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 Chapter One – Jaz 
 
      
 
      
 
    Now, I know what you’re thinking: I tend to make a lot of mistakes. Would I ever learn from them? The answer, unfortunately for me, was probably not.  
 
    Bull-headed, rash, stubborn beyond all belief. When I found something to obsess over, something I believed was right, I couldn’t let it go. I kept digging even if I didn’t like the direction my hole went. I was the kind of kid who, when hurt, kept picking at the scabs and reopening the wounds. It’s just how I was.  
 
    Getting onto a stranger’s motorcycle in the brisk air of a Midpark winter’s day? Not my best decision, but it would take some time before I knew whether it beat my decision to go to that party with Archer.  
 
    Yeah, you know what? I was still pissed about that. The more I thought about what happened—what could’ve happened, if Jacob hall, my private investigator, hadn’t stepped in and saved me—the more infuriated I grew.  
 
    I could’ve been raped—by every person at that party. They could’ve taken pictures of me and spread it around the internet. Those rich kids…Brittany and her crew—oh, I’d make sure they got theirs. This was not something I could just blink and let go; it would fester inside of me until I broke those rich kids.  
 
    It would be hard. I was under no illusions there. To beat those cruel kids, I’d have to learn to play the game their way, but I didn’t care. I’d do whatever I had to.  
 
    First thing was first, though. I had to get out of my current predicament. 
 
    The last thing I’d expected this morning as Mom dropped me off at school was to be approached by some leather-wearing, tattooed stranger who radiated danger. I supposed I could’ve made a scene, could’ve done something—there were cameras aplenty outside—but when he said he knew where my mom was, that she was alone in that big house all day… 
 
    What could I have done? I couldn’t put my mom in danger. She was…she was all I had left, really. Even if my dad was alive out there, even if I found out who he was, it wouldn’t change the fact that my mom and I were as close as a mother and daughter could be. We’d been together for the last eighteen years, surviving in this cold, harsh world, and I didn’t want anything to tear us apart.  
 
    Or see her hurt by a maniac with a tattoo wrapping around the sides of his shaven head.  
 
    I wasn’t stupid. I knew I put myself in danger by going with this guy, but what else could I do?  
 
    I currently sat behind him on his bike, my arms wrapped around his stomach. My long black hair whipped around behind me in the cold wind, and I buried my face against the back of his leather jacket to block out as much wind as I could. The body I held onto was relaxed, as if he threatened people to go with him every day of his life.  
 
    It was also a muscular body, beneath the leather, but I wasn’t going to focus on that.  
 
    We all knew what happened the last time I let myself swoon over a body, and the handsome face attached to it. Archer…I still couldn’t believe he played me like that. The whole time I’d fallen over my feet, blushed and daydreamed, about a guy with a girlfriend. I mean, who the hell did that? That was just wrong. It was disgusting and rude and cruel all at the same time. Even if he crawled to me on his knees and begged forgiveness—which I knew he never would—the only thing I’d do was laugh.  
 
    Laugh because there would be no forgiveness where I was concerned. Laugh because I planned on making him just as miserable as I was going to make Brittany.  
 
    Someone had spiked my drink at that party, so just to be safe, I was going to make every single one of them pay.  
 
    You know, if this guy didn’t stab me twenty times and toss my body into a ditch somewhere, first.  
 
    The ride wasn’t too long, which surprised me. Not even twenty minutes later, he pulled us off the road and into a parking lot of a hotel. We were on the outskirts of Midpark, therefore the hotel looked like it was on the lower side of fancy. A two-story place, where he apparently already had a room paid for, for the minute he turned off his bike and kicked the stand out, he was dragging me to a room on the second floor.  
 
    We passed not another soul; whoever was working the front desk wasn’t there, so no one saw how rough this guy handled me. His fingers curled around my wrist too tightly, but I was too wound up to feel the pain.  
 
    I mean, if I was going to die here, get wrapped up in half a dozen trash bags and tossed out into the dumpster in the back, why bother being afraid? What good would it do me? A stupid way to look at it, but with everything going on in my life, that’s how I chose to view it.  
 
    With one hand on my wrist, the leather-clad guy stopped before a door, reaching into his pocket with his free hand to bring out the room key. Once we were inside, he pushed me in, finally letting me go. I stumbled a bit, but the moment I caught myself, I whirled on him, my intent to question him—but then I saw the unmade bed, the sheets, and I quieted.  
 
    Please don’t tell me I made it out of Friday’s party unscathed only to end up here, being taken advantage of while I was awake and in my right mind enough to live through it…  
 
    Shit. It never even occurred to me: this guy could work for one of the Midpark brats, to use Jacob’s description of them. He could be a hired goon. 
 
    I swallowed when he shut the door behind him, leaning his back on it, his blue eyes startlingly intense, their color as clear and as vibrant as the waters in the Caribbean. Beautiful eyes set in a face that could kill. The sides of his head were shaved short, revealing the thick tribal tattoo curling up his spine and around his skull, while the top of his head held a few inches of brown hair, messy and unkempt thanks to the bike ride. He didn’t look too much older than me, but age didn’t matter when you were dealing with the rich.  
 
    He cocked his head, a slow smirk spreading on his face. Even though my heart was already beating a million times a minute, that smirk made it beat faster. “Jazmine Smith,” he spoke, his voice low, rough, and scratchy. Kind of like his appearance.  
 
    Never had I seen someone wear a leather jacket so well.  
 
    “It’s Jaz,” I said, my hands tightening around my backpack’s straps over my shoulders as I remembered the knife in his jacket. He could pull that shiny, sharp thing on me, and then it would all be over.  
 
    A bad way to go. I wasn’t ready.  
 
    The smirk broke into a full-fledged smile, and he threw the deadbolt in the lock, along with the chain before moving away from the door, grinning as he repeated, “Jaz. I like it. I’m Dante, but you can call me Storm if you want.”  
 
    Storm? Why the hell would I call him Storm? Was that his last name, or some kind of nickname he’d given himself to sound tougher? Either way, he didn’t need to be called Storm. Danger oozed from every pore on his body without the need for a nickname like that.  
 
    My heart felt like popping out of my chest and running away, especially when he neared me. I found myself taking a few steps back as I asked him, not for the first time, “How do you know who I am? Did someone hire you?” If only I had the money to combat the Midpark brats’ wealth…  
 
    “I’ve known who you are for a while,” he said, still taking more steps toward me.  
 
    I really wished he wouldn’t, because I’d managed to back myself up against the wall, my legs awkwardly bent over the window air unit. I scooted to the side, getting myself off it, but I only ended up backing myself into the deepest corner in the room, between the outer wall and the bed.  
 
    “No one hired me,” he added, his blue gaze dropping to my feet, slowly traveling up my entire body, as if I was naked and on display—as if he had every right in the world to check me out so unabashedly. “I came of my own volition, and it’s a good thing I did. You don’t belong in Midpark, Jaz.”  
 
    How the hell could this guy tell me, with a straight face, after kidnapping me, that I didn’t belong in Midpark? Who was he? The way he stared at me, like I should know him, gave me pause.  
 
    He was insane. He had to be. That was that.  
 
    I let out a short chuckle, though the sound died in the back of my throat. “I don’t know what you’re talking about, but I really need to get back to school.” First period had already started, which meant I was late. Had revenge to get to, you know. Couldn’t waste time like this.  
 
    Just by looking at him, I knew Dante didn’t care about wasting time.  
 
    “Come on,” he said, inching toward me. I had nowhere to go; I was effectively stuck against the corner, my fingers gripping the straps on my backpack so hard my knuckles turned white. “We both know that’s a lie. I could tell just by watching, you don’t belong there. Not in that school, not with those people, and not in that big house.”  
 
    “How do you know so much about me? Who are you?”  
 
    Again, he smirked. “I’ve been watching you a long time. It was hard to find you after you moved, but…” Dante shrugged, and I realized his shoulders were even wider than they looked, now that they practically blocked out the entire room from me. “I managed. I’ll always find you.”  
 
    The way he talked, it was like he knew me—but he didn’t. I’d never seen him before in my life, and surely I’d remember a walking bad boy with a tattoo on his skull.  
 
    “I don’t know you,” I whispered, my breath hitching when he stepped even closer. Less than two feet between us now; he was way too close. So close I could hardly breathe. This guy definitely did not understand personal boundaries; if the situation was different, maybe I wouldn’t mind so much.  
 
    He was…not terrible to look at, but now was not the time to lose myself in the attractiveness of this stranger.  
 
    He’d threatened my mom, after all. That was not something I could forget.  
 
    “Maybe not,” he admitted. “But you will. You’re eighteen now, so you should choose where you want to be. In Midpark, with those rich, spoiled fuckers, or where you belong—with me.”  
 
    I didn’t…what the hell was he going on about? I’d never met him before in my life. If this was some freaky way of asking me out, he had another thing coming. I…I didn’t even know what to say, at this point. Speechless, I was frigging speechless.  
 
    “Again,” I said, meeting those intense, azure eyes, “I don’t know you.”  
 
    “Maybe right now you don’t,” Dante murmured, taking yet another step closer to me, the distance between us mere inches, now. “But you will.” Beneath his smirk, his teeth were white and straight, a devil’s smile through and through. Any girl with a thing for the tall, dark, and handsome guys would feel a warming in their lower gut when Dante was so close.  
 
    That’s what I told myself, anyway, to make me feel better for the blossoming heat in my belly.  
 
    “We can get to know each other better right now,” he whispered. 
 
    I blinked, my cheeks heating up to match what was going on under the waist. Was Dante propositioning me? Was this…was this really happening? Did I hit my head and knock myself out when I wasn’t looking? I had no idea what to say or how to respond without risking him pulling that knife on me— 
 
    Wait a minute. The knife.  
 
    It was in his inner coat pocket. I could pull it out, if he was distracted, use it on him to get away.  
 
    As much as there was that could go wrong, it was the only plan I had. There was no way I could outright beat this guy without hurting him a bit. If I wanted to make those rich brats at Midpark High pay, I had to learn to do what was necessary—and right now that included putting on a mask and playing the game to get close to that knife.  
 
    I figured it’d be better to put up a bit of a fight; it’d look too strange if I gave in so quickly. I bit my bottom lip, watching as his eyes fell to my mouth, and I whispered, “But I just met you.” It’s what I should’ve told myself before hooking up with Archer, but I’d been stupid. Beyond foolish. Hooking up with anyone in Midpark was bound to have consequences.  
 
    I just didn’t realize exactly what those consequences were until last Friday.  
 
    “That’s the best time,” he said. “No built-up expectations, no strings.” He tilted his head, checking me out yet again. “I could make you forget all about every other dude with a dick that’s been near you—and that’s a Storm promise.”  
 
    Oh, God. Was he going to constantly refer to himself as Storm? Was he one of those weirdos? Maybe I should rethink this seducing plan…  
 
    No, I had no other plan. This was it.  
 
    “So why don’t you drop that backpack and we’ll move this getting-to-know-you session to the bed?” Dante suggested.  
 
    Was this how he treated every girl he kidnapped? I assumed I wasn’t the only one. Actually sleeping with him would be a mistake—if all went well, it wouldn’t get that far. All I needed was the knife.  
 
    If I had to kill him to get away…well, then I guessed I would. There were videos at the high school that would show him blocking my path to the doors, forcing me to go with him. I was certain he had some kind of criminal record—who the hell got head tattoos, anyway? The law would side with me, and if it didn’t, I was sure I could use Ollie as my lawyer if I asked nicely.  
 
    Not that I had anything to pay him with, besides the money under my mattress, but whatever. I’d get to it if and when I got to it. 
 
    I took a step away from the wall, my chest grazing his as I muttered, “I don’t know…”  
 
    Dante reached for the straps, helping to slide them off. My backpack fell to the floor with a thud, and I was about to reach into his jacket to take out the knife when he took a step back, grabbed my wrist, and spun me away from the wall, pinning me to the bed in the next moment.  
 
    Wow. He worked fast.  
 
    And—I realized as he pressed his midsection down on me—he was already getting hard.  
 
    I could feel the knife’s solid steel pressing against me between us, and I knew I couldn’t grab it as we were positioned now. I had to get him to not pin me down as hard, maybe even get on top.  
 
    “This is…a little fast, isn’t it?” I breathed out, but he had a retort ready. 
 
    “Jaz, if there’s one thing to know about me, it’s that I like it fast,” Dante whispered, his entire body pinning mine down on the bed. His hands moved to hold my neck, one of them squeezing just a bit too hard. “I like it fast, and I like it dirty.”  
 
    My mind went places after that, but all thoughts in my head vanished the moment he pressed his hungry lips down on mine.  
 
    I’d never kissed a stranger before. Well, I’d kissed Archer, who was pretty much like a stranger since he’d hidden the truth from me the entire time, but that was different. I’d at least spoken to him on multiple occasions before.  
 
    Dante? I literally just met the guy, and he was already pressing his boner against me, his mouth ravaging mine as if he couldn’t get enough.  
 
    Really. He was. I was not exaggerating there.  
 
    The way Dante kissed…it was new. It was hard and fast, urgent and heated, igniting sparks within me even though he was a stranger. My body immediately reacted to his, my lips kissing him back even though I knew I had to remain in my right mind to pull this off.  
 
    Problem was, it was damned near impossible to be in my right mind when this guy kissed me like he wanted to pull the breath from my lungs, the power of a thousand suns behind each tug and push of his lips.  
 
    With how hard he pushed down on me with every inch of his body, I knew I needed to flip our positions.  
 
    When he bit my bottom lip, eliciting a moan from my body—my stupid, stupid body that was clearly not on the same page as my mind—I set my hands on his shoulders and pushed. His shoulders were the only thing I could get ahold of, but it worked.  
 
    I rolled Dante onto his back, straddling him. He seemed surprised at my sudden display of dominance, his eyes heavy-lidded as he watched me. “Well,” he murmured, looking a lot less dangerous as he stared up at me with his head resting on a fluffy white pillow, “look at you, taking charge. All right, I’ll let you, but only this once.”  
 
    My, my. My lucky freaking day.  
 
    I figured I couldn’t go straight for his stomach, feeling like it would be too obvious, so I ground my hips along him, causing the hardness under me to twitch and the man himself to groan. His leather jacket hung open, a dark shirt underneath. He really was fit under that leather, wasn’t he?  
 
    The perfect body to use and discard…  
 
    But I’d learned my lesson the last time. No more hookups. Not for a while, at least. When things calmed down…maybe.  
 
    I leaned down, moving my lips along his jaw, kissing away. Eventually his hands found my sides, though they took a while to get there—but when they did, they dug in, so hard I knew I’d have bruises tomorrow. Better bruises than being the next face on the news, though.  
 
    Once I was sure his hands were firm on my sides, my mouth moved to his. I kissed him as hard as I could, nibbling on his lower lip, putting a fire behind the lip lock I’d never known before. He urgently kissed me before? Well, now I kissed him like my life depended on it. 
 
    And it kind of did.  
 
    As I kissed him hard, I ground again on his dick, over and over, basically dry-humping him. Had to distract him somehow, right? My hands moved down, roaming over his solid chest, the fabric of his t-shirt softer than I would’ve guessed.  
 
    My heart skipped a beat, because I was really doing this, my hand nearing the inner pocket of his leather jacket. Excitement and apprehension mixed inside me; I was both nervous and anxious to get out of here, to get back to Midpark.  
 
    I wasn’t a killer, but the thought did cross my mind—if I didn’t end him here, he’d come after me again. He knew about my mom, knew all about me, and he obviously was willing to put others in danger to get what he wanted. At this point, I still didn’t know what that was, but could I take the chance that, by letting him live, he wouldn’t do it again? Wouldn’t come for me again or hurt my mom?  
 
    In the end, it didn’t matter.  
 
    When I felt the pocket where the knife should be, where I’d felt it before, when Dante had me pinned down under him, it wasn’t there. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Two – Dante 
 
      
 
      
 
    I smiled against her lips, feeling her freeze instantly. She was a smart girl, trying to go for the knife, thinking I was leading with my dick and not my brain. I wasn’t stupid, not like those kids in Midpark. I knew the knife would be her only way out of here, realistically, and I knew the only way she’d push herself to go for it.  
 
    Sex.  
 
    Granted, I’d hoped to be inside her before she realized it was pointless, but, hey, there was always time later. Like I said before, Jaz would be mine in every way possible. She just didn’t know it yet.  
 
    I had the knife tucked into my sleeve, having moved it while she was too busy grinding down on me. While she was trying to distract me, she was too preoccupied to see me move it. The poor girl; it meant she had a lot to learn, but that was fine. I was more than happy to teach her.  
 
    When she froze, it wasn’t too long before she pulled her lips off mine, her dark eyes wide, the shock written across the pretty features on her face. Eh, pretty was an understatement when it came to her. She was so much more than that. She was a kind of drop-dead gorgeous most girls, and women for that matter, just weren’t. Her skin more tan than white, her hair long and thick, not an extra ounce of fat anywhere on her body. I could easily forget about every other girl I’d been with if I had Jaz to fill my time.  
 
    When her dark stare locked with mine, I couldn’t help but smirk. My hands left her sides, and I asked, “Looking for this?” The knife in my jacket sleeve slid down, into my palm, and I pushed the button on its center, causing the blade to erupt with a swift, soft sound.  
 
    Jaz looked something between mortified and frightened. “How did you know?” She still straddled me, still gave my cock something to yearn for, but now there was no point in grinding and trying to keep my mind elsewhere.  
 
    I had to hand it to her. Not many girls would’ve tried what she did.  
 
    “Believe it or not, I don’t think with my dick,” I said, spinning us so that once again I was the one on top. Jaz under me—it was definitely something I could get used to. Her flushed cheeks, the way her lips tasted; I could only imagine the sounds that would escape that slender throat when she was being pile-drived against the bed.  
 
    Fuck. I really wanted to pile-drive her against the bed. 
 
    “Not all the time, anyway,” I said, bringing the sharp, shiny steel blade to her neck. I laid it flat, so it wasn’t like I could accidentally cut her, but to Jaz, it was probably the same thing. I watched as her breathing hitched, her entire body stiffening under mine.  
 
    God, she felt good. She’d feel even better if her clothes were off—but I wasn’t one of those guys. When Jaz got so hot for me she practically tore off her clothes to fuck me, then I’d do it. I’d do her over and over until I memorized the sounds she made.  
 
    “Why, oh why would you be going for this?” I questioned, already knowing the answer. My eyes were glued to her face, her reactions imprinting on my brain as I moved the knife along her throat, against her jaw. Such pretty, tanned skin; she looked so much better with a knife against her throat. Who would’ve known?  
 
    I did. I knew from the first moment I laid eyes on her, all those years ago. Back when Skull had told me the truth, what would’ve happened if she’d been with us. I couldn’t help it.  
 
    Mine. She would’ve been mine, in every definition of the word.  
 
    “Let’s get one thing straight,” I said, “I’d never hurt you. I might threaten those you care about to get you to do what I want, but you? Never you. I’m not that much of a monster.” There were other guys in the gang who had no qualms about hurting their women, but I wasn’t one of them.  
 
    I might’ve been psychotic, but I wasn’t that psychotic.  
 
    Jaz let out a shaky breath. “It’s hard to take you seriously when you’re resting a knife against my cheek.”  
 
    Damn it, she was right.  
 
    Heaving a sigh, I pulled the knife off her and slowly got up, giving her some space. I still had a raging erection between my legs, but that was to be expected with what we were just doing. My eyes were on her as I folded the blade up and shoved it back inside my jacket. “Happy?”  
 
    She shot me a frown as she sat up, tucking her legs under her as she ran her hands through her hair. “I’ll be happier when you take me back to Midpark.”  
 
    I almost laughed at that. Almost. “You’re not going back,” I told her. “You’re coming with me.” 
 
    “Why would I go anywhere with you? Who sent you? You can’t have just…found me off the streets,” Jaz spoke, puckering those sweet, full lips. I bet they’d feel amazing wrapped around my cock and sucking me off.  
 
    “First off, you’re going with me because I’m telling you that you are,” I said, tapping my fingers on the bed. I felt jittery; they wanted to touch something, preferably her smooth skin. “And no one sent me. I came on my own to watch you, but after seeing you fuck up in Midpark over and over, I got impatient.”  
 
    Jaz stared at me as if she didn’t trust me. Good. She was smart not to. “How do you know who I am? How do you know my mom? I’ve never seen you before—” 
 
    I nodded, cutting her off, “That’s because you’ve been sheltered. A bit too much, if I say so myself.” I was about to say more, about to tell her just who sent me and why it should matter to her, but my phone chose that specific time to ring.  
 
    Damn it.  
 
    When I pulled it out of my pocket, my spirits sunk when I saw who it was. I glanced to Jaz, extending a hand toward her instead of picking it up right away. “Your phone,” I demanded, once she made no moves to do anything.  
 
    She frowned—a ridiculously cute expression on her otherwise beautiful face—and rolled onto her side to retrieve it from her back pocket. Jaz practically slammed it onto my palm, muttering, “Happy now, Dante?”  
 
    Ah, seemed she chose to call me Dante instead of Storm. I could work with that.  
 
    As my fingers curled around her phone, I stood up and answered mine, moving toward the door to get some semblance of privacy. “Hey,” I spoke quietly, glancing over my shoulder, at Jaz on the bed.  
 
    My cock twinged with need when I wished I could be on that bed with her. Seriously, feeling her underneath me was the best feeling in the world.  
 
    “Where the fuck are you?” The voice on the other line was not happy.  
 
    “I’m, uh, out of town for the moment.” Hedging wasn’t something you did with the man who could crush you and your soul with his fist, but it was what I chose to do, mostly because I knew, unless I dragged Jaz with me, he would only yank me back.  
 
    He wanted it to be her decision, but I said fuck that.  
 
    It was a while before he growled out, “Out of town? Out of fucking town? And where might you have run off to, Storm? I really hope you’re not doing what I strictly told you not to.” There was a pause, and I could hear his hard, ragged breathing. When he got mad, he got furious. Zero to one hundred in less than two seconds.  
 
    I kept my mouth shut, though I did glance at Jaz again. It wasn’t like I could lie to him; he’d know. He wasn’t our leader because he was gullible.  
 
    “I take it your silence means you are where I told you not to go,” he growled out, rumbling on the other line. “What the fuck is wrong with you, Storm? I told you, if you want to eventually run the Skulls, you have to start acting like a leader. Running off and doing exactly what I told you not to does not make me believe you’d be good at leading the gang.”  
 
    He wasn’t wrong, but…fuck. Couldn’t he understand why I ran off and did the opposite of what he’d said? Didn’t he care that I had her here with me, right now, that I was going to bring her back? I’d just brought her here to give her the gist of it away from Midpark High and its hoity-toity students, but the plan was to continue east, to go home.  
 
    To bring her home, where she belonged.  
 
    “I—” I was not able to get a word more in, edgewise.  
 
    “I don’t want to hear it. I don’t care what your plan was, but it’s done.”  
 
    My blood ran hot. I didn’t like hearing him talk like that.  
 
    “You’re too rash, Storm. Your actions could put us at risk, and I can’t have that. Whatever the reason you went off and did the opposite of what you were told, I don’t give a shit,” he said. “Don’t come back. Don’t you dare fucking come back until that head of yours is screwed on straight—do you understand?”  
 
    He was…banishing me from coming back? How the fuck was I…  
 
    “And don’t try to come back until I give you the all-clear. You know what kind of welcome will greet you if you do.” With that, he hung up, leaving me to stare in shock at my phone.  
 
    What the absolute fuck was this?  
 
    I tried to call him back, but it went straight to voicemail. Shit. He wasn’t one to make needless threats, which meant…which meant I couldn’t go back, and I sure as hell couldn’t bring Jaz with me.  
 
    Fuck it all. I’d planned this, wanted to bring her home with me, be the savior of the fucking princess, and now I was effectively exiled.  
 
    No way the exile would last forever. No fucking way.  
 
    I moved deeper into the room, saying nothing as I sat on the edge of the bed, away from Jaz. She couldn’t see my face, she had my back, but with my slumping posture, she was bound to realize something was wrong.  
 
    Shit. I knew sometimes I made rash decisions, but to be exiled? Seemed a bit harsh, didn’t it? I was pretty much stuck in Midpark now, because if I went home without getting word that he’d changed his mind about the verdict, the others wouldn’t hesitate to beat me to a bloody pulp and toss me back out.  
 
    We were brothers and sisters, but loyalty to the gang mattered above all else, loyalty to the king. To Skull.  
 
    I didn’t hand her her phone back, keeping it together with mine, my stare on my lap. Well, if anything was a boner-killer, that last conversation was. Sex was the last thing on my mind as I sat there, lost in my own thoughts.  
 
    The Skulls had been my family for so long. They’d raised me while my father was in prison and my mother wasted her body away with whatever drugs she could get ahold of. I needed them. I needed…I needed to be patient. Skull would welcome me back. He had to.  
 
    Until then, maybe I should keep my focus on Jaz. She was the reason I was here, after all. If I could make her trust me, get onto her good side…  
 
    “What’s wrong?” Jaz’s voice broke into my head, causing me to glance at her.  
 
    I was a stranger to her, a stranger who’d been more than a little overconfident, and yet she truly sounded as if she cared about what that phone call was about. Hmm. She was probably smart enough to know it was about her, in a way.  
 
    “Thanks for asking, but it’s family business,” I muttered, running my thumb over the screen of her phone. An old model, its case scuffed up. It wasn’t the kind of phone I expected to see on any kid in Midpark, and yet I knew Jaz wasn’t from there. She was a lamb tossed to the rich wolves for sport.  
 
    “It didn’t sound good, from what I heard,” she said, moving to hug her knees to her chest. Jaz studied me with those huge, dark, knowing eyes, and I had to turn away. It was almost funny how easily she could affect me, though I supposed I was partially to blame for that, since I’d been obsessing over her ever since I’d found out what would’ve happened if her mother had never taken her away.  
 
    I didn’t like the thought of being exiled, but maybe this would work out for the best. Maybe, by the time Skull called me again and forgave me for my mistake, I’d have Jaz on my arm. She’d be my girl, just as she should’ve always been.  
 
    “It’ll be fine,” I said, turning to face her on the bed. “But there is a change of plans. I can’t bring you home.”  
 
    “You still could, because my home now is in Midpark,” Jaz quipped with a small grin. “I don’t know where yours is, though.”  
 
    “I can take you back,” I said, giving her a smirk. “But first, how about you agree to play a full day of hooky with me?” I watched as she thought it over, knowing Jaz was the sort of girl who liked playing by the rules, but was also the kind who liked playing games. She was a goodie-goodie on occasion, but not all of the time. 
 
    Sometimes she was very, very bad.  
 
    I hoped, someday soon, she’d show her naughty side to me, like she’d started doing earlier.  
 
    “Hooky?” Jaz repeated, incredulous. “First you want to kidnap me—at knifepoint—and now you want to play hooky with me? What’s next? You going to threaten my mom again?” Still angry about that, apparently.  
 
    “Look, I’m sorry I threatened your mom,” I told her. “I had to get you to come with me, and with how much you care about her, I figured she was the best way.” Shrugging, I added, “It was nothing personal against you or your mom.”  
 
    Jaz was silent for a while, sizing me up. “How can I trust a single word you say?”  
 
    “I’m many things, but I’m no liar.” My gaze fell to the phones in my hands, and I was slow in handing hers back. “There. You want to call someone—your mom, the cops, whoever—go ahead. If not…you can show me around Midpark. Give me the tour. Maybe I’ll even buy you lunch.”  
 
    I could tell she didn’t know what to do, didn’t know whether to trust me. “And then what?”  
 
    And then what? That was the question of the morning, because I sure as hell couldn’t afford this hotel room for more than a few nights. I’d…have to figure out something. I could be resourceful when I had to be.  
 
    “Then…then I take you home, and you go about your life.” That was as simple as I could get without telling her, pointblank, I wasn’t going anywhere. I didn’t want her hightailing it and running the other way, away from me. Not when I knew she had other guys in her life right now that would easily take her in.   
 
    Jaz looked like she debated on calling someone, but in the end, she set her phone aside. “All right,” she spoke slowly, “I’ll play hooky with you, as long as you drop me off at the high school before it lets out.”  
 
    I nodded once, figuring she didn’t want her dear mother to realize she’d been away the entire day. If her mother kept a tight leash on her now, imagine how short it would be if she found out about me basically kidnapping her.  
 
    I got off the bed, moving to get her backpack on the floor. I set it beside her, eyeing her up. I still wouldn’t mind continuing where we’d left off, but…probably best to get my mind off that right now.  
 
    It was only a matter of time until she succumbed to me, mark my words.  
 
    “Where to?” Jaz asked, sliding her backpack over her shoulders as she stood. Her slender, curvy figure reached my chin, the perfect height for me to tuck her under there, hold her against me, and refuse to let her go.  
 
    Hmm. I supposed that would be a little much, considering everything. I had to remind myself to take baby steps. She didn’t know me, after all. To her, I was nothing but a stranger who’d threatened her mother.  
 
    “You tell me,” I spoke with a grin.  
 
    Oh, today was going to be fun. I might be feeling upset over what Skull had told me, but if I focused on Jaz, everything would be okay. I’d get through it. She would help me, even if she was unaware of it. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Three – Archer 
 
      
 
      
 
    Jaz wasn’t in class today. It wasn’t surprising, given what happened on Friday, what I did to her, what everyone else did, but still…I guess a part of me wanted to see her, as stupid as it was. I knew I didn’t deserve to ever lay eyes on her again, not after what I did, but that didn’t stop my heart from secretly aching.  
 
    I hated it. I hated it all—what we did, what I’d done to her. Fooling her was never part of the plan, but then, when I’d invited her over to study, when things spiraled and we hooked up in my bed, I’d known I couldn’t keep it to myself. It was only a matter of time before she found out.  
 
    And by she, I meant Brittany. Brittany had eyes and ears everywhere in this school. She had all the teachers on her side, too. All she had to do was pout, or bat her eyelashes, or flash her family’s money, and everyone bent to her will.  
 
    Me? It took a bit more to get me to bend to her.  
 
    Okay, a lot more.  
 
    Still, I fell, just as everyone else did. I had no choice.  
 
    Did I feel awful about it? Sure, but did that change what I did or what I’d do to keep the status quo where it was? No, it didn’t, and it wouldn’t, even with Jaz’s random addition to Midpark High.  
 
    Jaz didn’t deserve what I did to her, what happened on Friday. It was cruel. Needlessly cruel. I could’ve simply told her the truth, come clean, but no; Brittany had wanted a show, and so she got one. Parts of it had been videotaped too, so I was certain she planned on using that just in case Jaz ever tried to stand up for herself.  
 
    Jaz wasn’t from around here. She didn’t know how vicious Midpark could be, but now, thanks to me and what I did, she would never forget. 
 
    As the hours wore on, I hardly spoke. I never raised my hand in class, nor did I really focus. I knew everything I did, I did for a good reason, but…still, doubt nagged at me like a long-lost friend, having suddenly shown up after so long gone. Self-loathing that I usually was able to bury deep inside surfaced, causing me to think back to Friday night.  
 
      
 
    My head was starting to feel light, like I’d drank too much. It was weird, because I hardly drank at all. I sat on the couch, watching it all happen, a secret part of me wishing I could stop it. But I couldn’t. I couldn’t, because she had me wrapped around her finger more so than she had anyone else.  
 
     For the last two years, she’d been trying to get to me, and through a cruel twist of fate, she finally had the ammunition to do it. Brittany knew my weakness, and she used it to her advantage like a slimy pro.  
 
    I got through the days—and the dates—pretending she was someone else. Tuning her voice out and instead focusing on her appearance. It helped that she was pretty; she had legs that went on for days and long blonde hair that tumbled over her shoulders regardless of how she styled it. Yeah, usually I could focus on her looks while pretending she was someone else on the inside, but lately it’d been difficult.  
 
    No, not just difficult. Downright impossible. Impossible because I didn’t want the hand I was given. I wanted more. I wanted someone else.  
 
    I wanted Jaz.  
 
    That only made what was happening tonight worse, I knew.  
 
    She’d hate me after this. She’d think me the worst scumbag to ever walk the earth, believing me to have tricked her on purpose. Maybe it’d be easier that way. That’s what I would try to convince myself of, anyway.  
 
    The girls had gone with Brittany to the door, watching as Jaz stumbled out. I couldn’t turn, couldn’t get up and look out of the window in the living room, like some of the guys were doing. I didn’t want to.  
 
    God, I was an ass.  
 
    I didn’t want to be here. I shouldn’t— 
 
    It was after I decided that I didn’t want to be a part of this that I got up. The world swayed around me, which I thought was weird, but I was sure I could shake it off by walking. Hopefully Brittany would let me go, now that it was done. Now that she’d embarrassed Jaz and made me out to be the biggest ass around.  
 
    I made it to the front hall, my legs feeling oddly heavy. The girls near the front door dispersed, leaving Brittany to shut the door. Once my girlfriend turned to face me, her amber eyes studied me, a look of annoyance on her face.  
 
    Those eyes were lighter than Jaz’s, so much more full of contempt, set in a face that could kill you just as easily as her words could. Brittany was a menace upon everyone she met, and she loved the games she played.  
 
    “Where do you think you’re going, Archer?” Her voice dripped venom, and I hated it.  
 
    I hated myself, too.  
 
    “I’m leaving,” I said, though my words came out sounding slurred. That was definitely weird. I knew I didn’t drink that much… “You got what you wanted, didn’t you?” Plus, Jaz was out there—she had no jacket, no way to get home. What if she stumbled into the woods and got lost? What if she couldn’t find her way home?  
 
    Could I live with myself if, come Monday morning, I found out she never returned to the Fitzpatrick’s house? I didn’t know. I also didn’t know how I was supposed to live with myself after this, regardless.  
 
    Jaz had become an immediate temptation to me, and I’d given in. Until her, I’d been a decent—if sometimes unwilling—boyfriend to Brittany. I couldn’t say what it was about Jaz that made me so weak, but she did.  
 
    The thing was, she didn’t just make me weak. She made me wish things were different, made me want something I hadn’t cared about in a long time: my own happiness.  
 
    I didn’t deserve that, not anymore.  
 
    “Oh, no,” Brittany spoke, stepping closer to me in her tall heels. She practically rubbed herself against me, saying, “You and I are going upstairs. You still have to make it up to me, you know.” When I said nothing, when I did nothing, she added, “For fucking the new girl when you know you’re mine.”  
 
    I looked away, feeling unsteady on my feet. She was right, of course…had to make it up to her. Had to do what Brittany wanted me to do, otherwise… 
 
    Brittany’s hand slipped into mine, and she pulled me toward the stairwell, leading me up. Her parents weren’t home, so it didn’t matter which room we went in. In the end, she chose her room, one of the bedrooms on the top floor. She shut the door with her foot, pushing me to the bed, which I fell back on too easily.  
 
    God, my head really did hurt.  
 
    Her lithe figure straddled me, and she ran her hands down my chest, biting her bottom lip to show how hungry she was for me. I wished I could’ve been as needy for her as I was for the girl who ran out of this house, but I wasn’t.  
 
    I also felt like passing out, but I’d fight that strange feeling for as long as I could, knowing if I passed out before the deed was done, Brittany would be pissed—and a pissed Brittany was not a Brittany anyone wanted to meet.  
 
    “Tell me,” Brittany purred against my lips, so close to kissing me but not quite, “did you even think of me when you were inside her? Did you hope I’d never find out? Archer, you should know by now that there is nothing in Midpark I don’t know. Haven’t I already proved that to you?”  
 
    Yes, that was why I was here, in the first place, doing everything I could to save the woman I loved most.  
 
    My mother.  
 
    Brittany helped my shirt off, bringing her lips to my neck. I closed my eyes, wishing for a different reality, wishing it was someone else on top of me—Jaz. Now, after tonight, Jaz would never be on top of me again. I didn’t deserve her, not after this.  
 
    “Do you have a—” My question was shushed by Brittany, whose mouth met mine to swallow my words up. I was always careful, especially considering what happened to get me into this situation to begin with. 
 
    As the seconds ticked by, I started to zone out, even though I could feel my body reacting to hers. It helped to imagine Brittany as some other dark-haired beauty, but soon enough my mind was a blank space.  
 
    I think I passed out.  
 
    When I woke up, Brittany was gone. I was alone in the bed, my clothes on the floor. Light shone in the windows, meaning I’d lost quite a few hours, as it was now early morning. I had to get home, not like my father cared where I went or what I did, as long as I was careful. I hoped, prayed that we’d been careful last night. We were thanks to me on a normal day, but it was impossible to remember.  
 
    As I hurriedly got dressed, I couldn’t help but think that, in the end, Brittany always got what she wanted.  
 
      
 
    The more I thought about what happened on Friday night, the more unsure about it all I became. As the day wore on, as I sat through class after class in silence, as I continued to not see Jaz once in the halls, I felt doubt and suspicion creeping up my spine, taking hold of me and refusing to let go.  
 
    What I did was really shitty.  
 
    Maybe, if I saw Jaz, I could pass her a note, talk to her somewhere private? Apologize and tell her…tell her what? Tell her the truth? No, I couldn’t risk it. If the truth got out, Brittany would make good on her word, and then everything I knew would be over. 
 
    No, I couldn’t do that, and knowing I couldn’t do it made me even more down in the dumps. It was times like these when I really hated myself, though it wasn’t like I’d ever done this to any other girl before. Just Jaz. Only Jaz.  
 
    Not sure if that made it better or worse.  
 
    The end of the day came, and it felt like it’d been Monday for years. Time crawled so slowly today, it was unbearable. I really hated it, how I felt, what I did, but I couldn’t change it. There was really no point in drowning myself in self-hatred when nothing would change.  
 
    I went to my locker, tuning out the world as I pulled my bag out and shoved the books I needed to do my homework in. It wasn’t like I wanted to be a good student, but putting my nose into my textbooks would at least get my mind off what happened, for a little while. I threw my bag over my shoulders, slamming my locker shut and turning to walk toward the exit of the school, but I found I wasn’t alone.  
 
    Brittany stood nearby, her arms folded over her chest, her blonde head cocked as she glared at me. “What’s wrong with you?” she asked, huffing. The other students who passed us threw us looks, but none were stupid enough to stop and listen to what would surely become an argument. Our relationship—if you could call it that—was always rocky.  
 
    Mostly because it was one-sided, totally forced.  
 
    “Nothing,” I said, sounding pretty emotionless. I didn’t like being a liar, but it wasn’t like I could tell Brittany the truth. She’d never let me go.  
 
    “You were quiet all day, hardly said a word to me,” she went on, cocking a single blonde brow. Most guys would love to have her as their girlfriend; she was gorgeous in the high-class way most Midpark trophy wives were, and she gave great blowjobs.  
 
    But even good sex wasn’t enough to make me fall for her. She was…she was a snake in the grass, and I hated that I’d been caught by her, forced to do her bidding, be her toy. I often wondered: why me? 
 
    The question of the year, one that would never get an answer. 
 
    I shrugged. “I didn’t really have anything to say.”  
 
    Brittany wasn’t happy with that. “If this is how you’re going to be, I don’t see why I shouldn’t tell the world what I know.” She took a step closer to me, whispering, “Is that what you want, Archer? Do you want me to tell everyone what the head of the Vega household gets up to when he’s not at home? What would happen to your poor mother when the police drag your sorry ass of a father away?”  
 
    I glanced all around, finding no one had stopped to listen. Everyone else just had leaving the school on their mind, though the crowd in the hall had thinned a bit. “Stop,” I said, moving a hand to her side, pulling her against me. I said nothing else as I lowered my mouth to hers, giving her a hard, fast kiss to shut her up.  
 
    When our lips parted, I watched her tongue snake out, running the length of her bottom lip. “That’s better,” Brittany purred, her hand finding mine as she pulled me away from my locker. She already had her bag around her shoulders, her coat on. I let her tug me out of the school, and as we crossed the parking lot with a small horde of students, I had the silly thought that I could do this. 
 
    I could keep lying. I could be Brittany’s perfect boyfriend for as long as I had to, no more slip-ups, until she grew tired of me. And if she never did, if she somehow forced me to stay with her forever over this…well, then I guessed that’s how it had to be for me. Some people weren’t able to live the lives they wanted.  
 
    But then, after we crossed the walkway before the line of fancy cars that were parked to pick up the students who couldn’t yet drive, my feet stopped when my eyes scanned the parking lot.  
 
    In the far back corner, I saw something out of place. Someone, actually. 
 
    A guy on a bike. A guy with a thick head tattoo on the sides of his skull, an unkempt mop of hair on the top of his head. He wore way too much leather, and he seemed far too at ease here, even though he definitely wasn’t a Midpark High student.  
 
    And, the kicker, he wasn’t alone.  
 
    No, someone else stood beside him, laughing at what he said, holding onto her backpack like she’d gone to class instead of ditching it, even though I knew that wasn’t true.  
 
    Jaz.  
 
    Brittany noticed where my gaze was, and she spotted them, a smile creeping along her face. “Would you look at that?” she asked. “She moved on pretty fast.” Her amber eyes turned to me, icicles shooting from them. “I don’t think you meant as much to her as you wanted to.” Looking back at Jaz and the stranger, she muttered, “Wonder who he is. Neither of those freaks belong here.”  
 
    I knew what that was code for: she’d dig up dirt on him. If he was an old friend of Jaz’s, or an old boyfriend, she’d find out. And if that guy was somehow important to her, Brittany would find out a way to tear them apart, too. It’s what she was good at.  
 
    I said nothing, knowing whatever I said next would be used against me, regardless.  
 
    Brittany was slow to let go of my hand, and she said, “Meet me at my house?”  
 
    What could I do besides nod?  
 
    As Brittany left my side to head to her car, I stood there for a few moments more, watching Jaz with the tattooed guy. It wasn’t even our local tattooed loner, Vaughn Scott, who I heard Jaz sat with at lunch.  
 
    Who the hell was this guy?  
 
    And why did just watching him interact with Jaz tick me off?  
 
    I had no right to feel the anger I did in my chest, no right to have a monopoly on Jaz’s affections—not after everything I did—but an uneasy, annoyed feeling rose in my gut nonetheless, soon swallowing me whole.  
 
    Though I shouldn’t be, I was jealous. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Four – Jaz 
 
      
 
      
 
    Spending the day with the guy who’d tried to kidnap me hours earlier was actually—and surprisingly—fun. He had no filter, said whatever was on his mind, though no matter how many times I asked, he would not tell me what happened during that phone call or why I was so important to him. I’d never seen him before in my life, and yet he acted as if we were destined to be together. 
 
    He was crazy.  
 
    Maybe a little psychotic, too. I noticed he liked to fidget with his knife. It had been a bit unnerving, at first, but as the day wore on, I got used to it. I’d never claim he wouldn’t pull it on me in public, because he was clearly missing a few marbles, but I felt weirdly safe with him at times.  
 
    It helped that he was attractive, of course. Tall, dark, and handsome, radiating a danger that no one could deny. We got strange looks everywhere we went, partly because I should be in school, but also because Dante clearly didn’t belong here.  
 
    He looked like he was in a gang, or something.  
 
    We walked around Midpark. I didn’t know most of the town, but I knew a few places. I didn’t have to worry about Mom seeing us, but I did worry that she’d arrive at the school before we did in the afternoon. I took him to the small diner I’d first met Jacob at, and it was there we ate lunch. The strange part? We even sat in the same booth; it was kind of like deja vu. 
 
    I didn’t tell Dante everything about my life, even though he was clearly trying to make the day all about me. He’d been watching me for a while, so he knew more than I’d like him to. Instead, as we waited for our burgers, I asked him about himself.  
 
    “So, what did I ever do to merit my own stalker?” It probably wasn’t the best thing to do, to make light of the situation—because today could’ve ended quite differently—but oh, well.  
 
    “You were born,” Dante spoke with a smirk, fiddling with his knife under the table. I prayed the waitress wouldn’t see it, because surely she’d flip shit. Seeing someone like Dante toy with a switchblade was bound to give rise to worry.  
 
    I was about to ask why me being born had anything to do with it, but then something occurred to me. “You…you’re not like, sent by my dad, are you?” The possibility caused my heart to skip a beat.  
 
    If my father was a dangerous man, it would make sense why my mom was so protective of me. Why she never wanted me to date. Why friends always had to come over our house instead of vice versa.  
 
    Why wouldn’t my mom tell me, if that was the case?  
 
    “Your dear old daddy?” Dante cocked his head, causing some of his dark brown hair to fall over his forehead. “What would make you think that?”  
 
    I played with the straw in my drink. “I don’t know. I really don’t know much about him. Literally the only thing I know is that I look like him. Until my mom slipped up and said that, I was under the impression she didn’t know who he was.” AKA, for my whole life, my mom basically lied to me.  
 
    “Wouldn’t that be something?” Dante questioned, that blasted smirk still on his lips. After spending the last few hours with him, I’d come under the impression he usually wore that expression.  
 
    It was cute, in an annoying way, but still. I’d never seen anyone wear a smirk quite like Dante.  
 
    And, yes, I would forever refuse to call him Storm, however long he was here.  
 
    I mean, surely this guy had to leave. He couldn’t be staying. There was no way he could afford to. He didn’t scream Midpark; he was obviously from somewhere far away. He didn’t carry the same air about him that Vaughn did. Psychotic-ness aside, Dante was more like me than anyone else in this town.  
 
    I chuckled. “I feel like you’re not answering the question.” And maybe that was my answer.  
 
    If he was sent by my father, what then? Kidnapping me was a little extreme, wasn’t it? If Dante had been hired by someone around here to get rid of me permanently, he wasn’t doing a very good job. The more I thought about it, the more I assumed someone from out of town had sent him here.  
 
    Dante shrugged. “Maybe I’m not. Maybe it’s not time for you to know.”  
 
    “Does that mean you’re going to stick around, stalk me more?” The waitress chose that moment to walk up with two plates in her hands, setting them down between us. I gave her a smile when she threw me a questioning look, hoping she didn’t think anything was wrong.  
 
    Nothing was wrong. At least, nothing right now. Earlier, in that hotel room, I’d really been nervous for a while.  
 
    Of course, thinking about the hotel room also caused me to think about how he’d felt on top of me, how strong he was under that leather…not to mention how great it’d felt to grind against him when I was foolishly trying to steal his knife out from under him.  
 
    I didn’t have a good history with hooking up, but if there was someone I’d throw caution to the wind for, just to know how wild it could get, it would probably be with Dante.  
 
    “I’m thinking about it,” Dante mused, grabbing the ketchup at the end of the table and squirting a huge glop of it onto his plate. He then literally scooped the ketchup up with his fries. It was…a lot of ketchup. More than I could handle.  
 
    I wanted to ask him if he’d like some fries with his ketchup, but I didn’t, figuring that’d be pretty lame, so instead I kept quiet, putting about half of the amount onto my plate and on my burger.  
 
    The possibility that Dante was going to stick around confused me. It confused me because, hours earlier, he’d tried to kidnap me. That wasn’t something I could just forget, you know? But, it also confused me because a secret part of me wanted him to stick around. I’d never swooned for the bad boys before, but Dante pulled it out of me.  
 
    So did Vaughn.  
 
    And Archer.  
 
    God, what the hell was wrong with me? I’d been so worried that these Midpark people weren’t my type, that I’d be a loner here until I graduated, and look at me—ready to hang an Open For Business sign above my vagina. I needed to be slapped back into reality.  
 
    Look how Archer turned out. I did not want a repeat of that, no matter whose dick it was doing the repeating.  
 
    “I don’t advise it,” I eventually said, swallowing my first bite of the burger. “Midpark kind of sucks.” Kind of sucks was an understatement, after what happened to me on Friday.  
 
    “Why is that? You don’t get along with the rich?”  
 
    “The rich don’t get along with me,” I mumbled, placing the blame on them instead of me. Really, what had I done, besides hook up with someone? Archer should’ve told me he was seeing someone, and he didn’t. He deserved the blame, not me. 
 
    Dante leaned back in his booth. He must’ve slid his knife into his pocket, for he set both arms on the booth behind him, his hands knife-free. “I could be your bodyguard,” he offered. “Show those rich kids who’s boss.”  
 
    Though my mouth was full, I couldn’t help but laugh. That would be a sight to see. I was sure Brittany wouldn’t know what to do with herself if Dante approached her. Honestly, it was fun to think about.  
 
    “Don’t tempt me,” I said once I was able to.  
 
    The rest of the day went on much the same. I found myself warming even more to him as the hours wore on, and when it was time to return to Midpark High, I almost didn’t want to. Being with him, it was nearly enough to make me forget about what happened, let the vengeance in my heart slip away.  
 
    Almost.  
 
    We pulled into the parking lot, and Dante parked his bike in the back corner. School hadn’t let out yet, so the parking lot was eerily empty, save for the fancy cars. The wind was cold as it whipped around, but I was able to easily ignore it, even as I got off his bike. He kicked up the stand, hopping off. He…was going to wait with me, apparently?  
 
    I threw a quick look around, not seeing my mom’s old van anywhere, yet. The moment I spotted that thing, I had to leave Dante’s side. I could only imagine what my mom would say, if she caught me near someone like Dante.  
 
    And by that, I meant the leather. The bike. The tattoos. Basically everything about him would drive my mom mad.  
 
    “How’s it like in there?” Dante asked, gesturing to the high school. “As bad as I think?”  
 
    “Worse,” I spoke, grinning. “It’s actually worse than you think.” I could elaborate, but I didn’t. I wouldn’t. What happened between Archer and me, what happened at that party…if Dante was going to stick around somehow, for whatever stupid reason, I didn’t want him to know.  
 
    It was almost like I wanted to impress him by keeping my mistake a secret.  
 
    So dumb.  
 
    “I take it you don’t want your mom to see you with me,” Dante said after a while. “I don’t mind, because I know how most parents would react to someone like me crowding around their beautiful daughter.” He gave me a smirk that I tried—and failed—to notice. “But I do have to ask, what about your boyfriend? Or, should I say, boyfriends? Though I do assume you broke things off with the prick who brought you to that party, because you didn’t leave it looking too good—” 
 
    I was horrified at what he was saying. Truly, absolutely horrified.  
 
    First off, boyfriends? Plural? Really? Oh, I wanted to give him a piece of my mind. Like he had any right to judge me or be jealous.  
 
    And that party? So, he knew about it. Dante didn’t know specifics, but he knew enough, and that was enough to make me frown to myself. Jacob must’ve been too busy on whatever case he was working on to notice someone else was there, too.  
 
    I opened my mouth, about to retort, but then I realized just who he considered my boyfriends to be. Archer and Jacob. Neither could be further from the truth. Archer was a lying ass, and Jacob was…technically my employee. My much older employee, who I might’ve cuddled with and fallen asleep on, but that was beside the point.  
 
    I let out a laugh. “I do not have boyfriends, okay?”  
 
    “How about just one?”  
 
    His eager question only made me laugh more—and miss the fact that the high school had let out, students starting to flood the area near the doors.  
 
    “Stop it,” I said. “If you don’t remember, you threatened and kidnapped me this morning. I don’t know what kind of girl you think I am, but you’re going to need to grovel a lot more if that’s what you want.” I said it jokingly, but the moment I saw his mischievous expression, I knew I’d said the wrong thing.  
 
    “I know exactly what kind of girl you are,” he mused, and I didn’t doubt I knew what he was thinking of when he said that—my actions in the hotel room. Me, practically throwing myself at him like a cat in heat.  
 
    Oh, I could kill him.  
 
    Instead though, I only chuckled, moving to hide my smile behind my hand as I glanced around the parking lot, once again looking for my mom’s car. She wasn’t here yet, but I did see a familiar blonde head above the cars. A handsome one, one who, though he stood far away, I knew housed beautiful blue eyes.  
 
    Archer.  
 
    And, the best part, he was staring right at me. Me and Dante.  
 
    I locked gazes with him, and something inside of me ached. To say I enjoyed what happened would be the worst lie I could possibly tell. I’d thought…I’d thought, for a little while there, Archer really liked me. That he could be hot and cold, but it wouldn’t matter. Not in the end.  
 
    I was so, so wrong, and now my heart hurt because of what he’d done, what had nearly happened at that party on Friday night, all because he’d wanted to trick me.  
 
    When I was sure Archer saw me, when our stare locked for a few quick heartbeats, I did something I’d probably regret later: I turned back to Dante, threw my arms around his neck, and kissed him.  
 
    I kissed that leather-wearing psycho so hard and so fast it put my faked passion back in that hotel room to shame. I kissed Dante so hard the heat between us would be felt by Archer, who stood over fifty feet away.  
 
    Dante didn’t question me, didn’t push me off him; I had no idea whether or not he realized he was being used, but if he did, he clearly didn’t care.  
 
    My body leaned into his, and for a moment, just a quick moment, I wondered why it couldn’t be simple for me. Why I had to go and muddle everything up, go after the wrong guy—give myself to literally the worst guy I possibly could here in Midpark.  
 
    The kiss didn’t last forever; it was over soon enough, and when I pulled myself off of him, I threw a look around me. Mom still wasn’t here, which I thought odd, but I wasn’t going to question it. Archer had gotten into his car, and I watched him drive off, his posture tense as he left the parking lot.  
 
    “I’m always down to make your not-boyfriends jealous,” Dante quipped.  
 
    I gave him a look. “I think you should go.”  
 
    He quieted, his azure stare looking me up and down, warming certain areas of my body in spite of what he’d done earlier. “All right, if you’re sure.” He gave me a smirk as he got on his bike and started it up. “I’ll see you around, Jaz.”  
 
    I didn’t tell him goodbye, knowing it wouldn’t be long before he stumbled back into my life somehow. If my dad sent him, would that change things? Would I…would I want to meet the man whose sperm gave me life? I’d admit, I was curious about him, even more so now that I assumed he and Dante were close.  
 
    I took a step back, sighing as he peeled away. It would be better for my mom not to see me near someone like that, anyway. Ever since our fight last weekend, I’d felt kind of bad about it. No need to upset her more.  
 
    Folding my arms across my chest, I bundled up as I headed through the parking lot, moving toward the school’s doors, where my mom usually picked me up. It wasn’t but a moment later when my phone rang, and I dug it out of my pocket, grimacing at the wind as I glanced at the caller-id.  
 
    My mom.  
 
    Great.  
 
    I answered it right away, saying, “Mom. Where are you?” Normally she’d be here by now. I did spot a few familiar faces from the party, though Brittany and her posse were long gone. The bastards. Everyone steered clear of me, shooting a few glances my way, along with ugly snickers.  
 
    “The van broke down. Luckily, I’m not too far from the house, but I can’t come pick you up,” my mom spoke in a hurry, sounding totally freaked out. “I can’t imagine what the cost of a tow will be in this town. It’ll blow everything I’ve earned so far, I think.”  
 
    I really hoped that was my mom exaggerating, but I knew the cost of the move hadn’t been cheap—and we were never a family overflowing with money. Damn it. Couldn’t that van have waited a few weeks before breaking down?  
 
    Or, hell, couldn’t my mom have called a few minutes ago, when Dante was still here?  
 
    “Do you think you could get a ride with someone? I really don’t want you walking—” As my mom spoke, my eyes flicked around. By now, I’d say the majority of Midpark students had either funneled into their rides home or their vehicles. The parking lot was mostly empty, save for some stragglers, none of which I knew.  
 
    Really, I didn’t know anyone well enough to feel comfortable asking them for a ride, not after what happened on Friday.  
 
    Maybe Vaughn, but I didn’t see him. Maybe Bobbi, but ditto. She and I were supposed to get together after school this week to practice the choir songs—the concert was in two weeks, which hardly felt like enough time.  
 
    Shit. I really had no one.  
 
    It was as I stood there, listening to my mom drone on about how it wasn’t safe to walk in Midpark, as I looked around at the emptying parking lot, that it really hit me. Everything, all at once, like a brick wall thrown right at my body.  
 
    I was alone.  
 
    Not really alone, but as alone as someone could be near other people. These Midpark students didn’t give two shits about me. Archer had fucked me and dumped me, and I was sure the gossip mill was rampant today with what had happened at the party. Brittany probably had ninety percent of the school behind her, rallied against me. Bobbi wasn’t really my friend; she was only helping me because Ms. Haber told her to. And Vaughn…  
 
    Vaughn probably just found me strange, something fresh and new, someone who could occupy his time. He was confused by me, but that’s it. Whatever strange feelings that had risen inside me when we were close didn’t really mean anything.  
 
    Nothing I felt here mattered.  
 
    Nothing at all—and that was a depressing thought if I ever had one.  
 
    “It’s okay, Mom,” I told her. “I’ll find a way home.”  
 
    “I’m sorry, honey.”  
 
    I closed my eyes when she said that. It wasn’t the first time my mom had apologized for something out of her control. We were never dirt poor, but we were always one disaster away from not being able to pay the bills. Here, we had fewer bills, but since we lived in Ollie’s house, he was also paying her less, our live-in situation factored into her pay.  
 
    “Don’t be,” I said. “Things happen. I’ll be home soon.” After I told her the usual I love you and goodbye, I hung up, heaving a sigh.  
 
    I did my best to be strong, but sometimes pretending to be strong wasn’t enough. Sometimes you just felt the overwhelming urge to sit down, slump your shoulders, and give up. The depressing feeling didn’t often get to me, but after everything that happened, I supposed it was only a matter of time.  
 
    I was strong, but I wasn’t that strong.  
 
    As I slid my phone into my pocket, I wondered if Mom would even know if I chose to walk home. Maybe Frank, the guard at the gate, would tell on me, or maybe he wouldn’t. Mom would literally—eh, well, almost literally—kill me if I walked home right after reassuring her that I would find a ride. 
 
    In the end, I figured I’d walk, since I really had no one I could ask. I’d make do. Since I survived a mini-kidnapping earlier, I could handle anything else the day threw at me.  
 
    Bring it on, Midpark. These shoulders of mine might slump every once in a while, but you have not won this battle. You won’t, ever, because I’m going to win.  
 
    As I walked the route back to the Fitzpatrick’s house, I couldn’t help but feel uneasy, like someone was watching me. I kept throwing glances over my shoulder, figuring my mom’s paranoia had gotten to me. I got my dad’s looks but my mom’s suspicion. Yay for me.  
 
    On the walk home, a tow truck drove by, pulling my mom’s van. Whatever was wrong with it, she probably wouldn’t have the money to cover it. I wished I could help, somehow, but I—  
 
    Wait a minute. I had some leftover money under my mattress. Granted, I’d hoped to save that money for a time when I needed it, or to further pay Jacob for his services, but…what good was paying Jacob more if he ended up finding something and my mom and I had no way to leave the city?  
 
    The same could be said of the flipside, though. What if I somehow gave my mom the money, she fixed the van, but Jacob refused to work for me unless I paid him more?  
 
    Shit. Either way it seemed I was up shit creek without a paddle. Both sides had possible consequences. I’d have to choose one and hope for the best.  
 
    If my past decisions in Midpark were any indication on how it would go, I’d choose wrong. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Five – Vaughn 
 
      
 
      
 
    I sat in one of the lounges in the house. The Scott house was more like a castle than a mansion, a giant, multi-story home built on acres of land, with security all around and cameras in every corner. A lot of illegal things happened here, and it would continue until the family was no more. I would become a part of what took place in the basement, after high school. 
 
    Really, I had no idea why I still did my homework. All I had to get was a passing grade.  
 
    I had my math textbook open in front of me, a notebook on my lap. I sat cross-legged on a chair, the TV in the lounge on for background noise. Try as I might to focus, I just couldn’t.  
 
    Jaz wasn’t in school today, and I was pretty sure I knew why. I’d seen the video. It was hard to avoid it, with everyone talking about it, showing each other, passing it around through texts and shares and mentions in their stories.  
 
    Jaz had gone to a party with Archer Vega, and she’d been humiliated for all to see. I hadn’t been there—was never one to get invited to such things, and if a girl ever did make the mistake of inviting me, I never went—but if I had been, things would not have gone down how they did.  
 
    It stunned me, how protective I was of this girl, even though she’d just entered my life, and frankly it shocked me how confused she made me.  
 
    Girls had always fallen on either side of the line. Some wanted to test me out, see if they could change me, while others wanted absolutely nothing to do with me—even my last name couldn’t change the unnerving quality I had. It was partially why Markus had agreed to keep me in-house after high school; I wasn’t good at pretending like some of my brothers and cousins were.  
 
    Jaz, though, was different. I couldn’t say how, couldn’t say why, but she just was. From the very first day, when she’d sat down at my lunch table, I’d known. As the days wore on, I only grew more and more confused by her, and today, when I realized she wouldn’t be joining me for lunch, when I really started paying attention to what the school was talking about—even going so far as to look it up myself—a pit had formed in my stomach.  
 
    I realized then I wanted to protect her, and I wanted to make all those who hurt her pay. Archer, Brittany, her prissy friends…every single face I saw in that video.  
 
    It was strange to me, because I’d never cared enough to have feelings like this, especially about a girl. That’s all Jaz was, I knew. Just a girl, a girl who didn’t belong in Midpark. A girl who was vehement in her investigation into Midpark’s history, and my family’s involvement in it. If anything, I should steer clear of her, but I knew that’s not what would happen.  
 
    When it came to her, my willpower was oddly weak.  
 
    I shouldn’t be thinking about her now, shouldn’t let those dark eyes dominate my mind any more than they already had, and yet I couldn’t shake the thought of her. She was distracting in the most peculiar of ways, and I didn’t know what to do with myself.  
 
    A fit of giggling erupted in the hall, and I glanced over to the archway separating the lounge from the hall, finding a small figure dashing in. I barely had time to shove my notebook and textbook aside before she got to me. A three-year-old child, one of the newest members of the family, with the typical dark hair of the family and eyes bluer than the sky on a cloudless day.  
 
    Tori leaped into my arms, crawling onto my lap. I let her, because I knew better than to deny her what she wanted. Just because she was young didn’t mean she didn’t know how to make your life a living hell. She could be dreadfully annoying, sometimes, as most children could. But with her, I was pretty sure she did it on purpose.  
 
    “Whatcha doing?” Tori asked, blinking her eyes up at me. She wore all black, our family’s usual colors, though unlike the majority of the Scotts, she enjoyed wearing fluffy dresses. I did wonder if that would change as she grew up.  
 
    “I was working on homework,” I told her, sighing when I knew I probably wouldn’t get shit done the rest of the night. It was close to dinner time, anyway.  
 
    She made a funny face, her cherub cheeks puffing as she frowned. “Boring.”  
 
    “Yeah, tell me about it.”  
 
    Tori slid off my lap, tugging on my hand, though I refused to move off the chair I was in. “Play with us.” It wasn’t the first time she’d tried to get me to play; ninety-nine percent of the time, I just didn’t care enough to try.  
 
    But now…with my mind alight with Jaz, I felt like that was changing. I felt the strange urge to actually try, to not only protect her from the hazards of Midpark High and the residents of this city, but also to be more for her. To feel those lips on mine again, to have her near. I didn’t want anything else.  
 
    Was that what normal people felt when they liked someone? The inexplicable desire to be with them at all hours of the day and night, never getting enough?  
 
    I heaved a sigh as I got to my feet. I had no idea what I was agreeing to play, but as it turned out, I needn’t have worried too much, for in the next moment, a third presence joined us in the room, causing Tori to giggle, release my hand, and dart away, slipping past her mother and sprinting into the hall.  
 
    “I already found you,” Stella called after her, though she did not chase her. “That’s…not really how hide and seek works—” It was clear Tori still wanted to play, so Stella added, “Fine, I’ll count to ten again, but this time you better hide.”  
 
    Stella had joined our family a few years ago. She’d made a name for herself here, with the family. My older brother, Markus, was not one to respect anyone who wasn’t himself, but I did believe she had a modicum of it, though he’d never admit it aloud. She had become our Butcher, the one who handled the messiest jobs in the basement. I’d heard stories of the things she did, so I knew her innocent appearance was deceiving.  
 
    She was maybe thirty now, with long brown hair and mismatched eyes—one blue and one brown. When I’d first met her, it’d been strange to stare into a gaze like that, but over time, you got used to it.  
 
    Something about Stella made me feel at ease. I couldn’t say what it was, but I knew the feeling was mutual. She’d told me once that I reminded her of herself, before she’d met my brother Lincoln. To this day, I still wasn’t quite sure what she meant, but I never asked.  
 
    Stella moved near the chair, peering at my textbook. “Math. How…fun.” The way she said it, I knew she did not think it was fun. The opposite, actually.  
 
    I shrugged, going to sit where I was before Tori had swept in here like a hurricane. “I’m trying to focus, but it’s hard.”  
 
    She moved my textbook, gently closing it and shoving it aside before sitting next to me. “You’re not one to not focus,” Stella muttered, frowning slightly. She didn’t often show emotion on her face, which I think unnerved a lot of people. I didn’t mind it; I was the same way. “Is something wrong?”  
 
