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    Intro 
 
      
 
      
 
    Hey there sexy reader (wink)- 
 
      
 
    This is the first book in a series still being written. (Oh noooo) I know. You could wait until the rest of the books come out, but the waiting...foreplay can be oh so much fun, no?  
 
    Meet the first of the Bishops that you'll get to read about. Kane is a senior in high school about to graduate and come alongside his father to rule their town's mafia. This is his and Collin's story. 
 
    This book starts briefly in the future and then takes you back there with a "to be continued." 
 
    The next book will not continue Kane and Collin's story, but we will dive into Kane's father-Quinton Bishop- with a spicy age-gap romance. The last book will circle fully around to that "To be continued." 
 
    There are some elements in this book that may be a trigger for some. Sexual abuse, bullying, and drugs.  
 
    This is meant for 18+  
 
    I hope you enjoy. 
 
    And I hope you have fun losing yourself in someone else's sexy story for a while...then go live your own! (Rawr) 
 
      
 
    Sincerely- 
 
    O.T 
 
    

  

  
   
 
   
    Chapter 1 
 
    Now 
 
      
 
    There are reasons to listen to your heart beating loudly inside of you. 
 
      
 
    Thump- 
 
    Thump- 
 
    Thump- 
 
      
 
    Fear, pain, danger swarm our systems from time to time to let us know something is off, something is wrong. So the alarms go off. Our hearts beat, pressing against the walls of its protective cage to get our attention.  
 
      
 
    Listen- 
 
    Listen- 
 
    Listen- 
 
      
 
    And maybe you get to a point where you have known about the danger, the wrongness, for a while but choices were made, turns and twists took over your path until you end up here.  
 
    With your heart pressing against your chest hoping for...what? 
 
    What was I hoping for? 
 
      
 
    I have to ask myself that as I look down at the piece of paper in front of me. This piece of paper I knew well.  
 
    I didn't even have to pick up the thin page between my fingers to know what it said, for the words echoed in my mind. Had echoed loudly for twelve years.  
 
    

  

  
   
 
   
    Chapter 2 
 
    12 years ago 
 
    Collin 
 
      
 
    I left our three-bedroom house that looked normal, if not a little run-down, on the outside to walk the five blocks and fifteen minutes it took me to get to school. Senior year was stretching out in front of me like a final stretch to a new life. On the other side of Wildwood High was freedom. But in front of me lay a year left of rich mini-adults acting like full adults, advanced classes that prepped me for college, the occasional sniggering comment about me not being from the dripping world of wealth and opportunities. I'm not bullied outright, but I am treated differently by most like I am a tragedy that if I got too close to would create an infectious spread. There are about ten of us at Wildwood there on academic or sports scholarships but the rest of the four hundred students were born into their desk seats.  
 
    I get it. I don't even begrudge them their privilege like most of my old classmates from my old, public school system. Their wealth isn't something that they did to anyone else, and I myself am not above saying I am at Wildwood to get into a good college so that I can create a softer life for myself and whatever kind of family I end up creating. Even if my family ends up just being me.  
 
    Now, how some of these kids swing around their status as if it's a weapon? I don't respect it. And I steer clear of those students. They steer clear of me. It's a fairly peaceful existence that I am grateful for.  
 
    "Collin, wait up!" the voice is out-of-breath and coming from my favorite Wildwood person. 
 
    "I need a couple hours of binge-watching Netflix and some norms tonight after this guaranteed shit first day," Natalie says as she swings into step with me a block before we reach the school's concrete steps.  
 
    I smile. "I kind of love that you would rather hang out with my norms from public school than anyone from Wildwood," I say. 
 
    "Well, they're normal. Caleb drives a Honda and June wears jewelry that doesn't need to be insured. It's excellent." 
 
    I laugh and bump my shoulder against hers to which she laughs and bumps me back. Natalie was the first friend I made at Wildwood when I switched schools my sophomore year. She's tall and graceful, with dark eyes and naturally dark hair that she dyes blonde at the ends which drives her mother crazy. Her mom is from South Korea and her dad is a second-generation immigrant from Thailand who found his fortune in stocks and bonds. The first day Natalie found me in our Spanish class and told me I looked like a "norm" which I later learned meant I wasn't of her world. She liked that. She preferred my small bedroom with dark charcoal walls and worn baseboards to her cream and pink plush room her mom spent thousands outfitting for her. She preferred Caleb and June from my old school and our Netflix nights with junk food to the elaborate mansion parties with drugs and expensive laughter. I also suspected she had a thing for Caleb but the one time I brought it up I felt the cut from her eyes telling me to shut the hell up.  
 
    "And how much is that necklace worth?" I ask teasing her.  
 
    She fingers the diamond and platinum bauble hanging over her Wildwood-crested button-up with a sigh. "From mom. An apology or something," she said with a frown.  
 
    I don't push her because her mom is a sore subject with her. There's a strain, more than a strain, between them and she only hints at it between the sarcasm and smiles.  
 
    "It's beautiful," I say and wink at her.  
 
    "Yeah," she concedes. "Oh look!" she exclaims perking up as we ascend the concrete steps to our towering fortress. "Mafia royalty to welcome us," her lips quirk up as we both take in the four figures sitting on the wide concrete banister to the side of the two ridiculously large doors open to welcome us to a new, ostentatious year.  
 
    The blonde one is Joseph Forbis. Captain of football and class president. He's gregarious enough and has that look of "golden boy" that seems to go over well with most of the female population. The guy with the buzz cut is Terrance Smith and his parents own most of the restaurant chains in our beach town as well as the three adjoining towns. He supplies most of the booze to the elite parties that happen throughout the year. He's got a quieter demeanor but his dark eyes have always seemed a little foreboding to me. Leo Bishop to Terrance's left is taller than the other two, with light brown hair, grey eyes, and a demeanor that says he is at the top of the school but still number two to the real number one: which takes us to the final member of their group. Kane Bishop, Leo's cousin, and our own resident mafia prince. He has dark hair that is constantly being brushed by his fingers, the wind, and probably plenty of girls, and his eyes are hard to miss because they're so blue in contrast to his dark hair that they sometimes glint. I always thought he was the most beautiful of the four with straight, angular features and a full mouth that I have rarely seen smile.  
 
    They're all good-looking. Girls do that fluttering around thing whenever they're in the vicinity and I fully understand it. But they're also dangerous. Kane's father, Quinton Bishop, runs the mafia in our town that no one really talks about. We all talk about it, but in the presence of those members, the words dance around the lethal implications to keep things safe. Leo's dad is Quinton's brother and like father like son, the man's number two. High school for Kane and Leo seems to be tryouts for their ascension into the nefarious royalty that their families have built for them. There is an empire for them to claim and everyone knows it.  
 
    "You know my motto," I say shaking my head and looking away from them as we walk through the doors out of the stifling heat, "stay out of their path and our path is clear to walk down." 
 
    "Without violence or drugs," Natalie adds under her breath. "They're beautiful to look at though," she says with a dramatic sigh.  
 
    "Mmmhmm," I respond. "Beautiful disasters." 
 
    "You talk with Brian yet?" she asks with a smile.  
 
    Brian and I started seeing each other at the end of our junior year. He asked me out when we were working on a debate team together in one of our classes. At first I was a little thrown because he was fairly popular at Wildwood being the captain of our soccer team, and he was handsome with auburn hair and really pretty eyes for a guy. We flirted during our group debate project and I enjoyed looking forward to seeing him each day, but when he asked me out I truly was taken aback because I was basically a nobody at this school. Which I was perfectly fine with. I thought the flirting was just one of those environmental things where I was his best choice in our small group to pass the time with. I said yes. He took me to The Ice House, one of the local waterfront restaurants that we all navigate as high schoolers. It's one of the places where both public and private schools come together for food, under the table alcohol, the postering game of being seen, and climbing the hierarchy of popularity. The date was fun. He made me laugh, and when he dropped me off he kissed me in the front seat of his BMW.  
 
    So we spent the summer bouncing around town together when I wasn't working at the hospital as an admissions clerk and he wasn't on vacation with his mom or at his dad's law firm learning the ropes.  
 
    When Natalie asked me about him she always had this tone of caution, like she wasn't really sure about him and when I asked her about it she just shrugged and said no one was good enough for me and he better not break my heart. He had joined one of our "norm" Netflix nights with Caleb and June, which had gone fine but he was usually too busy and in his free time, he preferred to have just me.  
 
    "He texted this morning. We have our lunch block together," I said.  
 
    "Ah, lucky bastard. I'm going to have to find some other loser to eat with in my block," she said with a moan.  
 
    "You poor, rich kid," I joked.  
 
    She laughs and bumps my shoulder again. "See you in chem?" 
 
    "Save me a seat," I say as we go our separate ways to find our lockers and tame our first-day nerves walking through the sacred halls of Wildwood.  
 
    When I spot my locker I find a smiling Brian leaning against the metal door waiting for me. He leans down and kisses me softly. "Morning. You didn't wear your hair down," he says with a frown.  
 
    I reach up touching my dark, curly hair I had piled on my head in my morning haste. It was thick, with large curls, and hung down my shoulder blades which was heavy and took a really long time to dry. Even in this New England August heat. "Yeah, well you try spending forty-five minutes blow-drying it," I say as I start on my locker combo.  
 
    He shrugs a shoulder hidden beneath the Wildwood blazer which seemed far too heavy to wear in this heat. But he always had it and I think he liked that it made him look more put-together. Like his lawyer dad. Appearances were important to the Jeffreys and I had started picking up on the idea that I may not be the appearance his family would readily welcome into their home. He had never said anything, but the only time I had been to his house was when he had made sure both parents were gone and while that alone wouldn't make me suspicious, because I myself tried to ensure my friends didn't have to be around my parents, he never introduced us at his soccer games and he seemed to keep a wide path between us.  
 
    Still, I liked him and we enjoyed each other. He was average height at 5'8" but to my 5'2" he had to look down at me. I liked his shoulders. They were broad and you could tell he was a lean athlete and when we made out I liked running my hands over his shoulders. Making out was as far as we had gotten. I hadn't been ready for anything else and he respected that which I was grateful for.  
 
    Natalie lost her virginity to a mystery guy our sophomore year before we had really become good friends and when we talked guys and sex she closed off about who, what, where, and why. My friend held a lot of cards close to the chest, and I was fine with that. I understood it. Too well. Plus, I didn't have much to share myself having kept my virginity intact and only kissed a handful of guys in my 18 years.  
 
    "Ice House later?" Brian asks me as he walks me to my first class.  
 
    "I actually promised Natalie we'd do a movie night with Caleb and June. Wanna come?" 
 
    "Nah, that's alright. You have fun with your friends. I'll find some of the guys from the team to dick around with." 
 
    I smile a little disappointed but keep it to myself. "This is me," I say and he leans in for another kiss which is interrupted by an intense jostle that throws me against the doorframe. When I look up in shock a smirking Leo Bishop pushes his way into the classroom.  
 
    "Dude," Brian says disgruntled.  
 
    "Learn how to kiss your girl, Jeffreys," Leo taunts. "That was pathetic," his smirk as he makes his way to one of the desks is wide and directed at Brian but makes me blush.   
 
    Brian narrows his eyes and shakes his head. "I really hate that dick," he says in a low voice for only me to hear.  
 
    I pull in a breath and give Brian a smile. "See you at lunch," I say ignoring Leo's interruption.  
 
    Brian pulls his narrowed eyes away from a still smiling Leo to give me a small peck on my cheek before pulling away with a tight smile.  
 
    I keep my eyes away from where Leo is sitting, feeling his taunt  as I make my way to a desk far from him on the other side of the room. 
 
    "What's wrong, Two? Scared if you sit too close to me you'll be tempted to ask me to show you how a real man kisses?" 
 
    I close my eyes as heat blooms along my cheeks again. "Two" was what some of the elite sometimes called me. "Tax write-off". But I smile and look back at him. "No," I say in a voice I hope isn't too soft. "I just don't want to sit next to you."  
 
    Two other guys in the class laugh and jostle Leo at my remark and I keep my fake smile on my face as he laughs, leaning forward in his seat, his eyes widening as he says, "If you change your mind, I don't mind teaching you what it should feel like to get hot and bothered." He wiggles his light brown eyebrows and I roll my eyes as I turn away determined this time to ignore him. He just wants to get a rise out of me, which was one of his favorite games I had noticed in the time that I had been at Wildwood. Leo taunted, poked at people, made girls blush, and had no qualms about saying what he was thinking.  
 
    But as I turn away from him, his broodier leader is taking a seat next to Leo, and his eyes catch mine. Kane is the darker side to the coin when it comes to the Bishops. I'd rarely interacted with the darker Bishop, and never by myself, but there was something about him that made me think that being caught in his concentrated attention would be too much and not at all something I would want to try to figure out how to react to. Based on having his blue attention now, I know for a fact I don't want to keep it.  
 
    I immediately break eye contact and fully turn to get myself ready for class as more students trickle in and find their seats.Conversation about summer and the upcoming year floats around batting at the stale and pretentious energy left over from the end of last school year. Leo is talking loudly about  the new female History teacher's breasts and I shake my head thinking how much of an ass he is.  
 
    Class is the usual first-day perusal of rules and syllabus, getting us ready before pushing us into the deep end. I'm not one of those students who love homework and the smell of fresh school supplies, but the fact that we can consume information and learn to build something, to create a life for ourselves is incredible to me. I fully intend to make the most of my education so that the life I build is a far cry from the one I grew up in. And that's why I'm here at Wildwood.  
 
    As I slide into the line of students leaving the class I hear Leo's voice behind me. "Seriously, Two, you slide me your number and I will take time out of my precious life to get you wet." 
 
    His words make me turn around with a furious expression and he laughs, his handsome face taking in my blush and frustration.  
 
    But then Kane's deep voice slashes through his cousin's laughter. "Shut the fuck up, Leo." 
 
    I meet his blue gaze and feel trapped again in their intensity. His straight face darkens as his eyes stay riveted to mine. "Two isn't one of those girls who is interested in getting wet. She probably never has been wet in her life," he finishes, one side of his lips twisting up as his words twist into me.  
 
    Leo throws his head back and laughs harder, a few guys around us joining into the pack mentality guys tend to follow at the expense of prey and my face is a mess of crimson.  
 
    "Well fuck, now I really want to try," Leo says leaning forward causing me to lean back. "I will pay you a hundred bucks for your phone number, Two," he says with a snicker.  
 
    My heart is thumping in my chest at this confrontation that I didn't instigate but something in me flares in anger. "The name is Collin, and I can guarantee you could not get me wet if I laid down and gave you an hour of uninterrupted time," I say in a low voice that shocks Leo and causes an uproar of laughter around us. Kane's dark eyebrow raises slightly and I turn, exiting the classroom to leave behind the scene and make my way to the girl's bathroom for safety and reprieve.  
 
    I breathe out a sigh of relief once I am in a stall. I wait a few minutes allowing the roar of moving and chatting students to move through the building as I stay still in my safety zone. My first day of senior year was not off to the kind of start I imagined and I expel a deep breath and the emotions of embarrassment that Leo and Kane had poured over me. Senior year. I could do this. I had to.  
 
    

  

  
   
 
   
    Chapter 3 
 
    Kane  
 
      
 
    First day of senior year was exactly as I imagined. Teachers going over the rules as if we were children, reading to us from a syllabus as if we couldn't do it in our own time. Everyone pouring into the old building talking way too fucking loudly about their summers and where everyone ended in their relationship statuses. Crowding into the cafeteria that smelled like last semester's french fries and desperation as we made our way to our table that everyone knew to go nowhere near. Which is where we currently were.  
 
    "Dude, Clarissa had a whole week's worth of Instagram posts dedicated to you," Joseph said bringing me back to the moment.  
 
    "Ahha yeah!" Leo says, shoving a french fry in his too-big mouth. "I swear to fucking god she thought she had tamed you, man. Like, she legit thought Kane Bishop is settling in for a long ride with her," he laughs shaking his head.  
 
    "He settled in for a ride. Just not a long one," Joseph throws back.  
 
    I scowl at them as I eat silently and they laugh.  
 
    "What's happening?" a soft voice asks as it settles on the other side of Terrance who was across from me.  
 
    "Hey, Lori," Leo sing-songs. The idiot couldn't do anything calmly, I swear. "I hear Terrance got you to go back-dooring this summer," he says with a mischievous grin.  
 
    "Oh stop being crude," she responds, throwing a french fry at him. He laughs and eats the fry. She was pretty with dark blonde hair and though her voice annoyed the hell out of me sometimes, she was good for Terrance. They'd been together for a while now and she was a good balance for him. She threw Terrance a glare to which he raises his hands in mock innocence. She shakes her head and pivots her attention to me. "So Kane, Clarissa gets back from Bali tomorrow." 
 
    I nod my head slowly without saying anything.  
 
    "She's excited to see you," she says easily, casually. But there was nothing casual about it. All attention was on me and the fucker, Leo, has a shit-eating grin splitting his dumb-ass face.  
 
    "Clarissa can feel free to be excited to see any other asshat at this school that she pleases," I respond easily.  
 
    Lori frowns at me. "Come on. You guys were going strong there for a bit this summer before she went on vacation." 
 
    "Yeah, going strong is Kane's specialty," Joseph interjects, "but not for longevity." 
 
    "Oh come on," Lori scolds, "you guys had fun together. We all saw it!" she exclaims looking around the table for support. The guys shake their heads laughing. I remain stoic.  
 
    "No thanks," I say. "We had fun. Then it ended. New chapter."  
 
    "You're a dick," she says pointing her fork at me.  
 
    I nod my head. "Agreed." 
 
    The guys laugh again and she shakes her head as the topic slips to the side as I intended. I don't date. Everyone knows it and I have set a strong expectation of that over the years at Wildwood. I have more important things to worry about than this school and these students and girls who want to try and bang and bag the beast that I am. I've heard it before-Kane Bishop the heartless beast. Some chicks dig the challenge. But I didn't set it out as a challenge, just a full-stop, end of story rule.  
 
    "Dude," Leo turns to me, his voice lowered for just my ears. "my dad says boss has something for us tonight." 
 
    I nod my head and look around then back at him. "We'll talk later but come to the house after school." 
 
    Leo nods, his face serious. The asshat is loud and crazy most of the time, but when it comes to the family business he is that: business. That's something I can appreciate about him.  
 
    He perks, a slow smile crawling up his face and when I turn to see what he's looking at I see Two and her boyfriend Brian walk into the cafeteria together. Brian is a kickass soccer player and a general asshole of a human that I ignore and avoid.  
 
    "Damn, I love fucking with the peasants," Leo says. "Bet I can get in her white, cotton panties before homecoming." 
 
    I look over at her tilting my head. She has dark brown, curly hair. She's fucking tiny. Brian's not a huge dude but next to her he looks it. She's not hot, not really. She's interesting. Quiet. She's never been on my or anyone else in our group's radar.  
 
    "I'll take that bet," I say easily. "She's not going to fall for you." 
 
    "You guys are gross," Lori says. 
 
    "Oh, I am planning to get gross with her," Leo says suggestively.  
 
    "And Collin is nice. Don't fuck with her," Lori adds.  
 
    "I like nice girls," Leo retorts.  
 
    "You like all girls," she responds as though she's talking to a child.  
 
    "I actually have standards, Lor," he says.  
 
    "Mhmm," she's shoving a bite of salad in her mouth and glaring at him.  
 
    "I think Jeffrey's is a fuckwit," Joseph says. "Glad he went the soccer route instead of football in middle school." 
 
    "Hey, Jeffreys!" Leo suddenly shouts across the noisy cafeteria. He's loud enough that people still and both Brian and Collin look over at us. "You're a fuckwit!" The guys burst out in laughter and I watch as Brian's face hardens, his hands tighten on his lunch tray and when my eyes slide over to Collin, her eyes are narrowed on Leo but then slide over to me and she visibly stiffens. She reaches up a hand to his arm and guides him to a table as far from us as she can get.  
 
    "You're definitely going to lose the bet, Leo," I say shaking my head and giving him a small smile.  
 
    "Nuh-uh. I'm going to totally slide in those cotton panties," he says.  
 
    My mind wanders to this morning when I was leaving for school. My dad, or "boss" as Leo calls him, told me to come straight home. My first guard assignment is due tonight. As a senior, and as the boss's son, it's my turn to do a night walking the lane. I get the fucking privilege of walking the half-mile radius around one of dad's businesses, the club, keeping an eye on traffic, looking for anything out of the ordinary. It's my first initiation. I'm not nervous, but I can't fuck it up. Senior year is going to be one hell of a year.   
 
    

  

  
   
 
   
    Chapter 4 
 
    Collin 
 
      
 
    I left Natalie behind a few blocks back at her mega-mansion neighborhood and walked in relative silence the last couple of blocks to my own neighborhood. They juxtaposed in so many ways that I wondered at how such a little distance separated the scarcely lit, cracking asphalt lanes of where I lived to Natalie's black oxford street lighting and streets that barely looked driven on. Hers is a neighborhood where the rolling properties spread out in mapped-out glory leading to a quintessential white chapel at the end where all the picturesque lanes met. The stained glass windows are a sweeping picture of beauty and the houses, magnificent as they are, look as though they are bowing to the simulacra of wealthy religion.  
 
    Everyone goes to that church on the prescribed Sundays that dot throughout the months and even inside of the unconditional doors, there are conditional hierarchies in the form of Chanel, Armani, power, and gold.  
 
    Even time, I have found, can be used to make someone feel less than. It is wielded as currency to denote a certain level of importance...or lack of. Brian's father seems to use time as one of his main forms of currency, even with his children.  
 
    I walk up the sidewalk to our two-story house. It's nothing fancy, but it's clean, a dark blue color with stark white trim and shutters that gives it a crisp look and my dad takes pride in the lawn. I do a quick scan of cars in the driveway and find relief in not seeing anyone home. My parents are fine as parents go on paper. They don't fly off to different corners of the world on extravagant trips-rather, they fly off to different corners of the country as travel nurses. They don't do drugs and they bring in enough to cover our bills and some extra. They also don't seek me out and they tend to be of the widely embraced belief system of burying their heads in the sand with hard issues. And this house has some.  
 
    There are times when I'm alone in our house and I feel as though the unlit corners, closets, and darkened hallways watch me with bated breath. What will the lonely girl do now? What kinds of secrets will she shove in us to let fester and bloom? 
 
    I run up the brown-carpeted stairs and knock lightly then push open the bedroom door that I always check to make sure is empty. Even though it has been for a long time now. It's habit. It's self-preservation. I haven't had a reason to see that car in the driveway for a long time now.  
 
    Finding it empty I let out an easy breath. I always hold it. Until I check his room.  
 
    And then I let it go.  
 
    I enter my haven. Last summer I painted my room a dark grey, nearly black, with warm wooden bookshelves and matching floating shelves with old, antique metal brackets. I have books tiptoeing the edges of nearly every shelf and my desk pressed up against the far wall is full of knicks in the dark wood, thinly wiped away accidental spills of nail polish, and my space for building my future. Away from here. From this house, this town, away from the line drawn between norms and wealth. Away from those secrets shoved inside our house's shadows.  
 
    My phone chirps and I look down to find a group text from Caleb.  
 
    Caleb: Norms hang out tonight at my place. I get to pick a movie but you guys can pick food. 
 
    I smile and briefly think of Brian, how he isn't really a part of this piece of me and it doesn't bother me as much as it maybe should. Or maybe not. I don't really know. There are complicated rules for relationships and then there are more rules for relationships that straddle the different sides of the social tracks.  
 
    Natalie: Fine. Collin, will you grab wings from Solos? And I'll bring pie. June, you bring the sweet tea. You better not pick a fucking slasher 
 
    Caleb: I have the southern comfort too. and slasher it is 
 
    Natalie: I hate you 
 
    Caleb: You only wish you did, Nat 
 
    June: Do we even need to be a part of this group chat? Collin and I are basically voyeurs here 
 
    Natalie: ew.  
 
    Caleb: you only wish you were grossed out by that, Nat 
 
    Natalie: omg 
 
    Collin: I'm with June on this 
 
      
 
    I laugh, throwing my phone on the bed as I dig through my closet to put on leggings and an oversized t shirt, hanging my uniform up with care. I leave a note on the counter for mom or dad-more likely neither of them- letting them know I will be at Caleb's with friends and then I head out for the short walk to Solo's for wings.  
 
    One thing about our small beach town is that it is exactly that: small. I don't have a car and walking to just about anywhere doesn't take too long.  
 
    I wait for our large order of wings and realize as I am walking that the road I would normally take to Caleb's from here is closed off for construction, the sidewalk unusable so I cut over a couple of streets and find myself in the business district. I look around, the sun having started its farewell for the day casting the shadows longer and the spike of awareness more fragile. The business district is a part of our town I don't visit often. It's not unsafe, per se. Our town is, for the most part, a fairly safe town even given the mafia presence. Maybe even because of it.  
 
    There was one case of an elementary girl going missing years ago, her poster stuck around town like flapping pink and blue post-it notes. There were still some you could find here and there; some old and some fresh. There was drug activity, like any town, and the Bishops owned that. But other than that, we didn't have much in the way of terror and crime. But even so, as I walk alone along these streets I can count how many times I've been on one hand, I am aware that I'm alone. 
 
     There is a club of questionable reputation and goings-on that stands six stories tall owned by Kane's dad and family. And across from it is the largest building in our downtown which is an enterprise of sorts that has all kinds of business no one really knows the ins and outs of. There are a few smaller restaurants speckled along the streets mostly owned by Terrance Smith's family, who deals with the Bishops. Brian's father's law firm is also down here on an adjacent street but that's far less mysterious in nature.  
 
    I shoot off a text letting the group know I am on my way with the wings when suddenly I am jolted and I hear a loud gunshot that stops me like I walked into a wall.  
 
    "Get down!" a deep voice rings out and I don't have time to wonder who they're talking to because then I am down. Someone tackles me to the concrete, huge arms around me, the scent of sun-warmed concrete and cedar surrounds me and I close my eyes, hold my breath, as everything shifts and stops.  
 
      
 
    

  

  
   
 
   
    Chapter 5 
 
    Kane  
 
      
 
    I'm walking out of the club wearing fatigues and a black long-sleeved thermal. When I see Leo leaning against the brick building I nod my head signaling him to catch up to me as I make my way down the sidewalk, leaving behind the tinted windows and low bumping music.  
 
    The club isn't a place I go often. The boss doesn't dissuade me like he probably should, but if I do go, I head straight to the sixth floor where the offices are. My future office.  
 
    "You think someone is going to fuck with you just cuz you're baby boss now?" Leo asks as he falls into step next to me.  
 
    "Probably," I say nonchalantly. But this is what I am trained for. Have been trained for since I was a kid. If I ever was one. When you see people killed as a child, and steadily throughout childhood, pieces of your childhood get called into question.  
 
    "So what's the deal tonight?" 
 
    "Just patrol," I say. 
 
    "Yeah, but like, what's boss's business tonight?" 
 
    "Not my, or your, business to ask. You know that," I say barely keeping the sneer out of my voice. Sometimes Leo's curiosity can be a sonofabitch and if he is going to be my second in command when I take over, I am going to need to beat some of that out of him.  
 
    I actually did know what was going down tonight. Why my assignment for patrol was imperative and not just a shitty waste of time and me as a resource. There was a shipment coming in and our neighboring crew that we are on very tenuous allied terms with at the moment could easily decide they don't want to be allies anymore. It could take one asshole to get greedy or dumb or both to break our fragile peace between our family businesses. So I am here, walking the streets looking for anything out of the ordinary.  
 
    "Go to Third street and stay inside of that quadrant for the night. Text me with anything weird and stay out of fucking trouble." 
 
    "Aye aye, captain," Leo says with an over-the-top salute and I almost punch him in the fucking face for it. But then he's off and I can breathe in silence for a bit. I know the business. Boss had brought me into it over the years in layers as his dad did for him. I run a hand over the concealed holster in my pocket absently as I watch the sun dip behind buildings, allowing for a cool breeze to weave itself through the now shadowed streets.  
 
    My phone buzzes and I expect it to be Leo being an asshole but when I pull it out I inwardly groan.  
 
    Clarissa: Just landed. Tanned from the tropics and excited to catch up <heart> 
 
      
 
    I pull in a deep breath and ignore her. I'd have to tell her what is up when I see her tomorrow. She's hot. In a moneyed, pampered way. Pretty much fake everything, though. A fun distraction for a while. She was truly the cliche rich girl. I made it clear I don't do relationships and she had been fine with that. In my experience, girls were actually fine with that fifty percent of the time. Guys lie to get in girls' pants? Fair enough. But girls lie too.  
 
    A black and tinted SUV turns the corner and I lift my chin, body at full attention as it makes its way to the parking lot next to the club. My phone buzzes again and this time it's dad.  
 
    Boss: Keep watch. Shipment is here.  
 
      
 
    I hear the metal back door of the club open but keep my back to what is going down behind me, my eyes and body fully alert.  
 
    But then someone rounds the corner. My eyes narrow as I take in a kid in an oversized t-shirt and leggings and then I realize when my eyes catch on the pile of dark hair on their head it's not a kid, but that tiny chick, Two, walking down the sidewalk. She's carrying a huge carryout bag and looking down at her phone and no one walks down this fucking sidewalk behind the club and businesses ever, but especially once the sun has set. What the fuck is she doing? 
 
    I narrow my eyes and start walking toward her when a smaller, black SUV slinks down the street. It isn't one of ours. Every cell in my body is buzzing because something is wrong. Something is off. I don't have time to reach for my phone but I reach for my glock as their window rolls down just enough.  
 
    A shot is fired.  
 
    "Get down!" I yell out to our men, to her, to anyone. 
 
    I run at the girl and she stops. The shot was like ice water on her movements and then I'm on her, taking her to the ground. I still have the glock in my hand but I don't have time to think. I roll with her in my arms, trying to take the brunt of impact. I'm fairly aware of everything in the background: 
 
    A car screeching away.  
 
    Another shot fired. 
 
    Our SUV booking it out of the parking lot. 
 
    But I'm suddenly up and moving with her in my arms, running the fifty feet to the alley, shoving us into the darkness between buildings and I push her body behind me, sandwiched between the brick wall and my back as I look around frantically, controlling my deep breathing as I hold my gun steady and take stock of our surroundings.  
 
    "What-" 
 
    I suddenly turn around and instead of my back holding her against the wall my front now is and my hand not holding the gun is shoved against her mouth. I look into her shocked, wide eyes and lean in close. 
 
    "Shut the fuck up," I hiss at her. "Do not move, do not say anything, do not breathe too loud. Got it?" 
 
    She nods her head up and down quickly and I look around us again.  
 
    There are footsteps, men yelling, I hear my uncle shout something and there's a buzz in my pocket that I won't answer right now. More SUVs pulling out and roaring down the road.  
 
    I wait a few beats, my heart pounding, my hand still shoved against Two's mouth. I look back down at her.  
 
    "Not a peep," I growl. She nods again.  
 
    I lower my hand and pull out my phone.  
 
    Texts from boss and Leo. Leo asking what the fuck is happening. I shoot him a text to stay where he is at and be on alert for the enemy fuckers. Boss tells me to let him know I'm not shot so I do then he tells me to stay wherever I am.  
 
    I release Two and step away, pressing my back against the other building wall in the alley and settle a hard look on her that dares her to move an inch.  
 
    "What the fuck are you doing, walking on this side of the business district at this time of night?" my voice comes out in a near growl and I keep my volume low.  
 
    She's still pressed against the brick wall and her eyes are wide as she visibly works on controlling her breathing. She closes her eyes, pulls in a deep breath, and then exhales. When she opens them again she seems composed. Calm. It's actually kind of mesmerizing. I lean my head back and wait for her answer, my eyes still narrowed and all of my senses at attention.  
 
    "I was on my way to a friend's house," she says. Her voice is strong but soft at the same time.  
 
    "Again," I say keeping my voice in that low tone that leaves no room for play. "the fuck you doing on this street? There are other streets you could have taken. A tiny girl like you has no fucking business being here." 
 
    I see her square her shoulders slightly, a small glint in her eyes. They are greyish green, I noticed because they were so damn wide open as I had her shoved against the wall. "Don't treat me like a child," she warns.  
 
    So I move, taking the two large steps required to back her against the wall again, her eyes going wide, her chin tipping up to be able to keep her eyes on mine as I tower over her.  
 
    "You are a little girl," I say harshly. "And now you're involved. What did you see?" 
 
    "I.." she shakes her head, stumbling for thoughts and words, "I didn't see anything. I was walking and then everything just...happened," she stammers.  
 
    I lean down getting even closer to her. "Do you know why people have the right mind to stay away from the back street of the business district at night, Two?" 
 
    She doesn't answer. I can feel her small body holding itself tightly against the wall trying not to touch mine.  
 
    "Do you?" I push harder, my voice harsher.  
 
    "Because of your...dealings," she ventures cautiously. Very cautiously.  
 
    I nod slowly. Her eyes look like a dark forest right now in her fear. "If someone sees something going down, they will be considered part of the problem. You're part of the problem now, Two. Do you know how the boss deals with problems?" 
 
    I watch her swallow, her breath stilling, her eyebrows move up the slightest.  
 
    "I imagine it involves the glock in your hand," she responds quietly.  
 
    I stare down at her, this terrified little classmate of mine, a normal kid in my class, someone I really hadn't had in my radar until today. Fucking today.  
 
    I back up and run a hand through my hair as I look around again thinking. Then I look back at her.  
 
    "I am going to get you out of here. You aren't going to say fuck about anything tonight. You're not going to breathe a word about the shots, the club, this side of fucking town to anyone. Your fucking boyfriend better not be the shoulder you cry on about anything because nothing fucking happened. Got it?" 
 
    She nods her head quickly.  
 
    I point a finger at her. "And in return, I own your ass, Two." 
 
    Her dark eyebrows shoot up. "What? What...what do you mean?" 
 
    I step back into her space and she pushes herself back against the wall. "I. own. your. ass. Anything I want or need this year and you come calling. I need a dark favor. I want my fucking car washed. I have a hankering for fries and a shake. Anything I want." 
 
    She furrows her brow looking away from my eyes and shakes her head in confusion. "I don't understand. Why?" 
 
    I step in and reach out to tip her small chin bringing her eyes back up to mine. Her features are intense. I had thought earlier just today in the normal school cafeteria that she wasn't hot and she isn't...but she's kind of a strange beautiful with strong features. Big eyes, defined dark eyebrows, small but pert lips. There was something almost...intense about her which is an odd description for such a small human.  
 
    "Because I don't hate the idea of owning someone. Of having a bank of favors. And because I am saving your ass by putting my ass on the line. You'll do what I say and want because if you don't I will tell boss we've got a problem. And then he will send someone to deal with it." 
 
    I watch my words land and settle. Her eyes narrow a little and she lifts her head a little, defiance sparking underneath the fear. "I won't do anything illegal," she says. 
 
    "You might," I respond without hesitation.  
 
    "No, I won't. I have a future to protect." 
 
    "I just protected you so that you have a future, Two." 
 
    She purses her lips in a tight line. She nods once. "Fine." 
 
    I pinch her chin. "Good girl," I say with a curl of my lips and that gets me a deep scowl.  
 
    Then she rips her chin out of my fingers. "Well? Get me out of here, then," she demands.  
 
    I almost laugh at her petulance. At her scraping at the bottom of the barrel for any semblance of control, she can find.  
 
    I tell her to stay here and not to move. Then I shoot off a text to boss and tell him I am running patrol again around the building for security as I head to the lot and run two streets over to where I parked my black charger. I never park it in the club lot.  
 
    When I pull up to the alley I roll down the passenger window and thank fuck that she's still standing there.  
 
    "Get in the car," I bark out.  
 
    She immediately peels herself off of the brick wall and jogs over to climb into my car. Once she closes the door we are off and down the street. She's a ball of nervous energy sitting quietly next to me.  
 
    "Where to," I ask, my voice making her jump. I look over and smirk. "Calm down, little bunny." 
 
    She scowls at me again and I laugh.  
 
    "Highland Court neighborhood," she says.  
 
    It's a five-minute drive and I marvel at the fact that this girl that I really had no thoughts of before today has been embedded in so many pieces of my first day of senior year. I pull into the neighborhood and she directs me to a street but then she tells me to stop next to a small neighborhood park. I look over at her with raised eyebrows. "You want to go down the slide?" 
 
    "I don't want to be seen getting out of your car," she says in a steely voice. "Thanks for the ride," she says quietly and opens the door but before she steps out my hand grabs her wrist to stop her and when she looks at me in surprise I smirk at her.  
 
    "I think this is going to be a fun year, Two. Didn't walk into it thinking I'd have a little personal toy but here we are." 
 
    She gives me that intense scowl I am starting to enjoy. "I will not enjoy one moment of being indebted to you, Kane Bishop. And don't touch me," she shakes me off and hops out then slams the door shut walking away without a backward glance.  
 
    I laugh low as I watch her walk down the sidewalk. Yeah. Interesting start to the fucking year.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

  
   
 
   
    Chapter 6 
 
    Collin  
 
      
 
      
 
    After a night of barely paying attention to the slasher movie that Caleb picked out and forcing myself to be in the moment and joke around with my friends, I spent the rest of my night looking up at my ceiling thinking through what happened at the business district. What I couldn't tell anyone had happened and I couldn't tell anyone so that I could live.  
 
    You know what boss does with problems? 
 
    Kane's low voice reverberated through my mind all night. I had never had an encounter with the guy and then yesterday...god, he had me pinned to a brick wall during what I assume was a drug deal and a shoot-out.  
 
    And now... 
 
    I. own. your. ass. 
 
    What the hell did that mean? What did it mean? All I could picture was picking up mysterious packages and following directions for drop-offs in scary parts of town. Creeping around at night to do their mafia business.  
 
    I might have slept an hour tops. When my alarm goes off I swat at it and then pull myself out of bed. My uniform feels stiff and my face feels dry and tired. I use concealer for the dark circles under my eyes and once I am outside in the sunshine walking to class with a travel mug of coffee I decide to shake it off. It's going to be fine.  
 
    "Giiiiirl," Natalie says dramatically as she joins me for the rest of the walk. "Did you hear there was a shootout at the Bishop's club last night?" 
 
    My heart rate picks up. "Oh yeah?" 
 
    "Mhmm. Glad you weren't near there getting wings. Glad Solo's was closed! Geezus that is good luck!" 
 
    I nod my head at the lie I told them last night. We ordered pizza and no one batted an eye. My mind is jack-rabbiting all over the place and the lack of sleep isn't helping. My eyes catch on one of those bright pink flyers for the girl that went missing years ago. It looks like a fresh one. 
 
    "Collin?" 
 
    Natalie's voice and her nudge bring me back.  
 
     "Yeah, I definitely would have heard shots if I had been at Solo's," I say as we walk up the school steps.  
 
    "Hey, Two! Your boyfriend still doing a shitty job getting you going?" 
 
    Natalie and I both look up at Leo Bishop, sitting like the little prince he is next to his three friends. Joseph and Terrance laugh.  
 
