Maybe we should—Oh, god!” I can’t help but to cry out when his fingers slip into my entrance once more, sliding in and out and curling to hit that spot inside me. 
 
    “I woke up with you on my lap and it felt perfect.” He leans forward, and I gasp as his tongue runs the length of my pussy in one, sure stroke and his fingers scissor inside me. “I’ve been dying to do this for a while, so I figured you wouldn’t mind if I stay down here for a while and kiss everything better.” 
 
    His soulful words steal what little breath I have in my lungs. They make me greedy and achy, causing a coil of tightness to bloom between my thighs. I start to squirm, but his arms wrap around my thighs, keeping me anchored to him as he lowers his mouth on me again. This time, it’s longer, slower than before. Just enough to give me a taste, but enough to leave me wanting more. 
 
    The creaking of leather greets my ears, but doesn’t quite register, until I feel heat slide up next to me. Warm fingers skate up my side, but instead of leaning away from the touch, I find myself greedy for more. I lean in, toward the wandering hands. Someone grabs my shirt at the hem, pulling it up and up, until it’s settled right above my breasts. 
 
    At the same time, Ellis spreads me with his hands, exploring with his tongue and fingers, the guy at my head, pulls down the cup of my bra. Before I can mutter anything, warm, sensual heat blows across the top of my breast. My nipple hardens instantly, two twin peaks begging to be pleasured. When his hand grabs my breast, kneading it, I whimper and thrust my chest up for more. 
 
    Rough stubble scratches along the side of my breast, a contrast to what I’m feeling between my thighs by Ellis’ miracle tongue. Ellis runs his tongue lower, tasting, sampling, before removing his fingers and pushing his tongue into my entrance. My hand seeks his head, weaving my fingers through the short strands on top. Tilting up my pelvis, I grind my pussy against his face. My eyes squeeze shut so tightly stars dance along the back of my eyelids. Ellis’ groan reverberates against my core, the pleasure almost as good as his ton— 
 
    “Oh, fuck!” I cry out, no longer able to keep silence as wet, sensual heat encloses my left nipple.  
 
    My other hand rises to the guy’s head licking and sucking on my nipple. His deep-gravelly groan causes a shudder to race through me.  
 
    I’d know that groan anywhere. I’d know these soft tresses anywhere. 
 
    The guy sucking on my breast like it’s the holy grail of tits, is Asher. 
 
    A burst of light explodes behind my eyes. When my eyes snap open, I take into account three things quickly. One, I was right, Ellis and Asher are the two feasting on my body. The second thing is, the lights are now on—that must have been the burst of light behind my eyelids I saw. 
 
    And the third … we’re not the only three awake. 
 
    My eyes peek past Asher’s head, and I nearly come when I spy Callum’s intense gaze locked on mine. He looks hungry, downright ravenous. My grip tightens in Ellis’ hair when he hits a particularly sensitive spot. My body squirms in their hold, and before I allow myself to fall into them, I cast my gaze toward Quinn. 
 
    Disbelief threatens to tear me apart. Quinn, he’s … Holy fuck me. My mouth drops open in awe as I spy Quinn leisurely stroking himself in the far corner of the couch. He’s shirtless, with all those beautiful muscles on display, and his hand is tight around his thick member, going up and down, his eyes sweeping over the scene in front of him with ravenous hunger. 
 
    Asher’s other hand pulls down the other cup of my bra, his big hand encasing it. His pointer and thumb tweak my nipple, rolling it between his two digits. He barely grazes my nipple with his teeth, then sooths away the sting with a swipe of his tongue. The pain, the pleasure—it has me teetering on the edge of climax. 
 
    They seem to know just how to touch me—how to alternate hard and soft, where to suck and where to lick. It’s phenomenal, earth shattering. Hearing their groans and growls of pleasure. Hearing the slick-suctioning noise of Quinn pleasuring himself. And when I hear Callum join in, his deep timbered growl causes a tremble to buzz inside me, the feeling settling in the apex of my thighs. 
 
    With my legs shaking on either side of his head, Ellis keeps working me over with his tongue in long leisurely strokes. My back arches from the couch, pushing my chest into Asher’s waiting mouth. I cry out—moaning and whimpering as they work me closer and closer to the edge. A slow burn starts in my gut, a familiar feeling I know all too well. 
 
    Asher releases my breast with a pop, then weaves his fingers through my hair and slams his mouth down to mine. My tongue instantly seeks his out, searching, plundering. He groans into my waiting mouth, then starts grinding his hard cock against my side. It’s hard and large inside his pants, and I desperately want to feel his warm skin in the palm of my hand. Maneuvering myself, I slip my hand into the front of his pants, grabbing his dick in my hand. 
 
    “Mmm,” He kneads my breast harder, his movements jerkier. “Tighter.” He groans, guttural and raw, seducing, “Choke my fucking cock, sweetheart.” 
 
    Tightening my grip, he slowly rocks into it. The velvety skin slides back and forth with ease. Asher pulls me toward him by my breast, his other hand tightening in my hair to the point of pain. And I’m lost. In him. In Ellis. In Quinn and his throat grunts and groans. In Callum with his growls of torment and the click of his tongue ring against his teeth as he bites down hard to keep from crying out. 
 
    I want to touch all of them, not just Asher. I want to feel Ellis’ hard cock in my hands, Quinn’s in my mouth, and Callum’s in my pussy. Fuck, do I want that with everything inside me. But my pleasure is mounting. My climax is rising to the surface, and it’s going to be fast, hard, and quick. My body tingles in awareness, and I try to pull away from Ellis to prolong it, but he jerks me back toward his waiting tongue. 
 
    “I’m not finished eating, baby,” Ellis growls, his grip on my hips tightening. I cry out when he takes my sensitive clit between his lips, twirling his tongue around it as he sucks. “Now be a good girl and come all over my face.” 
 
    And then I’m gone. Slipping. Falling. Melting into a puddle of lust, desire, and euphoria.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 17 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Get out your books and turn to page two-hundred and five.” Mr. Bexley orders before any of us sit in our seats. 
 
    I give him the side eye-resting bitch face. This little bastard has been like this ever since he started teaching last year. The tardy bell hasn’t even rang yet, so he shouldn’t be giving any of us orders. Grumpy old bastard. 
 
    Huffing, I make my way to my seat. The feeling of someone brushing their hand against the small of my back elicits a shiver, forcing me to glance back over my shoulder. My cheeks tinge pink when my eyes stare into Asher’s. He has that trademark smirk twisting his lips, his bright blue eyes penetrate mine. His pink tongue dips out, licking along the top of his bottom lip before he takes it between his teeth with a suggestive look. My eyes follow the movement, entranced. 
 
    Shit. Now I’m going to be thinking about the other night on Ellis’ couch; how they both touched me, cared for me, while the other two watched and pleasured themselves. Kind of like two perverts watching porn. 
 
     I smile to myself. Well, if they’re perverts for doing it, what does that make me for watching? A fucking genius, that’s what.  
 
    Even though I know how bad it is, I can’t stop feeling giddy about remembering his lips on mine, or how Ellis feasted on me until my throat was raw from crying out. I swear, if I had a heart it would be mush inside my chest. I know my stomach has been in knots all weekend and half the week; the good kind of knot that settles low in your stomach. 
 
    There’s just something about them that cause butterflies to erupt inside my abdomen. With their flirty, little wings fluttering about, and I know I can’t feel that way; that I shouldn’t. My brain knows what has to be done, but it seems my body is still trying to play catch-up. To be frank, I hope the bitch never does. I’m actually content, more so than I’ve been in a very long time. 
 
    “Can I see you after school?” Yes!!! 
 
    How does one orgasm change so much? Yes, before we got down and dirty, they were taking care of me. They were paying special attention, which is something no other guy has cared to do in the past. So, I’m not going to dismiss them altogether, even though I know I should. If not for my conscious, then for my health.  
 
    What confuses me the most, is the fact I don’t know if they were doing it because they knew what happened tonight, or if they just wanted to. But I can’t deny it felt nice being around them. I didn’t expect it, and I found myself wanting to spend more time with them when they dropped me back off at my house later that night. 
 
    Would they consider me “too easy” if I gave in? Wasn’t the thrill of getting with me because of the chase? The challenges they had to go through to gain my attention. I don’t want my hormones to run the show here, because if I allow that to happen, bad things will transpire. I need to have a level head, no matter how crazy they make me. 
 
    The thought saddens me, but it’s not like I can change it, right? Giving into them would only be the first step in my demise, wouldn’t it? 
 
    But it could lead to so much more, I think to myself, mulling everything over. 
 
    The rational part of my mind chooses that moment to butt in. “Um, I have things to do. Sorry.”  
 
    His smile drops marginally. “Well, maybe another time then.” I nod as I watch him walk on past me. Turning toward me, he shoots me a broken smile, then claims his seat. 
 
    Releasing a sigh, I make my way toward my seat just as the tardy bell rings overhead. I can’t resist glancing over at him, my stomach somersaulting when I see his brows furrowed and jaw clenched tight as he stares straight ahead. Would it be so bad to accept defeat and give myself over to them? They hurt me, yes, but they’ve also made me feel fantastic. Maybe, I should ask an outsider’s opinion. I know Karma’s never let me down before. 
 
    Why is high school so fucking hard, man? I mean, some of this stuff is too heavy for people my age. We shouldn’t have to sift through our feelings. High school is all about experimenting; being free to do what you please, but in a safe environment. 
 
    Maybe I shouldn’t let feelings impede on having fun. Sure, it can play a part in how someone acts, but it doesn’t have to be what motivates them. Damn, it’s all so confusing. 
 
    Before I can think too hard on it, I take my phone out and type out a text. 
 
    Me: Karm, we have a code red. I need help, bitch. 
 
    Within seconds, she replies. Hopefully, I don’t get her in trouble, but this isn’t a matter that can wait. I need to get my head on straight, pushing all these doubts out of my mind. There’s no room for doubt. 
 
    Karma: If this is about the guys … YES! 
 
    I have to reread her text several times before it finally makes sense. Each time, it takes everything I have not to burst into laughter in the middle of class. 
 
    Me: It is. I may not have told you everything that happened on Friday. 
 
    Me: Don’t fucking kill me. 
 
    Even after all these days, I still feel Asher’s lips against mine. I still feel his fingers expertly rolling and rubbing my nipples, his hands kneading my breasts. Feel his body molding itself against the front of me, coaxing me, teasing me into submission. 
 
    Karma: I’m going to have to kill you. I can already feel it. 
 
    Karma: Don’t hold out on me! 
 
    Me: So … Ellis had a full meal that night and Asher took everything above. 
 
    Me: Oh, and I kind of watched Cal and Quinn, you know, rub one out. 
 
    Almost instantly, she replies. Karma: Oh. My. God. Please, tell me there’s more! 
 
    There is no way she can be serious. I expected her to be a little interested in it, because, I mean, it’s the elite guys we’re talking about, but nothing like this. She seems too invested, too interested. 
 
    Without thinking, my eyes drift over to the other side of the room. Asher sits slouched in his seat, barely paying attention to the teacher. Instead, his pen makes long strokes over the page in front of him, like he’s doodling or something. I crane my neck to see if I can make out what it is, but to no avail, he’s too far away. 
 
    As if he’s in tune to my every move, his eyes flick up until he’s staring at me through his lashes. Thick, lustrous lashes that most woman pay hundreds of dollars to get. A small, genteel grin morphs his kiss-worthy lips. It’s not the self-assured smirk he turns toward girls. It’s a grin that seems to soften his otherwise harsh face. God, he’s so hot. When he sits back in his seat, resting his elbow on the edge of the desk and runs his finger over his lips, I shudder.  
 
    Before I can stop myself, a shy smile spreads across my lips in return, cheeks flushing in remembrance. Then he winks, and damn do I swoon. 
 
    Twisting back toward the front, I type back another message. 
 
    Me: No details, bitch! I just need help. 
 
    Karma: Help with what? Sounds like you have everything under control. 
 
    Karma: Or, should I say, they have you under control. 
 
    A whisper soft groan filters through my lips. 
 
    She’s supposed to help me with this, not remind me of what happened Friday night. 
 
    Me: This is messed up, right? They bullied me, but now that sex is involved, I’m like a beaten puppy coming back for more. 
 
    Karma: It sounds to me like that is a “you” problem, Jess. Since they found out the truth, none of them have been assholes to you. Maybe think about that before you decide against it. 
 
    Karma: I’m all for you bumping uglies with the four-giant dick-a-teers. Might loosen you up. 
 
    Me: Karma, this could end really badly. 
 
    I frown hard at the screen as my fingers dance over the tempered glass. 
 
    “Miss, Savoy.” My eyes snap up to the front of the class, seeing our teacher looking at me with a scathing glare. “Read the first three paragraphs on the next page.” 
 
    My heart plummets to my stomach. If he thinks I was paying attention, I’m about to look like a fool. There’s no way I know where we’re at, because I honestly wasn’t following along. It’s then, I see the evil glint resting in his eyes. He has this smug look on his face, like he’s enjoying my discomfort. He’s such a douchebag. 
 
    My eyes sweep the room, anxiety clawing in my gut. If I don’t find a way out of this, Mr. Bexley will take my phone, then he’ll tell Coach Rice what I was doing. I really don’t want to do bleacher laps, and if I don’t find some miracle that’s exactly what I’ll be doing. 
 
    After several minutes of silence, his imposing voice echoes through the room, “Are you lost, Ms. Savoy? Maybe if you were …” 
 
    I dismiss Mr. Bexley altogether, my gaze coming to rest on Asher. I see him jerking his chin down toward his hand, and when I follow the movement, a smile breaks out across my face. He has a number written in pen on the back of his hand. 213. 
 
    “No need to get snippy, Mr. Bexley. I know exactly where we’re at.” My eyes flash back to his, and now it’s my turn to return his smug look. 
 
    “Then, by all means.” He leans back on his desk, stewing in silence. 
 
    It’s getting too easy to show my feelings toward Asher, and I don’t know if it’s because of Friday or how he’s been treating me. But the fact he took on those giant guys, like he was my personal knight in shabby combat boots, really hit home. Either way, whatever it may be, I feel myself softening toward him. Almost to the point where I see reason in Karma’s texts. 
 
    Nodding, I read the passage, mollifying the asshole up front. I can tell when I’m finished that he never expected me to know where we’re at, but he’s too proud to call me out on it. So, instead, I shoot him another taunting grin and slouch down in my seat, which seems to fluster him more. 
 
    Men like that just piss me off. They think they rule the world, yet they can barely contain teenage kids in a classroom setting. For all I care, he can fuck off. He’s been nothing but an asshole to me, anyway. And I did nothing to him except exist. I guess that’s all it takes to get the hate of someone these days. 
 
    For several minutes, I keep eye contact with him. He stares at me, barely blinking, until another student draws his attention away. Capitalizing on his distraction, I remove my phone from between my legs and read Karma’s new text.  
 
    Karma: But what if it ends good? 
 
    Karma: Just think about it, Jess … It’s perfect! 
 
    Me: Karm …  
 
    Karma: Jess … you asked for this. 
 
    My brows slant inward, confusion wracking my mind. I can’t decide if that’s a threat or … 
 
    Karma: Pulling out my HBB card, bitch. You CANNOT get out of this! 
 
    That. Sneaky. Little. Bitch. 
 
    Anyone that knows Karma, and I understand what a “Hoes Before Bros” card is. Many times, over the last two years, we’ve pulled it on each other. Our friendship is tight, like a virgin on her wedding night, tight. If she pulls it, I do what she wants. If I pull it, Karma does what I want.  
 
    We never say no.  
 
    But right now, I feel like tossing my cookies and telling her to shove that HBB card up her vagina. It’s not even like she’s doing it for herself, anyway. She just wants me to get on with my life, forgive and forget, then fuck one or all of them at the same time. Trust me, I know how her dirty mind works. 
 
    Me: You piss me off.  
 
    Karma: Better than being pissed on, lover. And you don’t have to like someone to fuck them. 
 
    Before I can read the first message, another text buzzes through. My mouth threatens to unhinge. Complete and utter disbelief encompass me. 
 
    Karma: For your information, you pulled an HBB on me last year at Hoodlum’s party. You know, before he moved away. I’ve just been biding my time for the right moment to use it on you again. 
 
    Did I?  
 
    Honestly, I can’t remember that night, much less how I ended up at the foot of Hoodlum’s bed with a pair of men’s boxers on my head like a cap.  
 
    They were clean, so don’t skive out on me just yet. 
 
    I try to think, but everything from that night comes in muddled, jagged frames. I remember us getting there. Remember Karma sidling up next to Hoodlum. I even remember them sharing a little closed mouth kiss with each other. But, for the life of me, I can’t remember anything after that. It’s all a fog. I got entirely to drunk and stoned that night. 
 
    Wait, a minute … I nearly growl under my breath when it all starts coming back to me. 
 
    Now that I think about it, I do remember. But shit, she liked him. She was just too shy, or scared, to go through with it. I was only helping a sister out. Now she’s throwing me to the wolves. 
 
    Me: You liked, Hoodlum! 
 
    Her reply comes through before I can even take a deep breath to relax the furious pace of my heart. 
 
    Karma: You like them, too, Jess. You’re just scared. You wanted some help, so here it is. 
 
    Terrified more like it, and I don’t scare easily. Except if it’s a scary movie and all the lights in the house go off at the same time. Then, I turn into a big titty baby.  
 
    Me: Why are you not against this? 
 
    Karma: Because I’m your best friend, Jess. I know you. I know what you want. 
 
    You know, that first day I met Karma, I should have walked the other way. Instead of busting each other in the face, we should have called a truce and left it at that. Now, the bitch owns me, and I can’t even be mad. She’s my best friend, and there’s a sliver of truth in her words.  
 
    They aren’t bad. They just did bad things. And ever since that night, they haven’t tried to bully me. In fact, they’ve put all their effort into stopping it. The texts, fights—and there was even that time I stumbled upon them in the parking lot and Callum was unleashing Hell on a kid from Beaumont high. Apparently, it’s gotten all the way to our rival school a town over. But instead of stopping it, they wanted to start anew, because they absolutely hate anything to do with the four guys that surround me. 
 
    I quickly glance back toward Asher, seeing him watching me. I feel the blistering heat leech from his gaze, bleeding life into my cheeks. I squirm in my seat, his gaze suddenly making me feel achy and unfilled. It comes completely out of nowhere, making me almost breathless.  
 
    Being near Asher, even from this far away, is like foreplay.  
 
    I know his particular brand of poison, but still, there’s just something about him that’s so very, very alluring. I feel myself falling, and this time, I’m actually terrified about where I will end up.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 18 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You’re getting eye-fucked hard,” Karma comments jokingly.  
 
    If only she knew how much I want that “eye-fuck” to turn into an actual “fuck,” she wouldn’t be joking with me about it. And I do, holy shit, do I ever. Even with us being at school, I can’t stop thoughts from running rampant in my mind. Thoughts of one or all the guys hiding me away in some storage closet and having their filthy way with me. 
 
    Then again, she may condone it. 
 
    “Doesn’t matter,” I reply with a note of nonchalance in my tone. 
 
    “How can you say it doesn’t matter?” She gawks at me. “Those queen bitches are ripping you to shreds with their eyes, all because you’re the center of their attention.” The guys are sitting at their old table today. I can’t understand why I feel a bubble of anger over that, but I do. 
 
    I shrug a shoulder, taking a bite of my chicken salad. With my mouth full, and a head full of thoughts, I don’t reply. 
 
    I know they’re staring at me. They have been all day. The only thing I’m waiting on is the moment they bring up what happened Friday night at Ellis’ house, because they will. None of them seem like the type to “forget” anything that happens. That seems to be one thing we have in common. 
 
    “Jess,” Karma says, garnering my attention. “I know they did some fucked up shit to you, but what you all did Friday won’t be something you can sweep under the rug. They want more. Everyone can practically smell the sexual tension wafting off you all.” 
 
    “It was a mistake,” I finally say, the lie tasting sour on my tongue. 
 
    She sighs. “You can’t stay mad forever. That will just make you even more cynical and cold-hearted than you are toward guys now.” She has a point, but still, I can’t seem to let the past stay in the past. “Forgive them, even if you’re forgiving them for yourself. You’ll be so much happier.” 
 
    Will I, though? It was easier to look past all they did on Friday night, because they were my way out of that situation between Debra and my father. A situation, I have yet to utter a word about to Karma. 
 
    It just sucks that the object of my rage has to be four guys that make my heart beat faster than any other man I’ve ever been with. The four guys that make me wetter, needier. 
 
    “How do you even forgive someone you’re not even sure deserves it?” I ask, twisting the lid off my water. 
 
    She sighs, glancing in their direction. “You simply do. The longer you hold on to this anger, the more hold they have over you. Forgive, but that doesn’t mean you have to forget, girl. Take my advice—give in.” 
 
    I think about her reasoning for a moment, then about what the guys have done for me since that night at Callum’s. The fights, the protection—them shunning the queen bees. Never once have I thought about my situation the same way Karma thinks about it. Instead, I stayed inside my anger. And, for what? Because Callum chose Alessandra when he got back to Silver Creek. You can’t even put the two in the same room without hostile glares and murmured threats now. Not to each other, but about each other.  
 
    So, why am I clinging onto that hatred as if it’s my last lifeline? 
 
    I know why. It’s because it hurt. Seeing the entire thing tore me up inside. More than I care to admit. The best I can describe the feeling is it was akin to someone shoving a knife in my chest and twisting for maximum pain. 
 
    “I’m sorry about pulling the HBB card on you,” she finally admits, blush rising over her cheeks. “You didn’t deserve that.” 
 
    “I accept your apology, but—” I give her a hard look, then cursing myself when I can’t stop a smile from gracing my lips, “don’t do it again.” 
 
    “Like, would it be so terrible to be in your position?” It almost sounds like she’s jealous, but that can’t be right. She has Davis and all his hotness to salivate over. 
 
    “Karma, is there something you want to tell me?” 
 
    For several minutes, we sit in silence. When it’s clear she’s not going to answer me, I pick up my fork and poke around my food. My thoughts are a whirlwind of chaos inside my head, never settling on just one thing. It would be easier to work through if I could. 
 
    But then she says, “I’m a little green, is all.” 
 
    Karma—envious of me? No, that can’t be right. I must be hearing and seeing things. If anything, I’m the jealous one. I’d like nothing more than to be normal, living a simple life. Have two parents that think I hung the moon and stars. Have a brother that looks up to me, like I’m some hero that keeps away the boogeyman at night. 
 
    Family dinners, reunions, and traditions. Holidays, birthdays, and summers spent at the cape. 
 
    She does not understand how terrific her life is. It’s spent around people that love her and only want the best. Yes, they may not have as much money as the rest of the populace in Silver Creek, but money doesn’t buy happiness. If it did, I would toss every dollar I have in exchange for some. 
 
    With her mother and father, you know exactly what you get. Mr. and Mrs. Jade are the epitome of functional adults, and if I believed in love, they would be the closest figures I’d willingly give it to. They provide structure and balance. They are strict on Karma and her brother, Maverick, without being overbearing about it. 
 
    With the way my life is, I would trade places with her in a heartbeat. At least, I’d know I wouldn’t have to fear sleeping the wrong way and getting beaten for it. 
 
    I fucking hate my life, man, and Karma really doesn’t know how good she has it. I’ve never told her about the beatings, and verbal abuse I get from Debra on the daily. She doesn’t know that my father ran off and started another family. She knows none of this, and I can’t bring myself to tell her. I don’t want to ruin her parade with details about my shitty life. Karma doesn’t deserve that. 
 
