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 **WARNING** 
 
    Before beginning this series please be aware that while LK is mild in terms of darkness there some triggers. The following books in this series will be on a drastically different level, containing graphic violence, total power control, explicit sexual content, and varying triggers. 
 
    This series is meant to grow with the characters, meaning they go from high school to eventual adulthood. There is a HEA, but the journey to it will not be one of hearts and flowers. LK is a prelude that sets the stage for the rest of the series. 
 
    If you continue, I hope you enjoy it. ?? 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    BLURB 
 
    When something is forbidden, it becomes maddeningly tempting. 
 
    Judas Barron, for example. Wicked blue blood and heir to a severely twisted cutthroat society. 
 
    Everyone knew who he was and what crew he ran with—a clandestine group of filthy rich kids surrounded by ominous secrets. Secrets that were rumored to be dark, dirty, and stained with blood. 
 
    It was never my intention to get tangled up with them, but Judas and I had a secret too, one he was determined to make sure I took with me to my grave, which meant keeping me by his side. 
 
    Now forced to be part of a savage coterie, I start to see his world through a new pair of eyes. It isn’t long before temptation becomes something dangerous and wild, breeding the sickest kind of infatuation. 
 
    And those secrets Judas keeps? They’re about to tear my life apart. 
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    EPIGRAPH 
 
    It wasn’t pretty. 
 
    It wasn’t sugary and sweet. 
 
    Nevertheless, it grew into something bigger than either of us expected. 
 
    He could’ve had anyone. 
 
    I could’ve been free. 
 
    The moment he chose me, we became an endless, infinite us. 
 
    One town. One school. 
 
    One illicit affair that would span a lifetime. 
 
    If I were ever asked why I stayed, why I chose to love him back…that was inevitable. 
 
    If I didn’t love him, no one else would. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    PROLOGUE 
 
    What did the wolf want to do to Little Red? 
 
    Devour her. 
 
    And that’s exactly what he did. 
 
    Jagged pieces of mulch dug into my spine as my back bowed, the plastic crinkling. The warped wall of the shed was the only thing near enough for my fingers to grasp at. Breaths shallow and quick, I did my best to obey his coldly spoken command. 
 
    “Don’t make a sound.” 
 
    It was an impossible demand. 
 
    How could I stay quiet as his warm tongue moved in and out of a place no one but me had gone before, stroking, sucking, and teasing every soft, delicate part of my pussy? 
 
    Sticky, bloodied hands gripped the thighs he’d taken his time branding with what we’d done. 
 
    Vibrant red swirled with traces of dirt all over smooth flesh. My legs began to tremble, and I fought to control the moans rising in volume. He stared up at me, gunmetal eyes blazing from beneath the mask of a wolf. They were like two mini moons in the darkness that surrounded our sweaty bodies. 
 
    His teeth flashed, and then he was lapping at my clit, sucking the entire bundle of nerves into his mouth, thrashing it with the tip of his tongue. My ability to remain silent evaded me. 
 
    “Oh, my god!” I sucked in a lungful of air, arching upward as a cooling rush hit my core. He placed a hand over my mouth to muffle my cry, adding traces of blood to my cheeks. 
 
    Trailing soft kisses up my inner thighs, he moved up my body, poising his sinewy frame above me. 
 
    Unable to fully see his face, I was left spread open to nothing more than a concentrated stare and a devious grin drenched in my juices. 
 
    I’d lost track of how long we’d been in our own little word. He’d asked if I wanted to be fucked like a whore before dragging me in here.  
 
    I did. I really did.  
 
    My pussy was wetter than it had ever been, aching to finally be filled. 
 
    By him. 
 
    This beautiful stranger who was degrading me in the best way possible.  
 
    It was something ripped right out of my darkest fantasies, as vivid and real as the body we’d left out in the woods. 
 
    Feeling his cock running up and down my slit, I was unprepared for his sudden entry. He shredded the small barrier as easily as one would rip a sheet of paper, seating himself balls deep. 
 
    Quick to muffle the scream that tore from heaving lungs, he withdrew and thrust back in, a mix of arousal and blood smeared on the head of his cock. 
 
    The burn—the unexpected stretching—had tears springing to my eyes. I clawed at his arms, nearly demasking him. He kept me imprisoned beneath him, repeating the motion again and again, speaking sick, vile words into my ear until I was lost in the sensation of him, moaning in pleasure and begging for more. 
 
    He fucked me hard, thoroughly making my body his. The pleasure and pain became too much, but we were just getting started. He pinned me with a bloodstained hand clasped around my throat, ensuring I received every thick, solid inch of what I’d been craving. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER ONE 
 
    Rhiannon 
 
    It looked like something out of an 80's horror flick. I glanced at Mom and saw my inner thoughts reflected on her face. She never was any good at hiding her true feelings. 
 
    Our eyes met, and we shared a look behind Dad's back, my tawny clashing with her cornflower. Neither of us said anything, though. Raining on his parade would be the equivalent of stealing a child's candy. It had been a long time since he was this cheery and animated. We both knew his happiness was long overdue. 
 
    So, despite our new home looking as if it were ripped straight up out of Amityville with the massacred ghost of the past lingering inside, Mom and I both smiled, swallowing down our negative opinions. 
 
    "After a fresh coat of paint and some lawn care it'll look brand new!” Dad raved like a used car salesman. 
 
    I didn't know about all that, but the whole being positive thing had Mom and me agreeing regardless. He waved his hand in a come-hither motion and started walking again. "Let’s go, I wanna show you the inside." 
 
    We followed, making our way up the overgrown drive. I looked around, noting how much land we had now compared to our old place that had barely had space to plant flowers. 
 
    Fields in desperate need of a mow and peppered with dandelions stretched out on either side of the farmhouse, running into a thick tree-line. There were no neighbors for a good five minutes in either direction, making the area extremely peaceful. I liked that so much more than the sound of a busy city. 
 
    I avoided the handrail that bridged the connection to the wrap-around porch. It didn’t look sturdy enough for me to try and hold on to, and I wasn’t trying to test it out by seeing if I would fall onto my ass. The white paint was flaking enough as it was—touching the thing would only make it worse. 
 
    Dad pushed open the large double doors and led us into a square foyer. I took in the space, pleasantly surprised. The inside was nothing like the out. There was a nice aroma of lemon Pine-Sol from a recent cleaning, and the soft breeze coming through the open windows with beams of natural sunlight had the horror movie vibe diminishing rapidly, replacing it with a fresh, airy feeling. 
 
    Packing boxes were piled all over the place along with the furniture that had arrived a day before Mom and me. 
 
    Clearly, Dad was leaving her the task of piecing the house together…which was probably for the best. 
 
    "I know it needs some TLC…" he trailed off, losing some of his enthusiasm in the face of our elapsed silence. Mom swooped in to recover it, wrapping an arm around his middle. 
 
    "Well, lucky for you, your wife knows a thing or two about interior design.” 
 
    Dad grinned and kissed the top of her head. I watched them for a minute and smiled, adoring their love. As they started to discuss where to place what, I wandered off to explore on my own. 
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    I didn’t inherit my mother’s knack for decorating. It wasn’t so bad that I would dare mismatch colors—say, orange with purple—but I failed in every way possible when it came to arranging furniture. 
 
    I flopped down on my bed after moving it for the third time and pulled my cell from my back pocket. There were two texts from Dax and six from Audrey. I skimmed over hers first, deciding to just call instead of reply. 
 
    As the line rang, I shut my eyes and sighed, letting the sun from a large bay window warm my face. 
 
    “About damn time, Rhia!” her breathy voice blasted through my speaker. 
 
    “You knew I was going to the new house today. I’ve been busy.” 
 
    “Doing what? Pretending to arrange the furniture?” 
 
    She knew me too well. I laughed, picturing the smirk she would be sporting. 
 
    “So, have you spoken to that boyfriend of yours? He’s back in town now, right?” 
 
    There was a rapid clicking sound in the background which more than likely meant she was in her closet, shoving hangers around in search of an outfit. I rolled onto my back and opened my eyes, staring up at the swirled ceiling. 
 
    “He said he was, but I called you first. Why? What did you two conspire about now?” 
 
    “Nothing,” she replied too quickly and with way too much innocence. 
 
    “Audrey.” 
 
    She sighed dramatically. “Okay. I may or may not have told him we would be attending a small get together tonight. And now he may be meeting us there even if he didn’t want to.” 
 
    I had a flashback to three weekends ago when she said almost this same thing. That ‘small get together’ ended with me being so drunk I thought I’d died. I wound up commandeering the bathroom of Matthew Hartley. 
 
    I slept in his tub, waking to the not so glorious sound of him peeing. 
 
    I learned some valuable lessons from that experience. Mainly that Everclear is dangerous and needed to be avoided like the plague. And Matthew, with his beautiful face and mouthwatering body, had a penis the size of a Frito. It was an injustice to all the high school cheerleaders I now knew had faked it for him. 
 
    “Did you forget I swore off parties for the rest of the summer?” 
 
    “Oh, come on Rhia. There are only three weeks left of break. And you’re my best, best friend. If you don’t come with me, who will?” 
 
    “One of your other friends.” 
 
    She huffed. “I don’t have any other friends. I have acquaintances that serve a purpose.” 
 
    I laughed again, shaking my head at her. What she said was mostly true, though. 
 
    Audrey could party like no other, but she wasn’t huge on adding new friends to the small list of ones she already had. Pretty sure there was a song about that. 
 
    “Dax will be there,” she repeated as if I hadn’t heard that the first time. 
 
    A groan unfurled in the back of my throat. This was what happened when your boyfriend and your best friend were also friends—by default. But him being there wasn’t really an incentive. Dax and I could easily have hung out together at my house. 
 
    My parents weren’t oblivious to anything I did. In fact, they were damn laid back and lenient when it came to me. Some would say too lenient, especially when it came to Dax. I just…had kind of wanted some space from him. He’d been away at his dad’s the past two weeks and I still felt like I could use a break. 
 
    Yeah, from him. Forever, a small voice whispered. I ignored it. 
 
    I wasn’t sure if it was right or if I wanted to deal with the look on my parents’ faces when I told them. They adored Dax like the son they never had. Audrey, however, would rejoice. 
 
    Friends by default meant they tolerated one another. The two of them weren’t exactly on the path to becoming best buds. Like this party I was unsure about. 
 
    I was supposed to be here unpacking for the day, but I knew if I said I wanted to go out, Mom and Dad wouldn’t care. They’d just tell me be safe and call if I was going to be late. See. They were pretty cool, right? Which is why I’d never taken their trust for granted or abused it. 
 
    For example, if I started doing drugs or got knocked up, my mother would kick my ass and lock me away until I was thirty. Father would massacre all other parties. 
 
    Losing both to the justice system wasn’t worth it. 
 
    So, aside from some green every now and then, I stayed far away from all other substances and made sure I never missed a dose of my birth control. 
 
    Just the thought of birthing a child made me shudder and break out in hives. I was only eighteen, but that was old enough for me to be convinced I’d only ever be a super-cool auntie to Audrey’s kids and have zero of my own. I’d be good with a fleet of dogs. 
 
    I looked around my room at all the boxes I still needed to unpack and began mapping out a plan of action. “Where’s the party?” I asked Audrey. 
 
    “Somewhere magical.” 
 
    “Really?” I droned. “I could just ask Dax, you know?” 
 
    “He won’t tell you either. Now get your shit together and meet me at my house. We need to prep,” she commanded. I started to protest but she was already hanging up. I really hated it when she did that. 
 
    “Bitch,” I huffed, navigating back to my inbox to read Dax’s messages. 
 
    Saturday, July 22nd, 2019 
 
    Dax: Hey. I’m home. 4:45 PM 
 
    Dax: What R you doin 2night? 5:31PM 
 
    I frowned at the screen. Shouldn’t he know what I was doing? 
 
    Me: The same thing you are. 
 
    I text him back and then hopped up to begin the search for one of my duffel bags. 
 
      
 
    When I got to Audrey’s, I parked my Soul beside her Macan, noting her mother’s car was absent from the driveway. 
 
    She was probably at some HOA meeting or gathering all the ingredients to bake cookies for the first PTA get-together. I loved her like a second mom, but the woman was more than a little hands-on when it came to stuff like that. 
 
    I didn’t bother knocking, and since my friend had an issue locking her damn door, I was able to walk right inside. Chilled air and silence greeted me, the clinical colors of the house amplifying both. 
 
    I kicked off my flip-flops and made a beeline for the stairs, jogging up them with my tote bag slung over my shoulder. The swirled marble floor was cold beneath my feet. I preferred a more simplistic look—not that I would ever live in a house this big or be wealthy enough to make that decision. 
 
    My steps carried me to a solid white door that had rap music blasting from the other side of it. 
 
    Again, I didn’t bother knocking. I flung it open and grinned at the sight of Audrey practically naked in front of her floor-length mirror. 
 
    Hazel eyes found mine and her face lit with a smile. 
 
    “What do you think?” She pointed one manicured nail at her honey blonde locks. 
 
    “About what?” 
 
    “Um, my hair.” 
 
    I lifted a brow and stared at her. “Audrey, it literally looks the same as it always does.” 
 
    She gasped as if I’d offended her and turned around, hands on her hips. “Do you know how long I spent curling this shit?” 
 
    “Not too long, I hope.” I laughed, walking towards her massive canopy bed. 
 
    “Whatever. What did you bring to wear? Because I love you and everything, but what the hell do you have on?” 
 
    “You mean this isn’t what’s in right now?” 
 
    I ran a hand down my body, cupping my right cheek where a faded imprint of the word Juicy sat. 
 
    “It was fashionable for our mothers. That’s where you got them, isn’t it?” 
 
    I scoffed. My mom was the size of a twig with zero assets. I on the other hand had plenty of both. We looked nothing alike. Sometimes I swore I’d been adopted or something because I didn’t really look like Dad either. And then there was the most obvious difference between us, being that they both looked nothing other than white. 
 
    Popping the button on my bag, I dumped the contents onto Audrey’s magenta bedspread. 
 
    She strode over in all her silk under-garment glory and snatched up my dark cameo skirt. 
 
    “Ohh, I love this on you. Makes that ass look even more fantastic.” 
 
    That wasn’t why I’d chosen it. Not really. Okay, maybe it was a little bit. I was a firm believer that if you had it, you should flaunt it. Female body empowerment or whatever. 
 
    “So,” I snatched the mini skirt from her, “where are we going?” 
 
    “I told you already. Some place magical.” She studied my black bodysuit and nodded to herself as if to confirm something before spinning on her heel. She walked across the room and disappeared into her closet. 
 
    “If you’re referring to Virtue, please spare me.” 
 
    Her responding laughter carried through the air. I wasn’t amused. Virtue was a secluded hilltop in the woods. Someone had started calling it that after a dozen girls were taken there to give away their virginity, because apparently risking it all in the back or front seat of a car was romantic. It was a ridiculously stupid concept in my opinion. 
 
    I didn’t think it mattered so much where it went down but how it went down. Unless you were at church or something. That’d probably be a bad idea. 
 
    Anyways, now it was used for nothing more than hooking up. I’d never been there personally. My virtue ship sailed two years ago and nothing about the experience had been sweet. It was brutal. Filthy and exhilarating. 
 
    It’d been the one night I felt free, and at the touch of a stranger. The events that led to us coming together in such an unchangeable way could never be discussed or spoken of if not between the two of us. But I hadn’t seen him since, and I never got his name. If that made me a slut, so be it. 
 
    “Look.” Audrey appeared in the closet doorway just as I was about to take a stroll down memory lane. In her hands was a camisole crop top that matched my skirt. 
 
    “We can color co-ordinate.” 
 
    “Is that thing going to securely hold those bean bags attached to your chest?” 
 
    She flashed me a mischievous smile. “Who says I want them to be secure?” 
 
    “If your dignity could speak, probably her.” I began gathering up my few items so I could get ready. 
 
    “Have you heard from Dax?” she asked, changing the subject. 
 
    “Oh, yeah. He asked me what I was doing tonight. Won’t he be there? Wherever there is.” 
 
    She made a sound under her breath that I took as a yes, but suddenly she couldn’t seem to hold my eye. 
 
    “Okay. Spill. What the hell is going on?” 
 
    “We should get ready.” She moved from her closet to the attached bath and shut the door, completely ignoring my question. 
 
    “Audrey?” 
 
    “I’ll tell you in the car!” 
 
    I stared at the sole barrier between us, debating if I wanted to throw a fit and demand she tell me whatever it was that had her acting cagey. 
 
    We didn’t usually keep secrets from one another, especially where boys were concerned. 
 
    The only one I held close to my heart was more for her safety than anything else. Plus, I trusted Dax. For the most part. The way she was behaving made me start to wonder if I’d been wrong in doing so, because this was obviously about him. 
 
    That was ridiculous, though. Wasn’t it? If you trusted someone then it shouldn’t take something this trivial to doubt them. 
 
    Then again, it wasn’t as if the two of us had some epic teen love thing going on. Maybe I was searching for any viable excuse to just be done with this. I tried shaking off the funk that came on the heels of these thoughts, but it was too late. 
 
    A seed had been planted. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER TWO 
 
    Rhiannon 
 
    I waited for Audrey to divulge whatever it was she was so hesitant to tell me. Ten minutes into the ride, I strongly considered prying her lips apart and forcing it out of her. She was spared by our surroundings becoming a temporary distraction. 
 
    I watched the scenery blow past us, noticing the houses were getting more affluent. You know the type: large with perfect lawns and flashy cars sitting in their driveways. I was used to parties being at the wealthier homes in Crudele. As cliché as it was, the rich kids threw the best bangers. But at every place I expected Audrey to turn or slow, she kept going. 
 
    I reached out and cut off the stereo, interrupting whatever Nicki had been about to spit. 
 
    “If you’re not going to tell me what’s going on with you and Dax, can you at least tell me where we’re going?” 
 
    Her nose wrinkled and she shot me a disapproving frown before returning her attention to the road. “I know you didn’t mean it that way, but there is nothing going on with me and Dax. As for where we’re heading, look for the house that sits by itself.” 
 
    Okay, so that wasn’t cryptic or anything. The second part at least. I’d never thought she and Dax were doing anything that would result in both of their demise. Audrey just wasn’t that type of girl. I know they say you can never really know someone, but when it came to my best friend, I knew her as well as I knew myself. 
 
    As for whatever the hell she meant by a house that sat by itself, I was clueless. I had never lived on her side of town. 
 
    My family wasn’t low class or poor, but we sure as shit weren’t whatever these people were classified as either. 
 
    With squinted eyes I surveyed our surroundings more carefully, as if the house I was searching for would make an appearance from that action alone. I sat up a little taller when Audrey passed a No Outlet sign that seemed to be split off from the rest of the neighborhood she was driving through. 
 
    It was like entering another realm altogether. The bushy green lawns were replaced with tall trees secured behind a large iron fence, all neatly trimmed but with an eeriness to them. 
 
    They didn’t seem to have grown here naturally. It was as if someone had purposely planted them to keep prying eyes from seeing whatever was on the other side of them. 
 
    “Are you sure there’s a house…?” I trailed off when my question was answered by a gap in the tree-line. 
 
    A set of rounded gates was wide open, granting access to a winding stretch of tarmac lined with tiny bushes. 
 
    “Uh. Do you know where this goes? I’m not partial to random car rides through the woods.” 
 
    “No. I thought I’d just drive this way for the fun of it,” she replied, her tone flat. “And this isn’t even close to being considered the woods.” 
 
    “Oh, well in that case…” I rolled my hand to indicate she could continue. I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t curious to see who lived back here. 
 
    She turned off and slowly drove up the driveway. As we got closer, XXXTentacion’s ‘Royalty’ resounded through the air, a heavy bass pounding beneath it. 
 
    With my gaze trained straight ahead, I spotted one pair of taillights right behind another. I’m sure they were all nice cars, but my full focus was on the gloriously large house sitting a few yards away. It didn’t have a shape I could easily put into words. The roof was slanted this way and that to fit the odd architecture of the home’s design. 
 
    “Before we go inside…The thing is,” Audrey began, pulling her car up beside a sleek BMW, “Dax didn’t want you or me here tonight. When I told you he would meet up with us it was to see if we showed or not.” 
 
    “What? Why wouldn’t he want us to come?” 
 
    “I don’t know, but that’s why we did. I would have rather gone bowling or something.” 
 
    I rubbed my brow, contemplating why he’d want to keep me and Audrey away. “Why are you just now telling me this?” 
 
    “Because he didn’t know I was coming for sure or that I was bringing you with me.” 
 
    “And now?” 
 
    “Now I’m hoping we have the element of surprise, since you didn’t call and cuss him out.” 
 
    She had me there. If there was one thing about me, it was that I tended to charge into things guns-blazing when I was pissed off. It was a terrible personality trait for the most part, although occasionally it came in handy. Sadly, logic would always win out over rash, though. Always. 
 
    I tuned back into what Audrey was saying, since she apparently wasn’t done yet. 
 
    “I think Dax adores you. But on the off chance he’s in here doing fuck boy things, I’ll hold him down while you rip his balls off.” 
 
    I wouldn’t be going for his balls. I’d be tearing his head off his goddamn shoulders. I’d give him the benefit of the doubt first, though. 
 
    He deserved that, even if the logical side of my brain and the tightening in my gut were screaming at me that something wasn’t right. I needed to stop this line of thinking before I made a mountain out of what could be a mole hill, which called for a change of topic. 
 
    “So, whose house is this?” 
 
    Audrey hit the button on her dash to cut the engine and unclipped her seatbelt. 
 
    “The Barrons’.” 
 
    I did a double take, looking from the monstrous stone structure to her. She’d said that so causally. I was immediately suspicious because she wasn’t freaking out like she should’ve been, but then a giant fucking grin spread across her face. 
 
    “That’s the real reason you wanted to come,” I laughed. 
 
    “Well, it is a bonus. They’re only the most prominent, most talked about people in Crudele.’” 
 
    “Ah, yes. The saintly, all-American golden family who can do no wrong.” I rolled my eyes so hard I was surprised they didn’t pop out of their sockets. 
 
    You couldn’t live in this town and not know about the Barron family. Hell, they owned half of it. I was in the minority of people who didn’t idolize them. And why should I? Their existence had no bearing on my life. 
 
    Which made me wonder… 
 
    “How the hell did you get invited to this? To their actual house?” 
 
    She checked her appearance in the visor and then opened her door with a scoff. “Geez, I’m not that far down the totem pole.” 
 
    I followed her, pulling my skirt down once my booted feet were on solid ground. 
 
    “You’re not this high up, either. You’ve gone to school with these people for how long?” 
 
    Her silence proved my point. 
 
    She’d been on the rim of their social circle for four years and was just now being allowed to witness, for lack of a better word, its ‘perks.’ 
 
    “One of those acquaintances I was telling you about invited me. She’s all the way in with them. Super cool chick too.” 
 
    “Fabulous,” I muttered, walking alongside her. 
 
    The music seemed to have gotten even louder in the time it took us to park and get our asses out of the car. There were only a few people lingering in front of the house, and as we got closer it was apparent as to why. The smell of weed mixed with the aroma of meats on a grill. I would’ve happily accepted both. 
 
    We paid them no mind, going right to the glossy front door and entering the house without knocking. From the cars in the driveway, the number of people inside added up perfectly. 
 
    There were bodies everywhere. Audrey turned her head slowly from left to right, awe reflecting in her eyes. 
 
    “This is amazing.” 
 
    I nodded in agreement. I wouldn’t turn my nose up at living here. My eyes followed the pattern in the radiant teak flooring to where it switched and formed a massive, darker hued ‘B’ within a shaded circle. 
 
    B for Barron. How original. 
 
    To the immediate right was a large living room with an octagon shaped sectional loaded with a few drunken couples. To my left was a dining room meant to hold more than an average sized family. All the interior was done in warm tones with a splash of cool here and there. 
 
    Audrey took hold of my wrist and pulled me gently to the side as I continued to look around.  
 
    She opened her mouth, but whatever she was saying was too quiet to be heard over the music pounding the air around us. 
 
    My gaze drifted upward, scaling the vaulted ceilings until it landed on a broad-shouldered boy who had his upper half resting on the balcony railing. Well, ‘boy’ was subjective. He didn’t look too much older than me, but at the same time he was completely different to any other guy I’d ever seen, which said a lot. 
 
    Tattoos were on both his arms, shaded sleeves on alabaster skin. He was oddly familiar and extremely attractive. His jawline was so well-defined it could cut titanium. The hair on his head was styled in a faded undercut, and so dark it had deep blue undertones. He was wearing all black, a fitted V neck and jeans, off-set with a gleaming watch. 
 
    Our eyes met, or rather, my eyes met his. He’d already been staring down at me. My skin prickled beneath the weight of his gaze. 
 