    "Just ignore them," I say under my breath for only Natalie to hear.  
 
    "But-" 
 
    "Nope, ignore them," I say again and pull her through the open large door. But as we are walking in I feel eyes on my back and when I turn I see Kane Bishop, arms crossed over his broad chest, head tipped up, blue eyes zeroed in on me. I catch my breath and quickly turn away to follow Natalie inside.  
 
    "Catch you in Chem?" Natalie calls and I smile waving her off.  
 
    Brian is at my locker looking at his phone. When I near he puts it in his blazer pocket and leans in to kiss me softly. "Have fun with your friends, babe?" 
 
    "Yeah, yeah we had a good night." 
 
    "You look tired," he comments looking over my face. 
 
    I smile brightly. "Didn't sleep well. Full moon or something. How was your night?" 
 
    "Yeah good. Hung with some dudes from the team. Sorry, I didn't text you," he says a little sheepishly. And I hadn't even really thought of him texting me last night. At all. My brain was a little occupied.  
 
    "No apologies necessary," I respond. He walks me to my class and we chat about nothing, make some unofficial plans to go to the Ice House tomorrow, and then I'm at my classroom door. I look around for Leo or anyone else in that fearsome foursome before I lean up and kiss him quickly.  
 
    "See you at lunch," he says over his shoulder and I make my way to the same seat I had been in yesterday. I'm pulling out my books when my phone vibrates. 
 
      
 
    Unknown: come sit in the back row. second seat from the window. 
 
      
 
    What the hell? 
 
    I look up and back and find a stoic Kane sitting in the back. In the seat to the right of the one, he is referring to. He raises an eyebrow in challenge.  
 
      
 
    Unknown: remember. I. own. you. 
 
      
 
    I sigh and grab my things then plop down into the seat next to him. "How did you get my number?" I demand. 
 
    He tilts his head. "Don't worry about it," he responds casually.  
 
    "Why am I sitting back here?" 
 
    "Because I want you to." 
 
    "So, you're just going to jerk me around all year?" 
 
    He turns more fully toward me then, his blue eyes pinned to mine, not answering me but just looking at me. It's unnerving. When I thought the other day that I wouldn't want to be the center of his attention I had been on to something because this was too much. His dark hair looked perfectly disheveled as usual, his full lips were in a straight, unamused line and his eyes were on me and making me increasingly uncomfortable.  
 
    "What?" I finally ask, exasperation in my voice.  
 
    "Nothing. I just don't like answering dumb questions. I made it clear last night that you will do whatever I want and if I want you to sit between myself and my idiot cousin who's trying to get into your panties, then you will." 
 
    "Wait, I'm sorry...he's what?" 
 
    That's when he smiles, just barely. A tilt on one side of his lips. "Leo. He made a bet he could get into your panties. Before homecoming to be more specific." 
 
    My face heats and I look away from him. God, this was humiliating.  
 
    "Woah oh! Two, you decided to give in so quickly and let me at your barely touched lips? Douche Brian just really not doing it for you?" 
 
    I stiffen and close my eyes at the sound of Leo's voice as he makes his way to the seat next to me.  
 
    "She just really wanted to sit with us," Kane says shrugging his shoulders. "And I know how much interest you've had in her lately so I thought why not?"  
 
    I can hear his damn smile. I'm not going to look at him but I can hear it taunting me.  
 
    "Well fuck, you're making this too easy, Two. Two easy. Ha. Get it?" He nudges me and I jolt to the side as he laughs and some other guy I can't remember the name of laughs with him.  
 
    "I just figured we could be friends," I say looking up at him. "No kissing, no need to prove your talented manliness. You took such an interest in me suddenly I figured you'd want to hang out with me," I smile brightly.  
 
    He blinks down at me and then shakes his head laughing as he takes his seat. "Guess I have a new buddy then." 
 
    My smile almost falters but I keep it in place. "Guess so." 
 
    The teacher comes in and class is started. I feel...surrounded. I didn't feel overwhelmed or underwhelmed last year but right now I feel far too exposed and seen. I do not want to be sitting between Leo and Kane Bishop. I want to be far away from them and do my school work and not do drug deals or be made the pun of kissing jokes.  
 
    My phone buzzes and I look down.  
 
      
 
    Unknown: this is going to be fun, bunny.  
 
      
 
    I slide a glare at him. He looks to all the world like he is bored and listening to the teacher. Then another buzz comes.  
 
      
 
    Unknown: might as well save this number. I'm thinking for contact name: Master 
 
      
 
    I shove my phone into the front pocket of my backpack and go back to taking notes. I get through the rest of the class mostly unscathed except for a note passed to me by Leo which asked if I wanted to make out under the bleachers later. To which I answered by crumpling the paper and setting it on his desk. His shoulders shook as he held in laughter and I bit my lip, closed my eyes, pulled in a breath...and then exhaled.  
 
    This was going to be fine.  
 
      
 
    The first half of my day I resisted looking at my phone and before I walk to lunch to meet Brian I finally pull it out surprised to not find any more texts from Kane. But as I send Natalie a text one comes through. 
 
      
 
    Unknown: sit with us at lunch. you can bring your boyfriend.  
 
      
 
    Oh god. This...was less than ideal. I almost laugh at the hilarity of how bad and uncomfortable this was.  
 
      
 
    Collin: And what exactly am I supposed to say to Brian? Hmm? Oh yeah, made some new friends. Let's go sit with them. You know, the ones making fun of how you don't know how to kiss me. 
 
    Unknown: don't really give a fuck what you tell him. tell him you lost a bet. 
 
      
 
    Actually wasn't a bad idea.  
 
    "Hey pretty," Brian's voice pulls my head up and I smile weakly at him.  
 
    "Hey, so...I kind of made a dumb bet with Leo Bishop in my first class that I thought I would win, and turns out, he's smarter than he lets on. So I lost." 
 
    Brian's brow wrinkles and he can tell he's not going to like what I am about to say. "Okaaay. So what did you lose?" 
 
    I let out a sigh. "We have to sit with him for lunch. Well, I do. You don't have to but you can." 
 
    "Seriously? Collin, I'm not sitting with those douches for lunch." 
 
    "Yeah, totally get it. But I have to," I said bracing myself.  
 
    "Fuck that. It's a dumb bet." 
 
    "Well, a dumb bet with...a Bishop," I say. 
 
    He runs a hand through his auburn hair and lets out a sigh of frustration. "Damn it, Collin. What the hell were you thinking?" 
 
    "I thought I'd win," I say giving him a little shrug. This was bad. And stressful.  
 
    "Well, I'm not sitting with him. I'm going to sit with the guys from the team. Just...be careful. Don't make any more bets with the asshat, okay?" 
 
    I nod my head. "Learned my lesson," I promise. But I can't really promise that. Because I have a feeling I will have to deal with a lot more Bishop company in my future.  
 
    We enter the cafeteria and my gaze swings to the Bishop table where I find Kane sitting next to Leo, Joseph, Terrance and his girlfriend and Clarissa. They were all talking, laughing, and goofing around. Kane was sitting there quiet, mostly an observer with his intense expression of brooding. Brian kisses me on the cheek and mumbles something about seeing me later. And in that moment Kane's blue gaze swings to me. It feels like a punch. I pull in a breath and walk over to their table.  
 
    Conversation slowly stops at the table as they see a lurker. Me. I'm the lurker. I shouldn't be here and I damn well don't want to be.  
 
    "Well fuck me sideways, you really do want to be friends, Two," Leo says as he smirks up at me.  
 
    I roll my eyes and look over at Kane who just sits there not jumping in. Fine. I give him a pointed look and then sit down across from them.  
 
    "Seriously," Leo says, leaning toward me. "Just say the word and I will literally find a dark janitor's closet and make you moan so loud the nurse comes running Two." 
 
    "Good lord," I say as I pull out a brown paper bag. "I don't need your services, Bishop, I just..." I look for words. Any words. "am looking to expand my friend group. New kinds of people and experiences. Guidance counselor wants me to...expand my circle or something," I mumble and see Kane's stoic expression nearly slip as I stumble through that.  
 
    "Experiences, I can give you, Two," Leo says salaciously.  
 
    "Not what I meant," I retort.  
 
    "Well I am glad to have another female at our table," Lori says happily. She nudges Clarissa, who I never really talked with before. None of these people have I had much interaction with.  
 
    "Yeah, welcome to Wildwood royalty," Clarissa says, if not a little begrudgingly. She turns her head and says something to Kane who barely acknowledges her. He's eating an apple and looking around the cafeteria as she chatters in his ear about something. 
 
    "So, where are you applying to college," Lori asks me.  
 
    I look up surprised she's talking to me. "Oh, I've put in applications to a few places on the east coast," I say as I take a bite of my sandwich. "And IU. Couple more places inland." 
 
    "I'm hoping to get into Brown," she admits with a smile.  
 
    "I applied there too," I confide.  
 
    "If you get in, can I crash with you? I Hear their dorms are sick," Leo asks as he leans over to take one of my carrots.  
 
    "No," I respond. "Brown has a standard for cleanliness I'm afraid you wouldn't pass." 
 
    Terrance and Lori laugh. Leo scowls at me while fighting a smirk. "I think I'm actually starting to like you, Two." 
 
    "Boyfriend didn't want to join us?" Kane's deep voice asks, breaking into the teasing camaraderie. Finally, he speaks! 
 
    "No. Boyfriend did not," I say barely sparing him a glance.  
 
    "See, this is really looking good for my chances," Leo says. "We could just sneak on off somewhere, Two. Or if you want to make him jealous just come on over here and straddle my lap. How many times have I thanked the prep school gods that you girls have to wear skirts?" 
 
    "A lot," Joseph chimes in.  
 
    "So yeah, Two?" Leo asks me. 
 
    "Collin," I correct him.  
 
    He steals another carrot. "Fine. I'll call you Collin if you make out with me." 
 
    "Still going to pass," I fight my own smile this time. When I look over at Kane he's watching me as he chews his apple. I can't really tell what the look on his face is but I've never seen it before. I decide not to try and decode it. Because it looks calculating and a guy like him being calculating cannot be good.  
 
    Lunch ends and I am left looking around for Brian who seems to have already left. I pull in a deep breath to dispel the disappointment. And anger. Sure, he thought I made a careless wager with an asshole but still, to abandon me is a pretty low retaliation.  
 
    "Trouble in paradise?" a low voice speaks against my ear making me jump. The scent of cedar assaults me and I'm thrown back to being pushed to the hard concrete that started all of this. When I turn to find Kane smirking down at me he pinches my chin between his long fingers, the contact nearly making me jump. "See you later, Two. Or bunny. I keep making you jump and tense." 
 
    He turns away and walks off leaving me a little baffled by so many emotions. It feels like so much has happened in less than twenty-four hours and my mind, and fight or flight system, seems to be on overload.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

  
   
 
   
    Chapter 7 
 
    Kane   
 
      
 
    Messing with Two has proven more fun than I anticipated. Mostly, I had made the deal with her to drive home a point: she had been where she shouldn't have been and my saving her ass didn't come free. I smirk as I send her another text excited to see her response. 
 
    "Are you going to ever talk to me, Kane?" 
 
    I roll my eyes before turning to face Clarissa. She wasn't lying about getting a tropical tan on her vacation. Her bronzed skin compliments her strawberry blonde hair that I can admit I had enjoyed touching at one time this summer. She was hot and fake and was entirely uninteresting.  
 
    "What, Clarissa? When I said I don't do relationships and you said you were good with that and then we fucked for a few weeks, what didn't land with you?" 
 
    She tilts her head up, her brown eyes flashing. "It was more than fucking and you know that." 
 
    I shake my head once. "Nah. It was fucking. Notice how I didn't offer you anything other than my dick?" 
 
    I didn't set out to hurt her, but watching it flash in her eyes wasn't pulling at my heartstrings. She knew what she was getting into.  
 
    "So years of dancing around friendship and attraction and we finally hook up and what...that's it? No more?" 
 
    "No more fucking. No romantic relationship. Fuck, I'm not even the best of friends, but we hang in the same circle and I don't need to blink at you being there. You don't need to blink at me. We're good." 
 
    "So if I start fucking someone else?" 
 
    I almost smile. Almost.  
 
    "No glove, no love, Clarissa," her eyes really flash at that and her chin trembles. My phone buzzes in my pocket just then. "See you later Clarissa. Joseph is having one of his parties tonight. I'll be sure to point any eligible bastard your way," I say as I turn away leaving her in her cloud of whatever cesspool of emotions are swirling around her.  
 
      
 
    Kane: what are the chances Leo will win his bet? 
 
    Bunny: 0% 
 
      
 
    I look down at her response and again almost smile. I type out another response and hit send as I make my way out of the school. I need to stop by the club office to pick something up for boss before I head over to Joseph's party tonight.  
 
      
 
    Kane: he can be a charming fucker, Bunny 
 
      
 
    I need to tell Leo to meet with some of the new blood in our business. That will be his job once we take on the business roles our fathers have ready and waiting. He will be in charge of getting the new blood layered into the workings of what we do and report it to me. It's the first time we've really been handed anything of value and we can't afford to fuck things up.  
 
      
 
    Bunny: I feel like I shouldn't have to keep saying this, but since the Bishop IQ combined seems to be less than average: I have a boyfriend 
 
      
 
    I scowl at the text as though she were here spewing her words at me in person. She isn't exactly a fierce creature, not full of piss and vinegar, but still. She was quippy. If not more than a little frustrating.  
 
      
 
    Kane: yeah, well your boyfriend is a douche. You have terrible taste in male company. 
 
      
 
    My charger roars to life and I make my way to the club. I use voice command to call Leo and give him instructions before he makes an appearance at Joseph's party. When I pull into a parking spot a few streets down from the club I check my phone. No response from Collin. No matter. I'd find a use for her in the next twenty-four hours, or at least find a way to torture her. I punch in my code to the back entrance and go to the elevator that is only accessible to those who know about it. When I hit the sixth floor, I punch in another code and make it into boss's office for the folder he asked me to pick up for him. Under no circumstances am I to open it. He didn't say that. But if had wanted me to open it he would have told me and not telling me either way was him testing me on my loyalty and ability to keep my nose out of business he didn't give it permission to be in. Something Leo needed to fucking learn.  
 
    I glance around the dark space outfitted for a mafia king. This would be mine one day. I've never imagined myself behind the obsidian desk or drinking from the obscenely expensive crystal decanter next to the leather couches. The eight screen monitors showed different views of the club activity, at least the first floor. The other floors weren't monitored for obvious reasons. Bodies slid together in a tuneless flow as the sound was muted.   
 
    Once the folder is dropped in the top drawer of boss's desk back in his home office, I run upstairs to get dressed for Joseph's. I briefly wonder as I yank on a black t-shirt and jeans if Collin will be there. I think back and cannot remember if she came to any of the parties last year. I honestly never really noticed her other than to know of her general existence. It wasn't a huge school and it was my job to know everyone. For some reason, I couldn't picture her at one of these parties. She would be bored.  
 
    As she should be. Truly, they were a way to flex our idiot brain cell muscles to redundant music and mixed drinks and drugs. Though the flaunting of skin by the ladies in the archaic dance of hope and desire was always entertaining. Often with happy endings on my side so I couldn't complain too much there.  My crew didn't partake in drugs. I caught Leo once snorting coke a couple years back and beat him until he got the message. Business does not partake. Not our family business.  
 
    No, I could not imagine Collin at these parties. I smile to myself as I shoot off another text then make my way to the party.  
 
    Once I pull into the wealthy neighborhood that Joseph's family lived in I sigh at the line of cars, the bumping music and geared myself up for my appearance. Three girls in mini dresses were already stumbling and laughing  as I work my way through the cluster of people inside of the house.  
 
    I pull out my phone. Last text I sent Collin was about forty minutes ago so she should be here. 
 
      
 
    Kane: 402 Ashbury Circle 
 
    Collin: what? 
 
    Kane: Joseph's address for party. right now 
 
    Collin: Yeah, I'm not a party girl 
 
    Kane: don't give a shit. come. now. 
 
    Collin: I really hate you. 
 
    Kane: also don't give a shit about that.  
 
      
 
    I knew from the past I was sure to find my friends either on the basketball court out back or in the pool house where the ones deemed worthy would also be. Anyone was welcome to these parties, in fact, the more the merrier, but as it happened the more was really to have the weight of exclusivity pressing in on the smallest group allowed in the VIP section. I saw Brian Jeffreys walking to the kitchen where drinks were held and I tilted my head smiling slightly. Seems my bunny decided to follow instructions and brought backup. Which I didn't explicitly tell her not to bring, so looks as though she and her boyfriend may have made up. Shame. He really was a fuckwit.  
 
    I grab a cup and pump some beer then watch Brian as he yells something to someone in another room. I follow him casually and look around still not seeing Collin. I couldn't ask him about her because he would know I expected her and that would give up my game too quickly. The deal was no one knows that I have her under my thumb. I sip the cold beer that tastes like oranges making me grimace, but I watch him laughing and joking with some of the other dudes from the soccer team. He was loud, with similar energy to Leo. His polo shirt was even a loud neon yellow that spoke of loud desperation I hated. I'd gone to school with Brian Jeffrey's since we were in kindergarten and he always struck me as the kind of guy you didn't want as your right or left hand. I knew his father well, and Brian didn't know that, but you could tell a lot about a man's father.  
 
      
 
    Kane: where you at, bunny? 
 
      
 
    I turn to make my way to the pool house when a cloying sweet scent surrounds me before I nearly run straight into Clarissa.  
 
    "Hey," she says with a giggle. I look over her face and can tell by her eyes and slightly mussed hair that she was already tipsy.  
 
    I nod my head once and make to step around her but she blocks my exit. Her lime green tube dress pressed around her body in a way meant to entice and it set off her deep Belize tan. Another man would undoubtedly appreciate her appearance. I let out an audible sigh that left nothing to the imagination.  
 
    "Don't be that way," she says with a coy smile. She reaches out a slender hand and lays it on my forearm which I pull out of her grasp making her frown. "We can still have fun, you know? Like, we can do what you said. Just have fun," she steps forward, trying to step into me but I keep a distance. "Nothing serious. I know you don't do serious," she says. Her voice is louder than she realizes and her words are just curled enough around the alcohol in her system I wonder how far she would push her luck. I didn't want to find out.  
 
    "Clarissa," I say leaning down to get in her face a little. "no means no," I punctuate the words and then take a wide step around her without looking back shaking my head. When I make it to the pool house Lori cheers upon my entrance and lifts a bottle of wine. She never drank beer or hard liquor and always brought her own bottle of wine which was an odd quirk of hers.  
 
    "Big boss!" A few of the guys cheer. There were some other girls from our class, a few guys from various sporting teams in both junior and senior year and my other three guys.  
 
    I raise my chin in greeting and space is made for me on one of the large couches. I sit down and listen to conversation chatter on around me. I like that most people understood that I didn't need to talk; silence was indeed a virtue and one that many could bear to learn.  
 
    A blonde I can't remember the name of, a year under me, smiles my way. She's clearly one of the head girls of her class. You can spot them by who flutters around them and how they flutter. I give her a slight nod, trying to decide if some action with her is worth the trouble tonight.  
 
    But then my phone buzzes in my pocket and I pull it out.  
 
      
 
    Collin: be there in 5. should I bring you any snacks, a drink, a virgin? 
 
      
 
    I bring the beer to my lips to stop the smile at her snark. 
 
      
 
    Kane: I wouldn't object to the virgin. but just get your ass here. 
 
      
 
    I realize I need to piss but the bathroom was being renovated in the pool house by Joseph's bored mom so I make my way inside bypassing the insane line for the downstairs bathroom and go straight for the guest suite. When I enter I hear the unmistakable noises of a couple fucking; the grunts, the breathy moans of someone trying way too hard to impress, the slap of skin. There is that heated energy in the air that is like a force and when I walk into it I almost yell at them to fuck off but then I see the neon yellow of a polo shirt on the guy plowing into a bent-over body that has a lime green tube dress shoved up over slim hips. They are a fucking tangle of moaning highlighters going at it and I pull out my phone to take a picture silently then think of something better. I leave them alone and silently close the door. I find the library and go back to my texts with Collin. 
 
      
 
    Kane: before we party, we need to talk. privately. guest suite on first floor past the library-second door on the right.  
 
    ... 
 
    Collin: walking up now. you better not be pulling something 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

  
   
 
   
    chapter 8 
 
    Collin   
 
      
 
    I had been relieved when I got home from school to be inside a blessedly empty house, both parents out of town for a few days and my brother gone for...well, indefinitely. When I got Kane's command I growled out loud as I stomped to my closet and changed out of my school uniform to put on jeans and a white t-shirt.  
 
    I wondered briefly what the chances were that Kane wouldn't even do anything with the fact that I had been there during the shootout. 
 
     As I walk to the address that Kane had summoned me to as if I were his fucking servant, I text Brian asking if he had plans tonight. I had hoped that he would text me, seek me out at school, really anything. But he had been completely silent since our confrontation in front of the cafeteria this afternoon. At this point I was angry with him in equal measure to his own anger at me, though his actions seemed to be rather intentional in hurting me, punishing me. That felt spiteful and I wasn't sure what color that was painting him in, but the shade wasn't a hue I found pleasing at the moment. We had had disagreements before, but this felt...different.  
 
    I just wanted to go home and slide into a big t-shirt, settle into my bed and watch a mindless series for a while in my empty house.  
 
    I didn't mind the emptiness, honestly. I liked the quiet sometimes; it was soothing. Sometimes our world of over-socialization left behind a burning sensation caused by social construction and expectations that were unattainable or even unfulfilling and the silence of an empty room could feel...like a welcoming hug of restoration.  
 
    The walk was actually nice, the evening having cooled off as the sun had already bid us goodnight and once I was standing in front of the massive mansion full of anything but silence and peace I pull in a breath of bracing.  
 
      
 
    Kane: before we party, we need to talk. privately. guest suite on first floor past the library-second door on the right.  
 
    I frown at his text and swear I will find the nearest heavy object to bash his big, gorgeous face in if Leo is in that room waiting for a tryst with me.  
 
      
 
    Collin: walking up now. you better not be pulling something 
 
      
 
    I push through throngs of drunken, loud people, hit with the smell of sweat and overwhelming sweetness probably from the melting pot of fifty different kinds of perfume trying to outperform their bodies overheating.  
 
    I find the library off to the side of the atrium and then the second door on the right. I push into the room unsure what I will find and when I see a guy pulling his dick out of a bent over girl, my eyes are overwhelmed by the bright colors they are wearing. My brain immediately thinks that these two could land a plan with their choice of clothes. When I recognize Clarissa she looks at me with wide eyes, her beautiful strawberry blonde hair completely a mess around her face.  
 
    But when her partner turns to face me everything else becomes secondary to my heart pounding and my eyes finding a startled Brian. I watch as startle turns to shock which then morphs immediately to a spasm of panic. 
 
    "Collin!" he sputters, his hand tucking his dick into his pants. "I...what are you doing here?" 
 
    "I..." I search for words. What words? Why was he having sex with Clarissa? Did he not even use a condom? Why the hell was he wearing such a garish shirt? 
 
    "I'm um, gonna go," Clarissa mumbles and steers clear of me then make herself as small as possible as she sneaks through the doorway.  
 
    "So, this was just a drunken thing," he hurries. His face is so flushed, almost more flushed than when he plays soccer. But when he plays soccer he isn't drinking and being caught with his dick in a girl other than his girlfriend.  
 
    "A drunken thing. Cheating on me was a...drunken thing. Okay. Yeah, that's alright then," I say. My heart is heavy and loud.  
 
    "Look, I wasn't in my right mind. I was angry you know? And we haven't...you know and-" 
 
    I hold up a hand. Because he was about to blame our not having had sex yet on his infidelity. I shake my head, my eyes spearing into his and then I walk out of the room leaving him behind as he calls after me. As I walk down the hall I see a large figure leaning against the french door frame of the library. When my eyes catch on steely blue ones I don't think. I lunge forward and shove into his chest.  
 
    He barely moves, and just looks down at me almost passively.  
 
    "Why?" I ask him, beg him. "Why would you want me to walk in on that? Are you just this...this sick bastard that gets off on tormenting people?" 
 
    He doesn't answer, just raises his red cup to his lips and takes a careless sip. Careless. He is so careless in a moment where my heart is anything but...in a moment that he fucking orchestrated.  
 
    I shove at him again. "What the fuck is wrong with you?!" I shove again and he finally moves, placing his drink on a shelf behind him and grabbing my shoulders in one smooth move.  
 
    "Stop," he says easily.  
 
    "Stop?! Are you going to tell me you did me a favor? Being a nice guy, Kane? Did you want me to see he's not a nice guy?" 
 
    His face morphs a little at that, turning a shade of vicious as his huge hands squeeze my shoulders painfully. "No, Collin. I am not a nice guy. And yeah, I am a sick bastard. But whether you call it a favor or a torment I don't give a fuck. He isn't a nice guy either so now you know. Break up with him," he shrugs a big shoulder, "or don't. I do not give one fuck. And maybe it was just fun entertainment for me. These parties can get pretty boring, running together after about the fifth bazillion one." 
 
    His face is back to being impassive, beautiful concrete. And I hate him.  
 
    I shake my head. "I hate you." 
 
    He shrugs again. "Like I said before. Don't give a fuck." 
 
    I turn and walk down the hall and dare him to follow with some kind of energy I mentally fling behind me.  
 
    Noise and a beat I can feel pulse through me which compete with my own raging heartbeat  were overwhelming. My head was full. So full.  
 
    I burst out of the cacophony of bruising sensations packed inside of those walls and start walking. I have the thought that Brian might chase after me. Or even Kane. But this wasn't a high school romance, this wasn't a rom-com. This was a tortured reality where my feet carry me away from a startling scene that shattered through my heart, left me bereft with a sense of loneliness that was so sudden it was as though my relationship with Brian had been an actual weight that was ripped out leaving behind a tattered hole. 
 
     I shake my head against the tears wanting to burst free and lift my chin to feel the cool breeze brushing against my skin.  
 
    I walk and walk and suddenly I am home. When my phone buzzes in my hand I clench my eyes closed and look down.  
 
      
 
    Kane: I didn't say you could leave, bunny 
 
    Collin: fuck. off.  
 
    Kane: now I know I'm not a nice guy, but you're a nice girl. and that's not very nice 
 
      
 
    I let out a growl.  
 
      
 
    Collin: we're done. I'm calling your bluff. You won't say anything to your family about me being there. so leave me...the fuck....alone 
 
      
 
    I was nearly shaking as I slam my phone face down on the bed and rip off my jeans to replace them with sweat shorts and throw my hair up. I am eighty percent sure he wouldn't do anything about me being there that night. But then...there was a part of me, that twenty percent, that wondered at the viciousness I had seen in his eyes. There was something feral there behind the blazing blue. He was like this beautiful impenetrable statue most of the time but if you hit just the right button he morphed, and rapidly, into something else entirely. A living, breathing rage. A darkness lumbered there under his stone skin.  
 
    My phone buzzes and it remains ignored. I wouldn't give Kane the satisfaction of feeding his monster.  
 
    So I lay in my bed and turn on the latest series I'm watching, trying to drown my thoughts, my sadness, my anger. I wasn't five minutes into an episode when I hear the doorbell ring. I close my eyes and wait. My phone buzzes. I wait still. It's a toss-up who it was- although Kane had never been to my house so it was most likely Brian. And I did not want to talk to him right now. Or really ever if that was an option.   
 
    The doorbell stops and the buzzing stops. I let out a breath.  
 
    But then I hear the sound of my front door opening, the childhood familiar sound of its creak when it was about halfway open hitting my ears and indignation immediately blooms inside of me so severely that I jump off of the bed and throw open my bedroom door to run to the top of the stairs.  
 
    "Brian, the fact that you have the audacity-" but my words catch in my throat when I find Kane standing at the bottom of the stairs, one of his feet on the first step about to make his way upstairs.  
 
    Kane Bishop was in my house. His eyes clash with mine and there is an untamed energy being passed in the space between us.  
 
    "What the fuck, Kane?" I nearly scream, I but somehow managed to get the words out in a low warning growl.  
 
    "Calling my bluff, bunny?" he asks, his own voice a low rebuttal to my own.  
 
    "You can't just walk into someone's house," I say. My mind is trying to figure out how much danger I was in right now.  
 
    He laughs, that low rumble in his chest that tells my heart to beat faster, harder. Something in me tells me to run, that fight or flight was a survival tactic. So I turn and run back to my room, the sound of his pounding footsteps right behind me. The thrill was intense, but it was absolute terror as I reach for my door, shoving my body over the threshold about to swing my door shut on the monster that was pursuing me but he is fast, faster than me. And he catches the door in its closing motion with a big hand and in two long steps has a hand around my waist and I am suddenly swinging until my back is shoved against the door, the front of my body pressed tightly against his.  
 
    I felt infinitesimal to his hulking body. He is well above six feet tall, probably around six foot three to my five foot two inches. His is all hard lines of muscle and somehow felt cool against my hot, terrified self as my heart pumps adrenaline through me.  
 
    "I don't bluff, bunny," he says, his face dipping down to get into my space, his breath fanning over my face. He has both hands on the door caging me in and I push against him, trying to get away from him but it is proving fruitless. 
 
     "You ever meet Bryce Bishop, Collin?" he asks, his voice somehow a low and calm rage. I shake my head in answer. "He's my cousin. Leo's older brother. Caught the bastard skimming some off the family business. I didn't hesitate handing his ass over to my dad, the boss, and he's gone. I'm not even sure what happened to him. Could have been shipped off, could be dead," he says easily, callously.  
 
    I look up at him, listening to him, to his words, to his barely contained rage.  
 
    "He was my cousin and I didn't hesitate." He dips down his face coming even closer to mine, our noses almost touching and I can't look away from his deadly blue eyes. He is telling me I called his bluff and I was wrong to. I lost. "You're no one, Collin. Just a scared little bunny, a little nobody and you think I wouldn't hand your ass over to the boss?" he slides one of his large hands to circle around my throat in a loose, but still powerful, hold. 
 
     My breath hitches. Something inside of me kicks into gear, something...else. There is fear, terror, adrenaline, but also something that feels very near...excitement at the absolute power he is showcasing and I don't have the mental room to entertain the insolence of that right now.  
 
    He uses that hand to tip my chin up even further, our noses glancing touches as his other hand lands on my thigh causing me to breathe out a gasp. My heart is surely felt by his chest with how firmly we are pressed against each other.  
 
    He tilts his head watching me, a predator watching its prey as that hand slowly runs up my thigh underneath the loose shorts I am wearing.  
 
    "Wh...what are you-" 
 
    "Shhh," he cuts me off, his cinnamon breath pressing against my nose and lips. "Your eyes are the strangest shade of green," he says, and my mind is trying to compute everything that is happening right now. "I noticed them when I had you pinned like this that night, against the alley wall. So big, with gold flecks in the lightest green ring. Some grey. Eyes dilate when someone is scared...or turned on," his gravelly words flicker flames over my face, down my neck and chest. I feel his fingers brush over the apex of my thigh, teasing the fabric of my panties and I involuntarily let out another gasp.  
 
    I am then aware of something hard pressing against my hip where our bodies met harshly. "I've seen your eyes when you're scared. I wonder, what they look like when you're turned on?" Two fingers slide further up over the thin fabric covering my pussy which is responding to his words, to his body and his heat and his animalistic energy. What is happening? "What color are your eyes when you're wet, bunny?" At that, he presses a finger against my clit over the fabric making me bite my lip and close my eyes.  
 
    "No, look at me," he commands harshly, his lips now against my ear, his breath hot there and creating more of a heat storm inside of me, and his hand around my throat tightening. "I want to watch your eyes as I make you wet." 
 
    I open them and he pulls his face back so that he can look into my eyes again. The intensity of this man's eyes holding mine, ever, is overwhelming. But now? As he spoke darkness and touches me in a way that no one ever had before? It is unimaginably unbearable. 
 
    Because I am responding in a way I can't control. If he really touched me, he'd know. 
 
    His hand around my throat squeezes a little at the same time he slides down the top of my panties and dips a finger through my wetness making me give him a moan, one that I didn't want him to have.  
 
    He presses his growing erection against my hip in response and I have to hold myself back from pressing into him, instead, I try to press myself even further back into the door. I've never done this. Only my own fingers had sought out that wet, dark heat when I was alone in bed and needed to feel that pleasure. I loved getting myself off. But this... 
 
    "Fuck, bunny..." he breathes out. "You're shaved bare, and soaked for me." 
 
    His words bleed shame over me from the top of my head all the way down my body and I close my eyes again against everything he is doing to me, against everything my own body is doing in return. I should not want this man. He was tormenting me, using me as a toy and I was nothing to him, as he had already stated. So why was my body blushing and melting for him? He presses his lips just under my ear his hot breath making me shiver against him. "You want me to fuck you, bunny?"  
 
    At his words, some reality shoots into me and I jerk my body as my answer flies out of my mouth, "No!" 
 
    He laughs darkly against my neck, two of his fingers curling up through my soaked flesh making me buck against him and  curse under my breath. But then he pulls back, the cool air siding between us as he still holds my throat in his hand, but separates the rest of his body from my now trembling one. He squeezes my throat making me open my eyes to see his blue eyes pinning me like his hand is to my throat. And I watch with an open mouth as he slides his two fingers that had just been running through my wet pussy into his mouth, sucking the evidence of what he had done to me off. I know my eyes are wide and unblinking at the absolutely insane, erotic sight.  
 
    He releases me fully then. He steps back. And he smirks at me with an evil glint that I could feel just as deeply as I had just felt his fingers on me moments ago in my most intimate place.  
 
    "You are mine. Do not try and test me again."  
 
    And then he pulls me away from the door and walks out of my bedroom. Down the stairs. Out the front door.  
 
    Leaving behind a mess of emotions and shock and lust.  
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

  
   
 
   
    Chapter 9 
 
    Kane    
 
      
 
    I beat my fist against the steering wheel as I drive home. What the fuck was that? I had intended to invite Collin to the party merely to make her uncomfortable at a scene that wasn't in her comfort zone. And to exert my power. When I had found her lame and fucking good-for-nothing boyfriend fucking Clarissa, it was another way to show power. Maybe even be a part of her pain.  
 
    Pain is an experience I like being a part of and it wasn't something that I could fully explain except if there are people who prefer funerals over weddings, rain over sunshine, morosity over joy...I understand them. I've never understood myself but to any others such as myself, I feel the pull to entrench myself inside of tragedy.  
 
    My father finds that useful as a tool in me. Others have said I should get professional help, counseling maybe. Pills. Both. I laugh, I feel happiness-though the bouts of happiness are few and far between the rest of me. Grey, bereft, a kind of emotional bankrupt that has settled deep into my bones. I am capable of the good and the sun. But it is that I prefer the other side.  
 
    So if I could be a part of her brokenness, her pain, siphon it off of her and sit in it, then why not? 
 
    That night in the alley, after gunshots and explosive decisions, I held her against that wall and watched her fear and it fed something in me. And then tonight? When our eyes caught the animal in me recognized the prey in her and fuck me, but when she ran from me there was no other option but to chase her, to take all of her power. Holding her again against another wall and seeing her strange eyes so wide and terrified, but also with the lurking remnants of her sadness and her pain, it called to me.  
 
    I loved watching that on her face. I wondered what she would look like if I held her there and thrust my cock deep inside of her. Would she tell me no? And would she mean it? Would she melt and give in? I watched her body react to me, as though it recognized something of the same build. We, in that moment, were animals and while I held the power, could feel her pulse in my hand and her body against mine tremble, she was truly the one with the power.  
 
    But I wouldn't tell her that. 
 
    I don't want her. Not really. She's...an odd addition to my life and an unwelcome one at that. No. That's a lie. I am falling deeply into a pit of longing to continue my ownership of her, of tormenting her and bringing out her very real fear and trepidation. And more.  
 
    I should probably stop touching her, though. Torment her, yes. Make her do whatever I want just for the sheer joy of it, yes. But tonight I came very close to giving into an incredible monster inside of me that I had never let out before.  
 
    And I was not entirely certain if it would be the kind of monster that was allowed to live because of some form of redeeming pieces in me, or it it would just be that: a dark, broken, joyless monster.  
 
    But I could play. And I could take her joy and feed on her pain. That, I could do. That, my life had taught me well.  
 
    

  

  
   
 
   
    Chapter 10 
 
    Collin    
 
      
 
    I lay in bed that night with thoughts streaking across my mind like comets; shooting stars that chased across the sky that was my understanding of what tonight had been. When a mind is overloaded with thoughts, sensations, emotions there seems to be a pause button inside of us that is pressed and everything fades so that we can just...be. I've been here before. I've learned that numbness can be an art form of the mind and heart collaborating to control outside forces that overwhelm. Our minds and bodies have evolved to learn how not to be conquered and when trauma presses against our fragile skin, something kicks on inside to fight it. But when multiple traumas, multiple emotional storms decide to rain down on one person something has to short-circuit.  
 
    And that's where I am.  
 
    Comets of thoughts that don't fully form inside of me.  
 
    But I know I feel outside of myself right now as I look up at my ceiling fan, turning, turning, turning.  
 
    I should text Natalie. But I haven't even bothered to pick of my phone where I had dropped it face down on my bed from earlier. From before Kane breaking into my house and holding me captive.  
 
    Pulling from me...something.  
 
    I couldn't think about that right now so I wouldn't.  
 
    Sleep. I need sleep and I need to wake up and shower and do another day and go from there. I get why we call them baby steps when we are overwhelmed now. Babies are starting from scratch-new factory settings and learning everything so they can only focus on one thing at a time in order to accomplish anything like learning to walk. It is a survival tactic to conquer and control at least one thing in their lives because everything else is outside of their control.  
 
    Baby steps.  
 
    Before I know it I am drifting off into a seamless sleep of exhaustion that is blessed, a powering down of the inside of me telling me to let go.  
 
    Let go. Just let go.  
 
    I open my eyes hours later and the sun is peeking its way along the edges of my curtains as if asking permission from my brain and my heart.  
 
    Can I come in? Is she...okay? 
 
    I lay there for moments and know if I stay here where I must have lay completely unmoving for hours, that I will start thinking and pondering and visiting scenes from last night. So I do what I know-I close my eyes, pull in a deep breath, hold it and then...let it go. I open my eyes and get out of bed and I start over.  
 
    I pick up my phone and quickly disregard all texts and phone calls, tapping on them without reading them so that I can start over. Coffee in hand, concealer under my eyes and I am off to school with a newness I have no right feeling in my fingertips.  
 
    "Hey you," Natalie's voice chirps as she joins me on our way. "So, I heard something last night?" 
 
    My mind wonders almost with humor what thing she heard. There seemed to be a few things she could be referring to where my life had once been wildly dull, now I had...things, multiple things that could be considered high school gossip.  
 
    "Brian?" I ask, hoping that was what she is referring to.  
 
    "I called and texted last night. I almost came over but you weren't answering and I figured that meant you needed time." 
 