    “No,” I said, waiting a moment before adding, “maybe. I don’t know.”  
 
    That got her full attention. “What’s going on, Vaughn? You’re not acting like yourself.” That was the understatement of the month; I wasn’t acting like myself, and I wasn’t quite feeling like myself, either. It was good to know it wasn’t just in my head, that someone else could notice it, too.  
 
    I shook my head. “I feel like it’s…stupid.” Or maybe that was just my self-doubt creeping in, since I’d never felt this way before, so I had nothing to compare it to.  
 
    “What is?”  
 
    Telling Stella everything that’d been going on lately, with me, with Jaz, it wasn’t something I wanted to do. I didn’t want to be seen as asking for help, or for advice. I needed to figure this out on my own, but…if there was anyone in the family who would understand how I felt, it was probably the woman beside me.  
 
    I flexed my hands, resting my arms on my knees. “There’s this new girl. She’s…” God, even talking about her, I didn’t know what to say, how to describe her without sounding like a wimp. “I don’t know.”  
 
    Stella said nothing, waiting for me to continue. Probably a good thing, because I had no idea what the hell I was trying to say.  
 
    “I’ve been thinking about her a lot,” I muttered. “Dreaming of her, even. I…I’ve even kissed her, which is weird—I’ve never wanted to kiss anyone before.” That was not something I would ever admit to anyone else in the family; only Stella. Stella was…different. “I don’t know what to do about her.”  
 
    “I’m not an expert on the subject, but it sounds like you like her.”  
 
    “I know.” I could not have sounded more unhappy if I tried. Did I want to like her? Did I want to close my eyes and dream of Jaz? No, of course not. Jaz could never fit into the family like Stella did; she wouldn’t want to. She’d investigate us to her heart’s content, possibly try to expose us, and what then? Could I revel in my crush while knowing Markus would never allow her to live if she found out the truth of what we did? I’d be putting her in danger.  
 
    It was a long while before Stella said, “And you don’t want to like her? What’s the problem, Vaughn? Are you looking for advice? You know I’m not…good at things like this.”  
 
    That much was true. Maybe that’s why I felt comfortable enough to talk about this with her. I knew Stella wouldn’t judge me, like Lincoln definitely would. Hell, or even Travis. All of my brothers would make fun of me for the way I felt; a lot of them tended to think with their dicks.  
 
    Me? I was never like that. I never wanted to be like that. I didn’t envy them for being with girls, nor did I want to be like them and always buried between a girl’s legs. I always thought I was…different.  
 
    I couldn’t even say what it was about Jaz that made me feel like this. She was beautiful, yes, but so were a lot of girls in Midpark. With money, you could hide any blemish. No, I didn’t think it was her looks, but then…that meant, what, exactly? I was obsessing over the rest of her? I hadn’t even known her that long; I hardly knew her, besides the fact that she was stubborn beyond all belief, liked to get herself into trouble and put herself into situations that could only end badly—see last weekend’s party, for example.  
 
    “If you like her,” Stella said, breaking into my thoughts, “it’s not the end of the world. You’re allowed to like someone. Feelings are…you can’t change them, not really. You can pretend they don’t exist, but they still do. My advice, for what little it’s worth, is to go for it. If you like her, tell her. See what she says. She might not even be interested in you.”  
 
    Oh, I knew that wasn’t the case.  
 
    Or, at least I hoped that wasn’t the case.  
 
    With how her body had responded to mine, how her cheeks had flushed at my nearness—how could it be possible she wasn’t interested? Granted, I’d never asked her pointblank, but I didn’t think I had to. It just…it felt right.  
 
    “If you know, you know,” Stella said. “It was like that with Lincoln and Edward. It didn’t take me long to come out of my cage for them. If Jaz can be that person for you…” Her thin shoulders went up and down once. “I don’t see why you shouldn’t try.”  
 
    I nodded with her words. “You’re probably right.”  
 
    “And, if this advice ends up being terrible, don’t hate me for it,” she said, quirking a tiny, miniscule, almost imperceptible smile. “I told you I’m not good at this shit.” Stella stood, setting a hand in my hair and messing it up before walking away, presumably to find wherever Tori had hidden herself.  
 
    I watched her go, knowing, deep down, she was right. I couldn’t let my self-doubt fester any longer; I had to do something about it, had to find out what Jaz felt. 
 
    And if she didn’t like me? If she’d responded to me like that not because she liked me, but because she simply wanted to get physical, a no strings attached kind of thing? I’d learn to live with it, though I could make no promises as to whether or not I’d stop feeling so protective over her.  
 
    Regardless of what happened between Jaz and me, I had to make sure Brittany and Archer paid for what they did to her.  
 
    It truly was a good thing to have money in this town. With money, you could do anything, find out anything, even the truths these people wanted to bury ten feet underground. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Six – Jaz 
 
      
 
      
 
    I didn’t know how to give my mom the money towards the car; she hadn’t even gotten an estimate for the fix yet, so she didn’t know what was wrong with it. Ollie had given her permission to drive one of his cars, since he had more than one, but it was clear Mom didn’t want to. I couldn’t blame her; she probably didn’t trust herself driving a car that cost more than a year’s salary.  
 
    Hopefully, by the time she got an estimate, I’d figure out a way to push the money I had towards her. Mail it to her? Slide it under her bedroom door? I didn’t want her going to Ollie with it, thinking the money was from him, but at this point, I couldn’t think of any other options.  
 
    Mom really didn’t want me walking to school alone, so she came with me, all bundled up like it was the winter apocalypse. Her blonde hair was tucked into a hat, her green eyes squinted at the wind. Her body wore the thickest coat imaginable, along with gloves that made her hands look like puffy sausages.  
 
    It wasn’t that cold out. My mom was just a baby.  
 
    “If you can’t find anyone to take you home, let me know, and I’ll—”  
 
    The high school was in sight, so I pushed away from her, heading through the grass to the parking lot from the sidewalk near the road. “I will,” I told her, waving. How embarrassing was it to be seen walking up to school with your mother, am I right?  
 
    Right after the worst weekend of my life, too.  
 
    Yeah, life had been really fun for me lately.  
 
    I paid no attention to any of the other students as I crossed the parking lot and headed into the school. We’d planned out the walk so I wouldn’t be late to homeroom, which was great, because being late after an unexcused absence was not something I should strive for. Then again, Archer was in homeroom, and we sat next to each other, so that should be fun.  
 
    Sarcasm. Please note my sarcasm, because I had the feeling homeroom, and the class following suit, was going to be the worst hour and a half of my life. Ever.   
 
    I kept my head down as I went to my locker, my eyes glued to the lock as my fingers found the combination. Once my bag and coat were in the locker, I started to pull out my books for the next few classes. I heard sniggering behind me, and I stopped to shoot a glare over my shoulder.  
 
    A group of guys stood nearby, huddled together, on the opposite side of the hall. I had no idea who they were, but their names didn’t matter. One of them I recognized from the party, and he actually had the balls to call out, loud enough so his voice was clear across the hall, “Who’s next?”  
 
    I said nothing, only glaring.  
 
    Could you believe this bastard actually had the nerve to cross the hall, bumping into a few shoulders as he went, stand next to me with a smug expression on his face—not even a cute face, either. Yuck—and say, “There’s a broom closet down the hall”?  
 
    But, of course, he wasn’t quite done yet: “We could start a line outside, have you on your knees—” He threw a look around, making sure no teachers were near before grabbing himself over his pants and making a rude gesture.  
 
    I took a step closer to him, giving him a million-dollar smile that was laced in poison as I whispered, “The only way I’ll ever have your dick in my mouth is if I’m biting it off.” Spoken so seriously, because I meant it. “Now, if you don’t want your balls to get kicked so hard they burst, I suggest you leave me the fuck alone.” I didn’t wait for the asshole’s response; I spun on my heel and headed to homeroom.  
 
    Fuck him. Fuck them all. Fuck every single one of these rich students—  
 
    My swearing mind abruptly stopped when I spotted the boy standing just outside my homeroom class, his tattooed hands shoved in his pockets. What was Vaughn doing here? Was he…waiting for me?  
 
    And, if so, how did he know this was my first class? Stalker much. Already had one of those; I did not need two.  
 
    Hmm. My totally off-track mind then wondered if I could get Dante to beat Archer up. That’d be fun to watch, wouldn’t it? Dante was psycho enough to do anything I wanted, probably.  
 
    Vaughn saw me, and I gathered up what courage I had and headed toward him, holding my textbooks close to my chest. He looked just as good as I remembered, his square jaw freshly shaven, his black hair a bit spiky with some kind of hair mousse. His eyes, nearly pitch-black, were on me, studying me without giving me any hint as to what he was thinking.  
 
    He’d undoubtedly heard the rumors by now; I bet everyone in the school had. Would he act like everyone else? I couldn’t help but wonder that, for although he was a loner, sometimes all it took was common ground to make you band together with those you didn’t like. Yeah, everyone could all be friends and gang up on me. I didn’t care. I was a big girl.  
 
    I was ready for a fight, even though the last person I wanted to fight with was Vaughn. Cocking my head, I stood before him, ignoring the busy hall behind me as I asked, “You have something to say to me, too?”  
 
    Vaughn’s mouth thinned into a line, and in spite of myself, my gaze dropped to those lips, recalling the way they’d felt on mine. Tentative, unsure, and then…so much more. Could a kiss like that be staged and fake? Apparently, I wasn’t the best judge.  
 
    “I mean,” I plowed on, “I assume you heard what happened. Everyone else did. Bet you wish you were there, huh? Then you could’ve seen it for yourself—” 
 
    His eyebrows were slow to furrow, and I bit the inside of my cheek before I said anything else. Vaughn said nothing, staring holes in me. Staring so intently at me that I felt…weird. Like, somehow, Vaughn could see past my bravado, that he could peer into my soul and see the truth of it all.  
 
    “Sit with me at lunch,” he said. “We’ll talk then.”  
 
    I wanted to tell him to screw off, because trusting anyone in this place was the last thing I wanted to do, but a part of me was still weak for Vaughn, regardless. Stupid of me, I knew, but I couldn’t change it. Those dark eyes, that powerful, heart-stopping stare…  
 
    Vaughn was a beautiful demon, ready to tear into me if I let him, even if he was unsure of it all.  
 
    The problem, of course, was me. I was starting to believe I wanted the danger, wanted the thrill, that I liked setting myself up to get hurt. How fucked up was that?  
 
    I said nothing, turning my head to watch him walk away, a strange feeling in my gut rising after he left. Heading into homeroom was the last thing I wanted to do, but the herd traveling in the halls had thinned. It was time. No more delay.  
 
    Heaving as big of a breath as my lungs could take, I went into the room. The class was loud with chitchat, as it usually was before the morning announcements. The teacher sat behind his desk, reading something on his phone, letting the morning chaos run its course. I started to head to my desk in the back, the desk that was unfortunately beside Archer’s, but I didn’t make it far into the room.  
 
    Someone was already sitting at my desk, someone who shouldn’t be here. A girl who didn’t have this class as her homeroom or first period. And, because it had to be her, it was the one girl I did not want to see just yet. 
 
    Brittany.  
 
    Today her long blonde hair was curled, tumbling over her shoulder. Her nails were still long and well-kept, the same bejeweled acrylics she’d worn at the party. Jeans that I knew were name brand hugged her long legs tightly, booted heels underneath them. She was everything a guy could ever want, minus the bitch part, so I really had no idea why Archer felt the need to go behind her back and sleep with me. 
 
    She was a bitch, yeah, but I couldn’t exactly blame her for hating me. In this case, I was the other girl, the homewrecker.  
 
    And yet, somehow, she’d put all the blame on me and not an ounce of it onto Archer’s shoulders. It was ridiculous. It took two to tango, you know?  
 
    She sat in my desk, her legs in the aisle, as she leaned over and whispered something to Archer. I didn’t want to do so much as glance in Archer’s general direction, but I found my eyes slowly drifting to him, anyway.  
 
    God, I wished he would’ve looked like an ogre, or something, but my luck wasn’t that great. Instead of an ogre, he looked just as handsome as I remembered him being. 
 
    I needed therapy, clearly.  
 
    I resumed my pace, heading directly to my seat. I did not so much as spare another glance at Archer, but I did address Brittany with the snidest tone I could muster, “You’re in my seat.”  
 
    She turned those amber eyes to me, a color a few shades lighter than mine, and I felt my stomach twist. I truly had no idea what this girl was capable of; if she’d drugged me, she was clearly willing to go to any length to get back at me. I needed to be careful around her.  
 
    “That’s funny,” Brittany mused, not moving an inch as she smiled up at me, radiating a false innocence. “I could’ve sworn you had no idea what was yours and what wasn’t.” She stood in a flourish, grinning, standing a bit too close to me for comfort. Her voice dropped to a bare whisper, and she said, “The whole school will be watching you now. If you so much as lay another finger on what’s mine, you’ll regret it.”  
 
    The threat was taken, and I knew enough not to respond. Not here, not with an entire class around us.  
 
    Her eyes dropped to my shirt—an old, simple V-neck T-shirt—and she muttered, “I mean, look at you. The only way you’d ever land a guy around here is by throwing yourself at him.” A dig at my appearance, definitely. Brittany said nothing else as she walked away, leaving the classroom with a sashay of her hips no one else could imitate.  
 
    My teeth ground as I sat in my seat, setting my books on my desk. The seat under me was warm from Brittany’s ass, which made me want to gag. If there was anyone’s ass-warmth I wanted to avoid at all costs, it was that bitch’s.  
 
    I did not glance at Archer, though with my peripherals, I could tell he was trying to focus on the board, even though class hadn’t yet started. Even though nothing was up on that board and we were surrounded by talkative, loud students. He didn’t want to look at me, either.  
 
    Fine.  
 
    “You know,” I muttered under my breath, refusing to meet those blue eyes, “normally when someone fucks up, they own up to it. It says a lot about you that you won’t.” I said nothing else, and soon enough the announcements came on.  
 
    As the rest of the class simmered down, as the teacher made a shushing noise in the front of the room to get everyone to quiet, I heard Archer say, “I think it says more about you that you fell for it.”  
 
    If the pencil in my hand hadn’t been mechanical, I would’ve snapped it in half.  
 
    Was it better to be the gullible fool or the ass doing the fooling? Probably the latter.  
 
    I said nothing else all period, and it continued that way for most of the day as I drifted between classes. I’d thought it would be impossible to feel more alone here than I did before, but life came to prove me wrong yet again. I really was alone in Midpark High. Truly.  
 
    It sucked.  
 
    When choir class arrived, I was knee-deep into a morose, gloomy feeling I just couldn’t shake. I sat in my chair, keeping my head down, as I got out the sheet music I hadn’t thought of at all.  
 
    I should’ve dropped choir. I didn’t like singing. Singing was…something happy people did, people who had good voices. Me? I sounded like a dying cat on my best day and a shrieking monster on my worst.  
 
    Bobbi plopped down beside me, lightly touching her elbow with mine. “Hey,” she spoke, sounding far too kind. Or maybe I was just used to the sneering and the laughter from everyone else. “How are you doing? I…I heard about what happened at the party.”  
 
    I was slow in meeting her hazel stare. Her auburn hair was pulled back into a low, messy ponytail. A thin scarf hung around her neck, sitting on top of a red sweater and dark blue jeans. Even though she wasn’t considered a part of the cool crowd here, I knew her outfit still cost more than a monthly car payment for a normal household.  
 
    When I said nothing right away, she whispered, “Everyone was talking about it. They still are. I didn’t know you went with Archer.” She quieted as a few other students wandered into the room, setting their books down in the corner before taking their seats. “You didn’t ever mention his name, otherwise I would’ve warned you.”  
 
    I appreciated the sentiment, for what good it did me now. “Thanks,” I said. Running a hand through my hair, I muttered, “It isn’t like I knew he had a girlfriend. He never mentioned her. I didn’t…I didn’t think to ask and make sure. I figured he was a good guy.” At the time, Archer had really seemed like a good guy, but he fooled me, and now I was both enraged and aching in my heart.  
 
    As stupid as it was, I felt like I’d lost him, even though I’d never really had him.  
 
    It was just a dumb hookup. Just because he was gorgeous and fine didn’t mean I had to go crushing on the guy. Now that I knew he was an ass of epic proportions, I really should know better.  
 
    “Brittany has had her eyes set on him for years,” Bobbi spoke, about the only one in this school who wasn’t acting like I was a social pariah.  
 
    The other students in choir didn’t seem too particularly gossipy or cruel, but you never really knew. Bobbi might pay the price for talking to me like this; that didn’t stop her, though.  
 
    “She’s been obsessed with him, and for so long, Archer never gave her the light of day,” she recalled, thinking back as she crossed her ankles beneath her chair. “Then, sometime late last year, something changed. Almost overnight, they started dating.”  
 
    Wasn’t that how relationships were formed in high school? New couples sprouted up overnight all the time at my last school; it was nothing out of the ordinary. 
 
    The look on my face must’ve said it all, for Bobbi had to add, “You don’t get it, you weren’t here—and it’s only because you’re not part of the Brittany club that I’m telling you this—but Archer hated her. He couldn’t stand her. So, you tell me why, all of a sudden, they start dating and it’s water under the bridge?”  
 
    “Hormones?” I suggested, figuring it’d be a good explanation for why I acted the way I did with him. Hormones and his stupid, handsome face, muscular body, and calm, strong hands. Oh, those hands…  
 
    Bobbi didn’t look impressed by my suggestion. “If I had to guess, I’d say she got something on him. Everyone has dirt around here, you just have to know where to look. Blackmail is a biweekly ritual in Midpark.”  
 
    I didn’t care enough to comment on her wild theory about Archer, instead questioning, “Do you have dirt, too?”  
 
    She smiled. “Probably not as much as you, now—only your dirt has been spread around this school like herpes. If there’s anything I can do to help, just let me know. I’m all for trying to take Brittany down a peg or two.”  
 
    Bobbi radiated kindness, something I wasn’t used to. “I do want to take her down, but it’ll need to be good,” I muttered, frowning to myself.  
 
    As Ms. Haber walked in front of the class, gathering herself, Bobbi leaned into me to whisper, “You want to reschedule for after school? I know you probably have a lot on your mind—after everything, I bet choir is the last thing on your mind.”  
 
    Now was the time when I could’ve brought up the fact I had no ride home for the foreseeable future, when I could’ve asked her if she wanted to come over—and thereby drive me home—but I didn’t. A part of me still didn’t trust her, mostly because I didn’t truly trust anyone in Midpark.  
 
    The choir concert was in two weeks, so we really didn’t have much time. I couldn’t push it off for too long.  
 
    “How about Friday?” I said. Going to any parties was the last thing I wanted to do, so it wasn’t like I had any hot plans. She might, but it wasn’t like I planned on practicing and singing all night. I mean, shoot me now.  
 
    “Friday after school works,” Bobbi agreed.  
 
    We had to quiet down as Ms. Haber took hold of the class, leading us in vocal warm-ups. Some people might find singing relaxing, but I didn’t. I struggled to pay attention, trying to keep in tune with the fellow altos around me. As I sang, I wondered if what Bobbi said had a shred of truth to it.  
 
    If Brittany had some dirt on Archer, if she was basically forcing him into being in a relationship with her, would that change anything? Did that make what he did any less wrong?  
 
    No. No, it wouldn’t change anything, and no, it didn’t make it less wrong.  
 
    The class period passed slowly, and when the bell rang, I was one of the first to grab my books and rush out after telling Bobbi that I’d see her tomorrow. You know, it was kind of funny, now that my life had spiraled out of control—I hardly had time to worry about Jacob or the reason I hired him.  
 
    Until I stood at my locker, all my books shoved in, and made the mistake of checking my email before heading to lunch. 
 
    Jacob had emailed me, wanting to meet after school at the diner.  
 
    Had he found something? My heart skipped a beat at the thought. Wouldn’t now be the absolute worst time to discover something insidious about Oliver Fitzpatrick, now that mom and I had no car to drive out of here with? I should’ve figured this was how it would go; when things spun out of control, everything went to hell all at once.  
 
    There was no point in denying the inevitable, if he had found something, no point in pushing him off or delaying what was surely to come, so I quickly responded to the email before grabbing my lunch bag.  
 
    I had a better idea.  
 
      
 
    Vaughn sat at his usual lunch table, a tray of food before him, which he was mainly pushing around and playing with, not eating. The moment I neared, though, he dropped his spork, eyeing me up like he hadn’t just seen me hours earlier.  
 
    I slid into the seat across from him, meeting that black stare. Hate and pain were written across his knuckles, and he moved them under the table, out of sight. Vaughn seemed quiet, not at all the type to have tattoos like that, and it made me wonder if, maybe, I didn’t know the real Vaughn at all.  
 
    Could I really know anyone at Midpark?  
 
    I said nothing, unrolling my lunch bag in silence and well aware that Vaughn watched me with a quiet fascination I couldn’t place. Was he jealous, maybe? He and I did have a few close encounters… 
 
    Was Vaughn the type to get jealous? I guessed I didn’t know him well enough to be the judge of that.  
 
    Minutes passed, the cafeteria loud around us, full of dozens of different conversations, laughter, whispering, shouting—you name it. I was glad Brittany and Archer had separate lunch periods than me, but that was a small prize, considering.  
 
    “So,” Vaughn broke his silence, tilting his head at me slowly, measuredly, as if he wanted me to be the one to talk.  
 
    “So,” I repeated, feeling—oddly—not as freaked out or angry as I’d been earlier, just awkward. A whole lot of awkward. I didn’t owe Vaughn any explanation for what happened, but I knew the weight of last Friday hung over us like a dark grey storm cloud ready to let loose a torrential downpour.  
 
    He studied me hard, his intense expression causing my stomach to do a few twists. “What happened, Jaz?”  
 
    I shrugged. “I’m sure you saw the video. You know what happened.”  
 
    “Why would you go anywhere with Archer Vega?” The way Vaughn spoke his name, like it was acid on his tongue…well, I couldn’t really blame him.  
 
    “Because I took a page out of a guy’s book and thought with my dick, okay?” My crass comment caused Vaughn to blink, and I immediately slapped a hand over my mouth, as if trying to push the words back in.  
 
    Too late to take them back.  
 
    When neither of us spoke for a while, I added, “I made the mistake of trusting him, but don’t worry—I’ve learned my lesson. I can’t trust anyone around here.”  
 
    Vaughn’s mouth thinned into a line, and he nodded. “You’re right.”  
 
    I heaved a sigh; I knew I was right. I didn’t need his affirmation of it. What really shocked me, however, were his next words.  
 
    “But not everyone here is out to get you.”   
 
    My eyes met his stare, and I felt…uneasy under it. Did I compare Vaughn to Dante? I shouldn’t have. Dante was an overconfident, wild guy who held no hesitations about showing off his crazy. Vaughn? Vaughn was quieter, more extreme, somehow. If he held a beast inside, he did a better job at caging it.  
 
    I wasn’t sure if that made me feel any better, but…maybe it would be a good thing to have someone like Vaughn have my back. He unnerved people, for obvious reasons. 
 
    Why would he help me? I didn’t have anything to give him. I supposed I could tell Jacob to stop investigating the Scotts, but could my conscience allow that to happen, all for the sake of my revenge?  
 
    Hmm. Having money on my side would help.  
 
    “Oh, yeah?” I asked. “Who’s not?”  
 
    He took his time in saying, “Even though you’re having my family investigated, I’m not, and if my brothers caught wind of what you’re trying to do, I wouldn’t let them come after you.”  
 
    “I don’t—” The rest of my fumbling stopped when Vaughn pushed his tray aside, leaning over the table as much as he could, his knuckles laying between us, the recent tattoos flexing on his fingers.  
 
    God help me, but I did find him unreasonably attractive.  
 
    “You want to make them pay,” he murmured. “I can see it in your eyes. You want them to hurt like the way you hurt at that party.” Pausing, it was a moment before he asked, “Am I wrong?”  
 
    For whatever reason, I found I could not lie to him. “No, you’re not.” He was smack dab on the truth, actually. You couldn’t get a better bullseye than he had right now.  
 
    And then he said something that took the remainder of my breath away, speaking it so lowly, so seriously…so dangerously I couldn’t help but feel a chill crawl up my spine: “I can help you, Jaz.”  
 
    My appetite was gone, and I was faced with a choice I never thought I’d have. What was the price of his help? Was it one I could pay, would it be worth it, or would I regret the choice I felt myself inching towards?  
 
    “And why would you do that? You know I don’t have anything to give you,” I spoke, hedging toward my decision already, assuming he meant it.  
 
    “There’s always something,” Vaughn murmured, his eyelids dropping as his gaze fell to my mouth, instantly warming my entire core like a fucking furnace. 
 
    “What do you want?”  
 
    “Nothing right now. But, if you choose to accept my help, the price will come,” he said, “and you’ll have to pay it.”  
 
    What could his price possibly be? Clearly, my body hadn’t learned its lesson before, so if his price was anything of a sexual nature, I’d be fine. He knew I didn’t have money, so asking for payment in the form of green was out of the picture.  
 
    I spoke the word I knew I might regret later, a word that might haunt my dreams and my nightmares alike, “Okay.” Sometimes, getting into bed with the devil himself was the only way to get what you wanted. The more people I had on my side, the easier it would be to knock Brittany and her crew down a peg.  
 
    Vaughn had me tell him exactly what went down Friday. Every little detail I could remember, I told him. I wasn’t sure what reliving Friday’s events would do, but beyond a general plan for revenge, I didn’t have much decided, yet. Getting almost kidnapped by Dante had thrown off my brain a bit.  
 
    Hmm. Dante. Was it wrong to wonder where he was right now? 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seven – Jacob 
 
      
 
      
 
    I’d be the first one to admit, I didn’t get much work done over the weekend. How the fuck could I, when my fucking brain kept replaying Friday night’s events over and over? Jaz had no idea the shit she’d walked into, let alone the shit she narrowly avoided.  
 
    Thanks to me, I might add.  
 
    All thanks to me.  
 
    What would have happened to her if I hadn’t been watching her for my other client? What twisted, sick horrors would’ve happened to Jaz if I hadn’t grabbed her outside the house and helped her walk down the driveway? She might not have made it off the property, someone might’ve dragged her back inside. She’d been drugged, so it was clear someone at that party had hoped to capitalize on that.  
 
    The little fuckers. Just because they were in high school did not make them any less dangerous. If anything, they were more dangerous. Kids with money and power—there was nothing worse.  
 
    I worked out a lot after I dropped Jaz off near the Fitzpatrick’s house. Practically all weekend I tried to sweat out whatever strange feelings had bubbled inside of me after spending most of the night with her and basically nursing her back to health.  
 
    Jaz, like I’d mentioned before, was far too tempting. Her mature face, those big, brown eyes, that long, black hair coupled with those full lips…  
 
    She was a walking temptress, and I wouldn’t fall for it. 
 
    I worked out all weekend because, having her there, talking with her, feeling her resting against my chest—all nestled and tucked away from the rest of the world—it’d been the farthest thing from wrong. It’d felt nice, and that was something I couldn’t allow.  
 
    She was a child, even if she didn’t look it.  
 
    That’s when I finally decided I needed to see her, needed to explain what had happened before, years ago. Why I lost my job at the station, my history with the Fitzpatricks, the whole shebang. Surely if she knew the truth, she wouldn’t push me. She could be just a client and nothing else.  
 
    That’s what I told myself, anyway, but I couldn’t get it into my head. I stayed in my apartment on Monday, trying to work through the conflict inside of me, but by the time Tuesday rolled around, I figured it was time.  
 
    Time to get back to it. Time to see her again, tell her the truth, tell her that our relationship would remain strictly professional—that her falling asleep and cuddling on me that night could never be repeated. I wasn’t going to be her savior. Mr. Anonymous just wanted me to watch her, so that’s what I was going to do. No more interfering, no matter what the consequences might be. 
 
    Fuck.  
 
    I didn’t think of myself as a good man, but I couldn’t sit back and let her wander into danger, either. It was something I couldn’t control.  
 
    After I sent the email to her, I sent a quick update to Mr. Anonymous. I didn’t tell him exactly what happened on Friday, but I did tell him that she got herself into some trouble with a boy. That was putting it lightly, since I’d bet any money that boy planned on raping her, but it was what it was. Mr. Anonymous wouldn’t know the difference.  
 
    I didn’t like keeping things from a client—a client who was paying me really, really fucking well—but I also didn’t see why he needed to know every single detail. Hell, I had no idea what made Jaz so important to him, why he’d pay me exorbitant amounts of money to basically stalk her, but I wouldn’t look a gift horse in the mouth. I needed the money. I wasn’t proud of it.  
 
    After this job, maybe I’d have enough to leave Midpark in the rearview mirror. Yeah, that’d be nice. It was almost too much to hope for.  
 
    With me, things never worked out.  
 
    I spent my anger a bit that morning on the punching bag before heading to the shower. I’d emailed Jaz to meet me at the diner after school—no way in hell was I ever going to bring her back here again. Silly me thought that was that, but when I checked my phone as I headed to the bathroom to shower, I saw she’d replied.  
 
    She didn’t want to meet at the diner. She wanted to meet at the school.  
 
    No. Fuck that. I wasn’t going to step foot on school grounds, not after what happened last time with Celeste. 
 
    I set the phone near the sink in the bathroom, leaning on the counter as I stared at the email. My eyes flicked up, meeting my reflection. A man stared back at me, a stranger. The light brown hair I had was nearly black with sweat, the hazel eyes in the mirror just a tad too dark. I didn’t look like myself, but I supposed that was a good thing.  
 
    I guessed it was true what they said about Midpark: there were no good men here. I sure as shit wasn’t one of them, and I’d never pretend to be.  
 
    Somehow, I wound up responding to her email, confirming that I’d meet her in the parking lot of Midpark High, even though I knew I shouldn’t. My willpower when it came to her was…startlingly weak, and I had no idea why.  
 
    Once the email was sent, I tore off my clothes and hopped in the shower. A shower wasn’t a shower unless the water was a bit scalding, and I stood under the showerhead, letting it run over me, ignoring the pain that surfaced from the heat of the water. I’d felt true heat before. A hot shower was nothing.  
 
    Touching my chin to my upper chest, I glanced down at my body. It was a muscled, strong body, but not a perfect one. A giant scar, a memory of my past, wrapped around my abdomen, curling on my side to my back. It was an ugly thing, a constant reminder of my past any time it was free—which was why I always kept it covered. Hideous and puckered, a giant scar that could only signal one thing, one source of the wound, something that required skin grafts to help me heal.   
 
    I didn’t like remembering what happened, what led me to be this Jacob Hall. No one would understand where I came from or why I did what I did. Absolutely no one. If someone found out, if anyone in Midpark realized what happened, I’d be ruined. No one would ever want to hire a private investigator with a past like mine.  
 
    Well, maybe Jaz would, but Jaz wasn’t like everyone else around here.  
 
    Fuck. I shouldn’t let my mind land on Jazmine Smith while I was naked and in the shower. Talk about inappropriate. Talk about completely asinine.  
 
    It was times like these when I wished I was a good man, when I wished I could stare temptation in its beautiful, taunting face and say no. I wasn’t that strong, and, take it from the past and these scars, I wasn’t good at all. I might try to be, I might pretend like most other people around here, but that’s just it—pretending.  
 
    I didn’t linger in the shower; I knew if I did, my mind would rest on Jaz for far too long, and I’d want to do something that I most definitely shouldn’t. So, I washed my hair, rinsed off my body, and got out, quickly drying myself before heading to my room to grab some fresh clothes.  
 
    All my life, I knew what was right and what was wrong. I knew when mistakes were made and lines were crossed, which was why I was aware of how utterly insane it was for me to be working for Jaz, with her, spying on her for someone else.  
 
    It was hard, because even though I knew it was wrong, a tiny piece of me didn’t care, but I assumed everyone felt that way, at one time or another. We all had a devil on our shoulders, along with an angel, and the two were constantly at war, trying to make their humans listen to them.  
 
    Of course, I didn’t really believe that. I didn’t believe in God. I’d stopped a long time ago.  
 
    When it was time to go, I headed out of my apartment, locking every single lock on my door before strolling out of the building and to my car. I got in, heaved a sigh before buckling my seatbelt and started her up.  
 
    At least the diner was public. At least it wasn’t an enclosed space. Me being in such close contact with Jaz was… 
 
    No, I’d be fine. I wasn’t going to let her big, brown eyes sway me to do anything I wouldn’t normally.  
 
    I drove to the school, and the very moment Midpark High’s modern walls appeared in the distance, I felt a stone sinking in my gut. I really did hate seeing that place, hated above all else the memories in the back of my head, the things that had happened here. The things that certain people had gotten away with. 
 
    Celeste and her twin stepbrothers were gone, that much I was aware of. She’d basically fallen off the face of the earth, which was fine. She only got me in trouble, anyway.  
 
    But the fact that Astrid, Oliver Fitzpatrick’s second wife and Celeste’s mother, was also gone? That gave me pause. If anyone would know whether Astrid was truly gone or just slipping under the radar and refusing to leave the house, it’d be Jaz. You didn’t live in a house and not know who else lived under the same roof.  
 
    No, Astrid was gone, too.  
 
    I’d tried to look her up, but I couldn’t find anything on her. Her cell phone had been disconnected. Everything that might’ve had her name on it only had Oliver’s. There literally was no trace of the woman, which didn’t sit well with me.  
 
    You see, I’d looked up Oliver’s first wife, too—years ago, back when Celeste came back and wowed the world. Something never sat quite right with me about any of the Fitzpatricks, and I was right to be wary. Zane and Thorne were brutes in disguise, monsters with wealth. I didn’t doubt that if something had happened to Oliver’s wives, his sons were at the root.  
 
    But that was all suspicion; I had no proof.  
 
    It also didn’t matter now, seeing as how they were gone.  
 
    What could I say, though? I was still a bit ticked off that they’d forwarded some photos to my commanding officer and made me lose my job. My badge had been literally the only thing I’d been proud of in my life; it’s who I wanted to be, especially after the fire. I was the man I thought Jacob Hall always should’ve been. 
 
    Look at me now. How the mighty had fallen.  
 
    I parked in one of the empty spots in the lot, as far back as I could. The spots beside my car were empty, which was good. I didn’t want anyone recognizing me here. The high school hadn’t let out yet, but I saw a line of cars backed up near the front door, idling along the sidewalk. Rides for those who didn’t have cars, or whose families could pay a chauffeur to take their kid to school and back each day.  
 
    I zoned out for a bit, staring at the stainless steel Midpark High sign, remembering those days when I had to shadow Celeste because the MPD had assured her mother we would keep watch on her, protect her should her kidnapper try to take her again.  
 
    Fuck. They should’ve put someone old there. An old woman, preferably. What the fuck did they expect, putting a young male cop in a high school? I attracted way too much attention. It’d been awful.  
 
    The sounds of a loud motorcycle dragged me out of my mind, and I spotted a bike pulling into the parking lot. He seemed to be heading toward the back of the lot, where I was, and as the bike and its rider drove closer, I couldn’t help but narrow my eyes at him.  
 
    The sides of his head were shaved short, revealing a thick, black tribal tattoo. He wore an abundance of leather, too. Both those things signaled that he wasn’t a resident of town, nor was he a student at the school. Did some rich Mary Jane nab a gangster boyfriend?  
 
    Something didn’t sit right with me, and the feeling in my gut only intensified when he pulled his bike in the empty spot beside my car. I didn’t turn to outright stare at him, but I wanted to. After all, there were a few other empty spots, besides the one near my vehicle. Why couldn’t he have chosen one of those spots instead?  
 
    He kicked the stand, and it was but a moment later when I heard a tap, tap, tap on my window.  
 
    What the absolute fuck?  
 
    My jaw set, and I met his eyes through the glass. A pair of blue orbs that I would easily label crazy stared at me, practically unblinking. It was clear he wanted me to roll down the window, which I really did not want to do, but I knew the building had cameras on its every corner now, so if this thug were to shoot me or rob me, there’d be video evidence of it.  
 
    Might as well try to get him out of my hair before Jaz came out, right?  
 
    I hit the window button, rolling it down a bit. Not all the way, but enough that whatever this guy wanted, I could hear him. God, I really hoped he wasn’t a potential client, or someone who was angry at one of the outcomes of a past case of mine. He looked like a thug, clearly out of high school, but not by many years. I had no idea what the hell he could want with me.  
 
    I said nothing once the window was rolled down halfway, but the tattooed guy did: “Come on, man. We can’t have a conversation like this.” He had the audacity to reach toward the window and try to push the glass down the rest of the way.  
 
    “Considering I don’t know who you are,” I spoke through the glass, making no moves to lower it any more, “I think it’s good enough.”  
 
    And then he actually pushed his hand through the half-open window, offering it to me, his arm bent in an awkward manner. “Dante Storm,” he said. When I did not go to shake that hand, he slowly withdrew it, shooting me an unimpressed look through the glass. “Come on, man. You and I need to talk. I’ve been dying to have words with you since I saw you take home a drugged Jaz and keep her in your apartment overnight.”  
 
    My palms started to sweat. Even though I’d done nothing wrong, nothing inappropriate with her, it was still a bodily reaction I could not hide, couldn’t stop. I guess a part of me was still the me of three years ago, not wanting anyone to think I could ever lay my hands on a child—even if that child was eighteen.  
 
    Eighteen, stubborn as all hell, and far too beautiful for her own good. A trio of disaster, really.  
 
    I ground my teeth as I hit the window button and lowered it all the way, letting this Dante Storm lean in and give me a smirk that was a little unnerving and a whole lot annoying. “What are you talking about?” Asking him, feigning ignorance, was stupid, but it was the only thing I could think of to do.  
 
    God damn it, Jaz. What sort of shit did you drag me into?  
 
    “I’ve been here for a while, you know,” Dante went on, “watching her, so I know you’ve been watching her, too. She might be oblivious, but I’m not.” And then, when he said what he said next, I felt my stomach drop. “I have a video of you practically shoving her in your car—and her getting sick—if you want to see it. I also have a short one of you taking her inside your apartment building—maybe you’ll find that one interesting, too.” 
 
    Nothing had gone on that night, but was that a chance I was willing to take? Demanding to see the video would be pointless; Dante told me this because there was something he wanted my help with.  
 
    Dante was the new Zane and Thorne, whoever the fuck he was.  
 
    “What do you want?” I asked, frowning at him, resisting my urge to reach for his neck and strangle him. Again, cameras. Had to remember that.  
 
    God, had I truly been so wrapped up in what those students had done to Jaz, in trying to get Jaz somewhere safe, that I neglected to pay attention to my surroundings? It was the only explanation for how this tattooed freak knew about what happened Friday. That wasn’t something vague or general you could guess at and probably be correct.  
 
    “Actually,” Dante spoke, glancing at the school, “I want to get in there.”  
 
    “You want to…enroll?” He looked a little old to be a high school student, but maybe his records could state he’d failed a few grades. What the hell did that have to do with me? I didn’t have the money to fudge records like that and get him enrolled in Midpark High—  
 
    I did have the money from Mr. Anonymous, but that went to pay my rent for the month and towards my stockpile for getting out of this festering dump.  
 
    Then again, I wouldn’t be able to leave if I was under investigation for rape and drugging a girl.  
 
    Fuck it all to hell.  
 
    “Yeah, that’s right,” Dante spoke, giving me a grin. “I also need a place to live, and I’m hoping you can help me out with that.”  
 
    A place to live? This Dante was literally blackmailing me so he could enroll in Midpark High and live here? Why? It really wasn’t that special; why couldn’t he just go home and forget all about what he saw? And delete the videos, too.  
 
    The sigh that escaped me then came out sounding more like a growl. “I’ll see what I can do.”  
 
    “Great,” Dante spoke, tapping the side of my car in a rhythm. “Give me your phone, I’ll put my number in it.” He glanced at the high school’s doors when I hesitated. “Come on, old man. Don’t have all day.”  
 
    I greatly resented being called an old man—I was twenty-fucking-nine years old—but eventually I pulled out my phone, unlocked it with my face, and handed it to him.  
 
    As he input his name and number into my contacts, Dante added, “Oh, and do me a favor, alright? Don’t mention me to Jaz. I want it to be a surprise.” He handed my phone back, meeting my confused stare.  
 
    Did I miss something, or did Dante speak of Jaz like he knew her?  
 
    I managed to nod, watching as he returned to his bike and practically flew out of the parking lot. A new possibility popped into my head as I rolled up the window, blocking out the cool air gusting inside the car.  
 
    What if Dante Storm was an ex-boyfriend of Jaz’s? I’d checked all the sites for Jaz, but I found no social media profiles, which was most definitely strange for someone her age. What if she and her mother moved here to hide from an abusive ex?  
 
    Shit.  
 
    I had to check this Dante Storm out before I could do anything for the prick.  
 
    By the time the school let out, I was fuming in my car. Jaz must’ve taken her good old time inside, for it was a while before she emerged. Her gaze scanned the parking lot, spotting my car in the back. She pushed past the crowds, heading toward me.  
 
    I couldn’t look at her, not with the recent memory of Dante in my head. I’d done a good fucking deed last week, and this was what I got? See? I should know by now to just let the pieces fall wherever they may…but, that said, the mere thought of what could’ve happened to Jaz made my blood boil. I couldn’t win either way.  
 
    A groan came from outside my car, and I realized that I’d left the doors locked. After I hit the unlock button, Jaz was able to crawl in, shooting me a look as she did so. She held her bag on her lap, the lean body I knew she had hidden by a coat. Her long black hair was wild, wavy, her cheeks just a bit red from the cold.  
 
    Fuck me from here to Sunday. She really was too pretty. Honestly, I hated it. I hated it so much.  
 
    It wasn’t the same with Jazmine as it was with Celeste. Celeste was a child, having been kept away from the world for five years. I could tell just by being around Celeste she did not view things as a normal person should, did not react to things the way she should’ve.  
 
    Jaz wasn’t like that. She was bold, loud, and she never took no for an answer. She was spunky and pushy, and I frankly never knew what to say to her or how to respond to her. She was…she was just different. Jaz and Celeste couldn’t have been more unalike. 
 
    “You saw me coming,” she huffed. “You could’ve unlocked it before.” Jaz reached for her seatbelt, clicking it in. “If you want to talk at the diner, we can, but not for long. I told my mom I’m staying in the choir room with a friend to practice for our next concert, so I can’t stay all night.”  
 
    I said nothing, driving us off. It would be best to go to the diner anyway, I think, someplace public. Someplace where I could put a table between us, where there would be eyes and ears on me, forcing me to hold back. 
 
    Not that I wouldn’t hold back if we were alone…it’d just be harder.  
 
    As I pulled us out onto the road, Jaz added under her breath, “You think you could drop me off after? My mom’s car kind of broke down…she should get a quote to fix it today, but we might not be able to afford it right away.”  
 
    Car troubles. Something most people in this town didn’t have to worry about. 
 
    Instead of telling her that, sure, I could drive her, I asked, “Why not ask Oliver Fitzpatrick for a raise? Hell, I’m sure the man has half a dozen cars your mom could use until hers is fixed—” 
 
    “She’s his maid, not his wife,” Jaz deadpanned, and even though I shouldn’t, I felt a small smile form on my face.  
 
    Damned girl.  
 
    It was a moment before I was able to stifle the smile and say, “Fine. I’ll take you home.” When I was back to frowning, something that felt normal on my face, I added, “But don’t expect me to pick you up every day after school. You’ll have to figure out something else after today.”  
 
    “Oh, damn it, there went my plans for the rest of the year,” she muttered, clearly being sarcastic. “Here I thought I’d get to spend more time with you, get to see your handsome face every day and bug the shit out of you, too.” Jaz shot me a smile. “How am I doing today? Am I bugging you yet?”  
 
    She was in far too good of a mood, considering what happened not too long ago. Ew. She didn’t think we were close now, did she? We weren’t friends. We weren’t buddies. She was still technically my employer—and the subject of another case of mine, though she didn’t know it…and she never would. Spending any more time with this girl than I had to was inviting chaos and disaster to my front door. 
 
    Not again.  
 
    No more repeats of what happened three years ago.  
 
    When I said nothing, she said, “Clearly, I’m not quite there yet.”  
 
    I continued to stick to my silence as I drove us to my favorite little diner, the only bright spot in this otherwise shitty town. It was very reminiscent of an old-timey, fifties diner, with the red leather booths and stools, along with the decor on the walls and the checkered floor. It didn’t look like it belonged in Midpark, but maybe that’s why I liked it so much.  
 
    “I can’t believe you’re really going to wait until we’re sitting in a booth before telling me why you emailed,” Jaz muttered, unclicking her seatbelt as I parked the car. “I mean, don’t get me wrong, it was good timing because I needed a ride, but my mind is racing with possibilities, you know?”  
 
    Her mind would probably only race more, once this meeting was over and she knew my past with the Fitzpatricks. Who knew? Maybe she wouldn’t want me on the case anymore, maybe she’d view me as some sort of suspect, too.  
 
    We got out of the car, and I might’ve slammed my door a bit harder than necessary. Jaz left her bag in my car, looking bundled up in her coat as she moved around the car’s front to stand near me. I stared at her, wondering what the hell I did in a past life to get such a shitty life this time, trying to rack my brain and figure out what I was supposed to do with her.  
 
    Things with Jaz were muddled, confusing. Her hiring me, me having to keep an eye on her and report everything I found to Mr. Anonymous, and the whole Dante thing…why did it all seem so centered around her? What was it about Jaz that threw everything topsy-turvy? 
 
    My jaw set as I led her inside, taking the same booth I did with her during our first meeting, back before I knew who she was, how integrated into her life I’d become so quickly. The waitress came and took our order; Jaz only got a water, but I ordered a Coke and a burger, needing something.  
 
    I should tell her about Dante, because the thought of him being someone she knew, someone she possibly didn’t want in her life anymore, nagged at me. No, I’d look him up tonight, see what I found out.  
 
    Getting him into Midpark…I could do it, theoretically, but I didn’t want to do either if it meant Jaz would be hurt. She’d already been hurt enough lately.  
 
    Look at me, trying to be some savior. It was worth a laugh or two.  
 
    She worked to unzip her coat, shrugging it off her shoulders. She wore a plain shirt, one that dipped a little too low on her chest—I had to fight my gaze, stop it from automatically dropping there once her coat was off. “So,” Jaz began, leaning forward on the table, “what did you find out? Don’t keep me in suspense.”  
 
    I moved my gaze to the windows beside us. The entire front of the diner was a wall of clear glass, allowing me to stare hard at my car just outside. “There’s…it’s not something I found out,” I eventually said, “it’s something you should know, though.”  
 
    That puzzled her. “What?”  
 
    “You want me to look into Oliver Fitzpatrick.” The diner around us was mostly empty; an old-timer sat on one of the stools near the register, reading the paper—the paper, an actual newspaper—but that was it. It was too odd of a time, which was good. The story I was about to tell was not one I wanted everyone to hear. “We…we have a history.”  
 
    Her dark brows furrowed, and even with the quizzical expression on her face, she was gorgeous. “What? A history? Why didn’t you mention it before?”  
 
    “I didn’t want to,” I said, biting back my initial response, which would’ve been: because my past is none of your business. “But, I think you should know, in case we run into anything going forward.”  
 
    Jaz waited a moment before muttering, “Now you’re kind of scaring me.”  
 
    I chuckled at that, even though I shouldn’t. This wasn’t a chuckling matter. “How much do you know about Celeste Chambers?”  
 
    “Enough,” she said, her expression changing. “This is about Celeste, not Oliver?”  
 
    “This is about the entire Fitzpatrick family, not one of them in particular,” I told her. The waitress came back with our drinks, but neither one of us touched our glasses. “Three years ago, I was a cop. Pretty much fresh out of the academy. It wasn’t long before Celeste Chambers came back and threw this whole town—and the entire fucking country—in disarray.”  
 
    A rich white girl, stumbling back home, after being assumed dead? Yeah, that was something the whole nation threw a party for. News documentaries and newspaper articles, so many celebrated her return, and yet, not soon after that, it was like she fell off the face of the earth.  
 
    “By the time she came back, her mother had split with her father and married Oliver,” I said. “Celeste inherited two stepbrothers, along with a new house. I was put on her case, mostly because the MPD knew this was the biggest case they’d get in years, that the whole country’s eyes were on us. I was stationed to follow her, inside Midpark High, just in case her kidnapper tried to nab her again.”  
 
    Jaz’s lips turned downward. Not a full frown, but the start of one. “But…”  
 
    “I didn’t follow her for long. Her…stepbrothers came after me. Not physically, but…” I scratched the back of my neck. “They threatened me, told me I was getting too close to her, even though I was never unprofessional with her. Somehow, they got pictures of Celeste, before she turned eighteen. I ignored their threats, because, at the time, I thought those rich twins couldn’t do shit against me—but I was wrong. My supervisor got word that I might have some unsavory pictures of Celeste, and what do you know—somehow they’d been uploaded to my Cloud.”  
 
    “Her stepbrothers did that? Oliver’s kids?” Jaz sounded as if she was having the toughest time believing a single word I said, and I couldn’t blame her. But after what happened to her at that party, she had to realize how fucked up everyone in this town was. The darkness knew no age limits.  
 
    Nodding, I added, “I lost my job because of them, but I didn’t stop following them. Unsurprisingly—and shortly after Celeste’s father was found brutally dismembered—I found Zane, Thorne, and Celeste on the run.”  
 
    “Wow.”  
 
    “I cornered Celeste in a bathroom. My intent was to drag her back to Midpark and force her to clear my name, but…” I closed my eyes, remembering that encounter. “She told me things that…that made me change my mind.”  
 
    “So, you let them go?” She sounded horrified.  
 
    “I did.”  
 
    “What did she tell you?”  
 
    My shoulders rose and fell with a sigh. “Something deeply personal. She never had a good life, even before she was kidnapped. The general consensus was that her father had kidnapped her, though that theory flew out of the window when he was found butchered. The blood on Celeste’s clothes when she came back matched her father’s, but she claimed to not remember any of it.”  
 
    Jaz’s stare narrowed. “You think she was lying?”  
 
    “I think she was protecting someone—maybe two people—who helped her out of a terrible situation the only way they knew how,” I chose my words carefully, not wanting to defend either Fitzpatrick boy. “Things got quiet after that. I assumed Astrid and Oliver tried to go about their lives, that they chose to let their kids go.”  
 
    It was a long time before Jaz muttered, “But Astrid isn’t there.”  
 
    “And she didn’t leave with her daughter and the twins,” I said.  
 
    “Meaning…”  
 
    “She either left, or something happened to her that Oliver is covering up. With how his sons were, I can’t imagine that’d be the first crime he’s had to cover up.”  
 
    Jaz opened her mouth to ask something else, but the waitress came with my food, setting the plate down with a smile and a quick glance at Jaz. She waited until she was gone before saying, “You don’t think…”  
 
    I grabbed a fry, studying it before shoving it in my mouth. “Let’s just say, I don’t think Astrid was the kind of woman who’d ever leave a man with money on her own. I think Nathaniel Chambers left her, and when she was introduced to Oliver, she latched onto him like a leech. Do I think she went off on some long vacation without her husband? No.”  
 
    “Shit” was what Jaz chose to mutter next, and I hid my smile behind my burger.  
 
    Shit was right.  
 
    “I’ve looked her up, and it’s like, according to everything I’ve found, she’s still living in that house, still married to Oliver.” I paused to take a bite of the burger. “Oliver hasn’t said anything about her at all?”  
 
    “No,” Jaz said, folding her arms over her stomach as if she was pained to hear this. “Nothing, and when I bring her up, my mom tells me to quit it. She doesn’t want me upsetting Ollie. I think she’s scared he’ll kick us out.”  
 
    That made sense, since she and her mother had nowhere to go.  
 
    She sighed. “I really just want to know that my mom and I are safe.”  
 
    I set my partially-eaten burger down. “I don’t think Oliver would hurt you, or your mother. Now, if his sons were in the house, then I’d be worried for you.”  
 
    “But what about the Scotts? When Ollie had his charity event, I heard them talking—” 
 
    “The Scotts are another story. Their business is…so well-hidden behind their money, you can’t even walk on their property without their permission. It could be that Oliver is their lawyer on retainer, as he is for most of the families around here.”  
 
    Jaz bit her bottom lip. “What do they do?”  
 
    I took a sip from my drink before saying, “You’d be hard-pressed to get a straight answer out of anyone. I don’t think anyone in this town knows exactly what they do, so whatever they do, they have to do it well.” I dipped a fry into ketchup. “Do I think the Scotts are capable of hurting someone, someone like Astrid, and making her disappear off the face of the earth?” All I could do was nod.  
 
    She looked like she wanted to be sick. “I don’t…I don’t know what to make of that.”  
 
    Shrugging, I said, “As long as you stay away from the Scotts, they won’t bother you. They’re not like that. Of course, I’ll try to find out what I can, if you still want me on them, but—” 
 
    “It’s going to be hard to stay away from them,” Jaz cut in, her dark eyes heavy on mine. “I might’ve accepted help from one of them earlier today.”  
 
    I nearly dropped the burger I was in the process of eating, and it took far too long for me to swallow what was in my mouth. “You what? Help with what?” I did not like the thought of Jaz getting wrapped up with the Scotts. The Scotts…they weren’t good people. They were the worst of the worst. Worse than me, definitely. 
 
    “Getting back at everyone for what they did to me at that party,” Jaz muttered, frowning.  
 
    Getting revenge? She’d accepted help from a Scott to get revenge on those little pissheads? She was digging herself into her own grave without realizing it, if that was true, and I didn’t like the thought of her getting tangled up in their business.  
 
    Shit. I’d have to keep on the Scotts, now.  
 
    “Jaz…” I didn’t know what else to say besides her name. That was the literal worst idea I thought I’d ever heard, no joke.  
 
    “What? I can’t just sit back and let them get away with it. If you hadn’t shown up, if you weren’t working on another case, I…” Jaz blinked, shaking her head. “What could’ve happened to me instead of passing out in your apartment—I can’t just forget that, Jacob.”  
 
    That was the first time she’d said my name in what felt like forever, and I couldn’t help how it sounded to me. To avoid the mushy-gushy shit that my mind and body was feeling, I’d just say this: it sounded good. I liked hearing her say my name.  
 
    I shouldn’t.  
 
    It took me far too long to say, “I get it. I just don’t want you to get hurt.”  
 
    Jaz’s full lips—lips I stared a tad too hard at—curled upwards in a smile. “I didn’t think you cared. I’m just a job, after all.” She wove her fingers together, leaning her elbows on the table and resting her chin on her hands. The way she stared at me right then, as if she waited with bated breath for whatever I would say next, made my stomach harden.  
 
    She was just a job. Just a client. She wasn’t anything more, and she never would be.  
 
    Why the fuck couldn’t I open my mouth and say, yes, you are just a job? Why couldn’t I confirm to her what I’d told her in the past, what I’d thought to myself countless of times? I couldn’t. It was like I was physically unable to, and I didn’t know what to make of that.  
 
    I would not start to feel things for this girl, this kid. Just because her appearance gave her a more mature look didn’t make it okay. It was wrong to entertain any inappropriate thoughts when Jaz was involved in them.  
 
    “Your silence is telling,” Jaz remarked, her grin growing.  
 
    Finally I found my tongue, though I didn’t exactly use it well. “It is not.”  
 
    “First, you march in and save me like a white knight, keeping your hands to yourself all night, and now you refuse to tell me that I’m just a job after saying you don’t want to see me get hurt,” she rattled away, looking like the cat that swallowed the canary, as if she couldn’t get enough.  
 
    I hated it.  
 
    “I know I might be wrong,” Jaz paused, “but it sounds to me like you care.” Those full lips puckered. “Grumpy old Jacob, usually prickly and grouchy, letting his guard down to the sweet, innocent girl he somehow got wound up in—” 
 
    “Okay,” I cut in, “I take offense to that.”  
 
    “To what part?”  
 
    “All of it.”  
 
    Me, grumpy? Sure, I guess I could see it. But old? I wasn’t that old. It was like what Dante said all over again—except worse, because…because of who it’d come from.  
 
    Even though it was wrong, even though I knew this thought shouldn’t cross my mind, I didn’t want Jaz to think of me as old. She could think of her mother as old, of Oliver Fitzpatrick as old, but me? I didn’t want to be lumped in with them.  
 
    I wanted this girl to think of me differently.  
 
    I also took issue with how she called herself sweet and innocent. I might not have known her that well, but I knew she was no such thing.  
 
    Jaz let out a fluttery sigh, reaching over the table and plucking a fry off my plate. I hadn’t taken a single bite in a while; less than half my food was left, but she didn’t seem to care. She made a big show of chewing it, keeping eye contact with me all the while. “Vaughn Scott is the whole reason I thought to contact you, you know,” she said. “I’ll have to remember to thank him.”  
 
    Though I didn’t particularly like hearing about a Scott—probably the same Scott she accepted help from—I found myself asking, “Why?” If Vaughn Scott hadn’t sent her my way, somehow, odds were I still would’ve been hired by Mr. Anonymous, and then I would’ve had to find a way to integrate myself into her life, anyway. I supposed, maybe, I did owe that one a thank-you.  
 
    Not that I would ever admit that out loud. 
 
    Once she was done eating the fry, Jaz grinned, flashing me her pearly whites. “Because I’m man enough to admit that I like you. I find your bubbly personality refreshing.” Her sarcasm was dry, and she let out a giggle as she lifted her legs, resting her feet on the space on the booth beside me. Her legs were…far too close to mine.  
 
    She liked me. I wasn’t stupid enough to think she meant it like that.  
 
    Actually, I wasn’t quite sure how the hell she meant it at all.  
 
    I glanced at her feet, her shoes only an inch away from my hip, before meeting her eyes. She lost her sarcasm, speaking quietly, “No, I…you’re not like anyone else in Midpark. I didn’t realize it before, but I do now.” She shrugged. “So, yeah, it might be weird, but I don’t care. You’re not a bad man, Jacob Hall, even if you are hella expensive.”  
 
    I rubbed my cheek, fighting the smile I felt forming. Her compliments would get her nowhere; I wasn’t sure what she was hoping to accomplish with me, but…  
 
    She said I wasn’t like anyone else in Midpark, but she was wrong. I wasn’t a good man, so she was wrong there, too. If I told her the entire truth, that someone else had hired me to keep an eye on her, would she still say those things? I highly doubted it.  
 
    I finished eating, ignoring her stretched legs. After reassuring her that I would still keep up my investigation into the Scotts—she was okay with me laying off Oliver for now, if I was sure he wouldn’t hurt her or her mother, which I was—I paid the tab and we left.  
 
    The car was mostly silent as I drove her to the Fitzpatrick’s. I had to stop the car a ways away, so the guard on duty wouldn’t see Jaz getting out of my car. It was the same daytime guard as three years ago; he wouldn’t recognize my car, since I’d always been in a police cruiser, but he would recognize me—and having Oliver aware of my closeness to Jaz was something I wanted to avoid.  
 
    “Thank you for driving me home,” Jaz spoke, unbuckling her seatbelt and shooting me a smile.  
 
    “Just add it to your next payment—” I hardly got the words out before I heard her start to laugh, and I shot her what I hoped was an evil look. “I mean it. I’m not your chauffeur—” I stopped when I watched her lean over the center console, run a hand along my cheek. 
 
    Her touch was…way too soft. Knowing how her hand felt on my face was not something I wanted to be aware of.  
 
    But then she pinched my cheek and spoke like she was talking to a cherub child and not me, “Whatever you say, Mr. Grumps.” I swatted her away, but it was too late; she was already moving away and hopping out of my car, grinning ear to ear like she’d gotten away with something. 
 
    I scowled.  
 
    After shutting the door, she turned and gave me a wave before walking off. I watched her go for as long as I could, hating the ghostly sensation tickling my cheek, where she’d touched before pinching me. I tried to shake it off, tried to itch my cheek and give my skin something new to feel, but it didn’t help.  
 
    It was like that quick touch had sparked something in me, something I’d been trying to push down this entire time.  
 
    Fuck. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eight – Jaz 
 
      
 
      
 
    Friday morning, I gathered the money under my mattress—deciding I was going to slip it into my mom’s purse before school. The car would cost more than that to repair, but it was a start. I’d figure out a way to explain it later.  
 
    Luckily, with everything going on with the car, Mom had cooled off after the party thing, our little fight mostly forgotten. I still wanted to talk to her about Dad, but I couldn’t even think about doing it right now, not while I had revenge on the brain. Those bullies would get theirs, mark my words.  
 
    Mom wasn’t exactly okay with me walking to school, but I wore her down, saying I couldn’t keep bugging my friends for rides.  
 
    Hah, like I had friends. Funny, I knew.  
 
    She was also more okay with it because I told her that Bobbi would be coming over after school on Friday to practice for choir. God, Thursday night she could not shut up about it, asking me all these questions, like Bobbi was my new best friend. Moving to Midpark in the middle of senior year kind of negated the whole best friend thing, especially considering she made me switch telephone numbers and drop all social media.  
 
    Bobbi was nice, don’t get me wrong, but I wasn’t sure I’d go so far as to consider her a friend.  
 
    It was a rather warm day, so I wore a hoodie to school, feeling only a little chilly as I walked. I was in a better mood than I was mere days ago. Maybe, revenge plots aside, things could turn around for me here.  
 
    I should’ve known not to think something as optimistic as that. 
 
      
 
    My locker was open when I got to school, something black stuffed inside it. My legs immediately slowed as I approached it in the hall, and I threw glances around, trying to see if Brittany and her crew were near, or even Archer.  
 
    No one, just a sea of faces going about their morning.  
 
    I inched toward my locker, unease settling in my gut as I reached for the door and pried it open. Whoever it was had gotten in, maybe with a janitor key, or maybe used their charm to wile it out of the office staff.  
 
    The black thing turned out to be my leather jacket from the party. I pulled it out, holding it as far away from me as I could to study it. Seemed to be in one piece…ah, hold up. As I flipped it to the back, I spotted something new. Someone had actually bedazzled my pleather jacket with the word slut. 
 
    Lovely.  
 
    I shoved it back in my locker, fuming as I picked out what I’d need for my first few classes. I loved that jacket, I did. It was worn and old, but it was something that reminded me of home—our old home. My old school. My old life.  
 
    Things were so much simpler back then. Shutting out my old life completely had been…more than a little hard. This high school and the students in it were nothing like the ones I was used to, the games they played different. But, in the end, it didn’t matter.  
 
    With my head held high, I marched to homeroom, choosing a few choice words to tell Brittany, should her ass be in my seat again. Alas, the bitch wasn’t there. Archer was though, so as I headed towards my seat in the back, I figured I’d just tell him a simplified version of it.  
 
    “You can tell your girlfriend that I got her present,” I said, glaring at him as I slid into my seat. Everyone else was chatty, the room loud, so I didn’t bother trying to whisper. Had to make sure the bastard heard me, after all.  
 
    Archer’s blue eyes turned to me, though he said nothing.  
 
    “You can also tell her that I’m not going to take this lying down. Same goes for you.”  
 
    His gaze dropped, and it took him a moment to mutter, “I’m not scared of you.”  
 
    “You should be,” I said. He and Brittany probably thought I was alone, and I mostly was, but I’d accepted Vaughn’s help—for a yet unnamed price. He was going to use his family’s connections to dig up whatever dirt he could on them, and I was going to use it however I saw fit. I was not above making their lives a living hell.  
 
    What could I say? Hell hath no fury like a woman scorned. Archer and Brittany would get theirs, and I would enjoy the hell out of it.  
 
      
 
    Lunch came around soon enough. It was kind of funny—the more time that passed, the more normal this all felt. Me, being the outsider, knowing that everyone thought I was some wannabe homewrecker, felt more normal. I was anything but; I never would’ve hooked up with Archer had the dickhead told me he was dating someone else, but no one else knew that. And trying to defend myself now would yield no results. It was pointless. 
 
    With my bagged lunch in my hands, I headed to the cafeteria. Or I was going to, but then, just as I was about to turn into the hall that would lead to the cafeteria, three figures appeared, blocking my way. Three girls, led by one blonde bitch.  
 
    Brittany was surrounded by her two closest friends. I remembered them from the party, the smiles on their faces as they laughed and watched—and videotaped. I still hadn’t seen the actual footage, but I knew it was out there. From every possible angle, too.  
 
    No one stepped in to help anymore. Everyone’s first thought was to bring out the phone and hit the record button.  
 
    The red-headed girl named Chelsea was on Brittany’s right, her kinky hair falling past her shoulders. The expression on her freckled face could kill, but I wasn’t too impressed by her sneer.  
 
    On Brittany’s left was Deetra. I’d seen her gossiping with the jocks in our grade quite a lot this week. Her brown skin was covered in a bright white shirt, hugging her curves tightly. Her black eyes were narrowed at me, her lips curled downward in a sneer to match the look Brittany wore.  
 
    Oh, I was sure they thought they were intimidating, but unlike that night at the party, I wasn’t drugged. I could hold my own.  
 