    Huffing, I push my tray away from me. I run my fingers through my hair, settling my elbows on the table to hold my head up. I’m so lost right now. I feel like my hormones and mind are all over the place, and I can’t consciously decide on anything for fear of the outcome. The anxiety is literally killing me inside. 
 
    What if they make me out to look like a fool? What if I forgive them, and it’s all some sordid joke? What if the bullying gets worse than it was before? They’ve been teasing me relentlessly, in a nice way, but maybe they’re doing it so I’ll let my guard down before they pounce. 
 
    Ugh, it’s all so confusing. 
 
    “You better make your mind up, chick.” She gulps. “We have visitors.” 
 
    Furrowing my brows, my body jerks to attention. Slowly turning in my seat, I glimpse a very empty elite table. My eyes imperceptibly widen, body turning to stone. Then, out of the corner of my eye, I see the four looming figures standing just behind me.﻿ 
 
    They said they would sit at their table today. That they needed today to keep up “appearances.” Even though I didn’t like it, internally, I understood. Why are they over here now? This is just going to make shit worse. 
 
    “Jess, care to take a walk with us?” I twist all the way to see Callum looking at me expectantly. It’s not until he raises his brow in question, I snap out of my daze. 
 
    “Um—” I look back at Karma, kind of hoping she will say we’re in the middle of something, but she just shoots me a smirk, winking. Sighing, I shoot daggers toward her, then grab my things. “Sure.” 
 
    Karma practically dances in her spot, then leans into Davis as he sits down at the table. Davis’ eyes meet mine, softening, before flicking over my shoulder toward the guys. Giving him a soft smile, I turn and follow the boys out of the cafeteria. My hackles rise as I feel dozens of eyes trained on our backs. 
 
    The boys take it in style, though. They strut out without a care in the word, like they’re used to this attention. Now that I think about it, they probably are. They don’t call them the elite for nothing. 
 
    Probably the only time they get any downtime from being the center of attention is when they’re at home. Even then, I’d say they have to live up to their parent’s expectations if they expect to take over their empires one day. 
 
    Damn, what a lonely life. I can’t even imagine. At least, I’m not expected to take over after someone retires. So, therefore, I don’t have to rise to anyone’s expectations they may have of me. 
 
    We get just outside in the hallway, the doors barely closing behind us, when Asher turns on me. He takes me off guard when he wraps his arms around my waist, then kisses the shit out of me. A delicious tremble skates up my spine, and before I can stop myself, I react purely on instinct. Our tongues tangle with one another. A groan of extreme satisfaction rumbles within his chest. The deep, guttural sound hits me right between my thighs, and now I’m even greedier than I was before in the cafeteria. 
 
    I clear my throat when his lips disengage from mine. “Well, that came out of nowhere.” 
 
    He chuckles. “Sorry, I couldn’t help myself. I’ve been wanting to do that all day.” 
 
    I’d be a damn liar if I said the thought hadn’t crossed my mind, too. The thought of dragging one of them into a storage closet crossed my mind multiple times, or just leaving school altogether. 
 
    Without thinking too much into it, I jump up onto my tiptoes and catch his lips in another quick kiss. It seems to startle him, but he recovers hastily, a bright, smug grin tugging at his lips when he glances back at the other three. 
 
    “That’s the fourth time you kissed her, asshole. You can’t touch her again until we all get a taste.” I stare blankly at Callum. 
 
    Is he being serious? Ellis has had his tongue inside my pussy, and he’s getting upset because Asher’s kissed me more time than anyone now. That is so ridiculous. 
 
    “Sucks to be you then, because you had your taste at the party, remember?” Asher fires off a rebuttal, causing Ellis and Quinn to shoot matching grins at each other. 
 
    Now that Karma’s words are playing in my mind, I look at this whole situation differently. 
 
    I can allow myself to be with these guys and still keep my heart guarded. With Callum, that’s all it will ever be because of the whole queen bitch thing. But with the others, I’m sure I can do it.  
 
    Actually, I know I can. 
 
    Standing tall, I push my shoulders back, an action Callum seems to take notice of as his eyes briefly flit down to my exposed cleavage. “Are you all going to come to my house tonight?” 
 
    Might as well jump in with both feet. 
 
    “Asher will be the one at dinner tonight.” Ellis pouts as he says that. “Me, Callum, and Quinn have other plans we cannot get out of.” 
 
    Asher beams. “Looks like I’m your date for this evening.” 
 
    I allow my eyes to roam over him. I more than approve of what’s standing in front of me. And maybe, this won’t be so bad. I’ve been with him and Ellis before, so I sort of know what to expect. He’s not treating me any differently than before. Actually, he’s treating me better. 
 
    “See something you like, sweetheart?” he goads. 
 
    I subtly lick my lips, an intense heat bubbling in my stomach. When my eyes meet his, I hear three different intakes of breath from my right, and a groan that sounds suspiciously like it comes from Quinn. 
 
    “You have no idea.” He growls, a low timbre in the base of his throat. It’s hot; fucking sexy as all Hell. I’m a horny little mess in front of him, and the only thing I can think about is what tonight might hold. I’m really, really looking forward to it. 
 
    If Karma isn’t right about this, I’m going to kick her ass from here to next Sunday.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 19 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Are you going to get in trouble with your friends by doing this?” I ask, shoving open my front door and stepping inside. And by “doing this” I mean “fucking me,” because it’s going to happen. I need his dick like I need fresh air. Now. And I told him so on the way over here. 
 
     Ever since he caught me after the last bell, he’s attached himself to my hip. I consciously don’t know how I feel about that, but I know it’s not a bad feeling. It feels good to have a strong pillar of warmth next to me. 
 
    He shrugs it off. “We have a mutual understanding.” 
 
    Didn’t seem that way before, but maybe I missed something. “What might that be?” 
 
    “We all want you. So, we’re going to share you.” He makes it sound so simple. They have four different personalities, and what one guy doesn’t like the others could. I’m not against the idea, but how is that going to work? 
 
    “Share me?” I scoff. “After the display earlier, I find that hard to believe. You all were arguing over me like I’m the favorite toy and it’s such-and-such’s turn.” 
 
    He steps up behind me, wrapping his arms around my waist. Pushing his face into the curve of my neck, he inhales deeply, then sighs. “Essentially, you are. And we weren’t fighting over you, baby. Callum’s just being a little prickly.” 
 
    Prickly? That’s an understatement of the century. He acted like one of those possessive, domineering assholes you read about in books. The kind you salivate over in fiction, but not the kind you fall for in real life. Rolling my eyes, I shrug him off and close the door. When I turn back, I spy Asher staring at me, heatedly. He shoots a salacious grin my way, and starts back toward me, until a voice in the distance halts him. 
 
    “Jessalyn, is that you?” My eyes shutter closed. 
 
    “Yes, Debra.” 
 
    Asher cranes his head to the side, wearing a quizzical expression on his face. He knows as much as I do that she’s not due home for another hour. Usually, she barely gets here in time for our nightly dinners. So, for her to be here right now is out of the ordinary. 
 
    Shaking my head at him, like I’m telling him “not here and not now,” he amazes me by nodding. When did it get so easy for them to read me? When did it get so easy for me to allow it?  
 
    He heads over to the couch in front of the large bay window, sitting down. His legs spread just so, easily and carelessly, as he relaxes back into the soft cushions. Asher drapes his hand over his lap lazily, then eyes me up and down, irises burning like twin sapphire gems. 
 
    “Cut that out,” I whisper-hiss before I can catch myself. 
 
    He shakes with laughter. “What? I can’t look at you?” he whispers in return. 
 
    “You’re looking at me like you want to eat me.” I narrow my eyes at him, crossing my arms over my chest. I’m practically calling him out to disagree, but the only thing he does is smile wider. 
 
    “Who’s saying I don’t?” Then … Then, the asshole licks his lips and trails his heated gaze all over my body. His nostrils flare, as if he can smell my need from all the way over there, and a small sound of approval rumbles in his chest. “Why don’t you lose those jeans and come sit on my face?” 
 
    My mouth falls agape. That just went from zero to a million damn quickly. But I can’t deny a filthy part of me wants to do just that. I know his tongue works magic when tangled with mine, and I’m dying to know what it feels like between my legs. But Asher isn’t normally a straight shooter. He usually beats around the bush, drawing out our pleasure. 
 
    “Wow. I did not expect that.” I have to fight the urge to rub my legs together to ease the ache settling in my core. 
 
    “Expect what?” Debra says as she breezes into the living room. The moment she sees Asher sitting on our couch, her face lights up, if albeit a little surprised. “Asher Shawcrass, how nice to see you.” 
 
    Her eyes fly back to mine, penetrating me with so much hatred it soon becomes hard to breathe. Her posture is stiff as she stands in the opening of the living room. Her eyes hold mine, promising retribution for this, and I have to ask myself, why? It’s not like she doesn’t know the guys come over for dinner. Asher just came over beforehand.  
 
    Shit, it’s not like I have to tell her when I have company. A person only does that if they care, and I give no fucks about Debra at all. She can take a long walk off a short pier.  
 
    All too soon, she dismisses me, making her way over toward our little alcove of a living room. 
 
    “How’s your father?” She sits down, making sure she’s extra slow when crossing her right leg over the left. I think she even slips him a look at what’s underneath her skirt in the process. 
 
    Fucking slut! She says I’m bad? No, honey, I just don’t pretend to be something I’m not. Unlike, Debra, here, I’m very verbal with what I do and whom I’m with. No sense in hiding it. Pretending to live the lie of being proper and lady-like isn’t something I’m prone on doing. Ever.  
 
    Before I was raped, yes. I tried to keep myself in line. However, everything that came after that night pushed me over the edge. I couldn’t do it anymore, nor did I want to. It came to the point where I had to ask myself what I wanted, where I saw my life going. I could either be miserable in this life or make the best of it, and it’s not my fault that what makes me happiest is when I’m being myself. I won’t make any excuses for the person I am today, because excuses didn’t work in my past. 
 
    “He’s just fine, ma’am,” Asher retorts. Then he becomes my new best friend—sorry, Karma—when he dismisses her completely and glances in my direction. “Come sit down, babe, I miss your warmth.” 
 
    If looks could fucking kill, I’d be dead. The only thing Debra told me to do was make sure they were comfortable at the dinner party. She probably expected none of them to be interested in me other than getting off. 
 
    I hope she chokes on that crow. Stupid cunt. 
 
    “Y-You all are dating?” Oh, yes, I think that was a beak getting caught in her throat. 
 
    But then her question makes me pause, my gaze snapping to Asher’s. He doesn’t think we’re dating, does he? I can remember every piece of our conversation from earlier, and no one said the word “relationship.” 
 
    “We’re just hanging out, ma’am,” he replies, which causes some tumultuous emotions to settle as I take the seat next to him. 
 
    She’s silent for a moment, then shifts in her seat once, twice. I can tell she wants to dig more into the subject, but it’s not “respectable” to air out such private things, even if we are in our own house. It gives the idea that we are uncouth—individuals that have no decorum on how to present themselves with visitors in the room. But I can tell she’s not happy. Not at all. She pinches her features tight as she appraises us, eyes sharpening in fury when Asher puts his arm around my shoulder and pulls me into his side. 
 
    Jealousy is such an ugly thing, and it seems it’s eating Debra alive. Her body imperceptibly vibrates with restrained tension, and the longer she looks at us, the more hostile her features become. 
 
    I wish I knew the real reason she hates me so much. Not that I’d care one bit either way, but it would still be good to know. That way I could actually stand back and be like, yeah, I get that but it’s still shitty. But no, the only thing I get are hostile glances and abuse. It kind of fucks you up in the head. 
 
    When Asher starts trailing the tips of his fingers down my arm, that’s when she’s had enough. It’s taking everything in her not to react in front of my company, and I’m actually glad Asher is here right now. Otherwise, it would be, yet again, another bout of abuse with me ending up on the floor, cursing the very day she was born. It’s gotten so bad sometimes I actually prayed for God to turn time around and stop Debra from being born, even if that meant I’d never be born as well. 
 
    “Jessalyn, may I see you in the kitchen for a moment?” her voice betrays her confidence as it wavers. 
 
    I prepare myself to be smacked around, because it’s going to happen. As ignorant as this whole thing is, Asher openly touching me in front of her is him staking his claim. With the conversation she had with my father the other night, the only person that owns me is her. It’s stupid, but that’s what she truly believes. But then Asher does something that no person in Silver Creek has enough balls to do besides my father.  
 
    He brushes her pathetic attempt aside. 
 
    “Actually, we are going up to her room,” he says, then stands abruptly to his towering height. “We have a lot of homework to do.” 
 
    I don’t know what’s gotten into him, but I can’t say I’m not thankful. That last beating she gave me put me out of commission for a good long while, and as of now, I still can’t fight back if she comes at me again. This is the most frustrating thing I’ve ever faced in my life. More than the rape, Callum’s bullying—any of it. 
 
    I’m also too far into conditioning for softball that if I take any time off now, I’ll be off the team. Those other girls are good. The only thing I beat them by was my speed and accuracy. If they get more playing time than me, who knows how good they can become. Probably enough to knock me out of my spot. 
 
    Two weeks. Two more weeks is all I have until I turn eighteen. Then … that bitch is mine. I try to stop the growl before it surfaces, but I must not have stopped it fast enough. Out of the corner of my eye, I see Asher turn his attention toward me. I’m immobile, still sitting on the couch as he towers over me. I know he can see the open hostility in my eyes, and the pure need to kill in the way my body tightens and softens. 
 
    “Asher, darling,” she coos sweetly, but even I can hear the underlining threat in her words. And if I can hear it, then so can he. “Be a dear and go on upstairs like I said. Jessalyn will be with you shortly.” 
 
    “Ma’am?” he says, and I think I detect a hint of warning in his tone. Or is that disbelief? To be honest, I’m not too sure. I’m too busy trying to play catchup between the both of them. 
 
    “Run. Along. Now.” My eyes train on Debra’s. She’s pissed. 
 
    What did she expect? She all but threw me at the boys months ago, expecting me to do many things with them. Of course, she didn’t know how connected we were already, but that probably wouldn’t have stopped her in the first place, either. She’s a conniving, little, pretentious bitch, and she will use me as any means necessary to get what she wants. She probably doesn’t even remember what happened between Callum and I freshman year. That is how into herself she is. 
 
    I feel that familiar tug on the back of my mind. It picks now to come at me, when I really don’t need it to begin with. Thinking about anything that happened in the past isn’t good for me. I’m doing what Karma basically begged me to do, so thinking about that will get me nowhere, fast. It will only make me fester in an agony of my own making. 
 
    A light touch on my wrist has me popping out of a memory trying to resurface. I come to stand beside him. He slides his arm around me protectively, as if he has a fifth sense shit is about to go down. If he is thinking that, he’s not far off the mark.  
 
    Instinctively, I melt into his side, tension sliding away like a flood of water down the drain. I didn’t even realize my body was so tight with anxiety until he pulled me into him. But it shouldn’t surprise me any, because that’s how I always am with Debra around. I can never get a moment’s peace. 
 
    I’m vaguely aware of him pocketing something before his next words, literally, steal the breath from my freaking lungs. So much so, I almost choke on my tongue. 
 
    “Debra, I have been as polite as I can.” His hold on me tightens, and his voice deepens with dominance. “You need to remember your place within our fold and in this town. If you do not, either myself or my father, will force you to fall in line. Is. That. Clear?” 
 
    Who the fuck is this guy and what did he do with the handsome boy that beams at me with open affection? My eyes shoot up to his, seeing his darkened with rage. His jaw clenches tight, the muscles in it popping as his eyes narrow.  
 
    I have to say, when Debra doesn’t even mutter a peep, I get fucking giddy. Like, higher than the clouds and drunk on sex, giddy. 
 
    “She’s my daughter,” she seethes, and my eyes shoot to hers. There’s a deadly light glimmering just beneath the surface. 
 
    “That may be, but she isn’t your property. She does not have to do as you say; Jess is nearly an adult. Now you will leave this house until I say it is okay for you to return.” 
 
    There is no way in Hell Debra Savoy will take orders from a teenager, I don’t care how wealthy and influential his family is. She didn’t make it this far in her measly, little life for everything to revert now. I mean, she tricked my father into impregnating her with me. She did all of this because she’s a mean, frigid bitch. 
 
    Nope. No way will she stand for this, and I will be the one taking the brunt of her anger later. Mother of God, Asher!  
 
    “Do I need to make a call?” he threatens when she makes no move to leave. His voice is practically a growl rasping out of his throat. It’s incredibly sexy, and also quite terrifying. 
 
    As if a blanket of strength has fallen off her shoulders, I see Debra cower right in front of him. My eyes widen marginally, mouth opening and closing like a fish. But he’s just a teenager like me. Yes, he’s taking over the “empire” all their families built together, but he’s still a few years away from that. He shouldn’t have this much power for such a young age. 
 
    Her eyes snap to mine. “I will return at dinner. Be prepared.” What she’s really saying is, “be ready for the beating of my life,” and I can’t even pretend to stand here and say it doesn’t worry me. Because it does. The last time left me with the scar currently calling my hairline home. 
 
    Asher laughs then, the sound chilling me to the bone. “And you still believe you have a say in the matter. Get the fuck out of here before I really lose my cool with you,” he finishes on a growl. 
 
    Without another word, Debra jumps up from her perch on the chair, then turns on her heel to disappear up the stairs. I start to say something, but a reassuring hand on my back keeps me silent. 
 
    Now, I’ll tell you—Debra Savoy does not admit defeat against anyone. She’s the type to argue until she is blue in the face, thinking she’s right even if she’s wrong. So, to have her practically tucking her tail and running off like a cowered animal, it leaves me with a plethora amount of questions circling through my mind. 
 
    Something isn’t right here. In this house, this town, or the school. For four guys to have just as much control as their parents is frightening. No one should be able to act the way those two just did; like their roles are reversed and Asher is the adult while Debra is the child. 
 
    For several minutes, we wait. We hear nothing in the house that leads me to believe Debra is getting her things like Asher said. But he doesn’t seem to care, because he appears as calm as a clam. Then, I hear her heels click-clacking on the second floor, and I break out of my trance. I’ve been looking at her spot for the last little while, not really believing that it was that easy to get her to relent. 
 
    I watch, open-mouthed, as she comes back down the stairs with a scowl firmly in place. She meets my eyes, hers narrowing, before rising to look at Asher over my head. They stare at each other a beat, our breathing the only noise in the otherwise silent room, before she twists her head and marches in the door’s direction. 
 
    It isn’t until she’s gone, with her purse and keys, that I allow myself to relax. Then, I watch through the bay window as she huffily pushes open the garage side door, then opens it, maneuvering her car out of the driveway and sailing off. 
 
    Truly, I expect all of this to be a massive prank. I wait, and wait, and wait, but nothing ever changes. It’s still me and Asher alone in my house. Him, standing far too close to me. He’s practically holding me up, because you can literally knock me over with a feather. 
 
    Tipping my head up to him, I see none of the malice that his voice held moments before. Instead, he’s staring at me as if I’m a treasure that needs protecting and he’s deemed it his job. A warm feeling expands inside my chest, thawing the wall of ice I keep surrounding my heart even more. 
 
    “What was that?” I ask. 
 
    All he gives me is a secretive grin in return.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 20 
 
      
 
      
 
    Later that evening, we’re both in my room studying, the earlier catastrophe already forgotten. We don’t talk to one another. The only thing that is happening is our gazes keep clashing every so often, as if our attention seeks the other out. It’s safe, predictable. 
 
    I’d be lying if I said I haven’t noticed the ease of camaraderie between us. Asher just seems to get me, and I him—we don’t have to talk or fake our way through conversation. We just are. 
 
    Still, that doesn’t mean I haven’t read the same sentence a dozen times over. The same words that will not stick in my head no matter how many times my eyes scan over them.  
 
    I’m distracted, unfocused. Well, unclear when it comes to my homework, that is.  
 
    All I see is him, with his hunched shoulders and languid posture. I nearly drool when I see him scrawl down notes, the veins and muscles in his forearm shifting with the movement. There just has to be something said about a man that pushes his shirtsleeves up to his elbows, like he’s preparing to get down to business. Even if it’s only homework he’s doing, it’s still hot-as-fuck. The pure charisma of this guy beguiles me, leaves me panting and wanting for just the smallest taste. It also doesn’t help that I know exactly what those fingers can do to my nipples, or what his mouth and tongue can do. 
 
    “You’re staring hard over there, sweetheart,” he coos, and then I see a slight smile twisting his lips. He makes no other outward appearance that he notices my gawking. It’s like he revels in the feel of my eyes ghosting along his body, and they are. There’s no denying it. 
 
    “So, what if I am?” I retort, wryly. 
 
    He chuckles, jots down another note, then twists in his seat around so he faces me. “Remember what I said earlier?” 
 
    I do, but I’m going to play this out, see where he goes with it. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” 
 
    “Are you sure about that?” He quirks a brow. 
 
    I pretend to think about it, tilting my head back in concentration, tapping a lone finger against my chin. “Yup, I’m sure. Why don’t you jog my memory?” 
 
    At this point, I know I’m playing with fire, and I’m absolutely fucking giddy with readiness. The look of pure mischief in his eyes rally something inside me, a part of myself I usually keep on lock down unless I want to make certain thoughts disappear. But this time, I can’t blame it on the thoughts or memories. The only person I can blame it on is myself. Every cell in my body is firing on all cylinders, and I’m achy and needy. 
 
    I watch, as if in a trance, as Asher softly bites down on his bottom lip. He loves doing that, and I can’t deny I love it, too. His eyes rake over my frame, accessing me in a way that has my thighs rubbing together. He catches the movement, a subtle grin forming on his lips. Then, he tosses the pen down onto the table with a flick of his wrists and stands to his full height. His action has the grace of a panther on the prowl. His body, while muscular and huge, shifts and sways with ease. 
 
    The guy has swagger like no one’s business, and just watching him is like its own brand of torture. 
 
    Once he reaches the end of my bed, my heart skips inside my chest when he reaches down and plants his tightened fists on either side of my ankles. His stare is penetrating, caressing my skin in a sensual dance of seduction. 
 
    “Take off your pants, Jess.” He leers at me. My stomach tightens with arousal as I spy the vein in his neck pick up in pace. 
 
    “Why would I do that?” I play coy. 
 
    His eyes flick up to mine, filled with so much heat I tremble under his gaze. One of his fists loosen and his fingers wrap around my left ankle, eliciting a heated gasp from between my parted lips. Tightening his hold, he pulls me toward him. He doesn’t even seem to break a sweat or struggle, which really turns me on. He’s all virility and dominance. It sets my blood to simmering within my veins. 
 
    When our faces are within an inch of each other, my eyes rake over his face. An imperceptible shiver races up my spine when I spy the murky cloud of desire darkening his irises. His jaw is taut with tension; nostrils flared as if he can smell my arousal. 
 
    “Well, sweetheart,” he says, his voice gravelly and deep with yearning. “It’ll be kind of hard for that delectable pussy of yours to ride my face, otherwise.” Then he leans forward, nipping my jaw with his teeth. My eyes briefly close, a soft gasp escaping my lips “But if you’re wearing lace panties, leave them on.” 
 
    I gulp. “W-Why?” 
 
    “Mmm—” He leans forward, trailing his tongue along a sliver of skin near my ear, then he whispers, “If you’re a good girl and do what I say, I’ll show you why.” 
 
    Quaking, I nod my head. I feel him smile against the side of my face, it’s predatory, primal. It makes provocative images rise to the forefront of my mind.  
 