    I nodded my head. "He slept with Clarissa," I say quietly. I didn't know what anyone knew about me literally catching him in the act at the party, other than Kane. Who had led me there like a lion leading a lamb to slaughter.  
 
    I feel Natalie's small hand wrap around my bicep and her head leaning down against mine in affection and suddenly I breathe it in, what I had needed-tenderness. "How did you find out?" she asks. 
 
    I shake my head, "Doesn't matter. I don't really want to talk about it honestly. But...I don't want to talk to him. I really don't."  
 
    She pulls me to a stop and her pretty face frowns down at me in her signature determination that I knew meant she was on my side. "He comes near you and I will risk suspension from the great Wildwood to castrate him." 
 
    My mouth quirks up on one side and I let out a breath and laugh in one go. We start walking again. "I thought Clarissa was with Kane Bishop," Natalie muses out loud. I just shrug a shoulder. "I guess he isn't ever with anyone," she says.  
 
    "I don't know. I don't care to be honest," I say. I lie.  
 
    "I heard it was at one of Joseph's parties so I bet they were both drunk," she continues then looks at me with wide eyes. "Not that that is any fucking excuse," she hurries.  
 
    I give her a sad smile. "Natalie, don't worry. You cannot shock me right now. Drunk or not he cheated, we're over, I am focusing on senior year and getting out of here to start a new life." 
 
    "To new, fabulous Wildwood-less lives!" she says in a cheerful, directive tone pulling me along until we are looking up at the concrete steps.  
 
    They seem rather larger-than-life today. I shoot a look over to where "the four" usually sit casually watching their underlings walking into school each morning. But that ledge is empty and it is the smallest mercy. Natalie, instead of breaking off to her own first class, walks to my locker with me. She is protecting me and I know it, without us speaking. When I find my locker with a wane-looking Brian leaning against it she pulls away from me and marches forward, her willowy body strung tight like a bowstring. I have nothing in me but to hang back and watch.  
 
    "You're going to want to back the fuck off right now, Brian," Natalie says and I cannot see her face but I know it is fierce.  
 
    He looks at her with narrowed eyes and then his eyes slide behind her to me and his face, paler than usual, looks at least contrite. But Natalie steps in front of him before he can make his way to me. I have everything I need in my backpack for my first class so I turn and walk away, knowing that Natalie can handle that. But then my steps slow as I realize that I will have to be in class with him. Kane. I slide into the seat I had taken my first day in this class, away from the back row but as I slide my stuff out of my bag I get a text. I close my eyes and then open them to look down.  
 
      
 
    Kane: I suggest you get your ass in the seat from yesterday. 
 
      
 
    My fingers pause over the letters to tell him to fuck off again and I think over last night, the only glancing memory I am willing to give that scene as I remember his words. That he turned in his own cousin and I am nothing. Just a scared little bunny, a little nobody. And I think better of it as I pack up my things and move to the seat where I had been forced yesterday. I see Kane leaning against the doorway, his figure large and imposing as he watches me without expression. Once I am in my seat I turn to him and give him a, "what, fucker?" look that makes him narrow his eyes just slightly at me before he walks over to take his own seat next to me.  
 
    We say nothing. The silence is unnerving and it's louder than the noise outside in the hall the filtering of bodies coming into the classroom and people laughing and talking.  
 
    "I'm not really sure how you've suddenly joined our little group of royalty, Two," I hear Leo's voice as he takes the seat next to me. "but I surprisingly am not pissed about it. A little confused," he says with a shrug, "but still. Nice to have some new blood." He's smiling at me and his grey eyes are filled with humor. He's good-looking with a roughness to his features. Strong jaw, pretty eyes, nice thick light brown hair. He's not as gorgeous as his cousin, but he could probably be considered the second best-looking guy in this school.  
 
    "Change of scenery and all that," I say, barely putting any effort into my voice.  
 
    He tilts his head, his eyes looking over me and for the first time since I got forced into the orbit that was this royal world, he takes on a more serious tone. "Heard about Jeffreys. Fucker is an asshole." He narrows his eyes in thought for a moment. "Need me to kick his ass, just say the word, Two." 
 
    I look at him in surprise at his...comfort? Solidarity? I'm not sure you could call his words a comfort, but they weren't teasing and he wasn't taking joy in my pain. I nod my head and offer him a half smile then turn my attention to the front of the classroom as our teacher takes her place, ready to start the lesson. Out of the corner of my eye I see Kane's large hand in a tight fist, his skin pulled taut and white and when I look up at his face that is concentrated to the front of the classroom his face is brooding, eyes dark and it looks like his bones are holding something inside of him. I wasn't sure what he was obviously angry about but it was there, being held captive.  
 
    I didn't care. So, I breathed and focused on the class taking in, surprisingly all of what she was saying with ease.  
 
    When class ends Kane is out of his seat and through the door and I'm glad for it.  
 
    "See you later, Two," Leo calls over his shoulder as he follows. Then he turns with his signature grin. "Makeout later and send a video to Jeffreys?" He wiggles his eyebrows and I shake my head trying not to laugh.  
 
    Once Chemistry comes around Natalie is a welcome repose and I can tell she knows I am in emotional survival mode at the moment; she's reigning in her desire to trash talk Brian until I'm at that stage and I love that she knows how to read my needs. My phone buzzes and when I fish out my phone I find two texts.  
 
      
 
    Brian: Please just talk to me. Last night was a mistake, Collin.  
 
      
 
    I ignore it.  
 
      
 
    Kane: see you at lunch. at our table. I want the cheeseburger with fries and an apple. make sure they give me an extra serving of fries, bunny. 
 
      
 
    I hold in the groan I want to let out. He wants me to get his lunch for him now? Like I'm his fucking servant? It was day three of the school year and I was bound to the King of the school's side as nothing more than the help. Even worse than that- as the only thing I am getting in return is not being fed to the wolves of his father's dangerous side.  
 
    And we all heard stories of his father's lack of mercy. He was rarely seen around town, in fact, I think I have only seen Kane's father once and I barely remember what he looks like other than dark hair like Kane's. He wouldn't think twice about a little nobody senior girl who could take information to the cops or anyone else.  
 
    Loose lips sink ships and all that.  
 
    I had no choice but to do Kane's bidding. For now. Until I found a way out. Or until I moved away from all of this.  
 
    "Hey, your parents still out of town?" Natalie whispers.  
 
    "Yeah," I whisper back.  
 
    "Cool if I come over tonight and we do a Netflix night? Junk food, and no talking about the asshat?" 
 
    Which asshat?  
 
    "Absolutely. I could use that," I say. And I could. The distraction and the company sounded good. Plus, the memory of Kane coming into my house without invitation was still a little chilling and with Natalie there at least there was a small security.  
 
    We finish class and as I walk into the lunchroom I see Kane sitting at their lunch table, leaning back without a care in the world, his eyes swing to mine, and nothing on his face moves. He just tilts his head toward the lunch line and I roll my eyes as I make my way to fetch his lunch. Buzz.  
 
      
 
    Kane: good girl.  
 
      
 
    I get his dumb lunch, with the small rebellion of only getting him one serving of fries, and then walk over to where he is sitting. They're all there including Clarissa and it is now a new ring of hell. I plop his tray down in front of him and glare. Everyone turns to look at me, at the tray I just put in front of him and then to him. Leo's eyes are calculating as he watches the scene.  
 
    "I'm not sure what the fuck is happening, why you seem to be an unwilling participant in our little friend group suddenly and now you're getting Kane his lunch like a groupie, but the glare on your face suggests none of this is your idea, Two." 
 
    I'm looking at Leo now, silent. I know the deal. I can't tell anyone what is going on but they aren't dumb and if I'm going to be Kane Bishop's shadow with a glower on my face and a most unwilling air about myself then something is going to have to be explained. So I swing my look at Kane who looks bored as he brings a french fry to his perfectly full, stupid lips. He chews, looking up at me and then lets out a sigh as if he is about to complete a chore when he looks at his friends who are all watching and waiting for some kind of explanation.  
 
    "Two owes me a favor. A few actually," he says, still bored. "I got her out of a bind and now she's mine until I say so. And that's all you fuckers need to know." 
 
    "Well, I for one don't really want to hang out with her," Clarissa's slightly whiny voice is the first to break the silence.  
 
    I see so much red. I'm about to respond to her impertinence but Leo gets to her first.    
 
    Leo smiles and turns to her dramatically. "Well well, I don't really feel like in this particular situation you have a vote. What do you think, Two?" Leo turns that humored face to me.  
 
    I pull in a deep breath and then let it out. "I don't have the inkling to hang out with you, either," I say pointedly at the girl who was just last night bent over while my boyfriend was fucking her. "But as Kane said it is what it is, and I'm here. I don't really want to hang with any of you." 
 
    Leo frowns, putting a large hand to his chest. "That hurts. I have been nothing but delightful," he says.  
 
    "You," I say pointing to him, "have been taunting me since the first class of the first day of school." 
 
    "True," he concedes. "But sounds like that would have made no difference in your servitude to our great, dark ruler over there. So, since you're stuck with us let's be friends. Or more," he says with that wiggle of his eyebrows I have started to get so used to.  
 
    "She's off limits," Kane says, voice low, looking at no one.  
 
    Clarissa shoots a look at Kane. Joseph's eyebrows shoot up. Lori's gasp shoots out.  
 
    "Oh it's that kind of servitude," Leo says with an inflection of salacious intent.  
 
    "No," I immediately respond. "It is not that kind of servitude." I give Kane a pointed look which he ignores as his eyes lazily run over the large cafeteria.  
 
    He finally turns his yes to Leo and the others. I notice Clarissa's face is pinched, barely holding back a bitchiness that I've only seen from afar. "She's not up for grabs. She's mine to play with," he looks at me with dark eyes. "However the fuck I want." His voice, his words are a stamp closing the letter. The end. No more discussion.  
 
    My glare is a weak weapon against the monster across from me.  
 
    "Well, then welcome, Two," Leo says with a bright smile.  
 
    Clarissa gets up suddenly and looks down at Kane with that pinched look, which he ignores expertly. She walks away, somehow making storming off look pretty as her long, strawberry blonde hair swishes against the wake of her anger left behind. Lori mumbles something to Terrance and kisses him gently before she gets up and follows after her friend.  
 
    And then it's me, and "the four" sitting at the royal table. A table I never wanted an invitation to and would seemingly be my home for the foreseeable future.  
 
    Everyone except for Kane and I resume easy conversation. He and I seem to be in a standoff of silence and derision, the bubble of it nearly stifling. I barely eat my sandwich and when the bell rings I thank God for the reprieve.  
 
    As I book it out of that suffocating, open space I come face-to-face with an angry-looking Brian. "You have to talk to me, Collin. I don't know what the fuck is going on with you and the Bishop royalty, but sitting with them to hurt me isn't going to fix this." 
 
    I laugh then. I let out a harsh sound that could be defined as laughter but has to be something else because it is cutting, a sharp thing leaving my throat. "You have no idea, Brian," God, just saying his name so soon feels...wrong. "I'm not ready to talk to you. And as far as fixing anything? Not interested. Leave me alone," I say harshly over my shoulder as I walk around him and leaving him behind.   
 
    How was it only Wednesday in the first week of my senior year and already so much has happened? I numbly walk through the rest of the day, the only thought in my mind the anchor of Natalie coming over later to help me think about nothing.  
 
    I needed that abyss right now.  
 
    

  

  
   
 
   
    Chapter 11 
 
    Kane.   
 
      
 
    I take to the bag like it has everything to do with what was buried under my skin. But that's the point of a punching bag; it is the nonreligious scapegoat of boxer's angst and sin. Our darkness and our ferocious beasts that feed on anything that moves inside of shadows. My hands are wrapped, otherwise my wrists would be unwilling participants in a game of inflammation which I would be paying for later. I had been here for two hours, working out whatever I didn't know how to name- first on the weights and then on this bag. Leo had pulled me aside after school asking about Collin, or Two as he called her. He knew to do it nonchalantly, casually, understanding that what I had said at lunch was not up for discussion and yet he needed to needle at it a little.  
 
    "You into her?" 
 
    "I said it wasn't that," I had growled at him.  
 
    "Still. Just kind of weird, man." 
 
    I leveled him with a look. "You're not really into her. You don't want to get into her panties and you're not really interested in helping her make that dickwad jealous. You are bored, like always which usually puts you in a dangerous place of making shitty decisions. She owes me for getting her out of a situation that we're not talking about like I said before so stop making me fucking repeat myself." 
 
    "Fuck, man. Fine." 
 
    I lean down a little. He's tall but I'm still taller. "And I don't answer to you." 
 
    He had lifted his hands in surrender. "Got it, boss," he said a little mockingly but also with an edge of respect he had started adopting in the last year. "I will say though, she is intriguing." 
 
    I had whipped my face toward him and he laughed. "Just saying. She's like...a weird kind of pretty. And she's so small you could really man-handle that little body so when you're done with her.." 
 
    "Just shut up, Leo," I had cut him off and the discussion was over.  
 
    And now here I was sweating out whatever I had felt about that. Whatever the fuck I felt about anything.  
 
    My phone buzzes and when I looked down I see a summons from boss. Meeting at the club. I give the bag a few more hits and grab a shower before making my way to the club. Once I was seated at the conference room, the room next to boss's office on the sixth floor, I text Leo that I'm in a business meeting and that I would call him after. He knew that meant he needed to be on standby for whatever actions may need to be taken from decisions made around this table. After we graduated, Leo would be sitting at this table with us.  
 
    "Confirmed it was the Cortez family," Leo's dad, Martin, says to kick off the agenda. We were here to talk about that night.  
 
    My father, Quinton Bishop, is the blueprint to my tall, thick build. My dark hair, stone jaw and overall foreboding and quiet countenance. But his eyes are nearly black where mine are blue. Something she left behind before she...was no longer here. I always thought that my blue eyes, while striking and seemingly catnip for girls, made me less terrifying and I had to work at cutting people down with my eyes harder than him.     
 
    "You were running point on security. Anything, anyone stick out?" Quentin's voice, low like mine, comes at me from the side as I am sitting next to him. Never before had I sat at this seat at this table until tonight.  
 
    "The mercedes SUV, window too tinted and too high to see anything. Shots sounded like a glock. I told everyone to get down, ran around the corner to see if they had another outfit waiting in the alley, which is what I would do if I had been them, and then more shots. That's it." 
 
    My dad's eyes stay on me, considering, everyone else wisely stayed silent. I wondered if anyone said there had been a girl. If so I was fucked.  
 
    "Yeah, didn't see anyone else there, boss," one of the guys from our SUV doing the deal says.  
 
    I don't let out a breath of relief but I feel it.  
 
    Boss pulls in a slow breath we can hear and steeples his fingers under his nose. "There are three of Cortez's family business in Hamilton High. You, Leo and take Frank, find out about them. Everything. Check them out." 
 
    I nod my head.  
 
    Then he pulls out a cigar and it is a sign that the meeting is over. These meetings were succinct, rarely loud or argumentative, civil. And then they were done and we did what we were told.  
 
    Maybe that's why my mother hadn't been a good partner to the boss. I remember her flashing rebellious edge. Her argumentative side. I remember her blue eyes filling with disdain sometimes. And then the house was suddenly quiet. Rarely loud or argumentative, civil.  
 
    I left the men behind and once in my car, dial Leo. We had some work to do and getting   started tonight would be imperative so I gave him instructions. We, of course, already knew who the three were. We knew their names and what side of their podunk town they lived on, the town next to ours. But sounded like it was time we did a little digging, stalking. Find out who they are, what their weaknesses are. I tell Leo to start digging and I would do the same. After school tomorrow we'd make our way to Hamilton High and see what we found.  
 
    But for right now, I steer my Charger down the unlit street until I come to a dark blue house with white trim. Her window, I now knew, is the one on the second story all the way to the left with the slanted roof that juts out underneath it's sill. There is a mini cooper parked in front of the house and no other cars. Her friend Natalie most likely. 
 
    I look up at the window, it wasn't fully dark but not fully light. She probably has on a table lamp. I sit there for a few moments, my mind playing over how her eyes had been so scared, and her body so pliant and excited. My cock twitches at the memory of her wetness on my fingers, then on my tongue.  
 
    I wasn't sure what I had been thinking at the time, but I had wanted to shock her. Wanted to continue shocking her as her body and mind seemed to not be of one accord from the moment she shoved me in the library after catching asswipe fucking around on her to my hand on her throat, pressing her against the door, my body against hers. And when I had found her pussy nearly weeping for me, something just raged inside of me. Did fear turn her on? I had never met that kind of answer to my own body's call for danger before. 
 
     And this tiny girl had shocked me. I don't like being shocked so I had wanted to keep the upper hand.  
 
    She had tasted...well.  
 
    I pull out my phone and smile wickedly as I type something out. I hit send and then I leave her dark, lonely street to find my own kind of dark and lonely at home.   
 
    

  

  
   
 
   
    Chapter 12 
 
    Collin.   
 
      
 
    Dad texted to check on me earlier. They would be home tomorrow night and I know they felt guilt over leaving me home alone so much. They felt guilt for a lot of things and it hung heavy in our house in a cloying scent. Most houses had a particular smell. Natalie's house smelled like sharp citrus softened by lotus. Caleb's house smelled like pine sol. Mine smelled like the vanilla air fresheners my mom favored and left in every other room but also secrets and guilt which took on the smell of stale vanilla to my nose.  
 
    Natalie and I were draped over the two camping chairs I brought in here whenever we watched Netflix together, throwing Cheetos in our mouths and laughing at the screen. My phone lights up with a text and I briefly look down, but before I can flip it over, Natalie's eyes catch on the name and she frowns.  
 
    My heart pumps. 
 
    "Uh, why is Kane texting you?" she asks looking at me with wide eyes. "Kane Bishop? Mafia prince and God of...gorgeous high school guys?" 
 
    I let out a long breath thinking fast. I knew I would have to give her something, explain enough that would make sense and I guess that time was now.  
 
    "He helped me with something, and before you ask I cannot talk about it. It's part of the deal." 
 
    Her face was contorted in confusion. "The deal?" 
 
    "So, something happened, again I can't talk about it, but it did. He saved my ass. And I could get in trouble, like real trouble with his...dad." 
 
    At the mention of Quinton Bishop, her face turns from confusion to immediate fear. "Ohmygod Collin- What the hell?" 
 
    "It's...okay. I will be okay as long as I do whatever Kane says. He's I guess...keeping me safe." 
 
    "He's...keeping you safe," she repeats disbelieving.  
 
    "Yes." 
 
    "For...what in return? Dirty text pictures?" 
 
    I laugh. "God no. No, nothing like that. But he is torturing me. Making me like his little servant. Mostly annoying stuff. I had to get his lunch the other day and they make me sit with them at lunch." 
 
    She shakes her head and I watch a range of emotions filter over her pretty face. I understood completely. So many thoughts and emotions. "That's kind of fucked up, Collin." 
 
    I nod my head, pursing my lips. "You're telling me. But like I said, it has to be this way." 
 
    "Until when?"  
 
    "I honestly have no idea." 
 
    "Holy shit." 
 
    "Yeah." 
 
    There was silence as we had paused the show.  
 
    "So, like what if he asked you to do something illegal?" 
 
    "I am...praying that doesn't happen. I don't know." 
 
    "But Collin," 
 
    "Natalie," I cut her off, "I know. Okay? You think I don't know what kind of fucked up precarious position I'm in right now? I know. I somehow am between a rock and the mafia. And Kane is somehow my only safety." 
 
    "Yeah. Yeah, sorry. Just processing." 
 
    "Yeah," I say, a little more gently.  
 
    "So like, what if he tells you to do dirty things with him?" she raises an eyebrow and one side of her lips is quirked.  
 
    I throw a pillow at her. "Ew. And no. It's not like that." 
 
    "Wouldn't be the worst thing in the world," she mumbles trying to hide her smile. "I mean, the guy is hot as sin." 
 
    "He is that," I say, trying not to let my mind wander to last night. His body pressed against mine. His fingers inside of my panties. His low voice saying those dirty things to me. But also offending me at the same time. I push it all aside. "For now, I am his lunch bitch," I say with a smile.  
 
    She shakes her head, still a look of mild wonder and shock and she smiles at me. "You gotta lot going on, huh?" 
 
    I bark out a laugh at that. Because she is not wrong in any way and God, it is good to have someone on my side understand that I may just be about to drown with it all. "Seriously. Happy senior year." 
 
    "We'll get through it," she promises.  
 
    I laugh again because it's all so bad. "Yeah, we will," I just agree with her. But this is the mafia. This isn't just a popular girl stealing my boyfriend and hurting my heart. This isn't just my parents being absent and leaving me in an empty house where most people have families and loud memories. It's not even the dark memories that lurk in the corners of this house, the ones we don't talk about. Even that isn't as volatile as what I am entrenched in now. 
 
    All because I was walking down the wrong street with a takeout bag of wings and I was saved by a monster. Who was now my tormentor. And also still my savior. What the fuck was I even supposed to do with all of this?  
 
    We finish the episode we were watching and Natalie asks if I want her to stay, but honestly, I wanted to take a long hot shower, crawl into bed and look up at my ceiling fan until I fell asleep again like last night.  
 
    She leaves and I turn on the shower then I remembered the text from Kane that had brought about all of this in the first place. I swiped to read it.  
 
      
 
    Kane: I don't do cliches so I won't say you tasted like honey or some shit. but you did taste like fear and sin and something dark. I'll be thinking about that later in bed tonight. 
 
    Kane: sweet dreams, bunny 
 
      
 
    My heart pounds as I read over the texts once, twice, three times. My body responds to his words and I shake my head to get the thoughts out. The bastard knew how to get something moving inside of me that didn't even make sense. I let out an exasperated growl and make sure my bedroom door is locked before I hop in the shower. Letting the near-scalding water baptize me in steam and reality I tell my body to shut the hell up as I think about his body against mine, his long fingers teasing over my pussy, then him tasting me on those fingers. He had tasted me. No guy had ever tasted me and now he knew what I tasted like. Kane Bishop had knowledge of me that he took in the last few days that no one else had. Even a few things I learned about myself right alongside him and as my mind tried not to go there, I couldn't help but wonder why my body had responded so deeply to being pursued, manhandled, touched like that. There was something wrong with me. But it had turned me on.  
 
    When I get out and wrap a towel around myself I am drawn to my phone like a moth to flame. But there are no other texts. I wasn't disappointed. I told myself.  
 
      
 
      
 
    The next morning I wake up to a text from Natalie.  
 
      
 
    Natalie: I'm going to drive us to school. Fuck the environment for today, right? Let's grab coffee. 
 
    Collin: hell yes. you know what I need 
 
      
 
    I smile and then frown when I see a second text.  
 
      
 
    Brian: Before school. meet me. we need to talk.  
 
    Collin: we actually don't. And it's odd you think that you have any say over when I have to talk to you when you're the one who fucked up. When I'm ready, I will let you know 
 
      
 
    I get ready for the day and it is more humid today than it had been in a few days so I throw my thick curls up on top of my head, smiling at how Brian preferred it down and feeling the satisfaction that I didn't have to consider that anymore. I hear Natalie's mini cooper beep at me and I hop downstairs. Once we are parked across the street from one of our little coffee shops, we get out and make our way inside of the shabby-chic establishment.  
 
    "Iced anything with caffeine," Natalie says dramatically. "God, my mom would kill me if she knew I was considering something with milk in it. Bad for my Asian skin." 
 
    I shake my head. "Your skin is flawless," I rebutted. 
 
    "Yes," she says holding up a finger. "Because I don't have dairy." 
 
    "We ate an entire box of cheese knots last night," I say with a raised eyebrow. 
 
    "Yes, but that was a movie night. That food doesn't count." 
 
    "Ohh," I reply, smiling. I order an iced americano and she gets something with milk and sugar and probably caramel and as we wait off to the side of the coffee bar I get a text.  
 
      
 
    Kane: I always sleep better when I cum before bed. Thanks for the motivation, bunny. Still remember your taste 
 
      
 
    My pulse skyrockets at that and I quickly click the home button to hide the text. My mind is now thinking of him jerking off, thinking of him thinking of me while he was in his bed. He probably slept in a king sized bed with black satin sheets and had chains on his wall or something. But god, the picture of him finding ecstasy thinking about me....what was he doing? We didn't like each other. I definitely  did not like him and he made it clear I was worthless. Another buzz.  
 
      
 
    Kane: what's wrong? you've been quiet in our texting conversations. I usually like when a girl is quiet but you're going to give me a complex, bunny 
 
    Collin: what are you trying to do? what is your goal? 
 
    Kane: goal: torment you. you wet under your school girl skirt, bunny? 
 
      
 
    "Hey," Natalie's voice cuts through the racing in my brain and I look up, holding my phone nonchalantly away from her. "They called your drink, babe." 
 
    "Right," I say and walk over to the bar to grab my large, iced drink that I hoped would cool me the fuck down. When I feel the buzz in my hand I equally wanted to ignore and read it.  
 
      
 
    Kane: not paying attention to the barista who so carefully crafted your drink? Rude, bunny.  
 
    Kane: maybe you're too busy thinking about me stroking my cock, thinking about your taste on my tongue 
 
      
 
    My heart pounds and my head shoots up, looking around frantically. When my eyes collide with shocking blue ones sitting in the corner of the coffee shop my heart rate, which was racing before, is now galloping. I am biting my lip and as I look at his cool demeanor, looking to the world like he is bored out of his mind when he was typing dirty texts to me, I am torn between wanting to charge over there and ask him what the fuck was wrong with him and ignoring him.  
 
    But since he seemed to like getting a rise out of me I decide on the latter. I narrow my eyes at him and pointedly turn away, walking out of the shop where Natalie stands outside with her sweet, milky concoction. Thankfully her focus was on her own phone.  
 
    "You okay?" I ask.  
 
    Her graceful face was pulled into a frown at whatever she was looking at on her phone. She looks up at me and pastes a smile on her face. "Yeah, yeah. You ready?" 
 
    "Yeah. Let's get to our personal hell that is Wildwood," I joke. Kind of.  
 
      
 
    Kane: ignoring me in person now? That will cost you 
 
      
 
    Fuck. What could that mean? I didn't want to engage him in public. Or at all. But he wanted to play and if I wasn't giving him his entertainment then he would extract some kind of punishment for me.  
 
      
 
    Collin: just trying to keep things civil. don't want our dark secret out in public. As you instructed 
 
    Kane: which dark secret? because I know one of yours now, bunny 
 
    Collin: you know nothing about me, Bishop 
 
    Kane: hmm. interesting. see you in first 
 
      
 
    "You wanna go to the Ice House tonight?" 
 
    Natalie's voice pulls me back to the present. "Yeah, that sounds like fun." 
 
    "Hey, when do you go back to the hospital? Aren't you working some this semester?" 
 
    "No," I say happy with something normal to talk about. "I decided to focus on school, but the summer hours I worked look good on my transcript." 
 
    "Dude, that's awesome! Well on your way to becoming Dr. Collin Spencer," she says with a wide smile. It's nice having a friend be your biggest fan. 
 
    "One day. In like a hundred years. So much schooling to survive first," I say on a laugh.  
 
    "Well I for one like my doctors super educated. Like, as much education as possible before you open me up and poke my organs, please." 
 
    "Fair. Completely fair." 
 
    We laugh. And it feels normal and good. "Let's invite Caleb and June tonight," I say.  
 
    I catch the smallest frown on her face before she schools it and smiles tightly. "Yeah, totally. You text them." She pulls into the school parking lot and when we walk through the side entrance inside I tell her that I'll see her in chem later then find my locker.  
 
    But the reddish-brown hair my eyes catch make me want to groan. I stop, think through my options which are limited because I really do need to get my books this morning.  
 
    "Brian, what about my not being ready to talk doesn't compute with you?" 
 
    He looks up at me. "It was a fuck up. That's it." 
 
    "Fine. You fucked up. But you still did it and I'm not ready to forgive it," I push him aside and unlock my locker.  
 
    "But you might be ready to forgive it?" 
 
    I sigh. "No. Come on, Brian. We weren't in love, there is not a wildly intense romance here, and you obviously aren't getting something you need from me which is why Clarissa's willing body was an option for you." I look at him and his face, which had been open and imploring suddenly shutters. His hackles raise and he gets a look of defensiveness.  
 
    "Fine," he spits out. "You know, you're right, Collin," he says as he starts backing away, his voice rising. "Not like you and I were fucking. Guy has needs. Any pussy or tits will do and since I didn't get that from you..." he shrugs his lean shoulders and gives me a savage smirk. "Was hoping we could work something out. You give me more, I stay faithful. But guess not." And with the casual cruelty left behind, he walks down the hallway. Everyone within the vicinity heard. Everyone watches me, whispers, holds the air still in the hope to not startle the thick air that Brian filled with his callousness.  
 
    I close my locker and go to my first period, sitting in the seat I know Kane will text me to move to if I don't.  
 
    Leo shows up before him and gives me his signature smirk. "You always struck me as such a chill, quiet girl but here you go making waves in the school hallway, Two. Surprising me left and right." He takes the seat next to me and I stay quiet. "No? Not up for some verbal back and forth?" 
 
    "Leo, I just want to sit here, take notes, get good grades and not deal with any drama. Yeah?" I give him a pointed look and his smile widens.  
 
    "Yeah, Two. I get you. And since Kane made it clear you're off limits I won't even offer to make out with you in lunch today to piss off your asswipe of an ex." 
 
    I smile a little. "Thank you for not offering. I appreciate it." 
 
    I notice Kane still isn't here. I only notice because by now he would have been harassing me for a few minutes. He slides into the seat next to me moments after the bell rings and the teacher starts the lecture. I slide him a glance but he isn't looking at me. In fact, he doesn't look at me, talk to me, text me the entire class, which was an odd change. A welcome one. 
 
    And then when the bell rings he's the first out the door without a glance or word.  
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

  
   
 
   
    Chapter 13 
 
    Kane   
 
      
 
    Boss texts me that after school Leo and I need to scope out Hamilton High. I'm on my way to lunch and text Leo the plans. We don't talk in person about business at school. Ever.  
 
      
 
    Leo: k. boxing today or just meet in the lot after school 
 
      
 
    Kane: after school. let's get this over with 
 
      
 
    Leo: aye-aye.  
 
      
 
    He then sends me a short video clip and when I open it I narrow my eyes. Someone videoed Jeffreys talking, loudly, at Collin in the hallway. He was saying some nasty shit and her face was...devastated. And angry. I want to watch her face over and over as his words wash over her. Her pain and her anger are little morsels feeding something deeply dark inside of me. I've always known I am messed up, that I like things differently than most people. I have always been aware that I will always be hungry for something out of the ordinary, outside of the circle of normal and that I will most likely remain unfed most of the time. But as I watch these broken emotions flitter across her strange beauty I want more of it.  
 
    And yet, there is also a part of me that rears up at this fuckers audacity to feed those emotions to her. To what's mine. He's not her tormentor; I am. He's not even worth what she is allowing herself to feel over him. He's a simulation of the real monster. A sliver of the wholeness she could feel.  
 
      
 
    Kane: Grilled chicken sandwich and french fries. don't forget the double portion fries this time, bunny 
 
    Collin: yes, your majesty 
 
      
 
    Her sarcasm was wasn't necessary and I could threaten it out of her. I could really scare her, but I liked these small, snarky pieces of her. She was responding to her dislike of me and it was only fair I gave her that. I make my way into the cafeteria and find my seat with our group. Lori and Terrance looked to be in a heated fight. Joseph had a blonde, couldn't remember her name, on his lap as he ate his lunch. Leo wasn't there yet and Clarissa was in the seat next to mine.  
 
    "I have dance practice after school but then a bunch of us are going to Ice House. You should come," Clarissa says. She was picking at some kind of tomato, cucumber salad thing in a bowl. She is anorexic, possibly bulimic. Her wrists were too thin and her clavicles were pressing through the thin, white button-up of her uniform. She was pretty, obviously pretty, but there was something about giving into the expectations of the world that are set on someone's shoulders that made her hurt herself the way she was. I didn't respect it. I wasn't known to care about people, and I didn't really care for her, but the part that was still alive, still really human, wanted to grab her and tell her to fuck them all. Eat whatever the fuck she wants, gain some weight, tell the world to bow down to her own fucking expectations for herself. But I wouldn't dwell. It wasn't my problem.  
 
    I look up and see Collin and Leo leaving the lunch line together. He was talking and she was smiling. Something in my gut clenched. Hard. My eyes narrow on the scene and as she got closer, she saw me and our eyes catch. Her smile melts and is replaced with indignation that I was getting used to seeing on her face when she was looking at me.  
 
    She drops the tray on the table in front of me but my eyes never left hers. She tilts her head in challenge.  
 
    "What, no smile?" my voice comes out low, casual when I felt tight.  
 
    "Ran out," she replies. And I almost give her a smile in return.  
 
    My eyes catch on something else behind her then as she takes her seat. I am at full attention, my eyes narrowed as Jeffrey's walks up to our table.  
 
    "Hey Clarissa," at his voice I watch Collin's shoulders freeze and tense. "some of the dudes and I are going to Ice House tonight. You game?" 
 
    I feel Clarissa briefly look at me and then at Collin, but when she answers him the fake smile she piles on top of her makeup is thick. "Absolutely. See you there," she says.  
 
    Collin's face is passive and she is concentrating on pulling out her lunch from her backpack.  
 
    "No invite for us, Jeffreys? Man, I feel left out," Leo jokes.  
 
    "Asshats aren't welcome," he replies lamely.  
 
    "Oh yeah? And cheating fuckwits like you are? Interesting rule book," his face is jovial but his tone, if you knew him, had an undercurrent of danger. Was he standing up for Collin? I keep my body loose for nonchalance, but everything in me was a bowstring. "No worries, Jeffreys. I hope you and our resident Jezebel have fun."  
 
    Clarissa throws a tomato at him and he laughs. Jeffrey's walks away mumbling something under his breath but I catch it. And by the look on Collin's face so did she.  
 
    "That cunt can have these guys." 
 
    I almost jump up then. Leo has a rare look of anger on his face and Collin has her head down eating some kind of weird wrap thing she had in her lunch.  
 
    "You definitely got the better end of the deal without him, Two," Leo says.  
 
    She smiles wanly at him and he reaches to overtake one of her carrots. The easy camaraderie that Leo was beginning to have with her was beginning to piss me the fuck off. I threw some fries in my mouth and kept myself calm.  
 
    "You're not worried about me being with a fuckwit, Leo?" Clarissa asks with that signature sass of hers.  
 
    He laughs. "You, Clarissa, are a she-devil. You also were the one he cheated with. You are not a creature I worry about." 
 
    She throws another tomato at him and then she clears her throat. "I uh, didn't know you guys were together. That night. You caught us," she says to Collin.  
 
    Collin looks at her and her face betrays nothing that she is feeling. I watch her closely, map out her eyes, her mouth, her sculpted eyebrows. Nothing. "Is that an apology?" she asks.  
 
    "It's...regret for what you found. And I didn't intend anything." 
 
    "The she-devil showing remorse! Someone capture this moment," Leo says.  
 
    "I never thought I'd see the day," Joseph calls out down the way.  
 
    "Shut up everyone," she throws back at them.  
 
    The blonde on Joseph's lap giggles and Joseph kisses her neck.  
 
    "Get a room," Lori says to Joseph, who turns to her with raised eyebrows.  
 
    "Something wrong, you two? If you're so stressed about possibly having made a baby with your bumping uglies, then take care of it," Joseph says with a glint in his eyes.  
 
    "Whoa whoa! There's a baby Terrance in there?!" Leo asks pointing to Lori's stomach, which she covers with crossed arms and glares at Joseph.  
 
    "Thanks, fucker," Terrance grumbles. He was not a man to mess with in his own way. He was the quietest one here, second to myself, and he had a caged thing inside of him that I had seen a couple of times. He kept it under wraps and no one else really knew what ran in his veins, but I understood it. The only thing that really brought out the softness in the bastard was Lori.  
 
    "Too much drama at the table. I can't handle all of this," Joseph says.  
 
    "Oh we're sorry, that we are bogging you down with all of our problems," Lori says, her whole body tense, the stress clearly buzzing along her skin. She gets up and leaves the cafeteria and when Terrance gets up slowly, unsure, to follow her, I am shocked to see Collin stand up across from me.  
 
    "Hey Terrance, I...can I?" she asks tilting her head to where Lori had gone and I watch the indecision, the inner beast, the turmoil filter in and out in a few beats before he nods his head at her.  
 
    Collin leaves the table and follows Lori. She was an enigma, this girl. 
 
    "So, Ice House?" I hear Clarissa ask next to me. "Kane?"  
 
    I look at her. "What the fuck makes you think I want to go anywhere with you and your fucktoy?"  
 
    "Well, I used to be your fucktoy, so why not make a party of out if?" she challenges.  
 
    Leo grabs another one of Collin's abandoned carrots watching us.  
 
    "Uninterested. In so many regards," I say. I hoped that she saw how dead my eyes were, how no life was there looking out at her as I addressed her.  
 
    The lunch bell rings and I look over at Collin's things that she had left behind. They were going to clean up and then the next block of students would be eating and who knows where her shit would go. I grab it up along with my stuff and leave the cafeteria.  
 
    "Want me to take Two her shit?" Leo asks as we walk out.  
 
    I stop walking. "The fuck is up with you?" I say.  
 
    He stops and looks back at me frowning. "What?" 
 
    "You defending Collin. You joking with her. Making her smile. Want to take her things to her and take care of her?" 
 
    "I'm being a generally okay human," he says. "I know she's off-limits and you seem to have this weird...dislike of her. But there's more there, isn't there? You jealous, Kane?" he steps closer and I swear to god I'm about to lay out my cousin right here.  
 
    "She's mine to do whatever I want with-" 
 
    "Yeah yeah, we all know-" he cuts me off. "But what if I actually like her? Huh? What if I like her smile and her snark and there's something about how small she is and she's got all that thick hair that you just know-" 
 
    I shove him up against one of the marble pillars. We both drop our shit and my face is in his. We're breathing heavily. "Back. The. Fuck. Off." 
 
    "So no one can talk to her while she's your prisoner? That it? Or I can only be an ass or joke about getting into her panties? Maybe you can write me a rule book, cousin." He has that dangerous glint to his voice again and this time it's directed at me. But he sees the danger in him call forth my own. He knows me. Knows what blood runs in my veins and I watch some of the fire there in his grey eyes dim. He lets out a breath. "Look man, she's off-limits, meaning...not mine. She's yours. For...whatever the hell you have going on. I get the message and nothing inappropriate will happen. You have my word, Kane." 
 
    A Bishop's word is law. An oath. I look down at him and I feel some of the curling blackness inside of me recede enough to let him go. He smoothes out his shirt and shakes his head. "Haven't seen you like this, man. I'll see you after school," he says as he picks his stuff up from the floor and leaves me and a crowd of onlookers behind.  
 