    The expression on his face remained unreadable until someone stepped up beside him. A brief hint of a smile touched his lips when he glanced away to speak to them. I looked over at Audrey, the silent bystander to our mini stare down. “Who is—?” 
 
    “Rhia?” 
 
    At the sound of Dax’s voice, I turned towards the living room just in time to see the irritation written all over his face be wiped away by a frown. 
 
    “Surprise?” I held my hands out in front of me. He reached out and took hold of them, tugging me forward so that I was pressed against his chest. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” 
 
    “I imagine the same thing you are. I came to enjoy a party. Why are you here?” I leaned back so I could see his features. 
 
    “Yeah. An informant let it be known you didn’t want her here. Can’t possibly figure out why.” Audrey feigned indifference. 
 
    Dax’s green eyes cut to her in a narrow glare. 
 
    “Stop the bullshit, Audrey. I’m pretty sure I didn’t want you here either.” 
 
    Oh, Dax cursing meant he was more than a little irritated. Now I was sure something was off. I cupped the side of his face, forcing his attention away from my best friend and back to me. 
 
    “But we don’t know why you didn’t want us here. And we’re both curious.” 
 
    I let my tone carry my true implication. If he didn’t start talking, I would flip shit right here and now without giving a single fuck. I may have been unsure of things between us, but I wouldn’t be made a fool of, either. 
 
    “Rhia,” he sighed, running his hands up my arms. “Can we just...?” 
 
    As if someone had called his name, he turned and looked straight up at the balcony. I followed his stare and saw my mystery guy watching the two of us with what I dared say was interest and something…darker. 
 
    And he wasn’t the only one staring. 
 
    Quite a few party goers had their eyes trained on us. Or rather me, which was understandable. These people would know Audrey and Dax from their school. I on the other hand was someone foreign, new, and so unlike them. 
 
    “Let’s go talk,” Dax said. He didn’t give me a chance to object. Taking hold of my hand, he led me away from the front door. “You too,” he called over his shoulder to Audrey. 
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    It was much quieter beneath the gazebo.  
 
    Of course, that was due to it being so far from the house that all I could see were the upper windows. The music and conversation were considerably less here too, since not another soul was around. 
 
    “This is creepy, Dax. Why did you bring us all the way out here?” Audrey questioned. 
 
    “If it was that bad you could have stayed back at the party.” 
 
    “You told me to come, dumbass. And do you think I’d let you bring her out here alone?” She scoffed and crossed her arms over her chest, which lifted her tits even higher. I was surprised they even fit in the crop top she had on, but she still looked amazing, as per usual. 
 
    “I’d never hurt Rhia. Or you, even though you piss me off more than anyone else ever has in my life.” 
 
    “That’s very touching, but can you tell me what’s going on?” I interjected before they could start going back and forth. 
 
    He sighed and ran a hand through his tight curls. “Before I tell you this, just know I didn’t want you to find out this way.” 
 
    I shared a look with Audrey. This wasn’t starting off too well. 
 
    “Find what out?” 
 
    “That’s just it, bae. I can’t even tell you all the details, only that you two didn’t end up here randomly.” 
 
    I internally cringed at his poor choice of words He knew the use of ‘bae’ irked the hell out of me. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Audrey laughed lightly, shaking her head. “Brianna came running up to me at the gas station and told me to come tonight. That’s not random? The two of us aren’t exactly hitting up the mall together when they have a sale.” 
 
    I had no idea who this Brianna girl was, so I remained silent, waiting for one of them to explain. 
 
    “If you’d taken a second to think about it, no. This was nothing more than a ruse to lure you two out. Everyone knows Rhia’s your best friend. It was a given you’d show up with her.” 
 
    “Lure us out?” I interrupted. 
 
    That made zero sense, seeing as we were never hidden away. 
 
    “Yeah,” he nodded. “You’re both fresh meat in Crudele.” 
 
    I would have laughed if he didn’t look so serious. The ‘fresh meat’ comment was somewhat offensive, but the way he said it had me more concerned than angry. 
 
    “What the fuck does any of that mean, Dax?” Audrey snapped. “Stop being so vague.” 
 
    “The Barrons, the Knights, the Rooks. They’re not who anyone thinks they are,” he stressed. “They’re not good people.” 
 
    I could tell he felt strongly about this. 
 
    He sounded as if he were on the verge of a breakdown. I couldn’t validate or debunk anything he was saying. I didn’t know any of the aristocratic families well enough to deem his words true or not. I didn’t know them at all, actually. He and Audrey were the ones who went to the same school as the younger generations. 
 
    “How would you know any of this?” she asked him, stealing my next thought right from my brain. 
 
    “I’m, here aren’t I? And unlike you two, I wasn’t invited. I’m supposed to be here, since I’m family.” 
 
    Um. What? “Since when?” I asked at the same time Audrey repeated, “Family?” 
 
    He reached for my hand, threading his fingers through mine. With another heavy sigh, he exhaled the truth in a breath of words. “The Barrons and I are cousins by marriage.” 
 
    “I—what?” 
 
    That was all I could manage to say. We’d been together for six months and I hadn’t so much as heard a whisper about this from anyone. I didn’t involve myself in gossip, wasn’t a fan of participating or spreading it around, but I was certainly a different kind of whore for it, always eager to receive the best parts. 
 
    “Dax…” I pulled away from him and rubbed my brow, still at a loss for words. If I could’ve cataloged this moment that I never in a million years saw coming, I’d have been able to look back knowing it was the first truth of many, none of them as harmless as they first seemed. 
 
    “Why would you hide something like that?” Audrey asked, disbelief coloring her tone. 
 
    “I didn’t—I don’t have a choice. Think of it as a gag order. I shouldn’t have even told you two this, but I have no fucking idea what else to do anymore.” 
 
    “I don’t understand. Are you trying to tell us we’re not…safe?” I felt ridiculous asking that. I half expected him to give me his signature goofy grin and say he was just fucking with us. 
 
    “It’s complicated, and I can’t explain it any more right now.” He looked off into the distance, towards the house. “We’ve been gone too long. When we get back, we need to act normal for a little and then leave. And no matter what happens from here forward…don’t ever trust them. Either of you.” 
 
    That had a scowl overtaking my frown. “Why are you just now telling me—us—all of this now? Because we’re here? You wouldn’t have told me otherwise?” 
 
    “I’ve wanted to for a while, but I had to be sure where this thing with us was going. You understand that at least, right?” 
 
    I understood that more than he could possibly know, because there were days I was still unsure about our relationship.  
 
    Especially as of late, but that was a conversation for another time, and the reminder kind of made me feel like I had no right to be upset about this. So, I simply nodded. 
 
    “This is all because of him,” he said so quietly I wasn’t sure Audrey and I were meant to hear it. 
 
    “What is?” I asked. 
 
    When he started forward, keeping hold of me so I would follow, I was expecting him not to answer. When he did, all his response managed to do was confuse me even more than I already was. 
 
    “He decided he wants you, and I’m not sure I can keep you safe. No one can.” 
 
    I stared blankly at the back of his head. Who the hell was the he he was referring to? 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER THREE 
 
    Rhiannon 
 
    “Act natural.” 
 
    Dax spoke those two words nearly forty minutes ago. Almost three drinks later, also thanks to Dax, I was ready to go. 
 
    It wasn’t that the party was lame or anything, but my boyfriend’s cryptic ass revelation and ominous warning had sort of put a damper on the evening’s festivities. 
 
    For someone who had seemed rather eager to get the hell out of dodge, now it felt like Dax was suddenly procrastinating. 
 
    The people around me didn’t suffer from my mental woes. Two naked girls ran past hand in hand, laughing as they jumped into the large pool out back. I didn’t have to turn around to know that’s where they were going. The splash was proof enough. 
 
    I could’ve gone my whole life without seeing their areolas. 
 
    I ignored all the curious eyes as I weaved around people holding the signature red party cups and brown beer bottles. The weaving being literal. My head felt as if it was being filled with fog or something, and perspiration was gathering on the back of my neck. 
 
    I’d left Audrey with Dax so I could find a bathroom to get myself together and relieve my bladder. I’m sure she would have gone with me, but I was a capable girl. I didn’t need someone to help me wipe. She and Dax would notice I was gone in a minute or two. 
 
    Hopefully by the time I got back we could leave. I was more than ready to get home now. 
 
    When I finally spotted what I assumed was the area for girls to use the bathroom, I promptly changed my mind about needing to go. There were way too many chicks already waiting to go in. 
 
    I spun on my heel to go back the way I had come and smacked into a chest as solid as a wall, causing my head to spin even more. 
 
    “Sorry,” I grunted, taking a step back. 
 
    I lifted my chin to see who I had plowed into and was instantly struck by two silver bullets. It was him. My mystery guy from earlier. And damn, those eyes. They were disarming, haunting in their intensity. 
 
    “You don’t have to throw yourself at me to gain my attention. You’ve had it since you walked through the front door.” His voice was deep, husky and melodic. It was also tinged with a certain level of disinterest that contradicted his joke. At least, I think it was a joke. 
 
    “I don’t want your attention.” 
 
    “Don’t you?” 
 
    I took a slight step back to put some more space between us. “I just said no.” 
 
    An amused smile revealed a set of gleaming white teeth, making him appear more charming and charismatic than cold and sinister. Being so close, even with my lids ready to fold over, his outer beauty was ten times more apparent. He could have been a GQ model. The jasmine and spice cologne he had on was a definite bonus. I, however, still wanted nothing more than to go home. 
 
    “Rhia,” Dax’s sharp voice came from the end of the hall as if the universe had heard my silent plea. 
 
    The guy before me turned just enough that I was able to squeeze past, my front nearly grazing his. 
 
    “You ready to go?” Dax asked, reaching for my hand when I was within proximity. 
 
    “Yeah. Where’s Audrey?” 
 
    “Meeting us outside.” He shot a hard stare over my shoulder. I instantly knew who it was directed at. 
 
    For him to be so bothered by who I was speaking with meant the guy behind me was a Barron, Rook, or Knight. 
 
    Call me stupid or intrigued, but I couldn’t help but be curious. I pushed the feeling down and focused on Dax and his firm hold on my hand, letting him lead me through the house and towards the front door. Things weren’t as fuzzy with a guide. 
 
    “You’re doing exactly what I told you not to do Daxton.” The same voice came from behind me, close enough that I practically felt his breath on my neck. His tone was slightly different from before, disapproving and hard. 
 
    I glanced back, meeting his steel-colored eyes for a brief second before looking forward again so I didn’t trip and fall. 
 
    “No. I’m doing what I need to do,” Dax replied calmly as we reached the front door. 
 
    “If you’re smart, you’ll take her to the car and then go meet Owen upstairs.” 
 
    “I’m not doing this tonight.” He gripped the large golden handle of the front door and started to ease it open. 
 
    His hard form pressed against my back, causing my body to be sandwiched between the two of them as he reached over my shoulder to slam it back shut.  
 
    “Did that sound like a question, Daxton?” 
 
    The clear-cut warning in his tone almost had me replying. I broke free from Dax’s hold and spun around, thanking god when I remained on my feet. My chest against his, I ignored my body’s perverse reaction and glared into his eyes. 
 
    “What the hell is your problem?” I tried to shove him back and had the same success rate I would’ve had if I were attempting to lift a building. 
 
    One dark brow quirked. He stared down at me with thinly veiled amusement in his. His perfect pink lips settled into a cocky smirk. 
 
    “Glad to see you haven’t changed much.” 
 
    “Whatever that means, leave him the hell alone.” 
 
    His smirk became a full-blown grin. He leaned down, bringing his lips to my ear. “Careful, principessa. You’ve already toed a line you’re not ready to cross,” he whispered, his cool breath fanning over my skin. 
 
    I suppressed a shudder and leaned away from him. What the fuck did that mean? And did he just call me princess? 
 
    “Come on, Rhia,” Dax urged, wrapping his fingers around my elbow. I resisted for a moment, ready to have it out with the asshole who’d followed us. In the end, I let him tug me out the door, leaving behind one intense stare and all the party goers who had stopped what they were doing to watch our little scene unravel. 
 
    “Dax,” I began, now facing the correct direction. 
 
    He cut me off before I could begin a round of twenty-one questions. “Not now, okay? Can you wait in Audrey’s car for me? I’ll follow ya’ll back to her spot.” 
 
    I blinked rapidly. Was he going back inside? He couldn’t be serious. “Are you for real? That guy tells you what to do and you just…do it?” 
 
    He stopped so abruptly I nearly slammed into his back. Whirling with a look on his face I’d never seen before, I braced instinctively. 
 
    “Can you please stop? Get in the car and wait for me. You’re doing my head in with all these questions!” His voice echoed through the air and increased the pounding in my head. 
 
    I stared at him with my brows raised. He thought this was me asking questions? “Lower your voice. You yell at me like that again and we’re gonna have a problem.” 
 
    A deep sigh left him then, and his whole body seemed to sag. I almost felt bad for being sort of a bitch, but even if I was being annoying—and in my opinion I wasn’t—he had no right to yell at me as if I were a child. 
 
    He was clearly going through something, so I chose not to prod the bear, so to speak. I’d grill him later. After he’d had a chance to calm down. I looked over at Audrey’s car, noting it was empty. 
 
    “I thought you said she was meeting us outside?” 
 
    He cursed softly under his breath. “She must have been drawn into a conversation. I’ll send her right out.” 
 
    “You’d better.” I went to move around him, and he took hold of me for the millionth time that night. 
 
    “I’m sorry, bae. Really sorry.” 
 
    I cringed internally. 
 
    “I’ll be waiting for you.” I placed a light kiss on his cheek. 
 
    It was on the tip of my tongue to ask what exactly he was apologizing for, but I wanted to go home more than I wanted to have a heart to heart in a rich asshole’s driveway. 
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    The car was moving. 
 
    Lids fluttering as I woke, it took my gaze a few seconds to clear and focus. A sharp breath hitched in my lungs when I saw who was driving. 
 
    I tried to lift my head and instantly regretted it. Pretty sure my brain flipped over and rolled. 
 
    “What’s wrong…with…?” Dragging my tongue across my lower lip, I swallowed and squeezed my eyes closed for a minute. I had barely drunk anything. This wasn’t right. 
 
    “Audrey?” 
 
    “Here,” she grunted from the backseat. 
 
    It took some major willpower, but the moment I had control over my extremities, I tried to move so that I could see her. This was easier said than done when the car and the neighborhood were both coated in nothing but darkness. 
 
    “Don’t move too much.” A familiar voice came from the driver’s seat. He reached over and splayed a hand across my chest, pressing me backward gently. 
 
    It felt as if we’d been in the car for hours when it finally stopped. The passenger door was pulled open and cool summer air drifted over my person as I was lifted out. 
 
    “Audrey,” I repeated, panic stirring in my gut, unsure what the hell was happening. 
 
    “Shh,” the voice soothed, holding me a little tighter. “Gavin’s got her.” My cheek was pressed against their solid chest, and I noted how good they smelled. Like jasmine and spice. 
 
    I was carried into more darkness, the air going from cool to chilled. Up a flight of stairs and then into a room with creamy wallpaper I knew all too well, being laid down in a bed. Hands touched me, strong and sure against my body, clinical rather than sexual. They removed my clothing and tucked me beneath a fluffy duvet. 
 
    “I’ll be seeing you soon,” the husky voice murmured. 
 
    “I think I know who you are,” I rasped as fog began enveloping my brain again, forcing me back under. 
 
    “Not yet you don’t, but you will. That I can assure you.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER FOUR 
 
    JUDAS 
 
    Gorgeous face and incredible shape. 
 
    She had an exotic look about her: long, dark hair I could wrap twice around my fist and flawless olive skin to feel beneath my teeth. She was shaped exactly like the vintage pin-up girls on my nonno’s wall calendar. 
 
    A curvy goddess. Plenty of ass to bounce as she rode my dick. Thighs to grip when she sat on my face. Her eyes were brown, the color of cinnamon. Those beautiful orbs were exactly what drew me in. 
 
    Rhiannon Clermont was a goddamn siren. Too damn beautiful for my world of depravity and sin. Yet, at the same time, so fucking right for it. 
 
    All I wanted to do was consume her entirely, drag her into it and make sure she’d never find a way out. 
 
    It was wrong and unexpected, considering I’d hated her from the moment I found out she existed. I hated her with an intensity so strong I could envision her death by my hand. It was as clear as a movie reel, replaying repeatedly inside my head. But I wanted her even more. That was the fucked-up part. I wanted her beside me, beneath me, on her fucking knees in front of me. I didn’t care to sit down and analyze all the logistics of it. I knew what I was after, and I would get it.  
 
    Luckily for me, patience was a virtue, and I’d been blessed with an abundance of it. Me and my famiglia had waited this long. I wouldn’t rush anything unless absolutely necessary. 
 
    Not even to get my dick wet. 
 
    I could have easily parted Rhiannon’s legs and sunk inside her, but she needed to be all the way lucid when I fucked her. I had a very extensive type of foreplay. 
 
    I needed her to want it as badly as she needed to breathe. So, I left her in that bed alone instead of climbing in beside her. 
 
    After locking Audrey’s front door, Gavin and I headed back to the house, him driving my AMG that he’d followed me in. The ride was silent for the most part. Right up until the end. 
 
    “You bothered by having their shit laced?” 
 
    I thumbed my chin, pretending to think about it. “No. It was necessary for tonight. But I won’t do that again.” 
 
    He nodded once. 
 
    I wasn’t sure if that meant he agreed with me in general or he agreed it wouldn’t happen again. He’d never say either way. That wasn’t Gavin’s style. If he had a problem though, you could bet your ass you’d know it. 
 
    I meant what I’d said, though. Had Dax not interfered, the night would have gone very differently. 
 
    Audrey and Rhiannon wouldn’t have needed to be drugged. This mess was his fault. He couldn’t seem to let go of what was never truly his in the first place. The dumb fuck had only expediated what would be his unfortunate end. 
 
    When we got back to the house, the driveway was empty aside from Owen’s Porsche and Gavin’s Vette. Everyone else had been told to get the fuck out. 
 
    “Tony get here then?” I gestured to where Dax’s car had been parked. 
 
    “Yep. Car will be exactly where it needs to be by morning.” 
 
    “Good. Let’s go get this over with.” I climbed out of the car and headed for the side of the house. Gavin fell into step beside me, already pulling on his leather gloves. 
 
    I knocked twice on the side of the garage, so Owen knew it was me, and then I opened the door. 
 
    Plastic had already been rolled out to cover the floor and the walls. The windows were tinted so dark that not even x-ray vision would grant someone sight strong enough to see what happened in here. 
 
    From the center of the room Dax stared at me with one good eye, the other swollen and black. Some type of insult I’m sure came from behind the gag shoved in his mouth as he rocked his body in the chair he’d been bound to. 
 
    “That’s the first noise he’s made since I tied his ass up,” Owen remarked from where he was leaning against the tool bench, arms crossed over his chest. 
 
    “Lucky you.” I snagged a pair of gloves from beside him and slipped them on. 
 
    Going to stand directly in front of Dax, I bent my knees, so we were eye-level. “Are you having a bad day, mio amico?” 
 
    His brows narrowed in a glare, a snarl bringing the vein on his neck to the surface. 
 
    “I’m sorry I can’t relate.” I shrugged. “Things on my end are pretty damn fantastic. There’s just a few small issues it’s time to revolve.” I held my index and thumb up a to emphasize my point. 
 
    “Where should I start?” I asked Owen and Gavin. 
 
    “I’d start with him fucking your girl,” Owen suggested. “He knew better.” 
 
    “Sure as shit did,” Gavin agreed. 
 
    Mm. Yes. There was that. 
 
    “What do you think?” I tugged the gag down so he could respond. 
 
    “She’s not yours!” 
 
    “Daxton. She’s always been mine. I knew who she was long before you did.” 
 
    “Bullshit!” 
 
    “Why do you think I specifically told you to befriend her and demanded that you didn’t fuck her?” 
 
    He threw his head back and laughed, his teeth showing stains from the blood that had accumulated in his mouth. 
 
    “She know she’s yours, Judas? I don’t think she does.” 
 
    I grinned down at him. “Oh, little Rhia knows me very well.” 
 
    “She’ll never be like the submissive bitches you’re used to. And if she ever finds out what you’ve done to me, she—” 
 
    I lifted the gag to cut him off. He was grabbing at straws and it was fucking pathetic. It wasn’t up to Rhia. She didn’t need to know she was mine. I knew. That’s all that mattered. We’d be on the same page soon enough. As for her giving a shit about what was going to happen to him…Now it was my turn to laugh. 
 
    “I think I know more about your relationship than you do, Dax. Not to mention…she has no idea who the fuck you really are. I can’t wait for that truth to come to light.” I gestured in the direction of the tool bench. “But you know that’s not the only reason you’re in this position, is it? I’m pissed you put your hands on her, but this is much deeper than that.” 
 
    He couldn’t answer me with words, but his eyes said enough. I wanted to make a mess of him, string him from the rafters and gut him as my nonno did the pigs, listen to him squeal until his life bled out of him. 
 
    I couldn’t end it quick, though. He had to suffer for my own peace of mind. Also, I had a feeling he wasn’t going to be very forthcoming when it was time to tell me all I wanted to know. 
 
    I leaned down and removed my Gambit from my boot, hitting the button on the side to engage the blade. 
 
    Flipping my knife around, I gripped his shirt and cut it straight down the center. His entire body tensed, but that didn’t deter me. I made quick work of the tattoo on the right side of his chest, slicing into the smooth flesh to ensure every single fucking part of it came off. He’d never deserved the insignia to begin with. 
 
    His muffled screams only made the process easier. Blood ran down his torso, staining the tips of my gloves and the serrated edge of my blade. 
 
    “Hard to imagine that in a few weeks we’ll be in shitty ass electives,” Owen commented with heavy sarcasm. 
 
    “Trading one life for another,” Gavin said. 
 
    I tossed Dax’s thin piece of flesh onto the floor, leaving it to hit the plastic with a soft pop. He was moving so much I was surprised he hadn’t tipped yet. 
 
    “It’s our last year until college. We got this,” I spoke up. 
 
    School. A six-letter word that had an entirely different meaning to us than it did the average student. We attended because the diplomas and degrees were needed to blend in with everyday society and cover up the darker parts of our world. 
 
    It was bullshit but not anything we couldn’t handle. We were Academy Award-winning actors when it came to playing normal. No one had ever come close to the truth, not since the cheerleader incident my Sophomore year. Her naked body would have rotted to nothing by now, but the night of her death made the reality of who I was really settle in. 
 
    The people in Crudele didn’t have the slightest clue who any of us were—especially me. I was so much more than a wildly attractive prep-school asshole. 
 
    Well-mannered and civilized boys didn’t use a blowtorch to cauterize a wound in the middle of the night. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER FIVE 
 
    Rhiannon 
 
    I knew where I was but not why. 
 
    I’d been staring up at the ceiling for a good thirty minutes. Unless I was relaxing at home, I was always out of bed as soon as I opened my eyes. My delay was an indication of how conflicted I was. 
 
    Not for the first time, I asked myself what the hell happened last night, from Dax’s strange and sporadic revelation to the gorgeous man who damn near followed us from the Barron house, carrying me into this one. I didn’t know what to make of any of it. 
 
    Pushing myself up onto one elbow, I shoved the duvet down and did a quick scan of my person. Everything was normal aside from the missing clothes. 
 
    But there wasn’t anything at all normal-like about what had happened last night. Whatever that was exactly. 
 
    Finally dragging myself from the mattress, I re-dressed quickly and then slipped out into the hall. I headed straight for Audrey’s room since she’d yet to make an appearance this morning. I felt guilty as hell for not rushing to her sooner. I wasn’t sure she was even okay. 
 
    I assumed since I was, she would be too. At the very least I hoped that if there was an altercation it would’ve broken through the fog my brain had been wrapped in. No way would she go down without a fight, even as out of her mind as she was. The girl looked like Barbie but was more relatable to Annabelle. 
 
    I flung her door open with so much force that it bounced off the wall, Audrey jumped twenty feet in the air. Her golden mane was all over her head and there was a line imprinted on her face from how’d she been lying. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” she yelled, untwisting her magenta comforter from around her body. 
 
    I smothered a laugh as she stumbled from the bed. Her entire right tit had managed to free itself from the tiny piece of fabric she still had on. 
 
    “Nothing. I mean, I don’t know. I needed to make sure you were okay.” 
 
    “Oh.” A loud breath of relief flew from her mouth. “Dammit, Rhia.” She took a few steps backward and sunk down onto the edge of her bed. 
 
    “I’m not even going to apologize. Two strange dudes carried us into your house and removed our clothing.” 
 