    He’s methodical in his movements, divesting me of my clothing. Each piece of cloth he takes off my body, he has to look his feel before he moves onto the next piece. It causes goosebumps to pimple along my flesh, my skin begging for more of his touch. But all he gives are light caresses that leave me wanting more. 
 
    With more sensuality than I have in my entire body, Asher slides onto the bed next to me and turns onto his back. He tosses my pillows onto the floor, then shoots a salacious grin my way. He beckons me toward him with a soft tilt of his head, fire leaping from his eyes as he watches me do his bidding.  
 
    My eyes train on his as I straddle his clothed chest, the pressure from his hard muscles combined with the roughness of his shirt, strokes my fire higher as it comes in contact with my aching clit.  
 
    My body visibly vibrates from the sensation. Euphoria tingles within the pit of my stomach as I start slowly grinding against his chest. My eyes roll back into my head as it tilts back on my shoulders, my hands dropping to rest on his muscular stomach behind me. 
 
    Asher growls. “Put that pussy where it belongs, sweetheart.” 
 
    Before I can utter a word, his vice-like grip wraps around my upper thighs and he hoists me over his waiting mouth. Instead of going in easy like most guys I’ve been with, Asher is nothing of the sort. He plants his open mouth against my core and sucks. My mouth falls open as I pant heavily, my eyes dropping to his pleasure-filled face. 
 
    If this is what Asher was talking about, then I’m changed forever. The coarseness of the lacy thong as he presses his mouth against them, has me somersaulting with pleasure. When he flattens his tongue and takes long, leisurely strokes, my legs tremble as pleasure courses through my body. 
 
    I rock against his hungry mouth, shivering in delight when a growl reverberates inside his chest. A smile tugs at the corner of my lips, but quickly dies soon after when his lips wrap around my lace-covered bud. 
 
    “Ah, fuck,” I grunt out and take one of my hands, pushing it into his hair, sucking in a sharp breath. 
 
    I’m lost in pleasure. My hand tightening, back arching, as he continues to toy with my pussy. The coarseness of the lace thong mingled with the soft, flicking motions of Asher’s tongue, is enough to have me teetering dangerously close to the edge. I can feel it rising, mounting. My body convulses and trembles as I grind my pussy into his waiting mouth. 
 
    His hands tighten on my thighs, anchoring me to his face. But when he takes my clit into his mouth and sucks, hard, I can’t reel in the pleasure that courses through me. 
 
    “Asher!” I hum in the back of my throat, my hips rocking faster and faster. His hands griping the skin of my thighs with such force it will leave bruises. “Lick that pussy. Oh, God, fucking yes.” 
 
    He grunts and groans underneath me, but nothing is stopping me now. I feel my climax racing toward me like a freightliner, and I know within moments a blissful shatter will wash over me. It’ll make me feel as if I’m a new person. 
 
    “Yes! Yes!” I cry out loudly. “Oh, please! I’m so close!” 
 
    I’m so lost in passion I don’t hear the front door open. So, misplaced in the way Asher makes me feel, I don’t hear the trampling of heavy footfalls racing up the stairs until it’s too late. 
 
    My door, having been shut before, shatters as someone kicks it in. A loud screech flies out of my mouth as terror overtakes me. I tumble over the side of the bed, falling onto the unforgiving floor with a loud thud. My knee smarts when it comes into contact with the base of my bed. My heart is beating a million miles a minute, and I don’t know if it’s from Asher or whoever just invited themselves to the party. 
 
    Who kicked my door in? Also, why is Asher just lying there like a pouting kid that got his candy taken away? 
 
    I get up onto my knees and peer over the bed. The sight that greets me nearly has me retreating until I remember this is my room and they are the ones trespassing.  
 
    Callum is standing in the opening of my doorway, his chest rising and falling with hastily pants of frustration. Nostrils flare, eyes narrow, as he takes in the scene. Instantly a deadly aura exudes from his body. 
 
    “Goddammit, Asher!” Callum thunders. 
 
    “Are you fucking kidding me right now?” Asher grumbles, crossing his arms over his chest. “You couldn’t wait two minutes, could you?” 
 
    “You’re the one that texted us, asshole!” Ellis peeks around the corner of the door, eye widening. 
 
    “I texted you all hours ago!” Asher tosses up his hands and jerks to a seated position on the bed. “If there was any real danger, we’d be fucked right now!” 
 
    “If both of you stand there and tell me this motherfucker is getting some, I’m tempted to kill someone,” I hear Quinn quip just behind him. 
 
    Why the fuck would they think there’s a danger? The only danger here is me not getting mine, and I will be one crazy bitch if that doesn’t happen. Now that Asher has me worked up, my clit and body will thrum hours from now if it’s not relieved. 
 
    “What are you all going on about? Why are you all here?” I get to my feet, caring nothing about my nakedness. Rage is making me courageous. “It doesn’t take a rocket scientist to see nothing is going on. Unless you count Asher eating me out as danger, then get the fuck out of here so he can finish the job!” 
 
    As if on cue, my clit thrums painfully. Groaning, I shift my weight back and forth, crossing my arms over my naked chest. They sure are taking their sweet ass time figuring out what they want to do. I don’t care if they stay, go, fuck each other—it doesn’t matter. But in about two seconds, my ass will climb back on top of Asher so he can finish me off. 
 
    Callum takes one, long look at me, his eyes gluing themselves to my saturated thong. He’s battling with himself, but what he says next has me nearing a rampage, “Get your pants back on, little mouse. We need to figure out why Asher sent us an SOS message.” 
 
    “Are you serious?” I growl, barely refraining from stomping my foot. 
 
    Callum narrows his eyes at me in challenge, but it doesn’t have the desired effect. I do the same to him, even going as far as openly daring him to make me do something I don’t want to do. There is no way he’s going to tell me what to do. I don’t care if Asher texted him and said the sun was falling out of the sky and heading toward my house; he has no right to order me around and leave me unfulfilled. 
 
    “Don’t test me.” His warning is clear, but it’s one I will disregard. Fuck him. He may not be on my bad side anymore, but he’s not exactly at the top of my good list. 
 
    My eyes snap to Ellis’ when I hear him chuckle softly under his breath. The moment his eyes meet mine, he shuts up immediately. The only guy that has any sense to retreat is Quinn and I hear his boots thudding down on the stairs. 
 
    Whatever it is they needed to do here can wait five fucking minutes. 
 
    “You can either follow Quinn or you’re about to get the show of a lifetime.” I climb back onto the bed and dare him with my eyes to intervene. Straddling Asher’s chest, I sigh when I feel his hands land back on my thighs. I groan the moment his tongue touches my neglected pussy.  
 
    “Jess,” Callum warns, but I snub him just as I did a few moments ago. 
 
    Weaving my fingers back through Asher’s thick hair, I slowly rock against his face, building myself back up. “It makes no difference to me either way.” 
 
    My hips shift backward and forward, becoming jerkier with each pass. When I feel Asher grab my thongs and pull it to the side, I damn near melt into a puddle on his chest. A gush of wetness slides down the crevice of my ass, wetting the shirt he’s wearing. My body has a mind of its own when my hands leave him altogether and grab my headboard for more stability. 
 
    After a slow stroke from his tongue, he takes my aching clit between his lips, shifting his lips back and forth for added friction. He lightly tugs, then releases me. Laps at my pussy lips, then sucks. My body is shaking, trembling from the onslaught of pleasure I feel. He presses languid kisses against my pussy. The feel of his mouth on my most private place, his hands gripping and trailing over my thighs and hips, have me shaking with an impending orgasm. 
 
    A deep, gravelly groan filters through the air. The sound so full of need, of want, it makes me shudder and my heart skips a beat inside my chest. 
 
    “Ride his face, baby,” I hear Ellis whisper throatily. His words cause my ministrations to hasten. “Yeah, that’s it. Come all over that greedy bastards’ tongue.” 
 
    I can feel the tingle at the base of my spine. His touch feels like tiny electrical currents running around the surface of my skin. I gasp, head falling back on my shoulders as that knot unfurls inside my stomach. It steals the breath from my lungs, and when Asher wraps his lips around my throbbing clit, sucking hard, I climax in a rush of ecstasy and ear-piercing wails.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 21 
 
      
 
      
 
    When I come downstairs, all the guys are seated in my living room. Asher and Ellis on the love seat, their big bodies pressed together enough it looks uncomfortable. I hide my smile, then turn to see Callum and Quinn resting on the couch, a cushion separating them, like they expect me to sit there. 
 
    However, once my eyes land on Callum, my smile drops. He looks a little beaten down, weary. I can just see dark circles under his eyes, and I half wonder if it’s me putting them there. I shouldn’t feel remorse at the thought, but I do. Callum has done nothing to me since that night in his bedroom, and as bad as I hate to admit it, he doesn’t deserve the shit I’m giving him. Even though it feels good at the time. 
 
    With a sigh, I head toward the couch. But I don’t take the spot between them. Instead, my eyes catch his seconds before I uncross his arms from over his chest. He gives me a look of confusion, but I merely shoot a timid smile at him in return. He needs this; I can tell. Body language is my specialty, after all. 
 
    Sitting down in his lap, I wrap his arms around me and settle in against him. I snuggle myself into the crook of his arm and press my face against his pectoral muscle. His familiar scent of cinnamon drifts into my nostrils when I inhale deeply, then release a quiet sigh at the end. He always smells so good. It’s different from the mint and citrus, but it seems to compliment him better.  
 
    He shifts, getting a better handle on me, but doesn’t remove me from his lap. Instead, he tightens his arms and brings me closer, heaving his own sigh of contentment. How did I not know he needed this? We used to be able to read each other like an open book. The moment something was wrong with either of us, we’d know about it and try our best to remedy it. I guess we’re both a little out of touch with each other. 
 
    “So,” I say, my voice muffled by Callum’s thin jacket. “What brings you all here? I thought you all were doing something tonight.” 
 
    Callum’s chest rumbles as he replies, “We do, but Asher’s text made us drop everything and come here as soon as we could.” 
 
    I pull away from Callum’s calming, cinnamon scent long enough to peek over at Asher. “What did you send them?” 
 
    He looks remorseful for a moment, which confuses me. What is he guilty about? Nothing happened that he needed to band together the guys and bring them here. It’s clear they had some rather important stuff to handle. Otherwise, my guys would have … 
 
    That’s when it hits me, and leaves me falling back into Callum’s chest, groaning. “You didn’t.” 
 
    “They have a right to know,” he says. “Just like I had a right to know.” 
 
    “Know what?” Ellis asks. 
 
    Tense silence fills the room. I’m sure not going to be the one to voice this, even though I know it’s been coming for quite a while. Since the night we went to Ellis’ home to be exact. But never in my wildest dreams would I think it would happen like this. 
 
    “It took me a while to put it together,” Asher states, then I hear rustling over from his side of the room, like he’s gotten off the couch. Then I hear his shoes squeak across the floor. It leads me to believe that I’m right in regard to him pacing as he walks through everything step-by-step. 
 
    “Spit it out already. Damn.” Quinn does not have the patience of a saint, and I don’t know why that makes me smile, but it does. 
 
    “Remember that cut on Jessalyn’s forehead? The one we saw at her mother’s dinner party?” 
 
    “Yeah, we all saw it after you pointed it out,” Callum retorts. 
 
    “I think Debra did it.” You can hear a pin drop with as silent as the room gets. The tension rises higher and higher, becoming so thick you can cut it with a knife. 
 
    “How do you know?” Ellis asks, but I can tell he’s angry by the timbre of his voice. 
 
    Asher growls. “Jess may not say this, but I will. Debra thinks of Jessalyn as her property. She may say she’s her daughter, but even I heard the underlining threat when the bitch tried to stand up to me today before I put her out of the house.” 
 
    “She tried to go up against you?” Callum seethes, then shifts me until I slide down onto the couch beside him. 
 
    Quinn automatically opens his right arm and I don’t question it as I settle under it, hiding my face once more. This is humiliating, horrifying. To know I’ve been giving these guys so much shit all year, but I cower—for personal reasons—to a bitch much more petite than I am. It’s laughable, embarrassing. 
 
    “Cal, she carried herself as if she was above me, above my father.” My eyes peek out to settle on Asher, seeing a crazed look in his eyes even I haven’t seen before. “I had to threaten to call him. Twice. And even then, that barely worked. She has too much of a leash, and if someone doesn’t reel her in, she’ll snap like a rabid dog.” 
 
    “We’ll take care of that, don’t worry. What I want to know is how you pieced it together; how you know Debra has been abusing Jessalyn.” Callum crosses his arms over his chest, standing toe-to-toe with Asher. Both men are imposing, as much in strength as they are intelligent. 
 
    “Remember that night at the club?” Oh, God. He really does know. “How at the dinner party she looked and acted more beat up than what she should have?” 
 
    Callum nods, his Adam’s apple bobbing as he swallows. “Yes.” 
 
    “Ellis couldn’t even touch Jessalyn without her cringing. He only touched her arm, Cal, and her face screwed up in pain the moment she sat down. Her mother is abusing her, and I don’t want her here anymore. I don’t give a shit who Jess stays with, but it can’t be here.” 
 
    His declaration has my eyes snapping up toward his. “What are you talking about?” 
 
    Asher’s eyes come to rest on mine, softening. “We can’t leave you in her care, Jessalyn. I—We care too much about you to do that.” 
 
    I’m already shaking my head, a frown marring my features. “It’s a good thought, Asher, really. But it’ll never work. She wasn’t wrong. She owns me until my eighteenth birthday.” 
 
    “She doesn’t own you goddammit!” Callum snarls, causing me to startle in Quinn’s hold. 
 
    Tears burn at the corner of my eyes as my gaze turns to him, seeing the barely leashed fury swirling within his emerald green gaze. They’re so bright with malice they practically shine like the gem itself. 
 
    “She literally has papers on me, Cal,” I choke out. “Why do you think I wanted to come with you that night we went to Ellis’?” 
 
    Movement from the love seat has my eyes flicking toward Ellis. “So, you didn’t hang out with us because you wanted to?” he asks, sadness coating his words. 
 
    Shit. “Yes and no. Yes, because I kind of took Karma’s advice and decided to give you all a chance, and I knew you all would get me away from Debra. And no because I still didn’t know how I should feel, I was just glad it got me out of that situation.” 
 
    This honesty shit is for the birds. If I wasn’t such a stickler for it, I would make up a lie to pacify Ellis and the guys. But that’s not me, never has been. I need to tell the truth, even if there are serpents slithering through the grass intent on filling my head full of lies every time I turn around. 
 
     “Jess, you can’t stay here if she’s abusing you,” Quinn whispers, pulling me back into his side. He kisses the top of my head, and I find it settles me almost as much as his proximity does. 
 
    It’s a scary thought, though. Just the mere brush of their lips can give me the solace I’ve been searching for the last two years. But that doesn’t negate the fact that what they’re saying is not something that can be done. Debra has custody of me until I turn eighteen. It’s court ordered. No authority figure will allow me to go anywhere Debra tells me I can’t. 
 
    “There’s nothing you can do, unfortunately.” I sigh, feeling defeated. “Debra filed for custody in August, and they granted it in September. I am hers until I turn eighteen on New Year’s Day.” 
 
    “We’ll figure it out, little mouse. Don’t you worry about that.” I believe Callum when he says that. There’s real emotion behind his words; a truth that can only be heard in his rawest form. A promise. 
 
    Maybe his words, this time, won’t be a beautiful lie. Maybe I can trust him. My heart pitter-patters at the thought. 
 
    Just as I’m about to reply, probably make myself sound like a pathetic little girl picking up his scraps, my phone buzzes in my pocket. When it continues buzzing, I shift and fish it out, looking at the screen. 
 
    I see it’s my father, and a small part of me perks up at the thought of talking to him. Maybe he’s found out something. I knew he wouldn’t let what Debra did go without checking into it. He could be possibly reversing it and trying to fight for custody. We can only hope, at least. 
 
    Swiping my finger across the screen, I put it against my ear. “Hey, dad.” 
 
    “Hey, baby girl.” I preen at the nickname which automatically has me deflating. I’m not the type of person who “preens” nor will I ever again. 
 
    “Did you need something?” 
 
    “Yeah,” he says after a moment. “I’m having a dinner party next weekend and I’d like for you to come. It’s with my business associates, so it’ll probably be boring and dull. But you can bring a guest if you like; possibly that boy you’re seeing.” 
 
    I see where he’s going with this, and it’s not happening. “I’m not telling you anything, dad.” 
 
    I have to fight the laugh forming when I hear his grumble on the other line. 
 
    “Fine, but you can invite one if you like.” It seems he has at least a small understanding of how many I’m dealing with, but I don’t think he knows the exact number. Jokes on him. There’s four. 
 
    I glance between all four guys, wondering which I would pick. If I’d even pick between the four of them. They’re entwining themselves into my life deep, and it wouldn’t feel right—at least to me—if I chose just one of them. 
 
    “Can I bring, let’s say, four someone’s?” I hear him choke on something through the line. 
 
    “Four?” 
 
    “Um, yeah.” 
 
    The guys all give me equal looks of confusion, but that only seems to lift my spirits more. They have no idea what I’m getting them into here, and I’ll be damned if they back out once they do. If I have to go, then so do they. That’s my order and I’m sticking to it. 
 
    “If you’d like,” his voice strains out, and I fight to release the giggle on the tip of my tongue. 
 
    Rolling my eyes, I retort, “If Debra knows them, then you already do, too. At least, I believe so.” 
 
    “Really?” He perks up at that. 
 
    “Yes. Callum Lockridge, Quinn Tannenbay, Ellis Malone, and Asher Shawcrass—they just moved here. Well, besides Callum, who moved back this year.” 
 
    “What a coincidence,” he says with a wry chuckle. “That’s who we’re having dinner with.” 
 
    Oh, really? As if the guys pieced together who I’m talking to, they all glance in different directions, none of them meeting my eyes as I sweep over them. Were they going to tell me, or just not show up one night? I don’t know why the thought of them not being here for dinner upsets me as much as it does, but it’s not a feeling I’d like to have. 
 
    “What a wonderful surprise.” I grit out, then Ellis makes the mistake of chancing a glance my way. I evil eye him, which has his horrified eyes snapping away from mine. “Then I guess you’ll see all five of us there next weekend. Text me the deets, and I’ll make sure I have something to wear that’s appropriate.” 
 
    “No need. I will have something sent over. Still a size four, right?” 
 
    “Yes.” I smile. At least that’s something he hasn’t forgotten. 
 
    “Terrific. I’ll let you go then. I love you, baby girl.” 
 
    “I love you, too,” I murmur, then hear the familiar click of him ending the call. That’s when I focus on every single one of them. My eyes spear through one guy at a time, before I pull away from Quinn and settle onto my own cushion. 
 
    “You all may already know this, but we’re going to a party,” I say with a slightly irritated voice.  
 
    “Yeah,” Asher deadpans. “We did already know that.” 
 
    “But what you don’t know—” I smile maniacally, damn near bursting with jubilance. “—is that you all got roped into driving me.” 
 
    At that, my eyes catch on Callum’s in time to see a salacious smirk morph one side of his lips, his dimple making an appearance. His eyes trail down my seated form, until he raises his eyes back up to mine, his smirk turning into a full-fledged smile. 
 
    “Oh, this is going to be fun.”


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 22 
 
      
 
      
 
    As bad as I hate to admit it, they’re all growing on me. They were so upset when they found out what Debra’s been doing to me. Especially when I went in depth about what she’s been doing. Ellis wanted to string her up by her feet. Quinn, he fumed in silence, and I think that’s even worse than voicing his intentions. Callum—he looked like he was about to blow a gasket when he went on his tirade. I’ve never felt the way I did in that moment. Like I truly belonged. 
 
    I’ll also never forget what he said in that moment, “I don’t care who she thinks she is, Jess. You will always be my past, present, and future—anyone that fucks with that, fucks with me.” 
 
    I couldn’t even begin to describe the feelings I had in that moment. They were all over the place, zipping here and there. Even when she returned, I couldn’t make sense of them.  
 
    When she did, though, I was surprised more than anything. She went straight to her room without speaking a word. It was blissful. She hasn’t dared come in my direction since then, either. It’s like she’s tiptoeing around me for fear of pissing off one of the guys. 
 
    It’s freaking awesome! 
 
    Asher did that. He stood up for me. It’s like he deemed himself my personal bodyguard, and he’s a delectable one at that. He makes me laugh at all the dumb shit that comes out of his mouth, even when I don’t feel like it. I also feel like I can be myself around him, which is a big deal. He’s nothing like I expected, and as much as the warrior in me wants to fight it, I’m kind of glad Karma talked some sense into me. 
 
    “So, I was thinking we could do something tonight?” Asher asks the moment he opens my car door at school. I can’t suppress the grin tugging at the corner of my lips, even if I wanted to. 
 
    As content as I am with them, that doesn’t mean it feels right for Asher to ask a question like this. Questions that sound too much like one of those dreaded date things. He should know he doesn’t have to pretend with someone like me. If he wants sex, then I’m all for it. They know my past.  
 
    But a date? Yeah, I’m not too sure about that. 
 
    “Like, a date-date?” I ask, nearly swooning when he takes my bag and puts it over his shoulder. “You know you don’t have to work for sex, right?” I have to make sure he knows this. 
 
    He shoots a tiny smirk my way. “Um, well, I kind of do.” He barks out a laugh. “Plus, that’s usually what people do when they go out together.” 
 
    I ponder over it as I come to a stop by my locker. The last person to take me on a date, instead of straight to their bedroom or couch, wall, bathroom, closet, or back seat of a car, was Callum. We all know how that turned out. It wasn’t pleasant. For a little while it was, I will not deny that. But toward the end, I shudder even thinking about it.  
 
    Should I go come up with an excuse or just tell Asher the truth? That’s a fine line between outright lying and skating around the truth.  
 
    Actually, it’s too close for my liking. So never mind. 
 
    Turning the dials on my locker, I thrust it open and take my bag from him, shoving it inside. When our eyes meet, my body decides for me. I’ve never been the person to make up an excuse for anything, shouldn’t start now. 
 
    “I’m not really the dating type.” 
 
    He’s silent, mulling over my words. Asher gets this little cute wrinkle between his eyes when he’s does that, and before I can talk myself out of it, I lean up and smooth it out with the tips of my fingers. He grabs my wrist, fingers dancing along the sensitive flesh of my inner arm.  
 
    “I know you have reservations because of what happened, but honestly, you don’t have a say in the matter,” he informs me, shooting a sensual smile as I continue to gape at him. “We’ve already claimed you. You, Jessalyn Savoy, are our girlfriend.” 
 
    Shock courses through me as I release a bout of strained laughter. “Oh, really, Shawcrass?” Girlfriend? Is it hot in here? 
 
    He quickly pecks my lips, and I have to force myself to stop from deepening the connection. His lips are freaking addictive. I honestly wish I could hate myself for loving the feel of them pressed against mine, but I’m not a hypocrite, so I’m not even going to try. 
 
    “Really,” he concurs, pulling away. “We’ll pick you up at six. We’ll catch a bite of dinner and go watch that new action flick showing at the movies.” 
 
    What a way to a girl’s heart, even if it is dead and lying dormant in her chest. Give me action over horror any day of the week. The last time we watched anything remotely scary, I ended up on my back with Ellis between my thighs and Asher’s lips wrapped around my nipple. Hmm, now that I think about it, maybe we can see the new scary movie instead. 
 
    “If you think you’re getting lucky, dear sir, you may be on to something.” 
 
    “Ha, you hear that—all it takes is a trashy movie and takeout to get the slut to sleep with you,” a voice hisses from behind me. 
 