    I need to get ahold of myself. I was slipping, letting out pieces of my monster in ways I never had before. Not in front of others and not because of a fucking girl. I didn't want her. I didn't want anyone. But she was mine and I felt that threatened with Leo. And a part of me needed to admit that seeing her relax around him, smile at him was a kind of hell I hadn't been prepared to feel.  
 
    What was this? I shake my head and school my features, calm myself, tuck the monster back inside and tell myself to lock the fucking cage.  
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

  
   
 
   
    Chapter 14 
 
    Collin   
 
      
 
    I followed Lori to the nearest bathroom and lightly knock on the stall I saw her disappear into.  
 
    "Yeah?" her voice, small comes out. 
 
    "Hey, it's Collin." 
 
    I hear sniffles and then the door open. I see Lori's pretty face, splotchy and her mascara smudged under her eyes. She's wiping away some tears and I try to think of words.  
 
    "You didn't have to follow me," she says a little harshly, her eyes looking down at her shoes. 
 
    "Yeah. I know. But I mean...out of everyone at the table I think I'm the most human, so, figured you could use that." 
 
    She fights a smile and then looks up at me. "I'm pregnant." 
 
    I nod my head, my heart sad for her. These people...this royal group was almost like a dark, elite cult and I didn't want to be a part of it, but Lori was softer. And a girl our age finding out that she's pregnant could not be an easy thing to navigate no matter the circumstances.  
 
    "No judgment," I say coaxingly. "But what do you want? And you don't have to tell me. I'm practically a stranger. Just think after you feel all of the warring emotions that must be racing through you, you should focus on that. But I mean, just feel whatever you need to." 
 
    She tilts her head and considers me. "You definitely are the most human one out of everyone in our group." 
 
    It was weird being considered a part of their group. That was a reality I wasn't really ready to accept. But I laugh and shake my head. "I'm pretty sure that Kane is zero percent human," I say with a glower.  
 
    "Oh, he has human in him. It's just...small. And the least of all of us," she says. "But it's there." 
 
    "How did you get caught up with them?" 
 
    She shrugs. "I caught Terrance's attention. We started dating and I was just...in. They're kind of crazy but they're my people. I swear they'd kill for each other." 
 
    "That I believe." 
 
    "Thanks for following me. Terrance is being an ass." 
 
    I laugh. "I imagine any high school guy that finds out his girlfriend is pregnant is an ass. Guys don't know how to navigate normal emotional situations let alone something like this." 
 
    She links her arm in mine. "I like you." 
 
    I smile. "I like you too," I respond. I find myself thinking about how I just found an ally inside of this weird group of people and she was no Natalie, but she would do as a softness I needed when I was around these people. We part ways and when I don't find my things in the cafeteria where I left them I sigh, realizing I don't have time to go to lost and found before my next class. I'd have to go later. But as I find my seat in Chemistry next to Natalie, my things are sitting there with my phone on top.  
 
    I open it up, curiosity getting the best of me, and see my text conversation pulled up.  
 
      
 
    Master: you didn't get me my double portion of fries.  
 
      
 
    He'd gone into my phone and changed his contact name to "Master" and I was angry but also the slightest bit amused. Mostly angry, though. Because it was an invasion of privacy. Though in the grand scheme of things, his getting into my phone was somewhere in the middle of the scale for inappropriate behavior. I thought back to Lori's assessment of Kane. He has human in him. I had yet to really see it. What would "humanity" look like on the skin of Kane Bishop? I changed it back to "Kane" and almost screenshot it to send to him.  
 
    "Hey chickadee! So we still on for Ice House tonight?" Natalie slides into her seat next to mine and I remember we had made plans to do that tonight, but thinking of Brian... 
 
    "Actually, Brian very loudly made plans to go there with Clarissa tonight. Cool if we do something else?" 
 
    She makes a face of gagging. "Ew. Yes. One hundred percent yes. He's such a hoe," she says and I laugh.  
 
    I've laughed more the last couple of hours than I thought I would so soon after so much turmoil.  
 
    "Oh let's go out on the boat! Sunset sail. I'll text Caleb and June. We can swing by and grab some pizza."  
 
    "That sounds perfect," I say. I knew my parents would be coming home tonight so I made sure to send them both a text letting them know my plans.  
 
    Natalie sends a group text and by the end of class, they both responded that they were in.  
 
    I decided to text Kane back.  
 
      
 
    Collin: oops <smiley face> 
 
    Kane: that will cost you, bunny 
 
      
 
    We're on the boat, Natalie's boat and the August wind pressing against our skin as Natalie navigates the waters is a balm. We already tucked into the pizza and soda, went over how things were going at school and were playing some music as we slid over smooth waters, far enough away from other boats that we were undisturbed by turbulent waves.  
 
    "What news of Wildwood romance, my ladies?" 
 
    Caleb had been one of my friends since we were in fifth grade. He was nerdy back then and now, now he had grown into his gangly limbs and filled out his broad shoulders; his face that had been long now was chiseled, his brown eyes were deep and warm and honestly such a welcoming presence compared to the male eyes I had been exposed to of late.  
 
    My mind briefly flashes to shocking blue eyes and I shake it out of my head.  
 
    "Other than my flaming breakup?" I ask and all eyes turn to me in near panic. I laugh. "I'm actually okay. Like, still hurting but I can laugh at the pain right now so that I don't cry." 
 
    Caleb throws a long arm around my shoulders. "Sorry, Col," he whispers against my cheek. "I can beat him up if you want?" 
 
    "Well, now I'm really going to laugh," I smile up at him.  
 
    "Hey," he frowns. "I have some brute in me," he argues.  
 
    "Mhmm. Brutal knowledge of numbers and algorithms," Natalie teases. She has her long, dark hair up in a curled ponytail, the blond ends swishing against her bare shoulder blades.  
 
     "I'm hurt," he jokes. He pulls out his phone and pulls me in for a picture. Then has everyone get in and takes a group picture.  
 
    "Well, I have news," Natalie cuts in. "I think I may have a date this weekend." 
 
    "What?!" I throw a piece of crust at her.  
 
    June jumps up from her seat and squeals. Her purple bikini top barely contains her ample chest with the movement. She has a platinum bob that shows off her delicate, upturned nose and light brown eyes. When she and I had first met freshman year, we hadn't liked each other immediately, but it was because we both had a crush on a guy that barely rang any bells in my memory. She actually ended up going on one date with him and when we were working on an in-class assignment together she confided that he was about as interesting as a rock. We had laughed so hard and that was where our friendship blossomed.  
 
    "Who?" I demand. 
 
    "Garret Larson," she smiles at me and I raised my eyebrows impressed.  
 
    "Nice," I say.  
 
    "Who is Garret?" Caleb asks and I notice he wasn't nearly as tickled as June and I are. I watch him as Natalie talks about Garret who was on the football team, smart enough to keep her attention and it didn't hurt that he had dimples.  
 
    "Oh what color are his eyes?" June asks.  
 
    "You and eyes," Caleb grumbles. 
 
    "They're important. The color, the light." 
 
    "The dark," I add thinking of certain blue eyes that held a darkness I didn't fully understand. But felt in a very visceral way.  
 
    "Exactly," she nods enthusiastically.  
 
    "Well, they're brown and very warm with a lot of light," Natalie says.  
 
    "I have warm, brown eyes," Caleb says, puffing out his chest.  
 
    "Yes, Caleb. You have very warm, puppy dog eyes and you melt our hearts daily," I concede.  
 
    "So where's this clown taking you? And we will be there of course, incognito, in case." 
 
    Natalie spears him with a look. "No way. Not telling and you will not hijack my date." Her words seem a little sharper than necessary.  
 
    Caleb just sits back on the bench seat of the boat and looks out to the water.  
 
    "Well, I'm excited for you, Nat. You have to send us pictures. Or sneak a picture of Garret," June says.  
 
    "I'm not sending you a creepy picture of him," Natalie returns.  
 
    "Okay. Then Collin will get the yearbook and send us one." 
 
    I give her a thumbs up and when Natalie throws a dark look at me I shake my head, 'no' but then wink at June.  
 
    Caleb shakes off whatever disgruntled, and I have guesses as to the origin of such, emotions had taken over him and joins us in laughing, talking, sharing gossip of the goings-on at both of our schools. A girl I'd gone to school with since elementary school is pregnant and it made me think of Lori. I hoped she was okay. I had her phone number and I got it out to text her, just to check-in. My dad had texted saying that he and my mom were both delayed by extending their shifts. I fight a pang.  
 
    I shoot Lori a text letting her know I was thinking of her. Her response is immediate. A pink heart and another thank you for this afternoon. I slide my phone into my shorts pocket and settle into more conversation with my friends. The sun had dipped almost completely, leaving behind soft orange and blue background that was fading into deep night. We stayed out for a little longer then head back.  
 
    Natalie drops me off at home, which I was thankful for because my body was tired and walking sounded exhausting.   
 
    "Hey, was Caleb acting weird tonight?"  
 
    "I don't know. He can randomly be weird," she says.  
 
    "Yeah, just seemed he responded to your dating news a little...aggressively." 
 
    "You think so?" she asks and I know I hear some hope in her voice.  
 
    "Yeah. I don't know. Anyways, thanks for taking us out tonight. I needed that." 
 
    "Text me if you need anything," she reaches over and hugs me.  
 
    When I traipse into my empty house I let out a breath and turn on a few of the downstairs lights before heading upstairs. I check the bedroom down the hall and then walk into mine. A text comes in.  
 
      
 
    Kane: tf is this? 
 
    He attached the picture Caleb had taken of him and myself on the boat. He'd tagged me and I was surprised by a few of things.  
 
    1. Kane had Instagram 
 
    2. Kane looked at mine 
 
    3. Kane had Instagram 
 
      
 
    I just really could not picture him taking the time or having the care to have one.  
 
      
 
    Collin: it's a picture of me and a guy 
 
    Kane: watch your mouth or I'll figure out something to do with it 
 
    Kane: I can see it's a picture of you and a guy. who is he 
 
      
 
    A tingle shoots down my spine at the insinuation of his words. 
 
      
 
    Collin: it's my friend Caleb. We hung out tonight. I'm allowed to have other friends 
 
    Kane: never seen him 
 
    Collin: he's from my old school 
 
    Kane: tell him to keep his fucking hands off of you 
 
    Collin: no 
 
    Kane: don't test me, Collin   
 
    Collin: maybe I'm in the mood to, Kane   
 
    Kane: you're playing with fire, bunny 
 
    Collin: good thing I took my fire safety class then 
 
    Kane: you're not half as cute as you think you are 
 
    Collin: probably not. But I'm double as cute as you think you are so... 
 
    Collin: don't you have someone else you can torture?  
 
    Kane: none nearly as fun as you. Their eyes aren't as interesting as yours when  
 
    you're turned on 
 
      
 
    That tingle again finds its way down my back.  
 
      
 
    Kane: I'm still wondering how green they get when you orgasm. I would put money on they get darker when you come. 
 
      
 
    God... 
 
      
 
    Collin: going back to ignoring you 
 
    Kane: cuz you're getting wet for me? Need me to come take care of it, baby? I bet I could get your eyes real dark green... 
 
    Collin: night, creeper 
 
    Kane: night, bunny. I'm going to sleep real deep again tonight 
 
      
 
    I close my eyes and pull in a breath, trying not to think of him jacking off again. I have never had a fantasy about Kane Bishop in the year that I have known him and he is about as gorgeous as it gets, but now I have twice fantasized about him stroking his cock as he texts me those dirty words. Ah! Okay. I need to shower and get to bed.  
 
    I take a long shower and when I'm out and ready for bed I see that I have one more text from kane with an attached image. I hesitate opening it based on what his last text was.  
 
    But when I open it, out of morbid curiosity, my eyebrows raise at what I see.  
 
    In the picture, which is clearly taken at Ice House, Brian sits on a bench outside of the building with a battered and bruised face holding a piece of paper that says in thick, black ink:  
 
      
 
              I'm a cheating asshat  
 
    And my dick is the size of a golf pencil 
 
      
 
    I bark out a laugh and cover my mouth with my hand. I shouldn't be laughing at the violence and I shouldn't indulge Kane and his cultish friends with their behavior. And yet...something about this coming from Kane. I know, without a doubt, that Kane's was the fist behind the red and already bruising marks on Brian's face. He had done this for me. I wasn't sure why, but this cruel, dark man had struck back at the guy who was also cruel and dark to me. This is a strange world I have found myself in. And I wasn't sure how I felt about it.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

  
   
 
   
    Chapter 15 
 
    Kane   
 
      
 
    It's been a week since I beat the shit out of Jeffreys at Ice House. Most of my time, my energy, has been spent on learning about the three assholes at Hamilton High, in the Cortez family. Our, once tenuous allies and now our possible enemies. Leo and I have been to their shitty high school four times now, using our skills to blend into the background as we kept ourselves at a safe distance. No matter how skilled we may be, he and I have a tendency to stick out wildly in a crowd.  
 
    We got ourselves an insider now, though, and it's helpful that the fucker we caught snorting coke while peeping on a couple dry-humping in the back of a dark car was scared shitless of us using pictures and video we took of his extracurricular activities. Kyle Fresno was an average guy. Average in just about every way including his average mud-brown hair, mud-brown eyes, average brain and average balls.    
 
    And now we sit in my charger on the street across from the high school that is a far cry from Wildwood's palatial presence. This building is a light sandstone structure that stands two stories, spreading out over the crunchy, dry grass with a fence around the back where I assume the sports arenas are.  
 
    "Alexander is at boxing, Ethan and Daniel are both at soccer practice," Leo recites. I already know this but he's my second in command, or will be, and this will be his job. To give me every single detail he can find on our enemies. "Daniel has a girlfriend-Chelsea Anders-and she's the cheer captain. She's fairly boring, followed her for a couple hours the other day and there's nothing interesting there. They don't even seem that enraptured with each other." 
 
    Interesting.  
 
    "So not a viable option for collateral," I say low.  
 
    "Probably not." 
 
    "The other two-girlfriends?" 
 
    "Not that I noticed. They seem more in the player zone," Leo says.  
 
    "What does Kyle have for us?" 
 
    "Meeting him tomorrow. That's his deadline for valuable information." 
 
    I nod my head and take another look around. Can't risk getting out of the car right now in the light of day. "Let's head out, do some more social media scouring and then after you meet Kyle tomorrow text me." 
 
    "Got it," Leo says.  
 
    This is what I like about my cousin. He's a fucking clown most of the time, joking and laughing, creating a circus around him and I know him. I know why he is the way that he is, even if it can annoy the hell out of me. But when it comes to this, to family business? He's all there. No joking and no nonsense.  
 
    I start up the car, engine purring beneath us and head back to our town. My mind goes back to the night I sent Collin the picture of Jeffreys. I couldn't write a paper on why I did what I did, but when I saw the fucker laughing and flirting at Ice House, as if he hadn't pummeled on Collin, as if he hadn't been playing with her hurt in the lunchroom that afternoon...I saw black. So I punched him. Over and over. And then I made him hold up the sign and take a picture and threatened his father-who my father knew well-unless he cooperated.  
 
    The next day at school, I slid into my seat next to Collin and did my usual thing of staying quiet, watching, remaining blank. But when she looked at me, a little uncertainty in her big eyes she asked me one question: 
 
    "Why did you do it?" 
 
    I looked at her, looking at the...intrigue? on her face. There wasn't indignation or anger. No, there was a morbid curiosity and I had been prepared for the heat, for the anger, stamping of her adorable little foot on the ground. But this? Had she been glad I beat the shit out of Jeffreys? It threw me, and that was another thing I could throw into the column that was Collin Spencer surprising the hell out of me. But then I had a theory about her forming slowly and this new development may fit there as well. I hadn't answered her, merely looked over her face, keeping myself in that blank outer shell. Then, I had looked back at the teacher as she gave us our lesson. Completely ignoring her.  
 
    She didn't ask again.  
 
    And we existed in relative peace over the last week. She sat where I told her to, brought me my lunch-but never the double serving of fries I ask for and I allow her that one rebellion because it's cute-I send her salacious texts every night, most of which she ignores. We barely talk and I watch her slowly defrost with my friends at lunch and in the hallways each day. I didn't expect her to find a place in my group when I started this thing with her, but I don't hate it. Except for those moments when she smiles for Leo, or even Joseph who has taken a friendly liking to her. I watch him closely, because while Leo and I have an understanding, I may need to have the same chat with Joseph. Back the fuck off of what is mine.  
 
    But other than that, and actual school, I've been busy with boxing and family business.  
 
    I haven't really messed with her in a while and I have that theory about her I would really like to prove.  
 
    "Tomorrow, text me." 
 
    "Aye aye, captain," Leo says as he hops out of my car and walks up the lit pathway to his house. His mansion is in the same neighborhood as ours which was convenient for both business and just in general.  
 
    I shoot a text to Collin to see if I can rile her up at all.  
 
      
 
    Kane: want to know one of my fantasies, bunny? 
 
    Kane: you, alone in our school at night running from me 
 
      
 
    I smile and drive the two minutes to my own, lonely and dark mansion. I call boss because I know he isn't home tonight.  
 
    "Have them mapped out and our insider has a meeting with Leo tomorrow after school. Should have something useful after that." 
 
    "Good," came his clipped reply. "The girlfriend?" 
 
    "Doesn't look like a useful edge," I reply.  
 
    "Where is hormone-driven high school romance when you need it most," and it was the closest thing to humor I had heard from my father in...probably ever. The man was an impenetrable wall.  
 
    "More to come tomorrow." 
 
    "Fine," he clipped. "Get your homework done," he adds as an afterthought. He isn't paternal in the way that drives him to drive my excellence in school but we do have a reputation to keep and being one of the scholastic elites in an elite private school is part of our family image. We weren't lowly mafia families, hunkering in slum streets with crappy homes and gold chains and weapons our real currency. We're better, higher, than that.  
 
    We hang up and I see a reply from Collin.  
 
      
 
    Collin: that doesn't sound like a fantasy. more like a deranged hobby. or a psychological thriller.  
 
      
 
    I laugh. And I'm glad I'm alone in my car for my response to this girl. She was messing with my own impenetrable wall.  
 
      
 
    Kane: it is a fantasy if it ends with me catching you and making you scream my name with my cock deep inside of you, baby 
 
      
 
    

  

  
   
 
   
    Chapter 16 
 
    Collin   
 
      
 
      
 
    Kane: it is a fantasy if it ends with me catching you and making you scream my name with my cock deep inside of you, baby 
 
      
 
    God. What the hell. Why did reading that make me instantly clench my thighs against the tingling sensation that was so common the result of this monster? It had been a week since Kane had beat Brian up. When Brian showed up at school two days later, it looked far worse than it had in the pictures, as though the broken vessels under his skin had bloomed, reaching up through his fragile skin for sunlight and visibility. 
 
    When I had asked Kane why he'd done it the next day, I almost hadn't. It took me a few minutes to chew on the question I was begging him to answer but the curiosity won over my fear of being seen as weak. But he hadn't answered me, just looked over my face and then turned away. As if he hadn't done it for me. Hadn't done it at all.  
 
    And maybe he hadn't. Maybe he just really liked violence and Brian had foolishly traipsed into Kane's radar.  
 
    Kind of like me.  
 
    Just messed up accidents that led both of us into the sights of Kane Bishop. I admit, I didn't sport a garden of bruises on my skin, but there was certainly damage inside of me. Or some kind of inner turmoil I was afraid to look at too closely.  
 
    And then a week of basically nothing from Kane. He texted me once or twice most nights, and usually something about my taste, the feel of me getting wet, bringing me back to that night he had me pinned up against my door. But other than that I didn't exist.  
 
    I'd found an odd and easy rhythm, though, with that group of friends and it was...unexpected. Even Clarissa, against all odds, shared the occasional conversation with me.  
 
    The unmovable Fort Kane was quiet, tamed and unflinching.  
 
    I didn't miss his attention.  
 
    I think. 
 
    And I was unwilling to explore the other option.  
 
      
 
    Collin: sounds like you need therapy 
 
      
 
    I wasn't about to admit to the monster that his words elicited a wild, crazed picture in my head. Of me running, scared but excited, from him. Not wanting him to catch me, but hoping- against that lie- that he would.  
 
      
 
    Kane: are you wet thinking about it, bunny?  
 
    Collin: I'm busy finishing my report for tomorrow. You done with yours or are you going to bully a poor kid out of his? 
 
    Kane: changing the subject. lame tactic. should get you a book on the art of war, bunny 
 
    Collin: are we at war? 
 
    Kane: fuck yes. and I will conquer you 
 
      
 
    Damnit, that sounded like both a threat and a promise and my tingling core was not adverse to that at all. I don't text him back. War? I considered what I had with Kane Bishop more of a "capture the flag" situation. And I was the flag.  
 
      
 
    Dad: hey, checking in from Arizona. Mom and I have a great view of Sedona 
 
      
 
    There's a picture of them smiling into the camera with beautiful red rock formations in the background. As much as their traveling and avoiding hurt me, seeing them smile together gave me a small piece of...relief. There was no such thing in our house and hadn't been for a long time. When they were together, at least, they could pretend that everything was okay. The key was that they were together away from here, from me.  
 
    They had been back a few days and we ate dinner together, gave each other the perfunctory daily greetings and checked in. But the most important parts of ourselves-the parts that make a family connected- walked around each other, giving wide berth and plenty of space. It was lonely. 
 
      
 
    Collin: looks fun! all good here <thumbs up> 
 
      
 
    I look at the time and when seeing it's already 10:30  which echos my sleepiness, I sigh and close my laptop. The cool breeze from the open window brushes along my warm cheekbones. I like to sleep with the window open this time of year when we can turn off the air conditioner at night and allow nature to weave its way in and out leaving behind its fresh essence. I get up from my desk and pad into my bathroom to turn on the shower as I kick off my shorts and when I'm in a large black t-shirt with a skeleton holding an anatomical heart, I reach up to throw my intense mane of hair up on top of my head, not wanting to wash it tonight. While I'm fingers-deep in tying my hair in its messy knot, I'm facing the long mirror on my wall and I see something move behind me causing me to turn and let out a scream.  
 
    Kane Bishop is standing against my open window, arms crossed over his large chest, his head tilted and jaw tighter than I think I've ever seen it as he watches me. His eyes from here don't look blue, but like the deepest navy. Pitch dark night.  
 
    I drop my arms and am suddenly aware that I'm in only panties and this t shirt, I tug it down, willing it to cover more than mid-thigh and up. 
 
     "What the hell, Kane? What are you doing here?" I wrestle with my shirt, my racing heart, my body's response.  
 
    He just stands there, his eyes roving over me, arms crossed and his entire demeanor acting like I'm the one who barged into his room uninvited and unwelcome.  
 
    "Kane! What are you doing here?" I repeat, hoping that my voice doesn't come out too scared. Too...unbalanced.  
 
    "You said I need therapy," he says, his voice low and the sound of it brushing against my skin, much like the breeze from the open window but making me warm instead of cooling me off. He pushes off the ledge of the window, lowering his arms to his side as he takes a step closer to me. My heart rate doubles. He's like a panther, in all black. Black tactical pants, black boots, black long-sleeved shirt that molds to his muscles. "Figured this was cheaper than therapy." 
 
    I back up a step, then another. "This?" 
 
    He takes another step forward, his boot creaking on the wood floor beneath his large body. "Testing my theory," he replies. "Plus, way more fun." He suddenly takes two massive steps and he has me pressed against the long mirror I had just been looking into moments before. His hands aren't on me yet but his chest is touching mine the barest amount, his thighs are brushing mine, and he's looking down at me, hands braced on the wall on either side of my head, dark hair falling over his forehead liked a god in shadow.  That cedar smell is filling my room and I'm both drawn to it and want to tell him to take it with him. "Tell me, Collin, does anyone else know your secrets?" he asks this so softly, a low rumble that it is almost a caress, but as he raises a hand and wraps it around my throat, tipping my head back to raise my eyes more fully to his, his fingers just barely holding me in place, I know it is not meant to be gentle. But a threat. Although this threat, with his large hand wrapped dangerously around my throat, it feels as though my body is confusing "threat" with "caress", the way it is responding to the touch.  
 
    "What secrets," I get out past my throat which feels swollen with fear. Anticipation.  
 
    "Well, one: you basically live alone with parents who are never home as travel nurses. Are they avoiding being parents for some reason?" he tilts his head as he asks his question.  
 
    "How did you know-" 
 
    He squeezes my throat slightly cutting off my question. "I know things. Just go ahead and start assuming I do my homework, bunny." He rubs the pad of his thumb over my erratic pulse and after a moment one side of his mouth quirks. As if he knows what that erratic pattern means.  "Another secret, I'm still taking time to prove. But another one..." he reaches down with his other hand and grasps my thigh in a tight, punishing grasp causing me to gasp. Then he slides it around to the back of my thigh and then up to my ass where he takes one of my cheeks and palms it in a large hand, squeezing. "You have been hiding one of the fucking sexiest asses I have ever seen under that school uniform," he squeezes my ass again, almost painfully, but it causes a zing to zip up my spine, through me and back to my core where I'm becoming increasingly aware of the way he's playing my body.  
 
    His hand around my throat releases and runs down the front of me, briefly running over my small chest, down my abdomen, and then slides back up under the hem of my t-shirt to wrap around my waist. The warmth of his hand on my soft skin there makes me tremble a little and my mouth opens as a rush of breath pushes out between my lips as he steps into my body fully.  
 
    Finally. 
 
    God, I shouldn't want him touching me. But everything in me was waiting for this, to feel his large body against mine. It had been a cliffhanger since he first took the liberty of touching me weeks ago.  
 
    He leans down, his hot, cinnamon breath tickling my ear and neck as both of his hands squeeze what they're holding, the bulge in his pants pressing against my stomach. "Tiny, little thing with big eyes and a plump ass that is barely contained in these little lace panties," his low rumble causes me to nearly whimper.  
 
    He slowly grinds his bulge against my stomach, then the hand holding my ass slides down to the back of my thigh suddenly wrenching it up and hooking it around his waist, effectively locking his hard cock against my throbbing center, making me gasp with a soft moan I cannot hold back at the sensation of mere pieces of fabric separating us.  
 
    "Fuck, I like hearing you moan for me, baby. Do it again," he commands as he rolls his hips, grinding his cock against me again making me close my eyes, tipping my head back against the mirror. "I've been thinking about the last time I was here," his voice, still low, still full of gravel and sin, brushes over my neck. "I've been using that as my fantasy for over a week. Now I want another fantasy to use." He opens his mouth against the thin skin of my neck and licks there, nibbles, making me whimper.  
 
    He holds my leg around his waist as he continues slowly grinding into me as his other hand slides up underneath my t-shirt over my side, my stomach, then to one of my small breasts where my nipple is so hard that I cry out at the contact of his rough palm brushing against it.  
 
    I had always been self-conscious about my nearly flat chest, but as he takes one of my nipples and rolls it between a thumb and finger all thoughts of insecurity are banished. I bite my lower lip as both pain and pleasure rotate through my body. The feeling of my wet pussy rubbing against his hard cock and his fingers pinching, rolling my nipple is almost too much. 
 
    I feel crazy. Outside of myself.   
 
    "Kane," I moan softly. I'm begging for something but I'm not sure what. More? Less?  
 
    "Say it again," he growls. When I don't comply he pinches my nipple hard making me yelp, then slides that hand back down my stomach to the top of my panties, then over the lace fabric and over my most sensitive nub. "Fucking say my name, baby," he demands against my neck, his mouth open and hot there.  
 
    "Kane, oh god..." 
 
    He growls there into my neck and rewards me with dipping his hand underneath the fabric of my panties, finding me wet and wanting. "Fuck, you're soaked," he rubs a finger slowly, lazily over my clit making my hips buck hard against him. "I'm going to make you come, Collin. I'm going to finger fuck you until you come apart in my hands and when you do I want to see your eyes and hear you moan my name. Got it?" 
 
    I can't answer him, because he's still lightly playing with my clit and he's still grinding against me. I'm just letting out mewling pants, trying to cut off the moans by biting my bottom lip between my teeth.  
 
    "Say yes," he demands. And when I don't answer him he stops all movement, all attacks against my weak, little trembling body; attacks that I immediately want back.  
 
    "Yes," I say in a rush, a plea, a fucking prayer to this monster. 
 
    "Good girl," he praises darkly. Then he lowers my leg from around his waist, making me whimper in protest. He chuckles darkly, his lips nearly against mine but not quite. I can feel and smell his cinnamon breath slide over the thin skin of my lips and I part them wanting to taste. "So eager. Just going to remove these," he suddenly shoves down my red lace panties, another gasp ripped from me. "Leo was wrong. Not white cotton. Because you're not really a good little girl, you've got fucking dark secrets, Collin," he's talking as his hands are running up my quivering thighs. "Your need is running down your thighs, Collin," he admonishes as he collects the proof of my arousal with long fingers. I'm looking down, watching him as he takes one of those fingers and licks it clean. God, it was so hot watching him taste me from his fingers.  
 
    And then his hands are back on me moving up up up...until he's brushing soft fingertips over my bare, glistening pussy. When he swipes a couple of fingers through my wet folds I moan, biting my lip. 
 
    He stands up and presses against me again, my rock-hard nipples sighing in pleasure at the return of contact. "Look at me," he tells me in a voice that doesn't leave room for disobeying. And right now that's hotter than just about anything else he's doing to me. When I open my eyes to look up at him I register the bright blue of his eyes right before he suddenly plunges two fingers deep inside of me making me cry out. I have to reach out grabbing onto his shoulders to hold me steady because of the shock.  
 
    It hurts just the tiniest bit but it's overshadowed by extreme pleasure as he thrusts those fingers in and out of me, the sound of my need filling the air. "You're fucking tight, baby," he groans. 
 
     By this time the steam from the shower I forgot I had turned on is beginning to billow out of the bathroom, spilling into the space where he has me completely at his mercy.  
 
    I hear a zipper, and a groan as he releases his cock from his pants, his fingers never stopping their pumping inside of me. I want to look down at him, see his cock, but his eyes are holding mine captive.  
 
    He pulls his fingers out of me and slides them into his mouth, making me moan as he moans low around the taste of me in his mouth, our eyes fully connected as I watch him but his other hand suddenly slides two fingers inside of me taking me by surprise and I buck against him.  
 
    "Oh fuck," I gasp at the intrusion. He smiles darkly down at me and I close my eyes at the sensation of him fingering me again. But then he takes those fingers out of me too soon and I open my eyes and respond without thinking, "No-" the word of protest is cut off.  
 
    "Shhh baby, I got you," he stops me. And then his original fingers trail down my body, through me, gathering up some of my wetness and I look down to watch him take my arousal and slide it over his dick.  
 
    Ohmygod. 
 
     I'm mesmerized as I watch him spread my wetness over his incredibly large cock, his other hand starts pumping his shaft and I can't look away. 
 
     "Like watching me stroke myself for you, Collin? Did you picture me jerking myself off like I said, thinking about when I was here last time? hmm?" he's pumping his cock in slow, hard strokes, his precum glistening on the tip and my wetness gliding with his hand. "Answer me," his harsh voice brings my eyes back to his that are boring into mine. "Did you like the thought of me coming for you?" 
 
    "Yes," I admit on a breathy moan. "God yes," I say. And someone else has taken over my body, but I cannot help how I'm reacting to this darkly sinful monster who has complete control of my body and my needs right now.  
 
    "Good," he says. "I'm going to make you cum so hard you see stars," he says as he shoves his fingers deep inside of me, his hand never stopping his own jerking motions on his cock and I cry out. My hands are gripping his shoulders, nails digging in and my body is becoming so tight. So so tight, something building inside of me.  
 
    He lets out harsh breaths as he jerks himself and I'm moaning as he finger fucks me so hard that the mirror behind me is creaking against the knocking of my body. "Moan for me," he growls against my ear hotly. 
 
    "Kane..." I moan, my eyes closing on the intensity, the ecstasy. My hips are following his hand, pressing up against the strokes of his fingers and I'm almost there. 
 
    "You close, Collin?" 
 
    "Yes..yes.." I pant.  
 
    "Open those pretty eyes baby," his voice is getting lower, more guttural, his strokes inside me and along his cock faster. I open my eyes to look into his and we're caught in this moment of pure, blurry ecstasy. He takes his thumb and flicks my clit which sets off fireworks in my body, making me fall over that ledge I had been nearing. I explode, my orgasm ripping through me and making me cry out.  
 
    "Ohmygod! Fuck fuck..." my breathy moans are pouring out of me as my body tightens unbearably through the orgasm. Then I feel him stiffen and jerk, his face pressing hard against my neck as he groans.  
 
    "Fuuuuuck," his whole body jerks just as tight as mine. And I let out another moan when I feel his warm cum splash over my bare pussy and the tops of my thighs as he releases.  
 
    We stand there, his face pressed into my neck, our chests heaving against each other, my fingers clenched in his shirt, my own panting breaths and racing heart mixing with the sound of the shower water.  
 
    After some moments, and once our bodies have come down from their highs a little, Kane pulls back looking down at me. "Dark green," he mumbles. 
 
     He releases me, the sudden absence of his body a whole other kind of pressure, making me shiver but the air is thick with shower steam so it's not the air making me feel cold. He walks away from me and I don't think about the next steps. I'm still foggy in the brain. But when he comes back with a towel, I watch in awe as he bends down to wipe his cum off of my body, running the towel over my pussy and thighs. Then he stands up, tucks himself back into his pants, and drops the towel on the ground, stepping back from me.  
 
    "That should hold me over for a few nights," he says, his voice low with a hint of a dark smile. And then he takes another step back and another until the thick steam from the shower makes him seem like an apparition. And then he's gone.  
 
      
 
    

  

  
   
 
   
    Chapter 17 
 
    Kane   
 
      
 
    Hearing Collin moan my name reverberates in my mind for hours after I leave her in her room; steam had been filling it as I brought us both to orgasm and by the time I climbed back out her window, I thought how fitting it was that I left her in a cloud of confusion.  
 
    I had wanted to tease her with my texts, bring out that defiant and yet somehow still pliant side of her that seemed to clash whenever something sexual was involved. It was like I was watching her at war with herself and I loved it. But when she wouldn't play back, and I thought about the first time I had barged into her room unwelcomed, I didn't relish the idea of going back to my house and beating off again to that memory. I wanted a new one.  
 
    So, I swung the car around and found her house with one lone light in her room on. Carless again, and I already had found out that her parents were both travel nurses, which explained her echoing house. And she had an older brother, but I didn't find much on him. Max Spencer. Three years older than Collin and left town at nineteen.  
 
    He didn't show up in any of Collin's social media.  
 
    Family issues. I understood those fairly well.  
 
    Climbing the solidly anchored trellis to her window had been easy. The fact that the window was open had been too easy. And when I slipped inside of her room to find her back turned to me, t shirt and panties, her arms raised to put her thick hair up in that insane knot on her head, my shock at seeing her ass for the first time kicked my brain a little sideways. The girl had the most perfect, rounded, plump ass I had ever seen. It wasn't overly large, just the right amount of curve, truly like the cliche peach-shaped ass. But no one would guess with it not being defined under that school uniform skirt. Seeing the perfect cheeks pressing against the confines of red lace nearly made me stumble and then charge her just to get my hands on it, feel it. It felt just as good. Perfect amount of squish in my hands, but firm.  
 
    Making her orgasm, finally seeing those insane eyes turn dark green as she moaned out her pleasure had been...I was going to be able to get off to that for a while.  
 
    Her eyes turned that shade of green for me. I did that. I was brutish and intense already, but knowing that I did that to her and that her body cried out for me... 
 
    And now here I was laying in bed, looking up at the ceiling unable to sleep. What was I to do with Collin Spencer? She came flying into my life, unwanted, and now I was creating moments...sex-filled, horny-hazy moments with her to get off on. I was using her. She was using me to stay safe. And I was using her to give my dick some attention.  
 
    Okay, she technically didn't need to use me to stay safe. My silence was the reason she was safe. Really, this was just me being an asshole and also getting something out of it.  
 
    Something fucking sexy.  
 
    But what was I going to do with her? This couldn't end well. I usually only thought about the now with a girl and then the end. The end wasn't even an event in my mind usually; it was just an inevitable transition into the not being with her anymore. 
 
    There was a reason I didn't do relationships with girls. One of those reasons, the most important one, is that I am a mafia prince, set to take over the throne of the dark underbelly this town pretends doesn't exist. Having a woman, especially before I've risen to my full potential where I would have more protection, more gravitas, would be putting her in unnecessary danger. I think of my mother. She was there and then she wasn't. She was my father's only weakness.  
 
    I needed to keep distance from Collin. For her safety. Maybe for myself as well. Relationships and I didn't mix. Distance was the right choice.  
 
      
 
    Thursday morning comes and I feel unrested. Get through the day, workout, wait for word from Leo and then meet with Boss. Try not to think of Collin moaning my name.  
 
    Damnit.  
 
    I take a cold shower and then head into school. I sit in my usual perch next to my three. They laugh, throw comments, push each other around as our fellow students climb the alter to our school of religion, entering the large doors that will fill them with what they need for whatever the hell is next in their lives. It's hotter this morning than it has been the last couple of weeks and I shove a hand through my hair, pushing it off of my forehead.  
 
    I'm looking for her. I know I am. Will I see pieces of myself left behind on her? Will her eyes flash the dark green of last night when she sees me in memory? I need to keep a safe distance from her, between touching and pulling from her what I want and can't seem to keep myself from. Still. I look for the dark curly hair that will either be piled on top of her head or tumbling down her back like a modern gypsy.  
 
    "Hey, I'm meeting him at six tonight," Leo's voice is low, under the normal hum of understanding for anyone else near us.  
 
    "Call me after," I say with a nod.  
 
    "Yo Bishop! Party at my house tonight!!"  
 
    I just lift my chin up at Joseph's exclamation neither denying nor committing to the party. Terrance is holding Lori's hand and talking with one of the guys from the football team. I can read the distance between Terrance and Lori. I can see the far-off look on her pretty face. She's not here right now, not really. I briefly wonder what Collin did when she ran after Lori the other day, but after that Lori had seemed lighter.  
 
    "Yo, Collin! Party my house tonight!" Joseph's voice carries but my attention is on the girl now walking up the alter. I haven't texted her since I left her last night. That girl, her friend Natalie, is next to her. They always come and leave school together. Natalie has been in our school since I can remember. She's interesting; pretty and smart, has a bold personality that has served her well in this school and made people leave her alone.  
 
    "What about me, Joseph?" Natalie calls out, hand on her hip. She's pretty tall, slender. She makes Collin look small. But Collin doesn't need help looking small.  
 
    "Fuck, Natalie. I've been trying to get you to one of my parties for years. You show up and I'll invite you to an even more VIP party," he responds, his blonde head tipped up in cockiness, his face in a smirk.  
 
    She barks out a laugh. "You wish, Joe." 
 
    "Killing me, sweetheart!" he clutches his heart in a show of drama and she rolls her eyes, pulling Collin along to escape the show.  
 