    Her head snapped up so fast I was concerned for her slender neck. Hazel eyes wide, she stared at me as if she were seeing a ghost. 
 
    “Oh, my god.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Gavin Knight was in my room! He…” She groaned and covered her face with both hands. “They were both in my house.” 
 
    “Who was?” I waved my hands in frustration. 
 
    “Gavin Knight and Judas Barron. They were the last people I saw before... never mind. This is humiliating.” 
 
    Humiliating? This girl had me ready to slap her upside the head. “Audrey. Those assholes put something in our drinks, brought us here, took off our clothes, and left. I think them knowing the layout of your damn house is more concerning than them being inside it.” 
 
    She blinked once, twice, bringing my sensible bestie who didn’t act a fool for dick back to the surface. 
 
    “They drugged us?” Her voice lilted with anger and disgust. 
 
    “I mean…I think so.” 
 
    “And Dax?” she questioned. 
 
    I swallowed, lifting my shoulders in a shrug. “I don’t know where he is or what’s going on. He went back inside, and I haven’t seen him since. No missed calls or texts either.” 
 
    Her expression changed again, this one more of concern. “Shit, Rhia.” 
 
    “Stop doing the one-two word thing and tell me what the hell is going on!” 
 
    “I don’t know what the hell is going on!” she yelled back. “If he pissed off one of them, nothing good.” 
 
    I pulled my lower lip between my teeth and gnawed on it. He’d certainly irritated the guy who’d followed us to the front door. Something about what she just said confused me even more, though. 
 
    “I thought those families were all noble citizens or whatever? Hearts of gold and all that bullshit.” 
 
    She ran a hand through her hair and sighed. 
 
    “There have been a few rumors over the years. Nothing solid but…” she trailed off again with a shake of her head. 
 
    Excellent. That gave me zero answers as to what was happening or going on with Dax. I put no stock in rumors. They went from one source to another, becoming more and more convoluted as they were spread because each person felt the need to add their own detailed assumptions. 
 
    “Does one of them have silver eyes?” I asked, realizing I still had no idea what these people looked like. 
 
    Audrey stared at me as if I’d grown a second head. “I’ve shown you their pictures on Facebook like nine hundred times.” 
 
    “Guess I wasn’t as committed to cyber stalking as you.” 
 
    “Not the point,” she retorted evenly. “If you asked anyone else what they looked like they’d think something was wrong with you for not knowing.” 
 
    “I think I love you even more for that.” 
 
    “And?” I urged, because I’d heard it hanging silently at the end. 
 
    “Judas has freakishly colored silver eyes. Like two brand new shiny quarters.” 
 
    I nodded to myself more than her. He was the one who’d followed us down the stairs. The one who’d given that weird as hell warning. And the one who’d practically threatened my now missing boyfriend. 
 
    But what did any of that mean? 
 
    And where was Dax? 
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    Judas fucking Barron. 
 
    His name alone made him sound like an over-privileged asshole. 
 
    I was still thoroughly confused as to why he’d carried me into Audrey’s house or brought me there in the first place. 
 
    The last thing I could recall from the party was sitting in Audrey’s car and waiting for her to come out. Then, I was waking up in her guest bedroom, wearing nothing but a bra and thin, lacey thong. 
 
    There wasn’t a remedy to rid the memory of his hands on my body. It was such an odd and screwed up thing to fixate on, but I wasn’t entirely solid up top. I tried to reason that I’d imagined the whole thing. I mean, the twisted asshole drugged me, after all. 
 
    I think… 
 
    I didn’t have proof it was him, but who the hell else would do something like that? Regardless, I was having a hard time thinking of him as a pervert instead of a boundary crossing dickhead. 
 
    He hadn’t done anything but remove my clothes. While a major violation of privacy, I didn’t have a memory of him doing much else. 
 
    That’s not to say I wasn’t absolutely livid about how things went down. After having time to stew, I was ready to go at some necks. Occasionally, though, I had common sense. No rushing in half-cocked would occur this time around. Going all Jennifer’s Body on the most prominent males in town wouldn’t do me or my friends any good. 
 
    It’d probably land me in cuffs with a charge on my squeaky-clean record and my parents’ feet up my ass. Only when I thought about Dax did the idea of immediate retaliation seem worth it. I couldn’t stop the anger, and, if I was being honest, the hurt, from festering. He hadn’t answered any of my calls in two fucking days. 
 
    He sent one text last night saying everything was cool. 
 
    What did that even mean? From my end things certainly weren’t ‘cool.’ 
 
    I wanted to know what the hell he’d gotten Audrey and me involved in. 
 
    If Dax told me someone did this to him, I’d be demanding every sordid detail so that I could kick their teeth in. 
 
    Instead, he was ignoring me. 
 
    My calls. 
 
    My Facebook IMs. 
 
    And my Snaps. 
 
    My phone began to play my latest ringtone, and I nearly broke my knees trying to get to it. Leaving the shower running, I scrambled out, snatching my towel up to dry my hands. I unlocked the screen, trying not to scream in frustration when I saw Audrey’s smiling contact photo. 
 
    “Hello?” 
 
    “Still nothing?” she asked, knowing all my problems since she insisted on sharing the burdens of them with me. 
 
    “Nope. Just the one from last night. He was active online two hours ago, Auds. I don’t get it. Why is he ignoring me?” 
 
    She cleared her throat, and something clinked in the background. “Not to dig his grave any deeper, but he was last active twenty-eight minutes ago. A picture was posted.” 
 
    “What the fuck?” my voice boomed in the enclosed bathroom. 
 
    “You okay, hun?” Mom yelled from somewhere in the house. I lifted the phone away from my mouth and called out that I was fine. 
 
    “A picture of what?” I asked Audrey, much quieter. 
 
    “The Manatee.” 
 
    “The Manatee? Where the boats are docked?” 
 
    “Yeah. There’s a party there tonight.” 
 
    Oh, hell no! My rage spiked for a minute, just to simmer the next second. This was all majorly messed up, but Dax was basically showing his true colors. 
 
    In a way it was a good thing this was happening now rather than later. Our relationship had never been ‘it’ for me. I knew I would never marry him or go off and have his babies. 
 
    We were two young people doing the dating thing because that’s what we were supposed to do. This wasn’t how I saw it ending, though: unresolved and weighed down by bitterness. 
 
    “Okay, Auds. Thanks,” I sighed. 
 
    “Wait. That’s it? We aren’t storming the area?” 
 
    I laughed lightly. “I don’t want to be at a party or on a boat. Screw him.” And the last six months! the angry, hurt girl inside me screamed silently. 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “Unless you want to relive the Titanic, we’re not going.” 
 
    “This time Jack would drown on purpose. He’d have two pissed off bitches holding him under,” she replied, catching my meaning without elaboration. 
 
    “I told my parents I’d be here for dinner.” 
 
    “Oh…right. Well, text me later, okay?” 
 
    “Course.” I hung up and looked at my reflection in the half-steamed mirror. I didn’t much look like a heartbroken girl, because I wasn’t. For six months I’d spent so much time with this one person, and suddenly they were gone without a word. No goodbye. Simply radio silence after a screwed-up night. That was what hurt—not losing a boy I should have let go of long ago. 
 
    But everything happens for a reason, right? Even things that fuck with your head and your heart. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER SIX 
 
    Rhiannon 
 
    My mom may not have been any good at hiding her feelings, but the woman had a sixth sense when it came to mine. 
 
    Or maybe that was just a mom thing, which explained that the triple fudge cake she’d made wasn’t merely an over-indulgent dessert but something to make me feel better. 
 
    “What did he do?” Mom asked, placing a second slice in front of me and a fresh glass of milk. 
 
    “How do you know it was a him?” 
 
    She gave me a cheeky grin, causing her blue eyes to crinkle. “Because I know you, and I know the him in question.” 
 
    I shoved a disgustingly large portion of cake into my mouth and shrugged, savoring every last decadent crumb. 
 
    I wasn’t about to tell her what transpired at the party, or afterward. My parents trusted me, and I had enough leash to do my thing. Didn’t mean I would hang myself with it. 
 
    “I met Judas Barron. Dax and I broke up.” 
 
    Mom choked—like, fully gagged on her mouthful of cake. I didn’t think it was for dramatic effect, either. My fork, halfway to my mouth and loaded with another bite, came to a pause. 
 
    “You broke up?” she wheezed when she got herself together. “Why? You love that boy!” 
 
    Whoops. I should have told her this with more caution. I sometimes forgot how much she and Dad adored Dax. The cake settled in my gut like a heavy paperweight. I knew we hadn’t technically discussed the ending of our relationship, but at this point, it seemed rather obvious on both ends. 
 
    “That’s the problem, Mom. He’s a boy.” There was no mistaking the spite in my tone. 
 
    She sat back with a frown on her face. “Did he do something to you?” 
 
    Ironically, it was that question that made me want to cry. I wasn’t the kind of girl who needed a guy to protect her or stand up for her; I could do that myself. But damn if that wouldn’t have been nice. I wanted him to have my back at the very least. 
 
    “He didn’t do anything,” I replied quietly, leaving out that this was precisely the problem. 
 
    “You know, it’s almost time for school to start. No sense in spending the last couple of days sad. Why don’t you and Audrey go do something tonight. See a movie? Go to that Chinese buffet you like so much?” 
 
    “Mom,” I laughed, “I just ate.” 
 
    She gave me a look. “Since when has that mattered?” 
 
    “Touché.” We both knew I was a bottomless pit. Thank god for metabolism. 
 
    I waited for her to clear the plates away before I pulled my phone out and text Audrey that there was a change of plans. 
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    Audrey found his car within four minutes. It was parked between a large pick-up and a small Fiat. This would have been grand if not for the fact that we were supposed to be on our way to the latest Guillermo del Toro movie. 
 
    “That asshole,” Audrey fumed. 
 
    “Audrey,” I snapped. “I knew you weren’t going the right way. Why did you bring me here?” 
 
    “For this.” She pointed to Dax’s car. 
 
    “I didn’t want to do this.” 
 
    She scanned the lot, looking for a spot to park, her lips turned down at the corners. “Why not?” 
 
    I groaned internally. When I wasn’t in the heat of a moment, I was surprisingly a private person. I didn’t want to have it out with Dax in front of a crowd or risk humiliation if he decided to be an asshole. I also wanted to self-heal the hurt at my own pace, but I was keeping that to myself. 
 
    “I really just wanna enjoy the last bit of my summer. Okay? If Dax wanted to talk or see me, he would have.” 
 
    “You’re right. This was impulsive. I’m sorry, Rhi,” Audrey murmured, passing two empty spots in a row. 
 
    I could tell not all the cars belonged to high schoolers. Most were the owners of the rigs in the water—their bumper stickers said so. 
 
    “Do you think we should be worried at all?” she asked, turning her car towards the exit. 
 
    “I know he’s here and ignoring you, but do you think it has anything to do with Judas? I heard he was all over you last night.” 
 
    “Seriously?” 
 
    She rolled her eyes and shook her head. “I know that isn’t true. I would’ve grilled your ass for full-blown details by now. I’m just saying.” 
 
    I pulled my bottom lip between my teeth, rubbing a hand over my temple. I’d considered that too, but what could Judas have said to him that’d warrant all this? 
 
    “Ugh. Screw it. Park the car, we’re going to get some answers.” 
 
    “Yess! That’s my girl.” 
 
    I hid my smile by dropping down the visor. I wasn’t dressed for a boat party and didn’t particularly care, either, but the hair on my head would. 
 
    It knew exactly how and when to frizz, and being near the ocean was a guarantee that it would. I pulled the long brown locks into a high ponytail and then smoothed down my sequined feather tank, glad I’d grabbed a hoodie. 
 
    Audrey claimed one of the two spots she’d passed minutes ago and cut the engine. Of course, she looked like she was ready for a party in a cute floral romper and gladiator sandals. But then she was the one who knew where we were heading all along. We got out at the same time and made our way to where the boats were docked, small at the front, big as hell at the back. 
 
    “Which one are we going to?” 
 
    “Gabby Dawson’s. Her daddy owns a few of them. We’re looking for something called ‘Mystikal.’” 
 
    I didn’t know who this person was, but if their father owned multiple boats out here, they had paper. Boys and their toys. 
 
    The boat was easy enough to find, big and all white with a pearl blue trim. Did I mention it was big? 
 
    We walked right on board with no issue. A few hellos were called to Audrey and me from a couple people who knew us, and that was it. I’d expected a doorman or something. I personally would have had some muscle manning the entryway. 
 
    There were two directions to go: left or right. And with maybe forty people on board, it wasn’t a massive crowd but large enough that I couldn’t instantly spot Dax. 
 
    “You go one way I go the other? Meet back here in ten if we don’t find him?” 
 
    “You want to split up?” I questioned. “Is that a good idea? This Gabby chick knows you, not me.” 
 
    “If someone knows me Rhia, they know you. You’re literally the moon to my sun.” 
 
    Aw. I liked that. 
 
    “If we hurry, we can make the second showing of our movie,” she continued. 
 
    I liked that even better. 
 
    “I’ll take right.” 
 
    She nodded. “Meet here in ten minutes or I’m coming for you.” 
 
    “Same,” I laughed, already stepping in the other direction. I felt strange being around this many people after what happened the other night. It hadn’t been bothering me as heavily until this very moment. I imagined more than a few had been in attendance, but not a single soul made a passing remark. 
 
    Had no one seen anything? Or was it that they didn’t care? Dax had been the one to get our drinks, after all. Did he not see someone put something in them? Did he know they had? I couldn’t picture him allowing that, but then again, people could always surprise you. 
 
    Suffice it to say, I would never take a red cup from anyone again unless Audrey made the shit herself. Last night could have gone so differently for us, so much worse. I’d heard a million horror stories about girls who had been drugged at parties. 
 
    I navigated around a couple kissing and made my way to the rear end of the boat. There were a few friendly smiles aimed my way and a redheaded guy watched me with interest in his eyes. He was pretty. I wouldn’t mind him joining me in bed. I just couldn’t do pretty for long-term; I’d tarnish it and make it as ugly as I was inside. 
 
    That had been one of the better things about Dax. He didn’t notice or care to know about the shit I kept locked up tight inside my head. Pretending tends to be easier when no one is searching for what’s underneath the mask you wear. 
 
    Speaking of Dax, I didn’t see him anywhere. 
 
    The boat was huge but not gigantic. I felt like I was playing a game of Where’s Waldo? 
 
    I rounded a corner and took a few steps before my feet froze in place. Right there, literally a few meters away, was Judas Barron. Two other guys and a girl were with him, the girl a dead ringer for Brenda Songs. All of them lifted their heads and looked my way. 
 
    “Rhiannon Clermont,” one of the guys announced as if I were stepping into a boxing ring, a wide grin on his handsome face. He had the bluest eyes I’d ever seen, a perfect shade of sky blue that popped against his brown skin. 
 
    I ignored him, fixing my gaze on the gorgeous fella casually leaning against the boat railing. He was in a white shirt today, a soft leather jacket over top of it, and donning a pair of dark jeans. 
 
    “Where’s Dax?” 
 
    He dragged his gaze up and down my body—slowly. I instantly felt exposed. Knowing he’d seen it all already didn’t make me feel better. 
 
    “How would I know?” 
 
    I glared, taking a step towards him. 
 
    “Don’t play games with me.” 
 
    He tilted his head to the side with a menacing smirk. “But you’re so fun to play with.” 
 
    I frowned. He’d said that as if we were well acquainted. “I think you’ve got me mixed up with someone else. I don’t know who you are, and I don’t care. I just want Dax.” 
 
    He strode forward, his movements predatory and confident. I steeled my spine and forced myself not to retreat, drawing in a small breath when he got within a few inches of my chest. 
 
    His intoxicating cologne seeped into my lungs. I was forced to tilt my head back so that I could see his face. 
 
    “You don’t know who I am, but your pussy sure as fuck does.” 
 
    “What the—” 
 
    “And you say you want Dax, but we both know that’s not true.” 
 
    He couldn’t mean…I crossed my arms and finally took a step back, vigorously shaking my head. “Clearly, you’ve gotten your wires crossed somewhere. I don’t know what your beef is with my boyfriend, but I would always pick his side over yours.” 
 
    “Would?” His smirk split into a grin. 
 
    Shit. I held his gaze for as long as I could, feeling as if he were penetrating every layer of my soul. 
 
    Judas was proving that he was the definition of intensity. I’d never dealt with anything or anyone like him. He left me feeling bereft and unarmored. 
 
    I swallowed and took another step away from him, intending to go find Audrey so we could get the hell out of here. 
 
    He moved with me like we were doing a synchronized dance. When his arms wrapped around my body without warning, palms skimming down my back and leaving a chill in their wake, I attempted to break free. 
 
    “Get off me!” 
 
    “Almost done,” he soothed as if I were an insolent child, tightening his hold, smashing my chest to his. Feeling firm fingers along the top globe of my left ass cheek, I stiffened. A second later something was tugged free. My lower lip detached from the top when Judas stepped away with my cellphone in his hand. 
 
    “Thought I was trying to feel you up?” His knowing grin said he knew that’s exactly what I thought. 
 
    “I don’t have to force myself on you. Not when you’d all too willingly let me touch every part of your body, principessa.” 
 
    “Like I did the other night?” I rebuffed, anger bleeding through my words. 
 
    “The other night was me doing you a favor, believe it or not. You should be thanking me. Don’t turn it into something it wasn’t.” 
 
    I laughed without humor. His ego was way too much. “A favor? So, what? You’re my hero now? My gallant white knight?” 
 
    “No.” His answer was firm, one word said with so much grit I didn’t question it. “A hero is altruistic. They don’t expect things in return.” 
 
    “And you do?” 
 
    “Yeah.” His eyes drilled into mine. “You. Every fucking part of you.” 
 
    I’d been being sarcastic. I had a feeling he wasn’t. 
 
    “Give me my phone back,” I snapped, ignoring the reaction he’d just caused inside me. I moved forward to grab it, just to be stiff-armed by the guy he’d been talking to on the balcony the other night. 
 
    He was too damn tall for his own good, indigo eyed with dirty blonde hair styled similarly to Judas’. Did he not have averagely attractive friends? You know, like me. 
 
    “Just a second, Kitten.” Blue eyes needled. 
 
    My nose screwed up involuntarily. I loathed pet names. “It’s Rhiannon.” 
 
    “Nah. You remind me of a pissed off cat. So, it’s Kitten.” 
 
    An image of my old tabby popped into my head. When he got mad at the other cats through our front window, he’d puff up like a cotton ball. I hoped to god I didn’t resemble that when I was upset. 
 
    I watched Judas’ fingers fly across my screen with a scowl on my face. “How did you unlock it? And what are you doing?” 
 
    “Here.” He held the slim device out for me, ignoring both my questions. 
 
    The asshole dropped his arm and let me move forward to retrieve it. I took the phone from Judas as delicately as I would a bomb. He watched me closely. When he finally stepped away, his brainless minions did the same. Brenda—the second, as I’d deemed her—offered a friendly smile. 
 
    “I’ll see you in two weeks,” Judas tossed over his shoulder. 
 
    I stared at the retreating quad in confusion. What was happening in two weeks? 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER SEVEN 
 
    JUDAS 
 
    The verdict was in. 
 
    “I like her!” Brianna exclaimed. Her gaze trained on the space Rhiannon and Audrey had just vanished from. 
 
    “You know how I feel,” Owen chimed in, crossing his arms. 
 
    I did. He’d been my eyes and ears for some time now. From a distance. If I hadn’t staked a claim on little Rhia two years ago, he would have done so himself. 
 
    “I always knew it would be this way.” Gavin shrugged nonchalantly. 
 
    “You think she’s gonna let Dax go?” Brianna asked, turning to face the rest of us. 
 
    Gavin released a sound between a laugh and a scoff, palming a few strands of blonde hair. 
 
    “That girl doesn’t like him like that,” Owen replied. 
 
    Brianna didn’t look convinced. She was somewhere between a realist and a hopeless romantic. If she’d been witness to the inner workings of their relationship as we were, then she’d be on the realistic side. 
 
    It did make me contemplative as to whether Rhia believed the lies she told. We both knew Dax was nothing more than a way to pass time, a security blanket to seem normal, to hide away all the dirty things about herself she wanted to keep secret. 
 
    If only she knew there was nothing wrong with being a little monstrous. Every single one of us had a darkness within ourselves. Most feared it, some fought it with light, others ignored it, and people like me? We fucking thrived off it. 
 
    If you’re wondering what made me this way, thinking I’m some poor juvenile delinquent with a shitty backstory or that I’ve suffered a terrible tragedy, you’d be wrong. 
 
    I had two very capable parents who told me they loved me way too fucking much, cheered for my accomplishments and mourned my losses. I’d had a diamond encrusted spoon wedged up my ass since before I could comprehend what the fuck being wealthy was. More importantly, I’d been blessed with like-minded friends. 
 
    My famiglia never suppressed the real me. In our society, I was fucking perfect. I was taught to blend in and behave like any normal kid in my shoes would, and I did that well. Mostly. My best friends and I had been brought up together, all eventually expected to join rank in the adult world and continue building an empire of money, sex, and power. What people died, killed, lied, and stole for every single day. The three things that made the world go around. 
 
    We were a sick, savage youth. The offspring of modernized and clandestine ‘crime’ families. Paragon assets, so to speak. 
 
    But for all the modernizations following the newer generations, some things remained the same—marriage and family values among them. Most of our parents, grandparents, and so on had everything aligned by the time they were my age. Twenty at the oldest. For me that was just two years away.  
 
    I knew my parents were on board with my decision, ecstatic even now that they knew who I’d been watching. And they had every reason to be. There was sordid history between my family and Rhia’s. History my gorgeous girl knew nothing about. 
 
    I’d have to wreck her world to bring her into mine. Fortunately, I was a selfish fuck who was ready to do just that. 
 
    She’d love me anyway, and always. But that would come much later. Right now, I had something else to focus on. I was more interested in the acquisition, the game of predator and prey both of us craved to play. 
 
    We were a New Age Romeo and Juliet, but for one of us our curtain call would come with a much more satisfying ending, and a sinister twist. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER EIGHT 
 
    Rhiannon 
 
    One week ago, Judas put his number in my phone.  
 
    I had yet to use it. 
 
    Eight days ago, my ex-boyfriend sent me a one-worded text in a reply to my hundreds. 
 
    I’d cursed him to the moon and back at this point. 
 
    Ten days ago, I attended a party and still wasn’t entirely sure what the hell had happened. But that was the catalyst for all this strangeness. And to think, my summer had been going so well just the week before that. On the plus side, it was almost over. 
 
    Taking Mom’s advice, I was trying to move past all the happenings and focus on the upcoming year. My mother, on the other hand, wasn’t following what she preached… 
 
    “I don’t get it.” She shook her head, sprinkling some pepper onto her greens. 
 
    “You loved him. He was your—” She cut herself off and shot Dad a look. 
 
    Thank god. I was seconds away from ripping my ears off. I took back the thing about her having a sixth sense. She was insane. I loved Dax like a brother, and despite what she obviously believed, he was not my first.  
 
    A guy in a wolf mask was. In a shed behind a brownstone that had since been foreclosed. I often went back with the crazy notion he’d be there somehow, waiting for me. I could say none of this out loud; both were varying degrees of disturbing. 
 
    One sounded gross and incestuous when I thought of all the non-brotherly and sisterly things Dax and I had done. 
 
    The other wasn’t exactly romantic or the special virginal deflowering I’m sure they thought I’d had. A stranger screwed my brains out while I laid on top of mulch bags. 
 
    Come to think of it, my wolf had a few similarities to a certain someone, from what I could remember. Not to mention all the hints he’d dropped about us somehow knowing one another… 
 
    “There are different kinds of love, Evie.” Dad’s voice forced me back to the present and out of my short-lived reverie. 
 
    “See, he gets it.” I gestured towards him, returning his smile after he winked. I wanted to give the man a medal and standing ovation. 
 
    “I get it too!” Mom defended, causing us both to laugh. 
 
    “This is nice,” Dad said after a minute, his fork waving around between the three of us. “Dinner in our new house, together.” 
 
    I nodded in agreement, reaching for my drink. 
 
    “Yeah, all these new starts and exciting changes.” 
 
    Sucking down some root beer, I sent shifty eyes between the two of the them. Mom had a cheesy smile on her face, which gave away the secret Dad was so successfully hiding. 
 
    I looked at him and grinned. “You know she told me all the things just now?” 
 
    He laughed and nodded, running a hand through his graying hair. “She has a tendency to do that.” 
 
    “She is right here,” Mom intoned, “and I’ve kept this secret for two weeks. Do you understand how hard that was when my baby girl’s been so down?” 
 
    I scratched my temple and took sudden interest in the rest of my meatloaf. I hadn’t been down. She had. I was starting to think she loved Dax way more than I ever could. 
 