    “You better walk on, Alessandra,” Asher warns. 
 
    “Or what, Shawcrass?” she taunts as I slam my locker closed, turning to face her. “Are you going to tell your friends I’m being mean to poor Miss Pathetic?” 
 
    If it’s not one thing it’s another. Alessandra will think of absolutely anything—do anything—to rain on my parade. She’s not one of your typical “mean girls” because at least they have some originality. No, instead, she’s the type of girl that won’t say shit unless she has back up, because she knows if she said it without her friends here, I’d bust her nose all over her face. 
 
    “Ooh, do you hear that, Ash? I think someone is jealous,” I volley. 
 
    Asher snorts a laugh; all the while Alessandra’s face turns huffy. “Jealous of you? Do not make me laugh, slut.” 
 
    “Then why are you so fucking obsessed with me then?” My brow rises in question. “The Elite’s took down their order, but you’re still out for blood. Why?” 
 
    Stepping into me, I don’t move an inch as I glare down at her much shorter stature. “You are nothing but trash, Savoy. Trash simply does not belong in my school.” 
 
    “Your school, huh?” Out of the corner of my vision, I see movement. A strong wall of muscle coming up behind her. Without sparing her another glance, I raise my eyes to meet Callum’s, then Ellis,’ and Quinn’s. “Did you hear that, guys? It appears I’m in her school, and she doesn’t want trash here.” 
 
    Giving her a smug smile, I step back into Asher’s hold. She quickly turns toward the guys, spying their evil glowers. Menace practically dances in their eyes, and I hope and pray to whatever deity out there, that someone, anyone, puts this bitch in her place. It’s been a long time coming, and regardless if it’s about me or not, she needs to know she owns nothing. 
 
    “Jess,” Callum says, eyes never once meeting mine. He continues to stare down at her, livid. “Come here.”  
 
    Craning my head, I catch Asher’s gaze before he flicks his head in Callum’s direction. Maybe they’re okay with this. I mean, I had my doubts, because, come on—four of the hottest guys in school don’t want to share a girl. There’s not enough to go around, and one of them is bound to get jealous. Yet, the only thing I see in Asher’s eyes is a deep-seated understanding and acceptance. 
 
    “Ash,” I say, but he merely jerks his chin in Callum’s direction again, more forcefully this time. 
 
    Stepping around Alessandra, I shoulder check her for good measure. I crack a smile when she balks at me before coming to a stop in front of Callum. I never get used to him being so much taller than me, nor with this new anger that always seems to simmer beneath the surface.  
 
    He’s like a wall of steel with barbed wire at the top. Appealing from far distances but frightening when encountered up close. Or is that just me? 
 
    “Don’t do something you’ll regret,” I can’t help but remind him. Once he takes a step, like the one I think he’s about to take, there is no going back. 
 
    “There is no way I’ll be able to regret this, little mouse.” He finally looks at me, his eyes brightening. “So, Lennox, you think this is your school, huh? And since I run this school, you think you own me, right?” 
 
    I hear the swish of hair in the background and cannot for the life of me refrain from rolling my eyes. Ellis smirks at that, and Quinn full out grins. 
 
    “Of course, I do. It will always be me and you. We’re the king and queen of this school.” She is so delusional. Jesus Christ. 
 
    “Then how about I make something very clear right now,” he growls. A gasp of shock chokes me when his large hand grabs my hip and pulls, anchoring me to his mouthwatering, hard body. 
 
    “W-What are you doing?” 
 
    “This is how it will go.” I watch, transfixed, as his Adam’s apple bobs from swallowing, then he glares up at her. “I never liked you, Alessandra. Not one moment of us dating could I even remotely stand your whining ass. You were a means to an end; an ending I’m fucking glad of. I don’t want you. None of the guys here want you, and trust me, we’ve all had you.” Say what? I turn my glare on all of them, each one giving me a sheepish look in return. We will definitely talk about this later. “You are no queen. Just a silly, little girl that believes she can get what she wants by begging for it.” 
 
    “I wasn’t the one begging last night,” she taunts, causing my stomach to roll with her insinuation. I fucking knew there was a reason I couldn’t reach none of them last night! I called, and called, but no one picked up. Motherfuckers! 
 
    Callum’s sadistic laughter catches me off guard, the vibrations causing my nipples to perk up in interest. 
 
    “Ellis?” Callum utters, and I go to move away, but his hold tightens. I twist my upper body around so I can make eye contact with Asher, but his smile is so sincere I soften in Callum’s embrace. 
 
    Then, he mouths, “Trust him.” 
 
    It’s so much easier said than done. The last time I opened myself up to him, I got my heart stomped on. No, you’re turning over a new leaf. You can’t half ass it now because you’re scared, Jess. I harden my resolve, placing a hand on Callum’s chest. 
 
    “Already on it.” He punches a few apps on his phone. My curiosity is getting the best of me, but before I can ask what he’s doing, I hear it. Then … I have to shove my face into Callum’s chest to stifle the laughter. 
 
    “Callum, what did I do wrong? Just tell me and I’ll fix it, I promise! You know I want you.” Then there are a few moments of silence before she starts once more. “Please, Callum, please. I don’t care if you were using me; I enjoy being used. Please, please, call me back. I love you! You can’t choose that whore over me!” 
 
    As soon as the recording drops off, Ellis pockets his phone again. “Now, who was begging whom?” 
 
    “That’s not me.” Worst. Lie. Ever. 
 
    Why is it people always try to lie out of things when they’re caught red-handed? It makes no sense, like a toddler trying to prove their innocence to their mother’s. It never goes over well, and I don’t expect it to now. 
 
    I turn to see her face pale immensely. 
 
    “Oh, I can assure you, Alessandra, that it is you.” Callum’s thumbs are rubbing in small circles on my back, and damn it’s soothing as fuck. “The guys and I had a good laugh over it, didn’t we?” 
 
    “You can say that again,” Asher cracks up. 
 
    “Callum …” Her lips thin in irritation. “I can see you are merely making a scene because the little whore is here, so I’ll let this slide. When you get your head on straight, you know where to find me.” She is seriously deranged. 
 
    She goes to make a move, and I almost choke on my spit when Asher puts a hand on her shoulder to stop her from escaping. My eyes snap to his, thinning. He immediately lets her go, even wiping his hand on the back of his pants. Good boy, I think, shooting him a tight smile of approval.  
 
    A groan of frustration rumbles in Callum’s chest. Before I can do anything, his fingers weave through my hair with just a touch of pain. It elicits a huff of surprise from between my lips. I’m just able to meet his eyes before he slams his mouth down onto mine. His tongue forces its way into my mouth, tangling with mine. His movements are calculated, controlling. Warmth coats my entire body. Cinnamon—yum.  
 
    A whimper bubbles up my throat and releases before I can stop it. My world tilts on its axis, and my eyes close as I give in, melting into the kiss. His cinnamon scent filters all around me, making me lightheaded as I try to take in everything at the same time. His kiss is forceful, yet sensual; a tease of more he’s taunting me with. But just as fast as it started, it’s over, and Callum pulls away from me, breathing just as heavily as I am. 
 
    “Need I go further?” His eyes turn into dangerous slits of fury; a complete contrast to how he feels in my arms. I can tell he’s affected. It’s taking everything I have not to drag him to the nearest empty classroom, and he’s not my favorite, Asher currently holds that position. 
 
    I need some dick stat, because it’s clear I’m in crazy need of some. 
 
    After coming to my senses, I turn my upper body to face hers. Her face is the color of a delicious red apple. She’s practically a bouncing ball of fury as she shakes in her three-inch heels. I’ve never seen her this furious before, and I have to admit, it’s quite hilarious. 
 
    “You will wish you were never born,” she snarls at me, showing per porcelain capped teeth. “I will ruin you and enjoy every fucking bit of it.” 
 
    “Bring it on, bitch,” I seethe right back at her, melting into Callum’s arms. 
 
    As I watch her stomp off in the other direction, I’m damn near high off that kiss I don’t notice the people loitering around. Most are gawking, while others take quick pictures on their phones before shuffling away in a hurry. My head cranes to the side as I watch them, wondering what’s gotten them into a tizzy.  
 
    Then, it hits me. Callum claimed me in front of the entire hallway. Before lunch, it will be all over school. The rumor mill will twist and turn the truth until it makes Alessandra out to be the victim in all of this. It doesn’t matter if she’s the bitch plotting my demise. Someone like her can do no wrong. Ever. 
 
    If the queen bees weren’t out for my blood before, they will definitely be out for it now. They lost their four hotties, in public, to a girl that’s labeled nothing more than a whore, a slut. Alessandra will see my actions as a direct threat, but I refuse to go down without a fight.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 23 
 
      
 
      
 
    The first attack comes in the form of glue on my seat in History. Of course, I didn’t catch it in time and sat down without looking. Now, the ass of my jeans is saturated with a sticky substance that dried before I could get it cleaned off. 
 
    The second attack was trash being thrown at me as soon as I entered the lunchroom. They didn’t dare hit me with anything when I was sitting at the table, surrounded by Karma, Davis, and the guys. No one even did anything once the guys stepped into the cafeteria. I’d say if anyone were to do something like that, there would be Hell to pay.  
 
    Everyone who took it upon themselves to do Alessandra’s bidding was in deep shit when Quinn broke rank and basically pulled them out by the ear, like he was a father chastising his kids. It embarrassed them terribly but made me chuckle with glee. 
 
    Their target wasn’t the elites, and everyone knew it. It was me. And the guys aren’t standing for it anymore. 
 
    I’m nearly at my wits’ end when I enter my last class of the day. Indubitably, after I spend the next hour and a half batting off remarks from my classmates, I will have to deal with Alessandra, herself, during practice. But something tells me she will be more subdued since she’s inherently gotten the guys involved. 
 
    But damn, the edge of insanity from all the bullying has never been as close as it is now, and I’m teetering between losing it completely and continuing my trek along its rocky path. I’m livid; pissed beyond all comprehension. I knew they would come at me, but I didn’t think they would resort to things so petty. It’s almost insulting. 
 
    Glancing down at my chair, I huff a sigh of relief when I don’t see shit, glue, or anything else resting on the seat. Shifting my bag off my shoulders, I quickly sit down and bring out my textbook and notebook.  
 
    Maybe if I dive into this class and focus, I’ll forget about everything happening around me. At least, that’s what I keep telling myself during each block. So far, the outcome hasn’t been good. There is something that always draws my attention—whether it be whispers, the sound of cameras snapping, or veiled insults. 
 
    Just as the last bell rings, I zip up my bag and set it on the floor next to me. A commotion out in the hallway has all of us craning our necks to see what’s going on. It almost sounds like Callum, but I know that can’t be right. He’s downstairs in the freshman hallway at English.  
 
    Before any of us can get a hint, the teacher is already shutting the door behind her. I don’t miss the way her eyes scan the room and stop dead on mine. I could be wrong, but whatever it was at the door, I think it had to do something with me. At least, the scowl on her face leads me to believe that. A nagging feeling starts plaguing me. 
 
    “Today we are watching a documentary on William Shakespeare. So, class, take notes, because at the end we will have a pop quiz over the contents.” 
 
    Buckling down, I flip to a fresh page in my notebook. Our teacher, Mrs. Willis, rolls the television trolley from the corner of the room and starts setting everything up. Everyone is quiet, which is what usually happens when the teacher tells us we’re watching something for the entire class. Most kids fall asleep within the first few minutes, while others, like me, pay attention. 
 
    It’s not like it’s a hardship for me, anyway. I’m a creative writing junkie at heart, and it’s what I want to do when I go off to college. Well, that, and take courses on investigative journalism. I want to be the person who gets into the grit. Be the person whom everyone looks up to regarding the “it” story. The truth. I won’t care how I have to get it, but I know it will be of great importance to all who reads my column in the paper. 
 
    There are no high aspirations for me. At least, no higher than anyone else’s. I’m just an avid lover of the truth. 
 
    About halfway through the documentary, I find it hard to concentrate on the television when I hear giggling coming from the back of the room. It isn’t loud enough to break concentration, but it is enough to cause a distraction.  
 
    After jotting down a note, I quickly glance over my shoulder. I see Bree sitting in the back, peering down at her phone, then glancing up at me. Her eyes lock with mine, and a sick sense of dread cuts me clear to the bone. The nagging feeling from earlier buzzes harder inside me. 
 
    Whatever she’s looking at is about me. I mean, all the signs are there. Her disgusting laughter, then making eye contact with me? Yeah, a big, fat giveaway. 
 
    Furrowing my brows, I push that little bitch from my mind and get back to what I was doing. Just because they don’t take this shit seriously doesn’t mean I don’t. I’m not like them, never will be. I refuse to take my father’s money so he can send me off to some fancy college. No, I will earn my way. I don’t want anyone to say I had anything given to me. 
 
    But then, she giggles again, and again. It’s enough that it draws my attention away from the television at the front of the class, glancing back toward her and her cronies.  
 
    I see her type a few things out on her phone, and when there’s activity at the front of class, she puts it away before Mrs. Willis catches her. Her eyes shine with a devilish gleam befitting a crazy lady in some psycho-thriller movie. Lips tug up in a sinister smile that completely morphs her face. She looks practically demonic in her glee. 
 
    BUZZ. BUZZ. BUZZ. 
 
    My phone goes off in my pocket. 
 
    That can’t be a coincidence, right? 
 
    Checking out the teacher’s location, I quickly pull it out of my pocket and press the texting thread Callum and the guys created months ago. I still don’t know why I’m part of it, but—oh, well. 
 
    When I click on the thumbnail, my throat dries. That terrible sickness inside my stomach blooms into horror. 
 
    How did they get this? Tears prick the surface of my eyes, and I snap up to see that every student in the room is checking out their phone. Most are turning toward me with wide, unbelieving gazes. 
 
    Oh, God. It wasn’t the same thread, then. It’s a new one; one that I’m slowly digesting has every person in the school attached. Slowly, the snickers start. Girls I don’t even know cover their mouths, laughing at my expense. The guys—some are respectful and say nothing, do nothing. They just look like they’re about to be sick to their stomachs. 
 
    Eyes keep me pinned in my seat. Sweat collects along the back of my neck and palms of my hands. Breathing becomes harder; almost too hard as I force each bout of oxygen into my starving lungs. Then the shivering sets in; the memories already clawing at the back of my mind. 
 
    It’s been months—months!—since I’ve had to fight this hard to keep them at bay. I know what’s been keeping me distracted enough not to have so many episodes, and I would really love to have that distraction in front of me now. The guys; whether one or all of them. 
 
    Blood. Torn fabric. The sick stench of sex and cum lingers in the stagnant air. 
 
    One footstep. Two footsteps. Three … 
 
    He’s right in front of me, peering down at my broken body with a sinister smile stretching across his face. 
 
    Before I can process what’s happening, I start choking. My throat closes up, and my hands dart to the column of skin, nails clawing as my flesh. I … I can’t breathe. Hands slap against my back with almost bruising force. My vision dots in front of my eyes, but all I can focus on is the feeling of having the knot in my throat not giving way to allow oxygen to pass. 
 
    Hot breath coats the side of my face, a rancid smell of onions and something fruity, teasing my senses. “She warned you, slut. Now everyone will know how much of a whore you are.” 
 
    Jumping up from my chair, I push Bree away from me with all my might. She goes teetering on her heels, slamming into the desks nearest us, then her body sails over the top. She falls into a heap on the flooring, crying out in pain. But I couldn’t care less, I’m not focused on her. The bitch can rot in Hell for all I care. 
 
    I sway, slamming into the next row beside me. Some guys put their hands up to help me, wearing expressions of worry, but I push that all out of my head. That picture; that text practically cut the chains holding them at bay. 
 
    “Little girl,” the strangers bottomless, dark voice slithers into the space separating us. My eyes meet his, knowing his voice is oddly familiar, but still not being able to identify who it is with the black mask resting on his face. “A temptation as sweet as candy, but as deadly as a viper. It’s no wonder they wanted to use you to break him out of this spell. I now see the appeal.” 
 
    “No, no, no!” I scream, my fingers tunneling into my hair. I can practically smell him; taste him. I … I can’t take it! “Get out of my head! No!” 
 
    “Such a delicacy, aren’t you, little girl?” 
 
    Hot liquid spills down my cheeks. Making my way to the front, I barely take the time to see Mrs. Willis standing at her desk, holding a hand to her chest in pure fright before walking past her. That’s when the laughter begins. It’s loud, boisterous, and practically ear splitting.  
 
    Shuffling my way toward the door, I hear the teacher screaming at them to stop, but no one does. You can barely hear her over their pure joy. Their cackles follow me out into the hallway where I start my trek to the nearest bathroom. My hands shake so bad it takes a full minute to grasp the handle so I can shut myself inside. 
 
    Hobbling over to the handicap stall, I slam the door and lock it seconds before my legs give out. I fall down to the floor, pain ricocheting inside my chest as the picture flashes through my mind. The night beckons me to remember everything, and there’s nothing I can do to stop it. I’m in school. I have no way of getting the thing I need to make it go away. 
 
    Then, my memories twist, new ones starting to form with clarity. 
 
    Drugs. Booze. A person sliding up behind me.  
 
    One heartbeat, then two … his large arms wrap around my body, grabbing my breast. 
 
    “Here’s how it will go, little girl.” His voice is disgusting, menacing. “I want you to scream as loud as you can. Mmm, I’m practically begging you to.” 
 
    My knees are weak. Brain is a mask of blurry images and hazy thoughts. I can barely move, let alone think properly. 
 
    “W-What?” I ask, slurring my words. 
 
    My body feels heavier; lungs work harder for each breath. I’m going to die. I can feel it. Why do I have to die before I can tell Callum I’m sorry for getting angry? 
 
    “Are you ready for me, little girl?” he taunts, and what I think is his tongue, rakes across my ear. I shiver in revulsion, which only seems to drive him onward. 
 
    He’s going to do something, take something that does— 
 
    “No, no, no!” I cry out, slamming my head back into the wall repeatedly.  
 
    I can’t go back there. I’ll lose myself if I do. It was hard enough to fight out of the pain once, I know I can’t do it again. It almost swallowed me whole last time. 
 
    A door banging open barely breaks through the recollection of that night. The voice, while I believe I should know it, doesn’t register to me. 
 
    “Jess?” The voice calls out once more. 
 
    Whimpering, I shift to my side and curl up into a ball. My heart is beating a thousand miles a minute, and I will it to pound through my chest and put me out of my misery. I need this pain gone. I need these memories gone. 
 
    “I-I can’t do this anymore,” I whisper, then curl up tighter as a ball of emotion scalds my throat.  
 
    When it releases, I scream at nothing at all. I scream, and scream, and scream, until I hear—more than see—the door to the stall behind kicked open. 
 
    “Jess?!” My body rocks back and forth, shoving, pushing—trying its best to sling the memories out of my mind. But it’s no use. It never is. They just won’t go away until I force them away. 
 
    Rough hands grab my shoulders, hoisting me up. It’s then my eyes catch on Quinn’s, seeing a look of pure terror twisting his features into agony. 
 
    “Make them go away,” I whisper, choking on my cries. “Please, please, please,” I beg, 
 
    “Oh, sweetheart,” he pushes shut the door as best he can, then sits down on the ground with me cuddled into his lap, rocking me. “Baby, what’s going on?” 
 
    Sobbing into his chest, I shake all over. My eyes cinch tight, hoping the memories will just go away on their own. I need them to go away. 
 
    “Blood. Sex. Blood. Pain,” I gasp out, rocking faster. “Little girl. Rape. Ready. Blood. So, so much blood.” I scream again, the memory feeling like it’s burning a brand into the front of my skull. Twisting and turning, I screech in agony, feeling the walls close in all around me. “Help me!” 
 
    “Baby! Jess!” I can barely hear Quinn’s yells above my own.  
 
    God, put me out of my misery. Please. Just … please. 
 
    “Sex … blood … ripped skirt.” I wrap my arm around his neck, clinging to him. “Please, please—God, just make it go away.” 
 
    His hand runs up and down my back, cradling me to him. Another hand runs through my short strands, smoothing them back away from my tear-stained face. My eyes catch on his, seeing they’re glassy and grief-stricken. 
 
    “What can I do?” he asks softly. 
 
    “Please,” I whisper, tugging him closer. “Make me feel anything other than this.” 
 
    Shaking his head, he grabs ahold of my arm. “Baby, you don’t want that.” 
 
    “I do!” I nod my head, rapidly. “I do, I do! Please!” 
 
    He battles within himself. His eyes flick between mine. I know I must look terrible, but he’s gazing down at me as if I’m the most beautiful thing in the world. I just wish it was enough. 
 
    “Jess, I can’t use you like this,” he tries again.  
 
    He’s got it all messed up. I’m the one using him. I need to fuck him because he’s the only person available. I’m a sick bitch, but sex is my drug. It forces the memories back in their cage, so I can pretend I’m normal. 
 
    “You’re not!” I retort loudly, then pull his face down to mine, our lips ghosting across each other’s. “Just please, take the memories away.” 
 
    He’s going to turn me away. Quinn trying to be the nice guy, but that’s not what I’m needing right now. I need him to be selfish; take what he wants, whether or not I’m weak. I don’t need nice; I need fucked. I need the distraction, 
 
    “Quinn,” I stare into his eyes. “Help me. Please.” 
 
    He can’t leave me. I need him.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 24 
 
      
 
      
 
    Quinn closes his eyes tightly, battling over something in his head. Then, he leans forward, gently rubbing his forehead against mine and whispers in a thick voice filled with emotion, “Straddle me.” 
 
    He grabs my hips, maneuvering me to sit astride him and mutters a curse under his breath when my pussy presses against the hard arousal in his pants. Instantly, I grind my hips into his, bursts of pleasure tingle inside me. Quinn grunts and groans, his head falling back against the tile wall.  
 
    It feels so good, being here with him. Even though, in the back of my mind, I know it’s wrong to use him like this. If I was in a saner state of mind, I would push him away. However, I can’t. I physically cannot push him away, instead drawing him nearer. My hands land on his shoulders, and I settle into a nice, slow rhythm. 
 
    “S-Sweetheart,” he grits out, his jaw clenching tight. 
 
    His guttural plea only makes me move faster, grinding into him harder. Just with this little contact, I can feel the box opening inside, beckoning those memories back inside. It’s still not enough, though. They’re fighting tooth and nail.  
 
    He opens his eyes, and I shiver at the fire I see blazing in his eyes. Quinn is always the most closed off between the four guys, but here, now, it’s as if I can see straight into his soul. I can see the inky darkness that matches mine to perfection. It makes me feel closer to him, perfect.  
 
    Quinn wraps his hand around the nape of my neck, crashing his lips against mine. Both of us groan at the feel of the connection between us, pressing into each other until nothing separates us.  His taste is to different from Callum’s. Quinn tastes of milk chocolate and caramel—It’s deep, smooth, and rich.  
 
    His arm wraps around my waist, as he angles my head for a deeper connection. “Fuck me, Quinn,” I groan against his lips. “Please.” 
 
    He nips at my bottom lip, hand reaching under my shirt. His fingers ghosts along my flesh, unhooking my bra with a confidence that makes me breathless. It gives away, easily, and before I can properly catch my breath, his rough hand envelopes my breast, squeezing, kneading. A whimper releases from my mouth and into his by the feeling of his hands on my soft flesh.  
 
    His pointer finger and thumb tweak my nipple, causing pleasureful explosions to fire off inside my body. My hips jerk forward, hard. Rolling my nipple between his fingers, he continues to ravage my mouth with fierce determination, growling and groaning, as if he can’t seem to get his fill no matter how long we kiss. 
 