    And then her eyes collide with mine. Green and blue. Her face is covered in a sheen of sweat and uncertainty. I give her nothing, no answers for her questions here. Nothing happened last night. When she gets the hint, she drops her eyes and Natalie pulls her through the doors into her future.  
 
    I let out a breath. 
 
    I press my shoulder against Leo's, who is caught up in a flirtatious conversation with some redhead. "I'm going in," I mumble then head inside, staying back far enough that she won't feel me, but close enough that I can hear the remnants of her voice trailing behind her. I can't make out her words, but the sound of her voice is enough. I then look down and watch her skirt-covered ass, a smile wanting to break through my stone-cold features at the knowledge I now have of what is under there. Not for the first time, I wonder what it would be like to see that ass as I grab her hips and fuck her from behind. My cock stirs at the mental image and I tell myself to calm down. I hang back as she says her goodbyes to Natalie, both breaking off to their separate destinations.  
 
    When I find her a few minutes later in her usual seat next to mine, I pause. I sit down and she looks over and up at me, but I don't give her my face, my attention.  
 
    "Hey," she ventures, that certainty I saw on her face outside reflected in her voice.  
 
    And just like last week when she sat there and asked, "Why did you do it?" about Jeffreys...I give her nothing. I just look at her, then turn away.  
 
    And when the teacher starts class I swear I feel the chasm I just built with nothing. No words, nothing on my face, no texts and no acknowledgment. I built space between us with nothing but passivity.  
 
    Adam's original sin, yes? 
 
    Do nothing. Say nothing. Don't create bridges between her and brokenness-no, instead, stand by and do nothing.  
 
    Class passes. I leave without a word or backward glance. I don't even text her what I want for lunch a couple of hours later.  
 
    Lunch comes and she walks in, her steps faltering when she sees me, but then she continues forward and instead of sitting across from me like every other day, she takes a seat next to Lori. Fucking Lori whose face splits in a huge grin at her company.  
 
    I deserved that.  
 
    I deserved pain in return for the pain I'm giving her. I needed to slide the knife between a few ribs in order to not get comfortable, in order for her to not get comfortable.  
 
    A girl like her couldn't be comfortable with a monster like me and I knew that. Hell, she knew it.  
 
    Lunch is a kind of pain, that again I deserve, but that I hate. It passes and then she's off and through the doors with Lori laughing by her side. Terrance is forgotten like me. Maybe he's creating his own hell too.  
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

  
   
 
   
    Chapter 18 
 
    Kane   
 
      
 
      
 
    "Tomorrow night?" 
 
    Leo nods his head. "They'll all be there." 
 
    "Who do you suggest we gather for a conversation?" 
 
    Leo tilts his head from side to side considering. "I'd say to really have a conversation with the three of them, we bring three additional with us. Too many and we look like we're too scared to face off in a fair fight. Too few and we're cocky and dumb." 
 
    Leo is right. I'm impressed. Sometimes his intelligence surprises me; not because he's dumb, he's not. But because he doesn't share it often.  
 
    "So who, then?" 
 
    "You, me, Grim and Frank," he says.  
 
    I nod my head slowly, looking out the windshield of my car as I drive us to the club for a meeting with Boss.  
 
    Grim is one scary motherfucker and he's been one of boss's right-hand men for as long as I knew. I didn't know any different. He was huge, bald, a formidable presence that he never turned off. He looked like a henchman's muscle, and he was. But even as he had been in that position for all these years, a man of his status in the family business would eventually move off the streets into a more comfortable position closer to the plush, rolling seats of the club conference room and boss's office. But he liked the streets. He liked the grittiness of what we sometimes had to do to make those meetings in those plush seats so comfortable. 
 
    Frank had a few years under his belt and I never knew where he came from, but Leo's dad had kind of adopted him and taken him under his wing. He was shorter than a lot of us, but he was loud and angry when you pushed him just the right way. And his loud and angry could be scary shit. He kept his calm until all of a sudden he didn't. He was our ticking bomb.  
 
    The three that we were following would be at their school's football game tomorrow. They pregame and then postgame in the parking lot and Kyle was useful in letting us in on their ritual of the three of them getting high a half-hour before the game ends in their personally created VIP corner of the student parking lot.  
 
    "Alright. Arrange it after the meeting," I say. I pull into a spot a few streets over and then Leo and I walk to the club.  
 
    Once we are sitting in our respective seats, waiting for the meeting to begin I pull out my phone. I half expected Collin to text me a "what the hell, man? You make me cum then nothing?" text. But she held herself in. I had my silence and distance; she had her pride. I could both respect and hate it at the same time. A tiny sliver of me wanted her to grab me and demand I talk to her. Demand I give her something. Demand I give a damn.  
 
    But I don't know what I would do if she did. Hurt her more. Laugh in her face for being a silly girl who thought an orgasm meant commitment.  
 
    Boss comes in then followed by his crew. Leo was in this meeting because he was head of this assignment.  
 
    He reported what we had been up to, what we found, gave detailed profiles for each of the Cortez family members. I was proud of him by the end of his run-through. This is exactly what I would want from my second in command.  
 
    "Other news," Boss says once that was done. "We have a new dealer in town. Don't have a name yet, just trail of drugs and a hole in our demand."  
 
    "Don't think it's Cortez's poaching?" Frank asks.  
 
    Leo's dad cuts one shake of his head. "No. They wouldn't be dumb enough to pull this in our zone after the shooting. They already have us sniffing around them." 
 
    "It's someone new, but not so new that they're a novice. They know what they're doing, which is why we don't have a name yet," Boss adds. "I want Priest, Jeb and Lewis on it." 
 
    And then the meeting was done.  
 
    All business.  
 
    I leave Leo to put together our outfit for tomorrow night as I do something I don't do ever. I wander down into the club. There's a loft that overhangs the club floor where I stand and look down at the swaying and writhing bodies. Drinks flow, there are drugs discreetly and not-so-discreetly taken. Women barely wearing clothes let men who dress to impress touch and move their bodies to the beat of the music. If you took away the drink, drugs, and beat, I wonder if most of these women would let the men touch them.  
 
    Maybe they just want to move to music, release things inside of them that they hold onto tightly every other hour of their waking lives. Maybe this is their small freedom and the men touching is just a part of the formula. And maybe everyone here just wants to be seen by someone. Anyone.  
 
    There's so much complication in the human world. I don't stand up here like an archangel and look down here very often because I get caught in a cycle of wondering who all of these people are. What or who they're running from, even if it's themselves, just for one night. It's overwhelming.  
 
    A buzz in my pocket jolts me out of my musings and I pull out my phone. Disappointment that it's not Collin flows through me. Joseph is group texting for Leo and me to join their party.  
 
    I sigh and pull myself away from the scene below and find Leo.  
 
    "Good?" 
 
    He nods. "Good," he confirms.  
 
    I drive us to Joseph's house and when we enter the doors to the mansion, my eyes automatically turn to the hallway that leads to the library and the guest suite. Where I had sent Collin to watch her heartbreak. 
 
    We immediately go to the pool house with our people. I guess popular mafia princes had a habit of creating whatever VIP student parking lot sections fit into their world. This was ours.  
 
    "My men! The Bishops are in da house!" Joseph calls out. He's drunk, clearly. I fistbump him and Terrance. Nod to a few others standing around with drinks in their hands, ignore Clarissa who still gives me big "fuck me" eyes on a regular, and I go to the bar to grab my own drink.  
 
    Terrance is there, filling his own cup with crown and coke.  
 
    "Need a heavy lift?" I ask seeing how much crown he poured.  
 
    He smiles lazily, showing his inebriation already. "Just getting some happy time, you know?" 
 
    I nod my head slowly. I got drunk on occasion, but mostly I didn't like the way it made me feel. I didn't like losing control. I wanted control. Needed it. Still, I understood the pull.  
 
    "Where's Lori?" I ask looking around and not seeing her.  
 
    "Probably in the main house dancing with Collin. They were getting tipsy and dancing together not long ago," he says. 
 
    My hackles rise. "Collin is here?" 
 
    "Yuppp. In the main house. Did I already say that?" 
 
    "She's drunk?" 
 
    "She's getting there. Will be there if I have learned anything about Mr. Crown here," he holds up his cup, wiggling it at me. He really was a few shots over drunk. I guide him to a couch and tell Leo to keep an eye on him as I leave and find my way into the main house.  
 
    It doesn't take me long to find her.  
 
    She's in the middle of the room, wearing a strapless black cocktail dress, hair tumbling over her shoulders and sweat highlighting her collarbones and the sharp features of her face. And she has one hand in the air, her body swaying to the music with an equally tipsy Lori pressed against her.  
 
    I narrow my eyes at the drink in Lori's hand and the state of her inebriation given recent enlightenments but decide it's not my business. Instead, I focus on the petite little thing, drunkenly dancing, her face split in a smile that lets out a laugh as a guy with blonde hair says something into her ear.  
 
    He's fucking touching her.  
 
    She's letting him.  
 
    He has a hand around her waist and I remember my hand on her waist just last night. Her delicate, warm skin under my rough palm as I talked about her gorgeous ass and made her moan.  
 
    Made her moan my name.  
 
    I don't think twice before I charge into that circle to rip the asshole's hand off of her. I press my body close to hers, a growl leaving my throat. She blinks her eyes open in swimming green confusion then surprise when she sees me looking down at her, my face full of darkness. Her eyes then show she computes what is about to happen.  
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

  
   
 
   
    Chapter 19 
 
    Collin   
 
      
 
      
 
    I'm not very experienced. In fact, I'm so inexperienced when it comes to sex that I feel as though it must be worn on my sleeve. I have to give off an essence of unrefined innocence that anyone who gets close enough can feel, smell, taste.  
 
    Did Kane taste it on me?  
 
    My mind takes me back to everything about that night. From his crossed arms when I first turned around and saw him standing against my open window to his fingers deep inside of me.  
 
    His hand around my throat.  
 
    All of the words he whispered.  
 
    Fucking say my name, baby. 
 
    My body crashing around his fingers, with his body pressed against mine.  
 
    Him painting my skin with his own release.  
 
    And I couldn't escape the loop of it. New details emerge each time I think about it and more intense memories about a certain part of it. Like, his hand against the bare skin of my waist-I couldn't fully compute every single thing that was happening at the time because it was all too much, but as I am thrown back there in my memory the small things hit me. When he wrenched my leg around his hip. When he told me I was hiding the greatest ass he had ever seen. The way his thumb brushed against the pulse at my throat.  
 
    Damn it, I am so inexperienced that it is overwhelming my brain. I'm a silly girl, consumed with one of her first sexual encounters and he...isn't.  
 
    He hasn't said a word to me, has barely looked at me. He hasn't texted me, didn't even demand for me to get his damn lunch.  
 
    I would rather his torment than this silence.  
 
    At least I would know I exist to him.  
 
    And of course I know we aren't a couple, in any kind of relationship other than captor and captive, but he gave me an experience that I fear has forever altered me and it did nothing to him.  He is immovable.  
 
    He doesn't care and maybe he can't. Maybe he doesn't know how.  
 
    Or maybe I'm just not the one to incite that in him.  
 
    Whatever it may be, I'm not giving in to the pull to ask him, beg him, what it is. To unveil the mystery. I do not need to find answers; I need to stop visiting that scene in my mind.  
 
    So here I am, at Joseph's party.  
 
    I walked in, unsure what I was doing there other than needing to not be in my own head anymore. I wasn't a partier, a drinker. A good girl.  
 
    Because you're not really a good little girl, you've got fucking dark secrets, Collin. 
 
    I shake my head at that deep voice and head into the throng of people and think about texting Lori to see if she's here. But even as I think that someone calls my name.  
 
    "Collin!"  
 
    I turn and see Lori walk toward me with a smile on her face, a red cup in her hand and I look up at her with a question in my eyes.  
 
    "Couple of days ago. I...couldn't," she says softly, her eyes looking down and I know that look. Shame.  
 
    I know shame. I was introduced far too young and it had been a constant companion of mine since.  
 
    I lay an arm across her shoulders and pull her in tight to me. I bury my face in her hair and I whisper that she's okay, that she's going to be okay. And it's an odd scene in the middle of dancing, yelling, drinking teenagers. Such a broken, grown up moment inside of this space makes my heart swell even more for her. The juxtaposition is stark.  
 
    "I need a drink," I laugh, pulling us out of that space and she looks at me gratefully, a little sad and a little tired. But then she shakes all of that from her teenage skin and smiles brightly.  
 
    "To the kitchen and the keg!" 
 
    I follow her lead and once I have a drink in hand- I went for cranberry vodka because I don't like beer- I follow her back to one of the larger rooms where the bass is deep, the cares are few.  
 
    I drink the contents in my cup fully and I am feeling it. So feeling it. I'm not drunk, but I'm better than okay and I'm happy.  
 
    I think that's a nice place to be in.  
 
    Lori and I dance together and I don't know how long we dance for, but I'm sweating and my body is starting to feel tired.  
 
    But then Lori gives me another drink and some guy leans in to tell me that I smell good.  
 
    I laugh.  
 
    He puts his hand on my waist and I am about to tell him to remove it but then it's suddenly gone. Had I spoken out loud? I hear something. 
 
    A growl.  
 
    And I feel something warm and a big presence in front of me. I smell cedar.  
 
    I open my eyes and see electrified blue staring down at me and the anger emanating from that stare is startling. Once the shock has settled and I realize it's Kane staring down at me with that anger, realize he was the reason the hand was no longer on my waist I suck in a breath and hold back the panic.  
 
    "I-" 
 
    "You like when other guys touch you, bunny?"  His face is tipped down over me and I have to really crane my neck to keep eye contact with him.  
 
    "No, I didn't-" 
 
    But he cuts me off again. "You didn't what? Ask for it? Or maybe you wanted to see me like this, huh? Get my attention?" 
 
    I frown and suddenly I am the one filled with rage and I am giving it to him. I pull on Lori's arm and when I have her attention I push my drink in her hand and then using both of my hands I shove him in the chest to get him away from me.  
 
    Out of my space.  
 
    But he doesn't budge an inch.  
 
    I cannot think when he is this...fucking...close to me.  
 
    "No, and if you would let me finish a fucking thought you'd hear me say that he had just put his hand on me and I was just about to remove it myself." I shove him again. He barely even jerks. "And I don't even have to explain myself to you. To The Great Kane Bishop," I say in an exaggerated voice. "I don't want your jealousy. Or your attention. But you give it and then take it and then give it again and take it. I can't really keep up with your fucking whiplash you...overgrown bulldog." I shove at him again and he still doesn't move. "How are you so immovable?!"  
 
    Suddenly his hands clasp around my shoulders to stop me and when I look back up into his eyes, they are still angry but there's something else. I can't interpret it right now, but at least it's not just pure hostility anymore.  
 
    "How much did you drink?" 
 
    "A cup. I'm tipsy," I say trying to pull out of his hold but he's so freaking strong.  
 
    "I'm taking you home," he says.  
 
    "No, I don't want to go," I say still fruitlessly trying to get away from him.  
 
    I see him nod his head and then yell over the music, "Lori, go find Terrance. He's close to comatose from the crown. I'm getting her home," 
 
    "No-" I start but then all of the sudden the wall moves and the floor is where the ceiling was. Was the house shifting? 
 
    Nope. I'm over Kane's shoulder.  
 
    He threw me over his fucking shoulder. I pummel his back with my fists yelling at him to put me down to no avail. 
 
    And of course, no one is going to stop him, come to my aid. Do not get in the way of Kane Bishop.  
 
    La la la.  
 
    I am definitely tipsy.  
 
    When I am dumped into the front seat of Kane's car I get ready to yell at him but when he gets into the driver's side he reaches over suddenly, his face really close to mine and I smell that cinnamon on his breath and his eyes look so...deep and dangerous and pretty.  
 
    "Your breath always smells like cinnamon," I say out loud. Damn it.  
 
    He reaches over me and clicks in my seat belt and I laugh. "You concerned for my safety, Bishop?" 
 
    "Yes," he says simply, curtly. He turns on the car and pulls out of his spot with a smooth and fast slide into the street.  
 
    "I'm not yours to care about," I argue. Suddenly I'm jerked forward intensely and I let out a yelp. We stopped, very instantly and when I look over, Kane has his hands on the steering wheel, his face forward but his hands are tight with white knuckles and his jaw is working. 
 
     He puts the car into park and then he's over the console between us in my space, his hand sliding behind me to the back of my neck as he jerks me forward bringing our faces close. My nose is touching his and his breathing is harsh, ragged. Same as mine. I realize we've never even kissed. Would he taste like cinnamon too? Why am I thinking about that?  
 
    "You are mine," he says in a low, savage voice. It sends a trill over me. "You know nothing of the animal inside of me, and I won't explain it to you. You have questions about me, I see that baby, but I cannot explain an animal I don't even understand. But you are Kane Bishop's.  And the next fucker that touches you will get that tattooed on his skin as a reminder of fucking up." His hand behind my neck squeezes hard, his forehead rolls against mine and his breathing is deep as he fights for control.  
 
    And then just as suddenly as he grabbed me, he lets me go.  
 
    We are back in gear, driving down the street and my heart is trying to figure out what the hell to do here. But I don't have it in me to figure out right now. So I lean my head back against the leather seat and I close my eyes to gather some modicum of control.  
 
    One deep breath in, hold.... 
 
    And let go.  
 
    I open my eyes and look over at the man, the animal, next to me.  
 
    What do I do with that? I'm his, but he ignores me after touching me.  
 
    He wants me but doesn't.  
 
    And maybe that's where I'm at too. 
 
    I want him but also don't.  
 
    He's pulling into my driveway and turns the car off.  
 
    I reach over to open the door and his voice stops me.  
 
    "I don't know what you want from me," he says. And it's almost...small. Nothing about this man is small but there is a wavering there in words.  
 
    I hesitate then look at him over my shoulder. He's not looking at me, he's looking down. Head bowed.  
 
    I open the car door and slide out then lean down.  
 
    "Don't touch me then ignore me again." 
 
    He looks up at me, our eyes catching and a beat passes. He nods once and I don't know what he's agreeing to.  
 
    Not touching me. 
 
    Not touching me and then ignoring me.  
 
    With him it could be either and I didn't have the energy to ask him to clarify. 
 
    Because honestly, either would work. Either one I would deal with and handle, but there would be some understanding and less crazy.  
 
    

  

  
   
 
   
    Chapter 20 
 
    Kane   
 
      
 
    I throw my weight behind the punch, the bag a weighted reminder of how even heavy things can be shifted.  
 
    I hate being shifted. 
 
    I hate surprises. 
 
    And Collin surprises the fuck out of me.  
 
    Punch. 
 
    Shoulder drop, dip, up, punch.  
 
    Surprises and weaknesses don't have room in my life. They never did and they wouldn't...not until I had a solid seat under me. People like me have to focus and if we lose focus we could lose everything.  
 
    But what if what I thought was everything isn't?  
 
    It's easy to look at emotions like they're concrete things, little trinkets that people collect and weigh their pockets down with. I can take them out of my pocket and lock them inside of a safe. I mastered that ability a long time ago. And it's one hell of a skill in a world whose front seat driver is emotional angst. I watch it everywhere. Even the best of them fall to their knees in the midst of emotional turmoil. Just watching Terrance with Lori over the last weeks has been uncomfortable.  
 
    Don't touch me then ignore me again.  
 
    Punch. 
 
    I'd hurt her. I knew I would and I shouldn't care. She is a plaything, a girl that made a bad directional decision and I had to stick my neck out to keep her safe. She walked into the crosshairs of my fucking life and now I was punching the hell out of a punching bag to work through these...emotions. I don't need this. I don't need her.  
 
    Punch. Punch.  
 
    Her eyes turned to liquid forest as I watched her come undone for me. I had never cared about a girl's orgasm before, not like I had with her. With her I wanted to experience it too. I didn't want her to keep it to herself; I wanted to watch it bloom and explode in violent color; I wanted to be inside of it.  
 
    Punch.  
 
    Dip, bob, jab.  
 
    Fuck, I wanted to watch it again. Over and over I wanted to look into her eyes as she let's go. Feeling her come around my fingers was almost too much, with how wet and tight she was, how responsive she was. Her skin fucking glowed. I held back from watching her come down from her high. Somehow I knew that if I studied her wake from her tingling daze, I wouldn't have been able to walk away because I would want more and more. I would have stayed up all night making her eyes greener and greener.  
 
    Punch. Punch. Punch.  
 
    Who was Collin Spencer to me? Who the fuck was she at all? She was no one. I had told her that. She was no one in the grand scheme of things.  
 
    Don't touch me.  
 
    Don't ignore me.  
 
    Don't touch me then ignore me.  
 
    I needed to focus on what tomorrow night had to bring. Hamilton High with Leo, Frank, and Grim and the conversation we were going to have with our neighboring mafia family.  
 
    Leo had uncovered a fun little piece of information that we could use. 
 
    I finished a few more rounds with the bag before I wiped it down and went home. I had dropped Collin off a couple of hours ago now. She was probably asleep by now, sleeping things off. 
 
     It wasn't much of a detour so I drove by her house before making my way to my own empty house. There was a light on downstairs, but her room was shrouded in darkness.  
 
    I hadn't been lying when I told her there was an animal inside of me, one that I didn't really understand myself.  
 
    I left her house and left behind the little trinkets of emotions-took them out of my pocket and left them there on her street.  
 
    

  

  
   
 
   
    Chapter 21 
 
    Collin.  
 
      
 
      
 
    I remembered something when I woke up. Not being hungover is better than being tipsy or drunk. I slide a cold washcloth over my face and I take in my watery, puffy eyes, scowling at my own messy reflection.  
 
    I wasn't so drunk that I forgot any of last night, though now I kind of wish I had been more adept at getting drunk and forgetting.  
 
    Don't touch me then ignore me again.  
 
    Had it come out as begging? Was I pleading with him to give me more or would he have taken it as a command? I meant it as both. But I wouldn't plead with Kane Bishop-not with anything to do with me.  
 
    I get dressed and am gentle with myself but when I start down the stairs I hear movement in the kitchen and I freeze.  
 
    Mom and dad were still traveling. They were both at a hospital in Arizona and I knew this to be true because they texted this morning to check in.  
 
    I stopped on the bottom step and had my phone out, ready to use. 
 
    "No need for dramatics or authorities," the familiar voice calls out behind me causing me to stiffen and close my eyes.  
 
    No. 
 
    I turn slowly and look up into the eyes that matched so spectacularly to mine.  
 
    "Max," I let out on a breath. I look around him and realize I had never felt how big and lonely this house was until I stood here with him right now.  
 
    He tilts his head and smiles. "Miss me?" His smile is so wrong. It looks like he has to practice it in a mirror and yet when he wears it, the wrong thing is conveyed.  
 
    I just stare at him and don't give him an answer. 
 
    "No? Well, I missed you," he says walking closer to me until there wasn't much space between us. Not enough space. "How could I not miss my own sister?" 
 
    I keep my breathing steady and soft. "What are you doing here, Max?" 
 
    "Passing through," he says.  
 
    "Well, mom and dad aren't here so.." 
 
    "Yeah I know. Thought my little sister would happily let me crash here for a bit." 
 
    "No," I say curtly.  
 
    But then he moves fast and my wrist is in his grip, the pressure around my small bones crushing causing me to cry out. I purse my lips and mentally pull everything in.  
 
    Forests. 
 
    Calm. 
 
    Breathe. 
 
    "Don't be a bitch, Col," he hisses.  
 
    "I'm not. But last time I checked, when you left, things were made clear," I say, keeping my voice steady.  
 
    His grip is tightening and I had to concentrate on my breathing, on not giving him the pleasure of seeing me in pain. "You think I left because of you?" he asks. His breath is hot against my ear and it's sticky, filled with sinister rage. "You have no fucking idea, Collin." 
 
    "I have to go to school, Max. If I do not pick up Natalie, then she will come looking for me and she's kind of paranoid so she'll call the police when she comes here and I don't answer." 
 
    Max doesn't respond. He just holds my wrist, looking down at me, breathing down my neck and then he tightens his vice-like hold, nearly unbearably, before he throws my wrist away from him as if it were a burning, offensive thing.  
 
    "I'll be back," he says as he walks away. Then he turns to me before walking through the front door. "Tell mom and dad I say hi." He leaves with a sneer on his face.  
 
    He leaves behind a ghost and a shadow.  
 
    I close my eyes and let out an intense breath. I pull in a breath. Hold it. 
 
    Then let it go.  
 
    I wait a few minutes so that I wouldn't encounter him outside of the house and I arm the house with the code he didn't know, which I hadn't done in a while. I didn't think he would come back. I had hoped.  
 
    I needed to call mom and dad and let them know. I wouldn't now. They'd feel obligated to hop on the next plane home.  
 
    Or would they? I actually didn't know the answer to that and that left another kind of unsettled shadow inside of me.  
 
    When Natalie joins me on my walk, I make sure not to awkwardly rub my wrist, bringing attention to it. "Want to do something tonight?" I didn't really want to go back to the house and possibly encounter my brother again.  
 
    "I actually have a date with Garret," Natalie says with a smile.  
 
    "Oh, nice! So what are you guys doing?" 
 
    "He's taking me rowing?" 
 
    "Like out in a rowboat?" 
 
    "Yeah," she says with a laugh.  
 
    "How very, The Notebook of him," I say to which she bumps my shoulder with a grin.  
 
    "He's nice," she says. I look over at my friend and she has one of her long strands of dark hair wrapped around her index finger, twirling it, the blonde end like ivory twisted against her tan skin. It was something she did when she was in thought, indecisive.  
 
    "I've never really known him, but I'm excited for you," I say.  
 
    "Well, I will call you and tell you all about it," she promises.  
 
    "Good."  It was nice to see her doing something normal.  
 
    I felt so far from normal it was a little disorienting. And I still had a slight thumping surrounding my head from last night.  
 
    I tried to push thoughts of Max out of my mind.  
 
    I tried to push thoughts of what his being back could mean. 
 
    Three out of the four royal men of our school were perched on their concrete throne but Kane was missing. I didn't want to care or read into it. Frankly, I didn't have headspace to.  
 
    Garret joins us as we walk down the hall. He says hi to me and then turns his attention to my friend. "Good for tonight?" 
 
    "Yeah," Natalie responds and I, rightfully, disappear from her attention as the cute guy with dimples gives her his.  
 
    I smile and squeeze her arm, throwing her a wink as I go my own way to my locker. I was grabbing what I needed for my first two classes when I hear trilling laughter. I look over my shoulder absently toward the sound but what I see freezes me in place for the second time today.  
 
    Melanie Sinclair is leaning back against the lockers and a very tall, very handsome Kane is leaning over her with one of his hands braced above her.  
 
    My heart beats hard in my chest at the sight of them. She is tall, curvy, and blonde. It was so odd how in moments like these we immediately compare ourselves with the other object of idolization. We want to know how we measure up, and where we land on the scale of whatever is being measured.  
 
    As I thought through that Kane turns his head and his blue eyes clash with mine. I realize I have a second to react, to decide how to respond to his clear show of where I stand with him. I hold still, lift my head up keeping my eyes on his and then give him a small, sardonic smile before I close my locker gently and walk away in complete control. But my smile falls flat as my steps take me further away, and as I tell my sad, beating heart to shut the hell up. 
 
    Message received.  
 
    I sit in the seat I had sat in on the first day of school. Away from Kane Bishop. I keep my attention forward and when I pull out a book to keep my brain on anything except for what is behind me, I feel someone stop next to me. When I look up Leo Bishop stands looking down at me with a tilted head. "Problem with your usual seat, Two?" 
 
    "Well, it's just positioned next to a really cold draft," I reply with a derisive smile.  
 
    His eyes narrow in thought and he opens his mouth about to say something but then he thinks better and closes it. He looks back behind us then back down at me and places a gentle hand on my shoulder with a sad, knowing smile before he walks back to his seat.  
 
    I swear I almost lost it then. I close my eyes and pull in a steady breath through my nose.  
 
    Between the unexpected and scary visit from my brother to this and the beating of my head...god, I just wanted to get away. Breathe. Not deal with Max Spencer or Kane fucking Bishop for a few weeks.  
 
    Maybe I wouldn't have to deal with Kane anymore. Maybe our deal was done. That was good. I was free.  
 
    It was good.  
 
    I make it through my next few periods and plan to spend the lunch hour in the library working on a project when I get a text. 
 
      
 
    Kane: burger and fries. Double portion of fries, bunny. which you've never done. you're a shit waitress 
 
      
 
    I glare at my phone and seriously consider throwing it against a wall. I look around me at the milling students in their own worlds full of their own problems. Kane Bishop may have been my problem, but he was hardly the worst thing I have come up against. I set my mouth in a grim line and march into the lunchroom, make it through the stupid lunch line and walk steadily to the royal lunch table, my eyes finding the prince himself leaning back nonchalantly talking to Joseph. I half expect Melanie to be by his side, really rounding out my misery and anger but she's nowhere to be seen. I lift my head much like this morning, a clear challenge on my face and I stalk over to where he is sitting.  
 
    I drop the tray in front of Kane making enough noise that the people around us jerk. He doesn't. The bastard slowly turns his attention to the tray in front of him. He takes in the high-piled salad with two portions of carrot sticks and when he lifts his face up to me and his eyes find mine, I keep his gaze. We stand locked in that moment, everything faded around us, and I slowly put out both arms and lower myself in a mocking bow before I slowly turn and walk my ass away from him. 
 
    I just said, "Fuck you, Kane Bishop" with a pile of lettuce and my dignity humming through my skin. I smile, a real smile. A burning one that feels like breathing fire and I loved it.  
 
    I shove the cafeteria door open and out of my way and I throw out an energy into the world that tells it to back the fuck off of me. I was not in the mood.  
 
    When I get a text from Lori that is an emoji of clapping hands I smile even brighter. 
 
    My government group had a project to work on after school and we take over one of the science labs to work in. I was glad for the distraction. One- from Kane, and two- from having to go home. I was fairly certain Max wouldn't show up again this soon and I checked the security app on my phone throughout the day to make sure the house stayed undisturbed, which it had thankfully. Two of the kids in our group were packing up after a couple of hours of talking, planning and executing-it was well into the evening at this point- and it was just me and a girl named Sophie. She was interested in being premed like me in college and we had bonded over that.  
 
    "Got into IU," she says with a wide smile.  
 
    "Sophie-that's incredible!" I gush. It was a great school and one that I was hoping to get into  as well. IU medical school with its large network of hospitals was a great option for me. Plus it was far from here.  
 
    "You hear anything?" 
 
    I shrug. "I got into a couple of my backup schools, but still waiting to hear about my top two," I say.  
 
    "Well, I'm pulling for you," she says with an encouraging smile. We walk out of the classroom and she talks about the campus, and how she was heading to Bloomington a month early to stay with her sister, a junior at IU, who rented a house there. When we were nearly to the doors of the school I remembered that I had left my phone on the counter behind where I had been sitting.  
 
    "I need to run back and grab my phone. I'll see you tomorrow, yeah?" 
 
    "Yep! Have a good night, Collin," she waves and leaves the school.  
 
    When I have my phone in hand I see that I have a text. I roll my eyes when I see it's from him.  
 
      
 
    Kane: brave little girl. dumb...but brave. I'm going to have fun punishing you, bunny 
 
      
 
    I sigh and dark thoughts swirl through my brain. He truly could do anything to me from putting a dead pig in my locker to a dead body in my closet. When it came to the Bishops I didn't understand the game they played or how many wild cards they held...but I knew the game was out of my league and it was best that I not provoke the rules and consequences.  
 
    But today I couldn't hold back. I was embarrassed and angry. He made me feel worthless and foolish. On top of my brother... 
 
      
 
    Collin: Fine. punish me. it was worth it 
 
      
 
    I smile as I hit send. I turn to leave and stop short letting out a cry of surprise at seeing someone standing in the doorway of the lab. 
 
    My first thought is of my brother.  
 
    But then the height and shoulders fit someone else entirely. 
 
     Kane.  
 
    "God," I say putting a hand to my heart. "make a noise, would you?" 
 
    "Was it worth it?" he asks tilting his head.  
 
    My hackles rise at his words, spoken low, dangerous.  
 
    "What do you want, Kane?" I ask exasperated.  
 
    "Just what I texted." 
 
    I shake my head and raise my hands. "Which is?" 
 
    "My fun. Punishing you," he says and I back up when I see him grin. Kane Bishop didn't grin and this look was wicked, dark.  
 
    "What are you doing, Kane?" I ask, my voice coming out a little shakier than I intended.  
 
    "Playing," he says, taking a step forward.  
 
    I step back and immediately think of my surroundings, mapping it out.  
 
    "And testing that theory I told you about," he says. Another step forward. 
 
    "Which is?" 
 
    Everything stills around us. The air stops and it feels as though there is a background noise of holding still. If a noise could be empty, this was it. And it was one of the fullest noises I had felt in a long time as we stood there facing off. 
 
    And then he lunges at me. I dart to my right and slide one of the large lab tables between us. He stands on one side looking at me darkly and I watch him with every single sense on high alert. I watch his body for any movement, any twitch that would indicate which way he would go. 
 
    But it's dark and I have to hone in harder.   
 
    He watches me like I am prey.  
 
    "What are you doing?!" I cry out, trying not to lose concentration and trying to make him lose his.  
 
    He just smiles at me. And then he goes left so I counter by going left on my side, effectively keeping the table between us. My hands are on the black surface, the heat and sweat from my skin leaving behind dark marks.  
 
    "Scared, little bunny?" he asks, his voice somehow deadly calm.  
 
    I narrow my eyes at him. "No." 
 
    He laughs. A bark of darkness and then as I watch his movements my eyes widen when he easily braces a hand on the table and jumps up on top.  
 
    Shit.  
 
    I turn and bolt, running through the open door. I hear him land on the tiled floor and take up pursuit behind me. Fast pursuit. But I daren't look back as I push my body forward. I race down the hallway and duck into one of the empty classrooms quickly ducking behind a desk keeping absolutely still. Absolutely quiet.  
 
    "Should have known you'd be fast," I hear his voice outside of the room I'm in, down the hall. It's hard to tell how close he is. "I have all night, bunny," he says, taunting. "All night to chase you, catch you, and end the night with your tiny, panting body in my arms. Panting from running or...." he lets the sentence drop off in innuendo.  
 
    I clench my thighs together at his implied scenario and I shake my head. And then I remember his text about chasing me through the school. His fantasy. My thighs clench tighter. Not the time. I stay crouched and wait until I hear nothing. Did he pass the room? What the hell was he doing, chasing me through our school? And why did I feel both terrified and invigorated? I wait a few minutes which feels like they drag, the ticking of time slowing down for my ragged heart's torture.  
 
    He was the beast and I was the prey. And if he caught me...what would happen? I hoped, at least my stupid body hoped, and even that small spark had my body humming in something I didn't approve of. This was crazy. 
 
    it is a fantasy if it ends with me catching you and making you scream my name with my cock deep inside of you, baby 
 
    The memory of that text is zinging through my mind. Through my legs and my core and my damn hopes.  
 
    Finally, and slowly, I rise from where I crouched. I softly walk to the door of the classroom and peek out-looking left then right as a child would before crossing a street. No sign of him. I wait again for a minute.  
 
    And then I step a foot out of the room.  
 
    "Nice thing about hallways is that all classrooms lead to them." 
 
    His voice makes me spin and gasp. He is stepping out of the doorway of the classroom that is right next to the one I had been hiding in. I turn and run, but before I can get very far, the monster is on me, a large hand grabbing a fistfull of my shirt and pulling me back into his hard chest.  
 
    "Let me go you sonofabitch!" I throw an elbow which he deflects and then I try to kick back but it's awkward and he easily avoids my offense.  
 
    "That is not a nice thing to say about my mom," he growls low against my ear. His hot, cinnamon breath sends tingles down my spine and the feel of his arm around my waist holding me against him is making my body perk up. Stupid body.  
 
    He pulls me up and into him more fully then spins me around and dips low to throw me over his shoulder, exactly like last night at the party. And exactly like last night I pummel his back and threaten him and his family and his dog if he has one.  
 
    He laughs and then we are back in the classroom where we had started and he sets me down on one of the lower tables, my ass under the skirt hitting the cold surface and making me jump.  
 
    "Goddammit, Kane!" 
 
    He leans into me, both hands on the table on either side of my thighs, his eyes boring into mine. "Caught you," he taunts, his breath mingling with mine. I'm trying to control my heart and my lungs but as I sit trapped there on that table, staring up into Kane's insanely intense stare, his body folded around me in a cage, I'm having a hard time with regulating anything in my body.  
 
    "Now for punishment," he says as he slides a large hand up my outer, bare thigh. Up up up until he has his hand wrapped around my hip underneath my skirt.  
 
    He steps into me and knocks my legs apart to stand between them as his other hand runs up my back slowly, underneath my long hair and up to my nape where he fists my curls and abruptly pulls my head back making me gasp.  
 
    "Want to know my theory, Collin?" his hand at my hip plays with the thin material of my panties as he looks down into my eyes, that are wide and scared. Excited. "My theory is that you like this. You like fear and excitement and feeling a little out of control. That when I slide these panties down your tiny legs I will find you wet and ready for me." 
 
    I close my eyes and my chest is heaving at his words. I feel him lean down, his nose brushes mine. We've never even kissed, and this is the second time I've had that thought, but as he runs his nose along mine, then up along my jaw to just under my ear where that sensitive skin sparks when he breathes, I can't think much beyond what he's making me feel.  
 
    "I think you like when I scare you and then take from you. You like losing control a little so that someone else can take it for you. And then you can just..." he bites lightly at the skin making me gasp. "let go."   
 
    I feel his tongue lightly flick there and I suck in a breath, when I feel his teeth bite my earlobe and his voice says in a low grumble, "I'm going to make you moan my name again, Collin. Here, in our school. And then I'm going to cum on you, marking you as mine." 
 
    "I'm not yours," I defend. Even if it's a weak grasp.  
 
    His hand tightens in my hair and I gasp as he bites my ear hard. "You are." 
 
    "Then tell me how is it that you own me and yet treat me as though I am nothing," I say softly but steadily. 
 
    He raises his head and looks down at me- a look in his eyes I cannot decipher. His eyes rove over my face. But he doesn't answer me. Instead, he takes both hands and grabs hold of my panties, yanking them down and off, stuffing them in his pocket. When he slides both of his rough palms up the insides of my thighs I make one more attempt to get away from him but he's quicker...stronger and suddenly he has me completely flipped so that I am leaning over the table, my front pressed against the surface, my bare ass on display which is both a vulnerable and somehow incredibly erotic position.  
 
    "Ow, dammit!" I say but then before I can curse him more his hand comes down hard on my bare ass making me cry out as a resounding slap fills the room. Did he...and then another slap. "Ouch! Are you spanking me?!" He doesn't answer as he lands another loud, hard smack on my poor, tender flesh making me cry out again. But then I feel both of his warm hands run over where he landed the blows and the soothing tenderness nearly makes me cry out in equal measure but for a different reason.  
 