    Besides, the halls had cameras everywhere, so it wasn’t like I had to worry about much here. A few traded insults, but nothing huge.  
 
    “You like your jacket?” Brittany asked, her sneer turning into a grin as her friends chuckled beside her. “I figured the label fit, considering you can’t seem to keep your legs closed.” She was really hammering in the fact she viewed me as a slut, wasn’t she?  
 
    “Oh, I can keep them closed, but why bother when Archer was so clearly desperate for it?” I took a step toward her, my heart hammering in my chest. Brittany and I stood less than a foot away. If she attacked me, I’d drop my lunch bag in a heartbeat and retaliate—but as for the first blow? That wouldn’t be me.  
 
    Brittany’s hands were on her hips, and I could tell it took everything in her to not slap me after what I said next.  
 
    “Sure, he might be your boyfriend, but he was a greedy little bitch when we were alone in his room.” I chuckled. “It was like he couldn’t get enough. Makes me wonder if you’re not doing it for him anymore. Maybe he should dump your ass and date me instead.”  
 
    Hah. As if I’d ever let that happen, but the insult hit the bullseye; I could tell by the way her jaw clenched and a vein popped out in her forehead. Brittany wasn’t so pretty when she looked like she wanted to scream.  
 
    “I am going to drag your ass through the mud and back,” she growled out.  
 
    I probably should’ve taken her threat seriously, but all I could do was smile and say, “I’m looking forward to seeing you try.”  
 
    Brittany let me get the last word, but before storming off with her two-friend posse, she shot me a smile that caused ice to grow in my veins. A smile like that was devious and sly, evil to the core. How could a senior in high school have mastered that look?  
 
    Honestly, I didn’t care what Brittany would try to do. I’d handle it.  
 
    When I was alone in the hall, when Brittany and her crew disappeared from my sight, I sighed and turned the corner, heading into the cafeteria. Vaughn was already at our table, staring down at his tray like the food the kitchen staff served him today had suddenly sprouted legs and started crawling away.  
 
    I didn’t know why he even bothered buying food every day. It wasn’t like I ever saw him eat it. He mostly just played with it, moving it around the plastic tray with his spork.  
 
    Sitting down across from him, I gave him a smile. “Well, I just had a run-in with my favorite blonde.”  
 
    That got Vaughn’s attention immediately, and he dropped his spork, the knuckle labeled with the word pain flexing into a fist, as if he was going to find her and beat her up for me. A bit of an overreaction, considering I hadn’t even told him what was said, yet.  
 
    Still, it was weird, because ever since I’d accepted his help, it was like Vaughn viewed everything that happened to me as a personal affront, like he’d adopted my bullies as his own. For someone who seemed so emotionless most of the time, it was kind of nice to know he actually had a personality in there.  
 
    Plus, he wasn’t too bad to look at, especially when he was a little upset on my behalf.  
 
    “Don’t keep me waiting,” he said. 
 
    Right. I’d gotten sidetracked by his looks—not the first time that had happened, and it probably wouldn’t be the last, either. Even though his family was involved in some shady shit, even though Jacob pretty much told me I should stay away from anyone with the last name of Scott, I couldn’t help but swoon at the dark-haired, tattooed boy across from me.  
 
    I might like him. A little.  
 
    Just a bit, but no more than that. We all knew what happened the last time I’d started to like a guy a lot.  
 
    My shoulders went up and down once as I shrugged. “I mean, nothing huge. She just threatened me. I might’ve egged her on some, but—” I paused when I heard Vaughn groan, as if he couldn’t believe my audacity. “What? I couldn’t just stand there and listen to whatever bullshit she was going to say.”  
 
    Vaughn stared at me with eyes black as night. His normally expressionless face morphed into a frown, but the dour look didn’t give me pause. If anything, it only caused an intense warming in my lower regions. Those lips had felt amazingly good on mine. I could go for some tension relief soon…  
 
    No. That would only make things more complicated.  
 
    “I’m not surprised,” he said.  
 
    I dug into my lunch, pulling out my cheesy crackers. “So, find out anything yet?” To say I was eager would be the year’s biggest understatement. To say I was a hypocrite for using his family’s connections while also having Jacob investigate them was one hundred percent true.  
 
    Hey, I wasn’t perfect. I never claimed to be.  
 
    “Not yet. These things take time.”  
 
    I sighed. Yeah, I kind of figured that, but I was hoping, by some miracle of miracles, he would’ve had something concrete already. I was okay with waiting, but at the same time, I felt antsy about it, like the more time that passed was more time wasted.  
 
    “You have enough on your plate today, anyway,” Vaughn said.  
 
    I’d told him about my hatred for choir, how I couldn’t seem to learn any of the songs, regardless of how much time I spent staring at the sheet music. I wasn’t proud of how illiterate I was when it came to music, nor was I exactly thrilled to share with the world my awful, unharmonious voice.  
 
    “I really do wish I would’ve dropped choir when I could,” I muttered. “The concert is in less than two weeks now, and I don’t think I’ve ever felt so behind on something.” It wasn’t like I got stellar grades in all my other classes, but choir…that one I’d be lucky to pass with a C, I think. Ms. Haber did individual tests, alone in her office, along with group tests on songs we were currently learning. Hadn’t been subjected to one of those tests yet, but it would happen eventually.  
 
    Needless to say, I wasn’t looking forward to it.  
 
    “If you don’t want to take choir, don’t.”  
 
    My eyes met with his dark stare. “It’s too late to drop the class, and then I wouldn’t have any excuse to give my mom when I’m late coming home.” 
 
    Vaughn picked up his spork again, no longer looking like he wanted to strangle Brittany. He began to toy with his food, as usual, though he kept shooting quick glances at me. After our encounter in the bathroom, it was like he’d taken a step back—probably a good thing, because at the rate I was going here, I’d sleep with him and make him an enemy, somehow. “You mean you don’t head straight home after school? What are you doing instead—meeting with that private investigator?”  
 
    It might not have been smart, but I said, “Yes.” Okay, not every day, but Jacob and I did make plans to meet twice a week from now on. Let’s just say I was hoping he’d figure out something soon, otherwise I’d have to do something where the money was concerned.  
 
    Speaking of money…my mom hadn’t texted me at all today. I could only assume she’d seen the envelope full of cash in her purse by now—so why the hell didn’t my phone go off with a text or call from her demanding to know where it came from?  
 
    “I haven’t told my family, but it’s only a matter of time until my brother finds out your investigator is sticking his nose in family business,” Vaughn stated. “Once that happens…I can’t guarantee there won’t be consequences. I said I’d keep you safe, and I meant it, but I did not say that about your investigator.”  
 
    “Consequences?” I echoed, blinking. “Your family wouldn’t…” Well, I had no idea what his family was and was not capable of, but the thought of them hurting Jacob was not a good one. It occurred to me then: was I putting Jacob at risk by asking him to do what I had? That grumpy guy…I didn’t want to see him hurt.  
 
    Jacob Hall wasn’t a bad man, whatever he thought of himself. He was a good guy, and even though he could be mean and rude beyond all belief, I liked him. I couldn’t see the Scotts hurt him because of me. I didn’t know if I could live with that.  
 
    Why hadn’t the thought ever crossed my mind before now? I felt almost selfish for how one-sided everything had been until now.  
 
    “I can’t say what my family would do,” Vaughn spoke quietly, pushing around the ugly green peas on his tray. “Your investigator wouldn’t be the first who’d stuck his nose where it didn’t belong.”  
 
    “What happened to the others?” Did I even want to know? I seriously debated this.  
 
    Vaughn stuck a single pea with the short points on his spork, bringing it to his mouth. “People have a way of disappearing around here,” he said. His dark eyes flicked to me, telling me things his words did not, whispering promises and lies all at once. “If he disappears, will you be upset?”  
 
    His question caught me off-guard, mostly because it was weird as all hell. Was it some kind of trick question? Of course I’d be upset. Why wouldn’t I? Jacob worked for me, and on top of that, I liked the guy. His personality left something to be desired sometimes, but when I’d needed a hero, he’d stepped up—albeit begrudgingly.  
 
    I owed him. He didn’t have to step in and save me that night. Hmm. Maybe Jacob and I would have to talk.  
 
    To Vaughn, I finally said, “Yes, I would be upset.”  
 
    “Why?”  
 
    Why couldn’t I be upset out of the kindness of my heart? Okay, well, my heart had some kindness in it, but not much. I wasn’t a goodie-goodie. I didn’t shit rainbows and wear a smile all the time. Animals didn’t frolic to me.  
 
    I’d told Vaughn all about the party, but I did not tell him who’d helped me. He thought I made it home before the drugs really kicked me in the ass, but that had been a bit of a lie. I didn’t want to tell him about Jacob because…I didn’t know. Even though hiring someone like Jacob had been his idea, I wanted to keep the two parts of my life separate.  
 
    It seemed they were on a course to collide, now.  
 
    Even though we were alone at our table, my voice still dropped, as if I was afraid of someone else hearing me. “I might’ve…kept something from you.” The look Vaughn gave me right then caused me to hurriedly add, “I didn’t get home on my own from the party.”  
 
    He glowered, radiating unhappiness, as if he already suspected what I was about to say.  
 
    “My PI was there, on another case. He took me back to his place and let me sleep it off before taking me home.” I did not want to bring up his name, just in case Vaughn decided to tell his family about him.  
 
    I planned on saying more, but Vaughn startled me by standing. He grabbed his tray and headed for one of the many trash cans situated around the lunchroom, dropping his food in it and sliding the tray on top. The bell hadn’t rung yet.  
 
    What the hell…  
 
    Ugh. I had to go after the dumbass.  
 
    I didn’t pack up my lunch; I just left it as I hurried after him. Not all eyes were on me as I left, but I knew a lot were. I didn’t care about the rumor mill, or about whatever gossip would come of this.  
 
    Oh, that new girl. First she sleeps with Archer Vega, and now she’s chasing Vaughn Scott. Wonder who she’ll go after next?  
 
    I caught Vaughn not too far out of the cafeteria. The hallways were empty, but if any teachers spotted us, they might think we were ditching class. He had his back to me, and I looked around, trying to figure out a way he and I could have a conversation that didn’t involve teachers stumbling upon us.  
 
    A janitor’s closet sat about twenty feet away, so I did the only thing I could think of to do: I grabbed his arm and pulled him toward it. Vaughn didn’t fight me on it, he let me drag him, but he said not a word to me as we went. Thankfully, the door was unlocked, so I shoved him in first before stepping in myself.  
 
    The door closed before I was able to find a light. It was a small space, no bigger than two feet by three. I could feel Vaughn’s heat, standing inches away from him—being forced to, since a mop bucket and cleaning supplies took up most of the room. The only light that came in was from the hall, the crack under the door.  
 
    I was seriously struggling to find the light switch, but Vaughn muttered, “Don’t.”  
 
    I froze, the hairs on the back of my neck standing up. His voice sounded deadly, almost, but unlike before, I wasn’t afraid to be alone with him. In fact, being here with him now, in this dark, nearly pitch-black room, made my mind think of other things.  
 
    You’d think I would’ve learned my lesson with Archer, huh? But no, I had to think with my va-jay-jay like I was going for the home run.  
 
    “But it’s dark,” I spoke, only sounding a little whiny. Mostly I sounded out of breath, which was ridiculous, because he wasn’t even touching me.  
 
    “I don’t care.” Silence for a while, and as my eyes started to become adjusted to the darkness, Vaughn continued, “I don’t like hearing that you went home with someone else. Did he—” 
 
    “No,” I cut in. “He was a gentleman. A grouch, but a gentleman. I like him, Vaughn, but there’s no reason for you to be…” I trailed off, realizing it. “Jealous?” It came out like a question, because it kind of was.  
 
    Was Vaughn Scott jealous of Jacob?  
 
    No. No way. First off, it wasn’t like I was with Vaughn. We weren’t dating or anything. Sure, we’d kissed, but that’s about it. I might be attracted to the boy, but that didn’t mean I wanted to be his and his alone.  
 
    And, besides that, Jacob had made it clear that he thought of me as nothing more than a kid, in spite of me fighting him on it. Just a kid who put herself in bad situations, where he had to play the resentful hero. Which was fine, I guess, even though I really didn’t think I deserved the kid label. 
 
    “I’m not jealous,” Vaughn said, though I couldn’t tell who he was trying to convince more: him or me?  
 
    “Really? So, you stormed away after I told you I went home with someone else because you’re not jealous? Tell me how that works.” Suddenly Vaughn’s body moved toward mine, and I found myself backing up, my spine hitting the closet door. Through the darkness, I could see him place both hands on the door beside my head, as if blocking my way out of this.  
 
    Dude, we were stuck in a janitor’s closet. There was no getting out of this.  
 
    “I…” He paused, and I felt his body inch toward mine. He wasn’t pinning me to the door, but I could feel his front grazing mine; it wouldn’t take much to increase the pressure between us. “I don’t know. I’ve never been jealous.”  
 
    I didn’t know if I should consider myself lucky or not.  
 
    “I’ve never been a lot of things before,” he whispered, his hands on the door sliding down slowly, inching their way along until they rested just outside my hips, like he was bracing himself, trying to keep himself from having our bodies touch. “You bring things out of me.”  
 
    Was it wrong to kind of like what he was saying? It was weird—oh, hell yeah, it was weird—but his words gave me a sense of reassurance, that, even though I might’ve fucked up with Archer, maybe I could have something else with another guy. Archer wasn’t the end of the world.  
 
    But Vaughn was a Scott, and the Scotts weren’t the kind of people I could trust. I knew it, deep down. Jacob’s reaction to me accepting Vaughn’s help had told me his opinion on the matter, and I trusted Mr. Grumps and his opinion.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” I whispered, not knowing what else to say. I didn’t know whether Vaughn was happy or upset that I brought things out of him, and the darkness in this room wasn’t helping me gauge his expression.  
 
    “Are you?” Whatever willpower he had must’ve faded, for in the next moment, I felt his midsection slowly starting to put pressure on mine. My body was instantly alight, set on fire by feeling his body against me. “I don’t think you are.”  
 
    Eh, yeah, maybe I wasn’t.  
 
    With my head resting on the door behind me, my eyelids fluttered shut. Vaughn’s fingers grazed my hips, just under my shirt. The barest hints of skin on mine sent my heart into overdrive, and I felt myself warming all the way down to my core. 
 
    Vaughn leaned his head against mine, his forehead cool on my heated skin. “I think you like bringing all these feelings out of me,” he murmured, his voice softer than it had ever been. “I don’t know what to do with myself when you’re in the picture.” The tentativeness of his hands on my sides gave way to a firmness, the type of grip a man would have only on something that’s his.  
 
    But I wasn’t Vaughn’s. I wasn’t anybody’s, no matter what anyone thought.  
 
    No matter what I might want, deep down—multiple guys, apparently. I felt for more than one guy right now, and it was super confusing. Even Archer…that prick, that bastard still had a part of me I didn’t want him to have. Now Vaughn…when would the crushes stop? Like, enough already.  
 
    “You make me…so confused,” he murmured, his nose grazing mine. “I didn’t like hearing that your precious investigator took you home. I don’t like thinking of you, vulnerable, in someone else’s hands.” His words came out soft yet urgent, a desperate plea for me to believe him.  
 
    How could I not?  
 
    I did think it was odd, how he acted when I told him I’d gone to Jacob’s place, but he didn’t freak out nearly as much when he heard about what happened between me and Archer. This was putting it lightly, but I didn’t understand his mindset.  
 
    “Well,” I joked, “you weren’t there, so I had to make do.” Bad time to joke, Jaz, I told myself.  
 
    The hands holding my hips were slow to travel upward, taking in the curve of my sides before moving to my chest, both palms grazing my breasts and causing me to breathe in sharply. His hands eventually found my neck, fingers tangling in my hair, as if stopping me from turning away.  
 
    Thing was, I didn’t think I’d ever turn away from him. Even if he was a Scott, even if his family was into some illegal shit, I couldn’t stop him. I didn’t want to. I wanted to give in to this boy more than I’d ever wanted to give in before, and that included my quick hookup with Archer—a hookup that was now proving to be much more trouble than it was worth.  
 
    Vaughn…would I give myself to him, if I could? Would I give my body to the tall, tatted boy who was often locked in his own head, keeping his emotions close? The boy I drove crazy, the boy I made confused?  
 
    We all knew the answers to those questions.  
 
    “If I was there,” Vaughn whispered, my whole body like goo in his hands, “I would’ve made them all pay for what they did to you.”  
 
    My mind should’ve been alight with possibilities as to what he meant—as a Scott, making them pay surely meant something else, something worlds more serious than petty revenge—but it wasn’t. I could hardly think straight, feeling his breath on my face, his hands holding my neck so confidently, so smoothly.  
 
    “I do want to ask, though,” Vaughn whispered, his body pressing so hard against mine my stomach warmed with all of the ideas, all of the things we could do in this tiny closet. Lunch had only just begun, after all. We had plenty of time left. “Your investigator…who is he?”  
 
    Oh, yeah, like I’d tell Vaughn Scott the name of my private investigator, the man who was currently looking into his family for me—  
 
    “Jacob Hall,” my stupid mouth shot off, telling Vaughn something he most certainly did not need to know. Where the hell was my brain? Telling him was the last thing I should’ve done; I probably just put Jacob in danger.  
 
    Ugh, stupid, stupid.  
 
    I brought both hands to his chest, in what little room I had, my fingers curling against the fabric of his shirt. With his hands on my neck and his forehead against mine, it was doubly hard to think straight, but I knew enough to say, “Don’t hurt him.”  
 
    Vaughn was quiet for a few moments. “What kind of man do you think I am?”  
 
    That was a trick question, wasn’t it? I knew what family he came from, knew enough that the Scotts were bad. Did that automatically mean Vaughn was just as bad as they were? I…I didn’t know.  
 
    “Jacob…” I paused, thinking about that grumpy guy. “He can be a little grouchy sometimes, but he means well. He’s not a bad guy. I don’t want your family to hurt him.” I couldn’t remember the last time I’d meant what I’d said more.  
 
    To see Jacob getting hurt because of me…I wasn’t sure if I could bear it.  
 
    “Then tell him to stop looking into my family,” Vaughn said. “I can’t be held accountable for what my brother will do to him when he finds out Jacob is putting his nose where it doesn’t belong.” There was a pause, a short sigh, before he added, “And he will find out. Markus always does.”  
 
    Markus…was that the man he was with at the fundraiser, the man who’d spoken with Ollie? I couldn’t remember if names were ever spoken, but if that man was Markus…I did not want Jacob to ever encounter him. I hadn’t been in the room with them, but that man had radiated darkness. 
 
    Even knowing that, I wanted to argue with him. Jacob had told me what had happened with the Fitzpatricks years ago, but something still didn’t sit right about the Scotts and their involvement with Ollie. There was still so much I didn’t know, so much I was dying to. I wanted to have the full picture in front of me, even if that picture was one of mainly blackness. “But—”  
 
    Vaughn stopped me by lowering his lips to mine. A soft dancing of his mouth on top of mine, an instant jolt of electricity zapping through me, setting my nerves on fire. The kiss was slow and steady, and it took everything in me to let him shut me up, to stand there and take whatever it was he’d give me, even if it wasn’t enough. 
 
    I had the feeling it would never be enough.  
 
    “You have nothing to worry from my family,” Vaughn spoke once he broke the kiss, when my mouth longed for his. “They won’t hurt you. You’re not on their radar…but if you keep pushing, you will be. I want to keep you safe from them as long as I can, Jaz.”  
 
    My eyelids were half-open, and his face was so close to mine it was hard to focus on. The hands around my neck held on, showing no signs of letting go. He could strangle me here, and I wouldn’t be able to stop him. The boy with hate and pain on his knuckles could walk out of this closet and leave me in here, dead.  
 
    The cameras in the hall would record him walking out, but still. I was in such a dark, enclosed space, trapped with a boy who was dangerous, a boy whose family was also dangerous, with his hands around my neck and his body pinning mine back.  
 
    But I wasn’t scared. I wasn’t frightened, nor did I feel uneasy with the way his fingers curled around my neck. How could I, when he kissed me like I was everything? How could I possibly be afraid of Vaughn when his lips told me what his words could not? He was confused, so very confused, but he wasn’t so confused when it came to how he felt about me.  
 
    The passion you could fake. The quick, hard kisses that only served to fill a carnal hunger could be faked. Archer’s kisses were all lies, but Vaughn’s? His were the opposite, and I felt myself becoming a slave to them, as foolish as it was. You couldn’t fake the tenderness behind Vaughn’s kisses, the gentleness, the eagerness; it was a hunger that was different, a hunger he was afraid to show.  
 
    Vaughn wasn’t the only one confused here. I was, too. After all, knowing I should stay away from the Scotts, how could I let myself feel these things for Vaughn? I was asking for trouble, but I couldn’t help it. I wanted whatever trouble Vaughn would bring in his wake.  
 
    “What happens then?” I asked, my voice a bare whisper. If I kept Jacob pushing at the Scotts, if I came onto the Scotts’ radar…what would happen to me then? Would I disappear, become the next Celeste Chambers? Only no one would care about my disappearance, beyond my mom. Or maybe I’d take a long walk off a short pier, just drop off the face of the earth with no hope of coming back to reclaim my old life.  
 
    I didn’t want to die. I was too young. Had too much left to do.  
 
    “You don’t want to know,” he whispered. “So, please, Jaz, for me, call Jacob off. Leave my family alone. I don’t…don’t force me to choose between you.”  
 
    Me or his family? How barbaric.  
 
    Then again, I had no idea he was at that level with me. When Vaughn Scott fell, he fell hard and he fell fast, apparently. It was a refreshing change from the way most guys were nowadays. Not that I had much experience dating, since my mom was the textbook definition of a helicopter parent, but still. 
 
    With my heart beating rapidly in my chest, I said, “I’ll see what I can do.” However, I would make no promises to him right now; calling Jacob off meant…well, it meant I was basically giving up and accepting whatever hand this town gave Mom and me, whether that was good or bad. There would be no prepping, no warning, if Midpark decided to devour us whole.  
 
    “Good,” Vaughn murmured, his lips finding mine yet again. This time, it was no quick kiss. Still just as tentative as the other, but he was more confident this time, taking me, claiming me through that kiss. He was a lot better at kissing than he was at explaining his feelings, that’s for sure.  
 
    It was clear Vaughn cared for me. Was that why he offered to help me get back at those at the party? The price of his help was still up in the air, but at this point, I didn’t care what that price would be.  
 
    As I lost myself in the way he kissed me, the feeling rising up in my gut, I couldn’t help but wonder what I’d do if Vaughn stated the price of his help was me cutting ties with Jacob. He didn’t outright say it yet, but I didn’t doubt that it was coming, should I choose not to tell Jacob to quit investigating the Scotts.  
 
    Could I say goodbye to Jacob Hall? Even with Vaughn’s lips fused to mine, I didn’t know the answer to that. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Nine – Jaz 
 
      
 
      
 
    Mom was positively thrilled—and also insanely annoying—the very moment I came home with Bobbi. Her blonde hair was in a loose ponytail, her body wearing a white shirt and light jeans, the outfit she normally wore while Ollie was at work and she was busy cleaning or doing laundry. Whatever the hell it was she did during the day to keep up with a house this obscenely large.  
 
    Did she find the money yet? Who knew. She sure didn’t say anything to me about it. Maybe it’d take her a while, since she wasn’t exactly grabbing her purse and going out shopping while the van was in the shop.  
 
    I mean, I assumed my mom would tell me about the money. Who else would she think it came from? Ollie? Yeah, no.  
 
    Mom followed us into the living room, where I led Bobbi. I dropped my bag onto the floor, while Bobbi carefully set hers on a chair. “Do you girls want any snacks? I’m sure I could whip something up.” I’d already introduced them, so my mom now acted like this was some kind of playdate.  
 
    It wasn’t. It was just me and a classmate working on choir songs. You know, the usual.  
 
    “No, thank you,” Bobbi spoke, giving my mom a wide smile. Her highlighted brown hair was drawn up in a lazy bun, an off-the-shoulder sweater on her torso, complete with leggings tucked into short, ankle-high boots. Even when Bobbi dressed lazily, she still looked amazing. Most people in Midpark had that superpower, I’d realized.  
 
    If there was anyone from Midpark High I’d want to bring home and introduce to my mom, I supposed it was Bobbi. Unlike nearly everyone else, Bobbi hadn’t joined in the chorus and laughed at what happened at the party. In fact, she was the only one in the whole school that had told me she was sorry it happened. I had no idea if she was genuine in her sympathy, but it was nice to have one person who wasn’t ganging up on you with everyone else.  
 
    In spite of everything, I found I kind of liked Bobbi.  
 
    “Thanks, Mom,” I said, shaking my head. The last thing I wanted to do right now was eat. Plus, my mom was no cook. She was getting better as the days wore on here—being Oliver Fitzpatrick’s live-in maid and cook was forcing her to be a better cook.  
 
    My mom stood near the archway to the living room, her hands clasped in front of her stomach, a huge grin on her face as she stared between us. I stared right back, because I sure as hell did not need an audience during my pitiful practicing. Like, all those times when I said I sounded like a dead cat was not me trying to be funny or exaggerating. That was me being one hundred percent serious.  
 
    “Mom,” I said, snapping her out of it.  
 
    My mom blinked, straightened her back, saying, “Right. I’ll let you girls get to it. If you change your mind, I’ll be in the kitchen prepping for dinner.” With another smile, my mom left—though she took her good old time walking away.  
 
    Bobbi waited a while, until after she was certain my mom was nowhere in earshot, before saying, “Your mom seems nice.” She stood in the center of the living room, rubbing her hand along her other arm, looking completely out of place here.  
 
    Or maybe that was just me, not being used to having anyone over.  
 
    Hah, could you imagine the aneurism my mom would have if I brought Vaughn over? She would literally die, rise up as a ghost, and then kill me.  
 
    “She is,” I said, moving away from where my mom had disappeared and closer to her. I did add in a whisper, “A little overbearing, though.”  
 
    That seemed to surprise Bobbi. “Really? How so?” Her hazel eyes roamed the large room, eventually settling on the mantle, where a bunch of pictures were—pictures of Ollie’s family. The photographs of the twins that had disappeared especially drew her attention.  
 
    I guess I couldn’t blame her there, because those twins were strikingly attractive.  
 
    I moved beside her, letting my stare take in the pictures along with her. “She doesn’t want me dating, would never let me invite any boys over, and she is anal about me not talking to anyone from my old school.” An image of a sexy, tattooed, dangerous man popped into my head as I spoke.  
 
    Dante.  
 
    Where was he? I couldn’t help but wonder. That was a man that made you weak at the knees and horny simultaneously, all the while knowing he could kill you and probably laugh while doing it.  
 
    I still couldn’t get over how Dante had basically kidnapped me, forced me to go with him…and then just let me go? After spending the day with me, of course. He might be a little over the top, but he wasn’t awful to be around. He definitely didn’t belong in Midpark.  
 
    “That’s strange,” Bobbi remarked, finally dragging her gaze away from the pictures to stare at me. “Why?”  
 
    Shrugging, I said, “I don’t know.” Well, now I had some idea, because with everything that was said before the party, me learning my mom knew who my father was…I did think it had something to do with that.  
 
    Hell, maybe even Dante. The way he’d talked, as if we knew each other, did make me wonder.  
 
    Bobbi thought on this, eventually saying, “I’m sure your mom is just trying to protect you. I wish mine had cared enough to stick around and do the same.” That was dangerously close to sharing something private with me, and it made me confused.  
 
    We were friends? It’d been so long since I’d had to make them, I was a bit rusty. I mean, I thought Bobbi was alright, but I wouldn’t go so far as to say we were buddies.  
 
    Right?  
 
    It was not the first time Bobbi had mentioned her home life, but I’d never thought to ask her to elaborate; it never seemed like my business. “I’m sorry,” I said, not knowing what else to say. Yeah, you could call me lame. I sucked, and I knew it.  
 
    Her shoulders rose and fell once. “It’s okay. I’m used to it. She’s been gone a few years now.” Bobbi tugged on the sweater near her waist. “So, you really do live in the Fitzpatrick’s house.”  
 
    I ran a hand through my hair. “Yep. Now you get why I don’t really fit in here.”  
 
    “It’s not that big of a deal,” Bobbi said, though I knew she was just trying to be nice. “If anything, that should be your defense—living with Oliver Fitzpatrick. A lot of families use him as their lawyer. He’s pretty well-respected around here.” Her eyes drifted over to the mantle, to the photographs and picture frames. “Are his sons here? I know Celeste dropped out of school and rumors said she moved away, but I figured his sons would still be around.”  
 
    Shaking my head, I answered, “No, it’s just me, my mom, and Oliver.” Felt weird to call him Ollie in front of her. Not sure why she even cared, unless she was hoping to get a nice, long view of either Fitzpatrick son. Maybe she thought they were cute. Again, anyone with eyes would’ve thought they were.  
 
    Bobbi’s lips pursed. “It’s a big house for just the three of you.”  
 
    “Yeah, my mom has to clean it all the time. You’d be surprised how dusty everything gets.”  
 
    “Everything around here is covered in dust,” she muttered.  
 
    I had no idea what exactly she meant by that, but I knew she meant more than just the houses. Bobbi had said there was a dark underbelly to this place, and the longer I was here, the more I realized she was right.  
 
    “Well,” she cut into my thoughts, “do you want to practice here, or someplace else?”  
 
    After a quick glance around the living room, and remembering my mom wasn’t too far away in the kitchen, I figured it would be best if we headed up to my room and practiced there. That way, only Bobbi would hear my cat-screeching voice.  
 
    I took her upstairs. Felt weird, almost like giving someone a tour of a house that wasn’t mine, even though I technically did live here. As we pushed into my room and I told her she could drop her bag anywhere, I closed the door. It would give us some semblance of privacy, at least, though I bet my mom would find a way to come up here and bug us again.  
 
    The room was way bigger than I’d like, full of empty space and furniture that was just a tad too nice for me. I meant it when I said my mom and I literally dropped everything to come here. The only things we took were our clothes and some knickknacks; everything else we threw out or left. Abandoning your old life was not something I would wish upon anyone. 
 
    Except maybe Archer. I’d like to see how he would fare without the money and the bitchy girlfriend.  
 
    Dread for singing rose in my gut as I sat on my bed and got out my sheet music. Bobbi went to my desk, spinning the chair out as she did the same. She knew how to read sheet music and figure out pitch and tone a whole lot better than me. If I could sing, I’d be jealous. Then again, if I could sing, maybe I would’ve taken choir at my old school and been just as good as she was at it all.  
 
    “You know,” Bobbi said, “with the choir concert in less than two weeks…” She trailed off, causing me to look at her, my brows drawing together in confusion. 
 
    “What?”  
 
    “I’m just thinking, I might know the perfect way to get back at Brittany and her crew,” she said, eyes on me as she bit her bottom lip. “The winter formal is the week after the concert. She won homecoming queen, and I don’t doubt she thinks she’ll win the crown there, too—this time with Archer.”  
 
    I had no idea where she was going with this, but I was listening. If Bobbi’s plan was for me to campaign and miraculously beat Brittany at her own game, it would fail spectacularly. There was no way I’d win, so that’s what I told her. 
 
    “If your plan is for me to beat her, let me stop you right there,” I said. “There is absolutely no way I can get a single vote for something like that. I mean, look at me, first off. And second, the whole school is on Brittany’s side, anyway. I don’t think anyone would vote for me.”  
 
    “If you go the honorable route, but if we stage it right, it won’t matter who gets the most votes.”  
 
    All I could do was blink. Was Bobbi saying we should rig the results? Color me intrigued, because it was not where I thought she was going with this at all.  
 
    I fell onto my stomach, bouncing a bit on the bed and propping up my face with a hand beneath my chin as I stared at her. “Go on.”  
 
    “I have a friend who’s on the council. She’s in charge of tallying the votes and printing off the ballot the principal will read at the dance.”  
 
    “And she’ll help?”  
 
    Bobbi nodded. “She used to be Brittany’s friend, back in elementary school. Then Brittany got her period and grew boobs before everyone else, and she dropped her the moment she realized the power she had over the boys.” She shrugged. “She’s been harboring resentment toward her ever since. Brittany has a way of excluding people, making them feel like shit about themselves and basically victim-blaming. She’ll help, and by the time everyone realizes the result was rigged, it’ll be too late.” A sly smile spread across her face. “I bet it’ll be epic, Brittany’s reaction to losing.”  
 
    I nodded with her, because I could totally see her throwing some shit for losing. As if a stupid crown at a stupid high school dance actually meant something. Here’s a hint: it didn’t. Not really. It was just a gaudy piece of fake jewelry that would age and get dusty as the years wore on.  
 
    Then again, this was Midpark. Maybe the crown wouldn’t be so fake after all.  
 
    “You really think we could pull something like that off?” I asked. I’d be down for it; in the meantime, I could plan with Vaughn some way to get back at Archer.  
 
    “I’m sure of it,” she said, toying with the corner of her sheet music. “As long as you’d be okay with it. Honestly, I’d love to watch Brittany fall down a few pegs.”  
 
    Her friend would probably get in trouble for helping, but frankly, I was kind of okay with it. Even if I got in trouble too, I’d be fine with it. That bitch could go fall in a ditch for all I cared.  
 
    “I didn’t even plan on going,” I said. Honestly, anytime the dance was talked about on the announcements, I tuned out. Getting all dolled up and going to a dance was the last thing I wanted to do right now, but I could make sacrifices. “I need to buy a ticket, get a dress—” 
 
    “This weekend I’m busy, but next weekend we can totally go,” Bobbi spoke, grinning, almost like she was thrilled at the prospect of shopping…like a normal girl, basically.  
 
    My friends and I used to go shopping, but we’d rarely come home with anything. It was more of a clearance-rack shopping trip than anything.  
 
    Hold up.  
 
    Where was I going to get the money for this impromptu shopping trip? I just shoved all the money I had left over in an envelope and put it in my mom’s purse, and I knew if I asked her outright for money to buy a dress—a dress that, around here, would cost more than double the dresses back home—she’d laugh in my face.  
 
    Plus, Mom wouldn’t want me going to a dance anyway, because there’d be boys there, and heaven forbid those things got close to me.  
 
    Maybe it was stupid, maybe I was only setting myself up to fail, but I found myself agreeing with Bobbi, telling her that we would indeed go dress shopping next weekend. She already had hers, apparently; it was just mine we’d get. I’d figure out the money situation later.  
 
    For now, singing.  
 
      
 
    Bobbi did her best to teach me, just as she’d been doing ever since Ms. Haber put her with me as a tutor of sorts. I at least knew the lyrics to the songs we were singing, so I was making progress. The whole pitch thing still tripped me up, but Bobbi was confident that, by the time the concert rolled around, I’d be fine. 
 
    I wasn’t so sure, but I guessed only time would tell.  
 
    Bobbi was gone when dinnertime rolled around, which was fine. Everything was moving fast, so I needed a break. I literally just needed to lay there in my bed and zone out. All this planning, constantly being ready to be at war with the entirety of Midpark, was draining.  
 
    Maybe I’d take a bath.  
 
    Mom and I ate dinner first. Oliver wasn’t home yet, which wasn’t so odd. He literally worked all hours of the day, but if this place was really as bad as Bobbi said, as unsafe as Vaughn and Jacob made it out to be, there were probably a lot of rich families that needed him to work on their cases.  
 
    Mom could not stop asking about Bobbi during dinner. It was kind of annoying, how much my mom clearly wanted me to make friends. It’d be easier for me to make friends if, I don’t know, we weren’t in a hoity-toity town full of rich bitches and cute bastards. Yeah, to make friends with most of these people was akin to lifting a knife to your own throat and holding it there. Bobbi was nice, and I liked her, but I still didn’t know whether I’d go so far as to call her a friend.  
 
    Even if, you know, she was helping me get back at Brittany in the best way—a way I would never have come up with on my own.  
 
    To steal her crown. It was a fun thought, and it was one I entertained as I dodged my mom’s questions during dinner.  
 
    Once dinner was over, I told her, “I think I’m going to take a bath.”  
 
    “That’s fine, honey.” Mom gave me a smile. “I really do hope you hang out with that girl again. She seemed nice. You should have a friend during your senior year.”  
 
    Of course, I wanted to tell her that I would have friends if she hadn’t uprooted me out of nowhere and forced us to move here shortly after my eighteenth birthday, but I kept that comment to myself.  
 
    I headed up the stairs, going to the bathroom I used, starting the water in the tub. I left the room, about to head to my bedroom to grab some pajamas to change into after the bath, but I stopped in the middle of the hallway, trying to listen.  
 
    My mom was still downstairs, Ollie still at work. I was alone up here, which meant I could do something I really shouldn’t.  
 
    I tiptoed to my mom’s room, finding her purse in the middle of a bunch of unfolded clothes on her dresser, exactly where it was in the morning. My mom might be in charge of keeping the house clean, but when it came to her room, she was still the mother I knew from before, having hardly a care in the world.  
 
    I shouldn’t do what I was about to do; my mom’s van was more important than a stupid dress, but the urge to get back at that bitch clouded out my judgment, so I did the one thing I shouldn’t. I reached into her purse, found the untouched envelope with the cash in it, and tucked it into the waistband of my jeans. A sense of alarm filled me, and it did not disappear until I made it to my room, was able to close the door—and lock it—and stashed the envelope back under my bed.  
 
    I felt awful, really. A bit selfish, but for the first time in my life, I wanted to do something. I wanted to be selfish, to rock a pretty dress and get back at the bitch who saw fit to make a fool out of me. And maybe to drug me. The blame for that went both on Brittany’s back and Archer’s.  
 
    In the beginning, Archer hadn’t seemed like a bad guy, so I did wonder if he knew the extent of it all. Would that make what he did any better? I didn’t know the answer.  
 
    I made it back to the bathroom, my mind racing. The whole purpose of taking a bath was to relieve some stress and not have my thoughts fighting for dominance in my head. To let me lay back in the warm water, close my eyes, and temporarily try to forget all of the shit that had risen up in my life recently.  
 
    Because that’s what it was—a shitstorm of epic proportions.  
 
    After shutting the door, I started to shed my clothes, piece by piece until I stood there, naked. My pants made a loud sound as they fell onto the tiled floor; my phone sat in my back pocket, tempting me to use it. To talk to the one boy I shouldn’t.  
 
    Here’s a hint: I didn’t have Vaughn’s number. The only guy whose number I had was Archer’s, and I really shouldn’t think about texting him.  
 
    I pulled my hair up into a loose clip, pinning it to the top of my head. I let the water get as high as it possibly could before shutting it off, and as I sunk into the warm, steaming water, I let out a sigh.  
 
    My eyes stared at my feet for a long while, and I wriggled my toes. Who knew my life would get so complicated after coming to Midpark? Then again, I never would’ve guessed, even in my wildest of dreams, that my mom would ever force me to uproot my entire life and come to a rich town like this. It was hard, not going to lie. So, so hard, adjusting to a life like this, being an outsider, not knowing if what you were doing was right.  
 
    I sighed again, heaving myself away from the back of the tub and bending over the side to reach for my phone. My fingers were able to snag the bottoms of my jeans and tug them closer, letting me get to it. I had to dry my palms and fingers on the jeans, but once I did, I brought my phone back with me.  
 
    I hadn’t spent much time on my phone lately, because Mom had taken us to our cell carrier’s store and forced them to give us new numbers, along with wiping the phone completely. All of my pictures, gone. All of my apps, gone. Before she brought me there, she sat next to me and watched me get rid of and delete my social media profiles. Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, Snapchat—everything, all gone.  
 
    It sucked. Majorly.  
 
    Maybe it was because I felt the need to talk to someone, maybe it was because I secretly hoped he wouldn’t see it right away, but I found myself reaching out to someone I most certainly shouldn’t. Not yet, not while I was in the bath, not until I figured out what the hell I was going to do with him.  
 
    Well, at least it wasn’t Archer, right?  
 
    No, the person whom I reached out to right then was the one, the only, Jacob Hall. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Ten – Jacob 
 
      
 
      
 
    Using my contacts for someone else was the last thing I wanted to do on a Friday night, but that bastard had me. I supposed I could push, see if he really did have a video of me taking Jaz home, but if I went that far, I might anger him, and then he might go ahead and turn the video in anyway.  
 
    If the police got a video like that…considering why I was out of a job with them, they’d definitely look into it. They’d suspect me immediately, siding with the clearly fucked-up man with tattoos.  
 
    Honestly, it was a game I simply did not wish to play. Could you blame me? After the world had literally pissed on me again and again, I just wanted to keep my head down, make some money, and live out the rest of my life.  
 
    Even that seemed like too much trouble lately.  
 
    I was on the phone with him. Dante Storm. What kind of fucking name was that?  
 
    I’ll tell you: it wasn’t a name at all. Dante Storm was not his real name; if I had to guess, I’d say the Storm bit was of his own imagination. Googling the word storm yielded far too many web results for me to narrow it down, so I was just as clueless now as I was then, only I’d reached out to my contacts this week and had them doing what they did best.  
 
    If you had money, there really was no limit to what you could do. I had to spend some of my hard-earned money on paying my contacts for their help, but I was due another payment from Mr. Anonymous soon, and I’d have to speak to Jaz about that, too. I wasn’t worried about making rent or paying bills; I’d used my get out of Midpark money, so I had to restock. 
 
    “You should be good to go Monday,” I told him. I was sitting on my couch in the living room, my feet kicked up on the coffee table before me. Papers sat scattered on the table, and I pinched the bridge of my nose as I wondered what kind of mess I was pushing Jaz’s way.  
 
    I shouldn’t care. I shouldn’t give a shit…but I knew I’d long passed that point. Even though she should be just another client to me, she was a bit more, and I couldn’t help it. I didn’t want to see that girl get hurt, and I had no idea what me helping Dante get into Midpark High would do.  
 
    I guess I’d just have to keep an eye on her even more than I already was.  
 
    That should bother me. I should want to keep my distance, but I didn’t.  
 
    “I knew you were the man to ask,” Dante spoke on the other line. “I really appreciate it, man. Tell you what: I can put in a good word for you with the lady.” The lady. He had to have meant Jaz, which meant he planned on talking about me to her.  
 
    “No,” I quickly spoke, shaking my head even though he couldn’t see me. “I’d rather you didn’t bring up my name to Jaz.”  
 
    There was a moment of silence before Dante said, “You should know I don’t like being told what to do. I do what the fuck I want when I want, you know? But, since you did help me with minimal complaining, I suppose I can keep this little secret between us. You did do me a favor by getting me in there so fast.”  
 
    I didn’t want to tell this guy that I’d spent most of what I had saved to expedite the process of getting a birth certificate made for him, but it kind of went hand in hand with the other thing he asked me to do for him.  
 
    “Look,” I started, “about finding you a place—”  
 
    “Ah, you know, I have been thinking about that,” Dante cut in. “I think it would be best if I found a place on my own. You know, this is a big town. I’m sure someone needs a bodyguard or something.”  
 
    I frowned to myself. No family in Midpark would let a stranger that looked like him sleep in an extra bed on their property. No one. Dante Storm was not Midpark material, and even if he went through with whatever asinine plan he had, he would never fit in here. Kind of like me.  
 
    “Well,” I started, leaning back on the couch, “are we done here?”  
 
    Dante laughed on the other line. “Sounds like you want to be done with me, Jacob Hall. Kind of rude. Someone like me might take offense to that.”  
 
    Other people might fear threats from a man like Dante, but I was beyond that point. The video had me by the fucking balls, but any physical threats just slid right off me. You could not hurt a man who’d already done the worst to himself.  
 
    Oh, just like every other fucker in this town, I had my secrets. However, my secrets did not involve an underaged mistress or drug problems. My secrets were much worse than that, much deadlier. The reality was no one knew the real Jacob Hall.  
 
    I thought I hid it all rather well, considering how much I just didn’t give a shit lately. It wasn’t something I was proud of, but it was what made me who I was today. Those fucking twins had seen me, somehow known something was off with me, but they didn’t know the truth, the full extent of my past. No one could.  
 
    “I’ll let you off,” Dante’s voice broke into my head, “for now. I don’t think you and I are done, though. You and Jaz seem to be awfully close. If I have my way, I’m going to be spending a lot of time with her, which, I would imagine, would lead me to spend a lot of time with you. You haven’t seen the last of me, Jacob.”  
 
    I had a comeback ready—something so full of swearwords…okay, it was mostly swearwords—but the bastard hung up before I had the chance to say anything. With a scowl, I brought my phone away from my ear, glaring at it, as if Dante could see my glare on his end. 
 
    The motherfucker. I really didn’t like him.  
 
    You know what? I really didn’t like most people, which made living in general hell.  
 
    I hated dealing with people like Dante, too. The blackmailers were the worst. He was a fucking stranger to me, and yet he somehow knew my weakness. After all, it shouldn’t matter anymore. It wasn’t like I had a job to protect.  
 
    But, fuck, a video showing me putting a drugged-out Jazmine Smith in my car was a way to get to me. If a video like that got out, even if Jaz cleared the air and I wasn’t arrested, I’d still be ruined. I was already a pariah in this town; they were likely to kick me out entirely if something else happened. The thing with Celeste three years ago had already started to unravel the good life I had for myself.  
 
    Should’ve known I could never have a good life. Not after what I did.  
 
    I leaned forward, wrapping an arm around my waist, as if feeling my skin on fire. It was almost funny, how certain sensations stuck with you, years after it was all said and done. If I closed my eyes, I could still remember that night like it was yesterday. Like it’d just happened.  
 
    No, I didn’t grow up in Midpark. That much was obvious. I grew up in one of the poor towns nearby, watching the rich with envy in my heart. I wanted to grow up and be like them, to be what my mother said I never could be. She kept us locked at home, taught us her stupid ideologies. She was a terrible, ugly woman, and I never wanted to grow up and be like her. My father was out of the picture from a young age, and I had no idea what happened to him. Didn’t really care anymore.  
 
    I was trying to be better than my upbringing, and to get here I had to do a lot, one thing especially I was not proud of, but it was what it was and now it was far too late to go back and change things. Hell, even with how shitty everything was right now, I didn’t know, if I had the chance to go back and right the wrong, if I would.  
 
    I probably wouldn’t, because what would that get me?  
 
    I sat there for a while, stewing in my anger, annoyed at myself for letting Dante rile me up like this. I really didn’t like him, and I hoped I wouldn’t have to see him again—let alone with Jaz. He thought he was going to start spending every waking moment with her? I doubted it. He had another thing coming.  
 
    A guy like that…there was no way Jaz would ever willingly spend time with him. He wasn’t her type…was he? I would’ve assumed she liked the big, beefy jocks, if the boy she went to the party with meant anything.  
 
    Then again, look at how that fucker had treated her at that party. Maybe she’d go for someone like Dante after all.  
 
    Or a Scott. Fucking Vaughn Scott. Don’t even get me started on that one.  
 
    Hah, you know, as jaded and cynical as I was, it sounded like I cared an awful lot who Jaz spent her time with and who she let dominate her thoughts. That was stupid of me. I shouldn’t give a single fuck who Jaz thought about, who she liked. It shouldn’t matter to me at all. 
 
    But it did. It did, even though it shouldn’t. God, what a shitty turn my life had taken. I’d tried to keep that girl at arm’s length—at ten arms’ lengths, actually—but somehow she still found a way, got too close to me. I hated it.  
 
    And, more than that, I hated how much I didn’t exactly hate it.  
 
    Yeah, I know. That hardly made sense. Welcome to my fucking life.  
 
    After sitting on the couch in silence for a while, I unlocked my phone and checked my email. I wasn’t expecting much, maybe something from Mr. Anonymous, but…  
 
    Hold on. There was something. Not from my anonymous client, but from the girl in question herself. The girl who was currently driving me as mad as I could go. When I saw her name pop up, when I saw that I had an unopened email from her, my stomach hardened, my body reacting to just seeing her goddamned name.  
 
    How fucking lame was that?  
 
    Don’t answer that, because I already knew.  
 
    It was late on a Friday night. I should put my phone down and pretend I didn’t see her message in my inbox until tomorrow. A new day, with hopefully a bright sun to lighten my mood…ah, who was I trying to kid? Doing what I did, I had to work at all hours of the day and night, and now was no different—especially now, after spending so much money getting Dante into Midpark. Had to do what you had to do.  
 
    I clicked on her message. There was no subject line, which I thought was a little odd, so I had no idea what it was about. When my eyes scanned the short message, I had to itch the side of my face. After that, I had to look over it again, to make sure I didn’t miss anything in my haste to read it the first time.  
 
    The message had no words. Only a ten-digit number—her number, if I had to assume.  
 
    Why the fuck would she send me her number? We spoke through email easily; I didn’t need her number to talk to her. Unless…was something wrong? Was something going on? Fuck. I wasn’t there watching her, making sure she didn’t dip her toes into something she shouldn’t.  
 
    Fuck it all to hell. I had to call her.  
 
    I clicked on her number as I brought my phone back to my ear, listening to the ringing. It rang only once before she picked up. “Hello?” Her voice sounded different on the phone than it did in real life; in real life, it was so much better. Smoother, like honey and velvet all rolled into one.  
 
    “Jaz,” I spoke, feeling my heart do something weird in my chest. “Is everything okay?” As I spoke, I heard a weird sound on the other line. Water? It sounded like splashing water. What… “Where are you?” I was ready to leap up, grab a jacket, and hightail it out of here if I had to.  
 
    How the hell did this girl have me wrapped around her finger so easily? It was wrong.  
 
    “Cool your jets,” she said, speaking softly, almost murmuring into the phone. “I’m in the bath. I’m not in trouble or anything—” 
 
    In…the bath? She was in the bath and emailing me her number without any further explanation? What the hell…oh, if she was here, I’d yell at her. I’d…well, I’d do something.  
 
    “What the fuck is wrong with you? I thought you got yourself into something else,” I growled out, but my vehemence wavered when it fully hit me: she was in the bath. Jaz was in the bath, which meant she was naked.  
 
    That was definitely something I shouldn’t be thinking about right now. Or ever.  
 
    Fuck.  
 
    “No,” she said, and I could tell, just by how she said it, she was smiling.  
 
    “Why did you email me your number?” There was no use in dancing around the subject. This girl needed to tell me what this was about, now, or else…or else I’d be stuck on the phone with her longer, imagining her in the bath.  
 
    Jaz was quiet for a while, and I heard the water splash a bit. An image of her, naked and submerged in the water, rose in my head in spite of how badly I tried to push it down. “I wanted to talk to someone.”  
 
    That was her answer? That was why she sent me her number? I just…how the hell was I supposed to respond to that?  
 
    Was she sad, in search of comfort? I was not a comforting sort, and she knew it. She also knew how to bug me and get under my skin like no one else ever did, but surely that wasn’t what this was about. Surely she wasn’t using her superpowers against me for evil, knowing that if I knew she was in the bath, my mind would start to wander… 
 
    The hand that wasn’t holding onto the phone clenched into a fist, and I leaned back, resting my head on the cushion behind me, staring at the ceiling above me as I fought the heat rising in my body. Thinking of her in the bath—how was my body not supposed to react to that? She was a beautiful girl, far too gorgeous for her own good, her body without a flaw. The mere image of her, naked and in the bath, sent everything in my body haywire.  
 
    “Well,” I spoke with a bit of difficulty, “I’m sure you have friends you could talk to—” The more I thought about her in the bath, the more my body responded accordingly. Something in my pants twitched that most definitely should remain still.  
 
    I had to get off the phone now.  
 
    “I don’t,” Jaz whispered, the water sloshing. “I don’t have friends.” She sounded absolutely depressed about admitting it to me…until she added, “That’s why I thought of you. You don’t have friends, either.”  
 
    I was instantly insulted. “What the fuck are you talking about? I have…” I was going to declare that I had friends, but before I could, I stopped myself.  
 
    Did I? Did I do anything other than work, work out, and sleep?  
 
    My silence caused her to say, “You don’t. It’s okay. I guess not everyone is cut out to have friends. I used to have a few, back at my old school, but my mom basically forced me to cut off all contact with them. It sucks. I…I miss them.”  
 
    The sound of water splashing yet again entered my ear, and I closed my eyes, trying to will the image of Jaz in the bath out of my mind. I couldn’t, though. It was too tempting an image; my dick refused to listen to reason, near rock-hard now, and if I could’ve told it to simmer the fuck down and relax, I would’ve.  
 
    Dicks did not listen to common sense, apparently.  
 
    “Maybe you should be having this conversation with your mother,” I said, hoping to snap some sense into her. She shouldn’t come to me when she was feeling down. She shouldn’t make me ten different kinds of confused. And, of course, she definitely shouldn’t be making my balls ache right now.  
 
    This was literally a recipe for disaster, and it was like…I knew I should hang up, look away from the train wreck, but I couldn’t. I wordlessly begged Jaz to hang up first, because I was too weak to.  
 
    How things had changed, huh? So quickly, too. It was almost pathetic.  
 
    “But I don’t want to talk to her,” Jaz whispered. “I want to talk to you.”  
 
    I could feel the blood pumping throughout my body, some of it going where it most certainly should not. I lifted my head off the cushion, my eyes flicking to my groin, seeing the boner pressing against my pants, thanks to Jaz and her damned bath. “Why?” It pained me to get the word out, to speak the lone word.  
 
    Why did she want to talk to me? Why couldn’t she discuss this with her mother? Why, if that failed, couldn’t she have called me when she was fully clothed? Hearing that water splash around really sent my body on a trip.  
 
    Jaz took her good old time in answering, “I don’t know. I just…I wanted to hear your voice, I guess. Get yelled at a little.” She chuckled softly. “Pretty stupid, huh?” 
 
    Not as stupid as what I wanted right now. Not as irresponsible and wrong as the thoughts racing through my head as I listened to her. She wanted to talk to me? She wanted me to yell at her? I wanted more than that, so much more it hurt.  
 
    “Based on your silence, I’m going to guess you do think it’s stupid,” Jaz whispered.  
 
    A part of me wanted to tell her to put some clothes on, that I’d pick her up and bring her over here—I could yell at her all night, if she wanted—but I’d also do other things to her. Things which I could never say aloud, because they were so wrong.  
 
    “I think a lot of things,” I muttered, my free hand curling into a fist. My erection was getting to the point where I couldn’t ignore it. It was just too uncomfortable. It’d be a lot quicker to take care of it…but it would also help if I wasn’t on the phone with Jaz, listening to her talk and squirm in the bath. 
 
    “Like what?”  
 
    I couldn’t tell if she was baiting me or not, and I frankly did not know what to say. The last thing I wanted to do was cross any boundaries, any invisible lines that would make our relationship from here on out awkward or uneasy.  
 
    “Like, for example, why my eighteen-year-old client gave me her number while she’s in the bath,” I spoke in a bare whisper, resisting my urge to unbutton and unzip my pants, to pull out my dick and just relieve myself.  
 
    She chuckled softly to herself. “Well, when you put it like that, I guess I can see where you’re coming from. It is a little…wrong, especially since our relationship is strictly professional.” Her voice dripped sarcasm, but the facetiousness fell flat. I was going to say something, but she added, “Though, if our relationship is professional, me being in the bath shouldn’t bother you.” I could imagine her smiling to herself, grinning like the cat that swallowed the canary. “Does it bother you, Mr. Grumps, knowing I’m in the bath?”  
 
    I let out an uneven breath, which I supposed was my answer. Also, that new nickname of hers, Mr. Grumps? That wasn’t going to fly for much longer.  
 
    “It does,” Jaz murmured. “Why is that? Why does it bother you?”  
 
    “I think it would bother most men,” I said, not knowing whether or not my claim was even true. Then again, I didn’t so much care. It bothered me, because it made me think of things I should not. 
 
    It shouldn’t matter. Jaz wasn’t Celeste. They weren’t the same. Plus, Jaz was eighteen. There would be nothing illegal about anything that could happen between us…  
 
    No. That was my baser instincts trying to reason with my logical side. No, nothing could happen between Jazmine Smith and me. Nothing at all.  
 
    “Tell me,” she spoke, almost dramatically so, “is it because I’m too pretty for my own good?” Jaz laughed softly at that. “Am I too distracting? Should I not have told you where I was? Would texting be easier on that manly self of yours?”  
 
    She was taunting me now. Typical Jaz.  
 
    An incredulous smile grew on my face. Not a smile of happiness, but one of Oh, my God, I can’t believe the audacity of this girl. She literally drove me crazy, so crazy I didn’t know how to deal with it. With her. She pushed me off the deep end, and she did it so easily.  
 
    “I don’t think I like your tone,” I muttered, leaning forward. I set my elbows on my knees, my cock straining against my pants. The longer I talked to her, the harder it would be to ignore. Eventually, I’d get to the point where I had to take care of it.  
 
    “Well, then I guess it’s a good thing you’re not with me right now to teach me a lesson.”  
 
    Okay, surely she’d meant that in another way. What the hell was I supposed to do with her? Just ignore her comments and move on with my life? I think we all knew how far gone that point was; I could no longer ignore anything this girl said, even if I knew I should, for my own sanity.  
 
    I found I could hardly speak right then, “What am I going to do with you, Jaz?” Sounds of water moving around entered my ears, and I struggled not to imagine her body beneath the water, free of all clothing.  
 
    God, I bet she looked stunning.  
 
    “What do you want to do with me?” she asked, so quietly I could hardly hear her.  
 
    I made the mistake of trying to adjust myself over my pants, but the sensation of touching my rock-hard length only furthered the aching feeling inside. Damn it. This girl…she was literally going to drive me mad. “Jaz…” I warned her. 
 
    “What? It was a serious question, for future reference.”  
 
    “I think,” I hissed out, “you can imagine.”  
 
    “I’m sure I could, but it’s so much more fun to hear you say it.”  
 
    “Then you’re going to be disappointed.”  
 
    Jaz whined, “Awe, you’re no fun, Mr. Grumps.”  
 
    “Stop calling me that.”  
 
    “No.”  
 
    “If you don’t, I’ll—” I stopped, because I wasn’t sure where I was going with that. Anything I could think of to do to this girl would only help us cross the line. At this point, it felt inevitable. Fight and deny all I wanted, in the end it would be pointless. This girl would get her way.  
 
    She did not wait a single moment before asking, “You’ll what?”  
 
    “I’m hanging up now.” A muscle in my forehead twitched, and I fought the urge to say anything else. There was a whole lot I could’ve included, trust me.  
 
    “Wait,” she said. “Before you go…I think we need to meet up this weekend.”  
 
    That caught me off-guard. We needed to meet up and discuss the job or meet up and carry on this blasted conversation? Either way…fuck, either way, I was down. “Just let me know when and where.”  
 
    “I’ll meet you down the road from the house,” she said. “Sunday at two?” She pointedly did not reveal where we’d be going, and I felt my heart beating a bit too fast in my chest.  
 
    “Fine.” I said nothing more, hanging up before she could say anything else to rile me up further. I nearly threw my phone onto the coffee table, groaning to myself when I was finally left alone, no longer hearing her velvety voice in my ear, nor the sounds of water moving around and igniting inappropriate thoughts in my head.  
 
    Still, that did leave the hardness between my legs.  
 
    I could ignore it, and eventually it would dissipate, but a low ache would be in its place. It was better to just do it now, get rid of it. Stop myself from further thinking of it.  
 
    It took every ounce of strength in me to get up and move to the bathroom. A while later I found what I was looking for, and when I did, I was in the shower with the bottle of lotion soon after. With the water pelting my back, I then did something I was not proud of, but it was something I had to do.  
 
    I squirted some of the lotion onto my palm and brought my hand to my cock. My scars, my mistakes, everything in my past suddenly ceased to matter the moment I began to drag my hand along my length, gripping myself hard. Pleasure and relief immediately shot through me; I couldn’t remember the last time I’d done this, like some stupid pre-teen boy who’d just felt up his first boob.  
 
    I felt ridiculous, but I couldn’t change the way my body felt. I could scold myself until time itself ended, or I could just temporarily give in, take care of it, and then move on.  
 
    At least until Sunday, when I’d see her again.  
 
    Fuck.  
 
    My eyelids slammed shut, and as I fisted myself, I let my mind imagine something I probably shouldn’t have: Jaz, naked and alone in that bath. I imagined what she’d look like, her slender figure, her tanned skin, the curve of her hips. I let my mind roam, imagining being there with her, watching her in the bath, all suds and soft moans.  
 
    Oh, I bet the sounds she made were spectacular—not that I’d ever hear them outside of my imagination.  
 
    My hips began to move along with my fist, my balls tightening as I started to thrust against myself. Forgetting what was right and what was wrong, it was actually pretty easy. Not something I should pride myself about, I knew, but right now, I couldn’t help it. I was weak. I’d been annoyed and worried at myself with what I’d done for Dante Storm, and then, like a switch, Jaz had stormed into my Friday night and made everything about her in the worst of ways.  
 
    Or was it the best of ways? I couldn’t say.  
 
    I didn’t really give a shit.  
 
    The rhythm I had picked up, my hand dragging along my cock faster now, harder. If I had her before me, I’d be pounding away at her almost violently, rough and quick thrusts, filling her up in one smooth motion after another.  
 
    The thought of her, red-faced and gasping for breath under me was enough to send me tumbling over the edge that I teetered on. I came with a vengeance, my balls releasing as hot pleasure seared through me in a wave of bliss I could not fight, nor did I want to. My hand worked my length with erratic pumps as I emptied myself onto the wall above the shower spicket, hot, white cum dribbling down the tub surround.  
 
    A ragged breath left me, my body tense, even after the orgasm came and went. I did not release my grip on my dick immediately, instead taking my time to do it. My eyes were slow to open, and I heaved out a sigh as I let go of myself and leaned on the wall, staring at the cum dripping down the off-white surround.  
 
    Shit. This was only the first step of many in the wrong direction, I knew. This was the turning point, the tipping point. Nothing after tonight would be normal. Nothing would stay the same. How the fuck was I supposed to meet with Jaz on Sunday and not remember the eager way I’d jerked myself off after speaking with her on the phone?  
 
    It would be impossible, obviously.  
 
    There would be no way I could look into her warm, chocolatey eyes and not remember how I’d imagined her pussy taking me in. It was wrong, but my thoughts were what they were.  
 
    Fuck. I was so fucked it wasn’t funny. Jaz had somehow wormed her way under my skin, into my thoughts. This was merely the first time I’d given in. Every other time I’d managed to hold myself back, to remind myself that she was young, too young, and that I did not need that kind of complication in my life.  
 
    Look at me now, standing in the shower with a semi-erect dick, staring at my own cum on the tub surround.  
 
    They said the mighty fell just like everyone else. I was never mighty, so I wasn’t sure where the hell that left me. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eleven – Jaz 
 
      
 
      
 
    Okay. That whole thing last night with Jacob…I knew I crossed the line. A bit. Yeah, yeah, talking to him while in the tub, saying the things I did—of course it would lead to him thinking certain things. Hell, I was thinking those same things. Jacob was cute, even if he was the grumpiest of all grumps. I wasn’t blind. 
 
    I didn’t think he’d call me immediately when I emailed him my number, though. I thought maybe he’d text me, ask if something was wrong. Him calling to ask that question had come out of the blue.  
 
    I mean, who the hell liked talking on the phone nowadays? Didn’t people hate it? I knew I did. Texting was good enough for any situation. Calling was just gross. You had to put down what you were doing to answer the call. And in my case last night, there was no way to hide the fact that I was in a tub full of water. A text? That shit could’ve been hidden.  
 
    Oh, well, I guess. It wasn’t like Jacob and I would be working together forever. Vaughn had pretty much said outright that his family would retaliate if they found out Jacob was looking into them, and seeing Jacob get hurt explicitly because of me and what I was having him do was the last thing I wanted.  
 
    As much as I didn’t want to say goodbye to the private investigator, I had to. For his own good.  
 
    With everything going on with me, with what Jacob had told me about Ollie and his family, I was less worried about my mom being in danger here. From what it had sounded like, Jacob trusted Ollie, just not his sons.  
 
    Now, if his sons strolled back into town, then I’d have to sit back and rethink all that.  
 
    Mom must not have seen the envelope in her purse before I took it back, for she didn’t say anything to me about it. I had some homework to do, since I’d pretty much blown my Friday night practicing choir songs with Bobbi, planning what we would do at the next dance, and then taunting Jacob while I was in the bath. My Friday night had been busy.  
 
    I sat in my room, at my desk, my math textbook open and a pad of graph paper beside me. There was nothing worse than having to graph things out. I literally hated it, especially since every single part of the graph had to be labeled. Just awful. Who would need to do this shit after graduation? Not me. I had no idea what I wanted to do with the rest of my life yet, but I knew I would never want a job that required me to graph shit out.  
 
    I know what you’re probably thinking. I was a senior. I should have my next four years planned out at whatever university I wanted to go to.  
 