    He’s in control. We’re in our element. God, he makes me feel so fucking good. 
 
    “More!” I cry out when he pinches my pebbled bud. 
 
    He pulls my shirt over my head, tossing it on the floor beside us. My bra follows close after. Then, he pulls me into him, pressing his face against my heaving chest as he wraps his wet lips around my nipple, sucking. I throw my head back as pleasure slams into me. Tiny dots of white flicker in and out behind my eyelids. His tongue swirls around the tip, flicking, coaxing—before he sucks hard again, causing me to cry out. 
 
    Biting my bottom lip, my head falls back on my shoulders as I lose myself to the pleasure. He slides his hand down my stomach, slowly unbuckling my pants. Raising my hands, I force his face back to mine as he slips a hand inside my pants. His fingers waste no time in diving into my panties, finding my clit with an eerie precision that should terrify me. But it doesn’t. It only makes me want him more. Now. His fingers easily slide through my wet pussy lips, rubbing in slow, teasing circles. 
 
    “So, fucking wet,” he murmurs against my lips. Then, he nips my lips, growling, “Mine.” I shudder from the force of his words. 
 
    Groaning, he tunnels his tongue back inside my mouth, playing, teasing, then working my tongue out to suck on it between his lips. Holy Lord of fuck, no one has ever made me feel like this before. It’s like he has direct knowledge of me and what I like, what I need, taking it instead of asking. He demands it with a fierceness I find absolutely enthralling. 
 
    “Pants off. Now.” He grits out, letting me go. 
 
    Without wasting a second, I get off him and shimmy out of my pants and panties. I watch with fascination as he takes his wallet out, rips into the condom that falls into his lap, and with haste, he unbuckles his pants and shimmies them down just enough to free his monster cock. I salivate for a taste of him, seeing the dot of pre-cum dripping from the tip as he sheathes himself. 
 
    He looks so thick and long, but instead of being terrified, it makes my body buzz with anticipation.  
 
    “Hop on, baby. I need to be in that pussy now.” His words are practically a growl, all rough and ragged. I quiver in delight. 
 
    I slowly straddle him again, sighing as he wraps his hands around my hips. One of his hands slides even lower, grabbing a handful of my ass, squeezing hard. I moan at the feeling, my nails raking down his clothed chest, pulling a groan from him. 
 
    Wrapping my fingers around his cock, I guide it to my entrance. Our eyes lock, his swirling with so much lust I practically overfill from it. His head darts forward as he collects my aching nipple into his mouth. The pleasure makes me light-headed, my body thrumming with so much desire. I can barely place Quinn’s cock at my entrance, dragging it through my wetness.  
 
    “You’re maddening,” he releases as my nipple pops out of his lips.  
 
    Then before I can utter a word, before I can even catch my breath, he plants his hands on my hips and pushes me down at the same time he snaps up his hips, filling me to the brim with everything forcefully. 
 
    “Oh. My. Fu—,” I groan out, my back bowing as my mind tries to play catch up. 
 
    When I’m fully settled, Quinn grabs a handful of hair at the base of my neck. Wrapping an arm around me, he pulls me into him and attacks my lips as he moves me up and down. His forceful, quick movements stealing me even more. 
 
    At first, we explore each other. Our tongues caressing, my hands roaming, and the smooth, sensual glide of his cock going inside me. He feels incredible, fills me until all I know is him. 
 
    Groans rumble his chest, his mouth falling open as he breathes harshly into mine. With strategic movements, I continue to slide up and down, easily undulating my hips against his. When he bottoms out inside me, I grind myself against him, the pressure from his hard abs giving me bursts of pleasure as my clit grazes his skin. 
 
    Everything around me fades into nothing. The only thing I focus on is him; his movements and sweet caresses. 
 
    A needy whimper claws at my throat when I get that aching feeling of wanting more. His fingers tighten on me to the point of being painful, but to me, it feels electric. Sweat dots along his brow, the sight causing a full shiver to tremble through me. Making Quinn lose it as much as I am is more of a turn on than anything I’ve ever seen before. My pussy tightens around him, loving the feel of him.  
 
    Shifting his hips, he hits a sensitive spot deep inside, forcing a cry of pleasure to seep into him from between my lips. The sound, guttural and needy, causes something inside him to unleash, as if the tether frays to the point of breaking.  
 
    My fingers hastily grab at his shoulders, and I cry out as his hips pick up speed. He continues to pound into me incessantly, our moans and ragged breathing the only sound in the room besides the slapping of our skin. He takes me forcefully, just as I knew someone like Quinn would. He doesn’t second guess his actions, merely lives in the moment. He’s hard, delicious, and more than anything I could have asked for. 
 
    “I’ve wanted to feel your pussy wrapped around my dick since the first time I saw you,” he grunts out, his hand moves to the back of my neck so he can continue to punish me with his cock. 
 
    “Harder,” is all I whimper out. 
 
    Growling, Quinn pulls out. I cry out in objection; the feeling leaving me with a sense of bereft. But then I squeal in surprise, my heart pattering behind my ribs when he pushes me onto my hands and knees. With grace and speed of a professional fighter, he’s behind me and grabbing my hips before I can voice a protest. He shoves his thick cock back inside me, holding me in place by my hips. Quinn snaps forward again, and again, only picking up in speed the longer we continue fucking. 
 
    “This what you want, dirty girl,” he groans out, snapping forward particularly hard. 
 
    He’s so deep this way, hitting a spot very few have before him. It’s hard to keep silent with this much pleasure coursing through me, but I try, biting my lip as my eyes roll back into my head. He continues to thrust in and out of my wet pussy, muttering dirty, filthy things into the air between us. My hands slide across the floor, and it’s only the hold he has on my hips that keep me in place.  
 
    The amount of euphoria swirling around inside me is almost too much. I can feel that familiar tingle of climax rising, the simmering starting low in my belly. Only, this time it feels different. It feels like so much more. 
 
    “Mmm, fuck. Come for me, baby,” Quinn grinds out. “Choke my cock with that wet pussy.” 
 
    I feel his cock swell inside me, his movements becoming erratic, jerky. Wrapping an arm around my waist, I squeal when his fingers land on my clit. He rubs my aching little clit, playing it like he would a prized violin. His grip tightens on my hips, grunts and groans filtering out into the stagnant bathroom air. 
 
    There are no more memories. No more thoughts of pictures and laughing peers. It’s only a flood of warmth exuding inside me, enveloping me until I cry out on the bathroom floor, my pussy convulsing around his dominating cock. He releases a guttural cry; the sound causing a shudder to wrack my depleted body. It’s deep, raw. His hips slam against my ass once more before he releases inside me, yelling in mind-numbing pleasure. 
 
    For several minutes, we both stay where we are, breathing heavily. His slowly, softening dick barely moves in and out of me at a more leisurely pace, like he can’t stop even though he’s finished. Quinn … he might be my new favorite. Damn. 
 
    He releases soft grunts, as if trying to prolong his pleasure, which makes a content smile tug at the corner of my satiated lips. But when he pulls out, the smile slowly drains out of me. I feel so fucking empty, deserted. I thought it was just a fluke earlier, but it doesn’t seem to be if I feel it again. It’s not a feeling I’ve had before, like I’m missing something vital to make my heart beat inside my chest. 
 
    “How did you know something was wrong?” I ask hesitantly, panting. “How did you even know where to find me?” 
 
    “I got a text from Callum,” he says. “Then from Ellis and Asher. I was the closest, so I came to find you.” 
 
    I give him a blank stare over my shoulder, asking, “Why did they text you?” 
 
    He seems to think about my question for a moment, mulling over whether he should tell me the truth. If he doesn’t want me to go back to before, I suggest he explain everything to me. Because sex may be all my body needs to forgive him, but my mind needs to know the truth. 
 
    “They knew what was going to happen.” He sighs. “Callum tried to get into your class before the period began, but he ran into some problems.” 
 
    “Oh.”  
 
    So, that’s what that earlier uproar was in the hallway. Mrs. Willis wouldn’t let him into the class to warn me. In a way, that’s kind of sweet. It makes my heart a little less frigid toward him.  
 
    However, none of them made it in time. The queen bees still nearly brought me to my knees. Do you want to know the irony of this entire situation? When I finally crumbled into a heap on the floor, it was in a bathroom, same as it was all those years ago. Same as the picture now floating around school. 
 
    “I didn’t hurt you, did I?” he asks, his voice gravelly from climax. He takes my silence as an unspoken agreement, because he says, “I knew I shouldn’t have done that, but you were beg—” he stops mid-sentence when he sees the look I cast in his direction. 
 
    Horror coats my insides like kerosene. Straightening up, I grab my panties and jeans, slowly putting them back on. My mind is a mess of confusion, and I hate it right now. He did what I wanted him to do, but I hate that the only reason he did it was because I begged him to, like he wouldn’t have touched me any other time. For the first time, it makes me feel pathetic. 
 
    I’m no better than Alessandra begging Callum. That thought causes shame to coat my entire being. 
 
    “Hey, Jessalyn, wait.” 
 
    Fingers at my chin force me to look into his eye. They peer into mine with such guardedness it physically and mentally hurts. “What?” 
 
    “I just didn’t want our first time to be like that, okay?” he says, searching my eyes. “I don’t regret it. Period. You can believe me.” 
 
    When I nod, even though I don’t believe it, he asks again, “Did I hurt you?” 
 
    “No,” I say. “You didn’t hurt me.” 
 
    His eyes search mine. “Where did you go then?” 
 
    I try to laugh it off, but it comes out more garbled than anything. “Just in my head.” 
 
    “That’s not a good place to get caught up in.” Something about his words sing with truth. Has he been in this situation before? Wanting nothing more than to live in the moment, but can’t resist the allure of being pulled back in by the reins of his mind? 
 
    “Oh, I know. Trust me.” I put on my bra and shirt, straightening it without looking him in the eye. 
 
    “Care to tell me what that was all about?” he asks out of nowhere, causing me to stop short.  
 
    I know he’s not talking about what happened in the classroom, so there can only be one other thing. My reaction toward him. Only one person in their group has seen me freak out, and it wasn’t even as bad as this time. 
 
    Seeing a picture someone snapped of that night can do that to you. A picture that’s not even supposed to exist. 
 
    I mull over what to tell him, but then think better of it. He doesn’t need the details, or more details than I already blabbed about before our encounter. 
 
    “Not particularly.” I admit. 
 
    I see him nod from my peripheral. “Fair enough.” Then he’s silent for a moment before asking, “You don’t regret it, do you?” 
 
    I should. I really should. And not for the reason he’s thinking.  
 
    I should hate it because it’s not right to use his natural instincts against him, and that’s exactly what I did. I took a terrible situation where Quinn only wanted to help me, and I reverted to the only thing I know will force those thoughts away. I didn’t care that it was Quinn who would bring me pleasure. All I knew is that I needed pleasure to chase away the pain. 
 
    He … didn’t deserve that. At all. 
 
    God, I am a freaking bitch. The worst of the worst, because I don’t regret it at all. The only thing going through my mind is when we can do that again, not how it might hurt him. 
 
    If I hadn’t forgiven and tried to have a friendship with the guys, there would be no way I could stop myself with Quinn now. He did something none of the others have. They may have stood up for me, but none of them are the one that chased the memories away. None of them are the one that took such good care of me, trying several times to talk me out of it.  
 
    Quinn did that. The supposedly asshole of the group.  
 
    He made me feel. Made me see nothing but light when it felt like darkness was closing in all around me. He saved me in the truest sense of the word. 
 
    “No,” I whisper, then meet his stare with trepidation. “And you’re forgiven. Just thought I should tell you that if you didn’t know it already.” 
 
     He doesn’t react how I expect him to. Instead, he jerks back, like I slapped him across the face. Eyes wide and mouth partially agape. Quinn shakes his head, then gives me a small grin. “Don’t forgive me yet, Jess. I didn’t earn it.” 
 
    Didn’t earn it? Like that matters with the others. Does he not see that he’s the one that sank his claws into my body and pulled me out of my head? Quinn saved me. There is nothing than can make him deserve it more. 
 
    “But you—” 
 
    He stops me by pulling me into his chest. I burrow my head into his thick Henley, inhaling his scent into my lungs. “I would do it again in a heartbeat, baby. Not because of the sex, but to be the guy that chases away your demons.” 
 
    Well, dammit. Tears prick my eyes, and it takes everything in me to stand still and just be. What I really want to do is make him see what he did; I mean, truly see.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 25 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Keep your head high, baby,” Quinn says, tucking me into his side as we leave the bathroom. “Don’t let anyone know they got to you.” 
 
    It’s easy for him to say. He’s not the one that has a picture circulating around the school of the night he was raped. I am. It’s not something I wish to relive over and over. But with Alessandra and Bree being who they are, I know I’ll have to. It was the only time I was vulnerable in my life, and the queen bees are just pissed off enough to keep digging at the old wound until I break. 
 
    “Did you see it?” I ask. 
 
    When we come to a stop outside of my classroom, his grip tightens on me. I look up at him, seeing the underlining fury in his eyes. 
 
    “I saw it,” he growls. “And they won’t get away with this, Jess. I promise you that. Every person in this school has secrets, and the benefit of being who I am, means I’m privy to what they want to keep hidden.” 
 
    “What do they want to keep hidden, Quinn?”  
 
    I can’t deny my curiosity. He’s piqued my interest, claiming he knows things about people at this school. The only thing I get on the daily is the surface view of everyone. All I see is how perfect they claim to be, and how damaged they believe I am.  
 
    Well, screw them. I’ve been through so much more in my short life than any of these assholes have. They have money, prestige, and power. Something none of them deserve or earned. Their parents paved the way for them, and I find it so disgusting that people like Alessandra and Bree truly believe they earned what they have. 
 
    “You’ll have to wait and see, baby,” he says, smirking. 
 
     Without a care in the world, Quinn shows me back into my classroom. He mean-mugs everyone who thinks to glance in my direction. When one guy inside the room makes a scathing remark, Quinn is in front of him before he can even blink, growling like an animal. The guy slams back against his seat, true fear spreading through his eyes. He mutters his apologies, face turning redder than a beet.  
 
    It appeases Quinn, and with a cruel, twisted smirk, he hefts himself up from his desk and steps back. His eyes glance over the entirety of the classroom, silently daring anyone to step out of line, boy or girl. He’s a force of nature. And to my surprise, he even snubs Bree when she tries to gain his attention with flirty eyes and open thighs.  
 
    I wish I was joking. 
 
    She spreads her legs open for him, like she has the right to persuade him into being with her by putting her body on display. But to my utter glee, he never shows interest. Not once. He doesn’t even look at her, which only serves to piss her off even more. She shoots a deathly glare in my direction, and I can’t help the smug smile that sweeps over my face. 
 
    “Grab your things,” Quinn whispers in my ear, then turns to my teacher, whose mouth has dropped open. “Mrs. Willis, Jessalyn will be coming with me. I’m sure you understand.” 
 
    “Oh, yes, of course,” she stammers out, cheeks shining with a flush. 
 
    Indecipherable silence radiates throughout the classroom. I can nearly feel the indignation wafting off everyone in waves, like ghostly hands reaching out to wrap their fingers around my throat. However, I can especially feel it from a particular corner in the back. The queen bee and her cronies are staring a hole right through Quinn and me.  
 
    As I make my way to my seat, I heave a sigh of relief when I see no one touched my things. Grabbing my phone, and stuffing my things back into my bag, I zip it up and make my way back toward Quinn. But not before I hear a few derogatory phrases from Bree. I raise my eyes, meeting hers. I see so much hatred and fury pointed in my direction, as if she would take great joy in physical harm if she could. I have no doubt if Bree could set me on fire with her gaze alone, I’d be incinerated within seconds. 
 
    “If you think you won, you’re wrong, whore. Fucking slut. Quinn will leave you and then he’ll come back to me. What do you have to offer him, anyway? You’re tainted goods; you’re nothing.” 
 
    “Bree!” Quinn bellows.  
 
    She clams up the moment he says her name, acting like a docile little kitten that can do absolutely no wrong. While that may be true on the surface, a kitten still has sharp claws and teeth made of razor blades. Bree is trying to cut me down, but I won’t allow her the satisfaction. Instead, I will revel in what she doesn’t have. Quinn. 
 
    Narrowing my eyes, every piece of self-preservation flies out of my head. Instead, anger comes out to play. I make my way back toward her chair, then place my hands down on top of her desk. Meeting her eye-to-eye, I allow a smug little grin to twist my lips. Even though I want nothing more than to tuck my tail and run, I won’t allow this bitch to get the last word. 
 
    “You think Quinn will choose you?” I ask, huffing a laugh. “Who do you think he was fucking a few minutes ago?” 
 
    Her features tighten. The girls sitting beside her look anywhere but at me. I watch, silently, as Bree’s face steadily turns an unhealthy shade of red, as if she’s holding in her fury. Her image is more important than revenge, and I have a feeling Bree would die before she gives in to the impulse of allowing people to know how much my presence gets to her. How much me being with Quinn really gets under her skin. 
 
    Then, she surprises me. A small, sinister smile—or should I say, snarl—pastes over her face. She leans forward in her chair, her eyes alight with malicious intent. 
 
    “He may be here now, trash, but he won’t be around you forever.” She flicks her gaze over me, probably pinning Quinn to his spot, satisfied by what she sees, she turns her gaze back to mine. “If you don’t back off, this will end ugly.” 
 
    Something about her admission rocks me to the core. The Lovell’s are what you would call “old money.” They own nearly every piece of uncommercial land in Silver Creek. But they wouldn’t go that far, would they? No one would resort to murder simply because someone else had what they wanted. 
 
    “If you think your meaningless threat will scare me, you have another thing coming, bitch. I don’t play elementary games.” 
 
    “Meaningless?” She releases a tinkering laugh that grates on my nerves. “Keep pushing me, bitch, and I’ll show you exactly how we play.” 
 
    Snubbing her, I make my way to the front of the room. I keep my head held high, even though what I want to do is melt back into the shadows. As I make my way back to Quinn, he takes my hand in his; the action throwing me for a moment before he leads me out of the room. The moment we make it back into the hallway, he pulls me into an unexpected hug. 
 
    “We’ll take care of her, Jess. I promise.” He kisses the side of my head, the action causing tears to blanket my eyes. 
 
    I didn’t know until right now how good it would feel not to be in this alone. That by having someone to lean on, intimately, would make the bullying and teasing seamlessly roll off my back.  
 
    Before, it felt like I was in this alone. Yes, Karma has been there every step of the way. But all she can give me is words of encouragement and an ear to voice my woes to. With the guys, I can actually, truly, lean on them for support. I can allow everything bothering me to fall away, where it’s only them and me. Until now, I didn’t know that’s exactly what I needed. 
 
    “Thank you,” I find myself saying. 
 
    “For what?” 
 
    He gives me a quizzical expression once he pulls away. I peer up into his face, and then my admission rocks me to the core. Those guys don’t know exactly how much their presence has helped within the short time of them being on my side, instead of being my enemy. They don’t get that life is manageable now, and the only place I have to worry about it is at home.  
 
    I don’t even have to worry about that anymore, because Asher took care of it. He set Debra straight, and even it being so many days afterward, she still hasn’t uttered two words to me. 
 
    “You really don’t know, do you?” I ask, my eyes going back and forth between his. 
 
    Before he can respond, the other three guys come around the corner. They are all wearing masks of worry, and Ellis even goes as far as pulling me from Quinn. I can literally feel the tension dissipate the longer he holds me to him. His warm breath wisps across the top of my head as he repeatedly presses kisses to my crown. It’s only because of my phone buzzing in my pocket that I let him go at all. 
 
    Stepping away, I grab it out of my pocket. I’m half tempted in turning it off for the rest of the day, but something at the back of my mind tells me to open it and look. I can’t explain that feeling, but I unlock my phone and slide my fingers across the screen. 
 
    What I see has my eyes widening and anger settling in my heart. Why is he still doing this to …? 
 
    Unknown: Get rid of the guys or someone will pay. 
 
    Unknown: Don’t tempt the beast, precious—you won’t like the outcome. 
 
    But then, my eyes glance up at Callum, seeing him staring at me. He most definitely does not have a phone in his hand. He most definitely does not look even remotely close to reaching for it. Instead, it looks like he’s waiting to pull me into him, like the whole situation from earlier got to him as much as it did me. 
 
    “C-Callum,” I say, the knot forming in my throat, making it hard to speak louder than a whisper. “You haven’t been sending me these messages, have you?” 
 
    Terror makes up the core of my being when I see him tilt his head to the side. I willingly hand him my phone, watching as he thumbs all the way to the beginning of the thread. As he reads, emotions play across his face in real time. First, I see anger, then horror, and finally, fear. So much fear. 
 
    His eyes fall back on mine. “I would never do something like this. This is … it’s depraved.” 
 
    Ellis grabs the phone before Callum can utter another word. Quinn shoves in beside him and so does Asher, and they read the contents of the messages. They have the same emotions clouding their eyes as Callum did, but it’s Quinn’s look that scares me. He looks murderous, barely sane as his eyes rise to meet mine. 
 
    Callum steps toward me, and I easily walk into his hold. He may not deserve this, but I need it. He kisses the top of my head as I bury my face in his chest. I’m coasting on adrenaline, from earlier and now, and I know I’ll crash before too long. And as much as I hate it,  I know Callum will be there to catch me if I fall. 
 
    All four of us have come such a long way since August, where we hated the sight of each other. Now, we’re all relying on the other. 
 
    Before I can get too settled, Ellis speaks up, “Jess, sweetheart—you may want to read this.” 
 
    He hands me back my phone, all of them surrounding me. Tense silence filters through the hallway, the only sound is the blood rushing through my ears. The moment I read the text, my knees give out from under me and I fall. If it wasn’t for Callum, there’s no doubt I’d be nothing more than a terrified ball of emotional tears on the floor. Horror coats my insides. It’s like I can feel myself cowering, becoming smaller, almost untouchable.  
 
    It can’t be. 
 
    Unknown: If that’s how it’s going to be, little girl, I’ll see you soon. Just remember, you asked for this.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 26 
 
      
 
      
 
    My mind is a whirlwind of confusion and dread when they usher me through the halls. They all stand around me like a blockade, warning away any person who thinks to get too close. And I’m thankful for that. I really don’t know what I’d do if someone were to accost me right now. 
 
    Probably break, like I told myself I wouldn’t do since freshman year. Crumble into the mass of rubble and debris, choking on the smoke and dust that floats through the air. It’s the guys standing beside me, guarding me, that’s keeping me in one piece. Albeit, a torn, trampled piece, but one piece all the same. 
 
    Pushing open the doors to the school exit, we’re about to make our way down them and head out when a voice calls out from behind us. 
 
    “Savoy!”  
 
    It’s Coach Rice.  
 
    By hearing his voice, I remember that I have practice today after school. However, I wouldn’t be able to force myself to go even if I wanted to. Yes, I love softball and it’s a welcoming distraction that will pay for my future, but it wouldn’t be any of those things today. I’m too stuck in my head, and I don’t think there’s anything that will get me out of it. 
 
    Sighing, I turn toward him, causing all the guys to stop next to me. “Yes, coach?” 
 
    “Where do you think you’re going?” Something about his anger feels unwarranted. He’s just a coach to the girls Fast-Pitch team, not a member of the faculty. He shouldn’t even be here during school hours. Doesn’t he have a job? 
 
    “I’m going home,” I inform him, wondering why he wants to know so terribly. “I can’t be here right now.” 
 