    Heat is now flooding my body and I cannot deny the rush of nerves tingling in my core at his brutal display of dominance.  
 
    The pain immediately bleeds into a soft kind of pleasure that is foreign and mesmerizing.  
 
    His lips are at my ear as he leans over me, "I've been imagining doing this to your ass since I saw it. It looks really pretty with my handprint on it, baby," his gravelly voice sends shivers down my back.  
 
    He suddenly turns me again so that my back is against the ledge of the table and before I can protest he has hoisted me up to sitting on it again, my thighs spread wide and he's on his knees between them. The sight of Kane Bishop on his knees is enough of a sight to throw me off, but on the heels of having had him just bend me over and spank me...my senses are on overload.  
 
    And if that wasn't enough, suddenly he grabs the tops of my thighs and yanks me forward until I'm nearly dangling, puts my feet on his shoulders, and looks up at me before he leans in and runs the tip of his tongue up my wet slit making me jerk in shock and cry out.  
 
    He grips my thighs painfully and dips his head back in then using one of his hands, he spreads his fingers on either side of my clit, his tongue spearing out to flick against the incredibly sensitive nub.  
 
    "Kane!" I cry out, my head tilting back. He hums his approval against me, the vibration from his voice pulsing through me. My entire body is on tenterhooks as he slowly nibbles around my wet pussy, taking his time exploring my folds. He pulls back and the loss of his mouth makes me mewl in protest but then he slides two fingers inside of me making me moan.  
 
    When I feel his teeth clamp around my clit I gasp and buck against him.  
 
    "Fuck, you taste sweet. Innocent," he murmurs against my sensitive flesh. 
 
    He lightly flicks my clit with the tip of his tongue making me cry out then he sucks the electrified bundle of nerves into his mouth with a punishing pressure and I cannot bow my back anymore as I moan loudly, my body tight and shaking.  
 
    "That's it," he says against my throbbing pussy.  "Cum on my face, baby." 
 
    Then he starts finger fucking me as he licks and sucks me hard putting my body on the most razor-sharp edge as I start rocking against him chasing my release. He flicks my clit once, twice, and then sucks hard pushing me over that edge as I explode.  
 
    "Ohmygod ohmygod! ohhhhhh..." I'm crying out, my head thrown back and my back bowed in pleasure as he slowly licks me through my orgasm.  
 
    He stands up and fists his hand in my hair pulling me up against him. "My turn," he growls against my neck and I open my eyes, barely through my powerful release, confusion heavy. 
 
    "What?" 
 
    "I gotta cum, baby," he says as he unzips his pants. "It's either going to be between your lips or inside your pretty, tight pussy. And since I don't want the first time I fuck you to be in our fucking high school, I'd rather have your little mouth around my cock making me cream for you," 
 
    God, his dirty mouth could probably make me orgasm alone. So I slide down off of the table and get on my knees, looking up at him as my hand wraps around his large cock tentatively.  
 
    He looks down at me and it's like looking up at a god. A dark, vicious, sexy god. A god I have been at the mercy of and whom I cannot find solid ground with.   
 
    "You ever have a cock in your pretty mouth, sweetheart?" 
 
    My stomach flutters at his uncharacteristic use of the endearment and I shake my head.  
 
    "You can't really do it wrong, just careful with the teeth, yeah?" his smile is sinister, provocative.  
 
    I lean forward and the drop of precum on the head has all my attention so I lick that first to get a taste of him. Then I slowly take the tip of him in my mouth. Kane's hands tangle in my hair.  
 
    I'd never given head before. I'd never done any of this before and instead of being self-conscious I was curious, turned on, excited. Kane may pretend I don't exist after tonight again. He may look at me without speaking, lean over other girls against their lockers, and tell me to get him double servings of fries for lunch, but right now I was going to take advantage of what I wanted. And I wanted this.  
 
    He was right that I took a sick pleasure from being bowed into giving up control, giving in to this consuming desire. There is this deep, dark corner of myself that has come to life with each commanding, overbearing encounter with Kane and there may be nothing but this to have with him, but if I were to "dear diary" my feelings on the matter, I would most likely come to the conclusion that this is all I could handle of the mafia prince.  
 
    I swirl my tongue over the head of him tasting more of his precum, moaning at the salty, dark taste of him. I then lash my tongue along the underside of his length as I reach up to cup his balls and then slowly take him deeper.  
 
    "That's it, baby," he groans as his hands tighten in my hair. One of those hands runs down the side of my cheek gently and further down to lightly collar my throat. "Relax your throat. I'm gonna go deep and I need you relaxed so I can fuck you," he says, his voice guttural and thick with lust. 
 
     I do what he says, relaxing my throat and he slowly presses his cock further until he hits the back making me gag. But I relax further pressing against the instinct to tighten up and he groans loudly. He starts pumping his hips slowly, but harder as I brace my hands on his thighs. 
 
     "Fuck, good girl baby..." he praises me as he picks up speed, making my eyes water and my head feel a little light with the lack of oxygen. I can do nothing but hold on and let him take over the use of my mouth and it goes on for a few minutes but it's intense and making me wet all over again. I moan over his cock at the thought that I am creating this kind of pleasure in him  making him groan again but once he picks up speed and I feel his body tighten I know he's close. "Ahh fuck yes...take my cum down your throat baby," He groans out before he throws his head back, hands tightening painfully in my hair and his entire body stops as he shoots his load down my throat.  
 
    I have to relax and swallow again and again as he releases. When he pulls out, his wet dick makes a little "pop" sound as my lips let him go. I look up at him lazily and his eyes as he looks down at me are glassy but soft.  
 
    I'm not sure what to do with that softness, so I get up and brush off my knees. This monster is too many opposing forces: pain-inducing, pleasure-giving. Cruel, soft. Selfish, giving. And I don't want to wait around for what he will choose to be after our release. I look around for the stuff that I had dropped on the other side of the room when he had first scared me for his pursuit. I spot my bag and phone and start for them but am caught up short when his hand wraps around my upper arm pulling me into his body. 
 
    He's breathing against my ear, his nose running along my cheek in a caress and he's confusing the hell out of me, because as I stand there after both of our orgasms, my own body still craving more from this dark devil, Kane is...holding me to him. It's like a unique version of cuddling after oral sex and my body is responding to him yet again, at this gentleness.  
 
    "I did it for you," he rasps out.  
 
    I don't compute his words. "What?" I ask, my voice shocking me in this silent room, this silent school.  
 
    "Jeffreys. I beat the shit out of him for you," he says.  
 
    And when I turn to him with wide, confused eyes he reaches up and smooths his thumbs over my cheeks. 
 
    And then just like that...the softness is gone. Replaced by what I know Kane best for: that hard, stone-cold shell.  "Grab your shit. I'll drive you home," he says, that  raspiness to his voice gone and filled instead with a hard edge.   
 
    We drive in silence.  
 
    And that's an odd comfort to me right now, because conversation and small talk are not what my brain can handle. There's too much and the emotions, thoughts, fears are too great. I need silence and alone time to pick them apart, to dismantle them each and figure out what they're made of. What I'm made of. Because in the last few weeks foundational pieces of me have been shaken. 
 
    He pulls into the driveway and keeps his head forward and when I look over at him unsure how to leave this with him he says, "Go inside, Collin," without looking at me.  
 
    "What do you want from me?" I ask. I finally ask because I just...need something. Some kind of understanding. Some new pieces to place in the foundation.  
 
    He finally looks up at me and I swear there is pain there in his eyes. His jaw is working and he's looking at me like a man tortured. "I don't do relationships. I don't do attachments or weaknesses." 
 
    And that's it. That's all I get. I open the car door and slide out, shutting it behind me and I disarm my house alarm then press my back against my closed front door. And I let my heart break just a little. Silently and alone.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

  
   
 
   
    Chapter 22 
 
    Kane   
 
      
 
      
 
    "I'll do most of the talking," I say as Frank navigates us to Hamilton High's Friday night football game. Normal kind of thing for two seniors in high school to do except this was family mafia business and we had two grown-ass men with us as backup. Grim's huge, tattooed body and bald head were going to be an out-of-place fucking sight along with Frank's barely-held-in-rage. There was nothing normal about the scene we were about to play out.  
 
    The large, black SUV is parked close enough for a quick exit, but far enough that we can strategically walk up and surround the three Cortez brothers for our "chat". Leo, having done most of the homework, sent us digital files on each of them.  
 
    Alexander Cortez was tall, dark hair, dark eyes, and the oldest in the family. He was me, for their family business, close to taking the throne and calling the shots. We all knew his dad, I'd met him a few times and had been in our conference room with him when we were more allied. Alexander was a boxer, like me, and then ran special projects for his dad-their boss. It was almost like there was a "oldest mafia prince in a box" that both my dad and Alexander's had subscribed to. 
 
    Ethan Cortez is a cousin and a year younger. Unclear if he would be Alexander's number two, like Leo is to me, but he runs tight with Alexander. He's on the swim team. Dark hair, blue eyes, eyebrow piercing. His dad is no longer alive-died in a run that went south a few years back. I remember going to his funeral with boss out of respect.  
 
    And then Daniel- Alexander's sophomore brother, carbon copy but not as filled out yet. He was tall, lanky, and his hormones hadn't caught up to his older brothers as far as muscle and strength. He still looked like a fucking kid. When I looked at his picture a few days ago, reading over their files, I saw me. I was his age, his damn size, when I turned on my older cousin-Leo's brother. It was one of the first times I had felt a part of the business and not just a kid waiting in the wings of some out-of-reach idea. I also had felt a little broken. He had been like a brother to me. But I learned that trick with emotions and I locked it down. 
 
    And then there was their little secret that Leo had uncovered.  
 
    The football game was in full swing still, time still on the clock, the smell of concession food carried on the cool air. There was something so quintessentially high school about the incredibly bright lights of the football stadium. The frenzy in the air, of being a part of something and coming together was heavy. We were always trying to be a part of something in these formative years.  
 
    And then the smell of weed hit us strong. One corner of the student lot, far enough removed from the stadium and people that it felt high school-adjacent like it was trying to break free into something more. And the three of them were there, like that little fucker Kyle promised, sitting against the hoods of their expensive mafia cars, laughing and sharing in an age-old intimacy of family communion. In the form of mind-altering weed and being rulers of their school.  
 
    "Gentleman," I call out in a friendly tone. I had seen these guys once from afar at Ethan's dad's funeral. But this would be our first time really meeting.  
 
    Three pairs of eyes swing toward my voice and they find two guys walking their way. Two strangers. They don't know yet that two other strangers are waiting off in the distance, and will close in to circle them any minute should the need arise. Frank and Grim know to stay out of this until a discernible moment when they may be needed.  
 
    "The fuck are you?" Ethan calls out. I smile because in our group, Leo would also be the one to address the strangers encroaching on our turf. I would hang back and watch, just like Alexander is doing now. I watch his dark eyes take us in, survey the surrounding area, take note of our SUV and then spot Grim off in the distance. Smart fucker. I'm almost glad he's not an idiot-that would have been a little disappointing.  
 
    "We're the fuckers who came to get some answers on why the fuck you interrupted one of our deals a few weeks back," Leo answers. "One of yours creepin in our territory, at our club, gunshots, screeching tires...ring any bells?" 
 
    Ethan shrugs his wide shoulders and flicks the end of his joint. "Doesn't seem familiar," he says.  
 
    "Too bad our security cameras say otherwise. Car belongs to a Dominique Cortez. I feel like..." Leo turns to me for dramatics as he feigns thinking, then looks back that them, "yeah that's right. He's one of the elders in your family business. Distant cousin to your dad, Alexander, right?" 
 
    Alexander just takes a slow drag of his joint and blows out the smoke, keeping his calculating eyes on us. "What do you want," he asks.  
 
    "To talk," I say, matching his low, calm tone. "To understand, find out your goals, maybe reach an agreement," I shrug a large shoulder. "And if not, then retribution." 
 
    Ethan takes a step forward but Alexander shakes his head once to stop him. "And what if I told you that car was in fact one of ours, but the dipshits in it, were trying to brand themselves in our crew and went rogue?" 
 
    "Then I would say, that's a big ask of you-to have us believe you didn't know what someone in your business was up to." 
 
    Ethan looks to Alexander. Daniel has been watching us, eyes bouncing between us all the entire time and wisely keeping quiet.  
 
    "How many you bring with you tonight, Bishop?" Alexander asks.  
 
    "Four," I respond.  
 
    He nods slowly, thoughtfully. "Well, listen," he says, flicking his mostly used joint to the asphalt, grinding it with his black boot. "I may know the idiots who thought it was a good idea to make a name for themselves in our business. I may know that they were trying to move up quicker than usual by being idiots. And I may be willing to talk to our boss to barter with yours on a solution." He raises two large hands in the air. "We've enjoyed our relative peace with the Bishops over the years." 
 
    "Here's what I can do, then," I say, keeping my voice low but unbothered. "I can take back that promise to our boss. You take your boss this conversation. And we let them decide on the next move. But, if we see, hear, smell one of your people on our side of town until we come to some kind of agreement, we will deem that an act of aggression. And it won't be only four of us, Cortez." 
 
    Alexander raises his head at the challenge, his own status of prince brushing up against mine and he has to make a decision. It's a hard decision to make in these situations because we are right now on their turf. Unexpected and they are outnumbered. He could throw it down now and show his strength, but it would be a gamble and his show of strength could turn into an act of foolishness.  
 
    Or he could choose his battles, choose strategy and a calm head-which could be seen as weakness. Or wisdom.  
 
    "I'll take it to boss. You take yours to boss. We see where the pieces fall," he responds finally.  
 
    He's a rival and unclear on the level of threat: friendly or foe. But I get my first glimpse into what it will be like to deal with another family head.  
 
    He's no idiot.  
 
    Once we're back in the SUV and I punch out a small update to boss he responds letting me know that we'll be meeting tomorrow.  
 
    And then I'm alone in my car, the silence a creature that had been looming on the edges of my periphery since I dropped Collin off at her house tonight.  
 
    I run a hand down my tired face.  
 
    She had tasted like fucking...goodness.  
 
    When she had placed that goddam salad in front of me and then fucking bowed...I slowly smile at the memory. The girl is a surprise and frustrating.  My theory about her liking to be taken over? Hell yeah she does. She gets all kinds of riled up when I get her in my sites and then pursue. When I caught her, she fought...but fuck if her eyes weren't glowing for me, her body buzzing with anticipation. Her skin flushes and her pulse is a riot underneath her soft skin.  
 
    You can tell when someone isn't very experienced and whatever idiot had her before missed out on getting their dick in her mouth. Because even though she was new to it, she enjoyed the challenge and that alone could make a man explode; looking down and seeing a pretty girl on her knees trying something new to bring you to your knees.  
 
    I adjust in my seat as I drive because I was getting hard just thinking about it.  
 
    And whatever fucker didn't eat her pussy like it was an appetizer and a meal was just that: a fucker. I knew as her body responded to my tongue in her dripping pussy, and looking up at her face that that had been a new experience for her.  
 
    I wondered what other new experiences of hers I could take.  
 
    Fuck. I had to stop doing this to her. She was this goodness, this creature who shouldn't have been in my world and I couldn't stop gravitating toward her. I wasn't lying when I told her I don't do relationships and attachments.  
 
    I could give her pleasure, I could take from her, I could make her burn....but I couldn't make her whole. I had a duty to build up and establish myself in my dark, broken world. And to do that I couldn't have collateral.  
 
    Hell, I hadn't wanted collateral. I fucking liked the giving and taking pleasure and then walking when I was done. Promises had no place in my life.  
 
    My dad never really figured it out himself. Though, he was seventeen when my mom had me and he had to build up some world of promises real quick. New wife, new kid, new role to learn in the family business.  
 
    But even some of those broke.  
 
    I couldn't give Collin anything.  
 
    But fuck if I didn't find myself wanting to.  
 
    I pass out once I'm in bed, and I dream of a girl with green eyes and too much promise for hands like mine to taint.  
 
      
 
      
 
    I wake up the next morning, thankful that it's Saturday and I don't have to be around people. As I get my ass dressed to take a run I'm also aware that I don't have to figure out what to do with Collin right now. Ignore, don't ignore, drag her to a janitor's closet and make her come so hard she has to bite her hand to muffle the sound...but right now I could run, clear my head, listen to music, go in later for a business meeting. 
 
    I'm somewhere around mile three of my run, making my way into the park that overlooks a harbor. I used to come here with my mom when I was little and I have some memories, but mostly just a feeling.  
 
    Contentment.  
 
    Feeling taken care of and seen. 
 
    I don't think I've ever felt those things since she disappeared.  
 
    But as I run the path along the water I see a very familiar head of dark curls piled on top of a head that is bent over books spread on top of a picnic table.  
 
    She was fucking everywhere.  
 
    Or I find her and chase her; I almost smile outwardly at the thought.  
 
    I don't even think about it, I just make my way over to her. I stop some yards away and study her. She's also listening to music, her head bent over what looks like schoolwork. She has a couple of insanely thick books not open and to the side and I wonder at her likes, her dislikes. What stresses her out, what motivates her. What did she want to do with her life. I don't care about that shit with anyone and here I am basically stalking a chick and wondering what her life plan is. She's wearing a black tank top with thick straps making her shoulders look even smaller than they are. She's what...five foot one? Hundred and ten pounds tops. Her neck is a delicate line and she's pursing her lips as she concentrates.  
 
    I walk over and set my ass on the top of the table across from her, making her jump. And I smile.  
 
    When she looks up at me, I watch her wide eyes take in that it's me and then they narrow. I liked that. I liked that I incited a reaction from her. Even annoyance, anger. Maybe even especially those. 
 
    "Hey bunny," I give her a bright smile.  
 
    She points to her earphones and shrugs, feigning she cannot give me her attention.  
 
    I can play. 
 
    I lean over and reach out to take one of the wireless pods out of her ear to which she lets out an exaggerated sigh and crosses her arms over her chest after pulling out the other one.  
 
    "What. You have my phone tracked or something?" 
 
    I tilt my head considering it. "Not a bad idea, actually." 
 
    Her eyes somehow narrow even more. "Don't even think about it, Bishop." 
 
    My mouth tilts up on one side. "Hmm. Maybe down the road." 
 
    She just lifts her eyebrows in a silent question.  
 
    "Was running. Saw you sitting here. For some reason doing homework on a beautiful Saturday. Tell me which teacher is giving you too much work and I can beat them up for you," I tease.  
 
    "Not homework," she says looking at me with a bored expression. And I know what she's doing; she's creating emotional distance. Which is smart.  
 
    "So you just carry around big ass textbooks and read them for fun? Like that Hermione chick?" 
 
    Her head tilts and a look of surprise crosses her face. "Did you just make a Harry Potter reference?" 
 
    I let out a sigh. "I deal in shady mafia family business. I don't not read or watch movies." 
 
    "If you tell me you've read Harry Potter I will get you a double portion of fries on Monday." 
 
    I almost smile. Almost. "So what are you doing, then?" 
 
    She looks down at the book open in front of her. "I'm doing some classwork for premed. Getting some college credit under my belt." 
 
    This time a look of surprise passes over my face. "Premed, huh? You wanna save people?" 
 
    She looks up at me. "That's the plan," she says. "And just...get out of here." 
 
    "What's wrong with here?" 
 
    She looks at me, her eyes sliding over my face as she decides something. She lets out a sigh and relents. "I just want to go somewhere else and start over. Build my own life. Leave some stuff behind. Don't really have much of a home here," she says, and fuck me if her voice wasn't a little sad and fuck me harder if it didn't hit my dark, cold heart a little.  
 
    I nod my head slowly looking over her. And then my eyes catch on something on her wrist. I'm suddenly off the table and leaning over her, taking her hand gently in mine.  
 
    "What the fuck?" I growl. There is an angry wring of fingerprints around her small wrist.  
 
    She tries to pull it out of my grasp but I keep it firm. My eyes bore into hers. "Who the fuck did this to you? Couldn't be your dad. He's been out of town." 
 
    She's still trying to pull away from me. "Creeper for knowing that. And maybe you did it. Ever think of that? Chasing me around the school like a psycho," she's on the defensive and I raise one eyebrow as I rub a thumb gently over her bruised skin.  
 
    "Baby, I know every inch of skin I touched, or licked, on you. I know because I've been replaying it in my head since I dropped you off. Really good morning wood material, by the way," and I full-on smile as I watch her blush. "And I did not do that to you." I reach over with my other hand and grab her chin between my fingers, tilting her head up until her eyes are on me. My smile is gone replaced with my look of unflinching granite. "Tell me who did this. Now." 
 
    She bites her lip and her green eyes are unsure, scared. I watch her war with herself and I swear if she doesn't tell me I actually am going to track her fucking phone and follow her everywhere until I find out for myself.  
 
    But then she lets out a harsh breath, giving in. "My brother," she says softly.  
 
    My brows furrow. "Max? I thought he bounced town," I say. 
 
    Her eyes go back to narrowing on me. "How do you know that? Any of that." 
 
    "Stop asking shit questions. I know things. He come back into town?" 
 
    She nods slowly. "He was at my house yesterday morning. Surprised me and wanted to stay there until our parents get home but I said no." 
 
    "He hurt you before?" 
 
    I watch her eyes cloud, those pretty greens filming over with something and I might just go ahead and track her phone anyways. "Yeah, he did. Before." 
 
    My fingers run over that tender, bruised skin on her wrist as I pull in a deep breath, keeping myself calm. "Talk to me, Collin." 
 
    She shakes her head, taking her chin out of my grip, and looks off toward the water as demons wreak havoc inside of her. That was something I knew well.  
 
    "Baby," I say, voice low but soft.  
 
    She swings her gaze back to me and she looks so haunted and little. "Doesn't matter, Kane. Can I...can we not talk about it? I'm here at the park because today is a whole day he could come back and I'm not at school to fill that space. A whole day and night when he could break in or scare me or...just. I needed to get away. And I don't want to talk about it." 
 
    Fuck me sideways listening to her voice, seeing the haunting in her eyes makes something burn in me. That animal, that dark monster I have to cage is rattling the bars of that cage right now and everything in me wants to protect her.  
 
    I reach out to grip her chin again and keep her eyes on mine. "You come home with me," I say and she laughs.  
 
    She throws her head back and full-on laughs. And then her shoulders are shaking with her laughter and I sit there watching her, listening to the beautiful, though concerning, sound. She finally calms down and wipes under her laughter-induced watering eyes. "I'm sorry, I am," she says with laughter still infused in her words. "I just think going from my situation to your situation would be...like picking my poison." 
 
    And then I fucking laugh as I wrap an arm around this tiny girl sitting next to me. "You fucking kill me, bunny. Yeah, I'm poison. I get it." I grab her eyes again. "But I won't hurt you," I say, sobered and serious. 
 
    "Not physically, maybe," she says softly and dammit to hell it hits me hard.  
 
    "Fuck, Collin," I say, pulling her into me. I press my mouth against her ear. "I don't like you in that house like this." 
 
    "I'm meeting some friends at Ice House in a bit and then hanging with Natalie tonight," she says.  
 
    I nod but don't say anything. "You call me. Anytime." I see her fight a small smile. "What the fuck you smiling at?" 
 
    "It's just that you're my tormenter and you are offering to torment one of my other tormenters. It's a little messed up, and I don't know if that makes you the lesser or the greater of two evils," she says looking up at me and I shake my head smiling down at her.  
 
    "Yeah. It's a little messed up. Kind of made it clear I'm messed up, baby. And I am the greater of two evils. When it comes to taking care of shit." 
 
    She nods. I let my eyes rove over her for a moment then I release her and stand up.  
 
    "Still. Call me. I'll come," I don't give her a chance to argue and then I am jogging off, already making plans to find this motherfucker of a brother and deal with that.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

  
   
 
   
    Chapter 23 
 
    Collin   
 
      
 
    The day passes relatively quickly. I had slept fitfully after the explosive night at the school with Kane. I had sat on the floor, back against the front door willing to admit that my heart was a little bruised from him.  
 
    I don't do relationships. I don't do attachments or weaknesses. 
 
    And damn him to hell. Because I didn't want him, knew he was bad and wasn't the path for me. I was so close to leaving this town, the past, behind. And he came at me, kept coming at me and I let him. I started wanting him to come at me. He had pulled something dark out of me last night, something I didn't even fully know how to identify yet, but it was there, at least the door off of the closed-off room. And I sat there with a sad heart. Because I couldn't be his. He couldn't be mine.  
 
    He said: "You are mine," but what he was actually saying was that he wanted to use me and keep the pieces of me that he was willing to take and no one else could in the meantime. He only wanted part of me and no one could have all of me.  
 
    In that moment I hated him.  
 
    Because I hated him and wanted him in equal measure and it felt like a kind of out of control that I could not understand. But I sure as hell felt it.  
 
    I finally picked myself up and showered. Stared at my ceiling fan which was becoming a habit. I worried about my brother showing up again.  
 
    And for the first time in over a year, I had that dream.  
 
    I was sitting on a hill of grass, a storm was cresting over the horizon and my peace was shifted. I hear my name being called and when I turn over my shoulder I see him. My brother. He's saying my name and I look off into the distance seeing the beautiful, dark forest. I need to get there, inside of it. I need to find my safety there. But when I try to stand the storm pushes me back down. It feels like a tornado, whipping me around, making me dizzy. He's getting closer. And closer. He's saying my name and saying something else. "Just relax." 
 
    When I jolt awake I'm sweating, the sheets tangled around my feet and I do a pass through the house with fear battering my insides. No Max. I breathe and climb back into bed for hope at sleep. Which does not come.  
 
    When I got out of bed I couldn't face being inside of this house with the possibility of Max showing up so I grabbed my books for my premed class and went to the park. I went there, in the past after Max...it was tranquil, away and open. It was safe. If there were a public forest close by I would have chosen that to hide inside of as my safe place, but this would have to do. 
 
    And of course Kane Bishop showed up. To my safe place. I swear he was tracking me, because him finding me randomly was getting too coincidental. And if I had energy to be angry about that then I would give it energy.  
 
    I didn't talk about Max. With anyone. I didn't think I'd be seeing anyone I knew at the park so I hadn't covered up the purple and blue bruise there. Mistake. Kane was relentless and for some reason worried about me.  
 
    Because I was his? 
 
    I did it for you. 
 
    But now I was at Ice House with Natalie, Caleb and June. I was picking at a basket of popcorn shrimp and french fries. It was the perfect night with summer passing off things to autumn. It wasn't chilly yet until the sun left the day behind, but you could taste a farewell in the wind, feel it in the way the air moved slowly like a sadness of letting go. I liked the change of seasons and I think I just always liked the transition between something you're inside of and about to be inside of. There was something so magical about those two things overlapping. It was a unique and blended mess. Kind of like that perfect place of being a little tipsy where everything feels rounded and gentle but different.  
 
    "He has dreamy eyes," June says, bringing me back to the table. Caleb is rolling his eyes and Natalie laughs.  
 
    "Hey! He does. He has dreamy eyes," she says and throws a french fry at Caleb, who catches it and eats it.  
 
    "I can attest to this," I add. "I saw him with Nat the other morning and he looked at her like she hung the moon. It had a dreamy quality about it," I say.  
 
    "You are all such girls," Caleb groans.  
 
    We all look at each other with wide eyes and I look at him. "We are girls, you idiot!" I throw a shrimp at him this time and we're all laughing.  
 
    "I just don't get the whole, romantic, googly eye thing, I guess," Caleb says.  
 
    We all fall silent, looking at each other, communicating silently and then we burst out laughing again. And god, does it feel good to laugh. We're laughing at the dumbest shit but it feels medicinal to me right now. It's fixing something inside of me and I love these three people in front of me so damn much for it.  
 
    "What?! Was that too dude of me to say? I just don't get the hype!" 
 
    "Well, you obviously don't get it," Natalie says under her breath but I catch it as I am sitting the closest to her. I turn to her a questioning glance and she just gives me a big fake smile and wraps an arm around me pulling me against her. She smells like flowers, with a little sweat.  
 
    "I'm gonna go grab more fries," Caleb says getting up from the table and June goes to the bathroom.  
 
    I look around and there are tons of students from both my school and the norm school here tonight, blowing off some steam.  
 
    "Yo, Two! Come here!" I lift my head and see Joseph waving me over. I grab Natalie's hand and pull her with me to where Joseph, Terrance, Lori, and a girl I didn't even know the name of were sitting.  
 
    "Hey," I say smiling at them. Amazed that I could walk over here and casually talk to this group.  
 
    "Natalie, right?" Lori asks kindly.  
 
    Natalie lifts her chin and smiles. "Yeah. Lori?" 
 
    "And I am Joseph," the blonde pretty boy says to Natalie with flirty eyes.  
 
    She scoffs and leans in. "Joseph, I've known you since kindergarten." 
 
    "Well yeah, but we don't really know know each other," he says and leans in closer to her with a smirk.  
 
    "That's because the little that I know you is sufficient for me." She crosses her graceful arms and levels him with a look and we all start laughing. Terrance throws a hand up, pointing at Joseph saying, "Ohhhh dayum!!!"  
 
    "Fine fine! I'm an ass. I get it!" Joseph says with a big grin on his face. But then he turns his pretty eyes on Natalie again. "Doesn't mean I don't want to be...less of an ass. Ya feel me?" He wiggles his eyebrows and the girl I don't know, is glaring at him. She must be his date for the evening and I have to say he's botching it fairly well. Though, it may still end well for him because guys like Joseph Forbis have the kind of chiseled looks and charisma that when turned in a girl's direction can undo his past sins.  
 
    "You are such a manwhore," I say shaking my head with a disbelieving smile on my face.  
 
    "Moi?" he asks pretending great offense.  
 
    "Mhmm," I say and wink at him. "And we need to get back to our table. See you guys later?" Then I'm pulling Natalie away as Lori yells that she'll text me later and Joseph yells that he'll text Natalie later.  
 
    "They're not the worst," she says with a smile.  
 
    "They have their high points."  
 
    Once we get back to the table Caleb and June are arguing about the merits of a college education versus learning a trade.  
 
    "Teaching yourself tech is the way to go." 
 
    "For...money, job security," June is saying with hand gestures, "but what if that's not how you want to contribute to the world?" 
 
    "I think I'm beat, guys. I'm gonna head out," I say and turn to Natalie. "Hey, I can get an uber-you stay and have fun. But you so owe me a rundown of your time with Garret." 
 
    "You sure, babe? I can drive you. These losers are becoming less interesting by the minute," she grins at them.  
 
    "Oh because we don't look at you like you hung the moon?" Caleb asks with a slightly cutting tone that I think he meant to come across as completely joking but fell short.  
 
    Luckily it didn't really catch up the mood but Natalie smiled awkwardly.  
 
    "Yeah, I'm good. You guys, behave," I say as I grab my bag and hug them each goodbye.  
 
    I'm waiting outside for the Uber and the noise behind me compared to the silence in front of me is jarring. I see one of those bright pink posters of that girl missing from years ago. This one looks old and worn, the corner of one ripped off, the rest of the edges folding in because of time and weather. When I smell cigarette smoke and hear footsteps, I look over to see Leo walking up to me. I didn't realize he was here. Was Kane here? I hated that I wondered.  
 
    "Hey Two," he smiles at me around a cigarette.  
 
    "You smoke?" I ask.  
 
    He shrugs and leans back against the pole I'm standing next to. "Occasionally. Going home?" 
 
    "Yeah. Tired," I say.  
 
    "He cares for you," he says.  
 
    When I look over at him he's looking at me in one of his rare, serious moments. I don't have to ask who he's talking about. "I don't even know how to respond to that, Leo." I say quietly and look down at my red toenails.  
 
    "I know. You don't even have to respond. But I had to say it. I've watched him with a lot of girls, use them. Walk away. With you...It's more than just fucking you and dismissing you." 
 
    I blush and keep my eyes down. "He hasn't...we haven't..." 
 
    He tilts his head and when I look up he's looking at me oddly. "You haven't slept with him...interesting," he says thoughtfully. "It's more with you," he finishes.  
 
    "Stop," I say shaking my head. Shaking out his words. Shaking out hope. "It doesn't matter, does it?" 
 
    He pulls the cigarette out of his mouth and steps closer to me, leans his head down to get my eyes connected to his more fully. "It fucking does matter. He is fighting himself, fighting to keep to his code and I've never seen him have to fight. Never once. And you?" he shakes his head and takes another drag. "With you, it's like watching the guy take up fists with himself. He wasn't taught a lot about love, Collin. But he sure as hell was taught about not loving." 
 
    My Uber arrives and the driver rolls down his window to ask if I'm Collin.  
 
    "See ya, Two," Leo smiles at me for the first time tonight.  
 
    I wave and get into the Uber to take me home. His words reverberate through my mind and I have to ignore them because I can't just fall into the trap of feeling things for Kane Bishop and then be tossed aside, ignored, be made to feel dispensable.  
 
    And yet, I'm not sure when it happened. Or when it started. But what started as a curiosity of Kane Bishop turned to feeling drawn to him and that had somehow bled into caring about him. And I really needed to ignore that sentiment if I valued myself.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

  
   
 
   
    Chapter 24 
 
    Kane   
 
      
 
      
 
    "Did you believe them?" 
 
    Boss is looking at me, steepled fingers under his chin looking at me as we report in person how our meeting with the Cortezes went.  
 
    "Don't know their tell to make that call. Haven't worked with them," I respond. "I do know they have a lot more to gain from lying than from telling the truth." 
 
    "We didn't bring up their sister," Leo said. 
 
    Boss zeroes in on him across the table. We are sitting in the conference room with the crew, Saturday night and I was trying to keep my mind here in this room as we talked important family business.  
 
    "That's fine. Kane knew not to play all our cards in the first hand," Boss responds and there is a point of pride that I feel. I don't get it often from him, but every now and then it comes my way. "Sounds like we need to set up a visit with James Cortez." He looks to his brother who nods his head in agreement. "We'll set it up. Kane, I want you there." 
 
    I nod my head in agreement.  
 
    "Now what do we have on the new dealer in town?" 
 
    "It's a small crew, but they're good. Efficient as fuck," Grim reports. "We found one of their sites and are just waiting it out until we find some kind of contact. Have men there twenty-four-seven." He runs a hand over his bald head. "Have a feeling they've moved on to another site. They know to not use the same drop more than once, twice tops. Like I said. They're efficient." 
 
    "Fine. Have you pulled out any of the users for information?" 
 
    "That's next. Trying to get to the supplier before the buyer so they're not alerted to our investigation and run." 
 
    "Good. How big?" 
 
    "We think it's a quarter of our size. But it's still significant." 
 
    "A quarter of us could end up scaling into half and then two-thirds. We need the head off this serpent," Boss says.  
 
    "Keep tabs on the Cortezes. Learn more about them-it will serve you well, Kane." 
 
    "Got it," I say.  
 
    And then the meeting is over but Boss asks me to stay behind so Leo salutes me before he leaves with his own old man. 
 
    He pours me a finger of whiskey, something he got in the habit of doing when I turned fifteen every now and then.  
 
    "How are you?" 
 
    He asks me how I am doing about three times a year. I was his church and he was a catholic worshipping on Christmas, Passover and Easter.  
 
    "Fine," I say. 
 
    "You've kept your focus. I've noticed. Don't lose it." 
 
    I don't show any of my emotions as I take a sip of the whiskey. It's good. Expensive. At least a fifteen-year aged bottle.  
 
    "I know my duty. I watched you and I know the brevity," I say easily.  
 
    "Good," he says and nods his head, looks into his glass a look of uncertainty crossing his face. It's a handsome face, still looks young. Honestly, he could pass as a man in his mid-twenties. He takes care of himself and the only indication of the stress of his seat is the light dusting of grey at his temples.  
 
    "Everything okay?" 
 
    He looks up and shakes off whatever was cast over his eyes moments ago. We don't do this kind of sharing usually. "Yes. Go finish out your Saturday night doing something fun." 
 
    "Fun?" I ask. I cannot remember my father ever telling me to have fun. I actually don't think he's ever used the word in his vocabulary ever.  
 
    "Yes. It's a thing teenagers do," he says with a tilt of his lips.  
 
    "Are you dying?" I blurt out.  
 
    He looks at me surprised. Things my father never does: ask me how I'm doing, pay me compliments, tell me to have fun, look surprised.  
 
    What the fuck was happening? 
 
    He then barks out laughter and it fills the conference room in an unusual way-laughter from him and in this room are about as foreign as Mandarin being spoken in Kentucky. I'm thrown.  
 
    "I'm not dying. I just...things have occurred to me. I wanted to check-in." 
 
    "Okay," I say still on edge. Still not convinced he wasn't handed a death sentence he wasn't telling me about.  
 
    "We good?" 
 
    I nod slowly. "We're good." 
 
    "Good," he says and drops his empty glass onto the table in a perfunctory end to the sentiment.  
 
    I stand up and tell him I'll see him later, and then I walk away from the awkwardness.  
 
    "Wanna run by the hand-off spot they found?" Leo's voice greets me as I push through the heavy back door of the club, the cool air hitting my face.  
 
    "Sounds like we got men there every minute, Leo," I say walking to my car a few streets over.  
 
    "Yeah, but be nice to see it. Check it out. Do a shift here or there. Dad said they could use the help." 
 
    I run a hand through my hair. "I gotta do something. Go check it out, send me a pin of where it's at. We can do a shift next weekend," I say.  
 
    "Got it. Your something you gotta do have to do with a small, green-eyed girl?" he asks with a knowing grin on his face.  
 
    I stop and point at him. "First, shut the hell up. Second, stop noticing her eyes-not yours to fucking notice and third-she's got a situation. Shit older brother bad news back in town. Just want to do a drive-by." 
 
    Leo tilts his head and then opens his mouth to say something but the look in my eyes stops him so he just raises both hands in surrender. "On my way to check out the spot. I'll text you. Good luck," he winks at me and I give him the finger to which he laughs at.  
 
    When I'm sitting in my car in front of her house I see a few lights on. Her room, a few downstairs. Either she's not alone or she's scared. She'd said that she would be hanging with her friend Natalie tonight, but I don't see her car. Maybe she's at Natalie's house.  
 
    I pull out my phone and send a text.  
 
      
 
    Kane: what are you wearing? 
 
      
 
    I look up at her window and frown thinking it better not be open like it was that night I snuck in. I almost groan remembering that night.  
 
    My phone buzzes. 
 
      
 
    Collin: full, baggy and shapeless bodysuit. neck to toes.  
 
      
 
    I smile, letting out a low chuckle.  
 
      
 
    Kane: liar. Fine, guess I'll just make it up in my head.  
 
    Kane: hmmm those red lace panties that perfectly displayed your insane ass. the ones I got you wet in, then pulled off to finger you 
 
    Kane: so those panties, which I bet are getting wet again, and a little black tank top. 
 
    Collin: I would put those on and take a picture for you, but sounds like your dirty mind has that covered 
 
    Kane: oh..my dirty mind can always use help 
 
    Collin: you're terrible 
 
    Kane: never said I wasn't 
 
    Kane: you with your friend like you said? And don't lie to me 
 
      
 
    I see the blue typing dots and then they disappear. I look up at her window and then her response buzzes in my hand.  
 