    Here’s the thing: I didn’t. Yeah, I applied to a few, but that was before my entire life changed in the blink of an eye. Now I wasn’t sure what the hell I wanted to do, where I wanted to go, what I wanted to major in. Frankly, I was just taking it a day at a time. I didn’t want to think about a future right now, not when my current, day-to-day life was so shitty.  
 
    I sighed, closing my eyes and leaning my face against my hand. The door to my bedroom was cracked open; Mom was downstairs, cleaning the kitchen, last time I checked. Ollie had told her to choose two days off a week, but it was like my mom didn’t hear him. She worked pretty much all the time. In a house as big as this, there was always something to do, something to occupy her time.  
 
    If I didn’t know any better, I’d say she was trying to keep herself busy, to purposefully avoid something.  
 
    Talking to me, maybe? Talking about my dad—who she’d lied about my entire life? Sooner or later Mom and I would sit down and have a long discussion about it. No yelling this time. No harsh words. Just truths, laid bare, as they always should’ve been.  
 
    She knew who he was. She’d told me I looked like him, and now, of course, I couldn’t help but wonder if Mom had uprooted our lives because of him. If she was on the run from him, if he’d finally found us.  
 
    I wasn’t one for conspiracy theories. I wasn’t one of those people who believed everything they read on the internet, but that was a theory that had some weight behind it.  
 
    Just as I got back to work, I heard my door open slightly, and I set down my pencil and looked up, thinking it was my mom. But it wasn’t.  
 
    Oliver Fitzpatrick stood, looking as if he wore the same wrinkled clothes he’d worn all day yesterday—like, after coming home late, he’d shut himself in his study and worked all night. Heavy bags rested under his eyes, his black hair looking more grey than anything. Salt and pepper stubble lined his face, the top button on his shirt undone.  
 
    Well, at least he took off his tie and his suit jacket, right? Made himself a little comfortable in his own home.  
 
    “Frank is saying someone’s here to see you,” Ollie spoke, his blue eyes looking watered-down and exhausted. He carried himself like a man who’d seen a lot. He didn’t radiate danger or uncertainty; he simply looked sad. So very sad.  
 
    This man had lost everything, and I had him under a magnifying glass of suspicion. It was only right then that I felt bad about it. Oliver had been nothing but kind to us. He didn’t ask for the world; sometimes I just wondered if he wanted other people in the house, so he wouldn’t be alone in this big, empty place.  
 
    If so, that was just depressing.  
 
    Eventually I managed to say, “Did he say who?” Back in my own mind enough to wonder just who the hell could be here to see me. Brittany had seen me leave Ollie’s car, so she knew—and thereby the whole school knew—I lived at the Fitzpatrick house, so theoretically it could be anyone.  
 
    Definitely wouldn’t be Jacob, because our meeting was tomorrow, and he knew better than to talk to the guard at the gate.  
 
    I highly doubted it would be Bobbi, either. When she’d left, she’d told me she’d see me Monday, and she didn’t forget anything at the house, so…  
 
    “No,” Ollie spoke, reaching to rub the back of his neck. “He did mention it was a boy, though.” 
 
    A boy? Who in the world…was Vaughn outside the gate, waiting to talk to me? No. No way. Why would he be here? That didn’t make sense.  
 
    Whoever it was waiting out there, wanting to see me, it was a good thing Frank had called Ollie and not my mom. My mom would literally be freaking the hell out if she knew a boy had called on me.  
 
    If I was careful, it was possible I’d be able to sneak around my mom and exit the house. Getting back in would be more difficult, but I was willing to try.  
 
    “Well?” Ollie broke into my thoughts. “Are you going to go out, or should I tell Frank to get rid of him?”  
 
    I got to my feet, slowly closing my math book. “No, I’ll…I’m going.”  
 
    Ollie said nothing else, leaving my room. After hurriedly slipping on shoes and grabbing a hoodie to slip on, I found that Ollie had gone to the kitchen. When my feet hit the ground on the first floor, I heard his voice echoing from the kitchen, along with my mom’s. He was asking her why she never took it easy, why she never took a day off.  
 
    I almost wondered if he was distracting her for me, but surely Oliver Fitzpatrick would never do something like that.  
 
    Making not a sound, I headed toward the front vestibule, practically tiptoeing as I went. I slipped out the door, careful as I let it shut behind me. The sky was a clear blue, a deceiving color in what was still technically winter. Spring would be here in less than a month, which I wasn’t looking forward to.  
 
    At my old school, spring equaled rain, which then equaled mud. So much mud. Mud everywhere. Forget about having nice shoes.  
 
    The driveway was ridiculously long, paved and winding. I took a straight shot from the door to the gate, cutting off a little by doing so. When Frank saw me walking up, he opened the gate for me, and I stepped out, staring at the car waiting just outside.  
 
    My stomach sank immediately as I stared at the car and the driver behind the wheel. Frank left his guard station, moving beside me as he glanced between me and the car. “Were you expecting him, Miss?”  
 
    Me being called Miss caught me off-guard for only a moment, because soon I was back to being confused, back to being upset at the handsome face I saw in the car.  
 
    “No,” I said, the cold wind whipping around, causing my hair to fly every which way. No, I wasn’t expecting him. No, I never invited him over. And, I could not stress this enough, no, I never wanted to see that bastard outside of school again. I might’ve been stupid before, but I was not stupid any longer when it came to Archer Vega.  
 
    At least…I didn’t think I was.  
 
    “I can ask him to leave, or call the police, if you’d rather—” Frank started, but I shook my head. 
 
    “No,” I said. “I’ll see what he wants.” I gave Frank a smile. Frank was nice. I liked him. I liked him a whole lot better than I liked the boy driving the fancy sportscar in front of me.  
 
    Folding my arms over my chest, I waited until Frank returned to his guard station before moving to the driver’s side. Archer did not roll down the window, but he did spare a glance at me as he gestured for me to get in.  
 
    Me, getting in the car with Archer? Yeah, right. After what happened the last time I got into his car, why the fuck would I go anywhere with him? He had lost all rights to spend any time with me alone whatsoever.  
 
    I uncrossed my arms, only to curl every single finger down on my fist except one: the middle. It was that straight finger I pressed against the shiny glass near his face, flicking him off with a certainty I wished I had in every aspect of my life. Once I dropped my hand from the glass, I started walking away. 
 
    The sound of a car door being opened caused me to slow, and hearing his voice made me stop entirely: “Jaz, wait.”  
 
    I should just walk back through the gate, let Frank close it, and leave Archer out here. Who cared why the hell he was here, anyway? I certainly had no business with him, not after the shit he pulled.  
 
    But, all that aside, I didn’t leave. I didn’t turn on my heel, flip him off a second time, and march back to the house. I met his brilliant sapphire stare, waiting for him to say something else. His lean legs wore dark jeans, a navy blazer on his chest. His blonde hair was a bit ruffled; the cold wind treated us both equally there.  
 
    It was wrong, but he still looked just as cute as I remembered.  
 
    Any girl would fall under his spell. Not just me.  
 
    “Please,” Archer spoke, his hand clinging to the car door as if it would save him from the awkwardness of this conversation. “Please, Jaz.” He didn’t sound like a boy who was trying to convince me to do something bad; he sounded desperate, a boy trapped in his own personal hell. The very opposite of charming and confident, not at all what I’d grown accustomed to when I thought the name Archer Vega.  
 
    I shouldn’t even debate on it. I shouldn’t give him a second thought, not after what he did to me. Not after lying and letting Brittany embarrass me like that.  
 
    Not to mention drugging me.  
 
    Grinding my teeth, I moved closer to his car, though I did not head to the passenger side and get in. I simply stared at him and asked, “Why should I give you the light of day?” I honestly wasn’t expecting much, answer-wise.  
 
    “Please,” he said again. “Just…just let me say my piece.” 
 
    “Then say it.”  
 
    Archer sighed, flicking a quick glance at Frank in the tower. His door was closed, his window up, but he could still probably hear what was being said out here. The last thing I wanted was for Frank to tell Ollie or my mom what was going on, so I rolled my eyes and headed toward his car.  
 
    I got in, even though it was probably the worst mistake I could’ve made.  
 
    He followed shortly, glancing at me as he put his seatbelt on.  
 
    Whoa, there. I agreed to hear him out in his car, not go with him to a secondary location—I didn’t even have my cell phone on me. It currently sat on my desk, near my math book and that stupid graph paper. I wasn’t prepared for any of this.  
 
    “Hey,” I started, about to get out of the car. “I didn’t—” 
 
    Archer turned into someone else, putting the car in reverse and flying out of the driveway, speeding away and thereby causing the locks to the doors to clamp down. I supposed I could manually pull up the lock and fling myself out of a moving car, but the injuries that might come with that made me hesitate.  
 
    My second time getting kidnapped in less than seven days. You’d think I would’ve learned by now to be more careful.  
 
    What could I say? The handsome faces they wore and knives they flashed got to me.  
 
    Okay, Dante had the knife. Archer didn’t have one—not that I knew of, anyway.  
 
    “I didn’t agree to go anywhere with you,” I hissed, shooting him a glare.  
 
    “You got in the car, didn’t you?” He shot me a fast look, though his expression gave absolutely nothing away. His knuckles were practically white on the steering wheel, and as he made his first turn, I realized I had no idea where we were going.  
 
    This could be bad.  
 
    “Take me back,” I said. “Take me back, or I’ll—” 
 
    “I’m not going to hurt you,” he cut in, blonde brows furrowing. “I just need to talk to you somewhere safe. Somewhere no one will hear us.”  
 
    Ah, right. That wasn’t serial killer-ish at all.  
 
    I argued with him for a while, trying to give myself the boost of courage I’d need to either crash his car or jump out. Either way, I could get seriously hurt—especially now, considering the speed limits he was currently breaking.  
 
    Also, I already had no idea where we were. Midpark was a rich maze, and I did not know the area well enough to find my way home from here.  
 
    I was in this, whether the outcome would be good or bad.  
 
    Archer took us to what must be a park at the edge of town. It was too cold for anyone to be on the playground, so that’s the parking lot he took us to, parking in an end spot before turning off his car and bringing those blue eyes to me.  
 
    They weren’t like Ollie’s. Archer’s blue gaze was vibrant, so full of life. So ready to turn ice cold at the drop of a dime. They could either be icebergs or the warm waters of the Caribbean. Archer created a new definition for hot and cold.  
 
    Being this close to him, alone, with no one else in sight, made my mind wander a bit too much. It was wrong how my body responded to his, even now—elevated heart rate, sweaty palms, a warming stomach. So fucking stupid, with what the bastard did to me.  
 
    When would I ever learn my lesson?  
 
    He was slow to unbuckle his seatbelt, never once breaking eye contact. My whole body felt warm, and I resisted my urge to squirm under his gaze. “What is it, Archer?” I hoped I sounded like a bitch; I thought I did, but then again, with my body going haywire, it was hard to be sure. “Why did you need to bring me here?”  
 
    “Come on,” he said, getting out of the car.  
 
    I blinked. What in the world…did this boy plan on murdering me and leaving my body in the woods? There was a bit of forest just beyond the playground, and what looked like a gravel pathway heading into it. It was where Archer was going.  
 
    Considering he had the keys to the car and I had no idea where we were, I pretty much had to go.  
 
    A frown graced my face as I got out and walked toward him, shoving my hands in my hoodie’s pocket. “If you plan on killing me,” I warned him, “I’ll put up a fight.” I didn’t know much about self-defense…maybe I should change that.  
 
    Hmm. Wonder if I could fire Jacob from being my private investigator and tell him to teach me how to defend myself instead. He was a fit man, and he had an entire workout room in his place. Surely Mr. Grumps wouldn’t tell me no.  
 
    Archer let out a short laugh, though it sounded like it died in the back of his throat. “I’m not…that’s not what this is about.” When I reached his side, he threw a look around, as if double-checking we were alone. He said nothing else, taking the trail to the woods around the playground.  
 
    Right. Not creepy at all. This was totally normal.  
 
    It was almost eerie, walking through a forest while alone with Archer. Since it was winter, the leaves on the trees were gone, skeletons reaching up to the sky. There was not a single sound in the air, other than our shoes crunching on the small pebbles beneath our feet.  
 
    “I’ve got to say,” I broke the silence between us as we walked, “this is a little weird.” Two feet of space sat between us, though I wished it could’ve been more. The pathway was only so wide, you see. 
 
    “I just…” Archer stopped, turning to face me suddenly. I found myself freezing, itching to take a step back, away from him. “I had to make sure we were alone.”  
 
    “Right,” I said, deadpanning, “because sitting in your car in the driveway wasn’t alone enough. You needed to take me out here, where dreams go to die.” It was a creepy place, okay? Just take it from me. A horror movie type of forest if I ever saw one.  
 
    He shook his head. “You don’t understand. In that town, you’re never really alone. Someone’s always watching, waiting for you to fuck up. I should’ve known she had something in my house—I just didn’t think it’d be hidden in my room.”  
 
    I blinked. “What are you talking about?”  
 
    “I fucked up, Jaz. I fucked up bad.”  
 
    Again, with the blinking. “That much is already obvious, you know.”  
 
    “No, I don’t mean being with you,” he clarified, causing my heart to do something stupid in my chest. “I wanted that.”  
 
    “Normally, when guys with girlfriends want to sleep with someone else, they pull up some porn and jerk off,” I said. “Only the real shitty ones actually go out and find someone else to stick it in.” I was aware I was talking about myself being on the receiving end of the dick, but hey, I meant every single word of it.  
 
    Archer could only shake his head at that, which infuriated me to no end.  
 
    God, I wanted to both kill him and feel his hot skin on mine again. How wrong was that? It was like I didn’t even learn my lesson. 
 
    “Normal people don’t do what you did,” I told him, frowning. “Normal people don’t let their girlfriend make a fool out of someone else. You should’ve told me you had a girlfriend. I’m not a homewrecker—I don’t go looking for unavailable guys and throw myself at them. You lied to me by keeping her a secret, and now I’m the whole laughingstock of Midpark High.”  
 
    Archer’s blue eyes closed, and his head turned down. “I know.”  
 
    “Do you? I don’t think you do. I don’t think you feel bad at all for what you did, but me? Oh, I feel something, all right. I feel angry. I feel used. I feel so fucking mad I could strangle you.” Each and every word I spoke was a fact. Now, I was past the point of sugarcoating anything, especially for him. “I could’ve been gang-raped at that party, and you don’t even fucking care—” 
 
    That got his eyes to open, a look of pure shock on his face as he said, “What? No, I wouldn’t…Brittany said she wanted to make an example out of you—” 
 
    “Yeah,” I spoke with a nod, “by spiking my drink and making a fool out of me.”  
 
    “She didn’t spike your drink.”  
 
    “Well, if she didn’t, you did.”  
 
    Archer was vehement. “No, I never would’ve done that. I didn’t even want to bring you to the party. Jaz, I…are you sure your drink was spiked?”  
 
    “Yeah,” I muttered. “I don’t think a single drink would make me feel like a dead girl walking.”  
 
    He shook his head, turning away from me, muttering a soft “Fuck.”  
 
    I watched his reaction, wondering why I felt something tug on my heartstrings. I seriously wasn’t falling for this schtick, was I? I’d already fallen for his shit once; I did not need to add a second time to the roster.  
 
    “I knew she was crazy, but I didn’t think she’d go that far…” Archer mumbled under his breath, sounding like he was talking to himself more than he was talking to me. “I guess I shouldn’t be surprised, considering everything she’s done already.”  
 
    At this point, I didn’t know what to think. Either Archer was a good actor—which I already knew he was, since he’d conveniently never mentioned his girlfriend at all during the time we were together before our hookup—or he was being completely serious.  
 
    Was Brittany the one who drugged my drink at the party? Was she the one pulling all of the strings? Were Bobbi’s words true: did Brittany have something on Archer to make him her lapdog?  
 
    And, perhaps the heaviest of questions racing through my head: if Brittany was the one at fault, if she was some evil mastermind behind everything, would that change anything between Archer and me?  
 
    I…I couldn’t say.  
 
    Finding my voice, I muttered, “I don’t understand.”  
 
    Archer shook his head, finally returning his gaze to me. He wore a conflicted expression, one that made me actually ache deep inside. “You wouldn’t. You’re new here. You don’t understand how cruel everyone is around here.”  
 
    “Actually, I think you showed me.” 
 
    “I never wanted this. I just…you were new. You didn’t know anyone. You had no idea of any of Midpark’s history. I could close my eyes and pretend with you, feel what I wanted to feel and not what someone else wanted me to. I could be who I wanted to be.” Archer’s wide chest fell with a sigh. “I never wanted to hurt you, Jaz. Please, if there’s one thing you should believe, it’s that.”  
 
    At this point, I didn’t know what to believe. “So, you slept with me because I was new?”  
 
    He could not shake his head no fast enough. “No. I wanted you because you were fun, nice—and so beautiful it hurts to look at you. I like you, Jaz, and it sucks to know I’m the reason Midpark is against you. I knew better. I should’ve done better, but I didn’t…and now you’re paying the price for my mistake.”  
 
    I ran a hand through my hair, incredulous of everything he was telling me. “Why couldn’t you have told me any of this before? Why wait until now?” God, I didn’t understand anything, did I? It didn’t matter if I believed him; a seed of doubt had planted itself in my head, in spite of myself.  
 
    “There are eyes and ears everywhere. She’s got friends everywhere, and her family knows everyone. If one of them saw me with you, talking to you, they’d run and tell her. I thought my house was safe, since I’m always with her when she’s over, but I guess I was wrong.” Archer breathed out a long, hard breath. “I was wrong about a lot of things.” 
 
    I’d be lying if I said I understood this. “I don’t get it. If you’re not happy with her, if she’s spying on you and everything, why are you with her?” I wasn’t saying him breaking up with Brittany would solve all of our problems, but it would be one less. 
 
    Though, I supposed, she’d have the entire town at my door with torches and pitchforks immediately after.  
 
    “I have to be,” Archer muttered, clearly unhappy with the whole situation.  
 
    Ditto, buddy.  
 
    Frowning, I said, “That doesn’t make sense.”  
 
    “I just…I have to be. She’s been obsessed with me for years, and last year she finally figured out how to trap me, okay?” Archer shrugged, looking absolutely helpless. The look did not suit his handsome features. “There’s no way out of this for me.”  
 
    “If you tell me what she has on you, I can help—” Me, offering to help Archer, the boy who I swore vengeance on not too long ago. Couldn’t everything stay the same for a fucking week? Like, take it easy, Midpark. I could only handle so much at once.  
 
    “No,” Archer spoke, stepping toward me. Less than a foot separated us now, but moving away from him was the last thing I was thinking about. “You can’t help me. You’ll only get hurt worse than you already were, and I don’t think I could take it.”  
 
    I tried putting it all together, but it was hard, and I still thought there were a few pieces of the puzzle I was missing. “Is that why you brought me here, away from town? So you could tell me half of the truth and try to get me to give up? I’m not going to stand back and let you or Brittany walk all over me. Even if what you say is true…you still hurt me, Archer. If there’s one thing you should know about me, it’s that I don’t forgive easily.”  
 
    Or, you know, ever.  
 
    Truth was, I’d never been in a situation like this before, never been on the outside looking in. Not once in my entire life had I had a whole school at my heels, nipping and biting, waiting to watch me fall.  
 
    Archer took yet another step closer to me, his words heavy as he spoke, “I’m sorry.”  
 
    Yeah, me too. Unfortunately, sometimes being sorry wasn’t good enough. You couldn’t change the past, no matter how hard you tried. Some things simply were. I’d get back at Brittany, regardless of what he’d just told me, and I’d figure out a way to get back at him, too.  
 
    Maybe it was wrong of me. Maybe Archer wasn’t lying when he basically said Brittany had him by the balls, but I didn’t care.  
 
    I would make them both miserable.  
 
    “Noted,” I said, and it was all I said. Anything else I might’ve thought to say in that moment didn’t matter. I’d heard him out, which was more than I thought I’d do half an hour ago. He didn’t deserve anything from me, even if he was just as trapped as I was.  
 
    A long breath came from his lungs, and Archer inched closer to me still, murmuring, “If things were different…” Too close to me. Far too close. Because that’s the thing, wasn’t it? If things were different—but they weren’t. You could live in denial all you wanted, but it wouldn’t change facts.  
 
    And right now, the fact of the matter was…I was so terribly confused.  
 
    I shook my head once, whispering, “But they’re not.” My gaze snapped up to his, and my breath caught in the back of my throat. I could feel his body heat radiating off him; he stood less than four inches away.  
 
    Way too close, and yet, at the same time, not close enough.  
 
    “I know,” he spoke quietly, leaning his forehead against mine, the touch of his skin causing mine to flush immediately. His hands found my hips, holding me softly as he murmured again, “I know.”  
 
    He knew, and yet he could not keep his hands off me.  
 
    It was wrong. I should push him away, be the bigger person. I should not fall for anything he played, and yet I felt myself growing weaker for him as the seconds wore on. Why didn’t I think to push him away when I had the mental capacity to realize how foolish this all was? It was something I should’ve done a minute ago, but now I feared it was too late.   
 
    “If things were different,” Archer whispered, the hands on my hips becoming firmer, steadier, now that he knew I wasn’t going to push him off, “I would make you feel like the only girl in the world.”  
 
    My eyes shut of their own accord, my heart beating rapidly in my chest, threatening to bust out and run away. To be the only girl in the world, to be Archer Vega’s front and center, his one and only. As much as I didn’t want to admit it to myself, it sounded amazing.  
 
    But that was something I would never admit out loud, to anyone. Hell, I doubted I’d ever admit it to myself again.  
 
    Archer’s grip on me forced me backward, and before I knew what was happening, my back collided with a tree just off the gravel pathway. He pinned me there—not hard, but enough strength behind the gesture that I couldn’t just walk off.  
 
    At this point, I didn’t think it mattered. Somehow, I’d fallen under Archer’s spell again. God, what was wrong with me?  
 
    So many things, apparently.  
 
    His heat flooded into me, his forehead still against mine. He was breathing hard, which caused my mind to wander in a bunch of different directions, directions I should not let my mind go. Alas, if there was ever a weak moment in my life, it was now.  
 
    One of his hands left my side, moving to lean on the tree behind me. It was a wide thing, its bark digging into my back through the fabric of my hoodie and shirt. His other hand moved downward, to the button on my jeans.  
 
    I should stop him. I should yell at him. I should do something—anything other than what I was currently doing, which was nothing. Yeah, I was doing absolutely nothing, as if I’d never learned my lesson when it came to this sexy blonde.  
 
    Did his words get to me? Did I believe anything he just told me? That was the thing…I didn’t know if I did, and that painted me in an awful light, didn’t it? Just a girl who was a slave to her body, to her instincts, someone who was weak when she should be strong.  
 
    His fingers worked at the button, then the zipper, undoing it just enough so he could slide his hand between the fabric of my panties and my needy skin. Oh, God. Oh, fuck. I should stop him. I only had a few seconds before all hope was lost completely.  
 
    Needless to say, I didn’t stop him. I didn’t do anything besides stand there and close my eyes as his fingers curled along me, touching me in my most sensitive place. A short breath escaped me, and I leaned my head back on the tree. Archer’s head was still against mine; he wanted as much contact between us as he could get, apparently.  
 
    This was wrong. So wrong. I shouldn’t be doing this. I shouldn’t let him touch me like this…but damn, it just felt too good.  
 
    His fingers circled my clit, putting pressure on the small nub and instantly sending tingles all throughout my body. I had no idea if his eyes were open, if he watched me as he worked me, and I didn’t care. It was too late to pretend his hand was powerless here, too late to tell him that I would never stoop to his level again.  
 
    Look at me, willing to crawl through the mud and the dirt just to be with Archer Vega. It was stupid. I was stupid. Now that I knew the truth, this would only serve to poke the bear.  
 
    My hips started to move of their own accord, an involuntary reaction of my body. It only served to further increase the pressure between Archer’s hand and my apex, which only made me get hotter.  
 
    Made me get hotter, and made me want more. So much more. More that Archer could never give me, because he wasn’t mine. He would never be mine. To stand here and let this happen was irresponsible, but for once, I didn’t want to be the logical one. I didn’t want to sit back and follow directions.  
 
    I wanted to be bad. So, so bad. And letting Archer touch me like this was as bad as I could get.  
 
    Archer’s hand dipped back, and one of his fingers circled the wetness just outside my entrance. With my eyes still closed, I heard him exhale a shaky, trembling breath, as if he couldn’t believe I was that wet. Like he wanted to tear off my clothes, then his, and have me right here and now.  
 
    Alas, no protection, so that definitely couldn’t happen.  
 
    His hands, though? Oh, his hands and his fingers could be put to work, definitely.  
 
    He brought that wetness up to my clit, his fingers moving smoother against me. My body practically hummed, my nerves on overdrive as he touched me. My heart was a wild thing, pumping blood everywhere in my body, my veins on fire.  
 
    If I could block out the world and all of its problems, if I could forget all of the complications I had here in Midpark, I would. I would gladly throw it all away and simply live in the moment, lose myself in Archer like I had that day in his room. It was remarkably easy to.  
 
    But maybe that was the problem.  
 
    One of his fingers dipped back down, but instead of just spreading my slickness, it slipped inside me, filling me up in a way that made my inner core ache for something bigger, something thicker.  
 
    “God,” Archer breathed out, his breath hot on my face, “you feel so good. I wish I could be inside you.” A desperate plea that we both wanted, and yet it could not happen. Never again, really. This whole encounter would have to be our last.  
 
    Because, you know, wrong.  
 
    With his palm applying pressure to my clit, his finger worked my pussy, sliding in and out, curling just a bit inside and rubbing a spot that made me lose it almost instantly. A low moan left me, and I felt the pressure building inside of my body, a storm ready to be unleashed. As much as I hated Archer, he could pull the pleasure out of me like a master. He was the orchestra, and I was a slave to his song.  
 
    Soon enough it was too much. I could no longer hold it off, nor did I want to. The pleasure exploded within me, and I felt it touch every nerve in my body in the explosion of bliss. I cried out, my nose touching his as my body tensed and flooded with heat from his handiwork. It was quite literally the best feeling in the world, one that could never be replaced by anything else.  
 
    Just as his finger slipped out of me, just as I ran my hands down Archer’s chest, biting my lower lip as I wondered if I should give him some relief, something strange happened.  
 
    A big, black figure tackled Archer off me, bringing them both to the ground. I was still riding the high of my orgasm, my gaze a little hazy because I didn’t want to snap back into reality, but when I saw the two struggling figures in front of me, I had to let the tingly feeling go.  
 
    And button my jeans as quickly as possible.  
 
    “What the fuck—” Archer could barely get out the words before the attacker punched him square in the jaw.  
 
    Really hard, too. Sounded like it hurt.  
 
    My mind immediately went to a mugger, but then when I saw the shaved head, the brown mop of hair on its top and the tattoo encircling the skull, I knew exactly who it was. The leather, the wide shoulders, the strength…yeah, only one guy I’d met had a frame like that.  
 
    Dante Storm.  
 
    “Get off him,” I growled out, shocked at the sudden turn of events.  
 
    What the hell was going on? Had he followed us? Was he waiting this entire time to attack, watching Archer touch me like that? And, perhaps most of all, I wondered: who the hell did Dante think he was? It wasn’t like I was his girlfriend, and he caught me cheating on him.  
 
    No, the one with a bitchy significant other was Archer.  
 
    They were all limbs and grunts for a while, both guys trying to be the one with the upper hand. Dante landed a few more punches on Archer—one to his stomach that looked like it hurt something fierce. Archer had been too caught off-guard, as was I, to retaliate much since the leather-clad Dante was in the superior position. 
 
    “I said,” I repeated, moving toward them, “get off him.” It was an order, followed by me grabbing the worn collar of Dante’s jacket and pulling.  
 
    Dante let me take him off Archer, practically leaping to his feet as I released his collar. He jumped in front of me, glaring at Archer as he got up and adjusted himself—his erection was fading fast. Getting attacked would do that to you, I guess. The two pairs of blue eyes met, both guys exchanging the vilest looks they could muster.  
 
    And, because he was Dante and a little off his rocker, Dante reached into his jacket pocket and pulled out his knife. The same shiny switchblade that had gotten me to go with him that morning. The blade clicked out, and he held onto it confidently, like he wasn’t afraid of hurting Archer worse than he already had.  
 
    And Archer already had a bloodied nose. Ew.  
 
    “What the fuck is going on?” Archer spat. “Jaz, get away from him—” 
 
    Right. He didn’t know I kind of knew this messed-up psycho. How to explain that, hmm? Oh, Archer, this is Dante. He, uh, sort of kidnapped me by threatening me and my mom last week. But it’s all good now, we wrestled a little, we bonded. We’re pals.  
 
    Uh, yeah. Didn’t think so.  
 
    “That’s funny,” Dante hissed, baring his teeth—which were just as perfect and white as I remembered them being. For someone who looked like he could kill you without a second thought, he was attractive all around, wasn’t he? “Because I should be telling her to stay the fuck away from you. You’re no good for her. She’s just too blinded to see it.”  
 
    I blinked. Okay, well, apparently everyone thought they knew what was good for me, huh?  
 
    Did other girls have problems like this? I doubted it.  
 
    Archer’s azure stare moved to me. He gestured to Dante and his knife. “You know this freak?”  
 
    “Uh” was all my brilliant mouth could come up with. If I claimed to know him, what would happen? Sure, we’d met, but would I say I knew him like an acquaintance or a friend? I didn’t think so.  
 
    Then again, who the hell knew, because this day was taking some turns I was not expecting.  
 
    Dante took it upon himself to answer, and lie through his teeth, “Yeah, you can say Jaz and I go way back.”  
 
    Archer let out an incredulous chuckle, shaking his head once as he wiped at his nose, catching some of the blood that had oozed out on his blazer’s sleeve. “Wow. Okay, fine. Whatever.” He did not sound fine at all, and he didn’t spare me or Dante a glance as he walked around us, giving us a wide berth as he returned the way we came, heading back to the car.  
 
    I shot Dante a look before running after him, calling out, “Wait!”  
 
    He stopped for only a moment, shooting me a look I could not read. His gaze darted to Dante for a split-second before returning to me. “I knew trying to talk to you was a bad idea.” He winced as he felt his stomach. “Didn’t think I’d get beaten up over it, but…I guess it’s fair.” 
 
    “Archer, I’m sorry. I had no idea he was here—”  
 
    Archer waved me off, taking a step away from me. “It’s fine. I’ll be fine. This was a mistake, anyway.” Such flippant words, disregarding the moment of closeness we just shared. It hurt, hearing that, but I should’ve expected it.  
 
    There was a lot I could’ve said in that moment, a lot I wanted to say. Adrenaline raced through me, but I stood there, motionless, and let him go, watching as he disappeared down the trail, heading back to his car.  
 
    Guess Dante would be taking me back. Great.  
 
    After waiting a few moments, after I was certain he was long gone, I turned back toward Dante. The tattooed, leather-wearing guy was picking his nails with his knife, like nothing just happened. Nothing at all. He looked absolutely, positively at ease, and I instantly wanted to smack him upside the head. 
 
    I didn’t, though. To do something like that, I had the feeling, would be foolish beyond all belief. Like me letting Archer touch me like that. 
 
    And bring me to orgasm.  
 
    But let’s not think about orgasms right now.  
 
    “What the hell is your problem?” I asked, feeling the need to shout. We were alone on this trail, thank God. Although, perhaps that wasn’t such a good thing, since this one was so obviously crazy. “Were you following us? How—” 
 
    “What else am I supposed to do? I’ve been following you for a while, Jaz, in case you forgot,” he told me, folding down his knife and sticking it back in his pocket. “I couldn’t just let you go off with him, not after what happened.”  
 
    I let out an incredulous chuckle. “Oh, yeah? And what exactly happened, hmm? What do you think happened between Archer and me? You don’t know anything, Dante, because you’re—you’re…” Damn it, I didn’t know how to finish that sentence.  
 
    Not from Midpark? Not involved in any of this?  
 
    “Why are you still here? You don’t…” Well, I was going to say he didn’t belong here, but the same could be said of me. I didn’t belong in Midpark, either. Just look at how messed up things had become since I’d come here. 
 
    “I have nowhere else to be,” he said, grinning, though his grin looked a little hollow. Like there wasn’t much feeling behind it. He was unnerving, but for whatever reason, I didn’t feel like I was in danger with him.  
 
    That was probably stupid of me.  
 
    “That doesn’t mean you can follow me everywhere.”  
 
    Dante shrugged, saying, “Why not? I have nothing else to do.”  
 
    That was…not a real answer.  
 
    “And as for what happened between you and that fucker,” Dante paused, shoving his hands in his pockets as he closed the distance between us, “I know enough. I know he fucked you over at that party, and he didn’t care how he did it.” His eyes closed, and he shook his head. “What were you thinking, coming here with him?” 
 
    “I…” I honestly had no response to that. As I stared at Dante, something occurred to me. “Dante, you’re not jealous of Archer, are you?” He really had no reason to hate Archer so—he wasn’t from around here. He didn’t hear the gossip, hadn’t seen what he did to me. Yes, he fucked me over, but why did that automatically put him on Dante’s shit list?  
 
    Again, Dante acting like he and I knew each other, and we definitely didn’t. It was slightly aggravating.  
 
    “Jealous of that dickhead?” Dante scoffed, “Yeah, right.” 
 
    “Then why did you attack him?” Even if he was jealous, it was no excuse for what he just did to him. You didn’t attack someone when they were doing something you didn’t approve of. That’s not how normal people did things.  
 
    He shrugged, his shoulders rising and falling once. “I didn’t like seeing him with you.”  
 
    “I’m not your girlfriend. You don’t get to decide who I get close with.”  
 
    His blue gaze looked crazier and crazier by the minute, and he studied me with a pensive expression. “I can’t help how I feel, Jaz.”  
 
    I honestly did not know what to say to that. “Then let me tell you how you should feel.” Man, I felt awfully bold in the face of a guy who could break me with his pinky and cut me up into a thousand tiny pieces—he’d probably enjoy that, too. “You should feel nothing. You don’t know me. I don’t know you. Yes, you might be stalking me like some kind of crazy guy, but that’s it. You have no say in who I kiss, who touches me, who I touch—” I stopped when I watched a smile spread on his face. 
 
    God, he might be a little crazy, but he was a deadly kind of attractive. All square angles and muscles and leather. I even strangely dug the tattoo on his skull.  
 
    “You’re going to feel really stupid when you’re begging to be fucked in my bed.”  
 
    His crass statement made me blush—and then it made me annoyed. Who the hell was this guy to automatically assume I’d fall before his mighty dick and worship it like some kind of god?  
 
    I gave him a smile. It was tough to smile when I really wanted to punch that smirk right off his face. “You’re going to feel even stupider when you realize that I’m never going to beg you for anything.” I paused, tilting my head, the cold air whipping my hair all around. “If one of us is going to beg, actually, it’s going to be you.”  
 
    “And why do you think it’s going to be me?”  
 
    “You’re the one who’s obsessed with me.” Now it was my turn to state facts and twist them up a little. “If anyone’s going to beg to be fucked in a bed, it’s going to be you.”  
 
    He grinned like the Cheshire Cat. “I like you, Jaz.” That was all he said, and it made my stomach do something funny.  
 
    Had to be just a reaction from what I’d been doing with Archer not that long ago. Dante was a stranger to me. He certainly didn’t merit any sort of bodily reaction from me. Of course, I’d hooked up with Archer when he was basically a stranger, too, so him being a stranger did not give me the level of comfort it should’ve. 
 
    At that point, I had no idea what to say, so I settled for: “Just drive me home.” Good thing he was a stalker, otherwise I’d have no idea how to get back to the Fitzpatrick’s house.  
 
    I had him drop me off down the road, not wanting Frank to see me get off a bike—with a different guy than I left with. Yeah, the last thing I wanted was for my mom to be told I was dating multiple guys at once or something.  
 
    Like that would happen.  
 
    You know, the strangest thing out of everything that had happened today? It wasn’t me losing my willpower to Archer, nor Dante suddenly appearing and making his presence known. It was the fact that, as I strolled back into the house, my mom and Ollie were still in the kitchen, chitchatting.  
 
    They were talking about…vacations? Seemed a weird topic to be talking about, but hey, who was I to judge? Ollie had kept my mom busy while I gallivanted across town with Archer and Dante.  
 
    The weirder thing? I was pretty sure they talked for a while, even after I shut myself back in my room. Supposed it was a good thing. Mom needed some adult conversation every once in a while. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twelve – Jaz 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I’m so happy you’re hanging out with Bobbi,” Mom said, pulling her blonde hair back into a ponytail. Sometime during her and Ollie’s long talk yesterday, he offered to pay to fix her van, and she’d declined—but he wouldn’t take no for an answer. It was getting fixed this week, and she was as giddy as a schoolgirl about it, even though she’d never admit it to me. “She seems like a nice girl.”  
 
    “She is,” I said, lying through my teeth, of course. I wasn’t going out to hang out with Bobbi or practice our choir songs. I was going to meet Jacob down the street and break the news to him. No more investigating.  
 
    He’d probably be happy, since he hated working for me. Hated dealing with me in general, I think.  
 
    I did wonder if he’d act any different after Friday night. Me giving him my number was a spur of the moment thing; it wasn’t like I’d expected him to immediately call me. But he did, and then we had that long conversation while I was in the bath. It tiptoed around some very inappropriate things.  
 
    I kind of loved it, honestly. I loved bugging him, I loved riling him up, I loved the frown he often wore when he was trying to brush me off and calling me kid, even though I wasn’t a kid. I liked to think I was a bit more mature than most people my age. My life had never really been normal, and leaving everything behind had only made it less so.  
 
    I spent most of my morning getting ready. It wasn’t like I was purposefully trying to look good for Jacob, but…okay, that’s exactly what was happening. Trying to look good to loosen the blow a bit. Plus, as long as he didn’t kick me out immediately after I told him to quit looking into the Scotts, I did want to ask him about teaching me some self-defense.  
 
    If Dante was sticking around, it was probably good to learn a bit. Plus, with what Archer had told me—regardless of the fact if any of it was true—if it was Brittany who had drugged me and not him, she truly was capable of anything. A crazy bitch like that you had to be wary of.  
 
    After showering, I dried my hair and gave it a few loose waves. It had more volume when it was wavy than when it was straight, and I thought it made me look better. I applied some makeup around my eyes, giving myself the best smoky look I could, and ran some matte gloss on my lips.  
 
    When it was said and done, I thought I looked good.  
 
    Dark jeans hugged my legs, ankle-high boots with fake studs in them on my feet. A loose V-neck shirt hung on my shoulders. This was the type of outfit I would’ve worn my faux leather jacket with, but alas, that poor jacket now sat in my closet, studded with Brittany’s nice addition to it.  
 
    I loved that jacket. I did. It’s why it was so hard for me to get rid of it.  
 
    I chose a zip-up hoodie, leaving it open. It was about time to meet him down the road, and Mom could just not get over the fact that I had a friend. How disappointed would she be if she found out the truth? That I was spending my Sunday afternoon with a twenty-something-year-old guy who was fired from the police department because Ollie’s two sons had blackmailed him with some underaged photographs?  
 
    Or maybe videos. I didn’t know the details, but I knew enough.  
 
    My mom would flip, I knew, which was why I had to get out of here as quickly as possible.  
 
    “I like her a whole lot better than that boy who came to pick you up for that party,” Mom muttered. She leaned on the counter in the kitchen, frowning at me. “He didn’t even come in and introduce himself. And then he brought you back the next day, wearing his clothes.” She shook her head, looking like she could kill. 
 
    “Mom, I told you, nothing happened.” I paused, deciding to play the daughter card. “Don’t you trust me?”  
 
    Mom nearly froze at that, and she was slow to meet my eyes again. It took her far too long to sigh and say, “Yes, Jaz, I trust you. I know you’re smart, and I know, God forbid, you’ll be careful if…when you decide you’re ready to—” 
 
    “Whoa,” I cut in, stopping her. “That’s not…please stop.”  
 
    She sighed. “I know we’ve avoided talking about it, but whenever you’re ready to discuss it, I’m willing. I’ve kept you from the truth long enough. You have every right to know about your father.”  
 
    That was so not what I was expecting her to say.  
 
    She would talk about my father? Great. Once everything else cooled down and I had time to sit down with her and talk about him, we definitely would. I deserved to know everything she knew about him. She’d made the decision to keep him from me, and now I was old enough to make my own decisions when it came to my father.  
 
    But one thing at a time. Let me focus on getting back at those rich, snobby students first.  
 
    “Okay,” I said, “later. I have to go.”  
 
    Mom moved closer to me, wrapping me up in a quick hug. “I love you, honey.”  
 
    “Love you too, Mom.” I said nothing else as I left the house, heading down the long driveway. Frank wasn’t working today; it was his day off. Another guard was stationed in the guardhouse, and I had to wave my arms through the air to get his attention. He opened the gate for me, and I strolled out, giving him a smile as I started walking.  
 
    Did not need my mom finding out about Jacob right after I’d pulled the do you trust me card. For some reason, I had the feeling that would absolutely shatter her trust in me. Yeah, I was lying to her, but my mom was a helicopter parent for the ages. If she had her way, I’d be stuck inside that house, only let out to go to school, never even looking at boys.  
 
    Sorry, Mom. I was a few years past that point.  
 
    I found Jacob’s car idling down the road already. The man was early. Go figure.  
 
    Was he eager to see me? The thought shouldn’t even cross my mind. I shouldn’t care if he wanted to see me or not, not after the disaster yesterday was. I threw a look around before getting in Jacob’s car, wondering if Dante would roll up on his bike and threaten him, too. Because apparently Dante was always nearby, even when it didn’t look like he was.  
 
    Stalker.  
 
    Crazy guy.  
 
    Crazy stalker who was devastatingly sexy, but whatever.  
 
    Jacob didn’t look at me when I got in, which I expected. I buckled my seatbelt slowly, being sure to tug at the strap a bit, make as much noise as I possibly could. When I saw his hazel eyes flick toward me, I gave him a grin.  
 
    “Hi,” I said, smiling widely. “Long time no talk.”  
 
    He said nothing, though his lips did purse into a frown.  
 
    “Ah, is Mr. Grumps extra grumpy today?” I asked, earning myself a scowl from him.  
 
    Finally, he opened his mouth and said, “Don’t call me that.” When I said nothing, he added, “Where are we going? The diner will be busier, since it’s a Sunday.”  
 
    “Your place.”  
 
    His hand tapped the steering wheel, and he appeared as if he tried his best not to freak out on me. “We are not going back to my place.”  
 
    “Yes, we are.”  
 
    Jacob glared at me, finally turning his head to look at me and not just use his peripherals. He looked like he was about to say something, but whatever it was caught in the back of his throat. He ended up speechless.  
 
    Damn. Did I look that good?  
 
    “What’s wrong?” I asked with a grin. “Cat got your tongue?”  
 
    He swallowed, quickly looking away from me before muttering, “Yeah. A fucking cat.” He said nothing else, putting his car into gear and driving off.  
 
    I stared at him as he drove, wondering if I should say something. This was not his usual grumpiness. Was that phone call on Friday too much? I mean, I wasn’t the one who did the calling, but it wasn’t like I’d hurried to hang up on him or anything. I might’ve egged him on, but I didn’t think it would affect him this much.  
 
    “Are you okay?” I questioned, my voice quiet and unsure. Maybe I was going about this all wrong.  
 
    “Fine.”  
 
    “You don’t seem fine.”  
 
    “I’m fine,” he growled out, giving me a frown as he made a right-handed turn.  
 
    “Anything I can do?” 
 
    Jacob said nothing, and he continued to say nothing, even as he drove us to his place.  
 
    So, we wound up here anyways, although he didn’t want to come here. Interesting.  
 
    He practically flew out of his seat once he’d parked the car, not bothering to wait for me. I had to hurry to catch up to him. By the time I reached his side, he was already at the door to the building. I eyed him up as we got on the elevator, and he purposefully ignored me.  
 
    I didn’t like it.  
 
    Half a dozen locks sat on his apartment door, so it took him a few moments to unlock each one, but once he did, he pushed in, not holding the door open for me behind him. The jerk.  
 
    Now, of course, I understood why he had so many locks. Ollie’s sons and what they did to him.  
 
    As I let the door close behind me, I shrugged off my jacket, tossing it onto the island counter in the kitchen. The living room and kitchen were pretty much one big room in here. I heard him groan behind me as he worked on locking every single lock.  
 
    No Dante would be busting through that door, nor would he be popping in through the window, unless he wanted to climb.  
 
    Which…now that I was thinking about it, I wouldn’t put past him. He did seem like the brand of crazy to not let anything get in the way of what he wanted. And, for whatever reason, right now he wanted me. I still wasn’t sure why.  
 
    I leaned on the counter near my jacket—might’ve cocked my hips a bit, too. “You seem tense, Jacob. Are you sure there’s nothing I can do?”  
 
    He folded his arms over his chest, keeping at least ten feet between us. “Just tell me why you wanted to meet today,” he muttered, pointedly ignoring what I’d said.  
 
    “Straight to business, huh?”  
 
    Jacob’s hazel eyes glared at me. He worked to take off his jacket, keeping himself away from me as he hung it on the metal hanger near the door. “With you, always.” I laughed at that, which caused him to harrumph like the grouchy grouch he was, “What?”  
 
    I shrugged. “You weren’t all business Friday night.”  
 
    A muscle in his jaw ticked, and he moved into the living room, practically collapsing onto his couch. “That conversation never happened,” he muttered.  
 
    “That’s funny, because I strictly remember it happening.” Pushing off the counter, I moved to sit beside him. As I did, my side brushed up against his. Okay, I might be enjoying this a little bit too much; sue me. Teasing Jacob was fun.  
 
    The moment my arm grazed his, he leaped up, scowling at me. “Why do you have to get so close to me?” He stood on the other side of the coffee table, glaring at me as if his stare could stop my heart from beating.  
 
    I was slow to stand. “I was just sitting next to you…” When I moved around the small table, he walked the opposite way. He was determined to keep space between us, which only made me want to prod him even more. Call me weak, but Jacob’s scowling was adorable.  
 
    “No, you weren’t.”  
 
    My head tilted. “Then what was I doing?”  
 
    “You were—you were not just sitting next to me,” he muttered, frowning a deep, almost pouting expression. “You need to stay at least five feet away from me—” 
 
    “For your sanity or mine?” I cut in, giving him the most innocent look I could muster. As it turned out, I wasn’t so innocent, so it was kind of tough. My lips curled into a frown. “Why is Mr. Grumps so grumpy today?”  
 
    He lifted a hand, as if he was going to touch me, but then the fingers on that hand curled until he pointed at me. “You,” Jacob said, “are a terrible, terrible girl.”  
 
    “I can be a good girl, if that’s what you want.” Okay, that was laced with heavy sexual undertones, wasn’t it? God, the serious conversation he and I needed to have aside, this was literally making my day.  
 
    Jacob’s eyes widened a bit, and for a while, he could say nothing else. “I…I never should’ve brought you back here.” With a handsome scowl on his face, he grabbed my jacket off the counter, tossing it at me. “We’re leaving. We’re going somewhere else to talk.”  
 
    I made no moves to catch the jacket. I simply let it hit my chest and fall to the ground. “I’m not going anywhere,” I said.  
 
    “Put on the jacket,” he growled out, pointing to the heap of a hoodie on the ground. When I did not move a muscle, he repeated, “Put the fucking jacket on.”  
 
    “Make me.”  
 
    My words were a challenge, and he took them as such. Jacob temporarily forgot about keeping distance between us, storming to my side as he snatched the jacket up off the floor. He was measured in standing straight, his angry eyes turning to me, his chest rising and falling with loud breaths.  
 
    He was only a few inches taller than me, so his face was dangerously close to mine. I could feel the hotness of his breath on my cheeks, could smell the manly muskiness of his scent. I could see each and every prickle of stubble on his cheeks, since he never took care of himself.  
 
    Hmm. Ten years wasn’t that much of a difference, was it?  
 
    Before he could say anything, before he could realize how close he was to me and take a step back, I lifted a hand, running it along the side of his face. Just a soft touch, enough to feel the prickle of his stubble against my fingertips, enough to hear the immediate hitch in his breathing.  
 
    “I like riling you up,” I whispered, meeting his eyes. They were so close, they were hard to focus on. “I don’t know why, but I do.” I let my hand fall away, breathing out a soft sigh.  
 
    Who was I kidding? I might want to fire Jacob to keep him safe, but I didn’t want him out of my life entirely. Even if he didn’t want to teach me some self-defense, I’d have to figure out another way to keep seeing him.  
 
    I couldn’t cut him out completely.  
 
    “You…” Jacob trailed off, his eyes dropping—and for a split-second, I wondered if he stared at my mouth, or if I was just projecting my confusing feelings for the man onto him. “What am I going to do with you?” He held my hoodie off to the side, but he made no moves to force it on me or hand it over.  
 
    He also wasn’t stepping away.  
 
    I bit my lower lip—which Jacob definitely saw. So he was looking at my mouth. “I could think of a few things.” That definitely crossed the innuendo line and was overtly sexual. Oh, well. I never claimed to be an angel, and being here in Midpark, surrounded by all this sexy testosterone and the guys radiating it, I was feeling frisky.  
 
    He chuckled softly at that. “You are something else, aren’t you?” With his eyes still a bit lower than they should be, he asked, “I assume you didn’t want to come here to tease me like this?” It was like every word he spoke was harder for him to say than the previous one, like being this close to me was a strain on his willpower.  
 
    Was it wrong to feel good about having such power over him? Was it bad for me to like the fact that I could bring a reaction like that out of him? Jacob Hall, crumbling into dust in my palm.  
 
    “No,” I spoke, pausing, resisting my urge to lean into him, to press my nose against his neck and breathe him in. “I need to let you go.”  
 
    Shit. Probably should’ve said it a bit differently.  
 
    That got him to snap out of the serious funk he was in, and he took a step back from me, glaring once again. “What?” His brown eyebrows furrowed, and he shook his head. “Let me go? Jaz—” 
 
    “I’ve thought about it long and hard,” I told him, “and I think it needs to be done. With everything you told me about the Fitzpatricks, I’m not worried about my mom anymore. And the Scotts—” 
 
    It was his turn to interrupt me. Jacob scowled as he said, “That Vaughn kid got to you, didn’t he? Fuck, I knew he would. I knew it.”  
 
    “It’s not Vaughn.” Well, it sort of was, but not quite. “He doesn’t know I’m doing this.”  
 
    The look Jacob gave me right then could kill. “Then what?”  
 
    Now was the time I wished I could be close with him, when I wished I could lean my head against his chest and touch him. Hug him. Something. “I don’t want you to get hurt because of me.” I didn’t doubt that what Vaughn had told me was true: soon enough his brother Markus would realize they were being looked into, and I’d never forgive myself if something bad happened to Jacob because of it.  
 
    Because of me.  
 
    “So, you hired me to look into the Scotts, and now you’re firing me because you don’t want me to look into them?” Jacob frowned. “Make up your fucking mind, Jaz.”  
 
    I did not like his tone. Not one bit. “You should be happy that I’m letting you off. They could probably kidnap you and dump your body somewhere it’d never be found.” That was most likely my crazy mind at work, but you never knew these days. Plus, money could hide a lot.  
 
    “You think I care about me?” Jacob gestured to his otherwise empty apartment. “You think I have a wonderful life here? Do you think I’m afraid of those fuckers? They shit money, cover up their crimes with green, and get away with it. I’ve known that for years. The Scotts are just like everyone else in Midpark. Maybe worse, but that doesn’t mean I’m going to sit back and cower in my fucking boots.” He let out a disbelieving laugh. “Don’t say you’re doing this for my own good. You’re smarter than that.”  
 
    I had no idea what he was going on about, but I did not like what he’d said before. “You might not care about yourself, but I do. If you ever got hurt because of me, I couldn’t live with that.”  
 
    Jacob shook his head, giving me a bitter smile. “No refunds.”  
 
    Oh, this guy knew exactly what to say to annoy me, didn’t he? The power went both ways, I guess. “I don’t care about the money.” Hell, I still had no idea who shoved the money into my locker to begin with, anyways, and at this point, I’d given up trying to discover who it was. They clearly weren’t stepping in to own up.  
 
    He was barely listening to me, now. “I can’t believe you made me drive all the way here, just so you could fire me.” He shoved the jacket at me. “Take it. We’re leaving.”  
 
    “No.”  
 
    Jacob looked like he wanted to strangle me, which I guess I couldn’t blame him for. If I was in his shoes, I’d probably want to kill me, too.  
 
    “Just because I don’t want you looking into the Scotts doesn’t mean I don’t want you in my life,” I muttered, hating all this mushy gushy crap. I really didn’t do it well. 
 
    “Oh, do you want to be friends?” Jacob took on a demeaning tone, and he tossed the jacket over his shoulder, landing it on the floor. He clapped once, totally overdoing the enthusiasm, if you ask me. “I’ve always wanted a friend. It’s what my life is missing. You and I can hang out and talk about your boyfriend Vaughn—” 
 
    “Stop it,” I muttered, wanting to slap him. To push him. To do something to snap him out of it. This was not how I was expecting it to go. “You’re being mean.”  
 
    He cocked his head, giving me a look that was a bit too demeaning for my liking. “I thought you liked it when I was mean?”  
 
    “I like it when you’re grouchy, not when you’re being mean just to be mean.” My lips pursed, and I found myself closing the distance between us, poking him hard in the chest—God, his chest muscles were rock frigging hard. “I don’t like it when you’re prickly just to try to push me away.”  
 
    Jacob swatted my finger off his chest, growling out, “I don’t have to push you away. You’re a fucking child.”  
 
    I really, really hated it when he called me a kid. Or a child. Or insert any adjective of kid there. Hated it with all of my being. “I am not a kid,” I hissed back, poking him again just to annoy him. Just because I knew he didn’t like it. Call me petty. “I. Am. Not. A. Kid.” Each word came with another poke, until my finger was sore.  
 
    Yes, that might’ve been something a kid would’ve done, but what could I say? This guy was trying my patience.  
 
    This time he grabbed my wrist, forcing my hand off his chest and holding it to my side. Somehow, the action brought me closer to him—or maybe Jacob closer to me. Either way, our chests touched, both of us breathing hard from the fight, and whatever else I might’ve said or done faded in my mind.  
 
    “You…” he whispered, saying nothing else. Before I knew what was happening, his other arm circled my back, holding me against him, as if I was going to try to squirm away. With one hand on my wrist, the other hooked behind me, I was pinned against him with nowhere to go.  
 
    It…was not a bad place to be.  
 
    Well, if he was going to curl his arm around my back, the least I could do was the same with my free arm and his neck.  
 
    My arm snaked around him slowly, bringing his head down to mine. He glared at me like he hated me, like he truly loathed me for somehow putting us in this position, and yet, the way he held onto me, his thumb digging into my wrist and his arm like iron behind me, told me he was not about to let me go. 
 
    “Are you going to finish that sentence, or should I guess where you were going with that?” I asked, my voice a bare whisper. It felt too good to be pressed against him, to feel his lungs expand and contract, to feel his rippling pectorals against my chest, his bicep curled around me like a firm hug. The fingers on the hand encircling my wrist loosened but did not let go entirely.  
 
    If I was honest, I’d say I didn’t want him to.  
 
    God, things were complicated with me and my feelings, huh? I had a whole list of guys I cared for, at this point.  
 
    “It was like you were put here to drive me crazy,” Jacob spoke, his forehead brushing against mine. “If I was a better man, I would let you go.”  
 
    There went Jacob again, saying he wasn’t a good man. For some reason, it annoyed me to no end when he said things like that.  
 
    “You are a good man,” I whispered, the arm around his neck loosening so that I could run my fingers through his hair. My entire body was flushed with heat, my inner core wanting. If Jacob threw me over his shoulder and took me into his room, I would have absolutely no willpower to say no.  
 
    “If you knew everything about me, you’d know you were wrong.” He let out a long breath. Our mouths were so close. All it would take was a small movement of my head, and I could kiss him, taste him. A tiny movement was all it would take for me to know what it felt like to give in utterly and completely.  
 
    Maybe he had some skeletons in his closet, or maybe he was trying to put distance between us because of what happened with Celeste three years ago. Either way, when I said what I said next, I meant it with all of my heart: “I don’t care.”  
 
    I didn’t care if he had skeletons. I didn’t care if we walked the line of inappropriateness. I just didn’t care.  
 
    Jacob released my wrist, and instantly my arm fell to my side. The hand that had been holding it moved to my chin, cupping my jaw, his fingers digging into the sides of my face a bit harder than I’d like, but nowhere near hard enough to hurt. His nose grazed mine, and my whole body ached with need. “You should,” he muttered.  
 
    His thumb grazed the corner of my mouth, and I swear to God, I’d never wanted someone so bad. Not in my entire life. My body was on fire, my nerves aching with a need to feel some kind of release. The mere feeling of his thumb on my mouth sent a wave of electricity zapping down my spine, making me arch my back and further press into him. He didn’t seem to mind too much.  
 
    The hand I had in his hair tightened, pulling gently on the short strands of brown hair I had ahold of. It took everything in my power to not kiss him right then, to simply breathe him in and let the passion between us spiral and multiply.  
 
    “God help me,” he murmured, his eyes closing slowly, a half-lidded look the last thing I saw before I closed my own. “I’m not this strong. I can’t…”  
 
    Can’t keep myself away from you? Can’t resist you? Can’t stop myself any longer?  
 
    Guess we’d never know what Jacob Hall was going to say, because it was that moment his lips crashed down upon mine, his thumb moving aside, his fingers still clamped around my jaw and forcing my face to remain still.  
 
    He tasted like heat and fire, his mouth rough on mine, taking what he wanted when he wanted. My body instantly responded to his, and I kissed him back with a passion I felt deep within my soul. All of my worries faded away, our little fight forgotten. He held onto me fiercely, as if he was afraid I’d try to pull away, like the back and forth between us before had been nothing more than a joke.  
 
    But it wasn’t. I wasn’t that cruel. I could do a lot of things, but I could never toy with someone’s feelings.  
 
    Not like Archer could. 
 
    It was an embrace I could lose myself in. Time itself ceased to matter, as long as that rough, demanding mouth was attached to mine. His stubble pricked my chin, but I didn’t care. I didn’t care if I’d come out of this kiss with stubble burn or bruises where his fingers had been along my jaw. I literally cared about nothing other than the taste of him on my tongue.  
 
    My free hand went to his side, fingers gripping the loose fabric of his shirt, pulling our lower halves together as much as I could. I wanted more. I wanted everything Jacob had, laid bare. I wanted it all, and I wasn’t afraid of it. Maybe I should’ve been. Maybe I should’ve taken a step back and looked at the bigger picture here.  
 
    I didn’t, though. I couldn’t. All logical thoughts had flown out of my brain the moment those lips found mine.  
 
    He was the one who pulled his mouth off me first, not entirely, but just enough to whisper, “Fuck.” A one-word statement that actually said quite a lot. Never had the word fuck been so expressive—unless you were Geralt of Rivia, in which case I thought Jacob came to a close second in his muttering of it.  
 
    “For once,” I whispered, “I agree with you.” I was left bereft when Jacob pulled away from me, his arms dropping to his sides. The loss of his heat made me feel unbearably cold, and I instantly wanted to pull him back to me, wrap those arms around me, and lose myself in him again. Now that I knew how easy it was, it would be hard to not constantly think about it when I was with him.  
 
    Jacob ran a hand along his cheek, his hazel stare on the floor near my feet. “I should take you home.”  
 
    What? No, that’s not—  
 
    But my stupid, stupid mouth could only say “Okay.” I probably shouldn’t push Jacob too much in one day, anyway. I’d give him some space before I spoke with him again, before I tried for some non-professional time alone with him. 
 
    I ended up thinking about his kiss all the way home, and all night.  
 
    Alas, even thoughts of Jacob Hall and his scruffy, cute self could not distract me from the havoc that took place the next day. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirteen – Vaughn 
 
      
 
      
 
    When Monday rolled by, I was actually excited to go to school. Not for the classes or anything like that, but for Jaz. I wanted to see her, looked forward to sitting by her at lunch and listening to her smooth, entrancing voice.  
 
    I never thought I could fall for someone else, never dreamed I’d want to feel someone else’s skin on mine, but with Jaz here, everything I used to think was wrong.  
 
    She made me feel. When I all but confessed these things to her, I didn’t think she really understood what I meant. Sure, other girls had tried to get with me. Ones other guys would call pretty, but I’d never looked at them twice. I didn’t care to. But Jaz?  
 
    What could I say about Jaz? She was different. I had no idea what that difference was, but it made me feel things I never dreamt of feeling. I felt almost normal, which was ridiculous in and of itself, considering the family I came from and what went on in my house’s basement.  
 
    I hadn’t seen it for myself yet, but I would. I would join ranks with those who worked the shifts in the basement, as Markus said I would. I never once cared about my future or what it held.  
 
    Now…now I was starting to. Now I wondered what Jaz would do, after Midpark High. Where would she go? What would she do? Would she go to school somewhere, enroll in college and take new classes and meet new people?  
 
    Call me selfish, but I didn’t want her to meet anyone else. Why bother meeting strangers when she’d already met me?  
 
    I spoke with Markus over the weekend, told him I’d need to use the family’s connections to dig up dirt on one particular person. Jaz and I would take them down, one at a time, knock them down like dominos and watch them fall with smiles on our faces.  
 
    Well, she could be smiling, anyways. Me? I’d be content to watch her satisfaction.  
 
    Things were rolling now, and I knew it wouldn’t be long until I had something concrete. Everyone had secrets in Midpark. You didn’t live here and not have something buried in your backyard, so to speak. Everyone had money, so everyone thought their dirty little secrets were hidden away, tucked safely in the darkness where no one could find them. 
 
    Those people would be wrong.  
 
    When Monday morning rolled around, and I stepped foot in Midpark High, I found things had changed. Not much, but the rumor mill was going, and it took me until third period to put the pieces together, to have the whole story.  
 
    There was new blood in Midpark High, someone who was a bit frightening to the other students, if the way they gossiped about him was any indication.  
 
    I was not curious about most things—Jaz, mostly—but I would be the first one to admit, the possibility of another unknown did draw my attention. What were the odds that Midpark had acquired two new students in less than a month? Things like that didn’t happen around here. Not at all.  
 
    Not ever.  
 
    So, after third period was over, I stalked the halls. I didn’t particularly care if I was late to fourth; I did what I could to pass my classes, but nothing more. Hell, at this point, since I was eighteen, I could drop out and work for the family—but Markus had a thing about finishing high school. No stupid family members. At least no stupid family members who were also important.  
 
    And, even though I tried not to care much, I did want to become an important Scott. Like Travis, or Lincoln. Or our resident Butcher.  
 
    I walked the halls, quickly scanning as I went, looking for a new face, a face that would bring fear or uncertainty into the hearts of the more typical Midpark populace. I was about to give up and head back to fourth period, when I found him bending over a water fountain to get a drink, something I couldn’t remember ever seeing anyone else do. Everyone brought their own bottles, most electing for those reusable ones.  
 
    And half the time I doubted it was just water in those bottles.  
 
    He wasn’t carrying any books, his jeans torn just below the knees, scuffed-up, flat-soled shoes on his feet. A leather jacket hung around his shoulders, even though the halls of Midpark were comfortable. That would be enough to earn the disdain of any group of Midpark students or teachers, but that wasn’t all.  
 
    The sides of his head were shaven, thick tribal tattoos curling around most of his skull. A few inches of brown hair sat atop his head, hanging off and over his forehead.  
 
    Hmm. Must be the tattoos. Everyone really hated tattoos around here, it seemed. Midpark was stuck in the olden times, viewing tattoos as something only lesser people got, things only the poor would waste their money on.  
 
    I was intrigued by the newcomer, I’d admit.  
 
    I watched him straighten his back, run a hand through the hair left on the top of his head—he had muscles underneath that leather jacket. He was strong, and he looked a bit older, like he’d been held back or something.  
 
    When he turned away from the fountain, he locked gazes with me. Two blue eyes stared back at me, an icy threat radiating from them. It was not the gaze of someone who was nervous, not the kind of stare anyone who was anxious would wear. He was comfortable here; that, or he didn’t care.  
 
    He headed straight for me, smirking as he passed me, and I watched him go, wondering why I had the notion that I’d be seeing a lot more of him.  
 
    I returned to my fourth period class, making it back to my seat mere moments before the bell rang.  
 
    I was unfortunate enough to sit beside two best friends, who constantly chatted, even during class. As the teacher fumbled to get the computer hooked up to the projection screen, I overheard their conversation. 
 
    “Did you see the new kid?” 
 
    “Yeah,” her friend eagerly whispered.  
 
    “His name is Dante. I hear he’s in a gang.”  
 
    If I could’ve rolled my eyes at that, I would’ve. Just because he wore leather and had tattoos didn’t automatically mean he was in a gang. Could these girls mind their own business?  
 