    His eyes harden, then shift to the surrounding guys. “You fellows need to get back to class. If Savoy is going home, then she will go home by herself. She does not need an escort.” 
 
    “Just who the fuck do you think you are?” Quinn fumes out, taking a threatening step toward him. 
 
    Coach Rice stands just a tad bit taller, filling out his school provided sports polo shirt and khakis to perfection. If he wasn’t such an ass, then maybe I’d find him attractive. He’s not much older than we are, around mid-twenties, and already there’s a dusting of gray mingling through the sandy blond hair near his temples. 
 
    “I am her Coach, and if you guys don’t want to get in trouble with yours, then I suggest you get back to class.” 
 
    “You can take your thoughts and shove them right up your hairy ass, motherfucker!” Ellis thunders, and I see the veins in his neck protruding with fury. 
 
    “You all come with me.” Coach Rice’s tone brogues no arguments. 
 
    He turns around without addressing us, making his way down the hallway toward the office. His steps are pure determination, yet he looks as if tension radiates from every pore on his body. Why is he being so weird? He never cares who any of the other girls on the team hang out with, but he’s had a problem with these guys all year. 
 
    First, it was before our try-outs. He stopped Callum in the hallway and they got into an argument. Well, Coach did, Callum just stood there and took it. 
 
    Confusion plays tricks on me as we silently follow. All the guys have anger wafting off them in waves. It’s stifling; nearly strangling me with the weight of it resting on my shoulders. We all stop as one group when he pulls open the door for us to enter. We file in one at a time, then Coach Rice barks at the secretary, asking if Mitchell is in. 
 
    “Yes, he is. One moment.” She jumps up from her seat and races toward his office. What little Coach Rice doesn’t  know is, I fucked Mr. T about a year and a half ago, so all his actions will be for nothing. Mr. T will be on my side, no matter what. 
 
    Trust me, it wasn’t one of my finer moments, but it made it possible for him to look the other way when I do things at school. You know, tit for tat and all that. 
 
    I smirk, knowing what’s about to happen. Coach catches the look on my face, his reddening even more. 
 
    “Wipe that smirk off your face, Savoy, or you’ll be running laps later.” No, I won’t be. Softball may be my way to college and a distraction I love doing, but it’s not my life. I refuse to be treated like this by someone who’s not even a faculty member. He’s nothing; a piece of shit asshole that thinks he has more sway than he does. 
 
    “You’re about to be in for a rude awakening,” I whisper, which causes the guys to put two-and-two together. When they do, I see matching grins slide across their features. 
 
    That’s one reason I like them. And I do—dammit, I do, even though I shouldn’t. They don’t care about what happened in my past. The only thing they care about now, is what happens in the present. Their way of thinking mirrors mine. 
 
    “So, what do we have here?” My smirk turns into a full, wide-set grin. 
 
    “Hey, Mr. T!” I chirp loudly. 
 
    “Hey, Jess, how are you doing?” It doesn’t go unnoticed by Coach Rice that the principal of Silver Creek calls me by my first name. In fact, he looks downright murderous when he pieces it all together. He may not know the extent of my happenings regarding Mr. T, but it doesn’t take a genius to figure it out. Not with all the talk that’s been spread at Silver Creek. 
 
    I purse my lips, tilting my head back and forth in contemplation. “I could be better.” 
 
    He takes a moment, glancing around the room. His gaze snags on Coach Rice, the guys, then eyes the color of warm caramel come to rest back on mine. Mr. T shifts, putting one hand in his suit pockets. 
 
    “May I ask what’s going on here?” 
 
    Ellis goes to step forward, but a hand connecting with his stomach stops him. Glancing over my shoulder, I warn him with my eyes to back the fuck down. Amazingly, he does, nodding. I know out in the hallway, Ellis was the one about to bust some knuckles with Coach, but in here it’s all me. 
 
    “You sure can, Mitchell!” I grin, then turn my attention toward Coach Rice and his livid face. “The guys were taking me home because some kids thought it would be a good idea to mass text the whole school a rather horrid picture of me. Coach here, stopped us. Well, I think you can put together what was said by the look on his face.” 
 
    Every so often, I peer at Mr. T, seeing him nodding his head. He seems to follow along quite well, but the moment I get to Coach stopping us, his face darkens imperceptibly. If it had been someone else and not me, it would have been unnoticeable. But I see and hear everything when it pertains to me. 
 
    “Is that right?” 
 
    I nod. With a quick jerk of his head, he purses his lips in contemplation, then bounces onto the balls of his feet once before landing back on his heels. 
 
    “Boys, Coach here giving you a hard time?” 
 
    They all nod in agreement. I think they all know if they speak at this point in time, it wouldn’t help the situation. I thank them for that, because Mr. T can be kind of intense when it comes to something of this nature. An adult—that shouldn’t be around—forcing minors to do their bidding. I know, the irony, right? Mr. T and I got together quite a few times, but our situation is different. I knew what I was doing. I agreed. I didn’t have some false promises to rely on from his mouthwatering lips. 
 
    We were both frank with each other and made it strictly about sex. So, there was no taking advantage of, unless you count how many orgasms he gave me while I was on his desk. Then, if so—yes, he took advantage of me, but it felt really, really good. 
 
    You see, he has a son, and while we were having one of our “meetings,” I guess you could call it, he told me about what happened. How he ended up in Silver Creek to begin with. His son had sort of the same thing happen to him that I did. Only, when I say “sort of” I mean he wasn’t raped at all, but he was in a relationship with an adult. A much older adult female that should not have been interested in someone his age. 
 
    Mr. T was the first person I ever thought about telling when it came to that night at Callum’s. I never did, but I was close. There’s just something about him that screams easy-going, down-to-earth. 
 
    “Mr. T,” coach says, stepping up to him. “They were about to leave school property without properly signing out. No parent was here to escort them home; no guardian of any kind for that matter.” 
 
    “And you took it upon yourself to insert yourself into the situation?” Mr. T asks, casting a disapproving frown at him. 
 
    He nods. “It was only right. Savoy does not need to be with these troublemakers. If she needs to go home, then her mother can come and sign her out. It’s school policy.” 
 
    “A policy which has no regard to you, Mr. Rice. You are not a faculty member at this institution, but a mere softball coach. You have the authority to discipline Jessalyn in matters of acting out during practice or games. But what you do not have the permission to do is accost my students in my hallway, demanding they remain on campus. That is my job. So, unless you want to lose your position as head coach, I suggest you get out of my sight and off school grounds until it is time for practice to begin. Are we clear?” 
 
    Coach Rice practically vibrates with ire, his face turning an unhealthy shade of purple. His hands fist at his sides and removes his attention from Mr. T to peer over at all five of us. If Coach Rice wasn’t such an asshole, he’d actually be a pretty cool person. In fact, he was until I tried out for the team sophomore year. I can barely remember it, but I know at one point he used to smile, even thought it was closed-lipped. He used to laugh and celebrate with us when we won a game. Now, though, he’s turned into the unhappiest person I’ve ever seen. 
 
    Yes, he helped Alessandra one day at practice, but that’s the most he’s done for any of us. He usually stands to the side, yelling until that pesky vein in the middle of his forehead seems like it will pop right through his skin. 
 
    He no longer smiles. He walks around practice like he has the weight of the world on his shoulders, much like I used to when I was harboring all that hate inside me. What could have happened to him?  
 
    As far as I know, Coach Rice has no kids, no wife, and no family to speak of. He’s alone, much like Mr. T is since his son just graduated last year and went off to college. So, unless that’s starting to get to him, I don’t know the reason he’s acting this way. 
 
    Unless … Alessandra. I bet you this has to have something to do with her. Everything evil that happens in this school always falls back on that bitch. Especially after today, I won’t let my guard down around her or any of the queen bees. 
 
    “Crystal.”  
 
    Coach turns to head out of the office, his eyes lighting with fire on all five of us. I can’t help the feeling that softball just went up in flames for me, because there is no way he will let me play, let alone stay on the team after this. Mr. T made him out to be a fool, and if I know Coach like I think I do, that’s the worst thing you can do to someone like him. He hates his pride being wounded. 
 
    “Oh, and one more thing …” Mr. T stops Coach Rice with a hand on his elbow, his eyes beaming into his with barely restrained anger, then he whispers so low I can barely hear him, so low I know the guys can’t hear because they’re too far away. “Leave Jessalyn alone, Mr. Rice. I have already talked to her father. She is allowed to leave the school grounds with these four boys, and it is none of your business what they do.” 
 
    What?


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 27 
 
      
 
      
 
    I was right in thinking Coach Rice would take his frustrations out on me. For the rest of the week, and leading into this one, I was running suicides until I felt like throwing up. All the while, the rest of the team were learning the fundamentals of their positions.  
 
    I was no longer the starting hind catcher, not even the junior varsity hind catcher, since the girl below me took my position and the other took hers. It’s not fair, but it’s life. Every action has a consequence, and my consequence is running while the whole team stares, snickering behind their hands. Well, fuck them. Karma always has a way of coming back to bite people in the ass, and I hope it comes back and attacks all of them, including Coach Rice and his pestering ass. 
 
    But tonight, I’m putting all of that behind me. Tonight, is the night I’ve been waiting for since the phone call with my father. I’m excited, yet nervous at the same time.  
 
    The best part? We’ve actually been staying in touch a lot more, texting throughout the day and ending the night with a phone call. I’m still not too settled with him yet, knowing he had this whole other life I didn’t know about, but I’m not about to let that stop me from having a good time tonight. I have this beautiful dress, and for the first time ever, I’m not going to go to a dinner party with bruises covering half my body. 
 
    The guys are supposed to be here any minute, and my stomach is a mass of knots and tangles as I look at myself in the mirror. The dress my father sent fits to perfection, hugging all my curves as if it’s a second skin. It’s a strapless piece, encrusted with Rhinestones around the bodice, amplifying the aquamarine shade that brings out the color of my eyes. 
 
    The dress is a party dress of sorts, ending just above the knee. It’s fun, flirty, and easy to maneuver in. The bottom of the hem hangs in rivulets of tulle, fanning out around me in a darker shade than the top. It’s eccentric, just like me, which means it’s perfect. 
 
    I truss my hair up in soft waves, pinning most of it away from my face with bobby pins, opening up my face to make me seem more approachable. A simple diamond solitaire hangs around my throat on a sterling silver chain, burning the skin of my chest as it rests there. It’s so expensive. With each twist and turn of my body, light shimmers off the many facets, shooting a kaleidoscope of colors onto the wall in front of me. It’s beautiful, yes. So are the matching earrings. But it’s not me. None of this is. I’m a jeans and tank kind of girl. I’m not into fancy dresses, parties, and heels that make my feet hurt just looking at them. 
 
    However, tonight, I will rock this. I’m going to show those guys everything I have to offer, hoping they like what they see. And later, hoping they like what they spy underneath. 
 
    “What am I getting myself into?” I whisper, exhaling. 
 
    A soft knock on the door catches my attention. I turn my head toward my bedroom door, a small smile branching out across my face when I see Callum standing there. They weren’t supposed to be here until six-thirty, but it’s a welcome surprise. 
 
    Then, I get a good look at him, and my mind turns to mush. It makes it hard to swallow as my eyes trail over every inch of his suit clad body. Callum fills out a suit very well. His well-defined muscles bulge against the material, stretching it in just the right places. His broad shoulders look even more pronounced, and that tux looks like it was personally tailored to fit him. 
 
    “You have a bit of drool just there,” he says, tapping a finger against his chin, smirking. 
 
    “Oh, shut up.” I roll my eyes, but still the smile still hasn’t fallen from my face. 
 
    I grab my clutch and shawl from the foot of the bed, then step into my three-inch, gem coated, open toe heels. I check myself in the mirror one more time before making my way toward Callum. When I get to the doorway, preparing to walk through, I find he doesn’t budge an inch. Not even enough to squeeze past if I wanted to. My cheeks heat along with my body. 
 
    Tilting my head up, I gaze at him questioningly. But then, he gives me that smile of his, the one that makes me shiver in my thong, before he takes my chin between his pointer finger and thumb. The depth of his stare seems bottomless, entrancing. I could get lost in his emerald gaze, seeing the way the light shimmers off the surface of his irises. 
 
    “You look beautiful, little mouse,” he whispers, then presses his lips against mine. 
 
    Of their own accord, my hands rise to his shoulders, then slowly trail down his chest as he deepens our connection. Every time I kiss one of them, any of them, it feels like the first time. It’s crazy, the amount of pull we all have toward each other. 
 
    When he breaks the kiss, I feel myself sway in my shoes, drunk off the high they give me. Clearing my throat, I reply, “You look handsome yourself, stud.” 
 
    His lips tilt up into a pleased smile, showcasing his straight, pearly white teeth. Callum is a sight to behold, standing here like he’s about to stride into a boardroom and order people to do his bidding. There’s power in his presence; a heady feeling of entitlement that can only originate from years and years of grooming. 
 
    He’s breathtaking. 
 
    “Are you ready to go?” he asks. 
 
    Biting my lower lip, I nod. My skin tingles under my clothes when he places his hand against my lower back. I try to hide my reaction toward him, but it’s no use, he sees it. By the larger-than-life smile on his face, and the easy set of his shoulders, he probably feels like he’s on top of the world. You know what? He should. Because it’s not every day Jessalyn Savoy forgives, then drowns in a bed of her own making. 
 
    As we make our way down the steps, I damn near trip over my feet when three other delicious bodies come into view. My eyes round, mouth almost falling open in equal parts surprise and immediate need. I practically quiver in my heels, my body flooding with heat. 
 
    Ellis, Quinn, and Asher are all standing just inside the living room with three roses in their hands. Ellis has a red one. Asher’s is white. And Quinn’s—his is black. My smile easily spreads across my face upon seeing it, a tiny snort of a laugh falling past my lips. Quinn, although silent, knows me almost as good as I know myself. 
 
    “Black?” I ask, quirking a brow. 
 
    He shrugs, a small, shy smile overtaking his face. “Seemed fitting.” 
 
    He’d be right. Black is the color of my soul, and no, I’m not being dramatic. It just feels like the color I’m more drawn to. What signifies my life. Black, while being a desolate color, can mean many things. It can mean the end of something that’s better left forgotten. It can signify the beginning, before the sun rises in the Eastern sky and it still paints the world in inky darkness. You know a new dawn is coming, but in order for you to see it, you must first face the night. 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    It’s then I noticed each of them has a rose to offer, except one. I turn my gaze to Callum, seeing a blank look on his face as he stares at the three of them. When he notices me peering up at him, he turns his attention toward me, forcing a smile. 
 
    “I didn’t bring you a rose, little mouse.” Why do I feel disappointed by that? “Why would I waste my time bringing a flower when my date is already prettier than anything imaginable? It would be an injustice to you.” 
 
    I blush, glancing down toward the floor. The other three guys standing just in front of me all mumble cuss words under their breath. But instead of making them feel like Callum showed them up—which he did, but don’t tell them that—I take the roses from their proffered hands and rise up on my toes, giving each a kiss on their cheek. 
 
    “I’ll just go put these in some water, okay?”  
 
    When they all nod their heads, I hurry into the kitchen. I find a vase, fill it with water, and place the delicate flowers down inside it. I’ll have time later to properly trim them and add Sprite to the water to give them a boost in freshness, so they last longer without wilting. 
 
    My heels click against the hardwood as I come back, and I wrap my shawl around my shoulders. They each give me a grin before turning around and heading back outside. My heart flutters inside my chest at seeing all of them heading out my door, their suits all fitting to perfection. Their hair perfectly coifed and styled with what I can imagine is expensive products. 
 
    Callum waits for me by the door. I hurry toward him and gather my keys from the table next to the door. Only, when I get within his proximity, I don’t walk out like the others. Instead, I turn toward him, my eyes rising to search his. If I allow myself, I could get lost in the warmth of his gaze. 
 
    “Thank you.” I rise onto my toes and press my lips against his. This time, he doesn’t deepen our connection, he merely skates his lips across mine in a dance of sensuality. 
 
    “No need to thank me, little mouse. Everything I said is true,” he whispers against my lips when we break apart. My blush deepens, spreading down onto my chest. 
 
    Without thought, I trail my finger down the side of his face. My stomach tightens when he leans into my touch, almost unknowingly, like he’s seeking it out. It feels good to be here with him. It feels right. 
 
    I give him a megawatt smile that seems to brighten his face, then walk past him to head to his car. I laugh under my breath as I watch all three of the guys try to squeeze into his car. They each have their own vehicles, I assume, but they all enjoy riding with Callum. Probably makes them feel closer, and I dare to admit, it does me. 
 
    I hand over my keys to Callum so he can lock my door, and when I’m about to take them back, I feel a slight buzzing in my clutch. It continues to buzz, and then I know it must be my father. He’s probably a little on edge knowing I will arrive with all four guys. 
 
    But when I pull it out, the smile drains from my face. It causes Callum to stop his advancement toward his car, making him backtrack to me. “Who is it?” 
 
    I sigh. “The devil.” 
 
    Shaking his head, he looks out across the street, eyes shining with hatred as his jaw clenches tightly. “Ignore her.” He brings his eyes back to mine, but we both know I can’t. She has custody of me for another week, and if I don’t play by her rules, it will be a week of Hell.  
 
    But damn, the moment I turn eighteen, it will be paradise. I will kick her ass from here to the side of the street and laugh when it’s her picking herself up off the ground. 
 
    “I’ll be along in a minute. Promise.” 
 
    Nodding, he makes his way toward his car. When he reaches it, he looks back over the roof, gathering my attention. I give him a light smile, then slide my finger across the screen to answer the phone.  
 
    “What do you want?” 
 
    “Don’t take that tone with me, brat.” Debra releases in a shrill voice.  
 
    I roll my eyes. “Just say whatever the fuck you’re going to say and get it over with. Damn.” 
 
    “I’ve decided you are not going to that party tonight at your fathers. If he wants you, then he can come to the house and ask me himself, not go to you.” 
 
    I know this bitch isn’t trying to pull this right now. Not while I’m in this dress with a full face of makeup on. To. Fucking. Hell. It took me an hour just to get my hair right, and another hour to do my makeup and get dressed. There’s no way I will let her take this away from me. The only reason my father had to fight so hard to get back in contact with me is because of her in the first place. She can suck a dick. 
 
    “I don’t give a shit what you want,” I seethe, fingers tightening around the phone. “You are not here, so you cannot fucking stop me.” 
 
    She laughs, the sound grating against my eardrum. “All I have to do is make one call, and they will pick you up and hold you until I’m back in town, Jessalyn. Don’t push me. I own your ass for the next week, and I will get my worth out of you.” 
 
    “I’m not your property, Debra.” I snarl, my lips pulling back away from my teeth. 
 
    “You will march back into that house right now and stay there, do you understand? I will call the authorities if you are not home when I get there. Your father can go fuck himself. You are mine, Jessalyn, and he needs to remember that.” 
 
    Even after the chastisement she received from Asher, she still hasn’t learned a damn thing. For some time following their encounter, she stayed to herself. But I knew it was too good to be true, she always likes to strike while you least expect it. Only now, she can’t do that physically. So, she’s trying to take something else from me—my freedom. 
 
    I’ve had enough of her shit. There will be no way I will be able to look at her, let alone tolerate her, if she gets her way. One week is a long time in my house, and a piece of paper doesn’t make the rules for anyone. She may hold that over my father’s head, but she won’t hold it over mine.  
 
    A custody paper is just that—it lets you know who it is you will live with full-time. Not that you can’t see your other parent if you want to. I’m seventeen, about to be eighteen, I can see whoever I damn well please. 
 
    My anger reaches a fever pitch. “I will go to my father’s tonight. So, you, Debra, can suck a big dick and get laid. Maybe if you did, you’d actually pull out the stick that’s shoved up your ass, so you won’t be so miserable.” 
 
    Her growl echoes through the line. “Get your insolent ass back into that house right now. I’m not playing, Jessalyn Marie Savoy! You will do as I say or so help me God, I’ll make your life a living Hell. You think that scar on your head is bad, just wait. Do as I say, and maybe, I will be lenient on you.” 
 
    My entire body shakes with adrenaline and anger. My teeth clench together so tightly, I’m half scared they will crack under the pressure. Debra knows I’m not scared of her, that I’m just biding my time until I have free rein to breathe Hell down on her. You would think she’d consider that, but this is Debra Savoy we’re talking about. That bitch isn’t too smart to begin with.  
 
    “I hate you!” I scream, my hand holding the phone so tightly that I hear it crack. “I hope you die and rot you crusty old cunt!” 
 
    Within seconds, the doors to Callum’s car are being shoved open. Four giant guys are bounding toward me, but the only thing I can do is bend over as I allow all the grief and anger fuel my words and actions. I hope she dies. I would never want to wish that on another living soul as long as I live, but I do her.  
 
    She deserves it. Every fucking thing she will get, she’s earned it. And I hope and pray to God I’m there for a front seat view. 
 
    “You just wait until I get home you piece of shit! I’ll make you rethink speaking to me like that.” 
 
    “And, like I said, Debra Savoy, I hope you fucking die. I’ll happily dance on your goddamn grave, bitch!”


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 28 
 
      
 
      
 
    My body buzzes with adrenaline from the phone call as we pull up to a wrought-iron gate. I press my face up against the window, spying intricate letters woven within the bars of the impressively tall gate to spell out my last name. Two brick columns stand on either side, light in color, which then connect to more wrought-iron fencing. It seems to go around the entire property, giving the impression of keeping something or someone out. 
 
    “Wow.” My eyes widen at the sight in front of me. 
 
    “You should see it from the inside,” Callum retorts, the hand he has on my thigh tightening ever so slightly. 
 
    It’s hard, but I break eye contact with my father’s new “estate,” bringing my eyes to him in the driver’s seat. “You’ve been here before?” 
 
    It’s Asher who speaks up, instead of Callum. “We all have. Our parents work together.” 
 
    “Shut up, Ash!” Ellis fumes quietly. 
 
    Furrowing my brows, I shift around in my seat until my eyes rest on Ellis. “What’s he talking about?” 
 
    No one says a word. Not even a fissure of a peep. Instead, they pretend as if I didn’t just ask that question, peering out of the car on either side. The only one that can’t divert his gaze is Asher, and that’s because he’s sitting in the middle. When I try to make eye contact with him, he stares straight ahead as if he’s looking right through me. 
 
    There’s something fishy going on here, and I intend to find out what it is. Enough with the lies, half-truths, and diversions. No one will get me off the scent now. I’m like a bloodhound, sniffing and tracking—eventually, I’ll find what I’m looking for. They might as well tell me what’s going on now. 
 
    I flop back into my seat, eyes beaming into the side of Callum’s head. His features are stiff, closed off. “What is he talking about, Cal?” 
 
    He licks his lips, then opens his mouth—only, nothing comes out. He tries several times, even when the gate magically opens and we’re on our way through. He’s having a hard time with this, but that doesn’t negate the fact that they know something I don’t. 
 
    I get it—people want to have secrets. Everyone should be able to have that right. But if it pertains to me, which I have a sneaky suspicion it does, then I should know about it. Every guy in this car knows I hate being blindsided by something monumental. 
 
    “Why do I feel this is something that will piss me off?” I ask aloud not to anyone in particular. 
 
    Quinn sighs from the back seat, shifting. “That’s because it might.” 
 
    Exhaling, I lean back. I can’t exactly express what I’m feeling in this moment, but if I had to, it’s like the pain I have when I’m hurting. Not from something physical, but emotional. 
 
    The four guys I’ve grown closer to over the last six months have a secret, and that secret involves me. 
 