      
 
    Collin: was. now I'm home. and I'm fine. Though why you care is beyond me 
 
    Kane: I like my toys safe and untouched 
 
    Collin: I hate you 
 
    Kane: lock your fucking window 
 
    Collin: yes, dad 
 
    Kane: baby, if you have a daddy kink we can work with that. we already know you love being spanked 
 
      
 
    I get a text then from Leo and it's a pin of where the drop-off location is. I pull it up on maps and know exactly where that is, texting him back a thumbs up. 
 
    Then Collin responds with a picture of her middle finger and I throw back my head and fucking laugh. The girl has made me laugh more in the last few weeks than I have in a while.  
 
      
 
    Kane: I'm gonna go think of you in those red panties now. sleep tight, bunny. lock your fucking window. I fucking mean it.  
 
      
 
    She just sends the same picture of her flipping me off and I shake my head smiling. I look up at her window one more time and seriously consider going in there, throwing her over my shoulder and taking her home with me. Where I know she will be safe. But still...I couldn't breach that line. I don't bring girls to my house and I don't dance the steps of a relationship, which I was dangerously close to doing. So I don't. I can keep my distance, keep her safe, play a little, and not break my rule. Once I'm home, big ass empty house, I go to my room and take a shower.  
 
    As I stand under the hot spray, one hand braced on the black tiled wall, I fist my cock and think of Collin.  
 
    Those red lace panties, black tank top, her splayed out on the bed with her own fingers playing with her wet pussy. 
 
    God, I'd love to see her masturbate. I'm hard as fuck as I picture her rubbing her clit with her small hand, moaning and fantasizing about me as she brings herself pleasure.  
 
    When I imagine her crying out my name as she orgasms, I cum hard with a groan, shooting my come on the wall and picture instead my load covering her pretty legs and that red lace.  
 
    Fuck, she was messing me up.  
 
    I fall into bed, an exhausted mess, but my brain is still too on. So I text Grim. 
 
      
 
    Kane: I have someone I need you to look into. name is Max Spencer. 22 years old, lived here and left a few years ago and now he's back 
 
      
 
    I pull the book I'm reading off my nightstand hoping that my brain and eyes will get heavy with sleep soon.  
 
      
 
    Grim: Max Spencer. sounds familiar. will look into him. thinking he's part of the drug drops? 
 
      
 
    I frown. Collin was scared of her older brother. He obviously has abusive tendencies and left town a couple of years back. It's not much of a leap to wonder what Grim is asking. And having him look into Max under that guise is easier than a personal reason. And Grim knows some of the underground rings I hadn't yet investigated myself. He knew of some seriously dark shit in our town-the man carried it on his skin and in his eyes.  
 
      
 
    Kane: possibly. let me know what you find 
 
    

  

  
   
 
   
    Chapter 25 
 
    Collin   
 
      
 
      
 
    Sunday came and went. I kept myself busy by cleaning the house from top to bottom. I showered and then met Caleb and June at Caleb's house for a movie night. It made me think of the night that had landed me where I am now with Kane Bishop. When I was walking down that street that I never should have been walking, head bent over my phone as I was texting and not paying attention to my surroundings, carrying the wings to Caleb's house.  
 
    My mind played over Kane's body covering me on the ground and then up against the alley wall. I could still feel the cool, scratchy and abrasive texture of the brick against my skin.  
 
    It was really the first time I had been snagged inside of Kane's world.  
 
    Would I go back and change it? 
 
    He had been putting me through the wringer and making me feel...so much. He's dark, messed up, unattainable. I would get hurt. More hurt than even now.  
 
    But no. God no, I wouldn't change that night.  
 
    "Do you think Natalie and that Garret guy will be official soon?" June asks me. She looks so cute tonight in an emerald t-shirt dress that fits her cute frame, her thick platinum hair pulled back into a thick, wispy twist. I've wondered before about her and any romantic ties she may have. She never has crushes, and never talks about anyone.  
 
    "I don't know," I say honestly. After watching her and Caleb, mostly Caleb, I know for sure there is some unfinished business there between them. I watch him as I add, "She seems to really like him. He's a nice guy." 
 
    Caleb snorts and takes a sip of his soda. "Yeah, nice guy with money and a future already mapped out for him," he says with a sneer in his voice.  
 
    Caleb wasn't usually such an asshole. I was now sure that he was hung up on Natalie and it was interesting watching him sit on the sidelines and watch as someone else made his move on her. Didn't guys know that if you want a chance with a girl, you've got to be assertive and just go for it? Maybe he'd had no idea Natalie had harbored a crush on him.  
 
    "Stop being such a jerk, Caleb. Have you even met the guy?" June asks. She's a gentle creature and I've never really seen her get so worked up about something before but as her sweet face scrunches in disapproval toward Caleb, I have to agree with her.  
 
    "No, I haven't met him. But I know his type," he defends.  
 
    "Just because his family has money and maybe he has a bright future ahead of him doesn't make him a bad guy, Caleb," I jump in because lately, he is beginning to make me feel bad about the school I'm going to. My friends there. My own future I'm working hard to secure.  
 
    "But those people-" 
 
    "Those people, are people. Just like you and me. With different backgrounds and born into a situation they had no control over," I say trying to keep myself calm. "Those people do not deserve our judgment over that just like we don't deserve judgment over not being born into privilege. And sure. Some of them are assholes and some of them...play with people like they're expendable. And you know what? Some of them are dark and twisty and don't even know the full range of human emotion because they were never taught. But it is not our job to hold them down in our minds and words because it makes us feel better about ourselves in doing so. That just makes us the assholes." 
 
    By the end of my speech, my heart rate is a little elevated and I know my eyes are hard, unflinching.  
 
    "Jesus," Caleb says. His look of shock-mirrored by June's- slowly breaks into a smile on his handsome face. "Noted. I'm being a hypocritical asshat and you're calling me on it." He runs a hand through his thick hair and lets out a sigh. "Fuck, sorry. Sorry. I just..." 
 
    "You just like Natalie. And you're jealous," June adds with a cute smirk.  
 
    He looks at us both with a slightly scared look on his face. "That obvious?" 
 
    June and I laugh and we both settle closer to him on the couch, friendly arms wrapped around his shoulders. "Yeah, dude. Super obvious when you lean heavily into dick personality, which is so not you," I say.  
 
    He laughs and leans his head back against the couch. "I just didn't want to ruin our friendship, you know?" 
 
    "Yeah, we get it," June says comfortingly. "But if this is any indicator that you should probably let that fear go and tell her how you feel, then please go with that. Because even if it doesn't work out with Garret it will be someone else someday and then you'll turn into a permanent dick and Collin and I will avoid you." 
 
    He laughs again and wraps his long arms around us pulling us in for a crushing three-way hug that makes me squeak and June groan.  
 
    "Bones, dude. We have bones that you're crushing," June gets out.  
 
    "Since you sucked the fun out of the evening, I move that we stop this violent trash movie we somehow let Caleb pick and do a romcom," I say with a big smile to which Caleb groans then agrees.  
 
    "Oh, you could use Addison to make Natalie jealous!" 
 
    Caleb looks at her with a quirked eyebrow. "Your sister?" 
 
    June has a twin sister, Addison, and while she came around sometimes to hang out with us, she mostly hung out with her ballet and dance friends from school. She looked almost exactly like June but instead of a platinum bob, she had more golden hair that hung below her shoulders. She was also sweet, like June, and they both had the nicest parents I think I have ever met. They were like this Norman Rockwell painting come to life complete with a dad who told dad jokes and a mom who took them both out on mother-daughter dates every month.  
 
    If we should envy anyone, it should be them. Not the rich kids with already paved futures.  
 
    "Yeah! She said you were good-looking once. And she owes me because I went out with one of her dancer friends a couple of months ago so he'd go to this ballet with all of them and holy moly that guy was boring. And obviously gay." 
 
    "Ohmygod!" I laugh so hard and Caleb looks at her shocked. "How did you never tell us about this?!" 
 
    "Seriously, June. And no to the Addison-Natalie-jealousy scheme. Sounds like a television drama nightmare I would rather avoid. I just need...to tell her." 
 
    "Good idea," I say and lean my cheek on his shoulder. "Now pick something else to watch with lots of love and mushy crap." 
 
    He groans and picks up the remote. I smile as I think about him and Natalie; hopeful that my two friends can find their way to each other.  
 
    When I slip into my well-lit house later that night I make sure everything is locked up. I've been keeping more lights on than necessary ever since Max made his unwelcome appearance.  
 
    I'm tired and need to shower off the day so I slip under the hot stream of water to quiet my mind. The steam filling the small bathroom makes me think of the night I had been about to jump into my shower but it was delayed by Kane sneaking in through my window. It had been the first time he had made me orgasm, the first time any guy had actually made me orgasm.  
 
    I feel a flood of desire wash through my body as the hot water rains down on me.  
 
    I picture Kane holding me against the wall, his large hand collared around my throat with enough pressure to make me feel captured, but not too much to take away my air. His hand running down my body, sliding underneath my underwear to find me soaked. For him.  
 
    I stand in the shower, letting my thoughts whirl through my head as my hand finds my wet pussy and rubs slowly. I hear him in my mind calling me, "baby" and commanding me to moan his name, that thought alone making me so wet. I bite my lower lip, unwilling to let out any sounds, even in this empty house, as I slowly slide a finger inside of me while I rub my clit. I press my forehead against the cool wall, water sliding down my body, Kane in my mind groaning out his release, his cum coating my lower body, and I jerk as that sends me over the edge. My orgasm rips through me and I cry out just a little, unable to stop the sound from leaving my mouth.  
 
    I stand there breathing hard under the hot water, my heart racing, my face flushed with a little embarrassment but also satisfaction.  
 
    I both hate and like that he can affect me this way. I turn off the water and towel myself off, wrapping the towel around my body as I have the thought: I am eighteen years old and I made it out of my teenage years without much drama or confusion or angst. I have deep, dark, shadowed wounds...but I managed to stay away from high school chaos. Until Kane freaking Bishop.   
 
    I get into pajamas and check my phone. I hate that I'm hoping to find a text from Kane. Usually, it's dirty, sometimes he asks if my brother has come by or if I'm being safe and sometimes he barks at me to be careful and lock all the doors.  
 
    But tonight there is no text from him. Instead, I find a text from an unknown number.  
 
      
 
    Unknown: locking the doors won't stop me if I want to get in, Col. We need to talk.  
 
      
 
    My heart races and I decide to ignore it. Locking the doors may not stop him, but I find refuge in the fact that if he does break-in, the alarm company will be alerted and the police will come. This is a small town. It won't take too long.  
 
    I have a fitful night of sleep which is generous because I think I got an hour at most. I've been restless every night since Max came back into town and the exhaustion is getting to me. 
 
    When I do sleep? His voice ends up in my head, in my dreams.  
 
    Just relax.   
 
    I run cool water over my face in the morning and as I am leaving the house about to text Natalie to see if she wants to go grab coffee I stop short when I see a black charger parked in front of my house.  
 
    Kane is standing there leaning against the passenger door with his arms crossed over his chest.  
 
    I walk up to him cautiously and keep enough distance between us that seems safe.  
 
    Safe-ish. 
 
    "Stalking is a crime, you know." 
 
    His granite face lifts in a dark smirk. "Call the cops then," he throws at me. When I roll my eyes at him he says, "or maybe you like the idea of me stalking you, bunny." 
 
    I do. I like it. Something is wrong with me. "What are you doing here, Kane?" 
 
    "You are really good at deflecting when I hit on something true that you are afraid to admit." 
 
    He's one hundred percent right and I'm not about to tell him that. So I just stay silent.  
 
    "Driving you to school. Get in," he says. That's it. Just commands it. He's pushed his body off the car and is rounding the front to get into the driver's side.  
 
    "No," I say, digging in my heels. "You can't just tell me what to do." 
 
    He lets out a sigh and then smoothly changes direction walking and is now coming towards me which shocks me and I start backing up. And without breaking stride he reaches out one of his long arms and pulls me to him then throws me over his shoulder in one smooth move. 
 
    "Dammit! Stop throwing me over your damn shoulder!" I hit his back and this is the third time that I have been in this position. I know hitting his back won't make him drop me and forget the whole thing. Of course, I know that. But I need to at least fight the brute.  
 
    When I'm sitting, disheveled, in the car and the door is closed he goes back to pick up my backpack then throws it on my lap as he gets in his side.  
 
    "You are a caveman," I say, buckling the seat belt and refusing to look at him.  
 
    "Baby, that is not offensive to me. And I am more caveman than you know." 
 
    "Why are you driving me to school?" 
 
    I hear him get close and I turn my head to find him leaning over the console, getting into my space.  
 
    "You have a fuck of a brother out there who thinks it's okay to hurt people, and seems he has no limits seeing as one of those people is his little sister. He's got some shady background, something drove him out of town a few years ago and the way your eyes got haunted the other day at the park I'm willing to bet there's some dark shit there. Your parents are gone and I'm also guessing you haven't told them he's back in town or they'd be here. Unless they're absolute shit parents like he's a shit brother. So you're alone and you're stubborn. I understand about being both of those things but I'm big and I'm a fucker and I have brothers who will back me. You have a skinny-ass girlfriend who I could blow over with a sneeze. So I'm fucking taking you to and from school. Yeah?" 
 
    He was staring into my eyes and there was no room for argument here. But there was something there behind that stone wall. Did he care? Or was he protecting his "property"?  
 
    "Fine," I finally breathe out. "But we're picking up Natalie on the way." 
 
    "No," he replies and starts the car, pulling into the street.  
 
    "Yes, we are. Or no deal. I'll jump out." 
 
    His jaw tightens. "Fine. Call your girl and tell her she better not be too chatty." 
 
    I smirk and am about to text her. "And she doesn't know about Max so shut the hell up about it." 
 
    He looks over at me with a pissed expression. "Are you fucking me, Collin? Seriously? The only people in your court and they don't know about you being in danger? And if I hadn't forced it out of you I wouldn't even know. You are unbelievable," He says under his breath shaking his head, watching the road.  
 
    "I'm unbelievable? How about you?" I throw at him, my voice rising. I am not a yeller, but this guy..."You swoop in. You do these kinds of things like a white knight. You...touch me and then you act like you don't know me. You freeze me out and hang over other girls. YOU'RE unbelievable!" 
 
    He pulls over suddenly and parks then he's over the console and has his hand at the base of my head, hand wrapping around my hair to pull me in close to his face.  
 
    "First, I'm not a white knight. I'm a bad guy. But I see something I don't like going down then I do something about it. Turns out I don't like you being hurt. Second, I don't touch you, I make you come. Hard. Third, we're not in a relationship. There are no rules so I can treat you however I want to." 
 
    Finally. Something snaps in me at his careless words.  
 
    I am burning. There is a rage inside of me that is growing and growling and I want to hurt him. I want to kill him in this moment. "Yeah? Well, I just decided there are rules. Starting now," my voice is low, lethal. "You want to treat me however you want? You want to pretend I don't exist-good. No more touching. No making me come. Hard. I'm done with your emotional fuckery, Kane. You're right. You're no white knight and you are a bad guy. So go be a bad guy with someone else, or as many someones's as you fucking want." I pull out of his grasp and get out of the car then lean down. "Do not follow me. Do not care about my safety. Wipe me from your memory, Kane. Because as far as I'm concerned...I do not exist to you and that is where I am the safest." I slam the door and continue on the way to school. As it happens I am already pretty much where Natalie usually joins me and when I see her smiling face I feel a sudden rush of pain. When I hear Kane's car speed past me another fragment breaks.  
 
    I'm so fucking hurt and angry and I'm so tired.  
 
    "Hey babe," her smile falters when she sees me. "Oh hey, what's going on?" 
 
    At her words, her soft concern, a damn inside of me breaks and the tears I think have been sitting there for a while finally come free. Natalie has me pulled into her and I am letting loose in a way I needed, my tears heavy and ugly. I think we must stand that way, my cheek on Natalie's shoulder, her arms around me and my backpack hanging in my hand on the ground for long minutes. It feels so much like stretching a cramped body long and slow.  
 
    "Let's go get my car. Fuck first period, go grab coffee," she says and I laugh, wiping at my hot, wet cheeks.  
 
    "Okay," I say, the sound coming out pathetic.  
 
    I tell my best friend about Kane, about all of it. Even the confusing physical encounters, the way he has confused my body. And then I tell her about Max. All of that, words that I haven't said to anyone and it is a reformation. Things shift inside of me and there is a settling, like an old house finding its place after years of trying to figure out how to hold itself up. We decide to skip the entire day and we get ice cream. Then go out on her dad's boat. And we let the big intense things become nothing for a day.  
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

  
   
 
   
    Chapter 26 
 
    Kane   
 
      
 
      
 
    I should have dragged her ass back into the car. Locked the doors. Told her to shut the fuck up because she had no legs to stand on.  
 
    But something had stopped me. There was something in her eyes- I swear it was like listening to a foreign language. I didn't understand it, but I understood the meaning behind it.  
 
    She reached her limit. I found it. And I knew, instinctively, if I had been myself and threw her over my shoulder, forced her into the car, forced her to do anything, I would have irrevocably damaged something inside of her.  
 
    I've never cared about that before. 
 
    And that's because I never got close enough, never let any girl get close enough to care.  
 
    So I let her go. I watched her walk away, defeat a heavy pressure on her slim shoulders, her dark curly hair seeming like a curtained shield between my eyes and her body.  
 
    She had dark circles under her eyes and I know she's not been sleeping. Maybe not since her fucking brother came back.  
 
    I gripped the steering wheel and drove myself to school, intent on giving her the distance she needs. I'd hold myself back, watch her, make sure she's safe. But I would keep my place in the background of her life.  
 
    She said it, hell I said it first-I'm a bad guy. I had my fill of her and now I would walk away. But even as I made the decision I knew I was lying. I had merely had a taste, not my fill.  
 
    Regardless...I would leave her behind. Do what I do best. Walk away.  
 
    "Yo Bishop!" Joseph's boisterous voice fills the Monday morning too much and I inwardly cringe. I raise my chin in a small "hello" as I lean back against our spot. "Dude, Leticia Jones was asking about you this weekend. Told her you're tied down," he leers at me and I almost lose it.  
 
    Leo's arm wraps around my neck, pulling me into him and he smiles at me wide. "Yeah? You finally admitting defeat with a girl, cousin?" 
 
    I shrug him off violently. "No. You know I don't do that," my voice is low, but enough for these fucks to hear. "Tell Leticia to come calling if she wants a try," I say with a smirk.  
 
    And then I see it, Leo's joking demeanor falters. There's a slight look of anger, maybe even disgust before he expertly wipes it and smiles. But it's not authentic and doesn't reach his eyes.  
 
    "Yeah? You got your fill of little Collin?" 
 
    His words echo my thoughts only minutes ago.  
 
    No. 
 
    "Yeah," I say. A challenge in my eyes.  
 
    He studies me. My cousin, the one who jokes around ninety percent of the time isn't joking now as his eyes drill into mine. He finally nods twice. "Alright then," he says and his voice isn't just accepting like usual when I stand my ground. It's laced with derision and I don't need it right now.  
 
    "See you fucks later," I say and walk off to wait in first period so that it can begin. My ignoring Collin. But she doesn't show up.  
 
    And then she doesn't show up for lunch. I don't see her in hallways where I know she usually walks between classes. Lori asks me where she is and I shrug as if I don't care. 
 
    But fuck me, I do. I'm pissed.  
 
    I can toss her out but for her to make me...feel whatever the hell this is is not okay.  
 
    I am raging inside and when I finally walk out of school at the end of the day I barely even register the tall figure leaning against my car.  
 
    Alexander Cortez.  
 
    I stop a couple of yards from his lazy form, his own dark eyes taking me in. It's like looking at another version of myself.  
 
    "Cortez. What brings you to our far superior town?" 
 
    He's in a leather jacket and jeans. He's tough. But I actually believe he is, not just a facade of fashion. The amount of control he shows inside of the tightly coiled bones and muscle is a mirror of my own and I know what it takes to embody that.  
 
    "Yeah, your town is nice. Like the brick streets. Real pretty. Like a fairytale." 
 
    I just give him my silence.  
 
    He gives me his back.  
 
    "What the fuck are you doing leaning against my car?" 
 
    "Figured since you scoped us out, my school, my town, it was only fair I do the same." He shrugs. "And then figured, I should stick around and say hi to my friend Kane Bishop." 
 
    "Well, thank fuck I didn't miss you, friend," I taunt.  
 
    "New deal," he says. "You tell your boss that the new dealer in your town has nothing to do with us. Case closed. And that driveby a while back- also case closed." 
 
    I nod my head slowly and tip my head watching him. "Doesn't actually sound like a deal, Cortez. Did your boss not teach you what a deal is?" 
 
    "Was hoping you were dumber than I thought. Wasn't going to offer or threaten anything yet." 
 
    I smile then. "Guess both bosses taught us some good shit." 
 
    "Guess so." 
 
    "So? What's the offer or the threat?" 
 
    "None yet, like I said." 
 
    I narrow my eyes looking him over. "You came here to tell me to tell our boss that you guys are clean as a bar of soap and to drop it all?" 
 
    "Nah. You do have a dealer problem, someone taking your cut and you should probably look into that. I mean," he shrugs carelessly. "I would. But it aint us. Just some friendly advice."  
 
    I step forward. "What the fuck do you know, Cortez?" 
 
    He steps forward matching me. "Enough," he bites out. "But we're not getting mixed up in your fucking mess. So leave us out of this fucking shit in your beautiful fucking town." 
 
    "You talk to your little, sweet sister with that mouth, Cortez?" 
 
    His eyes flash then. The first spark of any kind of emotion other than indifference and careful control I've seen on him.   
 
    "Yeah. We found her. Smart," I say eyebrows raised, "keeping her far away a few hundred miles at an all-girls boarding school. Less chance of her being collateral in all of this...fucking shit." 
 
    I watch him war inside, the effects shifting over his face, the tight jaw, the ready stance, the rolling thunder I can feel from here.  
 
    "No deal, Cortez. You aren't a part of this mess? I don't trust you because you haven't fucking earned it so we will find out on our own." I step forward menacingly. "Or that sweet, blonde head of Elloise might run into some...bloody trouble." 
 
    He walks forward then and we are nose-to-nose. "You do not want to threaten my family. And you really don't want to threaten her." 
 
    "You started this, Cortez. You overplayed your hand. I suggest you leave now." 
 
    He looks about to throw a fist. And I'm ready. 
 
    In fact, I welcome it.  
 
    A brutal fight might be exactly what my tight, raging body needs. To feel someone's bones crunch under my fist, blood coat my skin. To even feel my own skin bruise.  
 
    But he pulls on that control.  
 
    "Watch yourself, Bishop. This isn't over."  
 
    Then he's walking away and I turn, not allowing my back to be his.  
 
    "Tell Elloise I say hi," I smile wide at him and I watch his shoulders tense.  
 
    I get in the car and immediately message boss then relay the information as I drive to the club.  
 
    Boss is in his office and waves me in when I knock and crack open the door. He's talking on the phone, his voice low and stoic-his usual. But there is a set to his face and shoulders that seems off.  
 
    He ends the call and sits back with a sigh.  
 
    "You think they have something to do with our dealing pest?" 
 
    I tilt my head back and forth in thought. "I don't know. Hard to get a read. Either he went the extra mile to get us to look away from them, or they're scared that this pest is going to have us look at them regardless and we are bigger, stronger and war with us is something to be scared of." 
 
    He nods slowly, his eyes calculating. His thick black hair looks like he has run his fingers through it recently.  
 
    "We meet with them next week. What's your read on Alexander?" 
 
    "Smart. Calm." 
 
    "Good. If we can turn this around and we are in fact allies, that is the kind of friendly rival you want in this seat when it's his time." 
 
    "Agreed," I say. "Want anything done in the meantime?" 
 
    "No. I Have people trying to find the source for the dealer and we're meeting about the shooting so we lay low until then." 
 
    "I played the Eloise card," I say. Boss's eyes flick up to mine.  
 
    He sits back with a long breath in and then out. "And?" 
 
    "It's a valuable one. He reacted." 
 
    He nods, his gaze sliding off in thought. I watch him process, something is heavy there. Then he looks back at me. "Good. They know we can use it." 
 
    "They may move her." 
 
    He shrugs his large shoulders. "They move her and they prove it's a valuable card. We will still find her, keep tabs on her." 
 
    I leave him to his work, his meetings, his office. He spends more time in the office and at the club than he does anywhere else. I used to resent it. But now...now it was our way. I wondered often if I would be the same when I took his seat. Of course, I would.  
 
    I couldn't help myself as I drove to Collin's house. I had heard her this morning and I was still planning on letting her go.  
 
    But I just needed to see that she was okay.  
 
    I needed... 
 
    Fuck if I knew.  
 
    There was something inside of me that felt sharp and somehow dull at the same time. The lights throughout her house were on again. I sat there looking up at her window. I knew she wouldn't be sleeping tonight again with her brother out there. And with what I've put her through.  
 
    I had an overwhelming desire to slide through her window and curl myself around her. Tell her to sleep. Just for one night.  
 
    Isn't that what we all needed sometimes? Someone else to shield us from the entire ruthless world just for a bit so that we could rest from the kind of tired that drags down our souls?  
 
    Dammit, I hated feeling that. Wanting that. It felt so fucking weak and useless.  
 
    Fuck her. 
 
    I pull out my phone and threw a text at her. 
 
      
 
    Kane: skipping school because of me is dumb, Collin   
 
      
 
    I sit there staring at her window. Ten minutes pass and she doesn't respond. I see a shadow pass by her window, the curtain ruffling. I briefly think of that guy that tagged her in a photo with him a few weeks back. That fucker better not be up there.  
 
    I slam a palm against the steering wheel and let out a string of curses. I don't lose control often but there are so many things firing off inside of me and I feel like I cannot keep track of everything. I hate this.  
 
    I just need to stick to leaving her alone. Let her be. Don't bother her and let her live her life. Even if that means I don't check on her, make sure she's okay. 
 
    We both can go back to our lives. The way we both prefer living: without the complication of each other.  
 
    I speed home, fueled by my newfound steady ground and also something else that I wanted to keep in the dark. I almost texted her to be at school tomorrow before I tried to chase sleep but decided it went against our living in ignorance of each other. 
 
    Even my dick wanted me to use her to get to sleep, but I ignored the fucker. I'd have to ignore the hell out of him for this new direction to stick.  And find someone else who could take the edge off, someone else who wouldn't matter and wouldn't be long for the attention of Kane Bishop.  
 
      
 
    The next morning I slide into my spot in first period, keeping a eye on the door without being obvious. When she shows up I feel her before I see her and I keep my body lazy, my eyes bored. I feel her pause, there is a tightening in the air around her and then she takes her seat a few rows up from where I am.  
 
    "Cousin," I hear Leo say to me, voice low, his eyes catching on Collin ahead of us and then slide back to me. He takes the seat she used to occupy between us and wisely doesn't say anything.  
 
    The class is long. It's drawn out torture seeing her dark head in front of me.  
 
    When Collin gets up and leaves the classroom without so much as a look my way, that anger threatens to bubble up but I keep it down. I imagined it would feel this way for a while until it slowly dissipated into nothing.  
 
    "So you guys just...completely ignoring each other now?"  
 
    "We're where we were before that disastrous first day of school. Things are back to how they should have been." 
 
    "How they should have been," Leo repeats slowly. "Ever think that maybe those things happened for a reason?" 
 
    "Leo," I growl in warning. 
 
    "No, hear me out," he says stepping in front of me, between me and my locker. "You're this stone, unmovable statue. You have very few emotions and while I applaud that for who you are and what is expected of you, Kane...you gotta know that's no way to live." 
 
    "You finished?" 
 
    "Seriously?" his voice is back to that tone he rarely took. Not joking; ernest. It was getting fucking annoying.  
 
    "Yeah, seriously. Collin is nothing to me. Never was. She was an annoying complication in my life then a fun distraction, and then she became complicated again and now she's back to nothing. She was right-being nothing to me, being ignored by me is the safest place for her. You know our lives." 
 
    Leo's eyes harden and I swear that look in his eyes nearly makes me ashamed. Nearly. "She said that-that she's safer without you knowing she exists- she meant emotionally, asshole. She wants to know you care about her. She meant that you were playing with her and jerking her around and she wants to exist outside of that. And say whatever the fuck you want, but you care about that girl." 
 
    I work my jaw at his words. "You finished?" I repeat.  
 
    He shakes his head disbelieving as he backs up out of my space.  
 
    "Alright, cousin. See you at lunch, then." 
 
    I don't respond as I shove my locker open. I don't think about his words or Collin as I sit through my classes. I don't think about Collin telling me to not follow her and act like she doesn't exist yesterday. Telling me that was the safest place for her to be. Did she mean emotionally? Shit, I couldn't go down this rabbit hole right now.  
 
    When I walk into the cafeteria, our table is full of our friends and I am both relieved and angry that Collin isn't there. Neither is Leo and I hoped that asshole was being wise and keeping some distance from me.  
 
    When I sit down to eat, Terrance talking about an internship his dad was pushing him towards for winter break I am half listening until my eyes catch on two people walking in.  
 
    Collin and Leo.  
 
    And Leo has his big arm around her tiny shoulders, holding her to his side. When he sees me looking at them he smirks and leans down to whisper something in her ear that makes her blush and look up at him. He then pulls her into his body more fully and I immediately stand up. 
 
    I am no longer in control.  
 
    I am fucking done.  
 
    I am seeing red and I am seeing her with him. I am seeing some other guy touching her and her blushing for him. She was supposed to blush only for me. She was supposed to be curled against my side like that. She was supposed to be mine.   
 
    I am moving across the cafeteria, my feet eating up the tiled distance in no time and when Collin notices the lion charging them, her big green eyes get even bigger. Leo steps away from her, his shit-eating grin wide and he knows what is coming as I shove him. Hard. Then  my fist is cocked and flying through the air into his fucking face. The impact of his cheek on my knuckles, my wrist, my soul is perfect. The red I see is seeping out of me and out of his lip and the fucker's eyes are wild and his bleeding lip is smiling. I cock my fist back again but Collin was saying something I could barely hear over the roar in my head, and her tiny hands wrap around my arm. Leo has his eyebrows raised in challenge, neither of his fists up to fight back.  
 
    She is tugging me and then my attention swings to her.  
 
    She has her mouth open about to say something but I reach out, sliding my big hand behind her head, threading my fingers through her thick curls as my other hand finds her waist and pulls her into me. Fully. And my mouth stops hers with a crushing kiss from whatever she was about to say or yell. I didn't care.  
 
    All I cared about right now was her beautiful mouth under mine, her soft lips gasping in surprise against mine giving me the opening I needed to sweep my tongue inside her mouth and claim her. I claimed her this way,  holding her small body against mine, in the middle of our cafeteria, in the middle of our student body, my mouth plundering hers and not giving her a choice to do anything but surrender.  
 
    I hadn't kissed in a long fucking time because it was too damn intimate and as my mouth tastes hers for the first time-mint and strawberries and surprise-I groan into her. Because this was something I didn't even know I had been craving.  
 
    My hand tightens on her waist as I pull her lush bottom lip between mine, sucking hard, almost punishing, but she responds in equal measure as her hands curl up into my hair pulling tight, and presses her small body more firmly against mine and god...did my body love that.  
 
    I could just flip up her skirt and take her right here, fuck her in front of everyone so that there were no questions as to who she belonged to but I knew my little bunny wasn't up for that and that was my asshole dominant side coming out to play.  
 
    My body was responding too damn much and based on her body's response, she was just as out of control as me and we needed to back this up a little before I dragged her somewhere in this school and fully claimed her.  
 
    I meant what I had said that night when I had chased and captured her: the first time I fucked Collin would not be mindless in this school.  
 
    I pull back just the slightest, our lips still touching but not kissing, our breath confused about who's was who's, her eyes were bright and dilated. It was beautiful.  
 
    "You're mine, Collin," I say on a low growl for only her ears. "I'm a dick and I don't know how to do this but you're mine and I care about you. Okay?" 
 
    She looks at me dazed and she nods her head like she isn't even fully aware of what is happening.  
 
    "Are you getting what I'm saying, Collin?" 
 
    "I..." her eyebrows pinch as she thinks.  
 
    My hands squeeze; one on her waist and one in her hair. "You're not nothing to me. I can't pretend you don't exist. You're not a toy. I don't do relationships for...well, fuck. Don't need to get into that here. But I'm in one with you. I've been denying it for a while but it is what it is. I want you. Here. Out of school. Everywhere." 
 
    "You want me?" 
 
    "Yeah, baby." 
 
    "Like...for more than a plaything?" 
 
    "I'd like to keep you as a plaything but also with the commitment shit that comes with...whatever this is." I was having a hard time with words. I didn't do this.  
 
    A slow smile takes over her kiss-bruised lips. My eyes track the movement and I wonder how bruised I could get them. "The commitment shit that comes with...a relationship?" she asks with soft smile in her voice. 
 
    Relationship. Dammit. "Yeah, Collin. A relationship." 
 
    "Okay," she says softly.  
 
    My heart fucking lifted. "Yeah?" 
 
    "Yeah," she replies.  
 
    I nod. "Okay then. Let's go eat." I lay my arm around her shoulders and that's when we realize people are smiling and suddenly Leo starts a slow clap, then whooping like a fucking idiot.  
 
    And people join in. Clapping, wolf whistles, stupid congratulatory calls that make me scowl, and her blush furiously. Until the entire cafeteria is a riot of cheers.  
 
    I look at Leo and walk over to him with my arm still around Collin. "You touch her again and I have your grave picked out." 
 
    He salutes me and winks at her.  
 
    When she goes to sit across from me at the lunch table, I pull her down into my lap. She looks back at me in question and I kiss her ear. "I'll just keep you here for now." 
 
    She chuckles and I feel it rumble through her little body. 
 
    Something shifts in me then. Or it shifted the moment my feet carried me across the cafeteria before I kissed her. I didn't feel as at war inside of myself. There is this tranquility I don't really understand but as she sits on my lap eating her fucking carrot sticks, my hand splayed on her stomach possessively, I was good.  
 
    Right then I was so damn good.  
 
    I had no idea that peace could feel so thrilling.  
 
      
 
    

  

  
   
 
   
    Chapter 27 
 
    Collin    
 
      
 
      
 
    Last night when Kane had texted me that skipping school because of him was dumb, I almost blocked his number. The audacity for him to barge into my time of needing space and taking care of myself...because of him was so... 
 
    Well, it was so Kane Bishop.  
 
    So I just ignored him.  
 
    When I came into school today, I had already started the process of moving on from whatever the hell it was that Kane and I had. Telling him to leave me alone and pretend that I don't exist had been the right decision. My feelings, my body...they aren't so worthless that I would allow him to treat them as such.  
 
    I was worth more than that. I hadn't been told that most of my life. In fact, it was made clear that I wasn't really worth all that much most of my life but when Kane looked at me in his car and told me he could treat me however he wanted... 
 
    The broken girl inside of me screamed.  
 
    And the thing is, if I were to have a few courageous moments with Kane to say anything to him it would be that he is also worth more than that.  
 
    He may not do relationships, he may not be intimate or kiss or commit and he may enjoy the sexual aspect of no strings. But we weren't designed for that kind of treatments of ourselves. Not long term.  
 
    But I was good to just protect myself and get on with my life. He could call on our deal, say that I still owe him and I would tell him to go fucking talk to his dad and do whatever he felt he had to. It was worth more to stand up for myself than to bow down to his degrading demands.  
 
    Even if they were...enticing.  
 
    I wouldn't allow myself to go down that path of thinking. What he could do to my body, what he could get my body to do.  
 
    First period had been difficult and long. I mostly kept my head down throughout the day. Leo had found me at my locker before lunch and I sighed, trying to ignore him but he was a persistent creature.  
 
    "How you doing, Two?" 
 
    I ignore him and concentrate on the very difficult task of picking out the appropriate books for the remainder of my classes.  
 
    "He's an idiot, an asshole, and he's stubborn. He doesn't want this. And I can prove it." 
 
    I sigh audibly again and look at him. "I don't want you to prove it. It doesn't matter, Leo." 
 
    "Okay,  so you're also stubborn. No matter," he says with a smile. He chatters as we walk to the cafeteria. But before we walk through the doors he slings a large arm over my shoulders. He is big, not quite as big as Kane, but he made me feel and probably look quite small. I look up at him with a mixture of confusion and annoyance.  
 
    "I love that we're best friends," he says smiling down at me.  
 
    "We're not best friends," I say.  
 
    "That really hurts, Two. I happen to think you're spectacular. And frankly, I take credit for annoying you that first day of school weeks ago and bringing you into our lives." 
 
    I laugh softly because Leo Bishop was admittedly charming and oddly warm. He looks away from me, his face sliding into a grin and then he leans down to whisper in my ear, "We could make him jealous and me happy by you sitting in my lap for lunch. Two birds, one stone. I would not complain about your skirted legs straddling my lap." 
 
    I blush wildly at his words looking up at him to retort when I see he's looking at someone and he pulls me fully into his body.  
 
    Then I sense something moving towards us. When I look up, I see that it's a someone and he looks like a wild animal charging us. My eyes go wide and Leo releases me, stepping away and a very angry, very intense Kane shoves him. And then Kane's very large, very angry fist connects with Leo's face.   
 
    I gasp and yell at Kane to stop. I reach out and wrap my hands around Kane's arm tugging when I see him cock his arm back, fist about to connect with Leo's face again.   
 
    I tug hard. And Kane is pulled out of whatever rage he had been trapped inside of and when he swings his full attention to me I barely have time to take in a breath before his hands are on me.  
 
    His right hand slides to my nape, my hair tangling in his fingers, his other hand on my waist pulling me into him and his touch is so sudden, his eyes so wild I couldn't have stopped him even if I had wanted to.  
 
    Because then his mouth is on mine. I gasp and he swipes his tongue into my mouth, sliding along mine pulling out of me a soft moan as my body is pressed against his, his hands on me, his mouth taking over mine.  
 
    He's kissing me.  
 
    Really kissing me.  
 
    This is a full possession of all of my senses, not just a meeting of mouths.  
 
    I've made out with guys. I've had passionate kisses, make out sessions, heated moments between another guy but this was...nothing like those.  
 
    This was all of him invested in this moment and not giving me a choice of giving him back all of me in return. 
 
    And my body loved it.  
 
    When he sucks my bottom lip between his and sucks hard, I slide my hands into his thick hair and tug tightly, pressing my body against his harder -he groans into my mouth and I think my body must be attached to the pleasure noises he makes because I forget that we are in school and all I can think of is this.  
 
    This is everything I want and need and I am out of control.  
 
    But when he pulls back, his lips still touching me but not kissing, our chests breathing in and out ragged breaths I'm thankful that he stopped us so that I can think. A little.  
 