    “He’s kind of hot, isn’t he?” the first girl asked. I thought her name was Laura, but I wasn’t sure. Frankly, I didn’t pay too much attention to anyone before Jaz had strolled along. Just enough to get by. “Pretty sure that bike outside is his.”  
 
    Her friend hummed. “He could ride me any day.” She and her friend laughed, and thank God the teacher had finally fixed the connection, so class officially began soon after.  
 
    My mind zoned out during class. I took no notes, which meant I’d have to go through the book myself and pick out what I thought was important. Oh, well. I was too busy thinking about the new kid, and about Jaz. Something told me the two were connected, somehow, a pit in my stomach that just wouldn’t settle.  
 
    When fourth period let out, I was measured in getting up, the last one out of the room. I took my time in going to my locker, even slower to put in the combination and shove my books in. Normally I was in and out, moving quickly through the halls because I didn’t care to linger. Usually I headed straight for the kitchen in the cafeteria, got in line before most, and bought my lunch—not that I often ate what I bought. Midpark might be a school for the rich and fancy, but their lunches were just as gross as anything else.  
 
    Really, I should be happy that it was lunchtime, because that meant I’d get to see Jaz. Jaz was really the only person I looked forward to seeing, the only person in this entire school I cared to focus on and listen to, should she choose to speak.  
 
    And she usually did. She was quite talkative, always finding something to say. I liked her. I guess Stella was right: when it was right, you just knew.  
 
    But then I stepped out of the kitchen, holding onto my tray of chicken nuggets and fries, and I spotted my table. Our table.  
 
    Currently our table was being taken up by Jaz and someone else. The new kid in question.  
 
    What the utter fuck was this?  
 
    I allowed myself only a moment of shock before I walked closer. All the while, I actually fumed. It was like I was hearing Jaz tell me she went home with her private investigator, Jacob Hall, like she was telling me she hooked up with Archer Vega all over again—only this time, I was able to see it for myself.  
 
    The bastard was sitting next to her, entirely too close to her, giving her a look that most definitely meant he’d seen her before. 
 
    Did he know her? I’d known Jaz had a life before Midpark, but I never thought I’d see it.  
 
    I didn’t like feeling jealous, but I could not fight the warring emotions inside of me. A frown sat on my face as I headed to the table. I made more noise than I normally would’ve as I sat down, causing both Jaz and the new kid, Dante, to look at me.  
 
    “Dude,” Dante spoke, trying to wave me off, “this is our table. Scram.”  
 
    Jaz glared at him. Her icy glare did make me feel better, and her words to him made me crack a smile, too: “Dante, this is technically Vaughn’s table. If anyone should leave, it’s you.” Her dark brown eyes, warm and welcoming, turned to me, softening immediately. “I’m the only one welcome here.”  
 
    “The fuck?” Dante questioned. When he realized she wasn’t kidding, he folded his arms across the table and stared at me. He didn’t have a lunch before him, unlike Jaz, who had her usual bagged lunch. “There’s only room for one badass at this table, so I guess we’ll have to wait and see who that is. What kind of name is Vaughn, anyway?” 
 
    “I could say the same thing about Dante,” I muttered, holding back a sneer. I was not one to puff up and protect my territory, but maybe that was because I’d never had something to defend before.  
 
    Someone.  
 
    I wasn’t one to talk needlessly, but I had to find out all that I could about this guy, had to gauge what level of threat he was. If he was indeed as tough as he looked, or if his tattoos and leather were all for show.  
 
    “Why’d you move to Midpark, Dante?” I practically growled out his name. The chicken and fries on my tray would go cold. I wouldn’t eat anything for lunch today, wouldn’t even pretend to. My focus was solely on the new kid before me and how he sat dangerously close to Jaz.  
 
    He best be careful. If he moved an inch closer to her, I’d lunge over this table and tackle him to the ground.  
 
    “Ah, you know,” Dante spoke with a smile, “had to be close to Jaz.”  
 
    “You two know each other?”  
 
    It was Jaz who answered me, “No, we don’t. I met him last week. No matter what Dante says or how he pretends we’re best buddies, we’re not.” That was mainly said toward Dante himself, whose smile did not waver at her bold declaration.  
 
    If what Jaz said was true, then who the fuck was this guy? Why was he here, and why did he act like he knew Jaz?  
 
    Both Jaz and I stared at Dante, waiting for his reply. Dante must’ve figured she would say something like that, for he didn’t even blink. He shrugged, still smiling that hollow, vacant smile. The smile of a psychopath. The smile a man wore right before he tried to tear your face off.  
 
    He obviously wasn’t from around here. If he was, he’d know not to mess with me or anything that was mine. I was a Scott, and unlike him, I knew how to play the game.  
 
    And Jaz? She was mine.  
 
    “Well, sure, we just met last week, but that doesn’t change the fact that we should’ve been in each other’s lives all along,” Dante spoke, only having eyes for Jaz. My stomach curdled at that. I hated watching him stare at her so possessively. “You and I, Jaz, are meant to be together. It’s just going to take some time for you to realize it.”  
 
    Jaz opened her mouth, probably to tell him off, but I spoke first: “I think Jaz can make her own decisions when it comes to who she wants to be with, and it looks like she’s already made up her mind about you.”  
 
    He turned his icy blue stare to me, a frown tugging at his lips—though he kept trying to smile. It wasn’t a good look. “I don’t think I like you very much, Vaughn.”  
 
    “The feeling is mutual,” I whispered, wishing I could take my spork and stab him in the eye with it. I’d get expelled, maybe arrested, and Markus would never trust me to complete any jobs for the family, even the ones in the basement.  
 
    No. I had to be smarter about this.  
 
    Jaz coughed, causing both of us to look at her. “I think,” she stated loudly, “both of you need to calm down. I don’t want to see any pissing matches between you two, and I don’t want to hear of any fights.” Those brown eyes bore into me for a few moments before moving to Dante. “Is that understood? No more attacking anyone else.”  
 
    Anyone else? Had Dante attacked someone before now? I wondered. Maybe I didn’t have the whole story. 
 
    “What’s my reward for being good?” Dante asked, and again, it was like I had ceased to exist.  
 
    Before she could respond, I spoke assertively, “Jaz, I need to talk to you. Alone.” I made it a point to emphasize the word alone and glare at Dante as I said it. He was an unknown, and he did not seem like the predictable sort, which made him dangerous. Plus, with his apparent fascination with Jaz…I couldn’t be too careful. 
 
    “I’m not getting up,” Dante spoke with a shrug.  
 
    Jaz stood. “That’s okay, you can stay here.” She moved around her seat, and I got up, following her to the edge of the cafeteria. The strange part was, we were mostly ignored as we went. Even the teachers who were in charge of keeping watch over the lunch periods were gossiping among themselves, and I wondered if they were talking about Dante.  
 
    Dante. Seriously, what the fuck was up with him?  
 
    Once we reached the outer edge of the cafeteria, where the tables abruptly stopped and gave way to a hallway full of lockers, I watched as Jaz’s eyes darted back, toward Dante. For someone who she had allegedly just met last week, she seemed to be eyeing him up an awful lot.  
 
    She didn’t like him, did she?  
 
    “I can’t believe he’s here,” Jaz muttered. “I thought…fuck, I don’t know what I thought.” She ran a hand through her hair, causing its long, black lengths to tumble over her shoulder.  
 
    “How do you know him?” If I understood that, maybe I could understand why he seemed to be so obsessed with her.  
 
    Granted, I was kind of obsessed too, but that was beside the point.  
 
    “Remember last week when I wasn’t here?” Jaz asked, crossing her arms over her chest. I tried not to stare, because I didn’t want to ogle her like Dante had been, but it was difficult. She was…she was frankly the most beautiful person I’d ever seen, everything about her drawing me in like no one else ever had.  
 
    I would do anything to keep Dante away from her. Anything.  
 
    After I gave her a nod, she whispered, “Well, Dante showed up before school that day, caught me just outside the building. He said he’d go after my mom if I didn’t go with him. He knows where I live—he’s been watching me.”  
 
    The more she spoke, the angrier I became. Who the fuck did this guy think he was?  
 
    “I went with him,” she added. “I think he was supposed to bring me somewhere, but something happened, and he couldn’t, so instead I spent the day with him, and I thought that was that. I didn’t think he’d show up here.”  
 
    “Why didn’t you tell me?” This was all news to me, and I hated the fact that I’d been in the dark until now.  
 
    He kidnapped her? Threatened her mother? And then Jaz spent the entire fucking day with him? What in the hell…how was I supposed to take this?  
 
    It appeared as if she took offense to that. “I don’t have to tell you everything,” she told me. “You’re not my boyfriend. You’re not…I don’t even know what you are to me.”  
 
    That much was true, I supposed. I wasn’t her significant other. She wasn’t officially mine, even if I viewed her that way. Jaz did not belong to me, but I wanted her to.  
 
    “Anything,” I muttered, glancing back at our table, finding that Dante was reaching over and pulling a chicken nugget off my tray. The bastard. I planned on throwing them all away; they weren’t for his consumption. “I’ll be anything you want me to be, Jaz.”  
 
    My words hit her like a train, and she swayed on her feet a bit. “I…be careful, saying those things. I might just decide to take you up on it.” 
 
    “How do you want to handle him?”  
 
    Jaz pursed her lips. “I don’t know. Let’s just…let’s take it one day at a time. I don’t want to focus on Dante, not when there are other students here I’d rather focus on. He might’ve kidnapped me, but he didn’t hurt me.” Her thin shoulders shrugged. “That’s more than I can say for quite a few people here.”  
 
    All right. She and I could focus on getting back at the ones who’d hurt her at the party…but I would keep an eye on Dante, because someone like that you just couldn’t trust. Someone who thought they could waltz in and steal what was yours was not the kind of person I wanted Jaz around.  
 
    Jaz was mine. Somehow, I’d make Dante realize it. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fourteen – Jaz 
 
      
 
      
 
    To say I didn’t focus much on anything else during my afternoon periods would be an understatement. I hardly heard a word any of my teachers said, my mind too focused on Dante and why the hell he was here.  
 
    I still didn’t get it, and I wasn’t sure I ever would.  
 
    He didn’t live around here, and there was no way he could afford to. I had no idea who he’d threatened to get enrolled at Midpark High, but I knew he didn’t belong here. That much was obvious to anyone who looked at him.  
 
    Okay, that was kind of stereotyping based on his looks, which we all knew by now was wrong, but still. The stereotypes of the rich were kind of true; no rich heir would ever shave the sides of their head and get a big, thick, black tattoo on their skull.  
 
    Vaughn…well, he was different. He might come from money, but it sounded like his family’s money was of a different sort. Like the Scotts got into the murky waters that was criminality—but I wouldn’t think about his family or his family’s business right now. I’d told Jacob to stop looking into them, and I meant it.  
 
    By the time the end of the day rolled around, I was lost in the sea of possibilities. Surely Dante wasn’t here for me. There had to be another reason. He wouldn’t do all of this for me—and if he would, I had no idea why.  
 
    I seriously didn’t know Dante. I never met him before last week, but the way he acted, as if we were long-lost friends, finally reuniting…it didn’t make sense. I honestly didn’t get it.  
 
    When the bell rang and everyone hurried out of eighth period, I gathered my stuff and headed to my locker. I didn’t ask Bobbi for a ride; I did tell her today that my mom’s car was in the shop, but I was more than okay with walking. Mom had loosened her reins on me a little, though not by much. She was okay with me walking, as long as I texted her when I made it to school. This morning she’d been in a real good mood, which I thought was odd, but as long as she was happy, I was happy.  
 
    Plus, knowing Ollie’s sons had left the picture a few years ago made me feel better. 
 
    The weather was inching toward spring, anyway. The wind was no longer bitterly cold. Still chilly, but not overly so. A hoodie was usually enough in temperatures like this.  
 
    My locker sat on the other side of the school, and since I didn’t have to rush to find my mom’s dingy van in the parking lot, I took my time. With my books close to my chest, I was so lost in my own head that I neglected to realize someone was heading straight for me, and by the time I realized it, it was too late.  
 
    A jock, a nameless face I recognized from the party. When he walked beside me, I thought he was going to shoulder-check me, but he didn’t—no, what he did instead was much worse. He grabbed my upper arm so swiftly and suddenly, gave me a good yank, and made me drop all of my books on the floor.  
 
    The hall was still busy, and I knew quite a few other students saw him grab me, but no one said anything. No one lifted a finger to stop him or try to help me.  
 
    And then, before I knew what was happening, he started pulling me backwards. My heart rate instantly spiked, and since I was being pulled, my feet fought to march forward. I couldn’t escape the iron grip this kid had on me, and he pulled me around a corner within moments, causing me to lose sight of my books on the floor.  
 
    “What the fuck,” I called out, trying to peel his fingers off me as I struggled to stay upright, but he kept pulling me along. “Let me go.”  
 
    Oh, he let me go all right, but only after he pulled me into a locker room and practically threw me to the dirty floor. The guys’ locker room, based on the smell and the jockstraps I saw hanging out of a few of the lower lockers.  
 
    I hurried to get on my feet, spinning to face the boy who’d brought me here. He stood at least a foot taller than me, looking a bit too dark for my liking. The expression he wore…it was not a good one, and a pit began to grow in my stomach. I was about to say something—though I honestly had no idea what to say to this prick—when two more guys filed in behind him, both wide and muscular in the way jocks were.  
 
    And from the lack of sound anywhere else in the locker room, we were alone.  
 
    Fuck.  
 
    It took everything in me to speak calmly, “Don’t tell me you’re going to do what I think you’re going to do.”  
 
    If ever there was a stereotype that was true, it was the fact that rich white boys could do whatever they wanted to whoever they wanted, and no one would believe the victim after their money created a smear campaign or got the judge on their side.  
 
    Who would ever stop and listen to me if I said three Midpark High boys had cornered me and forced themselves on me? Who would care, besides my mom? The cameras in the hall would show the blonde kid in the middle dragging me through the halls, but that’s it. There were no cameras in the locker room, for privacy purposes. The actual crime would not be caught on tape, so these boys would be free to twist my story as much as they wanted.  
 
    The one who’d dragged me in here shrugged, as if it was no big deal. “Brit promised us some fun. Since you held out on us at the party, I figured we should get to the fun stuff now.” He playfully shoved the boys beside him as a sick smile grew on his face, a laugh echoing from his wide chest.  
 
    Wow. So he wasn’t even pretending that he wasn’t going to hurt me. Good to know where I stood with these guys. Good to know they literally could not think less of me.  
 
    They wouldn’t feel an ounce of regret after this. They wouldn’t give a single shit. They would go on with their lives as if this had been just a normal Monday, like they didn’t just hurt someone else in the worst way possible.  
 
    I had no smart remarks left. There was nothing to say, and no way to get out of this. Don’t get me wrong—the moment one of those goons stepped closer to me, I’d lash out, try to fight, but being realistic, I knew I wouldn’t be able to keep them off me.  
 
    I was fucked, and I hated everyone at this fucking school. Where was Dante when I needed him to kick some ass and stab some jocks?  
 
    His two friends came at me, on both sides. I took a few steps back, my spine slamming into the lockers behind me as they each grabbed an arm. I pulled, I struggled, I did everything I could to break free, but there was no getting out of this. There was no escape. I could scream, but that was assuming someone would be walking by in the hall, hear, and actually care enough to come in.  
 
    No one in this school cared about me. Not really. Not about the real me, and knowing I was so alone hurt.  
 
    They held onto me with a strength I simply could not match, and even with the adrenaline, the fear pumping through my body, I was no match. How could I be? This was a game nature had rigged in the opposite direction.  
 
    I should scream. I should call for help. I should do something besides futilely struggle against Jock 1 and Jock 2.  
 
    The blonde who’d dragged me here flashed a smile as he walked closer, and I met his smile with one of my own, though I was pretty sure I looked more like a rabid animal than anything. He sauntered over to me, eyeing me up appreciatively, like he’d hit the jackpot of victims. A pretty girl, all alone, his friends nearby to help him and then take part after he’d had me first.  
 
    “Awe,” the blonde spoke, “loosen up. This is going to be fun.”  
 
    Maybe for him, but not so much for me.  
 
    He stood less than two feet from me, and as his friends chuckled beside me, I did the only thing I could think of to do, given my proximity to the blonde. His friends might’ve been holding back my arms, but my legs were still free. I wasn’t on the ground yet.  
 
    With everything I had in me, I swung a foot off the ground, lifting my right leg up as fast and as strong as I could, putting everything behind the swing. The blonde jock hadn’t expected that, and the moment my foot collided with his precious jewels, he fell back and buckled over, almost immediately turning blue in the face as he winced and generally failed to shake it off.  
 
    “Fuck,” he muttered, grasping those precious bits between his legs. His look turned murderous. “Get her on the ground.” 
 
    The two behind me complied with the blonde’s order, and I was forced down. The other jocks knelt over my arms, pulling them taut. It took a few moments for the blonde to overcome the pain in his sack—and I bet it wasn’t truly gone yet, but he’d power through the pain like a trooper to make sure I knew my place here.  
 
    Hint, it was apparently on the gross and grimy floor.  
 
    “You’re going to regret that, bitch,” the blonde muttered, kneeling over me as he worked on his pants. All of my struggling was for nothing; the two guys holding me down would not let up. Within a moment, his pants were down, just his boxers left.  
 
    My eyes stared holes in the ceiling when I felt his grubby fingers move to start working on my pants. To be honest, never did I hate the feeling of my pants being yanked down more. Even when I was with Archer, it didn’t feel like this. It wasn’t like this. That was me making a mistake, but I’d wanted it, wanted him.  
 
    This? No one in their mind would want this, save for the three rapists holding me down.  
 
    A cold blast of air swept between my legs when my panties were pulled down, and I fought the urge to shiver and squeeze my thighs shut. No amount of thigh-squeezing would stop this.  
 
    “What?” the blonde sneered. “Not going to scream? Not even going to try to cry for help?” His shoulders shook with laughter. “Not like anyone would come—” 
 
    I swear, the next few seconds took years to pass by. My eyelids shut, and I wrestled with the feeling of helplessness, knowing there was nothing I could do. All I knew was, I was literally going to kill that bitch.  
 
    But then, before anything could happen, before the blonde jock could stick anything in me, someone else burst through the locker room door—two someones, actually. One concerned face, and another trying to keep him out. Another jock who was supposed to keep guard just outside, apparently, and someone who thought it was his business to get in here, anyways.  
 
    I’d give you one guess as to who the intruder was, one guess to pick who it had to be. Not Vaughn, not Dante and his switchblade—the one person I didn’t really care to see ever again, not after what he did to me, and certainly not after dismissing me this past weekend yet again.  
 
    Archer. He’d looked better, bits of his face bruised from his little tiff with Dante. Still, even though I shouldn’t be, I was happy to see him. Happy only in that he had interrupted something terrible.  
 
    “Man, just leave,” the fourth boy was telling him. “Isn’t your girlfriend waiting for you?” He tried to block what was happening, but Archer pushed him aside.  
 
    “What the fuck, Ryan,” Archer swore as the blonde on top of me—apparently Ryan—fumbled to get off me.  
 
    Ryan was hurriedly trying to put himself away. “Look, this isn’t any of your business. Just turn around and walk away—” 
 
    Archer’s hands were fists at his side, and he managed to sound ridiculously intimidating as he growled out, “The only way I’m going to walk out of here is if Jaz comes with me. It’s over, dude.” 
 
     It was a moment before Ryan rolled his eyes, gesturing for the two holding my arms down to get off me. The minute my arms were free, I yanked my pants up and buttoned my jeans, still caught between Ryan’s buddies and Ryan himself.  
 
    “The bitch has it coming,” Ryan spat out. “This isn’t over.” And yet, even with his whispered threat, he stepped aside, letting me away from his friends. Me. I was the bitch he was talking about, as if I’d done something personal to him and his friends.  
 
    Goddamn it. I hadn’t done anything except hook up with Archer. These insane kids needed to get a grip on reality and realize shit happened—that didn’t give them a right to try to rape me. I was furious. 
 
    Furious, and yet, as I pushed out of the locker room with Archer at my side, I fought back tears.  
 
    I wasn’t one to cry, but that…something like that would make even the strongest of women cry.  
 
    I walked with a purpose, my skin feeling cold, like I was still on the floor in that locker room, the two guys still holding me down. I would give anything to shake the feeling off, to bleach the memory from my brain, but as I walked, I knew I never could. 
 
    This was the reality of living in Midpark, and I hated it.  
 
    Rounding a corner, I saw that my books were still on the floor; it looked like they’d gotten kicked and stepped on, but they were still whole, at least. As I went for them, I felt someone touching my upper arm, fingers curling the same way they did before that boy, Ryan, had taken me to the locker room to begin with.  
 
    “Jaz, wait.” Archer’s voice. Archer’s hand on my arm, his fingers on me.  
 
    I froze, slowly turning to face him, glaring at his hand as if it was a knife cutting into my flesh. If he did not take that hand off me within seconds, I would rip it off me and maybe break a finger or two.  
 
    Archer got the hint, and he quickly released his hold on me, taking a step back. The halls had emptied, a lot of students already gone for the day. “I’m sorry,” he said, and I could only blink as I stared at him, at those beautiful blue eyes. “I overheard Brittany and her friends talking about what Ryan was going to do, and I couldn’t…”  
 
    I’d heard enough; I turned away from him, silently going to gather my books.  
 
    “Jaz,” he said my name again—louder, this time. Firmer. As if he had any right to say my name after what he did, what he continued to do. This…none of it would be happening if I hadn’t gotten involved with Archer Vega, and by extension his bitch of a girlfriend.  
 
    How messed up was that?  
 
    When he said my name for the third time, I finally snapped, “What?” My voice came out shrill; I hardly sounded like myself, but that was to be expected, wasn’t it? It wasn’t every afternoon I was almost fucking raped by some rich, preppy jocks who thought they could do whatever they wanted.  
 
    Archer’s handsome face wore an expression I could not read. “I’m sorry. I didn’t think—” 
 
    “No, you didn’t,” I cut in, holding my head high as I marched before him. “You don’t think, but you know what else? I don’t think you care enough to try. After all, I’m nothing to you. I’m nothing to everyone in this school. That much is clear.” Before I said anything else, and before he could open his mouth and retort, I stormed away.  
 
    I kept my head down as I walked through the empty halls to my locker. I didn’t think I’d ever hated a place as much as I hated Midpark High. Sure, I could tell someone, but what use was trying to tell on those rich kids when their money would solve the problem? I was the outsider here, I was the one no one would believe. Brittany would get Archer back on her side, somehow, so it wasn’t like I could count on him to back me up.  
 
    Thank God, Archer didn’t try to follow me.  
 
    The opposite of thank God, though, came into my mind when I spotted two arguing boys beside my locker, both dangerous in their own way, both tattooed, and both looking like they wanted to kill the other.  
 
    I so was not in the mood to deal with Vaughn and Dante right now.  
 
    My jaw tensed as I pushed between them to get to my locker, opening it and throwing my books in. I didn’t feel like doing homework tonight. The only thing I wanted to do was text Bobbi and tell her I was in.  
 
    I wanted to take Brittany down at the dance, and I wanted it to be as ugly as it could possibly be.  
 
    And Archer? The other jocks? One by one, I’d take them down, somehow.  
 
    Both guys instantly noticed something was wrong, and they stopped their bickering to study me. It seemed they could only overcome their dislike for each other on my account…not sure what that said about me, being able to bring them together.  
 
    “What happened?” was what Vaughn asked, while Dante chose to say, “What’s wrong?”  
 
    “Oh, nothing much.” I closed my locker loudly, my backpack empty. Mom would wonder what was going on if I didn’t at least pretend to bring home some things. “Just busy getting almost-raped by a few jocks, but beyond that, just a normal Monday for me.” I said nothing else, spinning on my heel and walking away.  
 
    I should’ve known they’d follow me. They caught me just before the giant glass door, just before I escaped the confines of this hellhole and breathed fresh air. Both Dante and Vaughn surrounded me, their gazes pinning me to the wall.  
 
    “Are you serious?” Dante asked, his shoulders shifting under his leather jacket.  
 
    The only thing I could do was nod.  
 
    Vaughn’s dark brows went together. “Who was it?”  
 
    “Yeah, tell us who the fuckers were, and we’ll take care of it,” Dante spoke, and for a split-second, I believed him. “And if Vaughn isn’t man enough to help, I’ll do it myself.”  
 
    The stupid thing was, I wanted to believe him. I wanted to believe that these two would do anything for me, enact vengeance on my enemies and right the wrongs that had been done, but truly, no one else could do that other than me.  
 
    “Ask Archer,” I muttered before pushing past them and leaving Midpark High.  
 
    I walked home, stupid as it was. I tried to let the air cool me down, baptize me and wash away the pain of what nearly happened, but it wasn’t long into my walk when I realized that was impossible.  
 
    They said you should forget and forgive; some people did one or the other. Me? I would do neither. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fifteen – Dante 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Let her go,” Vaughn whispered, stopping me from chasing after Jaz as she left. I was seconds from asking him why, but then I saw his gaze was on a blonde boy heading toward us, looking glum as he fiddled with the strap around his shoulders from his bag.  
 
    Archer.  
 
    I recognized him immediately. Sort of wish Jaz would’ve let me pound him a little more, but hey. You couldn’t win every battle.  
 
    I didn’t let Vaughn stop me from rushing to Archer, grabbing his jacket by the collar and slamming him against the nearest wall. His blue stare focused on me, and he pushed me off him, glaring.  
 
    “Tell me who,” I said, baring my teeth, feeling the need to stab something. Maybe a few somethings.  
 
    Archer didn’t look shocked. “She told you.”  
 
    I nodded as Vaughn moved beside me. He threw a look over his shoulders. “I think,” he spoke slowly, “it would be in your best interest to tell us who was going to hurt Jaz.” He wasn’t as pushy as me, wasn’t as overtly threatening, but I could hear the underlying message in his words: tell us, or else pay the price.  
 
    Hmm. Maybe Vaughn and I would get along, after all.  
 
    Archer threw a quick glance around, saying nothing for a few moments. “If I tell you, just…don’t tell anyone I said anything, okay? I don’t want them at my throat next.”  
 
    I glared. This rich prick was hiding something; I just had no idea what that something was.  
 
    “Fine,” Vaughn agreed. “Names.”  
 
    Archer told us who had nearly done the filthy deed, and then we let him go. I wanted to pound his face in a bit more, but Vaughn stopped me.  
 
    “It would do no one any good to react now. The best plans are ones that involve patience,” he told me. “Come with me.” Vaught did not speak like a typical high schooler; hell, he didn’t even talk like me, and I was twenty-two. Right then and there he sounded like he was much, much older than he was.  
 
    I didn’t want to follow him. I still didn’t particularly like him much, but with what we just found out, I supposed I could put my feelings for him aside and go with him.  
 
    Vaughn led me outside, to a long, black limo that waited nearby, idling. He opened the door in the back, gesturing for me to get in. I stared at him for a few moments, wondering if he was serious. Me and limos didn’t really mix.  
 
    I hesitated. “This is a little too fancy for me,” I muttered, to which Vaughn only frowned.  
 
    God, he was such a sourpuss, wasn’t he?  
 
    Rolling my eyes to myself, I slid in, Vaughn getting in after me. The driver in the front was separated by a partition, but he rolled the black glass down, eyeing me up in the rearview mirror. He was an older man, and he sounded no-nonsense when he said, “Where to?”  
 
    “Pull us in the back of the parking lot,” Vaughn instructed. “Dante and I have some business to talk about.”  
 
    The driver said nothing else, nodding and asking not a single question as he did what he was told—after rolling up the glass and giving us some privacy. I ground my jaw, watching as we passed the front doors of Midpark High and turned on the edge of the parking lot, heading to the back, where my bike was parked.  
 
    When the limo was stationary, I glanced up front. “The driver cool?”  
 
    Vaughn rested his hands on his knees, leaning forward, hunching over his back as he muttered, “Everyone involved with my family is…cool.” It was clear he did not like saying that last word, for I heard traces of bitterness in his tone.  
 
    “Ah, cool.” I got comfortable, spreading my knees apart as I looked all throughout the limo. “Got any snacks in here? Any drinks?”  
 
    “I didn’t bring you in here for snacks and drinks.”  
 
    I slowly moved my blue gaze back to him, asking, “Then why did you bring me here? We going to come up with a plan to take those motherfuckers down, or is this where you try to tell me to back off Jaz?” If it was the former, I was all in. I would gladly team up with Vaughn and make those fuckers pay for what they nearly did to my girl.  
 
    Now, if it was the latter? If this was Vaughn’s not-so-subtle way of trying to get me out of the picture…he would have another thing coming. Jaz wasn’t meant to be here in Midpark. She was meant to be with me, back home.  
 
    If only Skull would’ve let me bring her back, I could’ve avoided all of this. But no, I had to get in trouble with the big man, exiled from the group for a little bit. Hopefully my exile would not last too long, because I didn’t know how much longer I could stand to walk those shiny, new halls and deal with its preppy, rich, holier-than-thou students.  
 
    “You’re stubborn,” Vaughn spoke, eyeing me up with a stare that was near black. Hate and pain sat on his knuckles, two tattoos that looked newer than mine. I got mine when I turned eighteen, a few years ago. Bet he got those just this year. “I know if I try to tell you to stay away from her, you won’t, so I’m not going to waste my breath.”  
 
    I gave him a smile. “Good. Maybe you and I can get along after all.” I really did have to get out of this limo soon; this fancy vehicle was making me itch. I kind of wanted to take a sledgehammer to it and make it less pretty.  
 
    “I wouldn’t go that far,” he muttered, and I laughed. “You’re new here. She said she never met you before last week.”  
 
    “That is technically true, but her and I were destined from the start,” I said, shrugging, as if talking about being promised to someone was something I did every day. “You were never really in the race.”  
 
    “Seems to me, she likes me more than she likes you,” he quipped, “but I suppose that’s none of my business.” I opened my mouth to retort, to tell him that there was no way she liked him more than me, but he continued, “I want to talk about what happened. I would never get my family’s permission to enact the type of vengeance I’d like on Ryan and his friends, but you…”  
 
    But I had no such family to stop me. No ties to this place, other than Jaz. I could be the free agent where Vaughn could not.  
 
    “Go on,” I spoke, waving a hand through the air, inviting him to continue.  
 
    A muscle in his jaw tensed, and he gave me a dark look with those black eyes, like two daggers, ready to kill. “I assume you would help for Jaz.”  
 
    “I would,” I said, knowing I’d do anything to help her, to protect her, to save her from any future attacks like that. Those fuckers would get what was coming to them, but not quite yet. There was something else I figured Vaughn could help me with.  
 
    You see, I’d exhausted that old investigator. He had nothing else for me; I knew that without bugging him more. Vaughn? He came from a family of money. He probably slept with blankets made of cash. He could help me where Jacob Hall could not.  
 
    “I need something from you, first,” I said, earning myself yet another scowl from Vaughn. Did he make any other facial expressions, or was that it? Honestly, what could Jaz possibly see in him that she couldn’t see in me? I was so much better than this freak.  
 
    “Of course,” Vaughn frowned out, “nothing comes without a price. Name it.”  
 
    “I need money,” I told him. My official address with the school was Jacob’s apartment, but that wasn’t where I was staying. Still in the motel a good ways away, and it was where I wanted to remain. Alas, my funds had run out, and I had no credit cards to my name. I needed more money, and I needed it fast…otherwise I’d be sleeping on my bike in the cold for the foreseeable future.  
 
    Yeah. That didn’t sound like a fun night, let alone multiple nights.  
 
    “I can get you money.” Vaughn spoke without batting an eye, “How much do you need?”  
 
    Uh, math wasn’t my strong suit. Mentally adding up how much I’d need to pay the motel, while also wondering how long I’d have to stay here, made me sit there quietly for far too long.  
 
    When I said nothing, Vaughn added, “Tomorrow—” 
 
    “No,” I said. “Tonight. Meet me at that old diner tonight at seven. Bring a few g’s, will you?” I gave him a good slap on the chest before moving to get out, crawling over him to reach the door, since the limo only had a back door on a single side.  
 
    He didn’t stop me, not like I thought he would. Tonight at seven, then. It was a date.  
 
    Not a fun date. Not a date with Jaz, which would surely end in me bringing her home, throwing her on my bed, and getting to know every inch of that smooth, tan skin. God, I truly couldn’t wait for that day.  
 
    Mark my words, it would happen.  
 
    I tossed Vaughn a quick look as I got out, giving him a grin as I shut the door. The limo drove away, and I watched it as it went. By now, Midpark High’s parking lot was mostly empty, save for a few stragglers. I had my hands in my jacket pockets, wishing I had my knife to fiddle with. This school had state of the art shit—metal detectors, cameras everywhere, all that good stuff and more. I’d left it back with my other things, in the motel room. I hardly felt like myself without its weight on my body.  
 
    Heading to my bike, I heaved a leg over it, kicking up the stand. I was about to get the key out and start her up, but my phone rang. That was odd. I reached into my pocket and pulled it out, finding a name I wasn’t expecting.  
 
    Jacob.  
 
    Why in the fuck would Jacob be calling me?  
 
    I debated on not answering it, but after recent events, I figured I’d better be safe and answer just in case. “Well, well, well. If it isn’t Jacob Hall. To what do I owe this displeasure?” I leaned on my bike’s handlebars, listening to what he said.  
 
    “What the fuck happened?” To say he sounded angry would be an understatement, actually. He sounded pissed, a lot more pissed than I’d ever heard him before—and I blackmailed him into getting me into Midpark. “One fucking day at the school, and things explode.”  
 
    Wait. Was he talking about what happened to Jaz? Did she talk to him already? Shit. I didn’t realize they were that close… 
 
    “I should’ve never helped you get into Midpark,” Jacob was busy saying. “I should’ve just let you do whatever it was you were threatening to do. I knew you were nothing but bad news the moment you—” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” I cut in, feeling the need to stab someone. Or multiple people. Maybe everyone.  
 
    “Jaz just called me, asked if I could teach her self-defense. What the fuck did you do?”  
 
    I breathed out, smiling in spite of what this afternoon had brought. So, Jaz had called Jacob, wanting self-defense. He seemed to be a muscular guy, and I didn’t doubt that he could indeed teach her a few things. Hell, I could, too—but she didn’t come to me. She went to him.  
 
    Jealousy aside, it was probably a good idea for her to learn to defend herself.  
 
    I really hated to think what would’ve happened to her if that fucker Archer hadn’t interrupted Ryan and his friends from going at her like thugs.  
 
    It took me a moment to say, “I didn’t do anything, actually.”  
 
    Jacob wasn’t having any of it. “Bullshit.”  
 
    “Not bullshit,” I hissed. “She was almost raped this afternoon, by a group of guys in the school. Not me, obviously. I’d never hurt her.” Well, not unless she wanted me to, and then, if it was consensual, what did it matter?  
 
    “She…she what? She didn’t tell me that.” He sounded confused, flabbergasted and bewildered. Then, suddenly so very irate. “Why the fuck wouldn’t she tell me?”  
 
    “Maybe she didn’t want you to know. It’s not exactly something you’d wear as a badge of honor on your chest.” My mind raced. “You teach her whatever you can. Me and her lover boy are working on dealing with the scum.”  
 
    Jacob was quiet for a few moments. “Do I want to know what you mean by that?”  
 
    I smirked to myself. “No, you probably don’t.” I said nothing else as I hung up the phone, knowing he’d only be fuming at the truth, anyways. Didn’t want to sit here and listen to that.  
 
    Within a moment, I had my bike on and was out of the parking lot, heading in the opposite direction of the motel. I’d probably hang around Midpark until I met with Vaughn, anyways. No, there was only one place I could go, one person I wanted to see.  
 
    And I found that person storming along the sidewalk about halfway between the school and her fancy new house.  
 
    I pulled my bike onto the sidewalk in front of her, stopping her from further walking. Jaz did not look happy to see me; she gave me a frown with those full, luscious lips, her eyes narrowed. The cool wind whipped between us, the sky above a cloudy grey. It wasn’t supposed to rain today, so I wasn’t too worried about being caught outside.  
 
    “Get out of my way,” Jaz muttered, clutching the strap to her backpack as if she was debating on swinging it at me and knocking me off my bike with it.  
 
    “No.”  
 
    “I don’t want to talk right now.” She tried to go around me, but I only inched my bike along. Jaz quickly stopped, letting out a groan. “Why won’t you just leave me alone, Dante?” A bitter smile spread on her face, an expression I hated seeing on her. “Why won’t anyone here leave me alone? I’m really not that special—” 
 
    I shook my head, stopping her. I knew I couldn’t linger here; if a cop drove by, he’d definitely give me a ticket. “That’s where you’re wrong,” I told her, meaning it. “You are special, even if you don’t see it.” And I didn’t mean it just because of whose blood ran through her veins; I meant it because it was true.  
 
    Jaz was special. She was so special it hurt, and that’s why I would do everything in my power to make sure she realized it. To make her happy. To make those who would dare to hurt her pay with everything they had. If that meant working with Vaughn, if that meant making nice with him and watching them together…  
 
    Well, the jury was out on that one, but I supposed I’d try. That said something, didn’t it?  
 
    She stared at me, a frown on her face, her warm, amber eyes looking tired, even though it was only the early afternoon. She did not wear the face of a typical high schooler; she wore the face of a woman who’d seen a lot of shit and barely scraped by. Midpark had come to bite her in the ass, but even before she’d moved here, her life was never easy.  
 
    Trust me, I would know; I watched her for years because Skull told me to.  
 
    Why wouldn’t he let me bring her back, where she belonged? I understood that she couldn’t be taken from her mother, but now she was eighteen. She could leave. She could leave with me and never look back.  
 
    But that was the problem, I guess. Jaz would never leave willingly, not right now. Not with all this unfinished business, not while she was still a senior in high school. Maybe, once she graduated, I’d finally be able to take her out of here and bring her where she’d belonged from the start.  
 
    I gestured to my bike. “Get on. Let me drive you home.”  
 
    She gave me a look like I was crazy, but it didn’t take too long for her expression to soften. Jaz heaved a silent sigh as she nodded once, and after she got on, after those small arms wrapped around my abdomen, I looked both ways on the street before driving my bike off the sidewalk.  
 
    Having her arms wrapped around me, feeling her lean her cheek against my back…I liked it a lot. She wasn’t the first girl to get a ride on my bike, but she was the only one I wanted. I’d known it for a while.  
 
    Hopefully, someday soon, it wouldn’t just be my bike she’d ride. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Sixteen – Jaz 
 
      
 
      
 
    I went through the days as normally as I could, though I was quieter than usual at the dinners I shared with my mom. She didn’t seem to notice though, too busy jabbering on and on about whatever topic she wanted. Mom was in a good mood lately; her car would be fixed by the end of the week, which meant life could return to some degree of normalcy.  
 
    Me? Yeah, I tried to get back into the groove after what happened. I told no one else, besides Vaughn and Dante. When I was with Bobbi, we simply practiced the songs—I was getting better. I might actually not mess it all up by the time the concert rolled around. Bobbi and I were also going out dress shopping this weekend.  
 
    Call me silly, but I actually looked forward to it. I wanted…no, I needed to take a step back from everything and just live. Focus on doing something relatively normal instead of ruminating in my head how I could make Brittany’s life miserable—and how I could get back at that douchebag and his friends for nearly raping me.  
 
    Shit. I told myself I wasn’t going to think about that, not right now.  
 
    Ryan and his friends steered clear of me the rest of the week, I think because they didn’t know whether or not I’d try to tell on them. I could, and I probably should, but I knew nothing would come of it if I did. No, getting back at them for what they did would require some patience, time, and me keeping our encounter to myself.  
 
    Soon. Soon they’d get theirs.  
 
    Dante and Vaughn seemed to be getting along better than they did that first day, which was a relief. Maybe they’d bonded over what happened to me. Whatever. It was nice not to have to play the mediator during lunch.  
 
    When school let out, I’d told my mom I was going over Bobbi’s house to practice choir, and she’d been so thrilled about it. It didn’t even cross her mind that I might be lying, that I might not be telling her the whole truth. I didn’t want to break her good mood.  
 
    I was lying, of course. I wasn’t going over Bobbi’s house. The topic had crossed our paths of conversation this week, but from what it sounded like, Bobbi didn’t want me to come over. Her mom had left her dad, and I think she was embarrassed or something. I could understand where she was coming from; most everyone in Midpark seemed to come from unbroken families.  
 
    They might be unbroken, but that didn’t mean they were whole. Brittany, Ryan, the rest of them; they were proof enough that just because you came from a good family didn’t mean shit. You could still be a terrible person.  
 
    When school let out, I headed to the back of the lot, near Dante’s bike. My destination was the car parked beside it, but as I walked closer, I found that Dante was actually leaning on the driver’s door, talking to the driver.  
 
    To Jacob.  
 
    Dante was talking to Jacob.  
 
    Did Jacob know Dante knew who he was, or was Dante just being weird?  
 
    And don’t get me wrong, Dante was weird. I’d realized this after spending so much time with him this past week during school. He seemed to genuinely care about me, for whatever reason, even if he had tried to kidnap me the first time we’d met.  
 
    He was going to flip shit when I got in Jacob’s car, wasn’t he? He was the jealous sort, to put it lightly.  
 
    Took a while to get Jacob to agree to pick me up at the school, too. He didn’t like stepping foot on any school grounds, not after what happened three years ago. And after what happened the last time he and I had been alone together…  
 
    If Dante made a huge deal about this, he’d probably not want to repeat this, which was the last thing I wanted.  
 
    This whole week, I’d actually missed Jacob. Of course, what happened the last time we were together was rife in my brain, but that wasn’t the only reason why I missed him. I just…he wasn’t a Midpark High student. He wasn’t involved in any of the drama. I could trust him, and I couldn’t say that about most people.  
 
    Vaughn and Dante? I’d learned my lesson when it came to trusting rich boys, and Dante was a wildcard. You never really knew what that one was thinking about.  
 
    I didn’t walk to the passenger’s side door; I headed right to Dante and Jacob. The driver’s window was rolled down, Dante leaning on it, practically inside the car. He looked completely at ease, while Jacob just looked pissed off, like Dante was bugging the shit out of him. 
 
    That I could believe.  
 
    “What’s this?” I asked, both guys turning their stares to me.  
 
    “I was just asking what this old man was doing here,” Dante said, flicking a thumb at Jacob, who scowled. “He doesn’t look old enough to be a father, so is he a brother? A cousin? Or an older boyfriend picking up his high school squeeze?”  
 
    Oh, my God. Who the hell talked like that? Where did Dante come from? I seriously wanted to know.  
 
    “Surely he’s not picking you up,” Dante added, appraising me as if I was the most beautiful girl who had ever walked in front of him, checking me out from head to toe. Normally something like that would cause all these warm, fluttery feelings to erupt inside me, but I was not feeling it lately. Not after what happened with Ryan and his friends.  
 
    I hadn’t spoken to Archer all week after. I didn’t want to. He actually tried to talk to me during homeroom and first period, but I made it a point to ignore him. Anything he’d say would only upset me further, and I couldn’t deal with it right now. I was barely holding myself together.  
 
    Dante knew Jacob had picked me up from that party, but he didn’t know the extent of our relationship—and right now, I wasn’t in the mood to explain it to him. All I did was say, “He is, actually. Do you have a problem with that?”  
 
    He turned, leaning only one arm on the car as he gave me his full attention. “Come on, Jaz. Look at him. He’s too old for you. Me? I’m perfect for you. A few years older, but not much. Not like this dinosaur.”  
 
    “I’m not that fucking old,” Jacob growled out, shooting an icy stare Dante’s way.  
 
    Dante let out an unsure sound. “Hmm. That sounds exactly like what an old person would say when he’s trying to pick up the prettiest high schooler in town.” To me, he added, “That’s you, by the way.” A smirk matched his words, and I could not believe what he was saying.  
 
    I actually wanted to laugh. Hadn’t done much of that this week, but this situation really brought it out of me.  
 
    “Jaz,” Jacob called out, “just get in the damned car. Hope you don’t mind if I run this fucker over on our way out?”  
 
    Okay, that was it. I couldn’t hold it in anymore. 
 
    I laughed.  
 
    Both Dante and Jacob stared at me as if I’d grown a third eye, but I didn’t care. The annoyance seeping through the air, the animosity between them—I kind of loved it. The bickering was a nice distraction.  
 
    And…and it felt good to laugh again.  
 
    Jacob frowned, while Dante grinned at my laugh. Jacob spoke gruffly, “I don’t know what the fuck is so funny about any of this.” He shot daggers at Dante. “If you’d rather spend your time with the thug, that’s fine. I can leave you two alone—” 
 
    To Dante, I spoke, once my laughter died down, “You better go, before Mr. Grumps leaves.” I ran a hand through my hair. “He’s teaching me some self-defense.” As if I had to explain to Dante why I was spending time with Jacob. I didn’t, but…I just couldn’t lie to him.  
 
    “Fine,” Dante said, pushing off Jacob’s car. “He can teach you…” He stepped toward me, a bit too close, given my week, and murmured, “If you ever want to learn how to hold a knife, you better come to me.” His words were laced with danger, and even though I shouldn’t let him affect me, a shiver crept down my spine.  
 
    But I’d blame that on the wind.  
 
    He gave me a wink before stepping away, hopping on his bike and starting her up. I inched closer to Jacob’s car, watching as he drove off. I still didn’t know exactly why Dante was here, if he was sent by my father or someone else, but I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t grateful for his presence, especially this week. It was nice to have him and Vaughn on my side, even if I couldn’t trust them farther than I could throw them. 
 
    Which was, uh, not very far at all.  
 
    “Well?” Jacob’s voice cut into my wandering mind. “You getting in, or what?”  
 
    I nodded, hurrying to the passenger side and hopping in, giving him a smile. Just being around him made me feel better than I had all week. It was true, I wanted Jacob to teach me some of what he knew, but I also missed being in the same room as him, talking to him. Firing him had basically meant that he was no longer in my life, and I just couldn’t have that.  
 
    Jacob hit the button to roll up his window before driving off, and I watched him all the while, forgetting to put my seatbelt on. At this point, I didn’t give a shit who saw me get into his car. Everyone else at this school could suck a dick for all I cared.  
 
    As he turned us onto the road, he glanced at me, scowling. “What?”  
 
    “I missed you,” I murmured, leaning on the center console, resisting my urge to touch his arm. Touching him should be the last thing on my mind, as I hadn’t even thought of anything like that since before the incident on Monday…but it was hard to be near Jacob and not want to touch him. He put my hormones into overdrive, probably because I knew I could trust him, not like Vaughn or Dante.  
 
    And I refused to think about that other one right now. Fucking Archer and his stupid girlfriend.  
 
    Jacob let out an earth-shattering sigh, his expression softening somewhat. “You…what am I going to do with you?”  
 
    “Teach me some moves, hopefully,” I said. “Like how to take someone down who’s bigger than me. Where to hit them where it hurts—obviously the nuts, but beyond that, I don’t know.” Of course, he could also do a few other things with me, but it was probably best to put a hold on those things. For now, at least.  
 
    His hands were tight on the steering wheel as he drove us to his place. No radio filled the silence of the car, and he was quiet for a long time until he questioned, “Are you going to tell me what happened?”  
 
    Did I want to tell Jacob the reason why I called him in a panic on Monday after school? Not particularly. I didn’t want to tell him the truth of what happened, because…because why? Because I thought he’d judge me? Because I was afraid of what he’d say? That was stupid. If I trusted this man like I claimed to, I shouldn’t be nervous or anxious at what he’d tell me when he knew the truth.  
 
    “When we get to your place, I’ll tell you,” I muttered, wrestling with myself all throughout the drive. It’s not like it was something I was proud of—and the only reason I’d gotten away from it was because of Archer.  
 
    He didn’t prod me further, not until we were safe in his apartment, half a dozen locks blocking out the outside world. I dropped my bag on the coffee table, shedding my hoodie, aware that he watched me with a frown on his face.  
 
    Such a handsome frown, too. No one could wear a frown or a scowl better than Jacob Hall.  
 
    “Well?” he asked, six feet away from me, standing near the kitchen while I stood in the living area. “What happened?”  
 
    “A group of guys cornered me in the locker room after school let out,” I spoke, slowly turning to face him, meeting those hazel eyes and finding that he was not shocked. Did he already suspect? “They were going to…” God, why was it so hard to say the word? Women faced that reality every day of their lives. It was much easier to think than say aloud, that’s for sure. Eventually, I found my tongue, finishing, “They were going to rape me. They said they didn’t get to have any fun at the party, so…”  
 
    I jerked when Jacob slammed a hand on the counter beside him, the loud sound echoing in the otherwise silent apartment. “Those fuckers,” he muttered. He looked like, if given the chance, he’d tear them limb from limb—kind of like how Vaughn and Dante had reacted.  
 
    For some reason, these guys were awfully protective of me, weren’t they? I didn’t know if I should be freaked out or flattered by the almost instant devotion. Though, I reminded myself, with Jacob, things had always been more complicated.  
 
    “The only reason I wasn’t is…actually because of Archer,” I muttered, folding my arms across my chest. “The guy I went to that party with, the one I used to think liked me.” My eyes closed, and I let out a bitter chuckle. “I really do hate it here.”  
 
    Jacob shook his head. “At least he stepped in when you were in trouble…this time.” He pushed away from the counter, taking a few measured steps toward me, eyeing me up as if he didn’t trust himself to get any closer. After what happened last time, I guess I couldn’t exactly blame him. “Who were they? Do you know their names? If you give them to me, I’m sure I can dig up some dirt on their families.” 
 
    An offer to help me, or an offer for me to pay him to help me?  
 
    Either way, I wasn’t sure I wanted to bite. I only wanted him to teach me some self-defense. I really just…wanted to spend time with him, forget about what happened in Midpark High, let the others slip from my mind as I breathed in his musky scent.  
 
    Was that so wrong? 
 
    “No,” I finally spoke, pursing my lips as I denied him their names. “I don’t want that.” I was sure with both Dante and Vaughn by my side, I’d be getting enough dirt for all of them without the need for Jacob to involve himself.  
 
    “Then what do you want?” He almost sounded pleading, as if he was begging me to say something else. Not that I wanted him to teach me self-defense, but that I wanted him. That I wanted those arms around me once again, his rough lips devouring mine and shattering every calm thought I had in my head.  
 
    Or maybe that was just me, wishing that was what he wanted me to say.  
 
    “I told you before, I want you to teach me some moves.” I managed a smile, even though smiling was the last thing I wanted to do. “Even if I never use them, it’ll make me feel better, at least.”  
 
    Jacob let out the loudest sigh I’d ever heard, shaking his head softly, like he wanted to argue with me. He didn’t, though; he simply motioned for me to follow him, and I did.  
 
    We headed down the hallway, going to what would be a second bedroom in any other apartment here. In Jacob’s place, it was a workout room, full of weight-lifting machines, a treadmill, and a huge, worn-out punching bag. The room smelled of sweat, the blinds on the windows closed.  
 
    “I assume you want to learn some takedown maneuvers,” Jacob muttered, folding his arms across his chest as he studied me, “in case you ever need to use them.” The way he spoke, it was like I was making him think of the worst possible thing, me needing to take down someone bigger than me.  
 
    I nodded.  
 
    “You already know where to hit to cripple a man momentarily, but if you have enough power behind your hit, you can also go for the windpipe,” Jacob said, demonstrating a slow-motion karate chop to his throat. “If you bruise it, your attacker won’t be able to breathe for a few moments, which’ll make him weak. You can also go for the eyes; a blind opponent is much easier to outrun than one that can track you.”  
 
    The look on my face must’ve told him what I was thinking: and if I didn’t want to run? If I wanted to stay and beat the shit out of him for what he tried doing? It would be self-defense, wouldn’t it?  
 
    Not that I was saying I wanted to kill. I wasn’t. I just…when I thought of what had nearly happened to me, I wanted to inflict pain on them, not just cripple them enough that I could run away.  
 
    “You will run,” Jacob told me, stepping closer to me. His musky scent filled my nose, and I fought to resist the urge I had to lean into him. His arms were crossed, anyway. It wasn’t a good position for me to lean against. “You will not stay and fight. If something like that ever happens again to you, and you’re alone with no one to come and save you, you bring them down and you run. You don’t stay.”  
 
    I felt almost like a child, wanting to argue with him. “Fine,” I muttered, staring hard at the floor, as if I couldn’t truly promise it while looking into those knowing hazel eyes.  
 
    “You better not be lying to me,” he growled out, arms dropping to his side.  
 
    I told him I wasn’t, but I didn’t think he believed me. Probably for good measure, as I didn’t think I was that earnest when declaring I would run.  
 
    We spent the next hour in the workout room. Jacob focused on teaching me how to get out of a grip should someone be grabbing me by my shoulders or my shirt. You basically had to weave your arm up and down through theirs and then use your other hand to hit their arms. Combining the strength of your hand with your arm up, under, and between both of theirs was enough to get them to let you go—as long as they weren’t expecting that move from you.  
 
    It was the simplest move Jacob could teach me. He demonstrated on me, multiple times, and then he took on the role of the attacker. We’d focus on this one, first. It’d be all we’d do today, since I had to get home. He said he’d teach me another move next week, that we could meet a few times every week after school, and I…I agreed.  
 
    I agreed partially because I wanted to learn more self-defense, and also because I missed seeing him. I really, truly did.  
 
    It was hard to act like I had to get out of his grasp. When his hands found my shirt, when he held onto me like he didn’t want to let go, it was difficult for me to want to escape him. Even after what happened on Monday, a part of me still wanted to dare Jacob to toss me over his shoulder and take me into the other room of the apartment, the room with the bed. 
 
    Yeah, that was kind of inappropriate, but what could I say? I trusted him. I trusted him even if he’d kept the fact that he knew Oliver Fitzpatrick from me in the beginning. How could I blame him for wanting to keep his past to himself?  
 
    It was after maybe a dozen or so tries when I simply stood there, staring at the muscles on his arms and making no moves to try to escape his hold like I’d been doing.  
 
    “Jaz,” Jacob muttered my name, a scowl on his face, “come on. Even if you’re tired, fight through it. Your attacker won’t care if you’re sore or exhausted after a long day—” 
 
    “I know,” I whispered, shutting my eyes. His fingers were curled in my shirt, but I could still feel the heat seeping through them, warming my body. Those hands…I could really use them someplace else. “I just wish…I wish everything was different, you know?”  
 
    He sighed, slowly releasing me. “Great, so it’s time to talk again.”  
 
    Yeah, yeah, Jacob hated having heart-to-hearts, we all knew that by now. His comment still earned him a glare from me. I watched as he left the room, and I trailed after him, following him to the kitchen. He got out two water bottles from the refrigerator, tossing me one—which I actually managed to catch.  
 
    Huh. Kind of proud of myself, there, for not looking like an idiot.  
 
    He opened his, drinking nearly half of it as he went to the couch in the living room, propped his feet up on the coffee table, and stared at me. “Well?” he asked. “Aren’t you going to follow me in here and tell me what’s on your mind?” He didn’t sound happy about it, but then again, Jacob hardly ever sounded happy, so there was that.  
 
    I inched toward the couch, sitting beside him. I kept some distance between us; half a cushion. Surely that would be enough to stop myself from thinking of things I shouldn’t. “You know,” I said, opening my bottle and taking a small sip, “normal people talk about their feelings.”  
 
    Jacob scoffed at that. “That’s why, if you haven’t already noticed, I don’t do friends.”  
 
    He didn’t do friends, as in he didn’t have them. It didn’t surprise me, because it seemed like he was always working or taking care of me, at least lately. I had no idea what his life was like before I stepped foot in it.  
 
    Probably better.  
 
    “Family?” I asked, kicking off my shoes and tucking my feet under my legs as I turned toward him on the couch. Now that I was thinking about it, there were no pictures of anyone in his apartment. No old photographs of his life when he was younger or any momentous occasions he’d like to remember.  
 
    I noticed a muscle twitch in his jaw before he muttered, “Everyone who’s important is dead.” He finished off his water bottle, holding it in his lap, squeezing it a bit too hard.  
 
    Maybe I should’ve told him I was sorry, but I didn’t. I said, “So…you’re alone?”  
 
    He nodded, glancing at me. “I’m alone. I’ve been that way for years—and I was doing just fine, too.” Jacob frowned, turning his face away. He leaned forward, setting his empty bottle on the coffee table after moving his legs off. He stayed hunched like that as he whispered, “Until…”  
 
    “Until what?” I really should’ve known, or at least expected, what his answer would be, but still, when he said what he said next, I found myself a little shocked.  
 
    “Until you.” Jacob, his shoulders and back hunched forward, turned his head so he could glare at me. Glare, as if he was upset at me for barging into his life and upending it. “I was fine. I was getting ready to leave this God-forsaken fucking place, and then you stumbled into my life and threw it all to hell.”  
 
    Threw it all to hell? Oh, come on. I wasn’t that bad, was I?  
 
    “You made me care about things again, and to be frank, I fucking hate it.”  
 
    At this point, I didn’t know if I should be insulted or not with what he was saying. “If it makes you feel any better, I never meant to make you care—” That had, honestly, been an accident. I didn’t even know how it happened.  
 
    Jacob leaned back on the couch, though his wide, muscular body leaned more toward me than away. “I don’t believe you,” he murmured, hazel eyes narrowed at me. “I don’t believe you for a second when you say you never meant to.”  
 
    I blinked. “What? Why not?” It was a good thing I had a water bottle to hold onto, otherwise I might hold onto him instead.  
 
    “You’re pushy, you’re cocky, and regardless of how wrong it is, you’re the most beautiful girl I’ve ever seen. You know the power you have over idiots like me,” Jacob whispered. He did not seem happy at all to admit this to me. “You don’t need me to tell you that.”  
 
    Something inside of me twisted. I was the most beautiful girl he’d ever seen? Did Jacob just say that, or did I imagine it? Those words…I never thought I’d hear those words ever leave his mouth, and I didn’t know how to respond. For as pushy as I could be, when faced with a compliment like that, I had no idea what to do.  
 
    Guys had called me pretty before, but the most beautiful, ever? Uh, this was a first.  
 
    “Uh.” That was all I could say for a while, which made me want to smack myself. “I’m sorry?” Hmm. Maybe I should’ve gone with something like you’re not an idiot.  
 
    “You’re not,” Jacob said. “You’re never sorry. You wrap us all around your fingers with a smile, knowing you’ll never let us go.” He let out a chuckle, and it was anything but a happy sound. Before he said anything else, he snatched the water bottle from my hands and drank from it.  
 
    Jeez. This man could chug water like no one’s business, huh?  
 
    When he was finished, he threw the bottle aside. It landed on the carpet on the other side of the room, near the TV stand. “Maybe you don’t understand—I want to fucking kill those kids for what they almost did to you. I shouldn’t be this involved in your life, but I am, and now I can’t imagine not being so involved.” He ran his hands through his hair, sticking some of its brown lengths straight up. “I fucking hate this.” After groaning, he got up.  
 
    I watched him disappear down the hall, wondering if I should go after him.  
 
    I probably should.  
 
    As I stood and slowly made my way out of the living room, following him yet again, I couldn’t help but wonder if I should apologize again for all of this. Yes, he’d started out as an investigator for me, but somewhere along the way he’d become more. More to me than just someone I’d hired to figure out the mysteries of this place, more to me than I could ever explain.  
 
    Hell, even after firing him, I still wanted to see him. Jacob had been one of my first thoughts after what happened on Monday.  
 
    I found him in his bedroom, leaning on his dresser, his head bent down. My feet stopped when I stood in the doorway, and I knew I shouldn’t step foot in this man’s bedroom…not unless I was willing to accept whatever might happen. We were hot and cold, sometimes. Okay, most of the time—but that was generally because of Jacob, not me.  
 
    I…I knew he was a bit older than me, knew I shouldn’t want to feel his body against mine, but I did.  
 
    So, I did the only thing I could: I stepped into his bedroom. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seventeen – Archer 
 
      
 
      
 
    My hands were on a body I knew well, my mouth connected to a pair of lips I’d felt on mine countless of times now. Still, even though I knew I had to do this, I…I didn’t want to. After what happened, after I confronted Brittany about it, she’d acted like nothing at all was wrong. 
 
    She was a vile, cruel girl, and I was a pawn in her game like everyone else. I hated her, I did. I wasn’t with Brittany because I liked her, because I was thinking with my dick like some other guys did. No. The sex, the position in Midpark High…nothing was worth this.  
 
    We laid on her bed, our legs entwined. Her lithe body curled against mine, and her hands roamed up my shirt, touching my abdomen and my chest as she held me close to her. She kissed me like she always did: greedy, needy, grasping for something real she would never have because she was a manipulative bitch who only got what she wanted because she forced everyone else to bend the knee to her.  
 
    I had no idea how she grew up to be like this. She was only eighteen. She shouldn’t be able to play people like a fiddle, but she could. She held power no other person I knew had, and that’s why she had me under her foot.  
 
    Until now, I’d played the good boyfriend, even though I really had no interest in her. I tried to push Jaz away after giving into her—after letting my weakness for something new and alluring take me in—but that hadn’t been enough. Brittany had a camera in my room, apparently, because she didn’t trust me. She pretty much found out exactly the moment it happened, and chose to keep quiet for a while, letting me think I had done something secretly.  
 
    It was stupid of me. There were no secrets here, none of mine, at least.  
 
    Although, it was a Vega secret that got me under her foot to begin with.  
 
    The problem now was Jaz, and I knew it was foolish of me, because she’d never forgive me for what I did, for what almost happened to her because of me. But how could I lay here and act like nothing had happened when Brittany almost had her raped?  
 
    Twice?  
 
    How could I sit and watch the destruction of the light in Jaz’s eyes and not try to stop it?  
 
    Of course, I knew what would happen if I tried to. I knew what the fallout would be, and that was exactly why I was still here, still sucking it up.  
 
    I must not have been doing it well, though, for within a moment, Brittany pulled herself from me, sitting up as she glared. Her hands left my chest, and I didn’t even feel the loss of their warmth. I felt closed-off inside, almost numb.  
 
    But not numb enough. If I was, I wouldn’t care about what I’d stopped from happening to Jaz earlier this week. I wouldn’t think about what she’d told me over the weekend, how she’d been drugged at the party. No, I was numb, but not at the level I should be to carry on like this.  
 
    “What is the matter with you?” Brittany asked, jutting her bottom lip out to pout, as if she was some innocent girl, and I was a boyfriend who wasn’t being attentive enough. Her blonde hair fell over her shoulders in waves, her shirt a bit wrinkly from our embrace. Her boots had been kicked off; they rested near the bed with my shoes.  
 
    Those amber eyes watched me as I sat up and ran a hand through my hair. Those eyes were not the same hue as Jaz’s. Jaz’s eyes were so much warmer, like chocolate, warm and sweet and inviting. The last time those eyes had been on me, she’d looked at me with hate. All week she’d refused to even glance in my direction, preferring to ignore me in homeroom and first period. 
 
    “Don’t tell me this is because of her,” Brittany muttered, frowning. The door to her bedroom was shut; her parents were home, but they never bothered us.  
 
    I shook my head. “I just…how could you have done that to her?” Until recently, I never knew how black her soul was—as black as a soul could possibly get. “How could you have told Ryan and his friends it was okay to do that?” Before she could answer me, I added, “Did you slip something into her drink at the party?” 
 
    “What I did was try to make sure that bitch got what was coming to her,” she said. “You need to stop worrying about her so much.”  
 
    Staring at my hands, they looked like a stranger’s hands, not like mine. These hands had done so much, been complacent for so long…it was getting to the point where I wondered how I was going to live with myself, if this was going to be the rest of my life. I knew Brittany and her obsession with me wouldn’t simply stop when we graduated. She wanted to go to the same college as me—Hillcrest.  
 
    And after that…she’d want me to pop the question.  
 
    I couldn’t imagine what my life would be like with her. I couldn’t…no, I didn’t want to. I didn’t want to live the rest of my life like this. I was only doing it for Mom, but it couldn’t last forever.  
 
    “I told you to forget about her,” Brittany stated, repeating herself for the thousandth time when it came to Jaz. “I told you I’d handle her.”  
 
    Getting off the bed, I shook my head again. “I don’t know if I can keep doing this.”  
 
    Brittany practically leaped off the bed, moving around it to stand before me, defiance in her gaze. “You will keep doing this, otherwise you know what I’ll have to do,” she reminded me, although she didn’t need to. I knew well enough what she’d do, and what would happen as a result.  
 
    It’s the only reason I was still here.  
 
    She then said something she hadn’t ever said before: “I won’t stop you, though. If you want to tuck that dick between your legs and run to your new girlfriend, go ahead. I doubt she’ll want to be with you when she hears the truth.”  
 