    “Just forget about it.” I know I won’t get anywhere with them. Plus, it isn’t something to get to upset over. My father wouldn’t intentionally hurt me again, not after the way I reacted when he showed up out of the blue. He will take into account that I don’t like surprises, whether good or bad. Hopefully. I like consistency; a sure thing with no hiccups of any sort. 
 
    “We’re not keeping it from you to hurt you, little mouse.” Sure, Cal. Sure you’re not. 
 
    I am already vulnerable from the phone call earlier. I’m already on edge, clambering to keep my sanity in check over the texts from the man who took so much from me. With all of that and the bullying added on top, it feels like I’m almost to the point of bursting. I can act strong all I want, but eventually, the strong do fall. When that happens, I will be weaker than ever before. 
 
    I say nothing, merely keep my eyes trained out of the passenger side window. Tense silence fills the interior, so thick you can cut it with a knife. I practically feel the nervous energy wafting off the guys in droves, and it’s almost stifling being in their proximity. 
 
    Tonight, was supposed to be fun. I was going to come out with my guys, dance, eat, maybe get a little touchy-feely, then skedaddle back to one of their houses for a nightcap with all four of them. It wasn’t supposed to be heavy, almost unbearable. And we haven’t even made it into the house yet, we’re still driving down the extremely long driveway. 
 
    As the car makes it through what seems like miles of trees, the house comes into view in the distance. Or, should I say mansion? This is no house, it’s not even a home—it looks like a museum from the outside with its vast expanse of immaculate lawn sitting right in front of it. It’s landscaped to perfection, and seeing it in all its splendor, causes a knot of dread to tighten in the pit of my stomach. 
 
    How can he afford this place?  
 
    My eyes rise to the massive home in front of me, spying at least three levels of lavish opulence. Columns rise from the foundation of brick and mortar on either side of the massive front door. It looks like it’s holding up the roof of the awning we will drive under. 
 
    Vines encase one side of the house, tangling and clinging to the building as if it’s a lifeline. Windows in various sizes—some small, medium, large, and larger—give the home a visage of openness that doesn’t really belong. At least, in my opinion. It’s a fortress behind a giant encasement of wrought-iron and brick; there’s nothing open about it. 
 
    It’s regal in appearance, yet still gives a person an “old plantation” vibe at the same time. I’d love it if it weren’t for the fact this house is clearly all for show—the bigger it is, the more of a facade my father is trying to live. My father doesn’t like this type of lavishness, which is the main reason we’ve been stuck in the suburb since before I was born. 
 
    This mansion is pure elegance and screams of money and power. 
 
    But … what money? 
 
    First, it’s the car. Now, it’s a house the size of Texas. 
 
    What gives? 
 
    It takes time for his inheritance to kick in and disburse, that I know, because he’s told me hundreds of times over the years. It takes at least thirty days for it to sit in the bank, then another sixty to ninety days for it to transfer to his account.  
 
    If it were a lesser amount than he’s supposed to receive, then it would take less time. But we’re talking about millions, if not billions now, since it’s been through years of investments, IRA’s, and savings accounts that accrue interest monthly. 
 
    He just turned forty-five within days of showing back up at my school. His birthday is a few weeks before mine, and since the beginning of this year, we’ve both been talking about how we will go through so many changes in such a short amount of time. Him getting his inheritance and being able to invest it into his business. Me, turning eighteen and scouting for colleges to go to next fall. 
 
    But this? This is not what I had in mind when we had those fleeting conversations back in early spring. 
 
    There is no way he should have any of this.  
 
    The fancy house, luxurious car, gardens, a private entrance—a fucking personal driver.  
 
    This is not the man I know. Because the man I know would not flash money around like this, even if he had a very good reason. He left me with Debra for this? I think to myself, mulling over everything that’s happened between us. 
 
    A prickle of irritation peeks through to the surface. It festers, continuing to grow to insurmountable proportions as we come to a rolling stop under the awning. A man rushes to my door, opening it for me, then holds out his hand to help me from the car. Reluctantly, I allow him to assist.  
 
    My eyes trek over the vast mansion standing in front of me. Soon, they drift over to the large bay window setting on the East end of the house. My chest burns, cheeks heat as I spy my father inside. He’s laughing at what some man says to him, even going as far as slapping his shoulder. 
 
    It’s different seeing him like this. So open, free. I wish I knew what that felt like. Wish I could live and not have this fear and paranoia inside of me. 
 
    The moment I feel the heat of one of the guys behind me, I don’t turn toward him like I usually would. Instead, I keep my eyes steadfast on my father. I watch his body language, concluding this is the most open and relaxed I’ve ever seen him. 
 
    Tears burn the back of my eyes. A hand grabs my wrist, weaving my arm through theirs. Again, I say nothing. It’s all so much to take in, and knowing there are still things I’ve yet to find out, drives me insane. But then, I see something that has complete and utter horror overtaking my entire body. 
 
    A woman. Someone who is not Debra, coming up behind my father and weaving her arm through his with ease. So, that must be Whitney. My eyes scan her from head to toe. I can already see she’s having fun with my father’s money. Her hair is perfectly coiffed, hanging down her back in luscious, classic waves. Her features are sharp, yet there’s something soft about them, too. She’s demure in appearance, but I know that could all be a facade. Most likely, it is. 
 
    “Are you ready to go in?” I break my gaze with them, turning to look up and see it’s Quinn that holds my arm hostage. 
 
    “No,” I reply weakly, tears dancing in my eyes. 
 
    His eyes trail over my face, hardening within an instant. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    I hate showing weakness. This world is not made for frail individuals. It will chew them up and spit them out, regardless of who they are and what they can bring to the table. I’ve seen it over and over, and it is what caused this hardness to encase my heart.  
 
    That night, I was weak. With Debra, I am weak, even though I try my hardest to be strong. With the guys—I don’t even know where to begin with them. There are times I feel like the strongest person in the world, but right now, in this moment, I feel so weak, like I’m a baby crying for the first time after birth. 
 
    Why is he trying to break me? What did I ever do to him?


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 29 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I didn’t know she would be here.” I exhale, the tumultuous emotions swirling around inside me like a hectic storm building. 
 
    “She’s not all that bad, sweetheart,” Quinn says, causing me to do a double take when I catch my vision going back to them.  
 
    “Have you already met her?” 
 
    Casting his glance at the rest of the guys, he mutely nods. Before I can utter a retort, he’s already pulling me toward the entrance. If I was petty, I’d dig my heels into the cobblestone and refuse to go inside. I’d buck up, scream, throw a tantrum—anything to keep from heading into what feels like my doom. 
 
    My eyes gaze over all of them, seeing their guilty, secretive expressions. “Let me guess, another secret?” 
 
    “It’s not our place to say anything,” Quinn releases, angering me further. 
 
    Logically, I know this. But there’s nothing rational about the way I feel right now. I feel deceived, cast aside. If they’ve met Whitney, then that means they know exactly who her son is. He could be anyone in the school, yet I wouldn’t know because I don’t know who he is. He probably laughs at me every chance he gets, wiggling his way into my father's heart, into the spot my father used to reserve for me. 
 
    I shake my head in dismay. “A lot of things weren’t your all’s place, but you did them anyway. Remember, or do I need to give you an example?”  
 
    I try to pull my arm out of Quinn’s hold, but he’s stronger than me. Pleading with his eyes, he’s beseeching me not to do anything. I can see it. It’s in the reflective surface of his crystal blue eyes. 
 
    “Goddammit, Jessalyn,” he whispers low with heat. “There are just some things you need to find out for yourself. This is one of them. Trust me. Why do you think he’s having this dinner party to fucking begin with?” 
 
    “Quinn,” Callum barks, effectively shutting Quinn down. I see it happening in real time, his eyes losing that spark of life, his features smoothing out until the blank mask falls back into place. 
 
    Of all the nights for my father to pull something, he chooses tonight. A night that was supposed to be absolutely perfect. All that does is harden me against him more. No matter how many times we talk or text, he could have warned me she would be here. That I’d be meeting a potential stepparent. And knowing she’s here must mean that her son is here as well. 
 
    Why does this shit always happen to me? I release a huff of air, annoyed at the fact I always seem to be the person who ends up with the shit end of the stick. 
 
    Quinn pulls up to a stop in front of the imposing door, raising his fist to knock. Instead, I tighten my hand around his arm which causes him to pause and glance down at me. Gathering as much courage as I can, I raise my fist and knock. I can literally hear my knuckles meeting the harsh wooden panel as it rebounds off the walls inside the foyer.  
 
    You know that sound, the one where you step into a house for the first time and every little sound echoes off the walls? Yes, that’s what it is.  
 
    I hate that sound. 
 
    It reminds me too much of what used to be inside me—nothing but blank nothingness. 
 
    Within moments, the door in front of me jerks open, causing me to almost fall back in shock. It’s only Quinn’s hold on me that keeps me on my feet. I narrow my eyes at the man, feeling that irritation bloom into anger. 
 
    “Welcome to the Savoy residence.” I shit you not, he sounds like one of those posh butler types, his words drawn out in dramatic fashion. 
 
    “It’s lovely to be here,” I say mimicking him, drawing out the end of my sentence. 
 
    He doesn’t rise to the bait. Figures. 
 
    Instead, he stands stiffly by the door, his chin parallel to the floor as he looks down his nose at me. “I am the Savoy’s butler, Charles Livingston the third. Please, do come inside and I will fetch Mr. Savoy for you.” 
 
    Charles Livingston the third? Get out of here. “Well, Charlie,” I say, watching his eye tick with displeasure at my butchering his name, “I’m sure I can find my dad just fine.” 
 
    “Oh,” he intones, again, drawing out the word. Is he …? I hate to say this, but is there something wrong with him? “You must be his daughter, Jessalyn Savoy.” 
 
    “What tipped you off? Let me guess, was it the fact I called him dad?” I quirk a brow.  
 
    I’m being a little shit and giving him a hard time, but to Hell with any pretenses here. I am a little shit, and my ire with the whole situation is getting to me. I wanted fun, food, and then sex later tonight. Not to be taken off guard, thrust into a life I didn’t even know existed, and look down on by the asshole in front of me. 
 
    He shifts a little, narrowing his eyes on me. “Ms. Savoy, insolence in this house will not be tolerated. Mr. Savoy has a reputation to uphold, and you will do well to fall in line when under this roof and using the Savoy name for societal gain.” 
 
    Is he for fucking real right now? “Listen here, asshole. I don’t ha—” 
 
    “Jessalyn Marie Savoy!” My father’s voice coats the foyer in anger, shutting off my rant. He was never one for such trashy wordage spilling from my lips, or any females for that matter, and at least that doesn’t seem to have changed. 
 
    “Dad,” I say between clenched teeth. “It will do your help some good if he remembers his place is not sticking his nose in family business.” 
 
    Just saying something like that leaves a bad taste in my mouth. Normally, I don’t make it a point to voice someone’s station, or lack thereof, in front of other people. Unless they piss me off, that is. And even if Charles Livingston the third is an asshat, I don’t have to be as petty as he’s being—even though I really, really want to be. 
 
    “Charles is a part of the family.” Since when? I’ve never seen this dude a day in my life, and trust me, if he was part of this family, I would have seen him before now. 
 
    “It hasn’t even been a year since you moved out of Debra’s house. Does trust really come that easily for you?” 
 
    His eyes harden imperceptibly before a small smile tilts his lips. “You will find that trust and loyalty are different sides of the same coin, Jess.” 
 
    “So, what,” I say, giving him one of my famous “I don’t give a fuck” looks. “He’s turned down offers to work for some other family? And that earned your trust? Please.” 
 
    I know I’m being a brat, but seriously, there is only so much bullshit I can take. Ever since driving up onto the property, that’s all that seems to fill my head. Bullshit. Bullshit. Bullshit. 
 
    “Little girls shouldn’t speak of such things they have no knowledge of,” my father refutes, then turns his back on me and makes his way into where I presume the dinner party is being held. Probably one of those old sitting rooms or something. 
 
    When the guys and I round the corner, I find where I was staring in through the window is indeed a sitting room. Yes, this house has a sitting room, like one of those ancient Victorian mansions. Stepping inside, it all hits me like a ton of bricks. The pure grandeur of the décor is startling in contrast to what I’m used to seeing my father surround himself with.  
 
    All sterling; a crisp, unbendable rigidness that would make Debra proud.  
 
    I don’t know how many times I can say this, but, again, this is not my father. I always looked up to him by not being so caught up in the world of money and influence. Yes, my grandparents had money, and even left him an inheritance, but that didn’t mean my father was anything like them. 
 
    He always seemed to love our life, but if this house is any consolation to his true feelings, then maybe he was placating himself all these years, when in reality, he wanted more. 
 
    I know his business is doing good, but I couldn’t never have fathomed it was anything remotely close to this. Nor that he was allowing it all to come out now that he’s rid of Debra. Do I even know my father at all? 
 
    We make our way through the room. The guys split off one by one, going over to greet their parent’s. When Quinn tried to dislodge his arm, I hold tight. He peers down at me with remorse and guilt, but slowly peels my hand off his arm. 
 
    “I promise I will be right back,” he says. “It is custom to say hello to our parents before the dinner party can officially begin. Are you okay? For just a moment.” 
 
    “No.” I shake my head. 
 
    He gives me a sad smile, then leans over, giving my cheek a quick peck. “I promise I will be back as fast as I can.” 
 
    Without waiting for me to refute his words, he takes off across the room. In fact, he looks like he’s booking it toward an extremely irate Jeffery Tannenbay and what I assume is his mother. 
 
    I bring my attention back to my father, watching as he easily slides in next to Whitney. I hate how comfortable he seems with her. I’m happy, sure. But at the same time, I’m angry. So angry that he did all of this behind my back and left me with that witch. 
 
    Whitney gives me a small, easy smile, then beckons me toward them. My eyes leave her to peer up at my father, seeing him looking down his nose at me, like he’s expecting me to play the part of a lady with finishing school manners.  
 
    Well, that’s not me. Never has been. 
 
    But I find myself walking in their direction, anyway. My arms cross over my chest, as if to fend off an attack from an unknown threat. 
 
    “So,” I volley, trying to squash the elephant in the room. “Is anyone going to tell me what’s going on here?” 
 
    My father looks at me strangely. “Why do you think anything is happening?” 
 
    “First, this house. Second, the butler you say is 'part of the family’,” I quote the words with a flick of my fingers for emphasis. “And her? You said nothing about her being here.” 
 
    “Whitney is here because she is my girlfriend,” my father states, his tone curt and to the point. “This house, the butler—they are what come with the responsibilities of someone in my position.” 
 
    I slant my brows at him, whispering in a low voice, “I really don’t care about your responsibilities, dad. The only thing I wanted was you there. Instead,” I point toward his girlfriend, “you spent your time getting into her pants. You’ve changed; you’re different.” 
 
    “Jessalyn,” he fumes, narrowing his eyes. “That is about enough out of you. I asked you here because I wanted you here, not to start a fight. Yes, I have changed, but, darling, you may need to use the mirror down the hallway, so you can say the same thing to your reflection.” 
 
    His features are tight, unmoving. The woman standing on his arm barely narrows her eyes at me; her gaze accessing me up and down, like she knows how much I’m worth and it’s not up to par. It’s disgusting, and I don’t get how he could choose someone like her over me. Can’t he see she’s only here because of his money. That once the fancy crystals, cars, and clothes stop coming in that she will leave him. 
 
    I’d never leave him. He’s the only man that’s never supposed to hurt me, but right now, he’s the man slicing my soul open, so I can bleed everywhere. 
 
    “You have no idea what you’re talking about,” I reply, voice thick with emotion. 
 
    My father’s penetrating stare scans my face, dropping to the hand tightening around my clutch so hard my knuckles turn white. He swallows hard, then brings his eyes back up to mine. His entire demeanor changes, softening around the edges within the blink of an eye. “I would if you let me in. I told you there were strenuous circumstances as to why I had to stay gone that long. I didn’t want to leave you there. I had to, baby girl.”  
 
    First, he’s cold, then hot. One minute he’s the father I’ve always known, and the next he’s this new, hardened version of himself. It’s hard to keep up. And I have a sneaky fucking suspicion it’s because of the gold digger on his arm. 
 
    “You’re not the man I looked up to all those years; the man I loved.” A stray tear falls from my eye, sliding hotly down my cheek. “Because that man would’ve never let me go through that. He would have been there, instead of here, playing house with someone else.” 
 
    He may think I’m joking, but I can assure you, I’m not. This imposter may look like my father, but he is nothing like him. It’s like when he left my mother he traded in his entire identity and, dare I say it, turned into a rich fucking snob of a person. 
 
    Horror washes through me as my eyes round on his. He’s turned into Debra! 
 
    My eyes round in their sockets. “Y-You’re her.” It’s so hard to breathe, my lungs feel like they’re burning with the effort. 
 
    A layer of shimmer covers his eyes, but that’s all the emotion he shows. “What?” 
 
    Shaking my head, I back away from him. “I thought you loved me, but you’re turning into her; my mother.” 
 
    He seems taken aback by my words. “Jess …” 
 
    “Is this beauty going to be my new sis?” A very familiar voice says from behind me. 
 
    My mouth falls open, shock coursing through my veins. I even think my brain misfires, because that has to be why I just heard his voice in my father’s home.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 30 
 
      
 
      
 
    Turning toward the voice, I disregard my father, and Whitney’s little snooty giggle. “Davis? What. The. Fuck?” 
 
    “Jess?” he looks just as shocked as I am.  
 
    Actually, now that I look closer, it’s horror that encompasses his gaze. They flick between me and our parents, and I can literally see equal parts guilt and relief shine in his eyes. Why so many conflicting emotions? Then, it hits me like a ton of bricks. 
 
    The new Jeep. His new, expensive designer clothing. Updated uniforms for the football team …  
 
    A vast pit of loathing falls over me. It grabs me within its clutches, digging its claws in deep and drawing my lifeblood out so it can soak it in like an aphrodisiac. Hell would be a better place to be than where I am now. 
 
    My eyes trail back to my father, heavy with anger. “We need to talk. Now.” 
 
    He must see something in my gaze, because a moment later, him, Whitney, Davis, and myself are making our way to his study. His back is frigid with tension, and I notice he doesn’t even hold on to Whitney like he was in the sitting room. Instead, he’s closed off … as if he’s pretending.  
 
    His study is down the hall, fourth door on the right. I don’t take the time to notice the tastefully decorated hallway. My mind is all over the place, racing here and there, zipping everywhere. I don’t even take the time to tell him his little gold-digging slut can stay outside with her son. 
 
    I’m lost to my anger. 
 
    My father guides us all inside, then shuts the door behind him. The moment the door closes, I see the change in Whitney and him instantly. I see the shift in their eyes and the widening of their stances as they relax for the first time. A sigh leaves him, and it’s more that I can bear. 
 
    When Whitney flicks him a glance of relief, that’s when I explode. It’s like an atomic bomb going off, eviscerating everything within its path. 
 
    “What the fuck are you thinking?!” I yell, my eyes crazed and heated. 
 
    “You need to calm down, baby girl.” My father holds up his hands in a placating gesture, but it doesn’t help. It fires me up more. 
 
    “You left Debra. You left me!” I scream so loud my throat burns from the force. “You have been playing house, just like I accused you of weeks ago. With her; with him—what about me?! Huh? When are you going to be the goddamn father you’re supposed to?!” 
 
    His nostrils flare, but nothing comes out of his mouth. When Whitney makes her way to him, a low-timbered growl resonates inside my chest. I’m feral, and if this bitch butts in on mine and my father’s conversation, I will beat the shit out of her, whether she’s Davis’ mother or not. 
 
    “Jess,” she whispers, her voice soft, caring. “Please, just hear your father out.” 
 
    My eyes narrow on hers, leeching with pure unadulterated hatred. “If you don’t want me to mark up that face of yours, I suggest you back off, Whitney.” 
 
    I’m tired of being pushed around. People think they can do what they want, and I’ll just go along with what they want. I’ve been doing that for years with Debra, I refuse to allow that to happen with my father. He’s supposed to be on my side; he’s always been on my side. It doesn’t matter if I was wrong. It doesn’t matter if what I did was questionable. He always loved me. Now, I don’t know him at all. 
 
    “Jessalyn, I get that you’re angry, but do not speak to Whitney like that. She is not here to harm; I can assure you of that.”  
 
    I scoff. “Oh, really? Everything that’s come out of your mouth has been nothing but a lie, dad. Everything. Where did Davis’ jeep come from? His new, posh clothing—the football jerseys? Where did all that money come from? She is nothing but a goddamn gold digger!” 
 
    “Jessalyn—” He sounds resigned. 
 
    “She’s right,” Davis’ voice causes me to shrink back, only just now remembering he came into the room with us. My haze of anger doesn’t dissipate, but it lessens to a fraction, because he doesn’t deserve to have me saying these things in front of him. As much as I dislike my father right now, I would kill someone over saying shit about him. 
 
    But then, I really take in what he just said, and it stuns me. 
 
    “I am?” 
 
    He nods at me, then gazes over at his mother. “You’ve been doing this my whole life. Finding rich men to seduce,  then taking them to your bed to set us up until you drain them dry. I’m tired of holding it in anymore. You have no idea how many times I wanted to tell Jess that it was my mother stiffing her father.” 
 
    Then he looks to my father. “You thought I didn’t know who your daughter was, Mr. Savoy, but I did. I’ve always known.” 
 
    “Davis …” My father stops, sighing. 
 
    “No, it was because of my mother,” he says it with so much venom that I almost choke on the saliva collecting in my mouth. “She knew everything about you before she ‘bumped’ into you in that café.” 
 
    “Davis …” his mother trails off. 
 
    “No, mom. I’m tired of this shit. I’ve had to watch you get close to him. I’ve had to lie to Jess, Karma, the guys—every fucking person I know. I’m tired of living a lie.” 
 
    His mother smiles, which is not the reaction I was looking for. It makes me burn up inside. To know she did this with ill intent in her heart, that her selfishness kept my father away from me. 
 
    “He knows,” she says, whispering. “He confronted me about it the first time he took me to dinner. It seems I’m not the only sly one.” She gives my father a mischievous grin. 
 
    My entire world flips on its axis as I stare in disbelief at my smirking father. “You know she’s a gold digger, yet you’re still with her! What the fuck, dad?” 
 
    “It goes deeper than both of you could imagine. When it’s the right time, we’ll explain it to both of you. The only thing I can tell you, Jess, is that your mother is trying to take my portion of the empire that myself and the others have built. She is in the middle of this, and until I am at liberty to say more, I must keep silent.” What does that even mean? Explain what? Why is he even doing this? 
 
    Confusion is my friend, and I can’t even find it in me to sift through all the fuckedupness that is this dinner party. Like, why am I here? Why is my father willingly with a gold digger? Why is my father funding all of Davis’ shit? Why, why, why? It’s a mantra on repeat inside my mind. 
 
    “So, you expect me to just … what? Let this continue?” I’m seriously stupefied. 
 
    My father smiles softly, probably getting a kick out of my facial expression. “For now, yes. Just know, everything happens for a reason. When it is time for you all to know that reason, we will let you both in on our little secret.”  
 
    My father—I don’t even know how to read him anymore. There is no way he would stand for something like this, not when he was still living at home. He absolutely abhors women that are only after him for his money. That was supposed to be one of the reason’s he left Debra. 
 
    “Now, go enjoy the party. Dance, get something to eat—have fun.” 
 
    I have no idea what to do, where I should go, or if I can focus on having fun when all this shit is going on. This is a kick out of left field, and my mind is having trouble processing it. And it seems I’m not the only one. Before we leave my father’s study, my eyes meet Davis’ for a fleeting moment, seeing the same confusion lingering in his gaze. 
 