    “We’ve got a surprise for you.” Dad stood and left the dining room, returning a minute later with a colorful pamphlet. 
 
    Mom sat taller, practically vibrating with excitement. 
 
    “Here.” Dad placed the brochure in front of me. 
 
    I stared down at the image of two girls and a guy wearing uniforms, smiling at one another in front of a large brick building. Pesadilla Prep was written on the top of the pamphlet in large white letters. 
 
    I knew this school. 
 
    Audrey went here. 
 
    So did Judas, Dax, and more than half of the rich-kid population in Crudele. 
 
    “Um?” I looked between them, confused. 
 
    “You got in!” Mom cried. 
 
    “I wasn’t aware I’d applied…wait. How?” 
 
    There was no way this was possible. I’d seen copies of their placement tests online. I would never embarrass myself so severely by attempting to take one. Not to mention the cost of attending somewhere like this. 
 
    “Friends at work,” Dad chimed in. 
 
    “You’re a roofer through a union.” That was my way of saying ‘bullshit.’ No one was spotting a friend that kind of cash so their kid could go to school with the upper class. 
 
    “And roofers sometimes have connections,” he insisted. 
 
    “Because that’s not suspicious,” I deadpanned. 
 
    “We thought you’d be excited,” Mom cut in. 
 
    A few weeks ago, I would have been. Now? Hell no! This was my senior year. I liked my school and the ‘friends’ that went there. The only people I knew at Pesadilla were Audrey and Dax. He didn’t count anymore, so really, I only knew Audrey. I wasn’t bothered by being the new kid. I was likeable enough, but I didn’t have any desire to run into Judas again. 
 
    “You start when school does,” Dad continued, oblivious to my internal struggles. 
 
    “Do I have to? Go here, I mean. I’m not trying to come off as ungrateful, but there’s nothing wrong with my old school.” 
 
    “Of course, there isn’t Rhia. We just want the very best for you. I know it’s last-minute, but this would open so many doors college-wise. Maybe even Ivy League.” 
 
    I laughed—hard. 
 
    “We all know I am not getting into an Ivy League school. I can barely do geometry and physics.” 
 
    Dad chuckled, cutting it short when Mom shot him a death glare. At least we were on the same page on that front. He cleared his throat and came in with the serious parent approach. 
 
    “It’s only for the year, sweetheart. I don’t—we don’t expect you to get into Harvard or Yale.” 
 
    “He’s right,” Mom agreed. “Besides, you told me you met Judas Barron, so you must have some friends already.” 
 
    I peered at Mom through lowered lashes. Way too much excitement hung in that statement. 
 
    “Like Audrey?” 
 
    “See.” She nodded. 
 
    That one tiny movement sealed my fate. They’d had their minds made up before I ever set foot in the room. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER NINE 
 
    Rhiannon 
 
    This uniform was a nightmare waiting to happen: a white bow-knot blouse, the bow being black, and a black strap skirt with white trim. The problem with wearing something that was one solid piece was the inability to pull it lower when my giant ass cheeks wanted to make an appearance. 
 
    The other option had been a plain white jacket over a white blouse and a skirt of the same style. Wearing that would be an utter disaster. It would be a beacon for attention the second it got dirty. 
 
    I’d gone for option one, the wisest choice. My long locks were tamed into a half-up, half-down style, doing the whole two bun thing, on either side of my head. A light layer of make-up was on, as was lotion, so the dreaded ashy knee couldn’t sneak up on me. 
 
    All in all, I didn’t look too bad. The get-up was cute, even. A horn honked, and then Dad’s voice was calling up the stairs to let me know Audrey was out front. Because I didn’t have a parking permit yet, I was riding with her. 
 
    I grabbed my leather satchel affixed with another giant bow and headed down. Mom and Dad were waiting at the bottom of the steps. He’d purposely decided to go in late today so he could be here, like I hadn’t had a first day of school for the past twelve years. It secretly warmed my heart. 
 
    “Oh, stop right there!” Mom commanded, holding her cell up for a photo. 
 
    I withheld a sigh and flashed her a bright smile, hearing the camera flutter repetitiously. Did she really need twenty photos of me in the same pose? If you asked her, the answer would be yes. 
 
    “You’re so beautiful Rhiannon. Isn’t she beautiful, Marcus?” 
 
    “Yes, she looks just like her mother.” 
 
    Mom shot him a look I couldn’t decipher. Maybe she thought he was full of shit, but he wasn’t lying. I mean, it was glaringly obvious she and I were as different as night and day. 
 
    If we were princesses, she’d be Tinkerbelle and I’d be Jasmine, but Mom was still drop-dead gorgeous. I assumed that’s what he meant. 
 
    “Yeah, the girls certainly don’t look like you these days,” she muttered, snapping one last picture even though my smile had faded. 
 
    “What does that mean?” I walked the rest of the way down the steps. 
 
    “She meant people don’t make babies as beautiful as you,” Dad replied. 
 
    My entire face screwed up. “That gave me so many unneeded visuals!” 
 
    They laughed me off. 
 
    I gave them both a quick hug and then finally slipped out the door, inhaling a deep breath of fresh air as soon as they were shut away behind me. 
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    Audrey went through a security check point, showing an ID card and explaining my situation before we were waved through. 
 
    Various other students drove in behind us, most of their cars costing more than my parents made in a year. A few were on the level of my Soul, which really didn’t make me feel better or worse. I wasn’t a chick who swooned over shiny new things. 
 
    The main building looked as it did on the school’s pamphlet, minus a couple thousand square feet. I lifted the Campus Map Key my mother had given me and skimmed over it again. There were four brown buildings. All of them were ridiculously large and far apart, housing different things. 
 
    Wide, smooth stretches of sparkling concrete ran between them, fluffy grass on either side. 
 
    “This is insane,” I repeated for the third time since I’d gotten in the car. I was sure the whole damn town could have fit back here. 
 
    “Oh, hush. You’ll be used to it in no time. And I’m so fucking glad you’re here!” Audrey squealed, doing a little jig in her seat. She, of course, had gone for the white jacket look. 
 
    “I’m supposed to go to the Malvagio building for the attendance office.” 
 
    She nodded, slowing so a group of girls could cross in front of the car. “I’ll drop you at the pathway so I can go claim a spot. These people are savages when it comes to parking in the front.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    “You just go through the doors, around the lion thingy, and it’s on the left. You can’t miss it.” 
 
    “Okay,” I repeated, unbuckling my seatbelt. 
 
    “I can come with if you want. Hold your hand and whatnot.” 
 
    “Shut up and go park.” I laughed and climbed out, waving her off. 
 
    She pulled away from the curb, leaving me to fend for myself. With a quiet breath, I turned to face the building’s entrance. Students milled about, but no one stopped to stare or gawk at the new girl. At a school like this, I imagined none of them cared all that much. 
 
    I looped my satchel over my shoulder and began the trek inside. The statue Audrey had been referring to was dead center in the middle of the auditorium. It was a mix between an actual lion and a seahorse. The lion portion was at the top with its claws raised. It was…interesting, I guess. In a hideously fascinating sort of way. 
 
    The banner behind it read, ‘Home of The Sea Lions.’ In smaller print: ‘Academic Excellence funded by the Barron Foundation. 
 
    I expelled a breath and shook my head. Of course, Judas’ family was involved with one of the most prestigious schools around. 
 
    Circling around the monstrosity, flats gliding over the dark marble floor, I took in my new surroundings. The second level of the building over-looked the first. Above that was a dome shaped glass ceiling. I spotted the metal sign reflecting the word Attendance Office, but before I could approach it, the guy standing on the other side of the statue caught my attention. 
 
    He looked so different in a preppy ass uniform, but not in a bad way. He looked like the personification of sin and heartbreak. 
 
    “And the sweet little lamb was ravaged by the wolf.” His husky voice snaked across the short distance between us. 
 
    I stupidly glanced around to see if he was talking to someone other than me. When I looked back at him, his pretty eyes met mine and a smirk had one side of his perfect mouth tilting up. 
 
    His reference had me thinking about the night behind the brownstone. It’d been natural for the wolf to seek me out since I had gone as Little Red. Letting the wolf taste and claim me was another story. 
 
    My heartrate spiked, and the longer I stared at him, the surer I became. All those subtle hints he dropped didn’t seem so subtle anymore. His voice alone nearly cemented the fact, something I’d never forgotten. 
 
    But how could I have slept with Judas Barron and not known it? No one had said anything, either. Where had Audrey been that night? I couldn’t remember. 
 
    “Are you the lamb then?” I retorted, stepping forward with the intention of heading into the office. 
 
    “We both know I’ve always been the wolf.” He took his time dragging his eyes up and down my body. 
 
    Was that confirmation? 
 
    Ugh. I needed to stop. 
 
    What did that matter anyway? People hooked up all the time. Maybe some other girl would’ve had a meltdown and lost her shit, made a total fool of herself over him. 
 
    Me? I knew who the hell I was. Self-sabotaging my dignity for a boy, even if he made the deepest, darkest part of my soul preen with interest, would never happen. Hell would freeze over before it was a possibility. 
 
    “That’s unfortunate then. I’m pretty sure he gets his in the end.” I flashed a smile and continued on my way. 
 
    I was slipping into the office before he could reply, shutting the glass door behind me. 
 
    “Good morning,” I greeted the older woman behind the administrative counter. She was adorable with her seashell earrings and matching floral blouse. 
 
    “Good morning! What can I do for you?” 
 
    “I need to collect a senior student ID and a schedule. I’m—” 
 
    “Miss Clermont?” she cut me off. 
 
    “Er…yeah, that would be me. I take it you guys don’t get a lot of new kids, huh?” 
 
    “Not for senior year, but I’m sure you’ll fit right in. You look like a good girl.” She smiled kindly. 
 
    “Thanks.” I returned her smile with one of my own. If only she knew the half of it. 
 
    “Hm, well look at that.” She lifted a neon sticky note and showed it to me. “Judas Barron will be your chaperone for the day.” 
 
    Oh, god no. 
 
    Her eyes snapped to mine, and I realized I’d said that out loud. The door opened again from behind me, and I decided right then to make a clean getaway. 
 
    “I mean, I don’t want to put him out. I know how busy he must be, being an honors student and what not. My best friend goes here too. She can show me around.” I was talking out of my ass. I had no clue if Judas was on the honors or not, but with his family’s money backing the school, I couldn’t imagine him not being at the top of the top. 
 
    “You could never put me out, principessa.” 
 
    He didn’t just call me that in front of this woman. 
 
    “Oh, well, there you go then.” She beamed from him to me. 
 
    “Let’s go, Rhiannon.” 
 
    I was partially surprised to hear him use my actual name for once. “What about my ID card?” 
 
    “I’ve already got it.” 
 
    That explained why he’d been standing out in the auditorium. Damn. I really did have to go with him. I blew out a breath and turned towards the guy who was quickly becoming the bane of my existence, following him out reluctantly. 
 
    “I have to wait for Audrey.” 
 
    “She’s handled,” he replied in a bored tone, barely sparing me a second glance. 
 
    I glared at his back. “What does that mean?” 
 
    “It means start walking, or I’ll drag your ass up the hallway.” 
 
    The hell he would. From my peripheral, I saw the kind older woman watching us from the office. If not for her, he would have been cussed out. I wasn’t trying to have my parents called on my first day of the school year. 
 
    I was pretty sure I wasn’t a scholarship kid, which meant they’d done some miraculous hustling to get me in. 
 
    I’d have to grill them later. Honestly, I felt a little bad. Some kid deserved this spot, had worked hard for it. I hadn’t. I didn’t even want to be here. I gritted my teeth and followed my ‘chaperone,’ catching up to him in a few easy strides. 
 
    “Why did you volunteer to show me around?” 
 
    “Because.” He kept going, not even looking back when he reached for my wrist and pulled me alongside him. When a few students needed to pass, practically gawking at us along the way, he moved me even closer. 
 
    I told myself to ignore the proximity between us and how good he smelled, which was easier said than done. His hair was still damp from being washed, his dark blue hues more prominent. 
 
    The uniform jacket he had on was black, as were the pants and his tie. He didn’t have the body of an average teen. He was tall, maybe six foot two, and he was all muscle. Not in an obnoxious way, though. If he really was my wolf from the brownstone, I knew exactly what was beneath his clothing. He had a body that could turn a devout church-girl into a sinner. 
 
    “I see you eye-fucking the body I work my ass off to keep in shape. If you want a better view, all you need to do is ask. I’ve got a nice sized back seat.” 
 
    I sucked my teeth and rolled my eyes. I wasn’t surprised by that response. At all. 
 
    “You’ve got such an unoriginal imagination Jude, and you sound a little too easy for my liking. If anyone can have it, I definitely don’t want it.” 
 
    Without warning he turned, nearly knocking into me. 
 
    His hands gripped my shoulders and the hall spun as I was whirled into a glass display case. He let me go only to cage me in with an arm on one side and a hand near my hip. 
 
    “That’s the thing, principessa. You already had it. You spread your legs and let a monster defile you.” His voice was low enough that not too many people passing by would hear what he was saying; that didn’t stop me from going completely still. And he wasn’t done yet. “You laid there and told me things you’ve never told anyone, showed me all those filthy parts of yourself.” 
 
    I clutched my satchel so hard I cut off the circulation in my fingers. His lips were hovering mere inches from mine, eyes daring me to move. 
 
    It was one thing to assume Judas Barron was my big bad wolf—another entirely to have it confirmed. 
 
    And here of all places. 
 
    “You’re smudging the glass,” I stated so casually, I wanted to pat myself on the back. Internally, I was anything but calm. My heart was ready to flip out of my chest. 
 
    His eyes narrowed slightly, his bottom lip disappearing between his teeth for a second before a grin dipped in devilry spread across his face. “She’s watching.” 
 
    Before I could ask who, his body came closer, and lips were on mine. Soft, full, and demanding. His tongue swept across my lower lip, seeking entry I refused to give. I brought my bag up to shove him. His hand slipped beneath my skirt to grip my thigh. Hard. 
 
    A small squeak escaped, and his tongue made its way in, skimming over the roof of my mouth. The fingers wrapped around my thigh tightened, moving dangerously higher and closer to my apex. Someone might as well have thrown gasoline on me and then struck a match; my body was on fire. 
 
    He could’ve fucked me against the wall with no complaints on my end. An advisory label needed to be affixed to every inch of his body. Judas would be a parent’s worst nightmare. 
 
    “What the—?” Audrey’s shocked voice was drowned out by the chime of a loud bell. 
 
    Judas leaned back in time for me to see her surprised face, just before one of his cronies swooped in from behind her and started to drag her away. 
 
    “Get your hands off me Gavin!” was the last thing I heard before she was gone. My eyes flew from Judas’ to all the staring faces. I was positive some mousey-haired brunette even took a picture. 
 
    “What the fuck is wrong with you,” I hissed at him and shoved again. He moved this time, but only because he wanted to. 
 
    “Give me my schedule,” I demanded, fighting the urge to wipe my mouth. My lips tingled from the feel and taste of him. 
 
    “You can have it…later.” He flashed an arrogant grin and stepped away. “Your ID card too. You’ll need that if you want on the premises.” He turned and started walking. 
 
    Where the hell were the teachers? I could have screamed in frustration, but I didn’t. I had no idea what his end game was or what he wanted. So, I took a deep breath and reminded myself that I was Rhiannon Clermont. I would never give anyone the satisfaction of knowing they’d successfully gotten to me. 
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER TEN 
 
    Rhiannon 
 
    His lips. 
 
    On my lips. 
 
    Was this the world coming to an end? 
 
    That’s the only scenario I could conjure in which Judas and I would be touching. Except, he’d touched me before in many ways. Most disturbing was the way he touched my soul, stroked it with bloodied fingertips and made it ignite. 
 
    People might be fooled into thinking he was just another rich kid in a sea of many, but he didn’t fool me. I recalled what we did that night vividly, everything that led up to us fucking like savages. This boy had the devil in him, and I kinda liked that. 
 
    Yeah, I know. What the hell was wrong with me, right? 
 
    Therapy anyone? 
 
    “So, that’s why you offered to show me around? To antagonize my best friend?” I asked. 
 
    I couldn’t take the silence anymore, or the thoughts circulating in my head. 
 
    “No,” he replied bluntly, walking past another row of black lockers. “You remember that saying—keep your friends close?” 
 
    “And your enemies closer?” I finished. 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “We’re enemies? Wow. Didn’t know I affected you that much,” I quipped. Judas clearly had more issues than I had counted on. Maybe he’d join me in therapy; lord knows we’d both come out as certified. 
 
    “We’re not enemies and we’re not friends. We’re something that holds more meaning and can’t be labeled.” 
 
    Um. What? “That doesn’t make sense. What does that even mean?” 
 
    “It’s not supposed to make sense. It’s meant to be twisted, dirty, and chaotic. Like us.” 
 
    Tension filled my pinched expression. He sounded like the Riddler. And I had never been good at solving puzzles. 
 
    “There is no us,” I rebuffed when I failed to come up with anything else. 
 
    He turned into a staircase and began ascending, leaving me to follow. 
 
    “Keep telling yourself that.” 
 
    “You know there’s this insane thing called consent? Maybe you should Google it.” 
 
    He laughed softly. “You remember that monster I was talking about?” 
 
    “Hard to forget it.” 
 
    “Let’s just say he’s ready to reclaim what’s his.” 
 
    “Reclaim?” I frowned. “How do you reclaim something that was never yours to begin with?” 
 
    Judas slowed and turned around. “This is you.” He nodded to a black, medieval style door. 
 
    British Literature. Yay me. 
 
    “How did you know what my first class was without looking at my schedule?” 
 
    “I knew your schedule before you knew you were coming here.” 
 
    My composure slipped and I gaped at him. How would he know that unless he was in on my transfer? And why was he so casual about invading what should have been personal? 
 
    “You’ve got a real problem with violating people’s privacy, you know that?” 
 
    He looked right at me, his face a perfect mask of stoicism. “When it comes to you, there are no boundaries.” 
 
    Oh, this fucking guy. 
 
    “I think I’ll be the decider of that, since I’m a big girl and all, capable of making her own decisions.” 
 
    “I disagree. You’ve made enough bad choices as it is. Seems to me I stepped in and took that ability from you just in time.” 
 
    I choked on a laugh. This could not be real life. “I don’t know what movies or books you’ve been reading, but being a self-entitled asshole isn’t going to get you anywhere with me. And to reiterate what you said, we aren’t, nor will we ever be friends. So, you know what? Kindly fuck off.” 
 
    He looked at me for what felt like an extremely long minute, with no immediate change in facial expression. A sinister smile gradually spread across his face, causing chills to race down my spine in parallels. 
 
    He reached out and cupped my chin. “I think I like you as much as I hate you. I’m somewhere between wanting to tear you apart and consume every inch of you.” 
 
    “You—” 
 
    “Be a good girl and go to class now. While you’re in there, think about how good it’s going to feel when I fuck you with my hands wrapped around your throat.” 
 
    He let me go and turned to the door, knocking on it twice. He walked off just as it opened. 
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    British Literature was exactly as I expected it to be. 
 
    Boring as hell. 
 
    Unlike at my old school, Pesadilla Prep didn’t believe in going easy on the students the first day. 
 
    Miss Richards came off like a real hard ass too. Class wouldn’t have been so bad if people would’ve stopped staring at me. The Brenda Songs replica was also in here. She’d tried to get my attention when I first came in, and I pretended not to see her. 
 
    I know, how petty. 
 
    This was Judas’ fault. 
 
    But whatever, the extra attention didn’t bother me. I could handle it. 
 
    What did bother me was the fact that Judas had just openly stated that he hated me. I didn’t like him in any capacity beyond a sick type of infatuation and intense physical attraction. After what went down between us, that seemed natural. Or perhaps disturbingly unnatural. For him to hate me…that was a little extreme. Especially after what we’d done. 
 
    Then there was that kiss from just a bit ago. It wasn’t a big deal really. I was more pissed he’d taken liberties with me that I hadn’t granted. Not that my body cared.  
 
    And that promise he’d just left me with… 
 
    I could picture it, exactly how he’d do it. How he’d done it the first time. With an internal groan, I mentally flopped my head onto my desk. It was too early in the day to be worried about this bullshit. 
 
    I did my best to pay attention, but it was pointless. Judas had temporarily evicted all thoughts to do with anything but him from my head and taken up sole residence. 
 
    I didn’t understand why he was doing this now and why he’d never reached out to me before. Our only real interaction was hooking up a year ago. We hadn’t spoken a word to one another since, up until that damn party. What had Dax called it? A lure? 
 
    When the bell chimed to signal that we could go, people scattered like honorable roaches, eager to leave but too afraid of Miss Hardass to make it obvious. I slipped my half-assed notes into my satchel, slow to stand, realizing Judas had my freaking schedule. He was the worst chaperone ever; he hadn’t even shown me around. 
 
    Screw it. I’d figure it out. 
 
    Exiting the class, I paused in the doorway when I spotted the devil himself waiting for me across the hall. 
 
    While some people milled about, rushing off to their next class, the majority surrounded him like a desperate fan club. 
 
    A pretty redhead was speaking to him and seemed to be the only person around that could hold his attention. And he was looking at her…kindly? 
 
    Huh. Maybe hell had frozen over. 
 
    Brenda 2 said my name, but I ignored her. Never one to waste an opportunity, I darted past the small gathering and began walking back in the direction we’d come from. Thinking of Dax had me subconsciously looking for him in the throes of students passing me by. 
 
    As big as this damn school was, it wasn’t likely I’d find him, but I looked anyway. I wasn’t entirely sure why. Maybe it was the tiny part of me that felt like I owed him something combined with the guilt I felt for having been with his cousin. 
 
    Not that I knew then what I knew now, still I wasn’t a homie-hopper. 
 
    I would never knowingly go from one friend or family member to another. I was a slut that would’ve gone back to the first one. There had to be an unwritten girl code against this stuff somewhere. Thou shall not have sexual relations with boyfriends’ kin or friends. 
 
    “Hey, Riri! Wait up!” 
 
    I glanced over my shoulder to see Brenda making a beeline for me. I cast my eyes to the ceiling and prayed to fucking god to get me out of this. I wasn’t too sure he appreciated being sworn at, though. Guess that left me on my own. Impatiently, I waited for this adorably short chick to reach me. 
 
    “Girl, you do not have to ignore me. I just wanna say hi,” she huffed. “I’m Brianna, or Bri.” 
 
    “Rhiannon. Always Rhiannon,” I enunciated slowly. 
 
    She grinned, showing an impeccable grill that I was instantly envious of. My dental work wasn’t bad, but I had the tiniest gap between my front two teeth. 
 
    “Okay, always Rhiannon. I’m also a Rook.” 
 
    I raised a brow. “Am I supposed to be impressed by that?” 
 
    “I wanted to get that out of the way early. But to answer your question, nope. I’m glad you’re not. Not to sound like an ungrateful bitch, but it’s annoying being fawned over because of my last name.” 
 
    What was I supposed to do with this information? I glanced down the halls, purposely avoiding all the curious gazes. 
 
    “I’m only telling you this because you’re with us now. I wanted to introduce myself personally,” she explained. 
 
    “I’m so tired of hearing that. I’m not with anyone,” I refuted, speed walking away. 
 
    “If that lie makes you sleep easier,” she called after me with a laugh. 
 
    I was halfway back down the stairs when a hand clamped around my upper arm—not hard enough to bruise, but hard enough to make sure I stopped moving. I smelled his cologne before I turned my head to glare at him. 
 
    “Get off,” I stated as calmly and firmly as I could. 
 
    “You don’t know where you’re going. It’s not safe to wander the halls or property like that. Let me show you around.” 
 
    “Wandering them with you somehow changes that?” I scoffed. “Just give me what I need, and I’ll go.” 
 
    His eyes dropped to my lips. “I can give you more than you need, principessa. But you won’t be going anywhere. You’ll be coming blindingly hard all over my cock, fingers, and tongue.” 
 
    A soft gasp slipped from my mouth and resounded between us. 
 
    “You need to stop.” 
 
    “I’d rather keep going.” 
 
    I shook my head. “You’re a horny bastard, aren’t you?” 
 
    “No. I’m just a guy ready to rip apart the girl in front of him and fill every fuckable hole she has as she bleeds.” 
 
    My upper lip curled even as the space between my legs pulsed and my chest tightened. “You’re sick.” 
 
    He let go of my arm and moved further down the stairs so that he was on the one beneath mine. His hand came up and cupped the side of my face. “If I’m sick, so are you.” 
 
    “Leave me alone.” I jerked away from him, my tone defensive. 
 
    “Can’t do that.” He moved with me. 
 