    The truth of why I was with Brittany? My eyebrows furrowed, and I must’ve looked confused, for Brittany continued.  
 
    “I’ll know for sure at my next appointment,” Brittany spoke with a shrug. “And by then I’ll have dragged your name through the mud anyways, so I guess it won’t matter—” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” My stomach dropped when she gave me a smile. It was a smile I would see in my nightmares, a smile that could tear me apart, piece by piece.  
 
    “My period is late.” 
 
    All I could do was blink. No. No, no, no. We were always careful; I made damned sure of it. I knew if she ever got pregnant, she’d lord that pregnancy and baby over me until the end of fucking time. I couldn’t…she couldn’t… 
 
    No. Just no. 
 
    “How?” I asked, feeling the need to break something. To shake her. To yell at her and force her to tell me she was lying. She had to be.  
 
    “Maybe one of the condoms broke,” she offered, shrugging, as if it was no big deal that she could possibly be pregnant.  
 
    Fuck it all to hell. I couldn’t break up with her. I couldn’t leave her. Not now…not now that she might be carrying my child. Ugh. Why was I born the unluckiest bastard alive? Why was this my life? What had I done to deserve this?  
 
    The mistake that got me into this mess wasn’t even mine.  
 
    I had to suck it up. I had to swallow down my hatred for this girl and pretend everything was fine, wipe Jaz from my mind completely.  
 
    In the end, I didn’t storm out. I didn’t leave her. After what she told me, I couldn’t. I was effectively a dog on a leash, and Brittany was my master. Made me feel all different kinds of pathetic, but it was what it was. There would be no changing it.  
 
    My fate had been sealed.  
 
      
 
    Later that night, I went home, after spending more time with Brittany. I found it was easier to be with her while closing my eyes and pretending she was someone else. Jaz. If I pretended her long blonde hair was instead black and wavy, if I imagined Jaz’s full smile, it made things a tad more bearable.  
 
    I truly was up shit creek without a paddle, and it sucked so bad.  
 
    When I got home, I found my dad in the kitchen, sipping something from a mug. He sat on a barstool over the island, his iPad leaning before him. He was reading some article, and I didn’t care to stop to ask how his day was, so I went right upstairs.  
 
    My dad called after me, “She’s not having a good day.”  
 
    I stopped as I listened to him, but I said nothing else as I carried on. I swung by my room, tossing my backpack in before heading further down the hall to my mom’s room. She didn’t stay with my dad anymore. The nurse’s car was still outside, so I knew she was still here, still with her.  
 
    Seemed Mom’s bad days were happening more often, now.  
 
    I paused before Mom’s door, hesitating before pushing in. I found Mom sitting on the side of her bed, her nurse readying a needle. Mom had looked better, her appearance haggard. The moment I came in, she got to her feet, nearly knocking the nurse over with the sudden movement and escaping the pointy end of the needle.  
 
    “You,” she spoke, staring at me like I was the devil himself. “I don’t know you. Get out.”  
 
    The words hit me hard, but I’d heard her say a lot worse before. I tried to give her a smile, tried to act calming. “Mom, it’s me, your son. Archer—” 
 
    Nope. She didn’t like that.  
 
    She rushed toward me, pushing me, smacking me, shouting, “Get out, get out, get out!”  
 
    Behind her, the nurse gave me a smile. “Can you—” She didn’t even have to finish the question.  
 
    I grabbed my mom, forcing her back to the bed. I was a lot stronger than her, so her struggling was for nothing.  
 
    “Bernie,” the nurse spoke loudly, clearly, causing my mom’s eyes to snap to her. “This will help you sleep. You need to rest, okay?” My mom said nothing, though she kept throwing daggers with her eyes at me, as if she didn’t trust me.  
 
    At least I was a distraction from the needle.  
 
    When the needle had been emptied inside her, I let her go, stepping back and watching as the nurse helped lay her down. By the time she was done, Mom was out of it.  
 
    I met the nurse outside in the hall. “Thank you for helping,” she told me. A middle-aged woman, she’d been hired by my family a while ago to take care of Mom, especially on her bad days. “Today’s been rough, one of her worst days in a while. When was her last scan?”  
 
    God, I tried to remember, but I couldn’t. “Uh, a few weeks ago, I think.”  
 
    “You should get her in, soon,” the nurse advised me. “I don’t think she’s doing well. If I had to guess, I’d…I’d say she’s getting worse.” She lowered her eyes, her voice coming out in a bare whisper as she added, “I don’t know how many more good days she has left in her, Archer. You and your father might think about looking into an assisted living facility for her, since I can’t be here twenty-four hours a day every day of the week.” 
 
    I knew why she was telling me this and not my dad. He hardly paid Mom a second look anymore…not like he ever did before she got sick, either. If something was going to happen with Mom, I had to be the adult and see to it, not him.  
 
    It was fine. I was used to it.  
 
    Some people might think growing up with money was the shit, but it honestly sucked more often than it didn’t. I’d give anything to be from a normal family, to have normal problems—not the constant shit storm I had to deal with on a daily basis.  
 
    I told the nurse goodnight, watching her leave down the hall before bringing my stare back to my mom’s door. Sometimes, even with all the money in the world, there still wasn’t a cure for everything.  
 
    It wasn’t fair, of course. She was a good person, a great mother. She didn’t deserve to get sick like this. Doctors weren’t even sure what was wrong with her, only that her brain was not processing things as it should. No cancer, no tumors, but obviously there was something they weren’t seeing. That, or the human body still had some mysteries left.  
 
    To her shut door, I whispered, “Goodnight, Mom. I love you.” It wasn’t dark enough outside to sleep, but that sedative should put her out for quite a while.  
 
    I tiptoed back to my room, closing my door and breathing out a sigh as I relaxed once I was alone. Life really wasn’t all it was cracked up to be. Sometimes I hated it with a burning passion.  
 
    Unfortunately, this was the hand I was dealt, and I had to learn to live with it. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eighteen – Jacob 
 
      
 
      
 
    The truth shouldn’t get me so riled up, but it did. How could I sit there and pretend as if nothing was wrong? It felt like fucking everything was wrong, and that wasn’t an exaggeration. What happened with Jaz and her fellow students was in the forefront of my mind.  
 
    I was not exaggerating when I said I wanted to kill those kids.  
 
    That alone should’ve been a warning sign enough, but of course, because of the cosmic joke that was my life, it wasn’t enough. I had to deal with an oblivious Jaz, too, not to mention the anonymous client who still wanted me to basically spy on her and report to him everything I learned.  
 
    I couldn’t tell Mr. Anonymous about what happened to Jaz earlier this week. I couldn’t. There were some lines I didn’t want to cross, some things that anonymous client of mine didn’t need to know.  
 
    I thought about telling Jaz, of course, that someone had hired me to look into her—and that I’d been reporting shit on her from the first time we met—but I didn’t know how she’d take it. With everything that had happened to her here in Midpark, she was likely to take it as another betrayal, and I didn’t want her to think that I would ever hurt her or lie to her.  
 
    Fuck. See? Things were so fucking complicated, I honestly hated it. I hated it with every fiber of my being.  
 
    Sitting next to her on the couch, telling her the truth, it had been too hard to hold myself back from her. She didn’t need me getting all handsy, not now. Not after what happened. She came here for me to teach her how to defend herself; that’s all.  
 
    That’s what I had to remember.  
 
    However, as I stood there, in my bedroom, my hands gripping the sides of my dresser hard, my mind raced in every direction it shouldn’t. That girl out there wasn’t mine; I had to remember that, had to get it through my thick skull that, while I might’ve grown to care for her, things could never become anything more between us.  
 
    They couldn’t.  
 
    Could they? Fuck, telling myself she was legal sounded like a sleazy thing to say, something the perverts used as an excuse when they jacked off to freshly-minted eighteen-year-olds. I wasn’t like that. I’d never been like that.  
 
    So why the fuck did Jaz make me feel like this? I hated being so conflicted, hated how easily I got riled up when it came to her.  
 
    If the feelings came to me this effortlessly, how was I supposed to deny them? How could I stand there and ignore them as if they didn’t exist? Fuck it all to hell.  
 
    “Knock, knock,” Jaz spoke as she stepped inside my bedroom—someplace she definitely should not be. I barely glanced up at her, my fingers tightening on the sides of the dresser. Suddenly my clothes felt too restricting. “Is Mr. Grumps okay?” As she spoke, a smile spread on her lips, lips a few shades too red and too full to not garner my attention.  
 
    I managed to glare at her, not moving a single inch. “I told you to stop calling me that.” And, I had the feeling, I’d be telling her multiple more times before it landed. I wasn’t the only one here with a thick skull, apparently.  
 
    “And,” she said, inching closer to me, still smiling that enchanting, alluring smile, “I figured by now you’d realize I’m ignoring you every time you say it.” Her thin shoulders shrugged. “You will always be Mr. Grumps.”  
 
    Hearing her say that made something inside me tick. God, I wanted to…  
 
    Hell. I knew what I wanted, but it was the one thing I shouldn’t want. Not now, not ever. The one thing I knew from the very beginning I had to keep myself from, the one thing that made me weaker than anything ever had in my entire life.  
 
    Her. I wanted her. I wanted to feel that body pressed against mine again, wanted to feel those lips against mine and devour any sounds that escaped. I wanted everything from her, and I knew I shouldn’t.  
 
    I didn’t look up; I knew Jaz had moved behind me, standing about a foot away from my back. Without looking at her, I knew she stood between me and the bed, someplace she most definitely should not be. This…this would not end well. I should go. I should take her home. I should do literally anything else but remain in this room and allow this to continue. 
 
    But what did I do?  
 
    I didn’t push off the dresser and storm out of my room. No, I whirled on her, faster than I could blink. “You,” I whispered, my hands finding her face, tangling in her hair, tilting her head up to me. Her skin was soft, her hair falling over my fingers in waves. “Why do you make me feel this way?” It was a question I doubted either of us knew the answer to, and yet I asked anyway.  
 
    She had to know she drove me crazy. Of course she did. Like I’d said, she knew what she was doing. Jaz knew how to wrap us helpless men around her finger like it was nothing. I was at her mercy, now. I teetered on the edge, ready to jump off even though I knew nothing good waited for me at the bottom.  
 
    This would not end well. There was no way it could. Jaz and I…we could never last. She was eighteen, had her whole life in front of her. She’d move on, to bigger and better things, and I…well, who the hell knew where I’d be.  
 
    Frankly, this was a disaster waiting to happen, and yet, as I stared down at her, as those big, chocolatey eyes stared up at me, I found I could not look away, even knowing all that.  
 
    I leaned my forehead down, resting it against hers, feeling her warm breath on my face. My eyelids closed, and my fingers tightened their hold on her hair, tugging gently. “You make me so weak, Jaz,” I murmured, our noses touching.  
 
    This would not be like our last embrace. This was not us arguing, not us coming together in the heat of the moment.  
 
    This was us being drawn together, regardless of everything else. This was Jaz and I no longer being able to pull back when we should, the inevitable union of feelings that should not exist but did in spite of it all.  
 
    “How weak?” she questioned, her voice humming in her lungs. My body huddled around hers; I felt her lean against me, our noses grazing. Her hands found my sides, holding onto me gently, as if she was afraid to hold on any tighter, lest she break the spell she had over me and cause me to pull back.  
 
    Fuck. At this point…unless she told me to, I didn’t think I could.  
 
    “Weak” was all I could get out before my lips found hers, my body taking over.  
 
    She should stop me. She should push me away. After all, she was only here because she’d been attacked. How was this appropriate at all, age difference aside? She came here to learn some moves, not for me to corner her in my bedroom and finally know what she felt like under me.  
 
    Damn it.  
 
    Jaz didn’t stop me. She made no moves to, her lips molding against mine as I took whatever I could from her mouth. Her whimpers, her sounds, the breath right out of her lungs. I kissed her like I’d never kissed anyone else, like no one else in my life had ever mattered before her. Heat exploded within me, the blood in my body rushing between my legs, making me hard. Making me crave this girl in ways I shouldn’t.  
 
    God, she tasted amazing. Just as good as I remembered her being, her lips ridiculously soft and supple, the perfect mouth to kiss. I never wanted to stop, never wanted this moment to end.  
 
    I tore my lips from hers, already breathing hard. My hands dropped from her face, and I glanced to the bed behind her. The sheets were rumpled, unmade. I never made my bed; didn’t see the point, seeing as how I was always going to crawl back under them the next night. I would feel embarrassed, but I didn’t think Jaz cared about the state of my bed…she only cared that it was there.  
 
    With eyes half-lidded, Jaz grabbed my hands, stepping backward and pulling me with her. She crawled onto the bed, eventually resting her head on my pillow, her thick black hair the opposite of a halo. She was no innocent; she never pretended to be, and as I crawled over her, as my body leaned down upon hers, I knew why. 
 
    Jaz was not born an angel. She was born a devil, a demon, a temptress. I’d known she was bad news from the get-go, and yet I still found myself in her web.  
 
    My dick was rock hard now, practically throbbing in my pants as I found her wrists, moving to hold them to the sides of her head. I brought my mouth to her ear, whispering, “Tell me to stop. Tell me you don’t want this.” Basically, one last-ditch effort to do what was right and keep myself from her.  
 
    This…this was the point of no return, and we were about to pass it without looking back.  
 
    Jaz breathed out, “Don’t ask me to lie.” Her words were as telling as they could possibly be, and I felt myself lose what little restraint I still had.  
 
    My mouth found hers again, and without words I told her how badly I wanted her. How conflicted she made me feel. How my whole body was on fire feeling hers under mine. I’d never wanted someone so badly before, never yearned to feel another’s skin on mine quite like this. This was urgent, desperate, needy in every way. 
 
    Fate had always laughed at me. I’d thought I’d finally started a new chapter in my life, done something good with it, and then I lost everything I worked so hard for. My job, my respectable position in Midpark. Now I was nothing…but in her hands, with her, I felt like I could be anything once more.  
 
    Hope.  
 
    She gave me hope where I had none. I prayed my newfound hope, my heart, wouldn’t get shattered by a girl who thought this meant nothing.  
 
    This, it truly did mean everything. I did not do what I was about to do lightly, not ever. Jaz was about to see the truth of what I was, though she had no idea what it would mean.  
 
    I released her wrists, kneeling over her as I reached for the bottom of my shirt, hoisting it up and over my head, tossing it to the floor. The giant scar on my torso was plainly visible now, the white, puckered skin telling a story I never did. It wrapped around my abdomen to my back; a good portion of my body scarred with it.  
 
    It was ugly. It was my truth, my lie, my shame. It was everything I never wanted anyone to know, the reason why I shut everyone out.  
 
    My eyes sat on the floor, where my shirt was, for a few moments. For whatever reason, I did not want to look at her right away. Maybe I didn’t want to see the disgust in her eyes. Maybe I didn’t want to see the questions that would linger there—after all, a scar like this, a scar that took up this much of a body, didn’t just appear out of nowhere. Scars like this had a story, and it was one I had never told a soul before.  
 
    The Fitzpatrick twins…somehow they’d known I was hiding something, but they’d been the only ones to ever suspect something was wrong with me.  
 
    Something warm on my stomach caused me to snap my eyes to Jaz, come back to reality. She’d sat up, reached for me. Her hand laid flat on my stomach, touching the scar. Beneath it, my body was muscled and strong, but when it came down to it, the scar was all anyone could see.  
 
    At least, I’d thought so, until I met Jaz’s dark eyes. Her stare held no judgment, no pity. She did not look at me with questions in her eyes; only hunger.  
 
    “My turn,” she spoke, a smile curling on her lips. She wriggled out of her shirt, throwing it to the floor near mine. Her chest was still restricted by a black bra, but soon enough she took that off and flung it aside, too.  
 
    I’d helped her out of that spoiled dress before, but this…this was nothing like that. This was not something I could’ve ever imagined doing that night. Not much time had passed, and yet it felt like I’d known her my whole life, like, somehow, she’d wormed her way into my closed-off heart and found herself a home there.  
 
    “Well?” Jaz asked, leaning back, laying back down. She ran a hand along her flat stomach, her palm grazing her own breast as she added, “Who looks better without a shirt? Me or you?”  
 
    My gaze ate her up. “You,” I growled out. “Definitely you.” I leaned down, running my hands all over her, feeling her in a way I never had before. Her breasts were round and soft, big enough to hold comfortably in one hand, her nipples hardened pebbles, tempting me.  
 
    I brought my mouth to her neck, kissing the crook of it, relishing in the sounds she made as I slowly worked my way down, stopping only when I took one of those beautiful nipples into my mouth, flicking it with my tongue and causing her to moan and writhe beneath me.  
 
    I gave the other nipple equal attention, my cock aching to be free. That’s when I wondered if I had anything here. Might not. It wasn’t like taking women home had been on my priority list. Fuck it all to hell—what would I do if I didn’t have any protection here? I doubted if I was inside her, I’d be able to pull out in time. I just had the feeling once I was buried in her, I’d lose it.  
 
    Rolling away from her, I left her half-naked body gasping and needy. I got up, moving to my dresser. If I had some, they’d be in my sock drawer. Stupid place, I knew, but it’s where I always kept them. Don’t ask me why.  
 
    I was so focused on digging through that drawer I neglected to hear the sounds of clothes being taken off behind me. In the far back corner, there sat a few unused condoms—and after checking the date to make sure we were all good, I turned around with the rubber in my hand. I nearly dropped that fucker when I saw Jaz laying on my bed, completely naked. I did what anyone would do when seeing Jaz naked for the first time: I froze. 
 
    She was…she was beyond beautiful. More than gorgeous. Seeing her, lying there, nearly stole the breath out of my lungs, and damned well stopped me from breathing in another. To say Jaz was perfect would still somehow be an understatement. With her tan skin, those big, brown eyes…with the curves on her body and her slender figure, not to mention the wildness of her long, black hair—she was a cut above the rest. Better than any of us could ever hope to be.  
 
    I must’ve stared at her for too long, for she grinned, leaning half her face against my pillow. “What? Is Mr. Grumps changing his mind? Talk about awkward—” 
 
    A frown grew on my face, and I flicked the condom at her. It hit her stomach, and she didn’t even blink. I stormed over to her, my frown deepening as I said, “I told you—” Whatever else I was going to say died in the back of my throat when she leaped up, threw her arms around me, and pulled me back down onto the bed.  
 
    “I know,” she purred out, arching her back beneath me and looking as tempting as another human being could possibly be. “Now put your attitude where your dick is.”  
 
    My eyes narrowed at that. I didn’t think that was a saying.  
 
    Jaz ran a finger along my jaw, biting her bottom lip as she murmured, “Fuck me, Jacob. That means fuck me.” She then gave me a smile that was far too innocent after what she’d just said.  
 
    Well, how the fuck was a man supposed to resist that?  
 
    Within a moment, the rest of my clothes were on the floor in a heap with the others, and I was leaning my body against hers, my cock hard as steel as I gazed down upon her. Her dark eyes ate me up, raking over my body, not lingering on the scar, on my shame, instead focusing on the cock that would be inside her soon enough. She licked her lips, and my mind went tumbling down the rabbit hole.  
 
    I could think of a lot of things to do with that mouth.  
 
    My hand turned clumsy as I grabbed the wrapper, tearing it open and pulling out the rubber. I rolled it on, her legs already spread beneath me. I didn’t stop myself, didn’t hesitate, didn’t linger; I pushed inside of her with one thrust of my hips, filling her up to her core and causing her to sharply inhale.  
 
    My eyelids slammed shut when I filled her. The feeling of my cock in her pussy was unlike anything I’d ever felt, better than I imagined. My hand truly was no comparison to the warm tightness wrapped around my cock. 
 
    “Fuck,” I breathed out, “you feel so good.” My fingers tightened in the sheets, and as I withdrew myself from her, I turned my gaze toward her, watching her reaction as I filled her up again.  
 
    Maybe she only felt this good because I knew I shouldn’t be doing this. Maybe it was only like heaven incarnate because of the taboo-ness. Or…maybe she was just made for me, regardless of all of that.  
 
    Her skin flushed, her mouth hanging open. Jaz was already panting, and she brought her hands to my neck, bringing my mouth down to hers, kissing me with a fire that spread throughout my body and ignited the urgent need to fuck her harder.  
 
    Our mouths broke apart as my hips began to thrust in a steadier rhythm, my length dragging in and out of her. No matter how I moved, her body took it. Moans escaped her throat each time I pounded into her harder, her breasts heaving with each thrust of my hips.  
 
    God, I could just sit here and watch her reactions to being fucked. Her expression, her sounds, everything about her in this moment…I craved more. Being the one fucking her was just a bonus. 
 
    I lost myself to the act, for once not in my own head and allowing my instincts to take over and take charge. My hips worked hard, sweat forming on my lower back as I pumped in and out of her. Jaz arched her back beneath me, allowing me a better angle to push in, as deep as I could go. Being buried inside her, feeling her take in every inch of my length, it was literally the best feeling in the world.  
 
    Enough to make me forget about my past, about what I did. It was enough to make me believe that, for her, I could be the good man she thought I was.  
 
    My balls tightened, a feeling of pressure building deep within me—a feeling I could not push off, something I could not fight. Her pussy felt too good, her body too perfect under mine. When it became too much, I let it happen.  
 
    The orgasm took hold of me, pleasure causing my thrusting to become hard and erratic. A sensation of bliss surged through me as my cock emptied itself inside her, caught by the rubber. Yeah, thank God for that. There was no way I could’ve pulled out of her in time. I didn’t want to. I wanted to mark this girl as mine, wanted to know, even after I took her home and she was safe and sound in her own bed, that she’d be thinking of me, of this moment, my dick inside of her.  
 
    Me. Not that Archer kid. Not the fucking Scott. And certainly not that freak Dante.  
 
    Once the orgasm had faded, I leaned down, my cock still inside her, breathing hard. Jaz didn’t push me off, didn’t force me to pull out; she breathed as hard as I did, as lost in what we just did as I was.  
 
    This…there truly would be no coming back from this. Somehow, I knew I would have my hands full with her even more now.  
 
    Eventually I pulled myself out of her, the condom slick with her juices and heavy with my cum. I pulled it off as I lay beside her, dropping it to the floor, away from the clothes. For a moment, I simply lay there, staring at the ceiling, wondering what the hell I got myself into by giving in, by having her.  
 
    Jaz rolled onto her side, turning toward me. She nuzzled against my chest, cuddling against me as she draped an arm over my stomach and a leg over mine. “Well,” she whispered, still a bit out of breath, “that was…not what I was expecting.”  
 
    I turned my head to glance at her, giving her a look. She felt good, leaning against me.  
 
    “I really did just want some self-defense lessons,” she went on, sighing into my chest. “Then you had to go and be all cute and grouchy and…” She sighed.  
 
    Me? Cute and grouchy? What kind of drugs was this girl on?  
 
    “Yeah,” I muttered, frowning—because if I didn’t frown, I’d probably smile, “and you had to go and be all obstinate and annoying, so…”  
 
    “So, we naturally fucked,” she spoke, smiling against me. “Totally makes sense when you put it like that.”  
 
    Oh, God. This girl… 
 
    What was I going to do with this girl?  
 
    She startled me by kissing my chest, getting up and hopping off the bed. I watched her ass as she bent over to pick up her clothes, slipping on her underwear, first. “As much as I’d like to stay, I need to get home,” she said, tossing me a look, a glimmer in those dark eyes that made my dick twitch in remembrance.  
 
    I could go for another round…but she was right. I should get her home.  
 
    As I heaved myself up, I wanted to laugh at myself. So much for keeping her at arm’s length. So much for keeping myself impartial to her. Jaz had come into my life like a tornado and fucked everything up, left everything where it didn’t belong, and yet here I was, welcoming her to destroy me more.  
 
    If anyone was going to destroy what little was left of me, she would. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Nineteen – Jaz 
 
      
 
      
 
    I sat in Bobbi’s car, staring out the window. It was still a bit too cold out to have the windows rolled down. Bobbi must be a freeze baby, because she had the heat on full blast, too. Wore a big, puffy coat even though I was fine in a hoodie. I wore my favorite torn-up jeans, along with my ankle-high boots. It was an outfit I would’ve worn with my faux leather jacket, but that piece of clothing was still shoved in my closet.  
 
    Not that I thought about it much.  
 
    Right now, in fact, it was hard for me to focus on what Bobbi was saying. Something about the plan, what would happen at the winter formal. Kind of felt stupid calling it that, since the dance was held at the end of February, but I guess February was still technically winter in America. Depending on where you were, you could still get plenty of snow.  
 
    Thankfully, here in Midpark, it rarely snowed, or even stayed cold enough to let the clouds leak that fluffy white shit.  
 
    No, it was hard to focus on the matter at hand, because my mind was still busy replaying what happened yesterday after school. I know, I know, you’d think, after a full night’s sleep and a morning where I had nothing but time to think about it, I would’ve thought about it enough.  
 
    But apparently not. Apparently, this brain of mine could not get over the fact that I’d slept with Jacob Hall.  
 
    If there was one person I would’ve guessed that I never would’ve liked, let alone liked enough to sleep with, based on first impressions, it would’ve been Jacob. He dismissed me outright at first, but he’d grown on me—and I’d grown on him, if what he’d told me last night was the truth.  
 
    Man, I could go for seeing him again. He was a nice distraction. When I was with him, I didn’t have to think about the others, about how complicated everything was. Things could be simple when I was with Jacob.  
 
    Plus, I meant it when I said I loved his grouchiness. Couldn’t say why, but I did.  
 
    “They’ll vote on king and queen the Friday before, in homeroom,” Bobbi was busy saying as she drove us to the mall. I had my wallet on my lap—no purse, because I hated purses—the money I’d taken back from my mom ready to be blown on a stupid dress I’d only wear once.  
 
    It was fine, though. Mom’s van had been fixed, and she and Ollie had gone to pick it up while I was with Jacob. Things were actually starting to look up, near rape aside.  
 
    “My friend has ninth period study hall, so she works in the office. She’ll be the one tallying up the votes and printing out the ballot Principal Wash will be reading from at the dance.” Bobbi paused, shooting me a look. Her highlighted hair was pulled in a ponytail, makeup expertly done around her eyes and face, beautiful contouring I would never be able to do myself.  
 
    Her light eyes were alive with hope and ideas; Bobbi was honestly just as excited about all of this as me. It was clear she didn’t like Brittany…no one else had ever wanted to get back at her so badly, before me. Everyone else cared too much about the possible repercussions of going against her, so they swallowed her bullying. Me? No fucking way I could do that, not after everything she did.  
 
    I didn’t tell Bobbi about what happened on Monday. Since Archer had intervened, Ryan and his friends kept their mouths shut. Bobbi also didn’t know about me being drugged at the party, either. She thought I was just humiliated—and I was. I was absolutely humiliated.  
 
    She didn’t need to know. It wasn’t like I was proud of being drugged because I’d fallen for Archer’s act or that Ryan and his friends had nearly succeeded in raping me in that locker room. No, I’d keep those secrets to myself.  
 
    “She’ll switch the names out,” Bobbi said, shrugging. “The office staff love her, so I doubt she’ll get in trouble. Besides, she wants to see Brittany freak out as much as I do.” She grinned, shooting me a look. “I really can’t wait. That’s why we need to get you the perfect dress. I already got mine—most girls in Midpark get theirs months before, from hand-tailored shops so no one shows up in the same dress.”  
 
    I laughed. “If only I could afford that.”  
 
    “I figured,” she spoke, brightening up. “Which is why we’re going to the mall. Your dress might not be name brand, but you’ll still knock it out of the park.” Bobbi really didn’t seem to care that I didn’t come from money; I liked her the best out of everyone in Midpark, I think.  
 
    Vaughn and Dante aside, of course. I…wasn’t sure what I felt about those two.  
 
    I’d have to ask them if they were going to the dance. I’d seen Vaughn in a suit, but Dante? I bet he’d look good. Out of place, but good nonetheless.  
 
    When we arrived at the mall—of course, it was in the next town over and not Midpark, because Midpark could not have something as normal as a freaking mall—we headed inside, into one of the department stores, first. It was busy, but not overly so, since it was early on a Saturday, pretty much right after they opened.  
 
    Bobbi and I headed to the junior’s section, checking the dresses they had. “Any idea what you want?” she asked me, shooting me a look around the racks. “Long, short, strapless?”  
 
    “Uh…” Shit, I didn’t know. I mean, I’d gone to a few dances before, but back at home you could show up in a twenty-dollar clearance rack dress and still get genuine compliments on it. At a Midpark dance? That would never happen. “I don’t know.”  
 
    “Color preference?”  
 
    “I…don’t know.”  
 
    Bobbi chuckled. “Okay, I have the feeling we have a long day ahead of us, then.”  
 
    That we did. We went to so many stores, I gagged on countless of price tags, and she made me try on so many dresses, I wanted to scream. The satiny texture, the velvet smoothness of the fabric…I really didn’t care for the ones that were ballgown wannabes. I also didn’t care for any super short ones.  
 
    None really called out to me, and every time I tried on a dress that practically vomited color onto the mirror, I wanted to tear it off. No, I guess I wasn’t a fan of blues or reds or any other color. Couldn’t go with white, because that was kind of like a wedding dress, which really only left one color.  
 
    Black.  
 
    Bobbi and I had to make two rounds through the mall. The first we spent trying on all the wrong dresses, but the second was when we had our blinders on for black dresses.  
 
    “I think you’ll look great in a black dress,” Bobbi spoke, pulling dress after dress through the racks. We left no rack unturned, no dress untouched. “With your hair and your eyes…oh, yeah. You’ll kill it. Plus, black is so slimming—” 
 
    I leaned around the rack I was at to give her a look.  
 
    “Not that you need to be slimmed down,” Bobbi spoke with a chuckle, catching herself. “I’m just saying, in general. Black is the most underrated color, and yet it can go with just about anything.” Her fingers touched the fabric of a sheer black dress, and she gasped as she pulled it off the rack. “This one.”  
 
    I left my rack to move beside her, eyeing it up. Looked pretty plain on the hanger, but I knew you couldn’t judge a dress until it was actually on—besides the fluffy ones. Those I could judge without the need to play dress-up with. 
 
    I wasn’t too impressed; it was just a simple black dress that looked like its fabric was stretchy. Two thick straps kept the dress on the hanger. It looked to end just above the knees. Short, but not too short.  
 
    “I’ll try it on,” I said, “but no promises.”  
 
    Bobbi followed me to the dressing room, waiting just outside in the hall as I unzipped my boots and kicked them off. Next off were my pants, and then my hoodie and shirt. I carefully took the black dress off the hanger, checking the price tag before sliding it on over my head—no zipper on this one.  
 
    And, surprisingly, the price wasn’t that outrageous. I’d still have money left over.  
 
    I tugged the dress down, adjusting the straps on my shoulders as I stared at my reflection in the mirror. I turned my body, getting a good view of my back and my ass in the dress. This thing might look unimpressive on the hanger, but when it was on me, it was fucking amazing. 
 
    I looked like a damned supermodel, no joke.  
 
    My mouth could formulate no words, and I busted out of the dressing room, meeting Bobbi in the hall to show her. I watched as her mouth dropped, and I even did a little spin.  
 
    “That,” she said, “that is the one. You wear black like no one else.”  
 
    Well, I didn’t know about that, but…  
 
    “That’s the one you’re getting.” 
 
    I blinked. “I don’t even get to pick it?”  
 
    “Nope,” Bobbi said. “I’m picking it for you. That’s the one, Jaz. That’s your dress, and if you try to argue with me, I’ll just buy the damned thing for you. Got it?”  
 
    She knew I didn’t like accepting any kind of charity—it was a damned good thing I didn’t know where that money in my locker came from—so it was a good threat. If I didn’t buy it, she would, so I’d rather buy it myself.  
 
    I hurried back into the dressing room, shimmying myself out of the dress and putting it back on the hanger. I totally agreed with Bobbi: this was the one. I’d lost track of how many dresses I’d tried on today, how many times I had to take off my boots and my clothes, only to be let down when I actually got the dress on.  
 
    This black one? This black one was literally perfect for me.  
 
    Once I had my clothes on, I took the hanger and brought the dress to the nearest checkout. The truth was, I’d probably stick out at the dance like a sore thumb—I bet every other Midpark girl would wear ridiculously expensive, name-brand dresses that cost more than ten times what this one did—but I didn’t care. I didn’t care a single bit.  
 
    We carefully hung the dress in Bobbi’s backseat, and as she started up the car and began the drive back to Midpark, she was all smiles. “I can’t wait for this dance. Is it wrong to be so excited? Probably, but I don’t care. That bitch needs a wake-up call.”  
 
    That much I could wholly agree with.  
 
    Her next question caught me off-guard. “You bringing a date, or you going solo?”  
 
    “Uh,” I paused, wondering. “I don’t know. I haven’t put much thought into it.”  
 
    “Most of the good ones already have dates, and obviously the ones who have girlfriends will be taking them,” Bobbie went on, cranking up the heat in her car before pulling out of the parking lot and onto the road. “Not that you’d want to go with anyone like Archer or Ryan.”  
 
    Hah. Yeah, that much was so true. Fuck those guys.  
 
    “What about Vaughn? Or that new kid?” Bobbi shot me a look. “You sit by them both at lunch. Why not take one of them?”  
 
    It was true, I did think about asking them, but now that I was really sitting here thinking about it, I did wonder if either of them would even want to. It was a dance; surely dances weren’t their thing. They probably preferred to spend their time doing literally anything else but dressing up. Honestly, I couldn’t imagine seeing either of them bust a move to a quick beat.  
 
    Or lovingly slow-dance with a date.  
 
    “I don’t know,” I muttered, picking at my nails on my lap. Mom would kill me anyway, especially if either one of them swung by before the dance to pick me up, like guys usually did. At least, at my old school, that’s how it was. I’d never gone with anyone, but my friends did. Their dates always showed up early so they could take pictures, maybe go out to dinner, and then head to the dance.  
 
    You know what would be hilarious? My mom’s face if I told her I had not one but two dates to the dance. She’d probably have an aneurysm, no joke.  
 
    “I guess I could ask,” I spoke with a shrug. The worst that could happen was they said no, anyway, right? It wasn’t like it would be the end of the world. Sure, I might get a little pissed, since I had these weird feelings for the two tattooed guys, but I’d move on. The show would go on—meaning Brittany would still be left in the dirt, watching as I, a nobody, accepted her crown.  
 
    Something like that might not matter to some girls, but to Brittany, it was a payback like no other. It wouldn’t be the only thing I did to her before the school year was over and I never saw her again. Oh, no—she needed so much more retribution than that for what she did to me.  
 
    I turned my head toward Bobbi, asking, “Do you have a date?”  
 
    She smiled. “No, me and my friend are going solo. Things have been too crazy lately for me to even think about going with a date.”  
 
    Gosh, I hoped she wasn’t talking about everything with Brittany. If that was the case, I kind of felt bad, hijacking the last half of her senior year of high school to help me get back at the bitch who wronged me. 
 
    “Don’t worry, it’s not the first time in history I’ve gone solo. Remember that picture I showed you from homecoming? The one I told you Brittany put up online and asked who had the ugliest dress?” Bobbi frowned to herself. “That was me going solo, too.” The frown disappeared as she shot me a grin. “I’m not as cool as you think I am, Jaz.”  
 
    I laughed at that. “Still a lot cooler than me.”  
 
    She nodded. “You might be right there.” Bobbi couldn’t keep a straight face while saying it, and she busted out laughing. “I know you haven’t been in Midpark long, and I know your time here has kind of sucked, but…” A sigh left her. “I think you and I would’ve been really close if you came earlier.”  
 
    The sincerity of her words shocked me. She really sounded serious, and I wondered how different my life would’ve been if I would’ve been born into money. If Mom had married some wealthy guy, we’d moved here to be with him, and I was thrown into Midpark a few years earlier. I probably still would’ve earned the wrath of Brittany, somehow.  
 
    “I don’t know,” I deadpanned. “I definitely wouldn’t have taken choir.”  
 
    Bobbi chuckled. “It’s really not that bad. Everyone loves singing—” 
 
    “Usually people who have good voices,” I chimed in, making her laugh more.  
 
    I teased her about her so-called un-coolness for a while longer. Before I knew it, she was pulling up to the gate surrounding the Fitzpatrick’s house, and it was time for me to get out. Bobbi offered to go in, drive me to the door, but I told her it was fine.  
 
    I got out of her car, giving her a smile and wave as I watched her back up and leave. Behind me, the gate was already open, and I heaved a sigh, slung my new purchase over my shoulder, and started up towards the house. The dress was in a black bag to protect it from any sudden weather changes, the thin plastic scrunching against my hoodie with each step I took.  
 
    When I entered the house, I heard laughter. Feminine laughter that I instantly recognized, because I’d grown up hearing it. My mom apparently found something absolutely hilarious…and it was coming from the living room?  
 
    Huh. Was she watching a funny cat video on her phone? Those things usually got her either doubled-over or cooing at the cuteness.  
 
    I walked into the living room, finding my mom sitting on one of the couches, wiping a tear from her eye. She wore her normal clothes, her I’m not working clothes—baggy jeans, a t-shirt with some band from twenty years ago that she still claimed was cooler than any artist today.  
 
    That wouldn’t be such a strange thing if that was all. But it wasn’t all.  
 
    My mom sat beside Ollie, who, for once, wasn’t nose-deep in paperwork. He still wore his usual clothes: freshly-pressed pants coupled with a thick leather belt, along with a dark blue button-up shirt. 
 
    A shirt whose top two buttons were undone. Huh. Couldn’t say I’d ever seen him let loose like that.  
 
    Two glasses of what looked like wine sat on the small coffee table before them, and then it hit me, what should’ve hit me the moment I walked into the room.  
 
    Mom and Ollie were talking. Laughing. Hanging out. Whatever it was old people did.  
 
    Was I really gone with Bobbi for that long? I supposed it was in the afternoon, so it wasn’t like they were drinking that dark red wine too early in the day. Still, though. Since when did my mom like wine? She was always a beer kind of woman.  
 
    Neither Mom nor Ollie got up when I walked in, though they did turn their faces toward me. Mom was grinning, while Ollie looked…content. Not miserable for once. He didn’t look as tired or as haggard as he usually did, though I supposed that could also be contributed to the wine. Neither looked drunk or anything… 
 
    “Uh, hi?” I ended up sounding stupid, quite stupid.  
 
    “Ooh, honey,” Mom spoke, slow to get up. “You found something? Show me.” She practically clapped her hands together, as if me going to this school’s dance was something she always dreamed of seeing.  
 
    Hmm. I couldn’t ever remember her being so thrilled to see a dress.  
 
    Ollie grabbed his wine glass and got up, stepping a few inches too close to Mom as he squeezed by, saying, “I’ll leave you two to it.” He gave me a smile before he headed into the hall, and I heard his footsteps disappear upstairs.  
 
    I made no moves to immediately show my mom the dress I had slung over my shoulder. Instead, I stared at her, checking her out, wondering if, maybe, in some weird way, Mom had been bonding with Ollie or something.  
 
    “Oh,” Mom gently pushed my arm, saying, “don’t give me that look.” 
 
    “What look?” I asked. “I’m not giving you any look.” 
 
    “You are.”  
 
    Okay, yeah, I might have been.  
 
    Mom folded her arms across her chest. “Oliver said he needed to relax a bit, and since he claims he never sees me take time off, he insisted I share a drink with him. He’s actually pretty funny—” 
 
    I could not see Oliver Fitzpatrick as a funny guy; not now, not ever.  
 
    My mom must’ve realized that I wasn’t having it, for she changed the subject, “Let’s see the dress.” As far as she was concerned, I had some money saved up from my last birthday, which I used to purchase the dress. She didn’t know about the envelope full of cash I’d gotten in my locker, nor that I’d tried to give it to her before taking it back.  
 
    I had the feeling that things were not over where she and Ollie were concerned, but I knew now wasn’t the time to nitpick about it. I swung the dress over my shoulder, letting my mom lift up the bag around it.  
 
    “Oh, wow,” my mom whispered, her blonde eyebrows coming together. “You sure this is a high school dance dress? Looks more like a cocktail dress than anything—” 
 
    I wanted to ask her if she’d ever been to a cocktail party, if she knew what cocktail dresses looked like—and, no, watching The Bachelor didn’t count—but I didn’t. I only shrugged and said, “Trust me, it looks a lot better on me than on the hanger. Even Bobbi said if I didn’t get this dress, she’d buy it for me.”  
 
    Instead of nitpicking like I knew she wanted to, Mom gave me a smile. “I’m sure you’re right. I’m sure it looks beautiful on you.”  
 
    That it did, but I knew Mom was probably thinking I was crazy. That, or I was going to attract the wrong sort of attention in a dress like that. To which I say: whatever. What I wear shouldn’t matter.  
 
    In fact, I might just pair the dress with my faux leather jacket. Nothing said queen of the dance like a bedazzled jacket labeled with slut.  
 
    Or maybe that was just me being petty, since that was my favorite jacket. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty – Vaughn 
 
      
 
      
 
    I admit, the moment Dante Storm came to Midpark High, I stopped digging for dirt on Archer and started looking into him. I even got Markus to help, and he had connections galore. There was a slight problem with that, though.  
 
    Dante Storm did not exist.  
 
    Maybe the name was fake. Maybe he’d blackmailed his way here. It seemed a reasonable explanation as anything else.  
 
    I didn’t like him. He was wild, unchained, constantly ready to throw it down and defend Jaz’s honor. Don’t get me wrong, I was all for defending Jaz and protecting her from the demons that stalked these halls, but there was a way to go about it that did not involve getting thrown in jail.  
 
    I wouldn’t get thrown in jail. Oliver Fitzpatrick owed us. He was the best lawyer on this side of the United States. Money could truly buy anything.  
 
    Did Dante have that kind of money? No, not since he needed money from me to apparently stay at a motel. Oh, I had him looked into. He stalked Jaz some nights, while other nights he simply retreated back to that motel and shut himself in for the night.  
 
    He was supposed to take care of Ryan and his friends, which he hadn’t, yet. I’d be lying if I said I didn’t want him to fuck up and get himself caught. My family’s money would not be helping him with his lawyer fees.  
 
    I sat at lunch the next Monday, not hungry, staring at him as he reached over the table and pulled my tray towards him, giving me a wide, white smile as he plucked the spork out of my hand and started eating the lunch that was supposed to be mine.  
 
    Jaz wasn’t here yet, which was why I felt so comfortable to glare at him openly. He noticed immediately, his mouth already full of mashed potatoes. “What?” Dante asked, meeting my glare with his own lively blue eyes. “It wasn’t like you were going to eat it. All you do is play with your food like a fucking weirdo.”  
 
    A muscle in my jaw tensed. Oh, I could show him what being a fucking weirdo meant. I could drag his sorry ass into my family’s basement and keep him there for weeks as he lost his mind.  
 
    Hmm. Then again, I was pretty sure he already was halfway gone.  
 
    Dante was busy licking the spork clean when Jaz arrived, sitting beside me as she unrolled her bagged lunch. She’d started to alternate who she sat by; I would be lying if I said I enjoyed seeing her sit beside him, seeing the glimmer in his eyes as he looked at me all smugly.  
 
    Today, though? Since she was sitting by me? Dante pouted, and he started stabbing the food on the tray a bit harder after she sat down.  
 
    Jaz’s warm, luring stare moved between us as she pulled out her lunch, snack by snack. The table was quiet, surrounded by an otherwise loud lunchroom. She seemed to be in a decent mood, fighting not to smile as she finally spoke, “So, how was your weekend?”  
 
    I could’ve said a lot of things right then. That it was hardly a good weekend because I didn’t see her during it, that I spent most of it wondering why and how Dante had squirmed into our lives, why he seemed to be so close to her in spite of his newness. I could’ve told her that I dreamt of her, as I often did, that the feelings inside me—as confusing as they were—only grew. 
 
    But it was Dante who first replied, “My weekend was great. How was yours? How was that self-defense lesson with that old man?”  
 
    Old man? That got me to blink and stare at Jaz, who appeared unashamed at the mention of it. Since I was so startled, I asked, “Who?” Jaz wanting to learn self-defense after what happened was natural, although, by the blood that ran through my veins, I swore she would not have to worry about defending herself for long.  
 
    “Jacob,” she answered me, her cheeks flushing as she paused.  
 
    That sudden heat in her cheeks, was it for Jacob?  
 
    Something inside me twisted; jealousy? I did not like feeling so jealous. It wasn’t like I had any right to her; she wasn’t mine yet. I had to remember that.  
 
    It simply grew increasingly harder to do that with each passing day.  
 
    “And the lesson went great,” Jaz spoke, meeting Dante’s curious stare.  
 
    Hold on a moment. Was he jealous too?  
 
    “Not that it’s any of your business how it went,” she added, a bit prickly, as if there was more to the story she wasn’t telling us.  
 
    A thought occurred to me then, a sudden and strange thought I did not like. She wasn’t falling for Jacob, was she? The mere possibility made me frown, which she instantly noticed.  
 
    “And, just so you know, he’s not working for me anymore,” she told me, probably trying to make me feel better. Alas, her words did anything but. If he was no longer under a contract with her, that meant she’d seen him without it, that she would continue to see him, even if she wasn’t paying him to look into shit he had no right to.  
 
    Could I ever win here? Was trying to get Jaz all to myself a pointless endeavor?  
 
    “Great,” Dante muttered, stabbing the tray with the spork. The actual tray, not even the food on it. Just…stabbing the tray, like he was picturing it as Jacob, or something. “So, you’re just seeing Jacob on your own, then. That’s just fucking wonderful, isn’t it, Vaughn?”  
 
    I snapped back into reality, saying, “Uh, yes. Wonderful.” It was anything but, really.  
 
    Jaz must’ve sensed the unease at the table, for she went on, “I also went dress shopping.” 
 
    Dante smirked. “For what?”  
 
    This was, at least, something I knew the answer to, though I did not know exactly why she’d want to go to it. “The winter formal is in less than two weeks.” Technically not this weekend, but next. I never put much thought into dances, because they weren’t my thing, but maybe they were Jaz’s.  
 
    Would I suck it up and go to one if it meant I’d get to spend more time with her?  
 
    Of course. The answer to that was obviously a yes.  
 
    “A dance?” Dante echoed, laughing to himself. “A fucking dance? Come on, who the fuck wants to dry hump each other while teachers stand twenty feet away leering like creeps?”  
 
    Jaz shrugged. “I was going to ask you guys if you wanted to go with me, but if you don’t want to—” 
 
    “I’ll dry hump you all you want, with as big of an audience as you want,” Dante quickly said, changing his tune. “Hell, screw the dry humping. I’ll fuck you on the dance floor.”  
 
    It was a good thing he’d taken that spork away from me, otherwise I might be lunging over this table and using it to gouge out his eyes. With a comment like that, it was hard not to jump straight to violence, like some family members I knew. Maybe I was a bit more like them than I’d thought.  
 
    And then, as my mind wondered what Dante would do if I plucked out his eyes with a plastic spork, her words really hit me. I looked at her, putting it together before Dante did. “You were going to ask both of us?”  
 
    Dante’s sudden switch of demeanor was palpable. “You mean asking us if we’re going to the dance, or asking us both to be your date to the dance?” He needed it spelled out for him, and I had to stop myself from rolling my eyes.  
 
    “I could imagine having each of you on an arm,” she mused, heaving a sigh as she thought about it, like being stuck between us was something she’d thought quite a lot about. Two dangerous, tattooed bad boys at her service.  
 
    I wanted to speak, wanted to tell her she was absolutely out of her mind if she thought I’d ever want to pull up to a dance with Dante, even if it meant I’d have her all dolled-up in a dress. Truth be told, I didn’t care what she wore or what she looked like; Jaz was beautiful no matter what.  
 
    But me dealing with Dante for more time than I already was forced to? Ugh, I didn’t know if I could do it.  
 
    Although, if there was anyone I would try for, it was her.  
 
    When neither of us said anything, when all Dante and I could do was stare at each other, as if wondering how to best get rid of the other guy, Jaz said, “Think about it, okay? I have something planned for the dance, and I’d feel better if you two were there with me.”  
 
    That got both of us to quit our staring contest and look at her. Jaz had something planned? What in the hell did that mean? She was supposed to let me handle things. Well, me and, by extension, Dante.  
 
    “What?” I asked.  
 
    “Yeah, what do you have planned in that devious brain of yours?” Dante grinned, leaning on the table, his leather jacket wrinkling as he did so.  
 
    “If you guys come, you’ll see,” Jaz whispered, saying nothing else as she began to eat.  
 
    Dante and I watched her, exchanging looks every now and then. It was clear neither of us wanted her to do anything, especially on her own. Which, when it came down to it, meant he and I would have to suck it up and be there for her, in case she needed us. 
 
    I would rather go with her and Dante, be there even if she didn’t end up needing me, than not go and have something disastrous happen.  
 
    As the saying went: better safe than sorry.  
 
      
 
    The end of the school day came quicker than I anticipated. I planned on finding Jaz and telling her that I would go to the dance with her, regardless of whether or not Dante was, but I was quite literally ambushed as I left the last class of the day and headed to her locker.  
 
    Who ambushed me? None other than the tatted, leather-wearing guy who put unease in everyone’s stomachs; everyone other than mine.  
 
    Funny how the girls stayed away from him. Maybe they’d learned their lesson with me, getting nowhere in spite of their attempts to. They thought he was hot, but they wouldn’t touch him. 
 
    Dante dragged me to an empty hall, one that held only classrooms and no lockers. “Hey, man,” he spoke, meeting my eyes with a serious expression—something he did not normally wear. “Ever since lunch, I’ve been thinking.”  
 
    Yeah? He wasn’t the only one, if so.  
 
    I said nothing, because I really wasn’t one to talk needlessly, unlike Dante. He spoke enough for the both of us put together.  
 
    “I don’t like seeing her with you, and you don’t like seeing her with me,” Dante went on, shrugging, as if it was the most obvious thing in the world. To the both of us, it was. “If we both go to this dance, it’s not going to be all fun and games. But, I think, for her sake, we should try.”  
 
    Blinking, I stared at him. That wasn’t what I’d been expecting him to say. “That means you and I will have to get along.”  
 
    “Hey, we’re getting along now, aren’t we? Besides, it isn’t like I can kill you and hide your body. Without you, I won’t have a roof over my head.”  
 
    I frowned. If something happened to me, it’d be the last thing Dante ever did. He wasn’t from around here, so he didn’t know what my family was capable of. Let’s just say most everyone knew not to get involved with us unless they absolutely had to.  
 
    “And, anyway, if our girl gets into trouble, we’d best be there to help her out of it—” 
 
    At that, I had to speak, “Our girl?”  
 
    Dante chuckled. “Uh, yeah, that’s what I said, isn’t it? Our girl.” He stuck his hands in his pockets, old, worn jeans that looked almost vintage. Odds were all of his clothes were old, well-loved and worn-down. People like him didn’t do vintage, and people like me just didn’t give a shit. “As much as I hate to say it, she is our girl, you know. Unless she suddenly makes a decision and wants to cut ties with the other, she’s ours.”  
 
    I wasn’t sure that was how it worked…  
 
    “And who the fuck knows about Jacob.” Dante’s dark brows came together, and he shook his tattooed head. “No, I don’t want to think about Jacob right now. You’re enough.”  
 
    Tell me about it. 
 
    “So, we play nice, for her. No trying to backstab the other, not when a few little bitches still need their payback,” he told me, glancing over his shoulder to make sure no one was around, no one would hear him say that.  
 
    I nodded once. “Do you have a time frame on that?”  
 
    “Soon” was all he said about it, before changing topics and bouncing back to the dance and sharing Jaz like some sort of thruple. “Believe it or not, I’ve never been to a dance before. Don’t we have to wear matching suits? Like, not the same for you and me, but match her dress or something?”  
 
    “I honestly have no idea. I’ve never been to one before, either.” I knew they held it at the local country club, renting it out for the day, but that’s it. Dances weren’t my thing, nor was dressing up.  
 
    “Huh. You and I have something in common, besides the girl and the tattoos. Go figure.” 
 
    Yeah, that was about all we had in common. Dante was far too wild and unreserved to be similar to me in any way. I was a Scott; I was taught from a very young age how to get things done, and done properly. I doubted Dante ever received such tutelage. A pity for him; he did have potential.  
 
    “Know any place around here that does rental suits for cheap?” Dante asked, looking about as awkward as I felt, talking about this. “I don’t exactly have one, you know, and I assume they won’t let me in if I come looking like this.”  
 
    That much was true. Dances were formal events, and the country club was always formal attire only, even when it wasn’t rented out for an event.  
 
    I eyed him up. “Get me your measurements, and I’ll get one made for you.” He was built like a wall; I doubted any old cheap suit would fit him right. Plus, if we were going to be there for Jaz, if we were to play nice and pretend she was our girl, we had to look the part. We had to look the part of slick psychos who would not hesitate to break bones if it meant we would keep our girl safe.  
 
    “Really?”  
 
    “Really.” My family had a tailor, not that I was going to tell him that. He did not need to know we also had our own in-house doctor, along with chefs and maids and others. He did not need to know my family held the biggest estate in Midpark, both with the biggest house and the biggest acreage.  
 
    I turned, starting to walk away, wanting to find Jaz and tell her our decision, but Dante was at my side, trailing after me, muttering, “Now, when you say measurements, what do you mean? What am I measuring? I assume you don’t mean my dick—that’s about the only thing I know how big—” 
 
    My eyes closed as I emerged into the main hall, wishing I could ignore him. I couldn’t, alas, so I had to tell him that I’d have someone go to his motel room to do the measuring for him.  
 
    To which he asked, “You know where I am, huh?”  
 
    “Of course, I do.”  
 
    “Should’ve guessed. You rich freaks know everything.”  
 
    I stopped, causing him to walk into my shoulder. I turned my head toward him, giving him a serious glare. The halls had emptied; I bet we’d missed our chance to catch Jaz by her locker. “You make whatever judgments you want about me, and I’ll do the same for you. Just know that I am not your typical Midpark brat. I might have money behind me, but that’s not all. My family is very old, very powerful, and their enemies tend to disappear off the face of the earth. Now, do I think you and I can get along? Maybe. Will it last forever? I doubt it, but I don’t expect you to stick around long. Why would you? You’re not even using your real name here.”  
 
    That was the most I’d said to him at once in a while; it also gave quite a bit away.  
 
    Fortunately for himself, Dante took me seriously. “You’re right. I don’t plan on sticking around.” He lowered his head, his voice a rough whisper as he added, “But if I have my way, neither will Jaz. One day you might wake up, and we’ll both be gone.”  
 
    If a stare could kill, I was certain my stare right then would drop Dante dead.  
 
    “But I assume you wouldn’t care too much,” Dante spoke with a shrug. “After all, you’re too stone-cold to care about anything.” 
 
    “I care about Jaz.”  
 
    “So do I.”  
 
    “Why? How do you know her?”  
 
    It was almost ridiculous; interrogating each other in the halls of Midpark, like we were each trying to figure out what made the other tick, besides our fascination with Jaz and everything she was.  
 
    Dante let out a bitter smile. “Let’s just say, if things would’ve been different, Jaz would’ve been mine a long time ago. She never would’ve met you, or anyone here.” He shook his head. “It’s obvious to both of us she doesn’t belong here.”  
 
    “You’re saying she belongs with you?”  
 
    He lifted his arms before gesturing to his groin. “These arms, this dick, would’ve been her home if mommy dearest wouldn’t have taken her away from where she belongs.” 
 
    The pieces were slowly coming together for me, though I did not like what I was seeing. “And if she doesn’t choose to go with you? If she wants to stay here, with me—what then?” It was a possibility, just like, I supposed, what he’d said was, too. “Will you respect her wishes, or try to steal her away?” After his history, I wouldn’t put anything past him.  
 
    Dante smirked. “Guess we’ll have to wait and see.”  
 
    I watched him go, frowning.  
 
    Waiting and seeing was not what I wanted to do. I wanted answers, and I wanted them now, but patience was a virtue. I would have to wait and see, but in the meantime, I could prepare myself for the worst. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-One – Jaz 
 
      
 
      
 
    The night of the choir concert came too soon. Well, if I was honest, it would always come too soon, because I would never be ready for it. I had the lyrics to the songs memorized, at least, so there was that. I knew the gist of the tune I was supposed to keep as an alto, but that was about it. Bobbi kept reassuring me during class that would be enough, for now. Once I had a one-on-one test with Ms. Haber, where I’d go into her office and be forced to sing for her, alone, I’d have to know the tune well enough to carry it by myself. During the concert I could piggyback off of the other altos beside me.  
 
    There wasn’t a strict dress code for the concerts; however, in order for all of the students to have a more cohesive look, Ms. Haber told us to wear black. As long as our clothes were black and they went along with Midpark High’s official dress code, whatever we chose to wear was good. 
 
    Although, at that, I would argue that Midpark High was select in who it chose to get in trouble when it came to clothes. Some girls could practically flash their entire chest and get away with it, while others couldn’t. I’ll give you one guess as to who got away with it most often.  
 
    Fucking Brittany.  
 
    But tonight wasn’t the night for me to spend thinking about her. Tonight I had to focus on choir and the songs and generally not looking like an idiot. It would be difficult for me, but I’d manage, somehow.  
 
    I hoped.  
 
    For my outfit, I chose some black leggings, along with a longer black t-shirt. Figured that way, my ass would be covered with the tail of the shirt, so it wasn’t like they could complain I was flashing anyone. To me, leggings were pretty much just like jeans, anyway. Just minus the pockets and a whole lot more comfortable. Skeevy dudes would always be skeevy dudes, even if you wore a parka around them—they’d always find a reason to stare at you. 
 
    I’d hopped in the shower right after getting home from school, having to blow-dry my hair so I could style it a bit. Nothing too outlandish or crazy, just a few soft waves to give it some volume. I did a bit of smokiness around my eyes, along with a nude matte lip gloss. I paired the outfit with my ankle-high black boots, and I was ready to go.  
 
    I grabbed a hoodie, throwing it on as I headed down the stairs. I’d have to take it off once we arrived at the school; Mom would have to hold it during the concert since it wasn’t black. If I would’ve had my pleather jacket still, I wouldn’t have had to worry about wearing a freaking hoodie.  
 
    Yeah, still kind of pissed about that.  
 
    When my feet landed on the first floor, I heard voices coming from the kitchen. “I’ll pull the car around.” A deep, manly voice. Ollie?  
 
    I froze at the base of the staircase, wondering why in the world Ollie would have to pull the car around. He wasn’t coming, and there was no way he would ever be caught dead in my mom’s dingy, rusty van.  
 
    Shaking it off, I found my mom in the kitchen. Ollie had already gone, apparently, to pull the car around, whatever the hell that meant. Mom was dolled-up to the extreme, like this was some kind of date for her. She wore sparkly earrings, her yellow hair down and curled. When I saw that she was wearing a floral dress, I nearly did a double-take.  
 
    Not only a dress bedecked in flowers…but also heels? What in the hell… 
 
    “Mom,” I broke the silence of the kitchen, causing her sharp blue eyes to snap to me. “What are you wearing? You do know you’re not the one going on stage to perform tonight, right?” It was hard for me not to be a smartass sometimes; what could I say?  
 
    She glanced down at herself, making a noncommittal sound. “Oh, this? Don’t be silly, honey. I just wanted to look the part of a Midpark mother.” Mom giggled.  
 
    Yeah. She actually giggled like she was twelve years old and had a secret she knew but was trying to hide from me.  
 
    “I heard Ollie talk about pulling the car around,” I started. “What was that about?” Deep down, I kind of felt like I knew what it was about, but I didn’t want to see it. Didn’t want to face it. Call me stupid.  
 
    “Ollie volunteered to be our chauffeur for the night,” Mom told me, grinning ear to ear. When I only stared at her, she rolled her eyes. “Oh, don’t be like that, Jaz. The man needs to get out of the house more.” 
 
    “He is out of the house, like all day every day—” 
 
    “I mean for more than his job,” Mom cut in with a shake of her head. “He needs to learn to have a life again, and I’m not saying that going to your choir concert will make him realize how much of life he’s missing, but it’s a start.”  
 
    Great. The only thing not super weird about this, the only saving grace of this night was the fact that there were no games tonight. No basketball or anything, no other extracurriculars that would be at the school. The only people who would see me come with my mom and Ollie in tow were the other choir students.  
 
    Granted, I couldn’t trust anyone, but if there was a group of kids who I could perhaps trust a tad more than the general population of Brittany and Archer wannabes, it was them.  
 
    A honking sound came from the front, and that was our cue to leave. Mom gathered her purse and we headed out.  
 
    I slid into the backseat of Ollie’s fancy car, while my mom got in the front passenger seat. I leaned my arm on the door, staring up at the moon in the sky. It wasn’t too late in the day, but the afternoon had come and gone. It was now early nighttime, and the sparkling dots in the sky were enough of a reminder for that.  
 
    My eyes closed, and I tried not to listen to my mom’s and Ollie’s conversation as he drove us to Midpark High. They seemed to be getting close lately, which was fine I guess, since my mom worked for the man and we lived in his house, but it all just felt so…weird to me.  
 
    Ugh. If there was a night not to be stressed out about anything, it was tonight. Tonight was about me remembering my words and my part in the songs. No stage fright, no nerves. I would do this and hopefully it wouldn’t be as bad as I anticipated it would be.  
 
    That was probably a longshot dream of mine.  
 
    The Midpark High parking lot was full of maybe a few dozen cars. Nothing at all like how it was packed during the day with students’ and teachers’ vehicles. Just enough cars for the parents and choir kids to get here and do this damned thing.  
 
    Yeah, I wasn’t looking forward to it.  
 
    Ollie dropped me off at the door before going to park, since we were supposed to arrive fifteen minutes early to warm up before the auditorium was opened to parents and anyone else who wanted to sit and watch. I had no idea who would think that watching a high school choir concert on their Friday night would be a fun thing, but I guess you never knew. I gave my mom my hoodie before hopping out.  
 
    I pushed inside the building, turning to head toward the hall where the auditorium was. I actually spotted Bobbi just outside the set of double doors, talking on the phone. Her brown hair was down, the curls causing its length to end just halfway down her back. She wore a pair of tight dress pants, along with a black tank and a dark suit top. The look actually fit on her.  
 
    When her hazel eyes found me, she said, “I got to go. Ms. Haber’s calling us in to rehearse.” A small lie, because I didn’t see Ms. Haber anywhere, but I could imagine the teacher was already in the auditorium, running around for last-minute things. “My dad couldn’t make it tonight,” she added when I reached her side.  
 
    “Then my mom can be here for the both of us,” I said, shrugging. Kind of shitty that her dad couldn’t come, but I supposed sometimes adults did have other responsibilities. Maybe he had work or something. “Why couldn’t he come?” It wasn’t like the concert date had come out of nowhere; these things had been scheduled at the beginning of the school year.  
 
    “There was some kind of emergency at the park, I guess. Not sure what happened. He doesn’t like talking about his cases.” She put her phone into her jacket’s pocket. 
 
    Together, we walked into the auditorium. “Cases?”  
 
    She said, “Yeah, he’s a detective for the Midpark Police Department.”  
 
    I nearly tripped. Her dad was a detective? Did he know Jacob? And when she’d said an emergency in the park, she really meant an emergency…  
 
    The auditorium was a big space, reserved for the school’s assemblies or any other special events. Rows and rows of cushioned seating, though the only lights that were on were hot and bright on the stage, where risers were stationed. That way, even the shorter kids in the back would be able to be seen by their parents in the audience.  
 
    Bobbi and I took our places, and within two minutes, Ms. Haber stood before us, running through our vocal warm-ups. It was kind of hard to see out into the audience, but I could tell some parents snuck in even though they weren’t supposed to come in yet.  
 
    Once our warm-ups were done, Ms. Haber opened the side doors to the auditorium and let the flood of parents in. We were supposed to stand still, not fidget, with our hands at our sides. It was all very annoying; like we were robots who were simply here to sing. So not my thing, but I supposed I could get through a few more months of this.  
 
    Just a few more months of all of this, really, and I would leave this town in the rearview mirror, hopefully, graduate and never see any of these people again.  
 
    That was what I thought, but as I stood there, spotting my mom and Ollie amongst the crowd, I wondered if it was true. If I really would leave. In the hectic-ness of the move, college applications had kind of been forgotten about. Plus, would I really want to leave the guys? Jacob, Vaughn…hell, even Dante.  
 
    And Archer—no, I would not let my weak-willed mind when it came to that one sway me either way.  
 
    With the parents inside and sitting down, it was time for Ms. Haber to grab a mic and introduce herself, as if most of the parents here didn’t already know who she was. My mom didn’t, I supposed, along with Ollie, but odds were every other adult in the audience had come to the other concerts earlier in the school year.  
 
    Needless to say, when she made some of her corny jokes, it was impossible not to roll my eyes.  
 