    What are our parents up to now?


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 31 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Thirty minutes is a long ass time, Jess,” Callum seduces, fingering the hem of my svelte dress. 
 
    I laugh at the pout twisting his lips. Stepping up onto my tiptoes, I press my lips firmly against his. He tries to deepen it by wrapping his arms around me and pulling me into him, but I pull away before he can, making him growl in frustration. “You all go home and change, then come back here and get me. Literally, thirty minutes, then I’m all yours.” 
 
    His eyes drop to my lips, a storm of desire brewing in his eyes. He’s been looking at me like that all night and stealing little caresses here and there. To the point where I’m almost at my breaking point here. I need them, but I also need a few minutes to myself as well; to go over everything that happened at the party.  
 
    Davis. The cryptic meeting, we had in my father’s study. The fact Debra is so pathetic she’s trying to get my father’s portion of the empire. An empire I didn’t even know he was part of. Everything that happened tonight has my head in such a mess. And to sift through all of it, I’ll need a few moments to myself before the guys come back to get me. 
 
    This evening was everything I hoped it would be, after the initial disaster. I got to dance with all my men—not at the same time, because who knew that could be frowned upon? Certainly not me. But we danced separately, and I loved the vast difference between all of them.  
 
    Ellis has the magical touch and dances with grace and poise. Quinn, he’s a little rougher around the edges, a little more handsy. Callum, definitely all hands and left feet. And Asher, he covered up not knowing how to dance by being his goofy self. 
 
    It was perfect, even with the big bombs my father dropped. Davis being the biggest. Who knew the guy that touched me intimately will probably end up being my stepbrother? Yeah, I didn’t; otherwise, I wouldn’t have touched him or allowed him to touch me.  
 
    Anyway, besides all that, we got to talk with one another, keep ourselves occupied while the “grown-ups” were talking business. I can remember several times my father met my gaze from across the room while he was talking to all the men—his business partners. And every time I got this sense of understanding at why he’s changing so much. In this life, you must play the part or fail, and failure is not an option. 
 
    There was Callum’s father, who hasn’t changed a bit since we were freshman in high school. He’s still the cuddliest man ever, but you wouldn’t know that by looking at him. He’s hard. Everywhere. Callum looks like the splitting image of his father, except he has his mother’s hair, with its softness and color. 
 
    Ellis’ father, now there’s a pickle I do not want to take a bite into. That man terrifies the living daylights out of me. He’s hard, silent—the complete opposite of his son—and he has a scar that runs along the length of his neck. It looks like someone tried a drive by slashing but missed their mark by mere inches. Also, Ellis looks nothing like his father. Instead, he has the soft features of his mother. 
 
    Quinn—he’s a whole different ballgame. I can understand why he hates his father now. Jeffery is not the same man I met at my mothers. This man is a sleezeball. He openly flirted with me while the guys went to fetch their mother’s drinks. He didn’t care that everyone was watching and even tried to cop a feel of my ass underneath my dress. He’s a real character, I tell you.  
 
    I’m also extremely glad Quinn looks nothing like the man. Even when it comes to his stature. His mother is a down-to-earth woman that looks like a fitness model. She’s gorgeous, with tight, toned curves that broach the territory of a sensual goddess. She’s perfection, and I do not understand what the fuck she sees in Quinn’s father. 
 
    Asher, now, I believe I love both of his parents the most. It’s clear to see they love each other, with their flirty, little smiles, and the times they stole chaste kisses when they thought no one was looking. I can see where Asher gets his goofiness from; his light-hearted charisma that made me fall for him the first time I allowed myself to peek past the curtain of their bullying. Asher is the splitting image of his father in almost every way. I’d even go as far to say they could be mistaken for brothers instead of father and son. 
 
    But I’m not counting Asher’s mother out just yet. She is where he gets his icy, crystal blue eyes. Except hers mirror the Atlantic Ocean in the dead of winter. While his father’s is brown, with flecks of caramel woven within—hers are pure blue with a band of gray resting just around the irises. 
 
    Every time I got caught up in a conversation between the two of them, I held my stomach as I laughed like I haven’t in so long. It had me wondering why I never got a chance to introduce myself when Debra had that dinner party a few months back. But I can only ascertain that to the fact she wanted me to be seem more than she wanted me to be heard. 
 
    But tonight, I was both. I joined in, the ease of being around them nearly throwing me off kilter. It felt like I’d known them for years, and I didn’t want to leave by the time Callum came to accost me from them. At least, I didn’t want to leave too much, until I saw the way Callum’s eyes were scanning me up and down in my dress—much the same way as he is right now. 
 
    “We won’t be wearing clothes for long, anyway, little mouse. I’d rather peel you out of this dress and lay you out. What about you all?” He asks, taking in the others. 
 
    Damn, they’re all so fucking handsome. Every one of them. With their perfectly tailored suits, perfectly styled hair, and seductively, charming grins lighting their faces as they nod their agreement.  
 
    Well, I guess if you want something you have to give a little to get a little. They’re just going to have to wait, much like I have been for what seems like years. At least, Callum, Asher, and Ellis have to wait. Quinn, he’s already been inside me, and I’m aware to how extraordinary he is. It makes me flush just thinking about it. 
 
    I’m kind of guilty, too. The other guys still don’t know about what he helped me with. I figured he would tell them, but to my amazement, he’s kept it a secret this entire time. I kind of thank him for that, because I’m not ready for all my demons to run amuck through the streets of Silver Creek. But soon, I’ll tell them when I gather up enough courage.  
 
    Flicking my gaze toward him, he catches my eyes, smirking. A warm tingle races up my spine as I remember what we did in the bathroom that day at school. In such a hard time, he came to my rescue, and he’s had a soft place in my heart ever since. As will the other’s if they ever go home and change.  
 
    “So damn tempting,” Callum whispers, then puts his lips on mine once more. 
 
    Moaning into the kiss, I almost get lost in the encompassing feeling of rightness, that I barely hear something come from inside the house. Scrunching up my face, I hesitantly back away from Callum. It sounded like Debra walking around in the foyer. That fucking sleazy bitch. She’s not supposed to be home. 
 
    I stare behind me at the door, expecting her to open it any minute. Only, she doesn’t. It looks like her threat of calling the police went undone. 
 
    Actually, she’s still supposed to be in the city at a work convention. At least, I think she’s supposed to be. She said on the phone that she would be back tonight, but her car isn’t here and if her car isn’t here, then that should mean she’s not here. Knowing her, she put it in the garage to throw me off my game. That seems like something she’d do. 
 
    However, I can’t deny Debra is inside. I vaguely hear something clicking on the hardwood floor, and as bad as I hate this feeling inside me, I can’t deny it, it makes a lead weight settle into my stomach. Tilting my head, my face screws up in confusion as another noise filters through the thick wood paneling. That doesn’t sound right. It sounds like she’s shuffling and dragging something behind her.  
 
    Hmm. That’s weird. 
 
    “Um, I think Debra’s home.” At the mention of Debra, Callum’s eyes darken, only this time, not in desire. 
 
    He fucking hates her. Ever since it came out that she’s been abusing me, he’s been leery of her ever since. He won’t say it anymore, but I know he hates me even staying here. Just the thought possibly turns his stomach.  
 
    But what can I do? It’s not like I can go against the custody order for at least another week. The courts refuse to allow my father custody, even though he’s tried several times. He told me this at the party, and he and I text at least a dozen times a day, like it used to be before all that shit happened. Every single time, we’re let down. But my day is coming, and I can’t wait to reap the rewards. 
 
    “Fuck that bitch,” he growls. “Screw it. Come to my house. Mom and dad are still at the business party. I need you—we all do.” 
 
    Another thump from inside has me turning toward the door. The noise sounds like it’s coming from the stairs, and I can only imagine what I’m about to walk into. If she’s here, then that means something happened. Maybe I should go to Callum’s and stay out of the line of fire.  
 
    “Okay,” I concede. A smile splits his face into angelic beauty, but the relief is clear in his eyes.  
 
    The guys have already turned toward Callum’s car, and when Callum weaves his fingers through mine, we make our way off my front stoop. He pulls me along after him, and my heart steadily thuds faster and faster behind my ribs. Just the thought of what’s going to happen tonight has my adrenaline buzzing. I’ve only ever been with one guy at once, minus that time Asher and Ellis tag teamed me. 
 
    When he gestures for me to get in, I swallow hard. My eyes meet his, seeing the arousal glimmering in his emerald depths. I fight a tremor as I draw my shawl around me more.  
 
    Just as I lift my leg to get in, my phone buzzes in my clutch. Where I’m going, I don’t need my phone. It needs to be shut off, so I’m not disturbed. Grabbing it out of my clutch, I do a quick drive by of the screen. But as I’m putting it away, the words of her text message catch my attention. 
 
    Debra: Your father called, Jessalyn. I think you and I need to talk. 
 
    Furrowing my brows, I read her message over and over, not making sense of it. Why would my father contact her? He wants nothing to do with her, hasn’t since he moved out and most definitely since that blow up a few weeks ago. He could just call me, since I have his correct phone number now. But maybe this is what I’ve been waiting for.  
 
    But if that’s true, why didn’t he just tell me at the party? 
 
    In a way, I’m more confused than anything. My father must have really hit her where it hurts if he’s contacted her personally. Except, there’s that little nagging feeling in the back of my mind that says she’s making it up. That she only wants me inside so we can finish our earlier conversation. 
 
    The screaming match that ended with me bellowing through the neighborhood that I wish she’d fucking die. Not one of my finer moments, but I’ll be damned if I take it back. She could drop dead right this moment and it wouldn’t bother me a bit. Maybe then I’d actually feel like my own person, instead of a punching bag. 
 
    Me: Aren’t you supposed to be at some work convention or some shit? 
 
    Debra: Come into the house. Now. 
 
    I try once more. Me: I have shit to do. Go fuck yourself. 
 
    Debra: Get in this house right fucking now. Do not make me come out there for you. This is your last warning. 
 
    Sighing, I break my gaze with the screen of my phone and stare up into Callum’s eyes. His brows slant inward with confusion until I fill him in on what Debra texted me. I really don’t want to go in there. It’s untelling what their conversation was about. But I’m betting it may have something to do the custody agreement. 
 
    “I better go in,” I say. “Come back in thirty, okay?” I put my phone back into my clutch and turn toward him. 
 
    He seems reluctant but agrees. “We’ll be here.” 
 
    I give Callum a quick kiss on the lips. Then kiss the other three guys sitting in the back seat. Ellis tries to deepen it, but I pull back out of his reach with a slight giggle escaping. They’re hesitant to leave, knowing what she does to me, but they know if they went inside, they would only make it worse. 
 
    It’s only thirty minutes, right? How bad could things get?


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 32 
 
      
 
      
 
    After waving them off, I make my way inside. The moment the door slams behind me, I get this sick feeling in the pit of my stomach. Something feels off, like there’s a bad energy in the house. It’s much more than what Debra wafts around all over the place. This is sinister, evil. 
 
    Pushing it from my thoughts, I make my way toward my room. Tossing down the clutch on my bed, I sigh as I remove the pins holding my hair in place. My hair isn’t too long, but it is long enough to pin some curls up.  
 
    I’ve never felt more beautiful than I do tonight. My skin practically buzzes in remembrance of the first time all the guys saw me. Their jaws hit the floor before they could recover, and it made me feel insanely good. 
 
    Without undressing, I only take the time to slip out of my heels and come out of my room in search for Debra. She said we needed to talk, so we’re going to get this over and done with. The less I have to see her, the better. No doubt she will take advantage of not having the guys here for this conversation. 
 
    Making my way down the steps, I continue on into the kitchen. It’s as good of a place to start as any, and I could have sworn I heard her down here shuffling around. Her usual click, click, click didn’t accompany it, but I know it’s her. She’s always a loud bitch. That’s also where the wine is, and I’m sure if she took the time to text me, she’s already pouring her first glass. 
 
    Stepping through the entryway, my breath stalls in my lungs. My heart no longer pumps feverishly in excitement, but dread. A sense of looming doom that can only be quickly followed by something terrible. 
 
    There are two candles placed in an immaculate, solitary candleholder. They’re lit, the wick not even burnt down enough to touch the wax. The kitchen island is sprinkled with bits and pieces of my roses. The red, white, and black petals lying haphazardly everywhere. 
 
    That stupid bitch can’t just let me have something, can she? She always has to destroy everything she puts her hands on. They were my roses. Mine. Not hers. She had no right to rip the petals off the stem, leaving them lying around as if to taunt me into breaking. If she wants me to hurt her, she’s doing a damn good job of it. 
 
    “Debra?” 
 
    I walk toward the island, picking up a few of the rose petals and swishing them between my fingers. I feel the silky dusting of them transfer to my fingers and can’t stop the tears that dance along the surface of my eyes. Tossing them back down, I make my way through the kitchen and into the dining room. 
 
    And that’s where I stop. Stop breathing. Stop thinking. Stop everything. Confusion clouds my brain, making it hard to think. 
 
    A curtain is blowing in with the wintery breeze. Muddy footprints stain Debra’s Persian carpet into ruin. On the dining room table sits a decorative white box with powder blue ribbon tied around it like a present. 
 
    Is this some kind of joke? If she’s playing with me, then she needs to get a fucking life. 
 
    I’m in the process of turning around and leaving when something moves in the shadows out of the corner of my eyes. It’s far enough away I didn’t immediately notice, but now that I have, I can’t look away. Furrowing my brow, I turn to face her. Only, I don’t find it’s her at all. 
 
    It’s him.  
 
    With that ski mask pulled tight over his face. His large body fills out the dark clothing he used to better help shield him from view. The only thing I catch when he moves from the shadows is the glimmer of menace in his eyes and that smile. 
 
    A smile, I’ll never forget for as long as I live. 
 
    “Did you miss me, little girl,” his voice is nothing more than a hiss, deep and heartbreakingly familiar. There’s a rough, grittiness to it, like he’s forcing it to appear different, deeper. 
 
    Without thinking, I turn around as fast as I can and run. I run and run. If he’s here that means … No, no, no.  
 
    I get to the back door, finding it bolted shut with nails and boards hammered around the bottom. Adrenaline pumps through my veins, but it’s not enough to get it to budge even an inch. No matter how many times I shove my shoulder into it, nothing happens.  
 
    I cry out in panic, then take off toward the front door. I have to find a way out of here. I can’t—there’s no way I can be in the same house as him. Tears dot my eyes, my gasping sobs wreaking havoc on me. 
 
    I notice, out of the corner of my eye, as I pass by the dining room, that he hasn’t left his spot. He hasn’t even moved an inch, like he’s having the time of his life watching me try to save mine. It terrifies me in words I can’t properly discern. It’s like he has no fear of me getting away from him; that I’m all his and he’ll have as much time to do with me as he pleases. 
 
    When I tumble into the front door, disbelief jars me. I know why he seems so self-assured. Horror clogs my throat with a lump so big it nearly chokes me. He’s barricaded the front door as well. How did I not notice that when I came down to search for Debra? Where the fuck is she, anyway? She told me to come in here and talk to her about my father’s phone call, but I can’t even find her now? What the fuck? 
 
    Then, it dawns on me. Debra’s probably not even here. But that just begs the question of how I got a text from her, stating she needed to talk to me. It was her number, so it would be from her phone, right? There’s no way he could have gotten her cell phone. That piece of technology is melded to Debra’s ear from the time she wakes up until the time she goes to sleep at night. 
 
    So, how? Oh, God, he probably copied her phone number on a card. If he can get my phone number, there has to be a way he can do that, too. 
 
    I squeak in fear when I hear the thumping sound of his footfalls in the dining room. My fear forces me to move up the stairs. When I get to the top, I try practically every door, but none will open. Not even mine, and I was just in here a few moments ago. The only door left is Debra’s, and that’s not a place I don’t want to go. But if it will give me a place to hide, at least until the guys get back here, then I’ll do it. Debra’s wrath be damned. 
 
    My feet slap against the hardwood floor as I barrel to the other end of the hallway. I can just see his head entering under the arch of the living room, and I know I have little time before he finds me. I hate to even think about what he will do if he gets his hands on me. All I know is, it won’t be good. Nothing good will ever come from someone like him. 
 
    He is pain personified. Something tells me he lives, breathes, and thrives off it. If our first interaction has anything to say about it, I’m right. It’s terrifying to know this entire time it was actually him messaging me, instead of Callum playing tricks on me. Until that last message, that’s who I thought it was. There was never any sign it was my rapist; the guy that took everything from me. 
 
    Steadying myself, I grab Debra’s door handle, the cool metal giving way under my grip. I release an exhale of relief. Without looking, I push inside and turn, softly close the door behind me. My chest rises and falls with harsh breaths, and when I try to calm myself down, breathing through my nose like Coach Darcy taught us, that’s when I smell it. 
 
    That’s when a terror like no other completely encompasses me. 
 
    Blood. 
 
    Trepidation assaults my entire frame, freezing me in place. A gasping sob forms in my throat, and when I gather up enough courage to slowly turn around, I have to slap a hand over my mouth as it begs to set free. My entire life feels like it’s crashing down around me, covering me from head to toe in rubble, burying me alive. 
 
    My eyes track over the scene in front of me. He tied Debra to her bedposts, and her vacant, unseeing eyes stare right at me. A thin layer of blood coats her paling skin, and the stab wounds—oh, god, the stab wounds. Her stomach and chest appear as if a butcher took a meat cleaver to her midsection, hacking and stabbing until he got the piece of grade A meat he was after. And by the hole in her chest, I can only guess what that might be. 
 
    My stomach heaves at the sight, and before I can stop myself, I run to her window and throw open the window. The contents of my stomach leave me, decorating the small roof of our back porch. I heave and vomit until there’s nothing left in my stomach but acid. I’m still queasy, faint. I press a hand against my mouth, and turn back to the sight of Debra bound, gagged, and slaughtered to death on her bed.  
 
    Realization dawns on me, and it feels like a cold blanket falling over me. Debra wasn’t dragging something behind her when I was outside with Callum. I’d bet my entire life, or what I have left, that it was him dragging her. But, if she’s as cut up as she is, then how did I not see blood tracked all across the floor, the carpets? 
 
    That’s when I dare look closer, finding a sheet just underneath her; one that he could have used to wrap around her body to keep from blood getting all over the floor. It’s one of mine. My favorite. It was a gag gift from Coach Rice our freshman year, with black cartoon pictures of carnation flowers all over it. To him, it was hilarious, all his softballers having girly little flowers, but to me, I actually liked it. And the stupid bastard downstairs ruined it. 
 
    I snap out of my thoughts when I hear his footsteps on the base of the stairs. My flight or fight instinct kicks in, and without knowledge of what I’m doing, I quickly get down on all fours and slide underneath the bed. It’s too high of a drop of Debra’s window for me to get down, the back-porch roof being over twenty to twenty-five feet down.  
 
    I shove all the old shoeboxes out of the way and scurry to the very back, grabbing all of my skirts so they don’t give me away. I situate the boxes again, piling them up until I can no longer see anything except a tiny sliver of the floor where the door is. Maybe if he can’t see me under here, if he by some chance glances under here, then I will have enough time to think of a way out of this.  
 
    But that nagging feeling is back, and this time, it’s screaming that just like it does with Debra.  
 
    My life is going to end in this house, too. 
 
    Breathe. Slow and steady. Don’t let him know you’re here. 
 
    He’s going to kill me. I know he is. I remember the venom in his eyes., remember the way his muscles bulged beneath the thin, black tank as he fought for control. His hands clenched by his sides as he vibrated with rage. Wrath aimed toward me. 
 
    No doubt in my mind—this man is here to end my life. Make me pay for wronging him, even if I don’t know what I did to land on his bad side. I don’t even know this man. All I know is, he’s the one that has been making my life a fucking mess for two years. He is the one that took my innocence in the bathroom that night, leaving me broken and battered on the bathroom floor. 
 
    He’s been texting, taunting me. This man planned everything to a science, and when I didn’t give up the guys, he’s now keeping good on his word. 
 
    The organ in my chest pumps feverishly. It thuds a forceful tempo, battering against my ribs with bruising force. I’m terrified; the color draining from my face, like blood slowly leaking out of me into a puddle under my body. Goosebumps pebble along my exposed flesh as I replay the scene in my mind. 
 
    Muddy footprints. A box. That smile. Run! Run! Run! Then blood. So much blood! 
 
    With every slight noise, I tense. With every shadow creeping along the outside of Debra’s window, a shriek of fear desperately begs to claw its way free. 
 
    Blood oozes through the mattress above me, drip, drip, dripping on the side of my face. It’s still warm; the body still fresh. I can still remember the flush staining the apple of her cheeks, which shouldn’t be possible. If I’m right, he was dragging her up the stairs when I was outside, which means her blood should have coagulated by now, right?  
 
    Unless, I interrupted him. Unless … he didn’t believe I would come home, like he had a way of knowing what I would do. He probably knows how I brush my hair, brush my teeth, apply my makeup—he’s been present for it all without me knowing. 
 
    Then I think back to the tree in my backyard. I remember seeing cake wrappers when the guys started coming over for dinner, littering the ground around the base. I thought it was them, but now, I’m sure it was him. The guy currently out for blood. He did this because of me. The letter, the text messages … the warnings. It’s all my fault. 
 
    Ominous, thudding footsteps drill my eardrums each time his boots meet the stairs. He’s hunting, searching. But he already knows where I am. He made sure no other room in the house was accessible. I can practically feel the need roll off him in waves. It’s thick and disgusting, practically strangling me as it slithers over my body. 
 
    Before tonight, it never scared me being in my house. But now, all I really want is to get out of here. Go somewhere, anywhere. Even if I have to bunker down under the debilitated bridge that leads out of town. But I know that’s never going to happen. Not with the threat he texted me last time. See you soon. The only thing he left off is the fact he’d be watching as he drains the life from my eyes. 
 
    There’s nothing I can do, nowhere I can possibly run to. I’m trapped, hiding under the bed with slowly cooling blood dripping onto my heated skin. 
 
    “Come out, come out wherever you are, little girl,” his muffled voice slices through the chilled air. 
 
    Silent, panting breaths escape through my mouth. My eyes widen in fear as I watch him kick the door open hard. His mud-caked boots are the first thing I see, then the bottom of his worn black jeans. Leisurely, he steps into the room. A sickening chuckle filters through the stagnant air as he takes in the scene. The person he killed, then deposited here, in his quest to get to me.  
 
    My mind races, palms sweating against the floor, as I try to think of a way out of this. The only exit is past him or the window, and even then, the fall would kill me. Plus, something tells me he’s much faster than I am. He’ll catch me before I can get to safety, and there’s no way I will be able to fight him off. He’s just too big, too strong. And with anger pulsing adrenaline through his, I’ll never match him in endurance. 
 
    It’s then I remember my cell phone, but that thought immediately causes tears to prick my eyes. It’s in my clutch on top of my bed. It’s nowhere near me, where I could text someone for help, probably buzzing with texts from the guys.  
 
    Damn, I wish they were here. I wish I could get to it and alert them I need help. Maybe they could scare him off. Maybe then I’d survive this. 
 
    Something told me to go with Callum. 
 
    Now, it’s going to cost me. 
 
    Please, guys … save me. 
 
      
 
      
 
    TO BE CONTINUED IN 
 
    LOVE ME, BABY 
 
      
 
    AVAILABLE FOR PREORDER ON AMAZON NOW! 
 
      
 
    Please, if you enjoyed this novel, would you consider
leaving a review? 
 
    Thank you! 
 
    B. 
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