    “Judas,” I said his name sweetly. “If you don’t stop, you might find yourself without those balls you seem so fond of.” 
 
    He laughed lowly, and the sound sent chills rolling over my spine. 
 
    “You’re a habitual line stepper. You really wanna take me on that way?” 
 
    “Take you on?” I didn’t want to do anything but get him to leave me alone. 
 
    “What do you want?” I practically yelled, catching the attention of everyone around us. He remained unruffled, amusement rising in his eyes. 
 
    Great. Now I looked like a raving psycho. I was surprised some bimbo didn’t step up to defend him. I could feel daggers aimed at me from a few already. 
 
    “Right this moment? I want you to lower your voice and pretend we’re at an elite prep school. Later?” He gave me a slow perusal. “You’ll find out soon enough.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER ELEVEN 
 
    Rhiannon 
 
    Caution. 
 
    It’s not something I’ve ever had to use around anyone. No one’s ever given me reason to. Judas, on the other hand…he had my defenses heightened. 
 
    Fear. Anger. Desire. 
 
    Following him around campus may not have been the best idea, but I didn’t know what else to do other than run to the front office and cry wolf. No pun intended. 
 
    We’d left the first building behind about six minutes ago. Outside, the sun was warm, shining down on the green grass, making it sparkle a bit. 
 
    “That building over there has gym A, the pool, the guidance counselor, and a small tech workshop.” He pointed off to the right. 
 
    I nodded, adding that to my mental map. 
 
    “Hey, what did you mean when you said, ‘pretend we’re at a prep school.’ Because, aren’t we actually at a prep school?” 
 
    He thumbed his chin, nudging me so I would take a path going left instead of right. “You don’t belong here.” 
 
    I didn’t object. That was true. When I remained silent, he kept going. 
 
    “This school is full of spoiled rich kids with fake ass friends, chicks with major daddy issues, and guys who think too much with their dicks.” 
 
    “Excluding Audrey,” I cut in quickly. 
 
    “Audrey has a shitload of daddy issues.” 
 
    She did, but he wouldn’t be getting that confirmed from me. 
 
    “So, we’re pretending?” I fished. 
 
    “Something like that, but you’re much more committed to the act.” 
 
    “No idea what you’re talking about.” 
 
    “Cuz I haven’t told you yet.” 
 
    I side-eyed him. “Told me what?” 
 
    “Anything. The truth.” 
 
    I didn’t pry any further after that, didn’t even ask him about Dax. I let him show me around, and surprisingly, he didn’t talk too much shit in the process or bring up a certain night again. 
 
    My classes consisted of British Literature, AP Chemistry—still couldn’t understand how that had happened—Theology, Lunch—the most important one—and Pre-Calculus. Thank god I’d knocked out World Language at my old school. 
 
    We were approaching the main building again, where my locker supposedly was. He’d been quiet for the past couple minutes, his eyes trained on some distant thought. Quiet Judas was nice. And with the sun hitting all his angles, I had peeked at him more times than what was socially acceptable. 
 
    I wished he wasn’t wearing a jacket. I wanted to study his tats. 
 
    If I were being honest, I wished he wasn’t wearing anything at all. Up until his lips twitched as if he were fighting back a smile. 
 
    “Can’t help it, huh?” 
 
    I wasn’t even about to pretend I wasn’t looking at him. “You know you look good, Jude. You’re probably the best-looking guy around until you open that mouth of yours.” 
 
    “I can remember a specific time when you couldn’t get enough of the things coming from my mouth, or what I was doing with it.” 
 
    Heat bloomed in my cheeks. I was not a prude, but to hear him speak about it so casually…I hadn’t thought of my V card as a holy grail, but he was still my first. In more ways than one. 
 
    “Are you going to keep reliving that one experience?” 
 
    “No, I’m going to surpass it.” 
 
    I rubbed the back of my neck, debating whether that assured statement needed a response. 
 
    It didn’t. 
 
    He could say whatever he wanted. A soft whir interrupted the elongated silence that had reformed between us, and I watched yet another guard zoom by on a golf-cart like buggy. 
 
    “I get that this place is huge, but why did you say it wasn’t safe? There are security guards circling around on those cart things every fifteen minutes. Or was that just to get me outside?” 
 
    He stopped walking and turned so that his body was facing mine. “You think they could protect you from me?” 
 
    “Not this again,” I muttered. “Your empty threats don’t work on me.” 
 
    In the blink of an eye he had his hand on my neck, thumb stroking the base of my throat. 
 
    He didn’t squeeze, but the threat was there. “These aren’t threats, principessa. They’re promises. I intend to make good on every single one of them.” 
 
    I stared up at him, feeling a very different emotion to fear. My pulse was going haywire, my internal temperature rising. 
 
    “Making me bleed? That’s a promise?” 
 
    “You act like that isn’t something you’d want.” With that, he stepped away and continued our path, not bothering to look back. Discomfort wrapped around my confidence. He knew more than I ever wanted someone to, and I wasn’t sure what to do about that. 
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    After Judas showed me my locker, he ditched me at the library and went about his merry way without an explanation. 
 
    Not that he owed one. At least he was ‘kind’ enough to give me my things. 
 
    This space was just as big as everywhere else on this damn campus with two floors of books half these kids wouldn’t read. It was nothing like Hermias High, my old school. 
 
    Thinking about it made me feel a bit lonely for some reason. There I had a few friends in all my classes, and the teachers knew me. Sure, Audrey was here, but she was in all AP’s so I knew we wouldn’t have any together.  
 
    Besides, I loved her, but I couldn’t cling onto her like a fungus to get me through the day. Even if I had zero other friends. After the spectacle Judas and I made, I wasn’t sure how successful I would be in that department. I knew how girls were. Especially this type. I had too many strikes against me before I could even get to know anyone. 
 
    I was some new chick infringing on their delusional territory of a guy who more than likely didn’t want them. Because he’d paid me, the new girl, extra attention I’d be enemy number one. 
 
    Didn’t help that my body was poppin, and my face was cute. This wasn’t vanity speaking, it was the hard-earned self-confidence I was still becoming acquainted with. It’d taken me a long time to learn to love who I was in my own skin, I refused to let some bitter bitch that from me. 
 
    Thing is, I didn’t want Judas. His seductively cruel disposition drew me in like a moth to a raging inferno. The enigmatic allure behind him excited the wrong parts of me. That’s all it was. That didn’t matter much either, though. Let’s be real, most people in elite circles had a severe hierarchy complex. 
 
    Was I poor? No. 
 
    From the wrong side of the tracks? No. 
 
    Did that matter to these people? Hell no. 
 
    My parents drove a Hyundai and an Impala, both new but still unable to join the ranks of the badge whores or Mercedes. 
 
    The credit card in my wallet had a maximum limit, and I’d never in my life get away with some of the things they did. 
 
    I wasn’t bothered about any of this despite how it may have seemed. All I wanted was everyone to just be happy and shit, no matter what they drove or where they lived. All things that would likely happen in an alternate universe. 
 
    I sighed and took a seat at a table in the corner, pulling out my phone. 
 
    Monday, August 12th, 2019 
 
    Auds: WTF? 8:45 AM 
 
    Auds: WTF? 8:47 AM 
 
    Auds: Bitch!! WTF? 8:49 AM 
 
    Auds: What was THAT? 9:01 AM 
 
    I read Audrey’s multiple messages, all along the same lines, laughing to myself. 
 
    I sent her a quick reply and checked the time before opening my social apps. 
 
    One of the first things I saw was that Dax had posted a picture of a lake. A tire-swing was off to the right and a canoe on the left. 
 
    His dad’s lake. 
 
    He didn’t live in Crudele, but Dax had described the lake behind the house to me so many times I felt as if I’d actually been there before. The pic had gone up twenty minutes ago with the caption, ‘Freedom.’ 
 
    I read it twice. 
 
    So, Dax was gone? 
 
    What the hell? 
 
    That made no sense. He loved it here. Why would he suddenly want to go? There were way too many variables that all screamed Judas fucking Barron had something to do with this. 
 
    I grabbed my things and stood up, exiting the library before the librarian could look up and see that I was gone.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER TWELVE 
 
    Rhiannon 
 
    What was I thinking? 
 
    I would march across Pesadilla’s campus until I found Judas, and then what? It’s not like he would tell me anything. 
 
    As soon as clarity overcame my loss of common sense, I gave up my determined charge and wandered around for a few. No one stopped to acknowledge me or demand to know why I wasn’t in class. I thought that was rather odd. Surely, they didn’t let the students here muck about? 
 
    Finding a girls’ bathroom, I entered, immediately grateful and impressed with how clean it was. Seriously, they had mouthwash and dental strips. I swung into the first stall, hanging my satchel on the back of the door. 
 
    I didn’t care how damn clean a public bathroom was. My bag would never touch the floor. 
 
    I planted my round ass on the toilet, well and prepared to go until someone else came in. They took the stall next to mine and released a soft sigh. Silence descended upon the bathroom and just as I began to wonder if we were each waiting on the other to go first, there was a zip, followed by a small tearing sound. A crinkle, the gentle ping of the sanitary bin. Each an arduously long interval apart. 
 
    Why the hell were they moving so slow? My bladder was about to explode. I only needed to pee, but sometimes gas came out and I refused to have an audience for that. 
 
    “Stop trying to be cute. Slap that pad on and get out!” 
 
    There was a snort and then loud laughter. “Riri?” 
 
    I tried to withhold my own laugh and lost the battle, relieving myself in the process. When I stepped from the stall, Brianna was already at the sink, still laughing under her breath. 
 
    “You know we have to be cool now, right?” 
 
    “Is that so?” I questioned jokingly, moving to one of the open basins. 
 
    “Yeah, that’s going down as one of the best, So, how did you two become friends? stories. 
 
    I laughed as that played out in my head. 
 
    “Look Rhiannon, I promise I’m not a stuck-up bitch.” 
 
    I flicked my gaze towards her in the mirror’s reflection. “You’re being serious?” 
 
    A nod. 
 
    Since the sink was one of those sensor types, I stepped back and moved to the automatic paper towel thingy. 
 
    There was a hand blower, but I’d seen a documentary once and was still traumatized about the germs inside those things. I took the time drying my hands to contemplate this peculiar request. I knew this girl didn’t have a shortage of friends. 
 
    “Why do you want to be my friend so bad?” 
 
    “Do you have something against them? Friends, I mean.” She ambled up beside me to get her own paper towels. “I know it seems suspect, but all I’ve had is the guys this whole time. You’d be the first real friend I get to have. And keep. You also have a vagina instead of a penis, which is a much-needed bonus.” 
 
    Woah. So much to analyze with that. “And you can be friends with me because…? Does this have something to do with Judas?” 
 
    She shrugged. 
 
    “He’s part of it, but I can tell you’ve got a cool personality. You aren’t superficial. And you’re prettier than—” 
 
    “Hey! No ass kissing,” I laughed, cutting her off. I studied her, not seeing anything malicious or picking up ill intent. 
 
    She was just a girl who wanted a friend. I’d never deny a person that. We could all use someone. 
 
    “Fine, we’re cool. K?” 
 
    She beamed at me and I braced myself in case she tried to go in for a hug, relaxing when she didn’t. 
 
    “So, now what?” 
 
    A different kind of bell than the one from this morning chimed, interrupting us. She waited until it was finished and then grabbed my hand. 
 
    “Now, we go to lunch.” 
 
    “How do you know I have lunch this period?” 
 
    “Judas,” we said at the same time, entering the hall now bustling with activity. 
 
    “I don’t know what you did to that boy, but he’s so smitten. I will never let him live it down. It’s so damn cute.” 
 
    Cute? She called what he was ‘smitten?’ I frowned at the back of her dark head. I guess Bri would be joining Judas and me in therapy. 
 
    “I gave it up to him in a shed. Not sure that counts as anything mind-blowing.” 
 
    I kept the confession nonchalant, doubting she knew the truth of that night. She glanced over her shoulder, a grin on her face and sparkle in her dark brown eyes. 
 
    “You and I are going to get along just fine, Riri.” 
 
    Any and all comebacks dissipated the moment I saw Pesadilla’s food court. It was the only area Judas had failed to show me. I’d smelled the various foods a mile away. No joke, I was a bloodhound for some carbs. 
 
    “Oh, my god.” 
 
    “Amazing, right?” A familiar voice came from just behind me. 
 
    I looked back, silently rejoicing when I saw my soulmate standing there with a smug grin. I was happy as hell I got her for even a small part of the day. She’d never said a damn thing about how awesome her school’s cafeteria was. Could be because no one cared about food as much as I did. 
 
    “I can feel my ass getting fatter already,” I exclaimed loud enough that a few jocks heading for one of the tables laughed. 
 
    Brianna shook with silent laughter beside me. “You know what you want?” 
 
    Everything. “Whatever you’re getting. Take the choice away from me.” 
 
    “Good girl,” Audrey joked. 
 
    “Come on then.” Brianna nodded towards the left side of the room. 
 
    Audrey fell in step beside me as Bri led us to wherever she wanted food from. 
 
    This place looked like a mall food court, not a school. All the best spots were set up inside. We grabbed some subs and drinks, then I stupidly followed Brianna to a table. Reality clicked when I saw who was already seated there. 
 
    “I’ll catch up with you later, Brianna.” 
 
    “Don’t make a scene. You can either sit at the table or I’m planting that ass on my lap.” 
 
    Audrey looked at me with her brows raised. “You have so much explaining to do,” she mumbled. 
 
    “You too, Dollface.” Another deep voice joined Judas’. If it were possible to see steam coming out of someone’s ears, now would have been that moment. That was clearly directed at Audrey, who to my knowledge had never been called that by anyone else. 
 
    “Looks like you’ve got a lot of that to do yourself,” I quipped, going without argument. 
 
    I was starving and the food looked good. It was just a table. I took a chair diagonally from Judas. Audrey sat left of me, placing herself across from the guy with indigo eyes. 
 
    Bri took the seat on the right, making her diagonal to the last guy—the one that had called me kitten. I paid none of them any attention. 
 
    I unwrapped my sub and began to eat, making sure I stayed aware of where I was. The taste of grilled chicken and pepper jack cheese exploded in my mouth, and I almost moaned. 
 
    Seeing the guy with deep set blue eyes was watching me with a hint of a smile on his face, I wiped my mouth with a napkin and eyed him back questioningly. “What? Why are you looking at me like that?” 
 
    “Because you haven’t noticed them.” 
 
    I was confused until Audrey spoke up. 
 
    “Everyone’s staring at us.” 
 
    I leaned back and cast my gaze around the massive room. Sure enough, half the student body was looking our way. Didn’t they know how creepy that was? To watch someone eat? 
 
    “That’s ridiculous.” I shook my head and went back to my sandwich. 
 
    “You might as well get used to it.” 
 
    I lifted a shoulder in a shrug. “It’ll fade. I’m a novelty right now. As soon as I sit somewhere else, they’ll be back to staring at the four of you again.” 
 
    His blonde brows rose, a soft laugh spilling from his mouth. 
 
    “Why is that funny?” Audrey questioned. 
 
    “Because she thinks she’ll be sitting somewhere other than here. You two don’t have a choice anymore.” 
 
    Great. He sounded like Judas. “Do you guys sit in a huddle and plan out how you’re going to be misogynistic assholes, or does it come naturally?” 
 
    Another laugh came from the guy with the sky-blues. “That’s not fair, kitten. We ain’t prejudiced against chicks. I for one love them.” 
 
    “Do you?” Sarcasm dripped from my tone. 
 
    “Yeah. I have a medical condition, and it requires multiple women to alleviate the symptoms a few times a month.” 
 
    Despite how fuck-boyish that was, I laughed. 
 
    Brianna rolled her eyes. “Ignore all of them, you two. They’re actually part of a small male population that thinks with their brains more often than their cocks. Listening to him,” she nodded, “you wouldn’t think so.” 
 
    I grinned down at the him in question. “Which one are you?” 
 
    “Owen. I’m a Rook, like Bri.” 
 
    “I was adopted,” Brianna explained their obvious differences. 
 
    “And she’s the best little sister,” he cooed. 
 
    “Big sister,” she corrected with another eye-roll. 
 
    “I’m a Knight.” The guy kind-of across from me stated. 
 
    “In name only,” Audrey muttered. 
 
    He shot her a wicked smile. “I’ll remember you said that.” 
 
    Yeah, I’d certainly be grilling her too. 
 
    “How did all four of you end up in the same lunch period?” I asked, changing the subject. 
 
    “Aside from Bri’s English class, we’re only here for pre-college electives and can opt in to any class as long as we get em done.” 
 
    Holy shit. Smart fuckers. 
 
    “Why come at all then?” Audrey asked. 
 
    I could tell by her expression that this was news to her too. 
 
    “Something needed my undivided attention,” Judas replied, his eyes trained on me. 
 
    Wait. So, he was the reason I got in? Did he have that kind of sway over his family’s reach? Throat suddenly dry, I reached for my water. What would my parents have done to make a deal with the devil? 
 
    The conversation continued to flow around us, but he and I might as well have been at that table alone. We stared at one another, neither giving too much away in terms of what the other was thinking. 
 
    I found it ironic that his eyes were the color of the moon, but all they reflected was darkness. Being attracted to him felt wrong knowing he was Dax’s cousin, but I couldn’t stop myself from seeing what was right in front of me or forgetting what we did. I couldn’t tell my heart that it shouldn’t speed up every time he looked at me this way, all brooding and mysterious. 
 
    I could chant a mantra that Judas Barron was devasting for my health—a direct threat to my charade of morality—but when he smiled at me, I was reminded of all the malign promises he’d made. 
 
    I was unable to help wondering if he really meant it when he said he’d make good on them. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER THIRTEEN 
 
    Rhiannon 
 
    I survived. Barely. 
 
    Nothing had changed since Freshman year. Math was still my weakest subject. All those arrows, numbers, and A+B had me thoroughly regretting attending the last class. The teacher hadn’t even been expecting me until tomorrow. I’d subjugated myself to mental torture for no reason. 
 
    And if Kelly would have ‘accidentally’ kicked the back of my chair one more time, the heavy ass textbook we were given was about to ‘accidentally’ make an imprint on the side of her face. 
 
    I walked down the hall, eager to go home and get out of my uniform, soak in a bath, and mentally prepare to do this all over again in less than twenty-four hours. 
 
    Audrey was waiting for me near the weird mascot statue, her face buried in her phone. 
 
    “Hey,” I greeted. 
 
    “Hey, you ready?” 
 
    “God, yes,” I groaned. 
 
    She laughed, and we fell into step beside each other. 
 
    “Okay, so, do you want to tell me about your day first? Or about that kiss between you and Judas?” 
 
    I was hoping she’d forget about that, but who was I kidding? This was Audrey. I chewed my inner lip, unsure what to say. I’d avoided thinking about it for the remainder of the day, which took more strength than should have been necessary. 
 
    “Both were intense,” I finally replied. 
 
    “Don’t you dare hold back from me, Rhia. I know you’ve got more to say than that. What’s up with you two?” 
 
    “Do you remember the huge Halloween party we went to a year ago? I was Red and you were Goldilocks?” 
 
    She nodded as we crossed the crosswalk to get to student parking. 
 
    “Well, do you remember me wandering off to find the wolf?” 
 
    “I was kicking major ass in flip-cup. But yeah, the one that couldn’t stop looking at you?” she laughed, sobering up as soon as what I was referencing clicked. “No fucking way!” 
 
    The kid walking in front of us damn near shit his pants she’d yelled so loud. 
 
    “Audrey,” I hissed. 
 
    “Sorry,” she apologized without meaning it. “Rhia that’s…holy shit, really? So, you two are like—” 
 
    “Nothing. We. Are. Nothing.” 
 
    I hadn’t told her anything about that night other than that I’d been with someone and it was consensual. 
 
    She’d been about to lose her shit when she saw the bruises the next morning. I hoped I wasn’t making a mistake telling her now, but I had to give some reason as to why Judas was suddenly showing me any attention. 
 
    “You two are nothing, huh?” She stared down the row of cars to where hers was parked. 
 
    I groaned internally, seeing a shiny pearl Mercedes blocking hers from going anywhere, two more flashy cars idled behind it. One guess as to who would do something so blatantly arrogant. 
 
    “Want me to handle it?” she asked, deathly serious. 
 
    Get her entangled in Judas’ crosshairs more than she probably already was and risk her finding out the truth from him of all people? Hell no. 
 
    “Nope. I got it.” 
 
    “Be careful, okay? I’ve had a bad feeling ever since Dax went MIA. Did you see the last picture he posted, by the way?” 
 
    I nodded. “Something happened that made him leave.”  
 
    Judas happened, my inner voice snarked. 
 
    We came upon the Mercedes, a sleek coupe I was scared to breathe on, it was so clean. It was more diamond-white than pearl, the immaculate paint shimmering in the sun. One of the tinted windows went down and Judas’ voice carried from inside. 
 
    “Get in.” 
 
    “Since you’re clearly stalking me, you know I rode with Audrey.” 
 
    “You know I don’t give a shit.” 
 
    I sighed. “Your decorum is terrible.” 
 
    “Get in,” he repeated, the command in his voice leaving no room for argument. 
 
    Audrey opened her mouth, but I intercepted what was sure to be a nasty remark. 
 
    “I’ll text you when I get home,” I told her. 
 
    I could tell she wanted to say more, but I was already pulling the passenger door open and climbing into Judas’ car. 
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    Considering the circumstances and all that had occurred between us, trapping myself in an enclosed space with him was not my brightest moment. I had my satchel on the floor, hands folded loosely in my lap. 
 
    The air was on, blowing the scent of his cologne and a new car smell around. 
 
    At first, I forced myself to stare out the window, doing my best not to look at the enigmatic boy beside me. But…how could I not ogle such fucked up perfection? 
 
    He’d ditched the jacket and tie, and his sleeves were rolled back, revealing the tattoos on both his arms. 
 
    The one closest to me had a tribal like pattern turned into what I was guessing was a wing of some sort. 
 
    “You smell like honey.” 
 
    I blinked, startled at the sound of his voice. “…Thank you? I think.” 
 
    “It was a compliment,” he confirmed. 
 
    I expelled a breath and glanced out the window at a Mom and Pop’s diner known for their amazing burgers. If I’d ridden with Audrey, we could have stopped. Instead, I’d gotten in the luxury vehicle of a guy who although beautiful and intelligent, was equally as dangerous and cold. 
 
    “Why did you want me to ride with you? What do you want from me, Judas?” 
 
    “I have a reason to keep you close, don’t you think?” 
 
    “Almost two years later? No. Why? You know I haven’t and will never talk. I’d be screwing myself.” 
 
    “And me.” 
 
    “Bullshit. You’re the one with the bank account big enough to fix it and family powerful enough to make it go away.” 
 
    “True, but I’m not risking you.” 
 
    “I don’t see how that would be your problem.” 
 
    “You think I’d let you go down if it ever came out?” 
 
    “Wouldn’t you? You said you hated me.” 
 
    He lifted a hand and rubbed the side of his face where the tiniest hint of stubble was evident. “I also told you I wanted you. And now I have you. Rest assured you’re safe.” 
 
    “Safe? With you?” I shifted on the leather seat. “And I have a boyfriend by the way.” This was a lie; Dax and I were beyond done. I no longer cared to speak to him and confirm this. Where he was concerned, all I wished was that he was safe. 
 
    “You’re right, his name is Judas Barron.” 
 
    I pressed my lips into a flat line and crossed my arms, repeating, “You said you hated me.” 
 
    “You said I was a self-entitled asshole. I am. Both an asshole and self-entitled. You wanna find out what I am when someone continually fucks with my patience?” 
 
    My hands tightened into fists, anger beginning to simmer in my veins. “Do you want to find out what I am when I feel threatened?” 
 
    “Would you really show me?” 
 
    His question threw me into a brief state of confusion. I expelled a frustrated breath when I realized I’d reacted exactly as he wanted me to. 
 
    “You found me in the middle of the woods. It couldn’t have been more perfect. Little Red and the big bad wolf.” 
 
    I shifted again and looked out the window. “You don’t need to rehash. I remember.” 
 
    He began driving down the road that led to my house, pulling over a few yards away. 
 
    I could see Mom’s car in the driveway, the lawn and surrounding fields freshly mowed. 
 
    “I remember it too.” He placed a hand on my upper knee, just below my thigh. “You looked beautiful that night, but goddamn if you don’t make every fucking head turn now. I’ve been trying to figure out what I can do about that. Do you know how good you look in this uniform?” Fingertips pressed to my skin; he began to softly stroke my flesh. 
 
    “Judas.” I tried to sound irritated, but his name expelled through slightly parted lips on a shaky breath. 
 
    “Know what else I remember, principessa?” His fingers danced higher, vanishing beneath the hem of my uniformed skirt. “I remember this.” 
 