    Thankfully her introduction didn’t last too long. Before I knew it, she was setting the microphone down and positioning herself at the base of the stage, where she’d conduct like she was some kind of performer and we were her band.  
 
    We didn’t have many songs to get through. Just four, but there were other choir groups in the school, so once we were done, they’d take the stage—and unfortunately for us, we could not leave before the rest was done. Rude, and all.  
 
    My class was on the last song we had—I was fumbling through the songs like no other, and I hoped my voice didn’t stick out too badly, since I did sound like a dying cat—when I noticed the side doors to the auditorium open quietly.  
 
    Through the blindingly bright spotlights, I could see someone walk in and sit in the far back—the rows that were free of parents, the rows reserved for the choir students to sit and watch the rest of the performance once their part was done. Right now, the other classes sat near where the late person had chosen to be. I thought I caught a quick glimpse of leather, but I could be wrong.  
 
    After all, no one around here wore leather beside Dante, and there was no way Dante would ever show up to a freaking choir concert.  
 
    No way.  
 
    Our last song finished a few minutes later, and since it was our class’s final song, Ms. Haber stepped to the side, made a ridiculously dramatic bow, and gestured to us, causing the audience to clap, as if we’d done something spectacular and not just sang the words to a song we’d been learning for weeks.  
 
    Row by row, we exited the stage off the side, and the entire class pretty much erupted into chitchat the moment we were in the hall. The next choir group had already lined up, ready to enter the moment the final kid from my class exited.  
 
    Bobbi was beside me in an instant, nudging me as we headed to the other auditorium doors to take our seats in the back audience. “That wasn’t so bad, was it?”  
 
    “I guess not,” I admitted, though I did it begrudgingly. Still would be better at this shit if I had a good voice, but I supposed, maybe, when you blended everyone’s voices together, it all sounded decent enough.  
 
    “After this one, the last one should be easy,” she told me. “You’ll have more time to learn the songs.”  
 
    Hah. Yeah, only one more concert this year to go. That was not something I wanted to think about, not yet. Not until I was home, in bed, with this entire thing behind me.  
 
    Bobbi and I followed the rest of the class into the auditorium, taking the seats recently vacated by the other students in the back. Once we were seated, once the next class was on the risers and ready, Ms. Haber introduced them—along with some more corny jokes that, I was aghast, some of the audience actually laughed at.  
 
    Bobbi was whispering something to me, something about the choir class that was currently on stage—an all-girls group—but I was too busy tossing a look over my shoulder, trying to see if I could recognize the person sitting above us, in the top corner of the entire auditorium.  
 
    Though he sat in darkness, not a light nearby, I was able to discern his square jaw, not to mention the tattoo lining the sides of his skull. 
 
    Goddamn it. What the hell was Dante doing here?  
 
    When the choir group on stage began to sing, I whispered to Bobbi, “I’ll be right back.” 
 
    She nodded, moving her legs to let me pass her, probably thinking I had to go to the restroom or something. The other kids in the row didn’t even look at me as I inched before them. Once I got to the aisleway, I headed up, to the empty back rows, to the lone guy sitting by himself in the very corner.  
 
    He didn’t look at me when I walked up to him, didn’t even spare a glance as I plopped myself down in the seat beside him. He did, however, grin to himself, as if it was a struggle not to look at me.  
 
    “What are you doing here?” I asked. My voice came out sounding like a whisper, even though it wasn’t. That had more to do with the group on stage and the loud-ass song they were singing than anything else.  
 
    My mom and Ollie sat a good ways down, in the front half of the auditorium. Bobbi was about ten rows up, near the rest of the choir class, the third and final class in between us. Dante and I weren’t technically alone, but not a single pair of eyes were on us.  
 
    Finally, Dante turned his head toward me, laying that cute, somewhat psychotic smirk on me. “I came to see you, babe.”  
 
    “Don’t call me babe,” I told him, glaring. He and Vaughn had officially become my dates for the dance next week, but that didn’t give him the right to call me babe. I was not a babe. I was anything but. “I never thought choir concerts were your thing.”  
 
    Dante leaned back in his seat, his knees spread apart and his back hunched. “I was thinking about you,” he said. “Couldn’t stop myself from coming. I had to see if I could get you to myself, at least for a little bit.”  
 
    I was not impressed. “We are as alone as we’re going to get.” Yes, surrounded by an auditorium full of people was as alone as I wanted to be with him…mostly because I was nervous as to what would happen if I was actually alone with him.  
 
    Lately I’d been finding myself really liking the crazy glint in his icy blue eyes.  
 
    His stare raked over me, his head leaning back on the cushioned seat. “You look good in all black, Jaz.”  
 
    “Why are you here, really?” I chose to ignore his statement, not wanting to linger on it. If I did, my mind might go someplace it shouldn’t.  
 
    He shrugged as best as he could while reclining back. “I’m lonely in that motel room all by myself.” He flashed me his teeth in the darkness, grinning wickedly. “Why don’t you come back with me tonight? We can get to know each other a whole lot better.”  
 
    I stared at him, hoping I looked unimpressed and uninterested…even though I did feel my cheeks flush with heat. The thought was a tempting one, and if I could go, no strings attached, I probably would.  
 
    Alas, my mom was here and she would literally kill me—it was for the best.  
 
    Dante scooted himself up before leaning over the armrest between our seats. He was suddenly so very close to me as he whispered, “Come on. I know you want to. I can see the look in your eyes. You were more than willing to get frisky with me that first day. Why not now?”  
 
    “Because,” I hissed, “things are different now.” And I wasn’t kidnapped, trying to outsmart him and getaway. 
 
    Hah. Look at how far it got me. Still near him, still somehow with him.  
 
    “You are no fun,” he spoke, reaching a hand toward me. His fingertips grazed my cheek, gently tucking some hair behind an ear, and all the while his blue eyes sparkled in the darkness. I held his stare, not wanting to break it. Not wanting to show him just how much that small touch affected me.  
 
    How did it affect me, you ask?  
 
    Oh, it made my skin feel like it was on fire. That small touch made me grip the armrests harder, so I wouldn’t go touching him instead. The teasing touch made my heart speed up in spite of myself, my breath catching in the back of my throat.  
 
    “Be bad with me,” Dante begged, that same hand moving from my ear, tracing along my jaw. “Just for tonight.”  
 
    Just for tonight… 
 
    No, no, I couldn’t. He was ridiculously tempting, but I couldn’t. If I got up and left with him, Bobbi would see. Everyone else would see.  
 
    “I can’t.”  
 
    Dante didn’t seem like he was going to take no for an answer, the hand along my jaw dropping to trace my collarbone. “Come on,” he said, “I know you want to.” That finger tracing my collarbone made it so hard to breathe.  
 
    Once more, I whispered, “I can’t. I can’t go anywhere with you—” The dance would be different. I hadn’t told Mom about my two dates yet, and I wasn’t even sure how I would.  
 
    “Then let’s stay here,” he suggested, the hand on my collarbone suddenly dropping down, grazing my left breast as he started toying with the bottom hemline of my shirt.  
 
    I wanted to laugh. Stay here, and do what, exactly? It wasn’t like we could fuck in the back of the auditorium without anyone seeing or realizing what was happening. But the laugh in my throat died the moment I felt Dante’s hand curl against my body, moving downward over my leggings. When I felt him apply pressure there, I both wanted to smack him, get up, and walk away…and open my legs a bit and let him at me.  
 
    “Fuck,” Dante muttered, running his fingers along me, “are you wearing anything under these?”  
 
    Though it was probably a bad idea, I said, “Why don’t you check for yourself?” Okay, I had no idea where that came from. 
 
    Lies. That came from the warm feeling blossoming in my gut, the tightening in my core and the low aching feeling coming from my clit.  
 
    The smirk only grew on Dante’s face as he quietly moved his hand, slipping it between my leggings and my searing hot skin, finding that I was indeed wearing no panties beneath it. Leggings looked better that way.  
 
    My lungs inhaled a sharp breath when his fingers ran along my slit, pinching my nub between them. I met his stare, finding that he was both smug and satisfied at what he’d gotten himself into. I knew I should push him away, deny him what he wanted most—and right now, that was me—and yet, as I stared at his chiseled face, I couldn’t muster up the willpower to do anything but sit there and let him touch me under the shadows in the auditorium, surrounded by people, my ears assailed with constant singing.  
 
    I could pay attention to nothing but Dante and the way his fingers felt as they rubbed against me. When a finger dipped lower, he found a slickness at my entrance. A low hum came from his chest, a sound of approval, and he brought some of that wetness up to my clit, rubbing that swollen nub between two of his fingers.  
 
    This was wrong, and yet it felt so good. If that was the case, was it really wrong, or was I just trying to write Dante off, trying to push him away? He was clearly dangerous, definitely out of his mind, but the madness drew me in just like his handsome face did.  
 
    My hips started to move, just a little, just enough to push myself against that hand a bit harder. Dante watched me as his fingers dipped lower once again—only this time they did not stop at the rim of my entrance. This time one of them pushed in, and I had to stifle a gasp as I felt his finger fill me up.  
 
    It was nowhere near what a cock felt like, but it still sent my body into a wave of heated bliss.  
 
    He worked his finger in and out of me, his palm applying pressure to my aching clit. With a single hand, this tattooed man was undoing me, wholly and completely, making me lose my mind with a small crowd nearby.  
 
    I didn’t know if I should be awed or fearful of his power over me.  
 
    “Fuck,” Dante muttered. “I really wish it was my dick inside of you right now.”  
 
    I panted; I wanted that, too.  
 
    My head fell back on the seat, and I closed my eyes, losing myself to the growing pressure building inside of me from his handiwork. My whole body felt like it was on fire, his finger pumping in and out of me, dragging me to the edge, pushing me to the precipice of an orgasm ridiculously fast.  
 
    He was either really good, or I was just really horny. Maybe a bit of both.  
 
    Either way, it came in a rush, causing me to bite my lip to stop myself from crying out. Pleasure surged through me as I lost my mind to the orgasm, my inner walls clamping down on his finger as if it was his dick, as if I could milk him for more.  
 
    Holy hell. Dante definitely had a way with me, apparently.  
 
    Dante was slow to withdraw his hand from me, and I watched him bring it before his face. It took me a moment to realize what he was doing: smelling me. Smelling my wetness on his fingers, and he must’ve liked the scent, for he was grinning like a madman.  
 
    He leaned toward me, his lips hot on my cheek as he whispered, “I can’t wait until my tongue unravels you like that.”  
 
    A warm chill swept over me. Oh, fuck, yeah, I couldn’t wait for that, either. 
 
    “Now,” Dante added, and I watched him rub a hand over the bulge in his jeans, “unless you want to help me out with this, you should get back to your friend.”  
 
    Oh, I could help him out, but I knew if I did, if I touched that cock right now, I’d only get other ideas. Ideas which would only lead to bad things. Straddling Dante here and fucking him like an animal would draw some attention.  
 
    Even though it was the last thing I wanted to do, I got up. As I adjusted my leggings to make sure everything was in place, I saw he’d already undone the button on his jeans and had his hand stroking his length.  
 
    Was he really going to…  
 
    Of course he was. He was Dante. I should know better than to question him on that.  
 
    I said nothing, turning around and heading through the darkness. I found myself back in my seat within a minute, and Bobbi leaned against me to whisper, “Only one more group to go. You’re lucky you missed most of theirs. I’m not a fan of the Italian songs Ms. Haber makes them sing.” She stared at me quizzically, as if remembering I’d been gone for a while. “Where’d you go?”  
 
    “Bathroom,” I said.  
 
    She gave me a look, like she thought she knew. Like I meant I had to drop a number two or something. Bobbi had no idea I was in the back with Dante, getting felt up and pushed to orgasm.  
 
    She also had no idea Dante was back there, jerking off—but that was probably a good thing. I wanted to be the only one who knew, as I should be. That erection was mine. It had grown because he’d touched me.  
 
    Was it strange to call dibs on a hard cock? Probably, but at this point, I didn’t care.  
 
    As I sat there, as the all-girl choir group left the stage and the final group took their place—this an all acapella group—I couldn’t help but imagine Dante back there, his hand in his pants, rubbing one out. It was a thought that shouldn’t have brought me so much pleasure, but it did. I thought about him all throughout the last performance, and when I heard someone getting up in the back of the auditorium, I had to stop myself from glancing back to see if it was him. 
 
    It was. Dante must’ve finished himself off, buttoned his pants, and got up, headed for the nearest exit. My eyes followed him near the door, and I wished I could go with him, make him not as lonely in that motel room…but being here with my mom and Ollie, I really couldn’t.  
 
    Dante left without a word or a wave, and I felt a surge of sadness wash over me when he was gone. I shouldn’t care for him, but I did. I did, even though I knew it would be to my detriment. A guy like him never stuck around, and I sure as hell wasn’t about to go anywhere with him, regardless of what he thought.  
 
    Ms. Haber got on the stage after the last group was finished, always having something more to say. She made a few more corny jokes that, even though I didn’t want to, I found myself laughing at. Ms. Haber did a bow for herself, and every single person in the audience applauded.  
 
    Soon after, the lights above us snapped on in the auditorium, almost blinding. Everyone got up at once, the other choir kids near Bobbi and I hurrying to get back to their families and get out of Midpark High.  
 
    Bobbi followed me to my mom—and to Ollie, since they were beside each other.  
 
    “Bobbi,” my mom exclaimed, rushing to hug her as if she was proud of her. As the other parents and kids began to exit the auditorium, my mom threw a look around after the hug ended. “You did wonderful up there. Where are your parents? I’d love to meet them—” 
 
    Ah, whoops. I never told Mom that Bobbi’s mother was out of the picture.  
 
    “It’s just my dad now,” Bobbi spoke, forcing a smile. “And he couldn’t make it tonight. There was an emergency with work.” She shrugged.  
 
    “Oh, honey. I’m so sorry,” Mom was busy saying, as if her heart hurt at hearing that. She glanced at Ollie, who stood stoically beside her. “Why don’t you see if you can come over for a bit? I can make you girls some dessert or something—provided it’s okay with Mr. Fitzpatrick.”  
 
    Ollie actually touched my mom’s upper back and whispered, “Oliver. I told you many times now Oliver is fine.” He met Bobbi’s stare, nodding once. “And she’s welcome at the house, of course.”  
 
    I wasn’t surprised he’d say that. I did think he’d been lonely in the house before my mom and I had come.  
 
    “Thank you,” Bobbi said, grinning. “Let me grab my stuff and call my dad to let him know.”  
 
    As she disappeared, my mom moved beside me, hugging me as she did Bobbi. “I’m glad you stuck with choir,” she told me. “It wasn’t so bad, was it?”  
 
    I laughed. “It was miserable, actually.” Even my deadpan didn’t work out so well, mostly because right then my mind went back to Dante, and what he’d done to me in the top row of the audience. My body warmed as a result.  
 
    Miserable wasn’t quite the word for it.  
 
      
 
    Bobbi ended up coming over, and she stayed over till about one in the morning. Mom made us some cookies and we camped out in my bedroom. It was nice—I was able to let go and laugh, even share some funny stories from my old school and my old friends with her.  
 
    Things were going good. The dance was in a week, and I was ready to take that bitch Brittany down.  
 
    But, of course, I should’ve known the week leading up to the dance would be the hardest week of my life. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Two – Jaz 
 
      
 
      
 
    Monday morning came, and gossip was flying. Something had happened over the weekend, something that set literally everyone on edge. I had no idea what happened, but I could feel the air had changed inside Midpark High. It was heavier, weightier. Tense.  
 
    I shoved my bag into my locker and gathered my shit for first period. I kept my head down as I walked to homeroom, though I did hear a few groups of students talking about me. One of them even went so far as to shout at me: “Why you’d do it?”  
 
    I stopped, turning to glare at the group of girls who’d spoken to me. “Do what?” Okay, I might’ve sounded a bit bitchy, but that’s because I didn’t trust them. They weren’t Brittany or any of her close friends, but still. I knew better.  
 
    “Don’t act so innocent,” the middle one, a girl with long, thick black hair, not unlike mine, spat. She had long, pointed nails, their color red and decked with jewels. “Why’d you have your thug go after Ryan and his friends?”  
 
    I blinked. It was about all I could do. “What are you talking about?”  
 
    “Ryan and his friends were jumped at the park over the weekend,” she said, eyeing me up, her bravado faltering when she realized I really didn’t know what the hell she was talking about. “Ryan’s critical, but the others didn’t make it.”  
 
    The words hit me like a physical slap. “What?”  
 
    One of her friends shook her head. “They’re dead, and we’re all betting they’re dead because of you.”  
 
    “Why would I have anything to do with this?” I wanted to scoff, I wanted to scream. Holding back had never been harder. Ryan was in critical condition, but his friends were dead—the same friends who’d jumped me in the locker room?  
 
    The girl with nails that could kill glared. “Ryan and his friends were bitching about you all last week. Said you kept teasing them but never gave what you promised. They were getting fed up. Everyone knows that tattooed freak probably did it. He was already dragged into the station over the weekend, from what I heard.”  
 
    What? How… 
 
    I said nothing, turning and storming away, my mind racing a thousand miles a minute as I headed to homeroom. That’s why the air felt so heavy in Midpark today—students had been attacked and killed. Ryan was still in the hospital.  
 
    How the hell could it be my fault? I never told anyone to kill them. That wasn’t how my mind worked.  
 
    Although, frankly, the world would be a better place without them—  
 
    No. I couldn’t think like that. Not yet. Not right now. Not when it could align me to being guilty.  
 
    Dante was dragged into the police station? As I entered homeroom and sat in my seat, I was lost in my own head. Was that the work emergency Bobbi’s dad had to deal with on Friday? Was that why Dante was already out and about, so he decided to come to the choir concert?  
 
    Shit.  
 
    Shit, shit, shit.  
 
    I looked up, finding everyone kept tossing me looks. Did the whole school seriously think I was at fault here? That I’d ordered a hit out on them or something? Hah, as if I had enough money for that. 
 
    “I assume you heard what happened,” a low, masculine voice spoke beside me, and I turned to look at Archer. Out of the entire class, he was the only one staring at me the same way he’d looked at me before: with sorrow, lust, and denial, all thrown in and mixed together.  
 
    “And I assume you heard that everyone thinks I had something to do with it?” I shot back, cocking a brow at him, waiting for him to either confirm or deny it. Brittany wasn’t here, lording her relationship with Archer over me, which meant, I bet, she was the one spreading rumors like that through the school. 
 
    My fault. It was all my fault, of course.  
 
    God, I really had to talk to Dante. The only problem was I didn’t know his schedule, so I would have to wait until lunch to see him. To ask him if…if any of this was true.  
 
    Hey, Dante. Did you happen to attack and murder a few people before you strolled into that auditorium on Friday and made me orgasm within two minutes?  
 
    Archer was quiet for a few moments, and I watched a muscle in his jaw tense as the teacher strolled in, yawning and looking miserable. Mondays sucked for everyone, apparently, especially those who weren’t here to see it, like Ryan’s friends. 
 
    “Did you?” Archer asked me. 
 
    If I could’ve punched him, I would’ve. “No.” The announcements came on, but it didn’t stop me from saying, “Do you believe me?”  
 
    He was quiet for a while, and what would you know, the first thing spoken about during the announcements was the fact that a group of students had been harmed over the weekend, and that the school was having a few grief counselors stop by this week, to talk if any other student should want to talk about it.  
 
    “Yes,” Archer finally whispered, “I believe you.”  
 
    My heart practically stopped in my chest when his blue gaze met mine. So warm and steady, unlike Dante’s stare. Archer believed me? Really? It shocked me to hear that, for whatever reason.  
 
    Then, almost ironically, the announcements started to talk about the winter formal, which, despite current events, would still be held this weekend. Voting for king and queen would take place in homeroom on Friday, so be sure to be on time! Oh, and apparently anyone who missed school on Friday wasn’t eligible to go to the dance, a way of trying to get kids not to skip, I guess.  
 
    Archer believed my innocence. Would wonders ever cease?  
 
      
 
    The whole choir room was abuzz with chatter. Since it was the week after a concert, Ms. Haber wasn’t too focused on getting us back to work right away. She spent the whole period locked away in her office, which left us to pretend like this was a study hall instead of choir.  
 
    Bobbi and I sat in the corner of the room, away from everyone else. She was busy watching me, as if trying to see if I was indeed as guilty as everyone else said I was. “I don’t believe them,” she said. “Everyone is just trying to find someone to blame. I know you were home, getting ready for the concert.” She already told me that Ryan and his friends getting attacked in the park was indeed what had kept her dad away.  
 
    Ryan was out in the hospital, but before he’d slipped into a coma, he’d claimed he was meeting someone in the park to buy drugs.  
 
    Drugs. Couldn’t have been Dante, right? Dante didn’t do that shit, did he? I guessed I didn’t know him well enough to make a claim either way.  
 
    “Yeah, that’s why they’re all saying I hired Dante to do it for me,” I muttered. Fuck. Things just got worse and worse around here, didn’t they? Things could never slow down and let me catch my fucking breath. 
 
    Listen to me swear like a sailor. I sounded like Jacob. God, I could really use his ear right about now. Maybe he’d know what I should do.  
 
    “I know you’re close to him,” Bobbi whispered, her hazel stare heavy. “Do you think he’d be able to do something like that?” The department hadn’t had enough to arrest him, hence the reason he was here and the subject of school gossip.  
 
    Did I believe Dante to be capable of something like that? Definitely. The way he held onto his switchblade made me think he was born with it. However, would I ever admit that to Bobbi? Bobbi, whose dad was a freaking detective with the Midpark Police Department? Hell no.  
 
    “Never,” I said. “He might look tough, but he’s a softie, underneath it all.” A softie. Dante. Hah, right.  
 
    At least she seemed to believe me. “We’re quick to point fingers at the outsiders. It was the same way a few years back, with Celeste. When things started happening, everyone blamed her.” Bobbi heaved a sigh. “I really hope we’re not on a cycle or something.”  
 
    If anything, we were already worse. Kids had died. When Celeste was here, the only thing that happened, besides some bullying, was a kid getting his hands cut off and a girl nearly killing herself by ramming her car into a tree. The level we were at was worse, corpse-wise.  
 
    God, I couldn’t believe I just had that thought. What was wrong with me?  
 
    Bobbi and I talked throughout the rest of the class period, though my mind was elsewhere. When the bell rang to signal lunch, I was the first out of the class, grabbing my shit and hurrying to my locker. I needed to see Dante, needed to talk to him, to find out if he’d really done what everyone was talking about, or if it was all a mistake. If they were ganging up on him because he was an outsider, because he was my friend.  
 
    Well, maybe more than a friend, but the way his hand had felt on my body, between my legs, was the last thing on my mind as I hurried to lunch.  
 
    I didn’t even grab my bag. I wasn’t hungry. If I tried to eat anything right now, I’d probably only end up throwing it up soon after.  
 
    Vaughn had beaten me there, as he usually did. He sat with a tray of pizza in front of him, though to him it might as well have been chopped liver. He did not look as if he wanted to eat it. I leaned on the table near him, causing his dark eyes to shoot up at me, checking me out all the while, as if it’d been ages since he’d seen me and I was the tallest drink of water he’d ever seen.  
 
    “When Dante gets here, tell him to meet me in the bathroom near the science hall.” I said nothing else, pushing away from the table as I left the cafeteria, heading to that same bathroom. Luckily the single-stall bathroom was empty, and I pushed inside, starting to pace the small space.  
 
    What would I do if Dante was the culprit? If he was the killer? Would I turn him in?  
 
    Fuck me.  
 
    My nerves got the better of me, and I wanted to throw up even though I hadn’t eaten anything since breakfast—and even that was just a quick little pancake before my mom stuffed me in the car and drove me here in her newly-fixed van.  
 
    I had no idea how long it was until I heard someone try the knob to the door. Maybe I should’ve locked it, maybe I should’ve told Vaughn to tell Dante to knock a certain way or something, so I’d know it was him and let him in—  
 
    Dante stepped inside, grinning as he saw me, taking a quick moment to appreciate my appearance, his gaze lingering on my chest and my lips a bit too long. “Jaz. Just the girl I was told to see in the science hall restroom. How are you? You finally want some time alone with me?”  
 
    “No,” I said. “Well, yes…” What the hell was I saying? “That’s not why I told Vaughn to send you here.”  
 
    “Oh?” He took a step toward me, his cocky smirk warming my body in spite of the seriousness of what I had to ask him.  
 
    “I’m going to ask you a question, and I need you to tell me the truth,” I said, forcing out a frown. I would not let my hormones get the best of me; not right now. “Can you do that, Dante?” I folded my arms over my chest, giving him the most determined look I could, given the circumstances.  
 
    He gave me a mock bow. “For you, babe, anything.”  
 
    “This is serious,” I said, eyeing him up. “Where were you before the choir concert?” That was a good way of asking him without actually asking him outright, wasn’t it?  
 
    Dante ran a hand through the brown hair on the top of his head, still smirking. “Now, why would you be so curious about that? Heard the rumors, hmm?” He took another step closer to me, and I found myself with my back against the tiled wall.  
 
    I opened my mouth to say something, to tell him to give me a straight answer, but the door to the bathroom opened again. Both Dante and I were about to tell the person it was occupied—but it was only Vaughn, and the moment he stepped inside, he flicked the lock, giving us both a quizzical look.  
 
    “If you’re going to have secret meetings in restrooms, you should really use the lock,” Vaughn muttered, frowning. 
 
    “Dude, space, please?” Dante asked. “Jaz wanted to see me—” 
 
    “He can stay,” I muttered. Felt a little safer here with Vaughn, ironically enough. “Now answer the question. Where were you?”  
 
    Dante turned his blue eyes to me as Vaughn leaned his back on the sink, watching, waiting. “Where do you think I was?” Dante whispered. “The park?” He let out a small chuckle. “And if, say, I was at the park, so what?”  
 
    “So what?” I echoed, aghast. “Dante, people are dead. Ryan’s still in the hospital—” 
 
    “And?” He blinked, waiting for me to explain why he should care.  
 
    That caught me off-guard. “And?” This time I did not repeat him with nearly as enough gusto as I should’ve.  
 
    Dante tossed a look at Vaughn, who was, besides his frown, emotionless. “And why does it matter what happened to those fuckers?” he questioned me. “Why do you care so much what happened to them, Jaz? You know what they tried doing—and you know you weren’t their first. You don’t get that ballsy on your first try. No, those fucks have done that to other girls here, and I bet everyone else kept their mouth shut because of mommy and daddy’s money.”  
 
    I…well, damn, I’d never thought of it like that, but still, how did that make killing them right?  
 
    I was looking into the eyes of a murderer, and it was like Dante didn’t even care that he’d ended lives. My stare darted to Vaughn, to see how he was taking all this, and he didn’t look surprised one bit.  
 
    “You wanted payback on them, didn’t you?” Dante asked me, tilting his head, looking mighty dangerous as he stared holes into my soul.  
 
    “I did, but not like that.” My voice shook. How could I stare into the face of a monster, a killer, and still want to make out with it? How could my heart want to both run for the hills and tell on him while simultaneously give itself to him?  
 
    It didn’t make sense. None of this made sense.  
 
    “Well, don’t you worry, when you don’t know what you want, I’ll be here to help make up your mind.” Dante glanced to Vaughn, adding, “Plus, Vaughn wanted them taken care of, too. I helped you both out.”  
 
    “You didn’t help me out,” Vaughn muttered. “I told you to get rid of them.”  
 
    “Right, Boss,” Dante corrected himself.  
 
    I moved away from Dante, away from them both. My brain was having a rough time trying to piece together what I’d just heard. “Excuse me, but what?” I looked between the two, wondering if they’d been in cahoots this whole time.  
 
    If Vaughn told him that, did that make Vaughn complacent in their murder? Because that’s what it was. Murder. Murder was wrong, no matter who it was who died…right? Fuck. I hated all of these ethical questions. Why couldn’t things just be more straight-fucking-forward?  
 
    Vaughn sighed. “I wasn’t going to sit back and let them live their lives, not after doing what they nearly did to you. I wanted them gone, and Dante was more than willing to help.”  
 
    “With a bit of cash exchange, technically,” Dante spoke with a shrug.  
 
    I could hardly say it. “You hired him to kill them? What the fuck is wrong with you two? I don’t…how—” My hands went to my head, and I rubbed my temples, desperately trying to gather my sanity.  
 
    These two thought the murder of Ryan’s friends was okay. What did that say about them? What did it say about me, having feelings for them?  
 
    “You’re overthinking it,” Vaughn said, suddenly before me, taking my wrists into his hands and forcing my hands away from my head. His dark, soulless black eyes stared down at me, causing all of my thoughts to halt. Just like that. “Let us do what is best for you. Let us protect you.” He released one of my wrists, but it was not free for long.  
 
    Dante grabbed it, and suddenly I was caught between the two of them, each of them holding onto a wrist as possessively as they possibly could. “You know I’d never hurt you,” he whispered, the smirk falling off his face as he gazed at me with an intensity that made my stomach burn. “Unless you wanted me to.” Just like that, the smirk was back.  
 
    My lungs felt like they were about to burst. Or maybe that was just me feeling oddly at ease between the two of them. Both of their hands seeped warmth into my skin, and I could not stop the racing heart inside me.  
 
    This was too complicated. Too messy.  
 
    The two guys were sluggish in releasing me, and when they did, I remained where I was, rooted firmly between them. “What happens when Ryan wakes up?”  
 
    “Don’t worry about that,” Vaughn stated, looking to Dante. “I’ll handle him.”  
 
    I wasn’t sure if that was a relief or not. Not at this rate. At this rate…I didn’t know what I should feel, what was right and what was wrong. Not anymore.  
 
    These two…they’d be the death of me, I think.  
 
      
 
    The end of the day came in a rush. I’d texted my mom and told her I was going over to Bobbi’s house after school, to which she was more than happy about. She really liked Bobbi, and she was thrilled to see me making a friend here.  
 
    I wasn’t going over Bobbi’s, though. I needed someone else after this crazy day. I needed to sweat—and I meant that in the workout sense, not the bend me over and fuck me from behind sense. 
 
    As I shoved shit into my backpack, I heard the clicking of heels in the hall. I couldn’t help but pause and throw a look over my shoulder, finding that it was indeed the one girl I didn’t want to see. Not today, not ever.  
 
    Brittany. 
 
    She looked just as pretty as ever, her blonde hair cascading over her shoulders, her amber eyes narrowed at me. She must’ve been on her way to her own locker, for she still carried a few notebooks. Her head was cocked at me, and she sized me up with a pout of her full lips. “Touché,” she whispered. 
 
    My eyebrows came together. “What?”  
 
    “It’s impressive, what you did.” Brittany took a step toward me, whispering, “Just know that any misstep you or your tattooed friends make will be your last. I’m not the only one watching you now.” She straightened her back, gave me a smile, and turned on her heels and walked away.  
 
    I watched her leave, frowning to myself. That bitch…she thought I told Dante to hurt Ryan and his crew. I didn’t, but the more I thought about it, the more I was okay with it.  
 
    Did that make me a bad person? Did it make me a monster? I was no good at wrestling with this shit. Morals, ethics…all mumbo-jumbo to me.  
 
    Hell, maybe we were all wrong here. Maybe none of us had halos and we were all destined to go to hell, none of our hearts or souls clean. I never thought myself a bad person, the worst I’d done was sneak around behind my mom’s back and see a few boys here and there, but that’s it. I’d never openly wished anyone harm. 
 
    But Ryan and his friends? The more I thought about it, the more I knew Dante was right. The world would not miss Ryan or his friends. They’d probably done more to girls at local parties, too. No, they deserved what they got, even if what they got was death at the hands of a switchblade-wielding psycho. 
 
    And technically Ryan wasn’t dead. He was still alive, but that glint in Vaughn’s eyes had told me he didn’t have much time left. Maybe he’d use his money, or his family connections. Maybe his family could pay off a doctor to make a mistake and accidentally kill him while he was out in that coma.  
 
    All I knew was I didn’t want to think about it.  
 
    I slammed my locker closed, tossing my bag over my shoulders as I hurried out of the school, past the whispering crowds. My destination was the car parked beside Dante’s bike, and thank God, Dante wasn’t out of the school yet, so he wasn’t standing there bugging Jacob like he had before.  
 
    Dante knew I was close to Jacob, but he had no idea how close that was. Jacob also had no idea how much time I’d been spending with Dante, either. He and I got together every few days to practice some self-defense, but I kept Dante to myself, not wanting to answer a thousand and a half questions. Jacob already knew about Vaughn; Dante just felt like too much.  
 
    Like I was somehow trying to juggle all these dicks, when in reality, that wasn’t how it was.  
 
    I mean, yes, I might have feelings for these guys. Both a physical connection and a deeper one. That much I could never deny; my body gave in to these guys so easily, it was like I couldn’t fight it, couldn’t fight them. Even with all the shit going on in my life, I found myself thinking about them more often than not.  
 
    Was it normal to like more than one guy at a time? Was it normal to want to keep every single one of them close?  
 
    Multiple boyfriends. I was basically talking about having multiple boyfriends. 
 
    I got in Jacob’s car without saying a word, meeting his hazel stare with a forced smile. Smiling was the last thing I wanted to do, and yet I had to put on a good front, otherwise he’d know something was wrong immediately. Hell, he was smart; maybe he already knew something was wrong. He’d undoubtedly heard about what happened in the park. Crime like that didn’t take place often in Midpark, and when it did, it shook the whole community.  
 
    After all, these rich, snobby folks were supposed to be a cut above the rest. They weren’t supposed to get into trouble, weren’t supposed to get into fights or meet up with strangers in the park to buy drugs. Everything in Midpark was supposed to be squeaky clean, and yet it wasn’t. It was the opposite of what it should be. 
 
    Bobbi had been right when she’d told me this place had a black underbelly. Midpark was not as shiny and nice as everyone pretended it was. 
 
    Even though I tried to pretend nothing was wrong, Jacob noticed instantly. He didn’t start the car or drive off straight away, instead studying me with a knowing expression. “What’s wrong?” he asked, his rough, scratchy voice low. One hand sat on the steering wheel, the other on the center console. It was as if he was trying desperately not to touch me, not while we were in public.  
 
    I shook my head. “Let’s just go.”  
 
    The muscles in his jaw clenched, but he said nothing else as he started his car and drove us away from Midpark High. He said nothing else, sticking to silence as he took me to his place. It was becoming a familiar location, the more I was there.  
 
    Hell, at this point I didn’t even want to learn any new moves or practice any old ones. I just wanted to get in that apartment, have him flick every single one of his locks, and have him hold me. Was that so wrong?  
 
    I dropped my backpack on the floor once we arrived in his apartment, squirming out of my hoodie and letting it fall on top of the bag while Jacob worked on re-locking his multiple locks.  
 
    His wide, strong chest let out a rumble as he finally turned to me, shrugging off his coat and hanging it on the rack near the door. “You want to tell me what the fuck is wrong, or should I start guessing?” When I looked at him, when I gave him an unimpressed look, he added, “And don’t try to say nothing’s wrong. I can tell just by looking at you something happened.”  
 
    I rubbed my arms, averting my gaze to the floor. “Did you hear about what happened over the weekend in the park?”  
 
    Jacob stepped closer to me, blocking out most everything with his body. A slightly-wrinkled button-up shirt, paired with dark pants that hugged his legs a little too well, no belt necessary. His normally stubble-ridden jaw was freshly shaved, which I thought odd. The man was not well-known for his self-care.  
 
    Even half-put-together as he was, he looked good. It really wasn’t a wonder why I’d fallen for him, in between the grouchiness and the swearwords.  
 
    “I heard about the kids that were attacked, yeah,” Jacob said, nodding. His light eyes held my stare, refusing to release his hold on me. “What about them? Did you know them?”  
 
    “They were the ones who tried to rape me in the locker room,” I muttered, feeling cold. So cold. Talking about those guys while knowing they were dead—and one was still currently fighting for his life in the hospital—made me feel so conflicted. It was wrong to be okay with their deaths, even more wrong to wish it upon Ryan in the hospital, and yet it was like, now that I knew the truth, now that I knew Dante had done it and that Vaughn was in on it, I couldn’t stop myself.  
 
    I was glad they were gone. I was happy I didn’t have to worry about them anymore, didn’t have to try to come up with something to get back at them. Really, what was there to do, how could you get back at someone for an attempted rape?  
 
    Rape was one of the worst crimes there was, anyway. It involved forcing yourself upon another, not caring what the outcome would be. Pregnancy, mental scarring, PTSD, the list went on and on and the attacker would go on living their life without a care in the world while the victim would be forever changed.  
 
    Was I trying to make it okay in my head? Was I trying to explain away Dante’s psychotic behavior and Vaughn’s purposeful deceit? Maybe.  
 
    Jacob’s hard expression softened after I told him who they were, and he closed the distance between us, wrapping those strong, steady arms around me and pulling me into his chest. He held me there for a long while, saying nothing, resting his cheek on my head as he simply breathed.  
 
    I closed my eyes, surrendering myself to his warmth and the way his chest rose and fell against my face.  
 
    “I don’t know if I should tell you I’m sorry or that those fuckers got what was coming to them,” Jacob whispered. “I don’t believe in karma, but sometimes the world does get back at those who fuck others over.”  
 
    He was not too good at comfort, but I didn’t care. The important thing was I felt safe here, in his arms, even if it was a little wrong. Even if Jacob and I never should’ve met, never should’ve gotten together.  
 
    Jacob was sluggish in letting me go, holding me at arm’s length as he asked, “What do you want to do? Do you want me to drive you home? I can see about ordering some dinner, if you want—” He stopped when I shook my head.  
 
    I reached for one of his hands, turning and pulling him along, saying nothing as I led him to the hallway, to the first door on the left. His bedroom. His fingers tightened around mine, and I tossed him a look. “I want to forget about everything, just for a little while.” Still holding his hand, I pulled us toward the bed.  
 
    He spun me, holding onto my hips, the back of my legs feeling the side of his mattress. His sheets were undone, as they always were. He was never trying to impress me, never trying to be more than who he was. Maybe that’s why I’d practically fallen head over heels for the man—he was real. He was so much more real than the majority of people in this God-forsaken town.  
 
    “I can do that,” he whispered, his nose brushing against mine mere moments before his lips came crashing down. Fighting what was between us was pointless now; we both knew it. Why fight when giving in felt so right? So good? 
 
    My mind shut off as Jacob pushed me back onto the bed. The only reason his mouth released its hold on mine was so he could help me out of my clothes and my boots. I returned the favor, unbuttoning his shirt button by button, every so often meeting his eyes, seeing the fire resting there. He was hungry for me; he wanted me as badly as I wanted him. No more trying to be better than who we were.  
 
    He went to his dresser, retrieving a condom to slip on over his thick, hard length. Within moments his naked body blocked out everything else, his muscles pinning me down as his knees knocked mine apart to spread them. I saw nothing else but his rugged, handsome face as he pushed into me, knew nothing other than the feeling of his cock filling me up in ways nothing else could.  
 
    Make me forget. Make me feel alive. Make me feel all of the things Midpark was trying to suffocate.  
 
    My eyelids closed as my back arched, my body rocking along with every thrust of his hips, my chest heaving with panted breaths as he did just that. My nails found his back, and I dragged them down, digging the tips into his flesh and causing him to shudder above me. Such a big, strong man. Such a rough, wild man who came undone for me.  
 
    Jacob’s hips jerked, his cock filling me up over and over. My heart raced in my chest, my skin growing hot instantly. It was like the flick of a switch; I wanted more. I wanted everything and then some. I was insatiable, never full, always greedy and grasping.  
 
    “Harder,” I begged.  
 
    And the man obliged.  
 
    He rocked into me so hard I swore the air was forcibly pushed from my lungs. The thrusts of his cock made me see stars. My hands now gripped the sides of his lower back, feeling the trembling muscles there, and I knew with every grunt of the wide chest above me, he was inching closer to his peak.  
 
    “More,” I cried out, digging my nails into his skin.  
 
    Jacob fucked me like a soldier, though he did growl out, “You make me want to lose it when you beg.” His strong, muscular arms blocked out the world around my head, the only thing propping his torso up as he pumped into me with a gusto that no one else could ever hope to match. He fucked me like a man who had finally gotten what was his, like a man who’d been bereft of all physical pleasure for years and was at last rediscovering what it felt like to lose himself in the passion of the moment.  
 
    I could feel the pressure growing inside, the liquid heat searing in my core. My inner walls clenched around his length, and I let out a low moan when the pleasure became too much. An orgasm ripped through me like a violent tide, causing my toes to clench and my hands to tighten on his back. I wasn’t quiet about it; I let the sound out, unhindered. I floated on cloud-nine, lost in a sea of bliss.  
 
    The man on top of me practically roared when he came, his thick body trembling as his thrusting grew quick and successive, as his cum filled the condom instead of me. He was a sight to behold through half-open eyes, all muscles and sweat.  
 
    Jacob did not pull out; instead he leaned his sweaty forehead against mine as he whispered, “You drive me crazy, Jaz.”  
 
    I managed a smile. This time, it was a real one. “Tell me something I don’t know,” I muttered, smacking his ass before releasing my hold on him.  
 
    His lips met with mine for one fast, hard kiss, and then he pulled out. After cleaning himself up, he crawled back on the bed, wrapping his arms around me and pulling me close. He held me against his naked chest, his skin still flushed from our quickie, and I let him hold me, let him trace circles on my lower back.  
 
    Once my heart rate slowed down, once I was able to focus on my breathing and relax, I actually fell asleep in his arms.  
 
    If only I didn’t have to go home. If only I could lay here with him forever, I would. I would forget all of my other responsibilities and simply exist here in Jacob’s arms. That was the dream, the wish.  
 
    In Midpark, everything comes with a price. I’d soon find out that my price was not the deaths of Ryan’s friends. No, my price came the day before the dance. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Three – Jaz 
 
      
 
      
 
    My nerves were getting to me. Mostly because everything was just crazy around here. I had nothing to worry about today; today was Friday, so all that was left to do was go through classes, and let Bobbi’s friend in the office take care of the ballot for king and queen. As far as I knew, Ryan was still in the hospital, still in a coma, though I knew it wouldn’t be long until something happened to him.  
 
    No, I wasn’t going to think about Ryan or his friends today. The police had left Dante alone, because they had no evidence, no witnesses. Yet another reason why Ryan had to be taken care of soon, before he could tell the cops what his attacker looked like, but I would not let myself go wandering down that dark path. As long as Dante was fine, I would be fine.  
 
    Me, wanting to protect a killer. Go fucking figure.  
 
    Silly me thought the day would go on fine, but that was before I got to homeroom and saw that Archer wasn’t in his seat. Odd, because the boy was always there before me, every single day, without fail. I stared at his empty seat as I sat down, wondering if he was busy in the halls, maybe talking to his bitch of a girlfriend.  
 
    He wouldn’t ditch. Not the day before the dance—that meant he wouldn’t be allowed to go to the dance, which would mean Brittany would probably kill him. Since he seemed to do everything she told him to, I doubted he would.  
 
    That’s what I thought, and what I continued to think…until the tardy bell rang to signal the beginning of first period. The announcements came on soon after, and some girl started talking about how the teachers were now going to pass out the ballots. Someone from the office would be by to collect them before first period was over.  
 
    I was confused as the teacher passed them out, slow to turn my eyes down to the small rectangular paper on my desk. Two lines labeled King and Queen of Winter. The ballots were write-ins, which Bobbi’s friend in the office would tally and fudge the results of.  
 
    But Archer wasn’t here, which meant he couldn’t go to the dance…which meant he couldn’t win Winter King. If there were any votes for him, they wouldn’t be counted. The crown would automatically go to the next boy with the second most votes.  
 
    Well, Brittany wasn’t going to be happy about that, was she?  
 
    Once the class was done voting, the teacher gathered the ballots up and placed them on the corner of his desk. Someone from the office showed up about ten minutes later, awkwardly knocking and interrupting his lesson, to which he could only roll his eyes and hand over the ballots.  
 
    All throughout class, I couldn’t stop glimpsing at his empty seat. Was it normal for Archer to miss a day? I couldn’t remember him ever missing a day before, though it wasn’t like I’d been here forever. I didn’t have that much past experience to judge him on, but still. Something just didn’t feel right, but I had no idea what that something was.  
 
    I wouldn’t find out what happened until fourth period, as it turned out. Until I sat down and spotted Bobbi from across the room. The moment her gaze landed on me, she hurried to my side. She pulled us to the back of the classroom; we had probably fifteen or so minutes before Ms. Haber ventured out of her office. That teacher was never on time, even though we were on the same set schedule every day.  
 
    Bobbi’s long brown hair was up in a low bun, looking cute even though it was messy. I looked like a swamp monster when I tried doing a messy bun, but that was beside the point. “Jaz,” she whispered, “did you hear?” Before I had the chance to respond, she shook her head. “The shit around here really is hitting the fan.”  
 
    I blinked. “What are you talking about?” Did Ryan wake up?  
 
    “My dad got a tip yesterday about Mr. Vega,” Bobbi explained. “Apparently Mr. Vega has a thing for underage girls. Whatever was given to my dad was enough for the police to arrest him and charge him.”  
 
    The world around me stopped. Archer’s dad was arrested for liking underaged girls a bit too much? What did that mean? Did that mean the police had evidence Mr. Vega had done something with a girl under eighteen? Did that mean someone was blackmailing him or… 
 
    My eyes widened.  
 
    Did Vaughn do this? Vaughn told me he was going to dig up the dirt on Archer, but this was…this was more than that. If Vaughn had fabricated evidence—as was done to Jacob three years ago, so I knew it was possible—it was more than getting back at Archer.  
 
    It was literally tearing his family apart.  
 
    “Oh, my God,” I whispered, feeling cold. So very cold, all the way down to my bones. This…I was in way over my head. I shouldn’t be doing any of this. I shouldn’t—  
 
    “Don’t get cold feet about the dance,” Bobbi quickly said, noting my expression. “Even if Archer’s not there, Brittany will still want her crown. We’re still going to take it away from her.” She sounded so sure of herself, so certain of our plan, like nothing could go wrong. Like, finally, the villains were getting what was coming to them.  
 
    Why didn’t any of this feel right? Why didn’t I feel good, knowing I was helping to undo the bullies who’d nearly had me gang-raped twice, the people who had ostracized me, used me, and thrown me aside like trash?  
 
    I forced myself to nod, saying, “You’re right.”  
 
    “Of course I’m right,” she said. “Rumors always flew, especially after what happened a few years ago, but I never thought Archer’s dad was one of them.”  
 
    “One of who?”  
 
    Bobbi looked uncomfortable, and she sighed. “You know everything that happened with Celeste Chambers a few years back? Well, before her dad was found cut up into dozens of pieces, he used to have parties. Years ago—before Celeste was kidnapped. At these parties, uh…” She shivered. “Sorry, I feel weird talking about it.”  
 
    I had no idea where she was going with this, but now that she’d started, I had to hear it. “What happened at the parties?” 
 
    “Nathaniel would bring Celeste and make her the star of the party,” she whispered, frowning, looking as though she’d rather discuss anything else. “He’d let his friends take turns, and I’m sure that meant he was also doing it. The only reason I know is because my dad was trying to nail the ring for years, but no one ever fessed up. All he had to go on were rumors.”  
 
    Oh, fuck. Oh, no. Was she saying what I thought she was? Did Nathaniel Chambers pimp out his underaged daughter to his rich friends? And, when he was killed, did Mr. Vega take up his mantle or something?  
 
    No. Oh, God, no. I didn’t want to think about these things. I felt sick. How the hell could anyone do that to their own daughter?  
 
    “And Mr. Vega…” I couldn’t even talk. Fuck, what was Archer going through right now? I couldn’t even imagine.  
 
    “Maybe he was one of them. Maybe he never got over his fascination with young girls. I don’t know,” Bobbi spoke, eyebrows creasing. “All I know is, no one in Midpark is an angel. Everyone is hiding something. I feel like it’s only a matter of time until everything comes out.”  
 
    Ms. Haber chose that moment to walk out of her office, so Bobbi and I hurried to our seats. I did message Archer, though I knew I shouldn’t. I should’ve deleted his number from my phone the night he’d fucked me over, the night I’d realized how much I’d been lied to, but I never did. My heart still felt for the cute blonde, and now my heart hurt for him.  
 
    I felt bad. And if, somehow, this was Vaughn’s fault, if Mr. Vega wasn’t a pedophile, I’d feel even worse. Putting Archer and his mother through this…it was just cruel. I wanted revenge, but this felt like too much.  
 
    I steeled myself to ask Vaughn come lunch.  
 
    During choir, I tried not to think about it too much, paying attention to learn the beginning notes of the new songs we had to memorize for the next concert in a month and a half. All throughout the class period, I kept checking my phone too, hoping I’d see something from Archer. Hoping I’d get a text back, maybe even a voicemail.  
 
    Nothing. Didn’t know why I expected more.  
 
    My mood was as low as it could be. When choir ended and the class packed up, I hurried away, needing answers. Needing more. I needed to know if this was my fault, if Mr. Vega was innocent—and if he wasn’t, what then? If Vaughn had simply dug up true secrets and revealed them to the world, what then?  
 
    Wouldn’t that just make it all worse? 
 
    When I made it to my locker, I shoved my shit in it and grabbed my bagged lunch, though the last thing I knew I would do was eat. I slammed it closed, about to turn and head to the cafeteria, when I realized I was cornered by three preppy bitches wearing sneers that could kill. 
 
    Brittany and her two closest friends. Needless to say, none of them looked happy.  
 
    “Well-played, bitch,” Brittany spoke, tapping her manicured nails on her arm, looking like she wanted to rip my throat out. “I don’t know how you did it, but well-fucking-played. Just know that everything that happens from here on out is because of you and your stupid mouth.” She shot me an ice-cold glare before turning on her heeled boots and walking away, sashaying her hips a bit too much.  
 
    Her friends went with her after shooting me sneers, and I stood there wondering just what the hell she’d meant by that.  
 
    An invisible weight gathered on my shoulders, and I walked through the halls in a daze, eventually landing myself in the cafeteria, at our lunch table, where Vaughn already was, picking at his food as if he was going to eat it. I sat across from him, my knees touching his as I exhaled a great sigh.  
 
    Vaughn’s dark stare rose, landing on me. I said nothing, staring hard at my brown bag, at my hands, wondering why this place had to twist everything up.  
 
    Dante arrived shortly after, sitting beside me. “What’s up, Buttercup?” He smirked, knocking his shoulder against mine. He must’ve shaved the sides of his head last night, for his hair was shorter all around, though the top was still a longer mop of brown. “Have you heard the news? Oh, I’m sure you have. It’s been going around the school all day.” He laughed. “I admit, I thought this place would be boring, but it’s actually kind of fun.”  
 
    I said nothing, though I did meet Vaughn’s stare across the table.  
 
    “Apparently Archer’s dad got an underage girl pregnant, forced her to have an abortion,” Dante plowed on. “Must suck to be that dick, huh?” His shoulders rose and fell with laughter, as if this was a laughing matter and not life-changing.  
 
    Finally, I was able to find my voice, and I asked softly, “Was it you?”  
 
    Vaughn stared at me, his silence all I needed to hear.  
 
    “You should’ve come to me, first,” I said. “Before telling anyone. I can’t believe you’d—” Whatever else I was about to say froze in my throat when Vaughn reached over the table and grabbed one of my hands. A quick, steady gesture, one he’d never made before.  
 
    Vaughn was always cautious, and he never touched me when others could see, besides Dante. When he and I were in public, we were just friends.  
 
    But this…the way his fingers curled around mine, the way his warmth seeped into me, how could I ever deny the fact that we were so much more, even if we hadn’t taken our connection all the way?  
 
    I stared down at the knuckle blocking mine out, the one labeled hate. A part of me wanted to pull back, to pull away, but I knew I couldn’t. I needed to hear him admit it, needed to hear him say it.  
 
    This was my fault. Archer’s life was unraveling because of me. I should be happy—that’s what I wanted, after all, wasn’t it? But I wasn’t. I couldn’t be content with the way things had gone. Archer still hadn’t responded to my text, and I knew he must hate me. Brittany undoubtedly told him this was my fault.  
 
    “I’ve known the truth about Archer’s family for over a week now,” Vaughn said, his hand holding mine with a strength I could not pull away from, nor did I want to. “I…I’ll admit, I didn’t want to tell you, because I knew it’d hurt you. I knew you’d never want to use it against him.”  
 
    Yeah, I wanted to get back at Archer, but not like this. I wasn’t needlessly cruel.  
 
    “Then why would you—”  
 
    Vaughn shook his head, interrupting me, “I didn’t. I kept the information to myself. This wasn’t me, Jaz.”  
 
    I could hardly breathe. “If you didn’t do it, then who…” Who the hell did?  
 
    Dante shrugged, his blue eyes on our clasped hands. “Maybe someone else wanted to get back at the family,” he offered, looking like he wanted to tear my hand out from under Vaughn’s and snatch it for himself. When both Vaughn and I looked at him, he added, “What? It wasn’t me. I don’t give a shit about what happens to Archer fucking Vega.”  
 
    Vaughn was measured in releasing my hand, and I asked, “So it’s true, then? It’s not some lie?”  
 
    “No,” Vaughn whispered, “it’s not a lie. It’s true.”  
 
    The words hit me like a physical slap.  
 
    It was true, then. Archer’s dad really did do something illegal and totally shitty, considering he had a family and a wife. God, I wondered who the girl was, if she was another student here, or if she was from a neighboring town, or… 
 
    No, you know what? It didn’t matter. None of it mattered. The man got what he deserved, and I could only hope Ollie would not be his lawyer.  
 
    Dante tried to change the mood of the lunch table, starting to talk about the dance tomorrow. I tried to talk, tried to bury away the foul mood that had surfaced when I’d heard what had happened yesterday to Archer’s dad, but it was difficult. The only thing I wanted to do right now was see Archer, tell him that I was sorry, that I had nothing to do with it. Even though he’d fucked me over and lied to me, I wanted to hug that boy and tell him everything would be alright.  
 
    What was it they said? Time healed all wounds?  
 
    Hopefully time wouldn’t let us down now.  
 
      
 
    The rest of the day passed in a blur. Other students were either talking about the raid on the Archer residence yesterday or the winter formal tomorrow. Dresses and dates, dinners and corsages; for once, no one paid any attention to little old me.  
 
    If only it could be like that all of the time.  
 
    Yeah, you know what? I would’ve liked to move under the radar here, become a ghost to everyone and everything, just get by through my last few months of senior year and graduate. But of course, that wasn’t what happened, and now I was stuck, knee-deep, in a huge mess I had no idea how to get out of.  
 
    The end of the school day came, and I was like a zombie as I went to my locker. Not many teachers had given homework for the weekend, since the dance was tomorrow, but I did have some math problems to do tonight. Math was one of those terrible subjects where you always had homework. I hated it.  
 
    I frowned to myself as I dug my math book out and shoved it into my bag. I felt cold in my hoodie, even though it’s the same one I’d been wearing for a while. Today’s events made me feel so out of my element, so cold. Another thing I hated.  
 
    My bag still hung on the hook in the locker, and I was about to reach for it to pick it up, zip it up, and toss it over my shoulder—leave this fucking school for the day—but a hand suddenly appeared, slamming it shut in front of me and nearly catching my fingers in the crossfire of his anger.  
 
    “What the fuck is wrong with you?” A rough, angry voice entered my ears, and my back automatically snapped straight. 
 
    I didn’t have to turn around to see who it was. I knew, because I’d listen to that voice more than I cared to admit, had that hand touching a hell of a lot more than it should’ve.  
 
    Archer.  
 
    The halls were busy with the end of the day traffic, but I knew we would have an audience soon enough.  
 
    “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I muttered, hating how much of a liar I sounded like. I bit my tongue, turning to face him, finding he stood less than six inches from me, cornering me against my own damned locker. “Whatever you think, it wasn’t me—” I froze when I noted the absolute rage on his face.  
 
    He’d never looked at me like that before, like he hated me with his entire being. Like I was the antagonizer, the perpetrator, the culprit of all that had gone wrong in his life lately. Like I was nothing more than an ugly pile of dirt he wanted to step on and forget about.  
 
    I hated the look he gave me, disliked how small and insignificant it made me feel.  
 
    His blue gaze was filled with ire, righteous fury at the girl he thought had ruined his life. “I thought you were different than everyone else,” he spat, frowning. “I thought you were better, but I guess the joke’s on me, huh? I guess you never really cared.” He pushed off my locker, causing me to flinch even though he made no moves to hurt me, and he took a step back in the hall, lifting both arms as he said, “You win. You fucking win.”  
 
    My mouth was zipped shut, but I wanted to tell him that I didn’t want to win. That this wasn’t what he thought it was, but I knew it’d be pointless. Not right now, not when all he saw was red and hate for me.  
 
    Maybe, once he calmed down, I could reason with him, convince him this wasn’t my fault, but…that was probably a pipe dream.  
 
    “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have to go see if I can be added to my dad’s accounts so I can continue to pay my family’s nurse while he’s in jail.” Those words were said to hurt me, and with everything else I’d learned, they did hurt me more. 
 
    A family nurse? Why would his family have a nurse? There had to be more to this I wasn’t aware of, more to Archer’s family problems than just his dad stepping out on his mom with someone underaged.  
 
    Fuck. I’d really gone and fucked everything up, huh? 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Four – Archer 
 
      
 
      
 
    I couldn’t believe it. I honestly could not believe what was happening in my life, not right now. I sat in my car, having just gotten home from visiting my dad in jail. I got him to sign the bank papers, which I now had to take to the bank so I could get added on his accounts and pay the bills and do everything else to keep the house afloat and Mom with her nurse.  
 
    But I knew it wouldn’t last forever. Dad had already tried to hire Oliver Fitzpatrick, and Oliver had refused him. No, fucking Oliver Fitzpatrick was going to be the prosecutor in my dad’s case, which meant no matter how much money my dad could throw at a team of lawyers, he’d probably lose. No one beat Oliver.  
 
    My hands still gripped the steering wheel, though the car had long been turned off. The sky above was a dark grey, and it was too late to swing by the bank; I’d have to make a trip out tomorrow morning, first thing.  
 
    I didn’t want to go inside. I wanted…it didn’t really matter what I wanted anymore, because I never got it.  
 
    I’d genuinely thought Jaz was different, I’d thought she was a good person, but she was just as dirty as the rest of them, spilling my family’s secrets like she couldn’t wait to tell the world what the Vegas were hiding.  
 
    The sun would set in a few hours, and I felt defeated. So utterly defeated, depressed, and tired.  
 
    It was pure irony that I still couldn’t get away from Brittany, even after the truth came out. This was the truth that had kept me to her side, but now…if she was possibly pregnant with my child, I couldn’t just walk away and leave. Such things never turned out well. She’d go after me, find a new way to hurt me.  
 
    You’d think, after all this time, after being wound around her finger like a fucking toy, I would’ve hardened myself, created a steel cage around my heart. You’d think I wouldn’t let this hurt me…but I did. It felt like I was breathing in glass, like I could not bear to live another day like this.  
 
    But I had to. With Dad in jail, facing charges, I was the only one Mom had. Dad would get out on bail, once they stopped dragging their feet and set it—the police department was using every loophole they could to make sure they had an impregnable case against him before having it set.  
 
    Things would never be the same afterward, even if, by some miracle, my dad got out and avoided prison. Getting a fifteen-year-old pregnant, taking her to an abortion clinic and signing all the papers, acting like he was her father when he wasn’t…was illegal in more ways than one.  
 
    I hated him. I hated my father for so long, and now that everything was crumbling around me, now that I could do nothing else as I watched my world burn, I knew this was what my dad deserved. He got what was coming to him.  
 
    Still, that meant my mom had no one but me. If something happened to me, what would happen to her? Would she be thrown into a nursing home, surrounded by strangers who didn’t really care about her? I couldn’t let that happen.  
 
    No, that was why I had to suck it up. I had to stay by Brittany’s side and I had to do what I could to keep this family stable.  
 
    I shouldn’t have gone to Midpark, shouldn’t have confronted her. Of course, I didn’t know for a fact it was Jaz’s doing, but who else would’ve tipped off the police? Brittany sure as hell never would’ve; she’d been lording that over my shoulders since last year, since she found out due to the fact the girl my father stuck his dick in was her cousin’s friend.  
 
    Yeah, my life was a shitshow of crap, huh?  
 
    I couldn’t help myself, though. I wanted to see her, wanted to look into those warm, big, brown eyes and confront her. How the hell could Jaz act so innocent? How could she stand there and give me that pitying look?  
 
    I shouldn’t be thinking about her. I shouldn’t ever let her cross my mind. Not now. Not when my life was falling apart before my eyes and I could do nothing to stop it.  
 
    Heaving a sigh, I got out of my car, my body feeling stiff. Had to be the stress; I hardly slept last night, so my body felt like I was lugging around a sack of bricks. I headed inside the house, finding my mom’s nurse doing laundry.  
 
    She nearly dropped the shirt she was busy folding, rushing to me as she asked, “Any luck?” I knew she loved my mom, she’d been with us for years, but even she had to put food on the table. She wouldn’t stick around once our money ran out.  
 
    And with the lawyer fees and the court fees…it just might, if this thing wasn’t over soon. I had the feeling it wouldn’t; I had the terrible, awful feeling it would go on and on.  
 
    I nodded. “I’m going to the bank tomorrow.”  
 
    She gave me a sad smile. “Good, good. Your mother is upstairs. She’s…very upset your father isn’t here.”  
 
    Trying to tell my mom, who sometimes wasn’t in her right mind enough to recognize me, that my no-good father and her no-good husband was in jail for pedophilia and a few other charges was not something I looked forward to.  
 
    Hmm. Maybe I didn’t have to tell her the truth. Maybe I could just tell her he was gone, that he’d be gone, for a while. That it would just be my mom and I, and the nurse.  
 
    I headed upstairs, to her room, finding that she stood before the full-length mirror in the corner, staring at herself as if she did not recognize the reflection staring back at her. She was touching her hair—it was rather long; it needed a cut soon.  
 
    “Hey, Mom,” I said, causing her to whirl and look at me.  
 
    Her eyes shook in confusion. “What…where is your father, Archer? Where is he? Why do I feel so…” She shook her head, two trembling hands moving to her face. “I don’t feel like myself anymore.”  
 
    I helped her to the bed, sitting her down. It was hard to watch someone you love become less and less like the person you remembered them as and more like a stranger wearing the same skin. It wasn’t a fate I would wish upon anyone.  
 
    “Dad…won’t be around for a little while,” I spoke softly. “But I’m going to take care of everything, okay? You don’t have to worry about anything.”  
 
    Mom smiled, but I could tell the smile was strained. “Oh, baby. You’re so grown up.” She ran a hand along my face, her voice shaking. “But you’re still so young. I don’t want you to worry about me, Archer. You need to live your life, too. Remember that.”  
 
    Her words made me smile, but I could feel the emotion warring inside me. Call me a pussy, call me gay, but I wanted to cry. I wanted to lean into my mom and have her hug me, tell me, promise me it was going to be alright, that everything would get better. That time would heal all wounds and this would soon be nothing more than a memory in the distant past.  
 
    That’s what I wanted to do, but instead I held it in, got up, kissed her cheek, and walked away.  
 
    I never did what I wanted. My life would never be like that, I knew. I had to deal with the shit life had thrown at me right now, feign a strength that would get me through.  
 
    This would not break me. I wouldn’t let it. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Five – Jaz 
 
      
 
      
 
    Bobbi was meeting me at the dance. It was at some country club, go fucking figure. I had to get ready by myself, while simultaneously dodging the questions my mom threw at me about my date.  
 
    Okay, so I hadn’t told her I had two dates. Sue me.  
 
    As far as I knew, Vaughn was picking me up in one of his family’s cars. I had no idea if Dante would be with him already or if we’d pick him up after. Either way, no one was coming in the house to get me; I would be heading outside to meet them and hop in the car before my mom could whip out her phone and demand pictures.  
 
    I didn’t want pictures of this night. I didn’t want to remember today. Honestly, the only thing I wanted was for it to be over with.  
 
    I wasn’t looking forward to this dance. If this week had gone by and been just a typical Midpark week, I’d be all for it. I wanted to make that bitch Brittany pay, but after everything that had happened in the last seven days, how could I pretend that this was still all about me? That this was just me getting back at a girl who’d humiliated me and tried to do worse?  
 
    Ryan was in the hospital. His friends were dead. Archer’s family had been torn apart, and both Archer and Brittany thought I was the one behind it. They’d both be gunning for me worse than they had been before.  
 
    Who knew? Maybe Brittany was planning on sabotaging me at this dance, too. Maybe she had something up her sleeve to get back at me. It was quite possible I’d come to regret ever getting tangled up with Archer and her.  
 