    A single digit ran down my slit, my lacey thong the only barrier between us, easily tugged to the side when that same finger slowly came back up, circling my clit. 
 
    I shuddered, knowing I should tell him to stop, struggling between doing what was right or giving in to what I wanted—the wrong. 
 
    “We can’t,” I whispered. 
 
    “We aren’t. I am.” 
 
    “Dax—” 
 
    “Is gone.” He didn’t need to yell for the anger attached to those words to echo in the enclosed space. 
 
    Two fingers plunged inside me, the sudden intrusion pulling a loud gasp from my lungs. 
 
    “You’re soaking wet,” he noted, flipping his palm so the heel of his hand cupped my bundle of nerves as he went to work with his fingers, moving them in and out of me at a steady tempo. 
 
    “Judas,” I moaned, spreading my legs further. 
 
    “That’s right,” he intoned in a level voice. “When you lie in bed tonight, remember the way my fingers feel moving in and out of your pussy. Remember I’m the only one who knows about all the dirty, twisted shit inside your head.” 
 
    Unable to respond, I gripped the door handle as pleasure licked at my core, another moan escaping from my mouth. 
 
    “I’m the one who tore away the innocence you so eagerly offered, and I savored every fucking minute of it.” 
 
    My legs trembled, pussy beginning to pulse as my climax built. 
 
    “I have a very good memory, principessa. And I clearly remember claiming every inch of this fucking body as mine.” He curled his fingers, pressing against something inside me I’d forgotten existed. 
 
    A hand gripped my jaw, forcing me to stare into the silver eyes I knew would haunt me the rest of my life. 
 
    There was a knowing glint in them, a calculated look on his face. 
 
    The sounds of my arousal filtered into my ears, my pulse racing as a tingle danced up my spine. The tension inside me reached max capacity, a rush of titillation blossoming inside me. 
 
    “Shit,” I whimpered, digging my nails into the leather of the door as liquid trickled from my pussy. Judas continued to work his fingers, causing a barrage of moans to spill from my chest. I came again, harder than before. Pleasure burned through my nerves and turned my brain to mush. 
 
    Before I had a chance to even begin catching my breath or pulling myself together, his fingers were at my lips. 
 
    “Taste how sweet you are.” 
 
    I obeyed without a second thought, sucking his fingers into my mouth like they were the best kind of tootsie pop. 
 
    He removed them and rubbed the pad of his thumb across my lower lip, completely composed, appraising me with an indiscernible expression. 
 
    “You know what my favorite part of that night was? Besides placing an invisible collar on your ass?” 
 
    I swallowed and shook my head, slowly closing my legs. 
 
    “I fucked the only girl I’ve ever been warned to stay away from. Fucked her so hard my dick was chafed the next day.” 
 
    Confusion worked its way into my mushed-up brain. “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “Ask the Clermonts. They know my family well.” 
 
    My surprise was barely containable. His statement snapped me back to reality. Cognizant my house was a mere few yards away, I grabbed my satchel, opening the door without another word.  
 
    Judas said something about the morning, but I shut him away without a reply, hurrying the rest of the way to my house. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER FOURTEEN 
 
    Rhiannon 
 
    I understood now. 
 
    Audrey said there had been rumors. 
 
    Dax claimed the families weren’t who they pretended to be. 
 
    What happened between Judas and me made a hell of a lot more sense now. I wasn’t sure what it was they were into, but I knew it involved shallow graves and dark secrets. 
 
    None of that bothered me. 
 
    I couldn’t pretend it did. Judas knew it didn’t. I was beginning to wonder if the others did too. That would explain why they were so readily accepting of me. Their close-knit circle had never been breached before. It was impenetrable. I was in now whether I wanted to be or not—deeply, if Judas had anything to do with it. 
 
    This is what bothered me. 
 
    What right did he have to think he could take control of my life? I knew I could handle him. It would shred every part of the girl I wanted to pretend I was, but I’d be fine in the end. 
 
    But would Audrey? She was involved now too, and I knew it was because of me. And then there were my parents. Judas said to ask the Clermonts. That implied I wasn’t one. I could’ve been thinking too hard about this. I knew better, though. 
 
    Judas may have spoken in riddles, but they would always make sense when deciphered. Though some part of him clearly enjoyed my confusion or misery. Probably both. A knock sounded on the bathroom door. I jumped, causing water to slosh onto the floor. 
 
    “Yeah?” I called out. 
 
    “Dinner’s ready,” Dad replied. 
 
    “I’ll be right there!” 
 
    I pulled the tub stopper to let the water drain and climbed out. 
 
    After dressing quickly in simple cotton shorts and a tank, I tossed my hair up into a bun, surveyed my reflection in the mirror to make sure my orgasmic bliss wasn’t obvious, and then headed downstairs. 
 
    The smell of spaghetti and garlic bread filled the air, but for once my appetite was non-existent. My head was all over the place. So much had happened over the past few weeks. I wished life would pause for a second before throwing any more curveballs at me. I also knew just for daring to want such a thing, ten more would be coming. 
 
    I helped Mom set the table and even served myself a regular portion for appearance’s sake. The usual questions followed. 
 
    “How was your first day?” Dad asked. 
 
    “It was okay, made some friends.” 
 
    “Of course, you did. You’ve always been well liked,” Mom said. 
 
    If it hadn’t been for the day’s events, I would have missed the smallest hint of bitterness hanging at the end of that sentence. I twirled some pasta on my fork, watching her from below my lashes. 
 
    Sitting there looking at the two of them had me remembering that morning. I forced a bite into my mouth, telling myself that I was being paranoid. 
 
    “So, Audrey didn’t mind bringing or taking you home?” Dad asked. 
 
    “Actually,” I began, making a split-second decision as to how I wanted to play this, “my chaperone gave me a ride home.” 
 
    “Oh, boy or girl?” Mom sat taller in her chair, eager for my answer. 
 
    “Boy…” 
 
    She smiled. “Is he cute?” 
 
    Dad gave her a look that could have shot a bird down from the sky. 
 
    “He’s gorgeous,” I sighed, all dramatic like. 
 
    “What’s his name?” 
 
    “Judas Barron,” I replied flippantly, scooping up another bite of unwanted pasta. 
 
    Echoing silence blasted through the air. I glanced between the two of them as some silent communication went down. 
 
    “I told you,” Mom said suddenly. 
 
    “Told me what?” 
 
    “She was talking to me,” Dad replied. “Are you sure he’s the best person for you to be hanging out with, sweetheart?” 
 
    I fought to keep my expression neutral. If his grip on the fork was anything to go by, he wanted to say something much different than he just had. 
 
    It was the little things about people you had to pay attention to. Body language. Words could be dipped in sugar and smiles were forced at the drop of a dime. 
 
    “We aren’t ‘hanging out.’ He gave me a ride home.” 
 
    “So, then you gave a complete stranger our address?” Mom checked. 
 
    Now that she mentioned it, I hadn’t told Judas where I lived. He just knew. Furthermore… “Wait. You were just excited that a cute boy brought me home. An actual cute boy did bring me home, but this one is a problem because…?” 
 
    “Don’t get smart with me, Rhiannon.” 
 
    Oh, so that was the card she was going to pull. They’d both unknowingly confirmed what Judas had said. They knew the Barrons. How, was what I wanted to know. Not once had they ever mentioned them. 
 
    I was going to let it go, play up the scolded adolescent. My mind had already leapt back to his, “Ask the Clermonts,” comment. 
 
    “Of all people, why a Barron?” Mom sighed. 
 
    “Is there something wrong with them? Something I don’t know about it?” I knew the answer to this. 
 
    I’d glimpsed a darkness in Judas more times than I could count, one I appreciated. One I assumed came from being an heir to his family’s empire. But they didn’t know I knew him that well. I wasn’t about to mention it now. Besides, I wanted to hear what they had to say. 
 
    “What’s so terrible about Judas and his family? Is it because they have money?” 
 
    Dad’s fork clattered to his plate. “Is this why you like him? We raised you better than that. Do we not provide for you well enough?” 
 
    What the hell? “I didn’t say that.” 
 
    Mom steepled her fingers beneath her chin and stared up at the ceiling. “Then why would you whore yourself out?” 
 
    If it wasn’t my mother across from me, I would have a great response for what she’d just said. 
 
    Like, knocking her ass out of the chair. But it was, and I couldn’t believe she had. I mean, ouch. Did she really think I would do that? 
 
    “Evie, that was unnecessary,” Dad reprimanded, his voice gruff. 
 
    “Well, Marcus. She is a little more… developed than most teens. Maybe she’s taken notice.” 
 
    That comment hurt ten times more than the last one. She knew how I used to struggle with my body image. That was a low blow. “Maybe? My ass is huge, Mom. Half the girls around me are the same size as you. Of course, I’ve taken notice.” 
 
    She simply stared at me, no apology or restructuring of what she’d just said coming forth. 
 
    “She didn’t mean that the way it sounded. You know you’re beaut—” 
 
    “It was exactly the way it sounded, Dad. Don’t stick up for her. She’s in control of her own words. I don’t care. Someone clearly has a body complex, and I promise it’s not me.” 
 
    I stood up and left the room before whatever bullshit she had to say could be spewed next. There wasn’t an apology for the truth; sometimes that shit had to hurt. 
 
    I locked myself in my room, taking in the pastel colors. They weren’t really me, but they helped me feel better about the shit inside my head sometimes. I’d acted on my urges only once. One year ago. Funny how everything kept coming back to that night. To that specific person. I couldn’t even say why I did it, only that it felt right in that moment and I’d never regretted it. 
 
    I grabbed my cell off the nightstand and flopped down onto my bed, propping my chin on a balled-up pillow. 
 
    Scrolling through the contacts, I found who had to be Judas under a simple letter J. I hovered over the message box a few seconds. Did I really want to bother him and start a conversation? 
 
    Did he not just have his fingers inside your pussy and make you come? my inner voice snarked. 
 
    Touché to that. 
 
    Monday, August 12th, 2019 
 
    Me: U were telling the truth. 6:45 PM 
 
    I went to toss the phone aside, but it pinged back instantly. 
 
    J: I would never lie to you. 6:46 PM 
 
    No idea what I was supposed to say to that. Somehow, for whatever insane reason, I believed him. I didn’t understand his motive. It’s not like he owed me anything. What we had between us was the furthest thing from a relationship. It was a screwed-up mess of emotional turmoil and blackmail. 
 
    Me: Why tell me at all? 6:46 PM 
 
    He didn’t text back that time. I sent a quick message to Audrey saying I needed to talk to her, and then I sat the phone to the side. 
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    I woke up fifteen minutes later than I should have, and when you needed to primp, every minute was precious. I went for the same style uniform I had the previous day, knowing sooner or later I would have to wear the dreaded white one. I only had four. 
 
    My mother called for me as I was racing for the door, but I ignored her. I wasn’t in the mood and didn’t want to hear any apology she might’ve had. Not right then. 
 
    I hit the clicker for my Soul to unlock the doors, pausing at the bottom of the stairs. Judas’ sleek Mercedes was at the end of my damn driveway. 
 
    After yesterday, I would not be getting back in a car with him. It had nothing to do with Mom or Dad and everything to do with my desire to ride him in his front seat. 
 
    I pretended not to see him, going right to the dark green cube on wheels that was waiting for me to get in it. Once I did, I didn’t bother reversing. I knew he wouldn’t let me out. I went straight and circled around the house, cutting through the field. A smile pressed to my lips as I drove away from him. 
 
    When his car flew up behind me, I laughed. The laughter died as he got even closer. His front bumper nudged my rear, not hard enough to make me go coasting off the road, but hard enough that my tiny car jolted a bit. 
 
    “Freaking psycho!” I yelled, immediately pulling over. I was not about to play twisted metal with him. He’d win. His car pulled in front of mine at an angle, so that if I wanted to go anywhere, I’d have to reverse. 
 
    Then he was at my door, pulling it open just as I undid my seatbelt. He didn’t yank me out, though. 
 
    Doing the opposite of what I expected, he reached down and took hold of my hand, gently tugging me from within the car. I shook off his touch and shoved him the second I was all the way upright. Course, he didn’t go anywhere. 
 
    “Don’t overreact. You’re fine, and so is this ugly thing you call a car.” His response coupled with his calm demeanor only heightened my anger. How did someone casually attempt to drive another person off the road? Judas would know. The word psycho resounded in my head again as he regarded me clinically. As if I were the one with the problem. 
 
    “Isn’t this what you wanted? Me to chase you?” 
 
    My lips parted in shock. “No! What is wrong with you? Do you want to kill me?” 
 
    He stepped forward in one fluid motion, capturing my face on either side, forcing me backward so that I was pressed against my car. “Why would I want you to die when keeping you will be so much more fun?” 
 
    Fun. There was that word again. 
 
    I tried to push him away, but he held tight, his grip firming. “I’m not a pet. I don’t want to be kept. I can’t be,” I rasped. 
 
    He clicked his tongue at me. “I know this is hard to accept, but you don’t have a choice. We haven’t even gotten started yet. Sooner rather than later, we’ll be leaving this place behind us, and then the real games can begin.” 
 
    Feeling tears of frustration gather in the corner of my eyes, I diverted my gaze so he couldn’t see them. How did one night of freedom result in this? I should never have gone to that damn party. Either of them. 
 
    “I won’t willingly go along with whatever it is you want.” 
 
    He forced me to look up at him. “Again, you don’t have a fucking choice.” 
 
    “There’s always a choice, and if you think bullying me into submission will work, you’re wrong. You may be dangerous, but I can be too.” 
 
    He laughed, sinister and low. “You think you’re any match for me, bambina?” 
 
    “You don’t know me, Jude.” 
 
    “We already established that I did, that I do, but you’re a very stubborn girl.” His forehead lowered to mine and he stared straight into my eyes. “I’m going to tear you apart from the inside out, and you’ll still spread your legs and let me fuck you sore.” 
 
    I pulled at his hands, trying to remove them from my face. He skimmed his lips over mine, a wicked glint in his eye. “I’m going to flip your whole goddamn world upside down and make you love me as I shatter it into pieces.” 
 
    I stopped struggling and stared at him, rendered speechless. The sound of an approaching vehicle had him moving away. I stood rooted in place. Without a word to me, Judas bent down and retrieved something from my middle console. 
 
    “What are you doing?” I questioned when I saw what it was. 
 
    He wound his arm back, bringing it forward to release my key fob. The black clicker sailed through the air, landing somewhere in the surrounding field behind us. 
 
    “Why would you do that?” I yelled, spinning to scan the offending area, knowing my key fob could be anywhere. He recaptured my attention with a gentle hold of my jaw, forcing me to meet his stare. 
 
    “Consider this a small lesson. If you run from me, I’ll do whatever is necessary to bring you back to my side. Whatever is necessary.” 
 
    “I wasn’t running from you! I was trying to drive down the damn street!” 
 
    “Get in the car.” 
 
    “No.” I crossed my arms and shook my head. 
 
    “Don’t be childish. Get in the car.” 
 
    The fucking audacity! “I’m childish? That’s rich, coming from the psychopath that just ran me off the road and threw my key-fob. I can’t possibly fathom why I wouldn’t want to get in a vehicle with you.” 
 
    “You haven’t come close to seeing that side of me.” 
 
    Without so much as batting an eyelid, did he just admit to being a psychopath? 
 
    “Is that supposed to make me feel better? It doesn’t. I’m not getting in your goddamn car, Judas. I’ll ride with Audrey. My parents don’t want me around you anyways.” 
 
    Without warning, he took hold of my wrist and dragged me over to his Mercedes. 
 
    Violating my personal space, he shoved me up against the driver door and grabbed hold of my legs, forcing them around his waist. The skirt of my uniform flipped up, revealing my entire ass and thong. His cock pressed against my apex, hard and throbbing. 
 
    “What the hell are you doing!” 
 
    He stared down at me for a minute before looking either direction of the empty road. “Your dad takes this route to and from your house, right?” 
 
    “Put me down,” I snapped. I wriggled my body, which was the wrong thing to do. He ran his hands from my thighs to my ass, grabbing a handful of each globe, pressing his hips against mine. 
 
    “I’ll put you down, and then you’re going to get in the car. Otherwise I’m bending you over my hood and burying my dick inside your pussy.” 
 
    “You’re not…you can’t be serious.” 
 
    “Try me,” he taunted, bringing his lips to my neck. “Imagine how your dad would feel, seeing his precious baby girl getting fucked on the side of the road, hearing her scream my name.” He nipped my ear, then slightly leaned back. “Now, are you going to be a good girl and do as your told? Or do you want me to handle the ache between your thighs? The one that’s saturating my dick.” 
 
    “Get off,” I ground out. 
 
    He lowered me to the ground with a rage inducing grin. I tugged my skirt over my ass and rounded to the other side of his car. 
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    We didn’t speak the entire drive to the school. The morning was a precursor to how the rest of my day would go. 
 
    Apparently, news had spread that Judas and I were officially an item. Showing up with him further cemented this belief. 
 
    Walking into the school was like walking into a pride of pissed off lions. The pettiness jumped out of these girls in full force. 
 
    The words fat and ass were thrown around quite liberally, one of the worst insults ever. I wasn’t fat, not even a little. My ass, however? That couldn’t be helped. 
 
    Lewd remarks and dirty looks kept coming, all things that I’d never had to handle before, should have been no problem to handle, but were now grating on my nerves and defenses. 
 
    The last straw was the food court when some giant ass jock thought it would be cute to shoulder check me. He knocked into me so hard I lost balance, gritting my teeth to lock down a yelp. My knees hit the marble, sending another lick of pain through my legs. 
 
    “You’re an asshole, Erin,” I heard some sensible voice reprimand from the crowd of students watching us. 
 
    Most agreed, more than the number that didn’t. Erin stared down at me with a humorous grin on his face. “Damn, new girl, trading your crown for blow jobs already?” 
 
    My crown? I had no idea what that meant. I began to get up, and he attempted to stop me. 
 
    “No, no. Stay there. Why move when you’re in perfect position?” 
 
    One of the volleyball chicks laughed a little louder than anyone else, seeking extra attention. I decided right then that if murder were legal, I’d kill her first. Erin shook his head at me and turned to walk away, stepping right into the palm coming at the side of his face. A loud smack was accompanied by the usual oh’s and ah’s. Audrey’s voice rose above the noise, and a teacher suddenly appeared. 
 
    He took in the situation and immediately got between them, Audrey still cussing Erin out. Brianna made to help me, but I didn’t want her assistance. I picked my own damn self up and walked away, dusting off the imaginary crown I supposedly had. 
 
    I was insane to think math would be any better, but at least most of the students in were chill and laid back. Gabby Dawson was in here, the pretty redhead I’d seen Judas talking to my first day after English. So was her twin brother Gabe, the pretty boy from their boat. 
 
    There was a test coming up that Friday on the first segment in the textbook, and we were given free rein to study in the class or the library. Most opted for the library, so I stayed in the classroom to try and actually study. 
 
    So did Kelly. 
 
    Yay me. 
 
    “You know he’ll never be fully yours,” she snipped five minutes in. 
 
    I shut my eyes and released a silent sigh. “Maybe not, but we both know he’ll never be yours either.” 
 
    She didn’t like that little jab. 
 
    “He was with Gabby for a while, you know. Was all sweet and charming with her too.” 
 
    That shouldn’t have bothered me. So, of course, it did. A small trickle of possession wormed its way into my psyche. Judas sweet and charming? I found that hard to believe, especially after this morning. Furthermore, I wouldn’t want him that way. Not that I wanted him at all. 
 
    “He’s the king of this school. This town. Always has been. And Maisie will always be the queen. It won’t be long until you’re back to a nobody. Except now you’ll be tainted by Judas Barron.” 
 
    I half scoffed; half laughed. I had never been a nobody and regardless of whether I was with Judas or not, I never would be. 
 
    These people seriously had life all screwed up along with their priorities. As for this Maisie chick…this wasn’t my first time hearing that name today, but I’d never heard it at all until I came to Pesadilla. I wondered if she was Judas’ best kept secret or something. 
 
    “I’ll be sure to send Judas back to her when I’m done with him,” I replied with extra pep in my tone. 
 
    I was totally screwing with her, and while it would be all too easy to splinter her precious ego, I had better things to do than sit around and discuss the one topic I couldn’t escape these days. Since the teacher seemed inclined to keep out of our conversation and not make her shut the hell up, I stood and grabbed my stuff. 
 
    I guess the library was the better option after all. It was just my luck to see volleyball girl coming up the hall as I was heading down. A catty grin was on her face, promptly disappearing when I shoulder checked her like the stupid jock had done to me, knowing it was her who put him up to it. 
 
    My arm screamed at me the moment it connected with her shoulder. She yelped, going down hard. Perhaps to some that was wrong and petty, but to me it was worth it to see the bitch on her back. If one of us belonged down on the floor, it wasn’t me. I left her where she needed to stay, not uttering a single word as to what I thought about her shitty judgement. 
 
    Continuing on my way to the library, I text Audrey to make sure she was good. There hadn’t been enough time to do so when I finally made it to class. 
 
    I slipped inside the book haven as quietly as I could. 
 
    The level of conversation had me worrying about disrupting others for nothing. Gabe spotted me and flashed a friendly smile. I returned it and went to sit at the table with him, his sister, and a dark-haired girl. I set my stuff up and spent the next ten minutes pretending to know what was on the page in front of me. 
 
    “Hey, Rhiannon,” Gabby’s soft voice broke through my bubble of concentration. 
 
    I glanced away from the portion of text I was reading and realized the other girl was gone. Clearly, I was doing something right if I hadn’t noticed her departure. 
 
    “What’s up?” 
 
    “You and um, Judas…you’re okay?” 
 
    For a second all I could think was, Jesus, not her too. Then I noticed the genuine concern in her eyes and determined that was an odd question to ask someone. In my opinion, anyway. 
 
    “For the record, there is no me and Judas. Not like everyone around here seems to think. Our…situationship is complicated, but I’m fine. Are you okay?” It seemed only right to make sure she didn’t have a bleeding heart or something after what Kelly told me. 
 
    “Yeah. I’m great now. It took me a minute to get over him. He’s so intense and consuming, you know?” 
 
    “Mhm,” I hummed, suddenly wishing I hadn’t asked. I knew that about him all too well. 
 
    “Under all that pretty exterior is something flawed and dangerous. He can be a bit manipulative. Hot and cold too. He kinda used to have my head all over the place.” 
 
    I shifted uncomfortably, and so did her brother. This girl was forthcoming and…sweet.  
 
    “I think you’ll be good for him,” she chirped with genuine enthusiasm. 
 
    I’d just told her we weren’t together. Deciding to not beat a dead horse, I let her continue to ramble. 
 
    “I really hope it works out for you two. I know a few other girls he’s been with and it always ends up the same. Mandy was probably the worst, since she never came back after their break-up.” 
 
    That was another nugget of information I hadn’t had before. “Why are you telling me all this?” 
 
    “Because I worry about him still. I’ve known him a long time, and at this point, if you don’t love him, who will?” 
 
    Wow. That was sort of deep. But did she just say love? That was crazy talk. Loving Judas would be like agreeing to slice yourself open and bleed just to see the color of blood—painful and beautiful, but ultimately deadly. 
 
    Needing a quick change of subject, I looked at Gabe and gave him a much-needed distraction. 
 
    “Do you get any of this for real? It’s all numbers and lines to me.” 
 
    Gabby sighed as her brother jumped at the opportunity to ignore everything she’d just said. And for the next twenty minutes, he made me see math in a whole new light. 
 
    “You’re amazing at this,” I mused. “I need to hire you as a tutor.” 
 
    “I’m free on Thursdays. I could come by your place?” 
 
    I’d been partially joking. I mean, I would like to have a tutor, but that’s not all he wanted. I’d just spent twenty minutes dodging his flirtations. 
 
    “Do you have a death wish?” Gabby interrupted with a glare aimed at her brother. “Do you know what they would do to you? What Judas would do to you? 
 
    “I don’t think Judas would care,” I muttered. 
 
    Gabe suddenly sat taller, looking at something behind me. I felt a heated aura a second before his hands landed on my shoulders and he spoke, his voice deceptively soft. 
 
    “Judas most definitely would care.” 
 
    “Sup, Dave,” Owen greeted, intentionally getting Gabe’s name wrong as he slid into the only empty chair at our table.  
 
    Seeing his happy face, I understood who the ‘they’ was Gabby had been referring to. Brianna and Gavin weren’t with them, though. I wondered why. 
 
    “What are you guys doing in here?” 
 
    “We can’t come see our new queen?” Owen asked in the same innocent way Audrey did when she was up to something. 
 
    “Sure, you can. Where is she?” 
 
    “You’re not funny,” Owen retorted, his grin still in place. 
 