    Hell, at this point, I regretted ever coming to Midpark. I should’ve told my mom that I didn’t want to go, fought harder to stay and graduate with the friends I’d had for years. I still had no clue why we had to drop everything and move like we were running from someone, but it didn’t matter. Not right now. How could I focus on my mom, on the fact that she’d lied about my dad, when things were spiraling so far out of my control?  
 
    My dress hung on a hanger on the outside of my closet. I’d already showered, already curled my hair and brushed it out into soft, gentle waves. Figured I’d pin some of it up after I did my makeup.  
 
    I decided on no necklace, preferring the simplicity of the black dress and the dark tights and heels I was pairing with it. I did pop in some earrings though, give myself a tiny bit of sparkle. The last part of my outfit would be my bejeweled slut jacket. Figured I’d own it…though not until I got outside of the house.  
 
    If my mom saw the state of that poor faux leather jacket, she’d have a fit. Plus, then she’d ask why it was labeled slut, so I’d have to explain shit to her.  
 
    Yeah, best to just avoid that entirely.  
 
    I didn’t do much in the way of makeup, but it still took me a while. I wanted to look good. No, better than good—I wanted to look like I wasn’t going to a high school dance but to a banquet being held by my worst enemies.  
 
    I wanted my looks to kill, everyone around me to stop and stare and wonder why they wrote me off from the beginning.  
 
    It was probably hoping for too much, considering these rich snobs didn’t give a shit about me one way or another, but I didn’t care. I couldn’t stop myself from wanting it.  
 
    All the while, I texted Bobbi. She sent me pictures of her progress, and I had to say, she was much better at this makeup thing than me. Then again, I supposed she did have years more practice than me, having grown up here. I was a cub, surrounded by beautiful lions who were ready to attack at any given moment.  
 
    Soon early dusk fell, and by that time I was ready to get changed. Mom had come up to check on me so many times. Ollie even stopped by, asked me if I needed anything else I didn’t have—I was pretty sure that was his way of offering to buy me something, but I shrugged him off. I might’ve used a stranger’s money to buy this dress, but that’s all the money I would accept.  
 
    I had my door closed when I changed out of my clothes, slipped on a lacy black pair of underwear and thin, dark tights. The dress came with pads in the chest, so I needed no bra. Thankfully, its form-fitting fabric had no zipper, so I was able to slip it on without anyone’s help. I didn’t have a full-length mirror, so I had to use the mirror on top of the dresser.  
 
    Once I slipped on my black heels, I gazed at myself in the mirror, proud of my simple yet elegant makeup job. Paired with the dress, I really did look older. Early twenties, maybe.  
 
    Before I thought better of it, I reached for my phone, posed in the mirror, and snapped a picture, sending it to Jacob. The man wasn’t exactly thrilled to be staying home tonight while I was going to a dance with two dates—yeah, I’d told him, figuring it was a good idea not to keep it to myself.  
 
    He’d probably kill me when he opened his phone and saw me all dolled up, ready to go someplace without him by my side.  
 
    I bit my lower lip, glancing at the time on my phone. Vaughn was supposed to text me when he was outside waiting, so now it was just a matter of patience. I had my black jacket ready to go near the door, and I sat on the edge of my bed, my phone in my hand.  
 
    I really hoped tonight would go without a hitch. I didn’t want to have to worry about watching my back all night, wondering if Brittany and her crew were going to string me up in front of the whole school and humiliate me.  
 
    My phone buzzed with a text message, and I saw it was Jacob, Mr. Grumps himself. He sent me an emoji. Just an emoji—the face that wasn’t so smiley. The face that was unimpressed, its eyes and mouth nothing but lines.  
 
    A grin spread on my face, and I texted back: What? Don’t you think I look good?  
 
    His response was almost immediate, I think you look too good for a fucking high school dance.  
 
    I laughed to myself, imagining him saying that out loud. It was definitely something I could picture him saying seriously, glowering at me all the while. Before I could text him back, another message popped up. Vaughn was outside the gate. The guard had offered to let him in, but I told him to have the car park out there. I told him I’d be right out.  
 
    After grabbing my jacket and tossing it over my arm, I headed down the stairs, phone in hand. My mom was in the kitchen with Ollie, talking about how she was so happy for me to make friends, but annoyed that I was going with a date.  
 
    “She’s old enough to decide for herself if she wants to date,” Ollie said, causing me to pause at the base of the steps.  
 
    He was on my side? Really? That was shocking.  
 
    “She’s eighteen,” Ollie reminded my mom, as if she needed any reminder. “She needs to get some experience in, before she’s thrown out into the real world.”  
 
    Before my mom could retort—because surely she was about to—I walked into the kitchen, giving them both as big of a smile as I could muster. “Not to interrupt,” I deadpanned, “but my date is outside. It’s time for me to head out.”  
 
    My mom threw me a withering look. “You look beautiful, honey, but why can’t your date come inside? I’d like to meet the boy you’ll be spending the next few hours with. Things didn’t end well when you refused to let your date for that party come in, in case you don’t remember.”  
 
    Oh, I remembered plenty. I remembered that day better than I wished I did.  
 
    Ollie managed to laugh at her—yeah, the man actually laughed at what my mom said. Maybe her snide tone got to him, or something. “Piper, just let her go.”  
 
    She looked at him, appearing unsure, and I had no idea what was going on in her head when she gazed at Oliver Fitzpatrick, but I didn’t want to know. I didn’t want to hear Ollie call my mom by her first name again, either.  
 
    “Mom, I promise I will be back before midnight,” I said. The dance officially ended at eleven, anyways, and I didn’t plan on getting into trouble like I had at the party. Hopefully everything tonight would go on without a hitch, and we could all move on from this.  
 
    Although, I had to remind myself, not all of us would be moving on. Some people were dead because of this. Some people’s families were torn apart and would never be the same because of this.  
 
    Had to make tonight count, because I honestly didn’t know how much more of this game I could handle.  
 
    I guess I really wasn’t cut out for this place, for the games these rich snobs played and the terrible secrets they kept. I needed a normal life, normal friends, normal boys to surround myself with.  
 
    Alas, that’s not what I had, and the thought of being without the current men in my life was an awful one. As much as I didn’t want their darkness, I had it anyway. 
 
    My mom heaved a sigh, and she was quick to hug me. “Fine. Just be safe,” she told me. “And have fun.” That last part was an afterthought, but I could appreciate it all the same.  
 
    I gave my mom and Ollie a wave before heading out of the kitchen, to the front door. Gathering my nerves, I slipped on my studded slut jacket and squared my shoulders, the same stance I would wear as Dante, Vaughn, and I entered the dance. Eyes would undoubtedly be on us; I doubted it was every day someone brought two dates to the same dance.  
 
    The early night air was cool, but nowhere near as cold as it had been when I’d first arrived at Midpark. As I walked down the long, winding driveway to the gate, which was already open for me, I couldn’t help but marvel at how much things had changed since then. The relationships I’d started, shit I’d suddenly found myself knee-deep in. Things definitely moved fast in Midpark.  
 
    A limo sat on the road, idling, waiting for me. After waving at the guard in the guardhouse—not Frank, since it was nighttime. I couldn’t remember this other guy’s name—I got in the back, sliding in as elegantly as I could, dress and heels considered.  
 
    I was immediately greeted by the hungry stare of Dante, his blue stare eyeing me up greedily as I shut the door behind me. He sat in the back corner, his tall stature stretched out and looking mighty fine in a sleek, black suit. He wore a dark red undershirt, and a black tie. The hair on the top of his head was styled in a short, spiky mohawk instead of lying flat over his forehead.  
 
    “Damn, babe,” Dante muttered, biting his bottom lip as he ran his eyes along my legs, taking in my heels. “You look fucking hot.”  
 
    He had a way with words, didn’t he? I was too flustered to snap at him for calling me babe.  
 
    As heat crept up my cheeks, I heard another voice in the limo say, “Normally I would hate to agree with him, but he’s right.”  
 
    I tore my gaze away from Dante, bringing it to Vaughn, who sat on the side of the limo, hunched over, his arms resting on his knees. He wore the same type of suit, though his undershirt was black and his tie was the dark, blood-red maroon hue. He wasn’t as muscular as Dante, but with his steady stare, he looked deadlier, somehow, hate and pain written across his knuckles as a reminder of what he could do, his eyes as black as the night sky outside. His dark hair was slicked back, and he looked ready for business.  
 
    Staring at them, at the dark, serious expressions on their faces, I knew what they were. In that moment, there was no denying the fact that they were mine. My two handsome devils, ready to bring havoc upon my enemies, more than ready to hurt anyone who made the mistake of trying to hurt me. My dark souls, my black hearts. Mine.  
 
    The limo pulled away from the house, though I didn’t stare out of the tinted windows. How could I look anywhere but the two sexy guys in the back of the limo with me? Why would my eyes be anywhere else?  
 
    I found my voice enough to say, “You two look handsome.”  
 
    “Nowhere near as good as you,” Dante replied, patting his leg. “Why don’t you come sit on my lap?”  
 
    “You wish,” I said, stretching out my legs before him, being careful not to touch him. Before he could say anything back, I leaned forward and showed them both my jacket. “Do you like it? It was a special present from Brittany. I left it at that party.”  
 
    Vaughn said nothing, watching me with those dark, haunting eyes. I would’ve given anything in that moment to be inside his head, to hear what he was thinking. Was he imagining me out of these clothes? Did he want me to sit closer to him so he could touch me? Was he struggling to keep himself in check?  
 
    Maybe that was just wishful thinking on my part. Vaughn and I…we had a connection, but he was never overly touchy-feely. I wondered then if he’d ever been with a girl before, or if he was a virgin.  
 
    That…I didn’t know if that made me concerned or excited. To be someone’s first, to be their one and only—in every definition of the word—it was kind of enticing, wasn’t it?  
 
    Dante, though, definitely had something to say about my jacket. Before I knew what he was doing, he grabbed my wrist and yanked me toward him, pulling me onto his lap, with my back against the window beside him and my legs stretched out on the seats to his right.  
 
    “Slut,” he whispered, smirking. “I like it.” As I struggled in vain to get off his lap, he brought his lips to my ear, adding, “Our slut.”  
 
    My wriggling ass on his lap caused something to grow beneath me, and I immediately stopped and glared at him. 
 
    “What?” Dante spoke with a smile, glancing at Vaughn, who’d leaned back to watch with a stoic expression on his face.  
 
    “Let me go,” I hissed. “You can’t walk into the dance with a boner.”  
 
    “Sure I can.”  
 
    “No, you can’t.”  
 
    Dante shrugged, releasing his hold on my wrist as his other hand found my waist, squeezing me hard. “Then maybe we can get a quickie in before we get there,” he murmured, his voice low, rumbling in his chest which caused me to warm in more places than one.  
 
    The limo driver was blocked off by a thick black window; I doubted he could see us, but still. Having sex in a limo was not my idea of fun. Plus, Vaughn was here. He and Vaughn were working together for me, but they didn’t get along that well.  
 
    I turned my head, looking to Vaughn for help. “Vaughn—” 
 
    Dante’s lips found the crook of my neck, running along them, kissing them between words, “Vaughn’s not going to help you, unless he wants to join—in which case, I’m first.”  
 
    He was being very persistent, wasn’t he? And the hardness pressing against my ass was now a full-blown erection, no baby boner or anything like that. The jerk.  
 
    “She is right,” Vaughn spoke, causing Dante’s head to lift off my neck and a glare to shoot his way. “You can’t mess her up before the dance.”  
 
    “Yeah,” I said, elbowing Dante in the chest, causing him to groan and release me. “I need to rock it, not look like I just came from an all-night rave.” I was able to scoot my ass and sit beside Dante, no longer on top of him.  
 
    Dante rolled his eyes. “Whatever. After this fucking dance, I get to tear that dress off you. How about that?” It was kind of funny how easily he could talk while having a hard-on in plain view of both Vaughn and me.  
 
    I chuckled, though my cheeks did flare up in heat again. “Why don’t we see how the dance goes, before we go making any plans for after? I did tell my mom I’d be home by midnight.”  
 
    “Midnight?” Dante whined. “That’s so early. Why must you ruin my fun?” 
 
    Vaughn only nodded, saying, “I’ll be sure to have you home before midnight, then.”  
 
    Well, at least one of the guys was rational here.  
 
    I tried to change the subject, moving it off of sex—because now that Dante had said all those things, now that I’d felt his lips ghosting over the sensitive skin on my neck, it was kind of on my brain, now. Thanks, Dante. “I wonder what Midpark dances are like.”  
 
    “I don’t know,” Vaughn muttered, frowning. “I’ve never been to one before.”  
 
    “Well, in my vast experience with all things Midpark,” Dante started, sarcasm dripping from his voice with each word, “I bet it’s going to be ridiculously snobby. Hopefully rich kids still spike the punch bowl.”  
 
    I managed to laugh at that. Spiked punch was the last thing I wanted. Right now, I just wanted to get there, meet with Bobbi, make sure everything was on track, and then get this night over with. I really didn’t want to linger at the dance any more than I had to; I’d be fine with leaving right after I was crowned. Right after making Brittany go crazy.  
 
    First Archer wasn’t allowed at the dance, and then she would fail to get her senior year Winter Queen crown.  
 
    But I had the feeling she wouldn’t take it laying down. I had the feeling that bitch would try something tonight, and I only hoped that having both Dante and Vaughn at my side would help to negate whatever blow she landed.  
 
    Midpark’s country club sat at least fifteen minutes from Ollie’s house, past Midpark High and the other schools. It held acres of greenery, golf courses and other things like tennis courts and pools. It also held a huge, white building with marble columns and statues and fountains—and a grand ballroom, where the dance was.  
 
    The dance was already started by the time we arrived, though judging from the line of cars moving slowly near the door, we weren’t the only ones coming late. Most everyone had limos or fancy black cars with their own drivers. No one spared any expense when it came to frivolity in Midpark.  
 
    My heart beat in my chest, threatening to burst. I took out my phone, texting Bobbi to make sure she was here. I didn’t have a pocket, and I didn’t trust anyone here enough to leave it in my jacket for the whole night at our table, so one of the guys would have to put it in their pocket. Oh, well. They’d suck it up and make do.  
 
    The limo neared the door, and right before it was our turn to get out, Bobbi finally responded, saying she was just inside the front door, waiting for me.  
 
    I shut my phone off and glanced between the guys. “Who wants to hold my phone all night?”  
 
    Dante and Vaughn exchanged looks, both of them silent, as if daring the other to say something first. I didn’t know if they were waiting to see what the other one would do or what, but eventually Vaughn let out a sigh and extended his hand toward me, saying not a word as I set my phone on his palm. He stuck it in his pocket as Dante glared at him.  
 
    “I was going to take it,” Dante muttered.  
 
    “Why didn’t you?” Vaughn shot back. 
 
    The limo pulled up the door, and their bickering ceased. Dante slid toward me, reaching across me to open the door. “Ladies first,” he spoke, grinning.  
 
    I had to roll my eyes at his antics, but…in reality, I was glad he was here. Not so glad he was a killer who could go on with his life as if he’d done nothing wrong, but who was I to judge? I was not the morality police. Killers slept as soundly as anyone else.  
 
    I got out of the limo first, straightening my back as I gazed at the country club’s doors. Giant glass things, string lights decorating the columns and stretching out over the parking lot, creating a makeshift night sky, even though the true sky above it was just as sparkly and pretty.  
 
    Dante and Vaughn were right behind me, and I glanced at them both before leading them inside. A uniformed worker held open the door for us, and we walked right in, as if we belonged here.  
 
    What a joke. Me, Dante, and Vaughn were the three people in Midpark who definitely didn’t belong at a place like this.  
 
    The inside of the country club was just as pristine and sparkly as its outside. The main hall of the club was redone, decorations everywhere to signal that, for tonight, Midpark High owned this place. More string lights, sparkling snowflakes hanging from the ceiling.  
 
    “Jaz!” Bobbi’s voice came from my left, and I pulled the guys aside, away from the carpet that, I assumed, led to the grand ballroom. Bobbi stood in a corner, wearing a long, mauve pink gown. A beautiful, strapless mermaid fit, her highlighted brown hair curled and sprayed with so much hairspray the curls would last all night. Her hazel eyes were done up in a perfectly-blended contour and cat-eye.  
 
    “Damn,” I said, grinning. “You clean up nice.”  
 
    She came to hug me, which was weird, but what could I do? “So do you. You look like you’re ready to take the corporate world by storm, not go to a high school dance.” Her eyes widened as she let me go, forcing me to spin around and show her the back of my coat. “And your jacket—yes. I love it.”  
 
    I shrugged. “I told you I’d rock it.”  
 
    “You did.” Her stare moved to Vaughn and Dante, who stood huddled behind me, looking quite out of place. “Your dates look yummy.”  
 
    “I’m sorry,” Dante interjected, smirking, “but everything about this stallion is taken by the girl in the slut jacket.” He flicked a thumb toward Vaughn, adding, “You can take him, though, if you want.”  
 
    Vaughn shot him a glower. No one would take either of them from me.  
 
    Bobbi laughed at the exchange, telling me, “You have your hands full with them, definitely.” She hooked her arm through mine, having already taken off her coat. “There’s a coat check, but I assume you’ll want to keep that baby close.” She walked me back to the red carpet, turning us and leading us to where the dance was being held.  
 
    I nodded, though my gaze did glance to the coat check as we passed the counter. I was pretty sure things like that cost money, anyway.  
 
    “I saved us a table in the back,” Bobbi said. “Not that any of us will be sitting for long. I assume your dates know how to dance?” She giggled. “I bet, the whole queen thing aside, you’ll be the talk of the school for weeks if you dance with them both.”  
 
    She was probably right there.  
 
    Bobbi brought us to the ballroom, where a dancefloor was staged. A group of students already swayed with the beat. A DJ sat on a makeshift stage, his speakers at least ten feet tall. A disco ball sat above the dance floor in the center, twirling and reflecting whatever colored light was being shown on it. Behind the DJ, a tall screen sat, where music videos constantly played.  
 
    Even though we were nowhere near the speakers or the undulating bodies of Midpark students, I could feel the upbeat music in my bones.  
 
    I spotted a few teachers standing around the outskirts of the room, mostly talking to each other. A few tables were stationed off to the side, where a huge crystal bowl sat, full of red punch, I assumed. Stereotypical all the way.  
 
    What was not stereotypical was the fact that there were also finger foods and other drinks ready to be made by the bartender on the side of the room. A teacher was stationed at the punch bowl, filling up the cups thirsty students brought.  
 
    Bobbi brought us to her table, which I assumed she was sharing with her friend. I thought her name was Grace, but I wasn’t sure. Grace was the one who printed off the official results card the principal would be reading off of. She’d probably get in trouble for helping me, but oh well. Bobbi said she was close to the staff, so it wouldn’t be too bad.  
 
    I shrugged off my jacket, and Dante immediately went for some punch. Vaughn stood near me, and I couldn’t help but smile as I watched Dante saunter back, cup in hand. “Any sign of Brittany or her posse yet?”  
 
    “No, I haven’t seen her. She’ll probably show up late, roll in and make sure everyone’s eyes are on her,” Bobbi spoke, sitting down. “That’s what she always does.”  
 
    I sat beside her, Vaughn taking the chair on my opposite side and Dante beside him. Dante, from the look of it, did not like the punch. That, or it wasn’t spiked like he wanted it to be. He grimaced before setting the cup on the table and shaking his head to himself.  
 
    “I feel like she’s going to try something,” I said, folding my arms over my chest.  
 
    Bobbi puckered her lips. “Maybe, but I’ll keep an eye out. She’s probably super annoyed that Archer can’t come.” Before she could say anything else, a girl with short blonde hair took the chair beside her, holding onto a plate with a bunch of small finger foods. Tiny sandwiches, a small cupcake, and maybe a chocolate-covered strawberry. “Grace, I don’t know if you’ve ever met Jaz.”  
 
    Grace, who was a rather small girl, shook her head, speaking softly, “No.” It was almost impossible to hear her voice over the music. She seemed rather shy and reserved, which was probably why she got along so well with the office staff; she never got into trouble, and I bet she always did what she was told.  
 
    I gave her a smile. “It’s good to meet you.” I flicked my thumb to Dante. “You probably know Vaughn, but that’s Dante.” 
 
    Dante gave her a wicked grin in response, which caused her cheeks to flush. Bobbi leaned in to her friend, whispering, “They’re both her dates. Scandalous, isn’t it?”  
 
    I laughed, because it kind of was. Totally scandalous. Me, bringing two dates to a high school dance. Me, bringing two tatted-up boys to a rich, snobby dance. No matter how you looked at it, it was one hundred percent scandalous. The only thing that would make the old teachers around here clutch their pearls in horror more would be when I danced with them. 
 
    Because I planned on it. Hell yeah. I was going to make the most out of this dance and these dates as I could.  
 
    “How long do we have before the announcement?” I asked.  
 
    Bobbi glanced at her phone. “Probably around an hour.”  
 
    A slow smile spread on my face. An hour was plenty of time to drag my two sexy dates onto that dance floor and rub my body against theirs like I was a cat in heat. I would make Dante regret ever putting sex in my brain during that limo ride, give him the biggest hard-on in the history of erections, and then I’d let him suffer. Vaughn? I wasn’t sure what I’d do with him. He hadn’t lifted a finger to help Dante off me, so he deserved a similar fate, did he not?  
 
    Guess I was just evil like that. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Six – Dante 
 
      
 
      
 
    None of the other girls in this stupid ass place could hold a candle to Jaz or her looks. Jaz commanded the room, even if everyone else was too busy grinding on each other to realize it. The boys who saw her had to do constant double-takes, and the girls that noticed her gossiped among themselves. If they were trying to tear her down, it wouldn’t matter. If they were judging her for having two dates to this dance, that wouldn’t matter, either.  
 
    She reminded me of her father, in a way. Jaz might not realize it, but she was strong. She was so strong, all of these kids were nothing but ants compared to her. She was not born to play the games of the rich; she was born to play the games of the crew.  
 
    Someday, when Skull told me I was welcome back, I’d bring her with me, show her the kingdom that would be hers, should she accept it.  
 
    I had no idea what would happen to her other boytoys, to Vaughn, to Jacob—but it didn’t really matter. Not to me. I was getting ahead of myself, anyway.  
 
    I watched Jaz as she talked to Bobbi and her friend, Grace. Grace seemed like a skittish girl, so not my type. I liked the ones that took charge, the ones that knew what they wanted and weren’t afraid of going for it. I’d been waiting on Jaz for so long, but I knew my way around a woman. I wasn’t a white knight; I hadn’t pledged myself to celibacy simply because Jaz was supposed to be mine.  
 
    After meeting her face-to-face though…the last thing on my mind had been other women, other girls. None could compare, so why would I even waste time with them anymore? Jaz was in my sights; all I had to do was reel her in and take her home, where she belonged.  
 
    Not this fucking place.  
 
    The only problem would be Vaughn and Jacob. Those two…they cared for her a bit too much. Was I jealous? Was I feeling the need to mark my territory? Yes, but I wasn’t stupid enough to force Jaz to choose. I was nowhere near confident as I should be when it came to her. If she was forced to choose between us, I honestly didn’t know who she would choose, anyway. I couldn’t take that chance.  
 
    Hmm. Then again, she was rather strong-willed. Perhaps she would refuse to choose any of us and leave us all bereft of her dark, warm eyes and those full, luscious lips. Maybe she’d be extra ballsy and try to keep all of us.  
 
    That…I wasn’t quite sure how that would work, but I wasn’t willing to let her go, regardless of what happened.  
 
    I tugged at the neckline of my collared shirt. The tie felt too constricting around my throat, the suit too uncomfortable on my body. Vaughn’s family tailor had fitted this suit especially for me, but it still felt wrong. The fabric was too soft and plush, too sleek and expensive.  
 
    I wasn’t a suit-wearing guy, you know? I liked my leather, and I liked having my knife in my pocket.  
 
    Yeah, I was feeling extra naked right now. No leather, no knife, no nothing.  
 
    But at least I had Jaz, even though I was currently sharing her with Vaughn. On the bright side, one of her lovers wasn’t here. I had no idea what she and Jacob got up to when they were alone, but I could imagine. I could imagine it all too easily. 
 
    I could imagine it because I wished it was me, doing those things with her behind closed doors. She did feel ridiculously good under me, let me tell you, her lean body writhing and her back arching.  
 
    And that holy, wet place between her legs? Fuck, I would get on my knees and worship it constantly if I could. If she’d let me. But, of course, she wouldn’t—Jaz was a difficult one, but I liked challenges, and for her, I would never give up.  
 
    I meant it when I said she’d be mine.  
 
    “I have to say,” Vaughn started, tossing a look over his shoulder at the horde of dancing bodies, “I don’t understand the big deal about dances.” His dark eyes roamed the large room, and I wondered what he was thinking about. “Far too many people shoved in here. If one thing were to go wrong, it would be chaos.”  
 
    “You like the chaos,” I accused, the girls having their own conversation on the other half of the table.  
 
    Vaughn brought that black stare to me, such a serious, intense expression. “No,” he said. “You like the chaos. I like order.”  
 
    I could see it. Vaughn was the type of guy who had to plan everything out. Me? I liked rushing into things without thinking. Most of the time things ended up working out, like with Ryan and his friends. Ryan probably saw my face, but the kid was in a coma right now, and his friends were dead.  
 
    Yeah, I’d killed them. I was a monster, a wild animal in a suit. What could I say? I loved the hunt as much as the next animal, craved the chase like any other beast trying to play nice. Would I do things differently, if given the chance? No. Those fuckers got what they deserved, and Vaughn said he would take care of Ryan.  
 
    I hoped he meant he would get rid of him for good, but I guess I’d have to wait and see. You could never trust anyone with money enough to buy and fill an entire house with cash enough to drown in it. He could be saying that simply to get me off his back, because he knew I’d never walk into that hospital and finish the job.  
 
    Cameras, man. Too many cameras. Plus, someone like me walking into a hospital would probably cause a bit of alarm. You didn’t see someone like me every day.  
 
    If Vaughn tried to double-cross me, he’d have another thing coming.  
 
    Vaughn and I settled into silence, but not for long. Jaz got to her feet, looking smoking as all hell in that tight dress and standing a few inches taller than normal due to her heels. She looked between us, saying, “Dance with me.” She said nothing else, instead sauntering away, heading to the dance floor, where the horde of swaying bodies were busy grinding on each other.  
 
    Bobbi and her friend Grace didn’t get up. Bobbi was staring at us, while Grace was busy eyeing up her food. I thought our presence here made the little one a bit nervous. “I think she was talking to both of you,” Bobbi informed us, to which Vaughn and I exchanged silent glances.  
 
    I was the first one up, though Vaughn was right behind me. I caught up to Jaz first, taking her by the hand and earning myself a dark scowl from the other one. Jaz let out a laugh as I pulled her close. We stopped when we were on the outskirts of the dance floor, not exactly butting up next to the nearest group, but close enough we could feel the heat radiating from the horde of Midpark students.  
 
    Vaughn appeared behind her, scowling at me like it was his job. Jaz slapped my chest, giving me a look that told me everything. “There’s plenty of me to go around,” she purred out, though I had to mainly do lip-reading to know what she said. The music was that loud.  
 
    I hated being surrounded by so many rich kids, kids who literally would not care if I dropped over dead right here and now, but as long as Jaz was with me, I’d suck it up. With my hands on her waist, I spun her to face me, slamming her chest against mine as my hips began to sway with the beat.  
 
    I wasn’t a dancer, but the way everyone else was dancing…well, it was basically fucking with clothes on. Dry-humping. That, I could definitely do.  
 
    Those big, pretty brown eyes tilted up at me, her lips parting slightly. God, I wanted to kiss her. I wanted to taste those lips on mine and devour any sounds she’d make. I wanted to drag my hands along every smooth inch of her body and get to know every curve there was. Getting hard just thinking about it, about her.  
 
    Jaz did that. She held a power over me no one else ever did. Some might call me obsessed, and those people would be right. I was completely, utterly obsessive when it came to her and everything she encompassed.  
 
    Staring down at her, it was almost enough to make me think we were someplace alone, away from the crowd.  
 
    But then Vaughn’s face appeared behind her, and the magic was broken.  
 
    Jaz let out a soundless sigh when Vaughn’s hands found her hips and pulled her ass back toward him. I didn’t let her go, though. I wasn’t about to let Vaughn Scott win this. I pulled her back toward me, and for the next few moments, Jaz was caught in a physical tug of war between Vaughn and me.  
 
    Somehow, we eventually settled for sandwiching her between us. My hands hung lower on her hips, while Vaughn’s sat a few inches higher, curled around her sides with a firmness I didn’t know he was capable of. Eh, so he could go toe-to-toe with me. I wasn’t too shocked.  
 
    Jaz flipped every now and then, alternating who got to feel her round tits and who got her ass. Hey, I knew some guys were an either-or type of man, but I liked them both. I was a tits and ass kind of guy, so I made the most out of whichever side of her I had.  
 
    It was a good thing we weren’t the only ones practically having sex on the dance floor, otherwise surely the teachers would’ve stepped in. Thankfully, not a single one did, leaving us to our own devices as the songs changed and the beat alternated. We did earn ourselves some curious and envious glances from the students around us, but I didn’t care. We were in our own world, and I wished it could stay that way forever.  
 
    What did not help was the fact that grinding against her body, feeling her tits through her dress, made my own body lose it. I had an erection pressing against my pants within moments, and the more songs that passed, the more like steel it became.  
 
    God, I could really use those lips around my cock right now, or her wet, tight cunt spread before me. I wouldn’t be picky. I’d take either.  
 
    Or both.  
 
    My fingers might’ve moved on Jaz’s sides, for they touched the tips of Vaughn’s. I had her back to me right now, her ass grinding against my dick, and I met Vaughn’s dark stare over her head. He was a few inches shorter than me, but still taller than her. When our gazes connected right then, I knew he would never give her up. He was just as addicted to her as I was, just as obsessed, as desperate, as greedy. If I took her away from him, he’d either follow us or kill me.  
 
    Yeah, kill.  
 
    Because I wasn’t the only killer here.  
 
    Staring at Vaughn, I knew. Sometimes you were able to recognize people, even if you didn’t know them. The way they spoke, how they looked back at you with a hollow expression, as if masking what they felt inside. Oh, yeah, Vaughn and I might be different in how we got to our destinations, but the end result was the same.  
 
    Order. Chaos. They were both dangerous if used correctly.  
 
    Vaughn must’ve been thinking something along those lines, because as our eyes met, he gave me the tiniest, smallest perceptible nod, as if telling me, hey, you’re not too bad after all.  
 
    I returned the gesture, though by that time, his attention had returned to the girl between us, the girl we were sharing.  
 
    I didn’t know if I could share her forever, but…maybe, for now at least, I could.  
 
    Time was a blur to us as we lost ourselves in each other. I had no idea how many songs passed or what we looked like. Probably hungry, ravenous animals wanting to scatter into the darkness and tear off each other’s clothes, but unfortunately for me and my throbbing cock, we couldn’t do any of that until after the finale to this night.  
 
    All I knew was that when someone grabbed the microphone from the DJ and said to clear the dance floor, my whole body was sweaty. My dick was as hard as a steel rod, poking at my pants, wanting to be freed. I bet Vaughn’s was much the same. The DJ’s music had ended the moment the principal took the stage, and I wondered if this was it. If this was the big finale, what Jaz and her friend had been waiting for.  
 
    Jaz, practically panting, dragged us both back to the table, where Bobbi and her friend were sitting, sipping on drinks. I made no attempt to hide the thick cock pressing against my pants, and the other girls at the table definitely got an eyeful. Ah, well. I guess I still was a bit of a showoff.  
 
    “Did she come in?” Jaz said nothing more as she went to grab the cup I’d gotten in the beginning of the dance. Odds were it was warm by now, but she didn’t seem to care, downing the rest of it. “I didn’t see her.”  
 
    More like she hadn’t been paying attention to watch for Brittany, since she had her hands full with Vaughn and me.  
 
    “I don’t know,” Bobbi said. “I’ve been watching, but…unless she got here before me, and she’s been hiding all night, I don’t know if she’s here.” She glanced to her friend, Grace. “This’ll blow if she’s not even here.”  
 
    I could tell Jaz did not like that possibility. “No, she’s here. She has to be. There’s no way she skipped the dance just because of what happened with Archer. No way.” She sounded so sure of herself, and I hoped she was right. I’d hate to see Jaz disappointed.  
 
    The principal was a rather awkward-looking man in his fifties. From what I heard, he was new to this, and I wondered if he was under anyone’s thumb. He hardly looked like the type of man to ever take charge unless someone else was pulling the strings. Frankly, he looked like a pushover. I hated pushovers.  
 
    “Now, I’ll be quick, since I know you all want to get back to your dance,” he spoke, trying to sound like he was cool and hip, and not the dorkiest man in the room. He wore a suit that was a size too big for him, his hair thinning. Definitely not an impressive sight. I could take him down just by looking at him. He held onto a small envelope in his other hand, and he waved it around, waiting until everyone got to their seats before he opened it.  
 
    The DJ had brought up a small podium, where two sparkling crowns sat on a white pillowcase. The king’s crown was nothing too special, although I did bet it cost a pretty penny. The queen’s crown, on the other hand, was three times as big and held ten times the sparkling gems. I knew they weren’t diamonds, but I did bet, since this was Midpark, they were some kind of genuine crystal.  
 
    “First, let’s get your Winter King up here.” He opened the envelope, squinting as he read the name on the ballot. His happy-go-lucky demeanor changed instantly as he read the name. “It seems…it seems the King is actually not here today.”  
 
    Jaz was confused. She glanced to Bobbi. “He doesn’t mean Archer, does he? I thought—” 
 
    “Ryan Bohlen is your Winter King.” The principal paused, letting the announcement sit upon the audience like a heavy weight. If I didn’t know any better, I’d say the principal actually got teary-eyed. 
 
    What the fuck? For that rapist? What the absolute, ever-loving fuck?  
 
    I scowled, taking on a typical Vaughn expression, my mood instantly soured. Who the hell would vote for that bastard?  
 
    “Wow,” Jaz whispered. She glanced to Bobbi and Grace. “Why didn’t you say something?”  
 
    Bobbi shrugged. “Grace told me, but…” She shot a look at her short-haired, quiet friend. “I didn’t want to say anything and freak you out.” At that moment, I wondered how much of the whole story Bobbi knew. 
 
    Up on stage, the principal lifted the king’s crown. “I’ll be sure to let Ryan’s family know what you’ve done for him. I know it might be cheesy, but it’s times like these when I’m reminded that there is still hope for the future, hope that lies in each and every one of you.”  
 
    Oh, gag me, old man. Just shut the fuck up and get on with it, please.  
 
    The audience loved it, though, as did all of the teachers chaperoning tonight. Everyone erupted into a fit of clapping, the noise drowning out all common sense, apparently. I could not roll my eyes enough. Jaz just looked like she wanted to kill someone. Couldn’t blame her for that.  
 
    The principal set down the king’s crown, moving back to the center of the stage to announce the other winner. “Now, your Winter Queen.” He paused, glancing at the envelope again. He could not hide the shock from his face when he read the next name: “Jazmine Smith.”  
 
    No one clapped. In fact, a few curious whats were heard in the audience. Jaz and Bobbi met eyes.  
 
    The principal, oblivious to the fact that the results had clearly been rigged, went on, “If Jazmine Smith is here, come on up. Accept your crown. Trust me, it’s more beautiful up-close.” He stuffed the envelope back into his pocket and waited.  
 
    My eyes were glued to her as she stood, as she held her head high and marched through the great room, as she carefully stepped up onto the stage and stopped beside the principal, who’d already picked up the crown when he’d seen her get up. Jaz walked like a woman with purpose, her goal in sight. 
 
    And the way she moved those hips…God, I really couldn’t wait until I could bend her over something, anything, and feel her take every inch of me in.  
 
    The principal gave Jazmine a smile before moving behind her and setting the crown upon her head. Had to say, it looked a lot better as it sparkled on top of her head than it would’ve on any other girl here.  
 
    “Thank you,” Jaz said, grinning. She opened her mouth to say something else, but a third presence stormed onto the stage, fuming.  
 
    Ah, there she was. The bitchy blonde who had it out for my girl.  
 
    Brittany wore an elegant red dress, her blonde hair swept onto a single shoulder, her hands wearing satin gloves. “Bullshit,” she growled out, loud enough to be caught by the mic the principal was holding. “You didn’t win!”  
 
    The principal appeared uneasy at the sight of conflict, looking pale as he tried to gesture for Brittany to take a step back, away from Jaz. “Now, now, Ms. Pots, you lost, fair and square.”  
 
    “I want a recount,” Brittany demanded, her fists clenched at her sides as she stared daggers at Jaz. “We all know you didn’t win, Jaz. We all know it!” She sounded like a raving lunatic, and not a single Midpark student in the audience leaped to stand with her, not even her friends. Hell, not even the teachers watching the fiasco go down lifted a finger to help get her off the stage.  
 
    Everyone was motionless, shocked at the turn of events. Everyone wanted to simply watch what would happen next.  
 
    “You’re a liar, Jaz, a fake. You’re nothing,” Brittany growled out.  
 
    “Now, Ms. Pots, I won’t have you name-calling—” But the principal was drowned out by the sudden playing of a movie on the screen.  
 
    I hadn’t seen it for myself, not until now. A video from that party, when Jaz had been humiliated. It looked like it was taken from an awkward angle, and watching Jaz get laughed out of the house made my blood boil. I started to get up, but Vaughn set a hand on my arm, pulling me back down. 
 
    “Fuck,” Bobbi whispered. “She pulled out all the shots.”  
 
    “That’s you,” Brittany spoke as she pointed at the screen. “You’re nothing but a fucking bitch pretending you belong here, and I’m tired of your shit.” The principal tried to grab her—something which he was attempting to avoid before all the swearing—but she managed to push him back.  
 
    Jaz held her ground, shrugging as she said, “I might be a liar. I might be a fake. I might be nothing but a bitch, you’re right.” She cocked her head, taking a single step towards Brittany as she added, “But I’m the bitch with the crown now.”  
 
    That was all Brittany needed to lunge for her, to lose what sanity held her back. But Jaz was ready for her. After all, she’d been seeing Jacob frequently these past few weeks. All Jaz had to do was sidestep her, and she’d avoid Brittany’s attack. 
 
    But that’s not what my beautiful girl did.  
 
    No, she did something much better, and arguably much worse.  
 
    Jaz lifted an arm, swatting it through the air, causing Brittany’s outstretched hands to fly to the side, and then she went for her ankle, sweeping her own heeled foot under Brittany’s, which made the attacking girl lose her footing.  
 
    It all happened so fast, but in the blink of an eye, Brittany had fallen off the stage, landing in a crumpled, beaten heap.  
 
    She was fine, of course. The stage only stood two feet above the floor, but it was enough to make her lose her gusto, to make her anger simmer into a raging hatred. And, amazingly enough, it was enough to cause most of the audience watching to laugh.  
 
    To laugh at Brittany, something which I bet no one had ever done before.  
 
    As the principal hurried to make sure Brittany was alright, the DJ was busy pushing aside the friend that had hijacked his laptop when he wasn’t looking to play the video—a flash drive, from what it looked like.  
 
    Brittany got up, but her dress must’ve caught on some of the sound equipment, for it ripped on the side, all the way up to her thigh, exposing the fact that she wore nothing but a thong underneath the dress.  
 
    Oh, hell yeah, that made everyone laugh even more.  
 
    As the principal struggled to help hide Brittany’s predicament, Jaz walked off the stage, ignoring Brittany’s shouting. She allowed herself a tiny smirk as she walked to our table, looking damned good in that crown.  
 
    Never thought I’d be eager to go down on a princess, but I guess there was a first time for everything.  
 
    “Hell yeah,” Bobbi said, grinning. “That was epic, minus the video her friend played, but it isn’t like everyone hasn’t seen it before.”  
 
    I wished I could wipe the minds of everyone who’d seen that fucking video. No one should see Jaz that upset, that heartbroken and embarrassed. Truly, that bitch Brittany got what she deserved, finally. No crown, no boyfriend nearby, nothing but a torn dress and a naked ass.  
 
    “Thank you for helping,” Jaz said, grinning at Bobbi and Grace.  
 
    Bobbi shrugged. “Don’t worry about it. This went so much better than I thought it would.” She laughed.  
 
    To Vaughn and me, Jaz said, “Come on.” She grabbed her jacket and put it on, displaying the slut label proudly. I practically leaped out of my seat and grabbed her hand, and as Vaughn dialed the driver and told him to pull up to the door, we left, hand in hand, leaving the dance before the music could resume playing.  
 
    Leaving that bitch Brittany where she should be, on the floor, without the crown she so desperately wanted.  
 
    I had no idea why crowns were such a big deal when it came to some girls, but I knew the only reason Jaz wanted it was to keep it out of Brittany’s dirty, filthy clutches. That, I could applaud. Fuck, she really looked badass up there, taking Brittany down without a problem. I really couldn’t wait to get her alone.  
 
    Or, well, alone with Vaughn in the limo. Whatever. Semantics. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Seven – Vaughn 
 
      
 
      
 
    Brittany storming the stage was not something I expected, but I was proud of the way Jaz handled herself. She truly did look good in that crown, too. The jewels of this place did not suit her, but for tonight, she would be my queen.  
 
    We walked out of the country club, and by the time we exited, my family’s driver had already pulled up and parked before the doors, waiting for us. He stood near the back door, holding it open, black sunglasses hiding his eyes, a hat hiding his head. He said nothing as we filed in, Jaz between Dante and me.  
 
    “Where are we going, sir?” he asked me as I sat in the back row beside Jaz.  
 
    I looked to Dante and Jaz. Jaz was busy eyeing up her crown, while Dante only had eyes for her. “It ain’t midnight yet” was what he chose to say, and I knew his meaning. I…I agreed with him.  
 
    Maybe not the sex part, but dancing with her had felt nice. She did do things to my body no other girl had, and I seriously doubted no other girl ever would. Jaz was it for me; I was not interested in anyone else, ever. Needless to say, I wanted to spend as much time with her tonight as I could.   
 
    “Take us somewhere quiet,” I said, and the driver only responded with a nod. My family had a wild streak; nothing would surprise him, though perhaps it would simply because it was coming from me.  
 
    When the driver shut the door and got in the front, I glanced at the other two people near me. Dante had snaked the crown out of her hands, setting it on top of his head. “How does it look on me?” he asked, smirking.  
 
    “Not nearly as good as it looks on me,” Jaz muttered, snatching it back.  
 
    “I can agree with that,” Dante spoke, running a hand along his jaw, a finger over his bottom lip, as if he was imagining tasting her. “I bet you’d look even better if that crown was the only thing on you.”  
 
    Jaz met his smirk with one of her own. “You wish.”  
 
    “I do wish,” he said, leaning around her to glance at me. “I bet Vaughn wishes it too, even if he won’t admit it.”  
 
    I said nothing, though I did shrug my shoulders a bit. Jaz’s dark eyes lingered on me, a small smile tugging at those beautiful, luring lips. “How was your first dance, Vaughn?” she asked, her voice practically purred out as she leaned away from Dante and inched toward me.  
 
    A low fire had ignited inside me earlier when we were dancing, and if I was honest, it never went out. Feeling her body rubbing against mine, feeling her drop down and drag her ass up along me gave me a thrill I never imagined I would have. Noting the glimmer in her stare now, I felt that heat growing yet again.  
 
    “The only reason it was bearable was because I was with you,” I told her, meaning every word. Unlike some people, I did not say things for the hell of it; everything I said I meant with all of my heart…what little, black heart I had.  
 
    Frankly, I’d never wanted to witness a high school dance, never wanted to go on a date with anyone or spend any time with the Midpark girls, but Jaz was different. Utterly, truly different in every way, and I could easily get high off the way she made me feel. Addicting was not a strong enough word to describe it.  
 
    Jaz must’ve liked my answer, for in the next moment, she was leaning against me, resting her cheek on my shoulder, gazing at me like I was the moon to her night, her whole world.  
 
    But if that was the case, what was Dante? Her fiery inferno of a sun?  
 
    I never thought I would ever be in this position with a girl, let alone a girl who had more than one guy’s attention. I was not the only one who was in Jaz’s pocket, and I figured it would be like that for the rest of Jaz’s life. She was not the kind of girl who would never draw attention to herself; simply by being there, being who she was, she was bound to lure in more helpless, hopeless men.  
 
    I didn’t want her to, though. When it came to her, I wanted to be selfish. I wanted to push Dante out of the car and have her all to myself. It wasn’t wrong; my brothers would surely come to appreciate the fact that I was becoming more like them.  
 
    At the same time, though, even some of my brothers had learned to share.  
 
    Strangely enough, I would not be the only one in the family who was involved with a girl who had more than one lover. Hell, my father got around. He had his official wife, along with a bunch of mistresses. Most of my brothers were actually half-brothers, but that was beside the point. Anyone born into the family was a family member regardless. Most of my brothers were older than me, so I didn’t know them too well, but I’d come to know Stella pretty well.  
 
    Stella was not a sister; she was brought in by my brother, Lincoln. Stella was with Lincoln, along with a man named Edward and another man named Killian. Edward had been adopted by the family years ago, but Killian had been a new addition a few years back, along with Stella. Both had to fight to show the family they belonged there, with us, doing what we did.  
 
    So, no, sharing was not something I was unfamiliar with. I’d seen it firsthand, but I just never thought it would be me.  
 
    Could I share Jaz? Could I really share her?  
 
    I guess I was about to find out, because there was only one thing on Dante’s mind as his wild, blue gaze ate her up.  
 
    “Even if you two are crazy,” Jaz started, running a hand down my chest and causing a heat to follow anywhere her hand went, “you’re my crazy.” She smiled against me. “What does that say about me?”  
 
    Dante grabbed her and pulled her onto his lap. “I hope that means you like it rough, princess,” he spoke with a smirk.  
 
    Jaz kicked off her heels, flexing her toes beneath her dark tights. “It’s queen, actually. Not princess.”  
 
    “My mistake,” he muttered, drawing a hand up her leg and bunching up her black dress to her thighs. Dante smirked at me, and I would bet any money he already had an erection hidden beneath the curve of her ass on his lap. “You don’t mind watching a bit, do you? I’m dying to make this queen squirm.”  
 
    Though the limo was still moving, not yet parked somewhere quiet, I found myself leaning against the door beside me, giving Dante and Jaz more space. I nodded once. A slow, quick nod, but a nod all the same.  
 
    It was all Dante needed. He practically tore the cheap leather jacket off her shoulders, tossing it to the floor of the limo. I supposed I could’ve gotten up and moved to one of the other seats nearby, let them have this entire row to themselves, but I found I could not move a muscle.  
 
    I wanted to be close. I wanted to hear every sound that escaped her slender throat. I wanted to see the sweat glisten on her tan, smooth skin.  
 
    “Careful,” Jaz murmured, talking about the crown as she was jostled on his lap.  
 
    “Oh, don’t you worry,” he told her, “I’ll make sure that thing stays on top of that pretty little head of yours.” As he positioned her how he wanted—with his knees spreading her legs apart and bunching up her dress to her upper thighs—he lowered his mouth to her neck, giving her a nip with his teeth.  
 
    Jaz practically turned to mush on his lap, sighing out a beautiful sound that made the heat gather someplace below the belt on me. I was getting hard again watching—though not from watching Dante. From watching her, from hearing her, from wishing I was there, holding her, touching her, doing all those things to make her swoon and give in.  
 
    It was impossible to be in her presence and not want to throw all caution to the wayside, but I would remain strong. The back of a limo was not where I wanted to be with Jaz for the first time. Not here, and not with Dante present.  
 
    No, I’d watch, let them have their fun, but as for me finding my salvation between those legs…  
 
    It would not happen tonight.  
 
    Dante’s greedy fingers pulled at the straps of her dress, shoving them off her shoulders. Jaz’s cheeks were already pink, her mouth open. He searched for a zipper on her dress, but there was none, so he let out a growl, desperate to have her chest freed from the confines of that fabric. With one more yank from him, her breasts spilled out, large and round, and he fit them in his hands soon after, kneading and grasping, his fingers pinching her nipples and making them hard. Making her squirm on his lap and cause him to moan.  
 
    “God,” Dante whispered against her neck, “that ass drives me crazy.”  
 
    Jaz turned her neck, and he responded by kissing her hard and fast, their mouths melding as he continued to massage her breasts. She ground her hips down, rocking her backside along his lap even though his knees were spread and held her legs apart. She didn’t have much in the way of a range of movement.  
 
    One of his hands left her chest, inching down, stopping only when it arrived between the apex of her legs. Her dress was so far up, I could see she wore a black, lacy pair of panties under her tights, but Dante seemed to be impeded by neither. He began to rub small circles along her, forcing her to pull her mouth away from his and let out a moan that echoed in the back of the limo.  
 
    Her sounds truly were something else. I could listen to them all day and all night on repeat.  
 
    “Let’s give Vaughn something to watch,” Dante suggested, flicking those blue orbs at me before yanking down the tights on Jaz’s body, all the way to her knees. The next thing that came down was her underwear, exposing that sensitive place to me as he opened her legs up wide once more. He ran a single finger along her slit, letting out a sound that was almost like a growl. “So wet already.”  
 
    I could only imagine how she felt, how slick that place was between her legs. My dick pressed against my pants, wanting to be freed, but I refused to make any moves, keeping my hands to my sides as I watched. Physical affection might come easily to some people, and others might just have years of practice like Dante—but me? I wouldn’t say I was insecure about my…abilities, but I was nowhere near as confident as I wanted to be.  
 
    The hand still massaging her breast moved to her throat, cupping it firmly as his other hand worked on her cunt. A finger dipped down along her before rising back to her clit, pinching it before rubbing more circles and applying more pressure.  
 
    Having his hand down there drove Jaz wild. I almost couldn’t recognize her with how crazed she looked, the half-lidded glint in her eyes one of pure hunger and lust. She wanted everything Dante was giving her, and I wondered if she acted the same way when she was alone with me.  
 
    When Dante pushed a finger inside her, she nearly lost it. Her body tensed against the hand holding onto her neck, and her eyes slammed shut. A moan that could silence any crowd rose from her throat, and her head fell back on Dante’s chest as he pleasured her like a pro, using his hand to both pump into her and to rub her swollen mound.  
 
    Soon enough she lost what little composure she had left. Pleasure ripped through her violently, and she trembled against his grip, a cry leaving her lips that was like music to my ears. My dick actually perked up even more hearing her cry out, listening to her orgasm.  
 
    Jaz was downright beautiful, even as undone as she was, her skin glistening in sweat, her mouth panting and her bare chest heaving as she tried to catch her breath.  
 
    “Fucking amazing,” Dante murmured against her shoulder, though his eyes were on me. “Isn’t she?”  
 
    All I could do was nod, because he was right. There was no arguing with him there, no disagreeing with his statement. Jaz was fucking amazing, and I knew right then I could never let her go. She would always be mine, even if she was technically ours.  
 
    He withdrew his hand from her apex, pushing her along his knees after releasing her throat. A huge bulge sat in his pants, his cock straining to get out. He reached into his pocket, pulling out a small square wrapping, which he tossed at me.  
 
    “Hold that,” he said, working on getting his belt and pants undone.  
 
    My eyes dropped to the wrapping for only a moment. A condom. Dante had come prepared, and it would seem Jaz was too hungry to feel him inside her to be her typical, usual sarcastic self and make a comment about it.  
 
    “Lift up,” Dante instructed her, and she got off his lap enough that he could pull his pants and boxers down. His cock sprang free, hard and thick and veiny, its tip bulbous and already dripping in precum. To me, he said, “Open it for me, will you, bud?”  
 
    I was not in the habit of being called bud by anyone, nor was I the type of person who sat back and did as he was told when he was being spoken to by someone he did not like—but I was already in this. There was no turning back now. Outside, the driver had finally found us somewhere quiet and deserted in Midpark to park the vehicle, where we could continue this without having to worry about balancing as the car moved.  
 
    Because I could do nothing but what Dante had said, I tore into the wrapper and pulled out the slick rubber, leaning forward to hand it to him. My own dick strained against my pants, but as badly as it wanted to get out, it would remain tucked away.  
 
    Dante looked like a wild animal as he plucked the condom from me and rolled it onto his length. He reached forward to Jaz, who still crouched over his legs, and pulled her back, positioning her above his thick shaft before forcing her down, before forcing that body to take him in inch by inch until he filled her up entirely. When he pushed inside her, he grabbed hold of her arms, pulling them down and holding them straight.  
 
    Jaz threw her head back, letting out a content sigh. Her back was to Dante, her long black hair a mess of sweaty tangles. When he rocked his hips under her, she began to move hers in sync, letting him set the pace.  
 
    Watching her take his cock, watching Dante fuck her like a rabid animal…I thought I wouldn’t like it. I thought I’d hate it, feel nothing but jealousy inside. I thought I’d see it, watch only a moment before closing my eyes and turning away.  
 
    But I was wrong.  
 
    I found I could not look away, could not do anything other than watch and breathe. Being here, watching, it was like I was there, doing it to her myself. I could only imagine how good she felt around him, how she fit perfectly around his cock, her body taking everything in over and over in a mindless carnal display of passion and urgent need.  
 
    Jaz’s breasts bounced with every thrust of Dante’s hips, truly a sight to behold. Her mouth was open, short, panting breaths escaping her as she lost herself to the moment. I could not fault her for it; I was just as lost in this as she was, and I wasn’t in the tangle of bodies nearby. I was only watching; I could not picture how it felt to be Dante, to finally have Jaz and know her in the most intimate way possible.  
 
    Dante eventually released her arms, setting both hands on her hips as he forced her back. He was moving their positions, his cock not once leaving her cunt.  
 
    It did not take me long to figure out where he was moving her to. The bastard brought her right in front of me, told her to place her hands on the seat around my legs—and she did. Though Dante had to bend his back a little, he resumed fucking her right in front of me, a smirk on his face, as if he thought he was winning this. 
 
    This was no competition. There was no winning. Just because he was inside her right now did not mean anything. Someday very soon I would know what it felt to have her cunt wrapped around my dick.  
 
    Jaz groaned as he fucked her from behind, her eyes locking with mine. Before I knew what she was doing, she was no longer holding the leather seat on either side of me; she pulled herself up, her fingers grasping the front of my suit jacket, pulling me toward her. I let her, because I was in no position to stop her from doing anything.  
 
    When it came to Jaz, I was weak. So very weak. She was the only one in the entire world that could make me feel like this.  
 
    When her lips collided with mine, I swore I could taste him on her. It was ridiculous, I knew, but still. Her lips were wet, her tongue needy. This was unlike any other embrace we’d had before; this was messy and sloppy, and yet ridiculously hot. Her mouth had the damnedest time staying attached to mine with how wild Dante was behind her, but somehow we managed.  
 
    I tangled my fingers through her hair and held her face against mine, kissing her with everything I had. If ever there was a drug in the form of a person, it was Jaz. How else could I explain why my willpower was so weak when it came to her?  
 
    Dante’s thrusting stopped, a loud groan coming from his chest. I pulled my mouth off hers to watch him yank himself out of her, the condom full of his seed. He fell onto the seat beside me, breathing hard. “Fuck me,” he muttered, his pupils dilated in what I could only call desire. Desire to keep going. Desire for more.  
 
    “I believe I just did,” Jaz joked, earning herself a smirk from him. I released my hold on her, but she did not move away from me. Instead, she drew a hand along my jaw. “I don’t suppose you came prepared too?”  
 
    “I want you alone for our first time,” I told her, meaning it. Alone, and somewhere I was more comfortable.  
 
    Dante chuckled, slowly pulling the condom off his dick. “Well, we all know he likes to watch now. Who knew?”  
 
    Who knew? Not me, certainly.  
 
    Tonight was the night of letting go. Tonight I had not a care in the world. Tomorrow…well, tomorrow was a different story. Markus and I had to visit the hospital and get rid of a certain someone who didn’t deserve to continue breathing. Had to wait this long to make sure Markus’s contacts would be working that day, so we could walk in and walk out with no problems.    
 
    I sat back, watching as Dante pulled Jaz back to him. He wasn’t done with her yet, apparently. He could keep going, though, I would soon see, his dick would not be going between her legs again. No, Dante had something else in mind for that beautiful mouth of hers.  
 
    I watched, and I learned exactly how good Jaz was with that mouth. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Eight – Jaz 
 
      
 
      
 
    I knew shit awaited me Monday when I went back to school, but I had no idea the absolute amount of shit there was. I figured the principal would call me down to his office and have a chat with me, maybe force me to talk to Brittany, make us hug it out or something stupid. Since I’d all but run from the dance after the confrontation, I knew something had to happen.  
 
    Mom was absolutely giddy when she dropped me off at school that morning. She could not get over the fact that I’d won the title of winter queen. Hell, neither could I. Besides Brittany’s home movie attempt at embarrassing me, everything had gone on without a hitch.  
 
    Me pushing her off the stage? Might’ve been a little much, but it wasn’t like I attacked her first. That bitch came at me.  
 
    I walked into Midpark High Monday morning holding my head high, no longer shying away from the stares the other students gave me. If they wanted to take me on, they were free to. It did kind of seem like everyone who went against me eventually got their comeuppance, whether it was from me or someone else.  
 
    As I headed to my locker, I heard voices talking about Ryan. I purposefully slowed myself down to try to overhear what they were saying. A group of girls, huddled together in front of a row of lockers, their heads bent as they whispered amongst themselves.  
 
    “I hear they don’t know what happened. The nurses just came back and he was dead,” a rather short red-headed girl was busy saying. “Mom said they tried to resuscitate him, but it was too late.”  
 
    “Wow, I can’t believe that,” one of her friends said, shaking her head.  
 
    I picked up my pace, walking past them to reach my locker, doing the combination while lost in my own head.  
 
    Ryan was dead. Hard to feel bad about it. The bastard kind of got what was coming to him.  
 
    Don’t get me wrong, I knew murder was bad, but…it was hard to see the side of the law when I knew he and his friends would’ve been gleeful to force themselves upon me.  
 
    As I shoved my bag into the locker, I wondered if Dante finished it off, or if it was Vaughn.  
 
    Vaughn had refused to be with me the night of the dance, assuring me he just wanted to be alone with me first. Maybe that was true. Who could say? Vaughn wasn’t exactly normal.  
 
    Doing it in the limo with Dante while Vaughn had watched was…not a moment I was super proud of, but it was also something I wouldn’t take back. I’d been so high off what happened at the dance, thrilled at getting the crown and upsetting Brittany, that I’d needed a release. Dante had been more than happy to give me that release, although I did wonder if he thought we were a thing now.  
 
    If he thought we were, would I tell him we weren’t? He wasn’t a good guy; the very opposite, actually. Did I want to date a psycho? I’d claimed him and Vaughn as mine, but going so far as to date him… 
 
    Oh, who was I kidding? I’d been weak for him since the beginning, since he’d threatened my mom and kidnapped me. Yes, I liked the psychos.  
 
    I headed to homeroom, my spirits higher than they should’ve been. Archer was in his seat, looking quite glum and morose, though his azure stare did lock with mine. I held his eyes, refusing to back down. Whatever he thought I did, I didn’t. The truth getting out was not my fault, regardless of what he thought.  
 
    Still, all that said, I did feel bad for him.  
 
    I slid into my seat, setting my books down. Silence stretched between us like a desert, barren and still, and yet I found myself tossing a look at him over my shoulder, wanting to talk to him.  
 
    He wasn’t even looking at me.  
 
    “Archer,” I started, even though I knew I shouldn’t.  
 
    “You got what you wanted,” he muttered, blue gaze turning icy. “Leave it at that. Don’t pick at the wound you created, Jaz. Just leave it be. Let me be. I’m done with you.”  
 
    I had three boyfriends—though it wasn’t like any of them had ever used the official label—so it wasn’t like I needed to go begging for dick. Somehow though, I found myself wanting to make things right with him.  
 
    Everything had gotten out of hand, out of control. Couldn’t we have a fresh start?  
 
    “I know you think everything is my fault,” I said, leaning over the aisle between us, “but it’s not. I really want to start over, Archer.”  
 
    He looked at me, and for just the quickest of moments, his expression softened, and he looked like the boy I’d fallen for in the beginning. The one who joked around and smiled all the time.  
 
    The one who lied to me, but that was beside the point.  
 
    But then that expression turned to stone, and he looked away, not saying a single thing.  
 
    I sighed, and I kept to myself as the announcements came on. More grief counselors would be available this week, and every student who wished to go to the funerals of the slain students would have a free pass to do so, without affecting their attendance. Then, strangely, a prayer was said over the speakers for Ryan’s untimely passing, even though this wasn’t a religious school.  
 
    All these people, praying for a rapist and his rapist friends. How wrong it was.  
 
    Thankfully the announcements were over soon enough, and class began not long after that. I had my textbook open and a notebook under my hand, trying to take notes, but it was not ten minutes into class when a knock echoed throughout the room.  
 
    The teacher abruptly stopped—though he did roll his eyes, as he hated interruptions, along with any type of technology that didn’t work one hundred percent of the time—and headed to the door. An office aid stood and handed him a slip.  
 
    Before the teacher turned to the class and said what he said next, I knew. I knew it was for me. “Jaz, the principal wants to see you.”  
 
    I left my things, getting up. After taking the slip from his hands, I headed to the office. The aid had more things to deliver, so I walked alone. Alone in these shiny, sterile halls. Alone in this rich town.  
 
    I entered the office, and the secretary looked pale. She didn’t even get up, just motioned for me to go back. That was weird, but I thought nothing of it. I headed through the short hall in the back of the office, finding myself in the principal’s private office almost instantly. The door was open, and I saw the principal wasn’t alone. He was talking to two men in dark blue.  
 
    And then when I came in, their conversation instantly stopped. The principal, along with the two strangers, turned to face me, and I saw they were policemen.  
 
    “Uh…” was all my brilliant mouth could say.  
 
    One of them reached for the cuffs hanging on his hip, and he immediately went off, “Jazmine Smith, you’re under arrest for the murder of Brittany Pots.” He moved behind me, and I was too stunned to move. “You have the right to remain silent.”  
 
    The cuffs were slammed on my wrists hard, and I met the principal’s stare.  
 
    The murder of Brittany Pots? But I didn’t—  
 
    “Anything you say can and will be used against you in a court of law. You have the right to an attorney. If you cannot afford an attorney, one will be provided for you,” the second officer rattled off, eyeing me up like I was the devil himself, the vilest person he’d ever seen. Never had I been witness to such a high amount of disgust on someone else’s face.  
 
    “I don’t understand,” I said, feeling myself being pulled out of the principal’s office, nearly tripping on my own feet as the policemen led me out of the office, out of the school, and to their cruiser in the front. Through the windows, I could see students gathered, watching as I was roughly shoved into the back of the car.  
 
    Ironic. Even though I won, I still lost, somehow.  
 
    It was only when we arrived at the police station, only when they had me chained to a table in an interrogation room after being booked that I finally found out why I was being charged. Brittany was killed yesterday, evidently, and they had evidence that I was the one who did it.  
 
    Brittany was dead. 
 
     How? When? This wasn’t a joke? No, it couldn’t be. Not with the real police involved.  
 
    Figured. In death, the bitch would still come to haunt me like no other.  
 
    I hardly blinked when a detective sat across from me, and it was only when I met his hazel eyes—eyes that were so much like his daughter’s—I knew who he was even before he introduced himself.  
 
    “I’m Detective Charles Wilde,” he said, meaning he was, indeed, Bobbi’s dad. He was a middle-aged man with a stern, no-nonsense expression, his brown hair shaved short and a goatee around his mouth. He still wore his wedding ring, I noticed, even though his wife had left. He had a folder, which he promptly opened and shoved a full-colored picture my way.  
 
    A photograph of a bedroom—Brittany’s, if I had to guess. Its serene pink furniture was covered in blood, the carpet doused. It looked like a madman went to town in there, and I wanted to be sick. That was…so much blood. Too much.   
 
    This was what they were accusing me of?  
 
    “I have two questions for you,” Detective Wilde spoke, folding his hands atop the folder. “Why did you kill her, and where is her body?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Well. How ‘bout that teeny, tiny cliffy? Bet none of you will guess what happens next…  
 
      
 
    Thank you for reading! Please think about leaving a review, even if it’s a short one. They really make us indie authors happy (and let us know that people are actually reading our work). Twenty words and a star rating—that’s all it takes!  
 
      
 
    Especially since this book was soooooo long. Like, super long. Reviews let me know someone’s actually reading it.  
 
      
 
    Also, I love talking about books (not just mine. Any book. I LOVE books!) in general on my Twitter: www.twitter.com/CandaceWondrak and on Instagram: www.instagram.com/CandaceWondrak  
 
      
 
    My Facebook Group: Candace’s Cult of Captivation where you can get all the updates on new releases! https://www.facebook.com/groups/234452154135994/  
 
      
 
    Be on the lookout for the final book in the trilogy, Reckless, coming soon! 
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