    “It’s a long-standing tradition. You’ll learn all about it soon enough.” He winked then shifted his focus to Gabe, who looked as if he wanted to disappear. 
 
    Judas’ hands tightened and I tried not to flinch, but my right upper shoulder still had a dull throb in it. 
 
    “Can I talk to you?” 
 
    Was he asking permission? Now I knew hell was freezing over. I nodded and slid out of my chair, shooting Owen a look before I walked away. 
 
    He was eyeing Gabe as if he were about to flay him alive. Seeing the warning on my face only made him grin bigger, showing his pretty teeth and making a dimple pop that I didn’t know he had. 
 
    Judas led me up to the second level and then back to a corner that was obscured from below by the L-shaped shelves and a giant fake fiscus plant. 
 
    “Take your shirt off,” he demanded. 
 
    I stared at him in shock, and then anger. “That’s what you wanted to talk about?” I hissed lowly. “Go eff yourself, you perverted dick.” 
 
    His expression pinched into one of brief confusion, replaced by a skewed smirk and knowing glint in his eyes. “If I wanted you up here for that, the cock you fantasize about would already be meeting your gag reflex.” 
 
    I scoffed, then grinned at him deviously. 
 
    “Your ego is bigger than your dick is, Judas.” 
 
    He laughed lightly, genuinely for once. I turned into such a girl when I heard that, practically swooning inside. Without asking or waiting for permission, he stepped closer to me and began to undo my top three buttons. 
 
    I just sighed and rolled my eyes. I could only begin to imagine how spoiled he was growing up, since he had no idea what boundaries or being told no meant. 
 
    I studied his face, a mask of concentration as his fingers moved with agility and ease. 
 
    “Done this before, have you?” 
 
    “A few times.” 
 
    “It was rhetorical,” I stated solemnly. 
 
    He smiled at me, looking so good it wasn’t fair for a specimen like him to exist. 
 
    “Sound a bit jealous, principessa.” 
 
    I diverted my gaze to his shiny dress shoes so he wouldn’t see my scowl. A finger hooked beneath my chin to bring my gaze back to him. 
 
    “Always keep these pretty things on me.” 
 
    Pretty? I quirked a brow. My eyes were a simple, plain brown. 
 
    “And don’t worry,” he continued in the same gentle tone, “the only person who will be riding my cock and sleeping in my bed is you.” 
 
    I had a smartass remark on the tip of my tongue. It vanished when a look came over his features I hadn’t seen before. It took me a moment to place it. He was…angry. A different kind of anger than he’d been when I mentioned Dax. 
 
    I glanced down and saw the bruise he was staring at, but it wasn’t the end of the world. I hadn’t broken anything, and my shoulder checking volleyball girl hadn’t done me any favors. 
 
    “I had to be sure I was making the right decision. I am.” He touched my skin lightly, causing goose pimples to erupt everywhere his fingers trailed. 
 
    I looked back up at him questioningly. 
 
    “Audrey’s taking you home today. I’ve got something to do.” 
 
    “That something better not have anything to do with this. I’m not your problem or your responsibility.” 
 
    “You’re wrong, and for you even to say that means that beautiful brain of yours is failing. You are mine. Not just for today or tomorrow, but until I decide I’m done.” 
 
    “I am not yours. I was essentially told to stay away from you, Judas. And this—” I twirled a finger between the two of us “—This is toxic.” 
 
    He cupped the side of my face. “Even toxic things can be beautiful.” 
 
    I didn’t know what to say to that. 
 
    “We don’t know anything about each other, other than that we’re both screwed up individuals,” I pointed out. 
 
    He clucked his tongue at me and stepped away. “Why are you so hellbent on denying the inevitable? You don’t have to answer, it won’t change anything that’s going to happen between us. Like I said, we haven’t even begun yet.” 
 
    Without bothering to wait for a response, he glanced down and took a minute to rebutton my shirt. 
 
    I couldn’t comment on any of that without giving away the fact that I wanted him. He was everything wrong for me, which made him even more perfect. 
 
    I wrapped my fingers around his wrist. “Don’t do anything on my behalf, okay?” 
 
    “Can’t promise you that,” he replied. “I’m very peculiar about the things I own. I always make sure they’re in perfect condition. If or when I want to break my possessions, I never leave a mark when I do it.” 
 
    “I remember the way my body looked after our little incident,” I retorted. 
 
    “That wasn’t me breaking you. That was me leaving you with a reminder of how it felt to be thoroughly fucked.” 
 
    That confession was disturbing, but I liked it. Way too much. 
 
    So much that I felt touched by it. He peered down at me through his dense lashes, and my body began to warm for another reason. My emotions were giving me whiplash. 
 
    “Are you going to replace my key-fob?” I blurted out to break apart whatever the hell this was. 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “Really?” I dragged out the word. 
 
    He kissed my forehead, surprising me for the hundredth time but not answering my question. 
 
    “That’s cute.” 
 
    “What’s cute?” 
 
    “It’s cute because it’s almost like you thought I’d be returning your car to you in working condition.” He teased a strand of my hair and then walked away. 
 
    “Judas,” I called after him in a voice still suitable for a library. 
 
    “You better not have done anything to my car. I will seriously kick your ass.” 
 
    His responding laughter was a good indicator that he had definitely done something I wouldn’t approve of. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER FIFTEEN 
 
    JUDAS 
 
    The body was nearly burned beyond recognition. 
 
    Not so much that I was unable to tell it was female, even if her tits had been partially sliced from her body and the space between her legs more mutilated than usual. 
 
    “This was messy and rushed. They didn’t pull out her teeth,” Gavin noted, poking the crisp jaw with a stick. 
 
    “What message was this supposed to send?” Brianna questioned, popping her hip out. “It’s not Maisie…right?” She stood tall again, frowning at the body. 
 
    I didn’t answer that. To be fucking frank, I could have seen my sister’s corpse a dozen times by now and I wouldn’t know it. When they were taken apart or burned like this it was a pain in the ass to identify them. 
 
    That’s why we all did it. 
 
    My famiglia didn’t do it as much anymore. We only burned or mutilated a body if we needed to send someone a clear message, clearer than what had been done here. 
 
    We’d moved to feeding them to the swine, which involved shaved heads and pulled teeth, as those things were hard on their stomachs. 
 
    “It was a poorly executed warning. Marcus or Evie’s way of telling me to stay away from Rhiannon.” 
 
    “Girl’s fam is almost as fucked-up as ours,” Owen moaned. “You really think she got no idea what they do for a living?” 
 
    “She doesn’t.” I turned away from the burnt flesh prison and walked back to the car we’d ridden in. “They’re too careful, too normal. Living well below their means.” 
 
    “And they’re not her real family,” Brianna corrected him. 
 
    “What do we do with this?” Gavin asked. I could picture him nudging the burnt body with the toe of his Ferragamo shoe. 
 
    “Send one of the mules up here for it. They can knock out two of our problems at once.” 
 
    I opened the trunk and stared down at Erin Moore. He’d been hogtied, and his left wrist was broken, the bone sitting at an odd angle. I reached past his sweaty face for the extra rope and left him there for the moment. 
 
    “No one saw anything when you took him?” 
 
    “Nope. He followed Bri into her car like a kid going for candy. Dad’s got the cameras handled,” Gavin replied. 
 
    “People are going to miss that one,” Owen commented. 
 
    “Good thing we won’t be around to pretend we give a fuck then.” 
 
    I wrapped the rope around the base of a tree twice and tossed Gavin the excess length. 
 
    Bri followed him back to the trunk to assist with Erin. 
 
    “Yeah, about that. When do we leave?” she asked. 
 
    “Soon. They know we’re coming already. I’ve only got a few last things to tie up.” 
 
    “You sure Riri is going to be willing? I really like her. I don’t want to kill her if this goes completely sour.” 
 
    I stared Bri down until she diverted her attention, letting that be answer and warning enough. 
 
    “They took away two of ours. We need to return the favor by gradually taking every one of them. They won’t exist once our famiglia has finished raw fucking them up the ass for the second time. But I’m keeping Rhiannon. End of discussion.” 
 
    “He’s ready,” Gavin sung. 
 
    “Get him out.” 
 
    Erin was lifted from the trunk and dropped onto the muddied terrain like he weighed nothing, his muffled pleas affecting none of us. We were desensitized to all of this. It was just another day for us. 
 
    He was just another body in the many we would have to take care of in our lifetime. All he’d do was apologize, but he wasn’t sorry for what he did; he was sorry this was the consequence. 
 
    I didn’t care if he’d simply tripped her. No one was to touch her. He would have done something else the next day. Maybe even the next. Using fists was a temporary solution. Now he wouldn’t have the chance to so much as breathe in her direction. Perhaps it was extreme, but, with the way I grew up, it was necessary. 
 
    I would go to much more extreme measures in our future. It came with the territory. 
 
    One end of rope was attached to a hitch beneath the car, and excess rope had been knotted around what was already binding him together. The rest I’d secured around the base of my tree. 
 
    “Let’s go. I need to call my papà with an update. Let him know it’s not Maisie and get a mule out here.” 
 
    “With the mess this is going to make, have him send two,” Owen replied. 
 
    I climbed into the passenger seat, leaving Gavin to drive and Owen and Bri to hop in back. I watched in the mirror as Gavin drove downhill, the rope extending behind us. 
 
    It would snag soon, and Erin would either feel his bones and a few tendons disconnect, being left alive until a mule arrived to finish him off with a bullet to the head, or he’d be torn apart. 
 
    I would be satisfied with either option. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER SIXTEEN 
 
    Rhiannon 
 
    The next week was uneventful. 
 
    Judas picked me up and took me to school, behaving as his usual asshole self, and Audrey took me home. School had done a total 180. No one said shit to me anymore or tried anything, making the place tolerable. 
 
    If my parents knew what was occurring in their daughter’s melodramatic life, they weren’t saying anything. They’d officially entered a kiss-ass stage I didn’t care for. I wouldn’t hold a grudge against them—even moms and dads could screw up—but I wasn’t ready to play happy family, either. 
 
    Not to mention the weirdness going on in our house. I’d waited for one of them to ask why I wasn’t driving my car. Why it was sitting in the driveway with no visible issues and not being driven. 
 
    It had been returned with my key fob in the cup holder by a massive sized man named Tony. The fob might as well have been a decoration. The car didn’t run. It didn’t do anything. 
 
    Mom and Dad hadn’t asked about Dax either, or if I was still hanging around Judas. I was positive they’d seen him picking me up a few times, but they hadn’t said a word about it. I wasn’t forbidden to see him, even knowing he was exactly that.  
 
    Forbidden. 
 
    In their eyes at least. 
 
    I knew for whatever reason that they wanted me to stay away from him. 
 
    Thing is, I couldn’t. 
 
    He was like the mole on your body you weren’t all that fond of but accepted. Eventually, you might even grow to like it. Them telling me I couldn’t have him only made me want him more. I’d yet to admit a damn thing to him, though. 
 
    I passed by one of gymnasiums, walking towards the exit of the building. I needed to get to math on time today if I had a hope in hell of passing the test, we were expected to take every Friday. I had fifteen minutes to pre-study. 
 
    I’m not entirely sure why I was trying so hard. My grades had always been okay without the effort, though the courses were about one hundred times easier as well. 
 
    I guess after meeting with the guidance counselor here and them eyeing me as if I were a zoo animal sent in for examination, I was wondering what the point was. I wasn’t following any of these people to college. I knew it was because of Judas that I’d been approved to even be here. Plus, I had no idea what I wanted to do with my life. At all. 
 
    The center of my mind’s obsession appeared at the end of the hall like an apparition. 
 
    He hadn’t bothered with a uniform jacket, and I could see the contours of his body beneath his shirt. He stood in front of the doors with both his hands in his pockets, watching me approach. 
 
    “What are you doing here? I thought you would’ve left already.” He’d been gone before the final bell rung almost every day lately, leaving Audrey to take me home. 
 
    “I need to talk to you.” 
 
    “And your phone isn’t working?” 
 
    “It’s not that kind of conversation.” 
 
    Oookay. I went to amble around him, which ultimately meant I went no farther. “I don’t have time for you right now, Judas.” 
 
    His hand shot out and wrapped around my wrist. 
 
    “You always have time for me.” He started walking in the direction I’d just come from, attempting to pull me with him. 
 
    “No,” I protested, breaking away. 
 
    “Did you just tell me no?” He tilted his head to the side, regarding me with a closed-off expression. 
 
    “Yes. I told you no. I know that’s not a word you hear very often, but you can’t just show up and make me do whatever you want. That’s not how the world works.” 
 
    “It’s how my world works.” 
 
    Oh, here we go. I shook my head, continuing to shake it as I turned and went back the way I’d been going. 
 
    “No is a word that carries a negative quality where you’re concerned. I think we need to remove it from your vocabulary.” 
 
    I laughed at his audacity, slamming into his chest a second later as he easily walked past me and then stepped right into my path, gasping when he suddenly lifted me up, bending my upper half over his shoulder to carry me. His hands went right to my ass, gripping it firmly. 
 
    “Judas!” I slapped his back. 
 
    He ignored my protests, carrying me all the way into the locker room and down to the last row of lockers. When he lowered me, I realized we couldn’t be seen from any other vantage point. 
 
    “What are you doing?” 
 
    “What do you think?” 
 
    I stepped away from him, unable to read his expression or mood. I wasn’t afraid of Judas, but his unpredictability ensured I was always on my toes around him. My back hit the tiled wall that bridged the small connection between gym lockers. It smelled like Lysol and air freshener. 
 
    “I didn’t bring you in here to hurt you, if that’s what you’re thinking. I brought you in here so that I could lick, suck, and fuck your pussy with my tongue.” 
 
    “What?” The air whooshed from my lungs. 
 
    “I’ve been thinking about it all day.” He stepped closer to me. “Lift your skirt up and spread your legs.” 
 
    I couldn’t discern if he was being serious or fucking with me. He had a penchant for messing with my head. The vent above us served as a reminder of where we were. 
 
    The chiming of a bell signaling I should be in class studying for a math test wasn’t a strong enough deterrent to make me walk out of the locker room. I fingered the hem of my skirt, slowly lifting it up. 
 
    “Good girl.” He took another step closer, bringing his hands to my hips, stroking the skin there with his thumbs. “I don’t think I’ve told you how beautiful you are lately.” 
 
    “Thank you…” I mumbled. 
 
    “You know, I heard something the other day.” He hooked his fingers in the elastic of my navy boy-shorts and began to slide them down. “That you’d send the king away when you were done with him.” 
 
    “That’s not exactly how it was said.” 
 
    “The point is, some people got the idea in their heads you’ve been made a queen, but in order to be that you’d need to claim the king.” 
 
    His fingertips ran down my thighs, making my breath hitch. 
 
    “No, the point is, I never did. I wouldn’t,” I replied absentmindedly, watching him lower himself, taking my underwear all the way down with him and lifting my leg out of one side. 
 
    “Don’t lie to me. You’d love to make it official that you’re mine. So, I did it for you.” 
 
    “What?” I said, much in the same way I had moments ago. 
 
    “Why do you think no one’s bothered you? People are practically going out of their way to pledge their futures to you.” 
 
    “Really Jude? Their futures, isn’t that a bit dramatic?” 
 
    “Not in the world I come from. You build your connections early.” 
 
    “I’m not part of that world,” I reminded him. 
 
    “You will be.” 
 
    “Don’t you hate me?” 
 
    “I love to hate you as much as you love to deny you wouldn’t love me down on my knees worshipping the ground you walk on.” 
 
    A breathy laugh unfolded between us. 
 
    “You’re ridiculous.” 
 
    “What I am is about to devour your soul through your pussy, so spread your legs and stop delaying the inevitable.” 
 
    There wasn’t a rebuttal for that. I did as he said, moaning the second his warm tongue licked up my slit. “Your cunt tastes like my new favorite meal,” he groaned. His tongue dipped inside me and then slid up to circle my clit. He lapped at me for a moment before his entire mouth was covering my pussy, doing exactly as he’d just promised. 
 
    I clamped my lips together and bit my tongue to stifle the moans threatening to burst from within me, grabbing hold of his hair. He pulled back slightly to suckle on my clit—hard—pushing two fingers inside me and pumping at a frenzied rhythm. 
 
    He ate me for so long I wasn’t sure how he hadn’t gotten lockjaw. He just kept going, his fervor never diminishing. The look he cast up the curves of my body was full of delivery when his teeth bit down on my hardened bundle of nerves. 
 
    “Fuck…Judas!” A rush of fire went coursing through my veins and I came, convulsing around his head, squeezing it between my thighs. My own hand was the only thing containing my moans. He continued to lick and suck until I was forced into another orbit of pleasure, whimpering as my back arched off the wall. 
 
    He rose slowly, a smug grin in place. 
 
    I was still trembling and trying to catch my breath. He kissed me, tenderly at first, nipping my lower lip to gain access to my mouth, turning it carnal. I could feel my come and juices all over his face, taste them on his tongue. 
 
    His hard, thick cock pressed into my apex, making my body shudder with pleasure. He wouldn’t go any further, though. I tried, but he pulled away and grabbed hold of my hands, resting his forehead against mine. 
 
    “There’s nothing I want more than to fuck your pretty pussy sore and leave you unable to walk straight for weeks, but you’re not ready for what I’m going to give you.” He let me go and stepped away, fixing his mussed hair with a single palm. 
 
    “I’ve already had it,” I rasped. 
 
    “No, you had a small sample. The things I want to do to you…you’re not ready for the way it’s going to make you feel or how badly you’ll be craving my dick once it’s been inside you again.” 
 
    He bent down to remove my underwear entirely, stuffing them in his back pocket. He ran his eyes over my body, slowly, and then took another step back. 
 
    “You really are beautiful, but that isn’t enough. Be what I need you to be, what I know you can be, and I’ll let you into my world someday.” He turned and walked away, leaving me feeling as if I’d just stepped off a cliff. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 
 
    Rhiannon 
 
    I didn’t speak to Judas all weekend. 
 
    I didn’t make it to take that math test, either. I shamefully rode in Audrey’s car with my thighs sticking together because of how wet he’d made me. Audrey thought this was the best thing ever. 
 
    “I can’t believe he hasn’t torn that ass up yet,” she sighed from the foot of my bed. 
 
    “I know, right? I’m practically doing a mating call at this point.” 
 
    She laughed hard. “All that talk about not being prepared for it, though. Woo, girl.” She fanned herself. 
 
    “Shut up.” I looked down to hide my heated smile. “I should’ve never told you.” 
 
    “That would go against best friend code 101. We tell each other everything.” 
 
    I thumbed my teal bedspread. 
 
    That used to be true, but I knew something was going on with her and Gavin, and she still had no idea what really happened at the Halloween party. 
 
    “Have you asked him about Erin?” 
 
    “Why would I?” 
 
    She gave me a bland look. “He decided to run away after he knocked you on your ass and Judas violently murdered him with words?” 
 
    I grinned at her. “Judas did what?” 
 
    “He ‘spoke’ to him after we left the office with a warning. I watched from around the corner. He said a few things in that eerily calm way of his, which is a million times worse than someone yelling, by the way.” 
 
    I nodded in agreement. His calm delivery somehow came off ten times stronger and more threatening. I’d heard of Erin’s abrupt decision to run away, of course, but my lips would remain sealed where Judas or the others were concerned. 
 
    Although, I truthfully did know nothing. The way I saw it, that was even better. 
 
    “Anyway, what about Dax? Have you asked him any more about him?” 
 
    I laughed under my breath, grateful for the subject change. “That name is not to be spoken.” 
 
    “Do you ever feel weird about being totally in love with Judas, but like, meh for Dax?” 
 
    I looked at her from beneath my lashes. “In love, Audrey?” 
 
    “Don’t deny it.” 
 
    There was a light knock on my door, and them Mom’s head popped in. “Hey, I have to run to the store. You girls want some pizza while I’m out?” 
 
    Audrey sat up and stretched. “I have to get going soon. There’s a pile of homework the size of the Grand Canyon waiting for me. Thanks, though.” 
 
    “Rhia?” 
 
    “Uh, sure Mom. Thanks.” 
 
    “Okay.” She flashed me a quick smile. “I’ll be back in a few.” 
 
    As soon as she was gone, Audrey looked at me with her brows raised. “Your mom has needed to go to the store like, four times.” 
 
    “Since Friday,” I sighed. It was only Sunday. I wasn’t sure what was going on with her or Dad, but they were acting strange as hell. Stranger than last week, even with one another. I’d heard a few whispered arguments behind closed doors. Mom and Dad never argued. I knew whatever was going on had to be serious. 
 
    “We should do some investigating this week. You know, double-o-seven.” 
 
    “Do we need the all black ensemble?” 
 
    “Think that’s Charlie’s Angels. If we talk Bri into it we could totally pull that off.” She stood up and grabbed her purse, digging out her key fob. 
 
    “Call me when you get there, so I know you made it.” 
 
    “Course,” she tossed over her shoulder. “See ya Tuesday.” 
 
    With her gone, my own mountain of homework sat waiting for me across the room. I’d need some strong motivation to finish it all. My cell pinged, and that was the perfect excuse not to get started yet. 
 
    Sunday, September 1st, 2019 
 
    J: Now that she’s gone. Bring your ass outside. 5:45 PM 
 
    I stared down at the screen with a frown. How did he know that she’d left? Or that she was even here? I clutched my cell in one hand and walked over to the bay window, leaning on it to see outside. 
 
    Sure enough, a blacked-out Charger was sitting in my driveway. How many cars did he have? I debated ignoring him, but that had never once worked in the past. Plus, I maybe kinda wanted to see him. 
 
    I slid on a pair of flats, grabbed a cardigan, and made sure I had my house keys before going outside to meet him. 
 
    The weather was still warm right now, but that would change soon. I was looking forward to watching the trees transition. 
 
    I crossed in front of the car, going to the passenger side, hearing the locks pop as I rounded to the door. 
 
    “So, you’re still stalking?” I asked as soon as my ass hit the seat. 
 
    “I’ve always had someone watching you,” he replied with zero shame, running his eyes over my legs. “I like this.” He reached over and fingered my chevron dress. 
 
    “Don’t change the subject.” 
 
    He shifted into reverse and pulled out of the driveway. “You don’t sound like you care all that much.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t say I don’t care as much as I’m not surprised by it. Something’s wrong with me, obviously.” 
 
    “Why do you say that?” He turned off to go a different direction than he usually did. 
 
    “This.” I waved a hand between us. “I have no idea what this is, Jude. It’s not a typical relationship. It’s not a relationship at all. It’s you bullying me around and, for some reason, me allowing it. Liking it. I ignore all the warnings about you, completely unbothered by the truth behind them. I condone all the shit things you do. And…I like you more than I hate you. Most of the time.” 
 
    He was quiet for a few beats, taking another turn on a road I didn’t know. 
 
    “None of that’s wrong, principessa.” 
 
    “You said you were going to wreck my world. I responded by spreading my legs for you.” 
 
    His lips twitched as he fought a smile. “Even after I destroy your world, I promise I’ll be there to help you pick up the shattered pieces.” 
 
    “You’re the one who’s going to shatter it. Why would you put it back together?” 
 
    “Because I get to rebuild it however, I want.” 
 
    I crossed my arms, rubbing away the goosebumps. “And the stalking?” 
 
    “That’s not always me. I’ll reiterate, I’ve had eyes on you since we met. You should feel special. You are special. You’ve held my interest for almost three years now.” 
 
    Okay. Now that was actually disturbing. I didn’t get it either. “Why? There are plenty of other girls.” 
 
    “Not like you.” 
 
    “Gabby?” I asked with a hint of too much bitterness. 
 
    He laughed. 
 
    “Gabby was a short fling and a way to distract myself from…other things. You cannot be brushed aside or compared to any other girls, because I’ve never met anyone else like you.” 
 
    I hummed, totally melting inside as I changed the subject. “I really need to stop hopping into cars with you. Where are we going?” 
 
    “It’s a surprise.” 
 
    My idea of a surprise and his idea of a surprise were probably on two very different spectrums. Turns out, I was right. 
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    I never thought I’d see this place again. 
 
    The brownstone looked quite sad with no one living in it, but well-tended. 
 
    “Why did you bring me here, Jude?” 
 
    “This is where we began.” He opened his car door and got out. “Come on.”  
 
    I looked around at all the trees surrounding us. 
 
    This was equivalent of being in the woods. I opened my door and followed him more than a little reluctantly. 
 
    “Do you remember it?” 
 
    “Yes,” I replied quietly, mapping out the path I’d taken that night. “Do you?” 
 
    He nodded. “I hadn’t expected him to show up at a Halloween party.” 
 
    “Who was he?” I asked. 
 
    “Someone trying to pretend they had information about a person I was looking for.” 
 
    “I remember you holding a big ass rock.” 
 
    “That was the last time I ever forgot my gun.” 
 
    I side-eyed him. “You carry a gun?” 
 
    “I’ve always carried. So do Bri, Gavin, and Owen.” 
 
    “Why? I mean, other than being rich, are you part of some top-secret society?” 
 
    “What if I was?” 
 
    I leaned against the car. “This isn’t all because of your school king complex, is it?” 
 
    He tossed his head back and laughed, more genuinely and freely than I’d ever seen. My heart clenched in my chest at the sight. He was so gorgeous. 
 
    “Anyone who thinks ruling a few hallways means they have power is really just a pussy with an inflated ego.” 
 
    I—damn. He was right. 
 
    “So, not a king then?” 
 
    “To these people, sure. This town, too. To the real world? My world? Nah. That’d be someone like Gavin. I’ve got higher aspirations.” 
 
    “Like?” I fished. 
 
    “Why stop at being a king when you’re destined to be a fucking god?” 
 
    I liked that comparison a lot. “That’s…so you’re actually like Italian royalty?” 
 
    He turned away from the direction he’d been facing and walked back towards me. “I’m Sicilian. And you could say that. You know what that would make you?” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. “A peasant, I’m sure.” 
 
    “A goddess. A queen. Whatever the fuck you want to be, because nothing is wrong with you, principessa. You’re perfection. You let this world label you and predetermine what you should be when all you need to do is be you. The girl who helped me bury a body in the middle of the night.” 
 
    He stepped into me, planting his hands on my hips, walking us backward. 
 
    “That girl was insane.” 
 
    “No,” he said, his voice heavy with grit. 
 
    The car met my back, and he caged me in with his body, slipping his hands beneath my dress to grab hold of my ass. 
 
    “I'm just like you. You're like me. But only one of us is pretending to have a semblance of purity and sanity.” 
 
    I wrapped my arms around his neck, reflecting on the first night I saw him. If I had never followed him from the party, none of this would be happening. From the moment we got entangled, I’d set a precursor for my future. 
 
    Him. 
 
    The wicked blueblood who’d bashed a man’s head in with a rock. I hadn’t even asked questions. I’d just helped him dig a hole and bury the guy. His bones were out here with us right now, the flesh having rotted off for the earthworms and maggots to feast on. 
 
    I never regretted it. 
 
    Never thought to go to the police. 
 
    I let him have every part of me when we were done. It had been the perfect ending to a night shrouded in death and violence. 
 
    Raising on my tiptoes, I pressed my lips to his. He immediately reciprocated. 
 
    It didn’t take long before I was ready for more; I’d been wanting more since I saw him leaning over that damn balcony. 
 
    His hand delved into my underwear, a deep breath of air leaving his lungs. “You’re always so wet for me, bambina.” 
 
    I spread my legs to encourage him, and he eased two fingers inside me, rocking in and out of my pussy at a slow, steady tempo. A soft moan passed from my lips into his mouth. 
 
    He pulled away and brought his lips to my ear. “Admit you want me, and I’ll give you what you’re so badly craving. Every solid inch of it.” 
 
    I nodded against him, withholding a, “Hell yes!” 
 
    “Say the words, Rhiannon,” he demanded, shoving his digits in knuckle-deep. 
 
    I whimpered, rising onto my toes to fight against the tension. “I want you. You know I do. I always have.” 
 
    His fingers immediately withdrew. He pulled open the rear door of the car and shoved me inside so only my legs hung off the seat. 
 
    There was nothing soft or sweet about what happened next. 
 
    He wrenched my underwear down my legs and replaced them with his mouth, eating me like his life depended on it. His tongue plunged so deep inside me I could clench it with my walls. 
 
    “I knew you were meant for me the night you spread these legs and offered up this sweet pussy while we were covered in blood.” 
 
    He ran his nose up my slit, teasing my clit with the tip of his tongue, flicking it back and forth and then flattening against it completely. 
 
    “Judas,” I whimpered, dragging my hands through his hair. 
 
    He reached up and used two fingers to shove back my hood, fully exposing my swollen clit. The tip of his tongue pressed against it and he began to circulate, creating a mind-blowing friction. 
 
    His fingers went lower, to a place only he had been before. A thumb pressed against the puckered hole, easing into it. I cried out, feeling wetness gathering on the seat as it trickled from my pussy and between the crevice of my ass. 
 
    Everything stopped abruptly, and then he was hovering over me. The sound of his zipper going down seemed to echo in the air around us.  I glanced down at his cock, seeing it practically throb from how hard it was, a bead of precum already on his tip. He was long and wide. Absolutely. Perfect. 
 
    When he guided himself to my entrance, I released a shaky breath to prepare myself. 
 
    He took my legs and pulled me closer to the edge of the seat, hooking them over his shoulders. “Look at me,” he commanded gruffly. 
 
    My eyes flew to his, becoming trapped in their steel prison. He flexed his hips and sunk himself inside me, not stopping to allow me any time to adjust. “This pussy was made for my cock,” he groaned.  
 
    I felt myself stretching, a pleasurable burn growing stronger when he withdrew, slamming back inside me on my next breath. 
 
    He was quick to readjust, giving me the ability to lock my hands around the back of his neck. His hips rolled and I gasped, causing a smile to spread across his face. 
 
    He began to pump in and out of me, my pussy flooding for him as he picked up his tempo, fucking me harder the louder I screamed for him. 
 
    My mind could only focus on the pleasure he gave me. 
 
    When his hand wrapped around my throat, pinning me to the seat so he could reach even deeper inside me, I felt myself begin to clench. His hold tightened until the car was rocking and spots were dancing across my vision. 
 
    No other sound filled the woods but what we did in the backseat of his car. I came on a strangled cry, forcing him to follow as I contracted around him. 
 
    He didn’t move away from me right away. His body lowered without crushing me, and he pressed his lips to my forehead. 
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER EIGHTEEN 
 
    Rhiannon 
 
    Mom would’ve called. 
 
    I’m not sure why that was my first thought upon waking in Judas’ bed, but it was. A quick glance at my cellphone screen showed that it was ten past midnight. 
 
    She had come back with the pizza hours ago. Technically, at eighteen—almost nineteen, since I had a late birthday—she didn’t need to track my every move. 
 
    But still, she did. The six missed calls and eight text messages were probably all her freaking out. I wasn’t going to open them yet, not until I knew how to explain…this 
 
    Speaking of this, where the hell was Judas? After what we did in his bed most of the night, it seemed rather rude to leave me to wake up without him. I sat up and listened but heard no other sounds in the house. 
 
    Shoving his cloud-like comforter off me, I slipped from the bed and headed for the door, ignoring the ache between my legs. 
 
    I snagged one of his T-shirts from a dresser along the way to cover up my nakedness. The hallway looked like a gaping hole of darkness. Creepy as hell. I wasn’t sure I’d ever get used to living in a giant ass house, but if I stayed with Judas… 
 
    Okay. I was getting way ahead of myself. Good dick and orgasms that had my soul leaving my body had obviously evaporated some of my brain cells. I stepped out into the hall on my tiptoes, feeling the need to be silent. 
 
    Did he live here alone? I should’ve asked that hours ago. I certainly hoped his parents were away or something. I’d hate to meet his mom and dad dressed like this, and there was no way they tuned out our performance. 
 
    Thinking I heard something, I paused, listening for it again. Was that a groan? 
 
    Trepidation had my spine tingling. Moving down the stairs, I noticed a glow of light cascading into the dining room. 
 
    It had to be coming from the kitchen. 
 
    I went towards it, ignoring every horror movie no-no there was. There wasn’t anyone around, but I picked up on voices—multiple, and Judas’ was one of them. 
 
    I moved towards an open door with carefully placed steps. Closing my eyes and swallowing, I was just summoning the lady balls to peek around the doorframe when a familiar voice spoke up. 
 
    “You can stop playing a shitty game of hide and seek and come in here. You don’t exactly blend in with the shadows,” Gavin said. 
 
    “You…you can see me?” 
 
    “No, kitten. We can hear you,” Owen replied. 
 
    “You did good up until you started to panic,” Brianna chimed in. 
 
    What the hell? 
 
    “I didn’t panic,” I replied, moving away from the counter. 
 
    I found myself staring into a garage. I think. The walls and floor were lined with plastic, and there was a smell coming from deeper within. Something revolting that had been covered by something decent. 
 
    My Rooks and my Knight were all together, so where was the Barron?  
 
    A sheet was covering something in the middle of the room. They had one lamp on to illuminate their surroundings, so I couldn’t really tell what it was they had covered up. 
 
    “Do you wanna see him?” came from behind me, spoken softly in my ear. I jumped out of my skin, heart flying to my throat. 
 
    I stepped into the garage and turned to face him. “Where did you come from?” 
 
    “I’ve been behind you almost the whole time.” 
 
    That creeped me out on a massive level. And he was all the way dressed. How long had he been out of bed? 
 
    “We’re going to have to work on your perception skills.” He placed a gentle hand on my waist, and I realized he was wearing leather gloves. 
 
    “Is there a reason you’re dressed like you’re about to commit robbery? All of you?” I asked, taking in each of them. 
 
    “We don’t wear anything that shows bloodstains, just in case,” Bri answered happily. 
 
    I couldn’t feign shock at her explanation. I knew something was off about all of them. I met Judas under unorthodox circumstances. My gaze traveled the length of the garage again, noting a tool bench, a large metal tub, and lots of boxes. I found myself pausing on the mass beneath the sheet, finally understanding what it was. 
 
    “Who did you want me to see?” 
 
    “Go ahead, Bri,” Judas said, taking a step closer to me. 
 
    She stepped forward with the grace of a ballerina and plucked the blanket from the mass. It took me a moment to recognize the person I was staring at. 
 
    “What have you done?” I shrilled. 
 
    “He deserved this,” Gavin stated in a bored tone. 
 
    I rushed over to the chair, reaching out but then thinking better of it at the last second. “Dax.” I said his name firmly. 
 
    His eyes were shut. At least I assumed they were. They’d swollen so much I wasn’t entirely sure. The revolting smell was definitely coming from him. It was urine and feces, and old blood covered by some type of chemical sheen they’d sprayed on him.  
 
    Taking him in entirely, I was disgusted. 
 
    He’d always been skinny but not like this. His skin was missing in places, burned in others. 
 
    An area of his ribs was an ugly yellow-ish color. 
 
    “How long has he been here?” 
 
    “Since the night of the party,” Judas replied. 
 
    “But he’s been online. His car was at the—” 
 
    “All us, kitten,” Owen cut in. 
 
    I looked right at Judas and asked, “Why?” 
 
    “Well…one, he was never supposed to put his hands on you, hence the broken fingers. Two, he works for your father when he’s supposed to work for mine.” 
 
    “And he knew where Maisie was,” Gavin added. 
 
    I didn’t know what to do with what they were saying or how to process it. The rug had just been swept out from beneath my feet, and my ass had definitely hit the ground. 
 
    I attempted to undo his binds, but they were expertly done up. 
 
    “His dad died a few years ago,” Judas said, walking across the room. 
 
    That couldn’t be right. Dax told me he was driving to see his dad every few weeks. 
 
    “He was going to get girls,” Judas kept going, giving explanation to my private thought. “That’s what his job was. He lured them in, and your parents did the rest. You thought he was going to see his dad when he disappeared.” 
 
    I shook my head back and forth. “I don’t believe you.” Even as I said that, I moved away from Dax, leaving his emaciated body the same way I’d found it. 
 
    The thought of him going to do something like that, and then texting me that he was back in town…It sickened me to the core. All those times he claimed he was at that lake... 
 
    If this was true, then the other part of what Judas said would be true too, but it didn’t make any sense. 
 
    “What do you mean he works for my dad? My dad’s a roofer.” 
 
    “Even as you said that, some part of you has to know that’s not true. And think about it. Your parents pushed this relationship so hard to keep you away from me.” 
 
    I stared at Dax, who had yet to wake up. I waited to feel something other than fading pity for the boy in front of me, but I couldn’t force what wouldn’t come. This was all a little surreal but not so much so that it didn’t add up. They’d always had an odd relationship with Dax, liked him seemingly more than I did. 
 
    “I hear what you’re saying…” I managed to get out, my thoughts scrambling to find some sense in all of this. Dad was Dad. He couldn’t be…whatever kind of person who needed girls rounded up. 
 
    “Dax was playing both sides of the field. Keep Judas happy, keep the Clermonts happy, and get the girl,” Owen explained. 
 
    The room went silent, all eyes trained on me. I didn’t have words for them, though. I just needed to go…go and process. This was like a scene out of a shitty B grade horror movie, only no one had given me a script. Swallowing thickly, I gestured to Dax. 
 
    “What’s going to happen to him?” 
 
    “What do you think?” Brianna retorted softly. 
 
    “He’s going to die,” I stated factually. 
 
    “Naturally. It was always going to come to this, so don’t blame yourself. He’s not worth your guilt. We’ve got a lot of shit people in our world, but he ranks higher in my book,” Brianna soothed, placing a hand on my shoulder. 
 
    I stepped out of her reach, capping my emotions before they could erupt. 
 
    I walked away, leaving them to do whatever it was they were gonna do. I couldn’t save Dax even if I wanted to, and my self-preservation demanded I remove myself from the room before I did something I couldn’t undo. 
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER NINETEEN 
 
    JUDAS 
 
    Emotional responses weren’t common for us. 
 
    We didn’t break down when we had every reason to, and we didn’t react to feelings. If we did that, we wouldn’t last long where we came from. People like us sniffed out weakness like sharks could blood in water. All emotion needed to be concealed until you were alone. 
 
    That’s when you broke. If you needed to break. I did that a few times when I realized my sister had been sold off into an industry very few returned from. 
 
    I’d expected more from Rhiannon. She was new to all this, but then I’d only ever seen her close to tears once, and they hadn’t fallen. 
 
    Maybe she was doing what so many of us snuck off to do right then. I would give her a moment but that was all. 
 
    “Grab me a towel,” I directed Owen. 
 
    “You still using the knife?” Bri asked, smoothing out the plastic in front of Dax. 
 
    “That’s my insurance policy. Once we leave Crudele, if Rhiannon ever changes her mind, that’s my ace of spades.” 
 
    Bri frowned but kept her mouth shut. 
 
    “You shooting or holding?” Gavin asked. 
 
    “You can shoot.” I caught the thick white towel Owen tossed through the air. I walked up to Dax and studied his stiff frame. I felt nothing for him but anger for allowing him to be close to us. 
 
    He was a betrayer in the end. He’d been the only person who knew where Maisie was and never spoke up. The fucking Clermonts took her away and killed the whole operation two and a half years ago. 
 
    They went damn near bankrupt in the process. Or so we thought. 
 
    Gavin approached with a silenced pistol in one hand and put a point-blank shot in the back of Dax’s head. I carefully wrapped a towel around the bullet wound to prevent too much of his insides from spilling. 
 
    As quickly as possible, Bri used the knife Rhiannon had grabbed to stab him in the heart to minimize excessive bleeding. 
 
    Owen came in next, moving the body from the chair and depositing it in a bathtub where it could bleed out as much as it was going to near a drain. He was our trained butcher and would be the one to quickly and efficiently dismember the body. 
 
    After that it was simple logistics. Dax’s parts would be packed in plastic and stuffed in cardboard boxes. The boxes would be discarded by the same mules that cleaned up Erin Moore’s limbs and the burnt cadaver Marcus had dumped on our property. 
 
    “We got the rest,” Bri said, dropping the bloody knife into a plastic bag. “I’ll get this locked up for safe keeping.” 
 
    I nodded and left them to it, going to find Rhiannon exactly where I expected her to be. 
 
    She was back in my room, lying across my bed on her stomach, ankles crossed. Her perfect ass was slightly exposed, hanging out the bottom of my T-shirt. She wasn’t crying—thank fuck. She was staring at the wall with varying emotions written across her face. 
 
    “Is he gone?” she asked, her voice soft. 
 
    “He is,” I confirmed, lifting my shirt over my head. 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    I was a little taken aback by the relief in her voice. “You sound okay with that.” 
 
    “Because I am,” she replied, a thousand different meanings in those three words. I wouldn’t force her to talk or try and play therapist. That wasn’t my thing. 
 
    I’d be here to distract her from it. Make it all better for her until the next time I had to break another piece of her reality. And the next. 
 
    She rolled over, the shirt rising in the process, exposing every fucking thing below her waist. I lifted a brow and waited for her to tell me what she wanted. 
 
    I shouldn’t have been thinking about being balls deep inside her pussy after a traumatic experience. I knew she was thinking the same thing. It’s what made us fit. Not the fucking, though she was the best goddamn thing to ever be wrapped around my dick. We were anomalies, atypical sick fucks who didn’t fit in with societal norms. 
 
    Our relationship wouldn’t ever fit in a perfect box. I suspected it would always be a level of love-hate between us, me pushing and pushing, her trying not to bend. We hadn’t even truly begun yet. I had big plans for Rhia and her family. 
 
    “What happens now, Jude?” 
 
    Jude. She was the only person I could tolerate calling me that. Unable to disclose my true intentions, I gave her a roundabout answer. 
 
    “You be what I told you to be.” 
 
    She laughed bitterly. “A twisted slut that dabbles in depravity.” 
 
    “That’s who you are regardless. You know what I want from you.” 
 
    “To be yours.” 
 
    “Entirely mine,” I confirmed, unzipping my jeans. 
 
    She stared up at me in silence, waging an internal battle right before my eyes. I wished I could crawl inside her head and know every little thing she thought. Without a word, she shifted to the edge of my bed and stood up, making her way towards me.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY 
 
    RHIANNON 
 
    I rose from the bed, pulling his shirt over my head. 
 
    I didn’t stop to ponder what was wrong with me. I didn’t want to think right then. I wasn’t ready for the thoughts threatening to sink me. I watched Judas take off all his clothes until he was back the way he’d been a few hours ago, and all I wanted was his body pressed against mine. 
 
    I walked up to him and locked my arms around his neck, forcing him to walk backward with me. Once he was on the bed, I maneuvered so that I could straddle him, leaning low to press my nakedness to his solid form, skimming my hands down his body. 
 
    “What are you doing?” he asked when I began to follow. 
 
    “I want you to come in my mouth,” I murmured. Following the path my hands had just taken with my lips, I glided over all the bumps and crevices of his six pack. 
 
    I gripped his hard shaft in both hands, moving them up and down as I got used to the feel of him. I opened my mouth wide, taking him as far in as I could, smoothing my tongue along the vein along the side of his cock. 
 
    He hissed out a breath when I sucked him to the back of my throat, came up slowly, and then repeated the motion, using my hands to work his balls and base. I picked up my pace, sucking him hard, slurping and bobbing my head until I tasted his pre-cum. 
 
    Rolling his balls in my hands, I teased that same vein with my tongue again. 
 
    A curse rumbled from his chest, his cock pulsed, and tangy come coated the back of my throat. 
 
    I barely wiped my mouth before his hand was tangled in my hair and he was dragging me up to straddle his lap, sitting up to meet me halfway. 
 
    His mouth met mine violently, the kiss savage. We nipped and sucked, blood spilling from both of us. He lifted me up by one ass cheek, guiding me back on his rapidly hardening cock. I gasped and groaned as he thickened inside me, stretching what was still sore. 
 
    “You want to be on top? Fuck me good, baby, before I take over and fuck you.” He wound my hair around his fist, forcing my head to stay at an angle as I began to rock my hips. I shuddered against him, finding a steady rhythm. 
 
    His dominant nature took over without a warning, and he flipped me onto my back. He stayed on his knees and gripped my thighs, forcing my ass to rest against his, keeping my upper half flat on the bed. 
 
    He slammed back inside me as if he meant to tear me in half. I called for him, digging my nails into his hips as he pushed my state of pleasure further than it’d ever gone before. The headboard banged into the wall, creating a chaotic melody to serve as a soundtrack to my moans and cries that made no sense. 
 
    The grip on my hips began to burn and bruise. I let him consume me, ride my body as hard as he wanted. I succumbed to anything he did, exploding around him so intensely tears sprang to my eyes. We stayed wrapped in each other until neither of us could come or fuck anymore, lying on the saturated sheets in a pile of sore, overworked limbs. He looked at me silently for a long time, tracing his fingers up and down my spine. 
 
    When he brought his mouth forward to capture mine in a tender kiss, I returned it, giving in to the person responsible for bringing a flame to my world. 
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    Scorpions were one of the most enduring creatures in the world. They embodied protection and solid armor. I traced over the one tattooed on Judas’ bicep, staring down at his sleeping face. 
 
    He’d promised no matter what happened that I’d be all right. We both knew that was bullshit. Judas hadn’t come into my life to save me. He was the catalyst that would destroy me. 
 
    I was the daughter of someone who had committed unforgiveable transgressions against his family. Shifting slightly, I rested my back against the headboard. The silence around me was the loudest it’d ever been. 
 
    I needed to speak to my parents. Find out who I was. Warn them of what was coming. 
 
    Thinking of Dax, my skin crawled as volatile images of what could happen to us flashed through my brain. Biological or not, they were all I had. They’d raised me, given me a good life. Even if it was built upon lies. 
 
    As with every story, there was never just one side. They came in threes. Right now, all I had was the prelude of one. There was so much I didn’t know. My family had skeletons about to pour from the closet, and I was in bed with the monster from my daydreams, a sick addiction. 
 
    He wanted to use me for something, I knew that for sure. I’d be a fool not to be terrified, but I was coming to terms with accepting the worst. Judas wanted a queen to maneuver on his personal chessboard. My parents wanted a daughter ignorant to their sordid way of life. 
 
    I was going to give them all what they wanted. I was good at keeping dirty secrets. I was even better at playing pretend. 
 
    I’d play the role expected of me, ignore the wounds inflicted by the ones who took advantage of people for personal gain. 
 
    I’d be his, and he’d be mine until the bitter fucking end, because if my world was going to go up in flames, then so was his. 
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    A queen is said to be the most powerful piece on the board, but no one ever mentions that she’s maneuvered by the king. 
 
    I gave myself to a monster to save the ones who betrayed me. 
 
    I let myself be crowned queen of a world I didn’t understand, making me not only a prisoner but the perfect pawn. 
 
    Judas Barron is even more lethal than I could have ever imagined. A savage god in a league of his own. 
 
    I thought he could grow to love me. 
 
    I thought wrong. 
 
    There’s a mutual hatred between us. It grows stronger by the day—as does the sickeningly toxic need we have for one another. 
 
    He’s taken me away from everything I’ve ever known. 
 
    He wants me to shatter so he can collect all the pieces. 
 
    He thinks he can tear my world apart without consequence. 
 
    But what if the queen were to kill the king and take his empire for herself? 
 
    ****WARNING**** 
 
    Savage Gods takes a drastic turn in terms of darkness. This book is violent, contains total power control, a few tropes many will hate, explicit sexual content, and triggers.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Other Books 
 
    Badlands Series 
 
    Savages 
 
    Deviants 
 
    Outcasts 
 
    Heathens 
 
    Degenerates 
 
    Hellions 
 
    Renegades 
 
    Miscreants 
 
    Old Money Trilogy 
 
    Queen Of Diamonds 
 
    King Of Hearts 
 
    Ace Of Spades 
 
    Pretty Lies, Ugly Truths 
 
    Sweet Poisons 
 
    Sick Remedies 
 
    Pretty Lies, Ugly Truths 
 
    Broken Crowns Series 
 
    *Paranormal* 
 
    Beauty & Rage 
 
    Beauty & Wreckage 
 
    Beauty & Havoc--Standalone 
 
    Standalones 
 
    Covetous 
 
    Rose De Muerte 
 
    Dahlia Saga 
 
    Malice 
 
    Obscene 
 
    Depravity 
 
    Malevolence 
 
    Iniquity 
 
    Devil’s Isle 
 
    Del Diablo 
 
    Muerte 
 
    Deviant Games 
 
    Crucible 
 
    Malady 
 
    Calamity--standalone 
 
    Devil’s Playground 
 
    Periculum 
 
    Coveting Delirium 
 
    Opaque Melodies 
 
    Melodic Madness 
 
    Reign & Ruin 
 
    Lawless Kingdom 
 
    Coming soon! 
 
    New Money Trilogy 
 
    Perilous Gods 
 
    Dark Degradations 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    KEEP IN TOUCH 
 
    Want to be the first to hear about new releases or sales? Join my newsletter. 
 
    Sign Up Here 
 
    Follow me on Facebook 
 
    Follow me on Instagram 
 
    Join my reader’s group Nefarious  
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    Rhett Sullivan 
 
    Mysterious boy painted in shades of red. 
 
    Nova Markov 
 
    Eccentric girl dripping in sunshine. 
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