    "You're mine, Collin," he says his voice full of gravel and desire. "I'm a dick and I don't know how to do this but you're mine and I care about you. Okay?" 
 
    I hear him speaking words but they're not fully registering because I am still reeling.  
 
    "Are you getting what I'm saying, Collin?" he asks as his eyes look over my face.  
 
    "I..." I try to gather myself.  
 
    His large hands squeeze in my hair and on my waist to bring me back to this moment. "You're not nothing to me. I can't pretend you don't exist. You're not a toy. I don't do relationships for...well, fuck. Don't need to get into that here. But I'm in one with you. I've been denying it for a while but it is what it is. I want you. Here. Out of school. Everywhere." 
 
    "You want me?" I ask, hearing him say that he wants me.  
 
    "Yeah, baby." His voice is still intense but it is also soft and I can imagine pieces of me being branded by him at that. 
 
    "Like...for more than a plaything?" 
 
    "I'd like to keep you as a plaything but also with the commitment shit that comes with...whatever this is." I could tell he was struggling with what to say, what to do and it was fascinating. Kane Bishop being tongue-tied was one of my favorite things to experience.  
 
    I can't help the smile that blooms on my face. His eyes are so bright and burning a path over my face. "The commitment shit that comes with...a relationship?" I ask, unable to hide the smile.  
 
     "Yeah, Collin. A relationship." His voice is almost challenging me to argue with him. 
 
    "Okay," I finally agree.   
 
    And then his eyes light up more, there seems to be a lifting and it makes me want to pull him down for another insane kiss. "Yeah?" he asks almost... hopefully. 
 
    "Yeah," I say simply.   
 
     "Okay then. Let's go eat." He's back in control. His arm is around my shoulders. I am trying to process everything when the world around us erupts in whoops and claps.  
 
    We just made out in the cafeteria.  
 
    I'm both embarrassed and kind of deliriously proud.  
 
    Kane threatens Leo who just smiles at him and winks. I swear only Leo could get away with poking the beast that is Kane Bishop and survive.  
 
    And then I'm sitting on Kane's lap, because he wouldn't let me sit where I normally did across from him.  
 
    It's like he doesn't want me anywhere he's not touching me and I am fully okay with that.  
 
    He's walking me to class, his arm around my shoulders and we're getting stares, whispers, odd looks.  
 
    This is a lot.  
 
    The shift in our relationship over the last weeks has been crazy and I feel a little like I cannot catch up.  
 
    But then we're at my next class and Kane slides his hand up into my hair to angle my head back as he pulls my mouth to his for a searing kiss. It isn't long and not nearly as all-consuming as it was in the cafeteria but it is possessive.  
 
    He's unsmiling, but his eyes are for me.  
 
    "I have stuff after school. May be a long night for me," his voice is its usual low grumbling.  
 
    "Okay," I respond unsure what he's getting at.  
 
    "I'll need some alone time to really kiss you." 
 
    My heart picks up. I know I'm blushing. "Okay," I say around an unsure smile.  
 
    His hand is still holding my hair and I'm watching him think and watch me. "Hang out with me tomorrow night," he says it as a command but I know he's also asking me.  
 
    I nod my head. "Tomorrow night is good," I say with a full smile.  
 
    He dips back down and kisses me again. It's just a press, a stamp of his lips but then he pulls back and looks into my eyes. "Like the color when I kiss you," his mouth is in a crooked, sexy smirk and then he's walking away, leaving me standing there with the imprint of his kisses and his words. 
 
    I hoped I knew what I was doing here.  
 
    This could get out of hand fast and I still don't understand what a relationship with Kane Bishop looks like and to reference his own words- he didn't do relationships- so this could be an incredibly unconventional thing. I think I'm okay with that.  
 
    The school day passes in a blur. Then I am walking home with a bubbly, curious Natalie.  
 
    "Please tell me exactly down to the temperature degree in your body what it was like kissing Kane Bishop," she says the moment we are on the bottom step of the school stairs.  
 
    I smile wide. "I...it felt like his body was imprinting on me. Like he left behind pieces of himself when we stopped kissing," I say.  
 
    "God," she says with a sigh. "Why can't more guys kiss like that? I mean, a good, sweet kiss is nice, don't get me wrong. But a kiss where you feel like your soul has entered the equation?" she's gesturing passionately and I'm smiling at her dramatics, but also at her words.  
 
    They were true.  
 
    It had felt like he made a decision that I was his and he acted on it in a way his words couldn't have conveyed. And it had been more than anything I could have prepared for. I don't know if my soul entered that kiss; maybe that's a step too far, but god almighty my heart had been fully invested. My body for sure. My mind was already thinking about more with him and that made me both excited and terrified.   
 
    "So...you think you'll...you know," Natalie says with a salacious grin. 
 
    "I have never wanted to have sex so badly in my life," I finally release on a rushed expanse of breath. The words had been inside of me for a while now and saying them out loud to my best friend who doesn't judge me feels like a rush.  
 
    She laughs so hard and suddenly squeals and makes me promise to tell her if I do have sex with Kane.  
 
    And then thinking about having sex with Kane is overwhelming.  
 
    He's so experienced. I couldn't begin to guess the number of girls he's been with but I have seen some of the girls he spent any amount of time connected to at school. They're not me. I'm not a sexy, skilled in the arts of pleasure, kind of girl.  
 
    Those girls look like they have sex woven into their DNA.  
 
    I look like I have books and fun facts woven into mine.   
 
    Natalie, Caleb, June and I are sipping various iced and frozen drinks on the upper deck of our local coffee shop once school is out. A hot wave is sliding through town, a sign that fall will finally follow on its heels to prepare us for the winter to come. Addison, June's twin, joins us and the easy sister cadence between them makes my heart ache. I have one older brother who is messed up, who messed up our family, and I will never have a normal sibling relationship.  
 
    There is a kind of mourning that happens when you realize your family dysfunction doesn't just leave behind damage, but takes away how something is supposed to be.  
 
    I am supposed to be a little sister, cherished and taken care of.  
 
    Instead, it was the opposite. 
 
    I am supposed to be a daughter, protected at all costs by my parents. 
 
    Instead, I am avoided.  
 
    "I'm just saying that I wouldn't mind being hooked up with one of your dancer friends," Caleb is saying and Addison is laughing saying he couldn't handle one her dancer friends. They're apparently a obstreperous  group. To which he says, "That does not sound like a deterrent, more like an incentive," with a wicked grin.  
 
    Natalie narrows her eyes and makes a disgusted sound in her throat.  
 
    I bite my lip trying not to laugh.  
 
    June and I give each other a knowing look and I swear Caleb is being an idiot guy right now. But that is on him and I am not interfering.  
 
    I feel my phone buzz next to my hand and I pick it up. Seeing Kane's name is already causing my heart to speed up.  
 
      
 
    Kane: looking forward to getting you alone to really kiss you, bunny 
 
      
 
    I smile and type out a response as my friends laugh and talk about...whatever they're talking about. I'm not paying attention.  
 
      
 
    Collin: that wasn't really kissing earlier? 
 
    Kane: that was finishing up a deal I needed to lock down.  
 
    Collin: you make me sound like a business deal 
 
    Kane: don't really care how you look at it. It's done. You're mine. And going forward, kissing you when I get you all to myself will be more about fulfilling the terms of that business deal 
 
    Collin: terms? what kind of terms 
 
    Kane: that requires explanation in person, bunny 
 
    Kane: going to go do some other business. I'll check in later. Don't do anything stupid 
 
      
 
    I bite the corner of my lip and tamp down the smile trying to break through. I send him an eye roll emoji.  
 
      
 
    Kane: don't roll your eyes at me unless you're looking to get spanked 
 
      
 
    God, my cheeks really flush and I am thrown back to when he spanked me in the school then ate me out.  
 
    Okay, I needed to just...not go there. I needed to be here with my friends and enjoy them and not have a riot of dirty thoughts and images running through my mind.  
 
    And my body. 
 
    Because my body was really feeling it.  
 
    I slide my phone into my purse and take a sip of my iced tea bringing myself back to the present.  
 
    June and Addison are talking about a fall festival we have every year that is in a month. 
 
    "Where did Caleb and Natalie go?" 
 
    "Bathroom," June replies.  
 
    "Do you want to help out with one of the stalls this year?" Addison asks me.  
 
    "At the fall festival?" 
 
    "Yeah, I am in charge of finding fifteen volunteers for various booths. Games, food, tickets etc," she rattles off the different kinds of booths and I agree to do something. I loved the fall festival. There were some good, old memories there with my family, even with Max when we were little.  
 
    I think my memories with Max and even my parents, are divided into early childhood and then after. After he hit a certain age and he started walking around with shadows in his eyes, a kind of dark edginess that covered his words, his looks, eventually his touch.  
 
    "I'm going to go to the bathroom," I say and walk down the upper deck stairs to the bathroom down below. After I pee and wash my hands. I look in the mirror and the dark circles are there, evidence of my stress and sleeplessness. I run some cool water there over those dark half moons.  
 
    My phone buzzes again and I feel a heat rise at the anticipation from reading Kane's words. But it isn't Kane and a different heat fills me. 
 
      
 
    Unknown: the Bishops, little sister? Interesting company you keep.  
 
    Unknown: they can't protect you. And I am going to prove that they have weaknesses. Just watch.  
 
      
 
    I don't text him back. He's watching me. Like I knew he was and he had some other business in our town that was lurking behind his words. But this seemed like a threat towards Kane or his family. Or both.  
 
      
 
    Unknown: again, let's keep our conversations to ourselves, little sis. Or you may find yourself as homeless as me. Remember how much I like fire? 
 
      
 
    He "accidentally" started a bonfire a mere yard from the deck of our house when he was sixteen years old. It had just caught on a wooden stake that was used to hold up a Peony plant, immediately running a burst of dancing flame up the small piece of wood to the string and then the plant which caught fire. My dad had been in the living room and saw it, ran out and put it out quickly, yelling.  
 
    And Max had looked at him blankly.  
 
    I knew that look.  
 
    There was nothing there and when he looked that way I had learned to hide.  
 
    I sigh, putting the phone in my pocket and decide to figure out what to do with his texts later when I got home.  
 
    As I round the corner to go back upstairs I see Natalie standing with her back to me and Caleb in front of her. I can see his face, terse-his eyes are intense and looking down at her and I cannot hear what they are saying but she is gesturing crisply, her body language tight.  
 
    They're arguing.  
 
    Then Caleb shakes his head and walks away.  
 
    Natalie lets out a breath that I can hear from here and I approach her cautiously. 
 
    "Hey," I say gently.  
 
    She whips around, her face going from resigned to shocked. "Oh hey!" her voice comes out high and tight.  
 
    "You guys alright?" 
 
    "Mhmm. Yeah. He's just...being weird," she waves her hand dismissively. "I think he had to go home anyways." 
 
    I look to where he stormed off and sure enough, I see him getting into his car. "You want to tell me what's going on?" 
 
    She gives me a sad smile. "Just...bad timing. That kind of thing, you know?" 
 
    And I do. "Want another insanely sweet coffee smoothie thingy?" 
 
    "I one-hundred percent do," she says with a brave, big smile that is designed to wipe off whatever happened, whatever emotions are shaking underneath her skin.  
 
    She and I could share, even silently, in the emotional turmoil that was guys in our lives causing confusion. Kane may have kissed me, claiming me in public and seemingly crossed one of his very bold lines, but I found I couldn't fully trust that. And I didn't even know what that was.  
 
    I pull Natalie into my side as we walk back up to the top deck with our drinks. "Caleb is being an ass," I whisper against her shoulder and she laughs.  
 
    "Yeah," she says at the end of the laughter. "He is." 
 
    When I get home I make myself concentrate on the homework I need to get done. I have two important tests this week and I cannot slack off, or let whatever whirlwind is happening with Kane deter me from my path. He just happens to be a really surprising roadblock that I am unsure what to do with.  
 
    

  

  
   
 
   
    Chapter 28 
 
    Kane   
 
      
 
      
 
     "No activity in the last week?" 
 
    Grim shakes his head, his own eyes tracking all movement outside of the car. "They probably moved the drop spot. Saw someone tracking them or being smart and changing location randomly." 
 
    "They're definitely not dumb," Leo says. He's sitting in the back of the car. "Boss has more people scouting the rest of the town to find if it's been moved." 
 
    "I'm gonna piss and walk around the building once," Grim grumbles then gets out of the car.  
 
    We're sitting across from a poorly lit parking lot that has a run-down grocery store on the poorer part of town. The asphalt is cracked with grass and weeds poking through, the cement parking space barriers are crumbling in places and half of the light post lamps are out. Tired, worn-looking mothers run in and out to get diapers and formula. Strung-out middle-aged men who clearly never got their lives together were grabbing whatever vices they needed to pair with their drugs and bad decisions.  
 
    "Haven't seen you kiss a girl in..." Leo's voice fills the car and I flick my eyes up to the rearview mirror giving him a warning glare. "well, since that girl when we were thirteen." He's smiling wide and I know that my fist is going to be smashing his face in the near future. 
 
    "Well, now that you've seen it you can die a happy man," I say with a flat voice.   
 
    "Collin is good for you." 
 
    "Shut up, Leo." 
 
    He shrugs and looks back out the window. "You haven't slept with her yet," he muses. 
 
    "How the fuck do you know that? Maybe I've been fucking her for a while." 
 
    "Nope," he says with a popping sound. "She blushed wildly when I mentioned fucking and she let it slip that you haven't. And I find that...interesting." 
 
    I let out a harsh breath. "You finding my sex life interesting is creepy. There's nothing to it. Just haven't done it yet." 
 
    "Mhhmm," he hums unconvinced. "I think she means something to you. A lot. Has since you mysteriously claimed her. No judgment, cousin. It's nice to see," his voice softens at that and I look back at him. He's looking out the window with an almost wistful look on his sharp face. "Hold on-" he perks up and his words stop anything about to come out of my mouth. "Look at what we have here," he points and I turn my attention to the bench under the broken street lamp.  
 
    There we watch as a teen we can't identify sits on one end, looking around with jerky, squirrely motions.  
 
    "Circle around the building to the left side. I'll text Grim to come from behind and I'll come from the front. He runs, you give it all you've got because we need him." I look down at the cool glock I have in my hand checking it over. "And don't get trigger happy. This is our first real lead," I say.  
 
    I shoot off a text to Grim and we wait a minute before we close in.  
 
    As I get closer, the kid who is no more than sixteen years old looks up at me, wary and narrowing his eyes as he's trying to decide what to do. 
 
    "Hey," I say easily, friendly. "Here for the drop." I'm pretending and hoping that this kid is dumb and doesn't actually know all of the operational pieces.  
 
    "Okay," he says uneasily. "So, I'll just bring you the money after the party this weekend," his voice is strong but it's a fake bravado laced with fear. He is new to this and he's mustering strength.  
 
    "Yeah, kid. You do that. But before I trust you with the product, give me the name of the person you're dealing with." My hand is positioned on my waist so that he can see the gun.  
 
    He looks around then and he freezes. I look up and the kid has spotted Leo. Grim is behind the kid and he hasn't seen him yet. "What's going on?" he asks scared. 
 
    "What's your name?" I ask.  
 
    "I...Karl," he stammers. "He told me there would be one guy and he'd give me the stuff and I'd go. And I'd come back here to drop the money. That's it," he's looking between myself and Leo, who is now a few yards from us.  
 
    "Karl, who did you talk to?" I tilt my head, my voice calm and low. I know that he's scared and when I need to be I can be a scary motherfucker.  
 
    "Let's just forget it," he suddenly says, scared out of his mind. Recognizing danger. Smart. This is dangerous.  
 
    Grim suddenly drops his hands on the kid's shoulders and the kid jumps and lets out a scared and harsh breath.  
 
    I smile.  
 
    Leo laughs.  
 
    "Let's not forget it, Karl. Let's talk. About who you talked to." 
 
    His face is ashen. "I don't...I don't even know. I've never met the guy!" he tries to stand up but Grim easily keeps him down.  
 
    I gesture behind me catching Grim's eyes. "Let's go ahead and take a little ride, Karl." 
 
    He shakes his head quickly.  
 
    "Come and get into the car, or Grim there behind you will throw your scrawny ass over his shoulder like a bitch and throw you in the trunk." I tilt my head menacingly again. "Actually, you're going in the trunk regardless. Your choice how." 
 
    The kid decides to follow us to the car and while I half expect him to try and run, I also can sense he isn't dumb enough to try. Grim puts him in the trunk and smiles down at him telling him to take a nice nap until we get where we're going. 
 
    Grim calls boss and this is the one time I park in the club's back parking lot. Once we usher him into a room, similar in size to our conference room, but with only a couple of chairs, I leave the kid in there and join boss, Leo and one of boss's men-Turo- in the adjoining room with two-way glass and a speaker.  
 
    "He's a child," boss says. 
 
    "Karl Robins," Turo says. His voice is scratchy, a little higher than you would expect from a man of his size. He took a knife to the throat years ago and the damage to his vocal cords was permanent. "Fifteen fucking years old. Dad dead, mom works at a florist shop. Two siblings." 
 
    "Our drug dealers are getting younger and younger," boss grumbles. His shirt is rumpled. Something I don't see very often. I think I can count on one hand how many times he's been at the house in the last month. "Call Marty," he directs Turo. Martin Bishop, my uncle and Leo's dad. He's boss's number two. He hasn't talked much to me since I turned in Bryce, his oldest son, for skimming off the Bishop business for personal gain. He accepted whatever punishment his son got, but there was a hardening towards me since then. I don't think of it often and I try not to engage much with him outside of business. He tries just as hard not to engage so it's an easy pull.  
 
    "Who have you been talking with? Who organized your deal?" Grim's voice is removed and a little tinny from the filter of the room mic, but it fills where we are standing now and we're watching, waiting.  
 
    "I never met the guy," Karl says, fear clear and present in every part of him. His reddish hair is slick at the hairline with sweat, his pale face is more pale and diaphoretic, voice is no longer trying to be brave. 
 
    "That's fine. This your first deal?" 
 
    "Yeah," he says, a little hope in that word. "My friend Chris Willy set me up with this guy. He only talks to you through a webchat. "Name is Leo," he says on a sigh.  
 
    Everything stops. The small room I'm standing in with Leo and boss feels heavy.  
 
    "Leo?" Grim asks. "Leo fucking what?" 
 
    "Bishop. Leo Bishop. I don't know him. Never met him like I said! Figured he was one of you guys-one of the Bishops!" 
 
    Grim looks up at the glass. At us.  
 
    "What the fuck?" Leo says and when boss and I turn to look at him his face is stricken. Terror and anger filling it. "No. I did not fucking do this. Come on, I'm being set up," he looks to boss, to me, back to boss.  
 
    My dad is looking at Leo and I know that look. It's suspicion, caution.  
 
    When Turo comes back in boss pulls him aside and speaks low, quiet directions to him that we can't hear and Leo is shaking his head.  
 
    "I didn't do it, man," he says.  
 
    I pull in a deep breath and hold it. I hold it and I turn away from him and I'm not hearing what Grim and Karl are saying. Thoughts of Bryce surface. Of another Bishop doing something, they shouldn't with the family business. And the doubt that Leo could possibly be involved. It's so fucking loud that when boss tells Leo that Turo is taking him to another room and that everything will get figured out, that the truth will come out-a a soft promise, a soft threat- I close my eyes and let out the breath as Leo is taken away with a grim-faced Turo.  
 
    Marty is cursing in the hallway, boss is listening and telling him to calm himself down.  
 
    And I need out of this room, this place, this situation right now.  
 
    Boss and Martin are in the doorway when boss says, "You keep your shit together, Marty. We follow up on Chris Willy, find out who he is, do a check into this kid Karl, and we go from there." 
 
    Marty is nodding his head, his eyes closed.  
 
    "I'll have one of the guys send you info on Chris Willy," Boss says to me and I nod. "Get out of here for tonight." 
 
    And that's it. I can't talk to Leo, I know Boss won't let me.  
 
    I punch my code into the elevator, my fist clenched, my mind full.  
 
    I pull out my phone and send off a text.  
 
      
 
    Kane: one of those nights where I'm going to picture you in those red lace panties to jerk off to 
 
    Kane: actually, I want those panties. give them to me. 
 
    Collin: why in the world do you want my panties? have a cross-dressing kink, Kane? 
 
    Kane: I can use them 
 
    Kane: wrap them around my throbbing dick as I picture you touching your wet, tight pussy for me. come in them like I'm marking you 
 
    Kane: you ever touch yourself and make yourself come thinking of me, baby? 
 
      
 
    I'm walking out of the building, shoving the metal door away from my body in a thrust of anger and relishing the sound of it hitting the brick building before it slowly pulls back into place. I'm hard from texting with Collin and I know I am going to have to get some energy out from this shit show that just unfolded. Whether it's true about Leo or not, and I hope to Christ it's not, it is now personal. It is intentional. Someone is sending a message. 
 
      
 
    Collin: yes. 
 
      
 
    Jesus Christ. I groan at that one little word. This is probably the closest she has come to admitting anything remotely close to desire for me on her own in her own words and not because I'm pulling it out of her body as a reaction. And now I'm picturing her doing just that. Touching herself and thinking of me. My cock is severely straining against my pants and there's a new kind of pent-up energy inside of me. It's near midnight and I know she's home alone in her room.  
 
      
 
    Kane: fuck. you're killing me, bunny. do it now. slide your hand inside your panties and rub yourself for me 
 
    Kane: what are you wearing 
 
      
 
    I'm driving, my hard-on mostly driving me, as my car takes to the street like a fish in a river stream.  
 
      
 
    Collin: white lace panties. Black oversized t-shirt 
 
      
 
    Fuck. Driving this turned on and then reading a text like that is not smart. Or it's one of the best drivers to get a man somewhere fast and efficiently. I'm pulling up to her street two minutes later and when I see that her room is dark I smile. When I see that her curtain is moving because of the wind, because her window is slightly open, I smile wider. The climb up the side of her house and through her window is a blur. I'm standing in her room and the sight that greets me is any guy I know's wet dream: 
 
    The girl they fantasize about, laid out on her bed, eyes closed and hand inside of her panties touching herself. 
 
    Soft panting sounds interspersed with little moans fill the room and for about a minute I cannot move, make a sound, interrupt this personal real-life porn moment.  
 
    "This is my fantasy come to life, baby," my voice shocks her, causing her to eyes to shoot open and lips to part in a gasp as she looks at me.  
 
    "Kane!" her shocked voice reverberates off the walls and I smile wolfishly.  
 
    "Oh yeah. You'll be screaming my name here soon, baby." 
 
    She's about to scramble off the bed but I command with a sharp, deep voice, "Stop-do not fucking move, Collin." 
 
    She pauses completely and I want to groan at how her body follows my direction so well. Her hand is no longer in her panties, and her chest is moving heavily as she looks at me like a caged animal. She's in exactly what she said she was: oversized t-shirt, white lace panties. Her pretty legs bare and her toes painted a dark red adding a sexy touch. 
 
    I prowl towards her and watch her eyes widen, the fear and anticipation real, as she watches me stalk toward the bed, my feet only stopping once I'm standing over her. I lean down, bracing both hands on her bed, her body between them making her a true caged animal and my eyes hold hers as I lean down to brush my lips against hers once, softly, then a second time, before I pull back still keeping her caged.  
 
    "Put your hand back inside your panties, Collin. First, slide off your shirt, then lay back and put that tiny hand back inside of that white lace." 
 
    She's breathing deep and she looks unsure, and when I see the blush covering her cheeks I smile. "Now's not the time to be shy, baby. I want to watch you pleasure yourself and make yourself come. For me." I reach one of my hands down to brush my thumb over her cheek and down over her bottom lip which is swollen from her biting it. 
 
    "I've never done this for someone," she says, her voice soft and small and I swear to God I fucking love those words.  
 
    "Good," I growl and her eyes spark at my response. I lean down, sliding my open mouth up along her jaw to her ear. "Then this is just mine. You are a fantasy brought to life right now, Collin. So do as I say and make yourself feel really good. I'm going to stroke my cock while I watch you and then I'm going to come on you." I bite her ear then suck on the lobe making her moan softly as I reach down and undo my pants. When I pull back I'm looking down at her darkly.  
 
    "Will you lay on the bed with me?" she asks shyly and seeing this side of her, her inexperience and blushing reserve is a turn-on I didn't even know I had.  
 
    I grab my shirt by the neck to pull it off then my pants are next before I climb onto the bed with her, never taking my eyes off of hers. And then she reaches down tentatively to pull her shirt up and over her head, dropping it onto the ground. She's left in only the white lace and I'm seeing her topless for the first time. She's small, her breasts just a handful, her nipples the prettiest pink, her stomach flat, and just the width of my hand-span. Her hair is a riot of thick curls and it gives her a wildness that is mixing with her soft innocence and I am going to whatever alter I can find later to pay tribute for whatever I did to get to lay here with her and watch her like this.  
 
    "Fuck me, baby. You're so fucking pretty," I say as I free my aching cock from my boxer briefs, pushing them down my legs and off. I'm so hard I know I'm going to have to pace myself so that I don't burst in a few short strokes.  
 
    She looks down at my cock and bites her lip as she lays back and slides her hand inside of her panties. There's something erotic about her keeping that small scrap of fabric on.  
 
    "Are you wet for me?" I ask as I stroke my dick.  
 
    "Yes," she says on a honeyed sigh.  
 
    "Did you picture me coming in your panties? Is that what got you hot?" 
 
    "Yes," she repeats barely on a gasp and I can't look away from her hand moving inside of her underwear.  
 
    "That's it, baby," I shift closer so that there's barely any room between our bodies as we pleasure ourselves. I need to touch her so I reach out a hand and run my fingertips from her navel up between her small breasts, circling around one before rolling a nipple between my fingers making her gasp and raise her hips up off the bed. "That feel good?" 
 
    "Mmmm yes," she moans. "Oh god.." 
 
    Her sounds of pleasure cause my dick to jump in my hand and I rub the pearl of precum over the head and slide my hand up and down my shaft slowly.  
 
    But it's not enough. I release her nipple and slide my hand down her body and over the lace, over her hip and the top of her thigh, dipping to her inner thigh and teasing the leg of her panties. I slide them to the side and run two fingers up into her wet heat and groan when I feel how warm and wet she is. 
 
    "Kane..." she moans out.  
 
    "That's it, baby. Cry out for me."  
 
    I imagine sinking my cock into that tight heat as I slide my fingers through her, our fingers touching as she's rubbing her clit. Touching her pussy together is almost too much. My cock cannot take that so I pull my hand out and use her slick arousal to coat my dick then stroke myself harder. "Fuck.." I hiss.  
 
    "Ohmygod, I'm close," she says with a soft whine in her voice that is sexy as hell. Her hand is moving faster and I match her pace as I lean over to place my lips at her jaw underneath her ear in that sensitive spot to lightly flick my tongue there, then suck the soft skin hard which brings out a shiver and moan from her.  
 
    "Come for me, Collin. Scream my name," my voice is low, raspy and I feel a tightening in my balls, so close.  
 
    So fucking close to exploding for this pretty, little minx next to me. I shift so that I can watch her, pausing my strokes as her back bows off of the bed, her head pressing back hard into the pillow and she bites her bottom lip. 
 
    "Ohmygod Kane...oh fuck fuck fuck..." her voice is loud, her body so tight and flushed as she comes undone. And it is fucking beautiful.  
 
    I sit up and straddle her hips looking down at her little, spent body. But when she blinks her eyes open to see me, those green pools of satisfied pleasure, I feel it go straight to my dick. 
 
    "Fuck, I'm gonna come on you baby. You ready for my load?" 
 
    She nods eagerly, her eyes on my stroking, and then she does something that sends a shock through my system. She pulls her hand out of her panties and lifts her fingers to her mouth, sucking them between her lips. Her eyes are on me as she sucks and licks her arousal off of her fingers and I lose it.  
 
    "Fuck! Fuck yessss..." I shoot my cum over her stomach and breasts, watching the ropes of my release paint her skin. My orgasm rocks through my body and I have so much cum pouring from my dick I'm not sure it is going to end. But once it does I let out a harsh breath and collapse, leaning down, bracing my body over hers with my hands on either side of her head. My breath fans over her flushed face and my mouth seeks out hers in a searing kiss.  
 
    I taste her own arousal on her tongue and I groan.  
 
    We kiss languidly, both of our orgasms still lingering underneath our skin. I slide my arms around her as I roll off of her, pulling her on top of me, never breaking our kiss. I bite her lower lip gently and then pull back to look up at her.  
 
    "Hi," she says with a soft, shy smile.  
 
    I laugh and fist her curls in my hand, my thumb running over her pulse which is hard but slowing.  
 
    "Hey, bunny. Masturbating together is a big step. You're mine forever now," I say in a low voice.  
 
    "Forever is kind of an illusion for high school, don't you think?" she asks taunting me.  
 
    I frown at her. "Guess we're going to have to go over the terms of that business deal we were texting about earlier." 
 
    She raises her eyebrows, interest piqued. "Which are?" 
 
    My hand loosely wraps around her throat and her eyes spark. I love it.  
 
    "The last time I kissed a girl I was a freshman," I admit and she looks at me shocked.  
 
    "But...you," 
 
    "Have sex? Yeah. I have had a lot of sex," I respond seriously. "I'm not going to sugarcoat that for you. But I don't get intimate." 
 
    She gives me a disbelieving look. "Sex is about as intimate as it gets." 
 
    My hand tightens the slightest and I pull her face closer to mine, my eyes boring into hers. "Sex is not the most intimate thing. You can use someone's body to find pleasure, to forget something, to bury things, to dull things. But you can choose to do so without sharing anything of yourself outside of the physical. Sex is about wanting something, sometimes someone specific and sometimes no one specific. Kissing is...there's something about it that invites a kind of intimacy that reaches in deeper, connects you more. It brings something to life." I look over her face, her green eyes so intent on mine, her lips softly parted as she takes in my words. "I kissed you because I needed you. I kissed you because I wanted you. Specifically you. And the combination of wanting and needing someone is an intimate thing when you give in to it. The terms are simple: I want you, Collin. And before when I said you were mine it was about having some fun. But this-this is about connecting myself to you. I want you and I'm keeping you. I do not do this lightly." 
 
    She's silent for a moment as her eyes rove over my face and then she leans down to kiss me, so softly it's like a butterfly landing and then departing. She pulls back and says, "Okay. I accept." 
 
    One side of my lips lifts up. "Wasn't really asking, baby. I claimed you when I kissed you. You're mine whether you like it or not." 
 
    "So I don't have a choice?" she asks a slight rise to her voice.  
 
    "You do not," I respond easily, calmly.  
 
    "That's a little barbaric," she chides. 
 
    "Yes, it is." I spank her ass and she squeaks.  
 
    "Ow!" She swats at my chest.  
 
    "Let's get you in the shower and wash me off of you. As much as I want to make you wear my cum on your skin underneath your uniform at school tomorrow," I say and her eyebrows shoot up at that, her cheeks flush and damn, I found a sweet dirty girl. I grab her ass and squeeze hard. "Next time you wear my cum." I roll us off of the bed and pick her up. When she wraps her legs around my waist I smile down at her as I walk her to her bathroom, setting her on her sink counter and turn on the shower. "Panties off, Collin." It's an order and she responds well to it, hopping off the counter and sliding them down her hips, letting them drop at her feet leaving her completely naked.  
 
    I pull her against my naked body and it's fucking nirvana as I kiss her deep and long.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

  
   
 
   
    Chapter 29 
 
    Collin 
 
      
 
      
 
     Kane Bishop showered with me last night. After he crawled through my window like a stalker, caught me touching myself, (which still embarrassed the hell out of me), then joined me by jerking off next to me and then on me...he had gotten into the hot shower with me and helped me wash up. He kissed me long and deep after my body and hair were washed and then once I was dried off and dressed in sleeping shorts and a tank top, I had been more unsure and shy than when he had told me to keep touching myself. Because this was the aftermath of lust.  
 
    It was somehow louder. More questions burgeoning inside of the empty sound.  
 
    "I need to get to bed," I'd said.  
 
    He looked at me and said, "Yeah. It's fucking late. Get in bed, bunny." 
 
    So I had. And then he had shocked the hell out of me when he joined me.  
 
    "Wha-what are you doing?" 
 
    He answered my shock so easily. So Kane. "Sleeping with you. Don't want to drive home. We're both tired. You clearly can't fully take care of yourself because your window was fucking open, so I'm sleeping here. With you." 
 
    I laid my head on my pillow and when he followed suit, his big body only in his boxer briefs and brushing mine, my mind swam.  
 
    What was this? 
 
    He had kissed me, told me I'm his, everyone at school had seen it happen and now he was sleeping in my bed. We hadn't had sex and that alone was a step my brain couldn't comprehend right now, but what was this? 
 
    "What...is this? Like, what is going on?" I asked, my voice so small I wanted to capture the words with my hand and stuff them back inside my mouth.  
 
    He opened his eyes to look  at me. "Do you need me to explain sleep to you or are you wanting to have a define the relationship moment at one-thirty in the morning?" 
 
    I scowled at him and one side of his mouth quirked up. But then he propped his head in his hand and looked down at me. His hand lightly stroked over my neck and the exposed part of my chest.  
 
    "This is you and me. Don't care how you define it. You want me to be your boyfriend, fine. You want to not name it, also fine. But I made myself clear," his voice was steady, unflinching. "You're mine. Exclusively. And I'm yours. Exclusively. I'm going to kiss you, touch you, sometimes sleep with you in your bed and I'd fucking be over the moon to have you come to my house and sleep with me too. I'm going to walk you to class and hold you in my lap at lunch." His eyes turned darker and he leaned closer to my face as his fingers lightly brushed against my carotid artery.  "I'm also going to fuck you and make you so addicted to me that whatever this is sticks." 
 
    I gaped at him.  
 
    He leaned down and kissed me, hard and yet soft somehow. Then he lowered himself back to the pillow and wrapped an arm around my hip as he closed his eyes.  
 
    End of story.  
 
    But this morning as I am sitting in his passenger seat while he drives us to get coffee before school I am thrown into so many more grey areas and "what the hell"s.  
 
    I am leaving for college.  
 
    He's staying here to run his family mafia business.  
 
    His family mafia business.  
 
    God, what was I doing? 
 
    He acted and talked like we were twenty-five years old, not eighteen and on the cusp of both adulthood and understanding nothing about the world.  
 
    I was leaving so that I could study to become a doctor and start a new life. Escape this one. 
 
    He was staying here to add cement building blocks to his life here.  
 
    "Stay here. Going to just go grab our drinks so we're not late." And he is out of the car before I can respond. My heart is beating normally, but it felt odd. A mixture of giddy and scared.  
 
    He is back far too quickly but he has two drinks and when he hands me what looks like an iced coffee I raise an eyebrow at him.  
 
    "You just walk in there and steal these from the bar?" 
 
    He pulls the car back into the street. "I ordered ahead." 
 
    "You can order ahead here?" I had no idea. 
 
    "No. But my dad owns the shop. So I can." 
 
    Ah. "Wait, your dad owns a small coffee shop? That seems...quaint." 
 
    His lips quirk at that. "He owns all kinds of businesses. Not all of them are dark and twisty, Collin." 
 
    He didn't talk much about that part of his life. He didn't hide it either.  
 
    "What's one of the dark and twisty businesses?" I venture, my interest wildly piqued.  
 
    He just shakes his head. "Let's not taint you with that shit, bunny. Not yet." 
 
    I snort into my drink. It was iced coffee. Black, no sweetener and I would ask how he knew but he told me once not to ask him stupid questions. He knows things. He finds information. "When do I get the honor of being tainted by that, then? Is that your family's version of picking out a china pattern?" I joke and laugh softly between sips but I look over and he has an odd look on his face. He is watching the road but I could sense some kind of emotion and thought running through him.  
 
    "What?" I ask.  
 
    "Nothing. I need to head to my locker to grab some shit but then I'll pick you up at your locker. Yeah?" 
 
    He was already pulling into the school parking lot. "Yeah, sounds good." 
 
    Once we are sitting in the back row of our first class together, and one of the guys makes a show of us sitting next to each other, which got a scowl from me and a glower from Kane, there is a calmness that settles over me.  
 
    Leo hadn't been in class, though. I ask Kane about it but he just shook his head, his countenance darkening and told me he'd be back soon. 
 
    He's looking at his phone as we walk between classes and I notice he's looking at a picture. I recognize the guy.  
 
    "Not trying to snoop, and if this is part of your dark and twisty life feel free to tell me to fuck off, but why do you have a picture of Chris Willy on your phone?" 
 
    Kane's head turns to me abruptly and his eyes are alert. "You know this guy?" He holds up the phone for me to see more clearly.  
 
    I nod. "Yeah. Chris Willy. Ran with my brother back in the day. He's not good news, but I mean, if he's in your..." I wave a hand in the air trying to find the words, "crew or business, or whatever I'll shut up." 
 
    Kane frowns then pockets his phone. "He's not. He was friends with your brother Max?" 
 
    "Yeah. For a while. Before Max left." 
 
    But then that reminds me that Max is back. And that Max had been texting me. And suddenly that sense of peace shifts off to left field to allow for that anxiety to take place. But I can't let Kane catch on to that; not until I know what I'm going to do. Or find out what Max wants.   
 
    The rest of the day goes easily. 
 
    Not normally, but easily.  
 
    Normally, Kane Bishop wouldn't be by my side every time my feet hit the hallway. It's like he left his class 2 min early to be waiting for me like a silent bodyguard.  
 
    Normally, Kane Bishop would not pull me in for a brief, yet claiming, kiss before he dropped me off at each of my classes. Or hold me in his lap while we ate at lunch.  
 
    Normally, Kane Bishop wouldn't have made me feel like royalty in our private hallowed high school halls.  
 
    But here we were.  
 
    "So how does it feel to be the queen of Wildwood?" Natalie is smiling wide and I am still unsure of everything.  
 
    "It's freaking weird," I admit.  
 
    "Yeah. But when the mafia prince of darkness kisses you in front of the world, and he hasn't laid claim to anyone that I've ever seen before, then things are bound to be freaking weird." 
 
    "You are not wrong," I say with a shake of my head and smile.  
 
    Kane had boxing after school and then business. I wondered at the dark and twisty side of things and my mind took me to some crazy places.  
 
    "What the hell do I do, Natalie? Kane Bishop? The mafia prince? I can't...date him or whatever this is." My hands are gesturing wildly as I talk and we walk home.  
 
    "I have no idea, babe. Honestly? Enjoy the hot, sexy ride? You're still not having sex, are you?" 
 
    "No," I admit. " I mean, not yet. But he's made it clear that's in his plans with me." 
 
    She raises an eyebrow. "In his plans with you? He has plans?" 
 
    I groan and run a hand over my face. "He's like this.... thirty-year-old in an eighteen-year-old's body. Although his body is more like a twenty-one-year-old's honestly. And he's intense and is claiming me as his and I don't know what to do with it all." 
 
    "Well, that sounds freaking hot to me. But I also know you. And I think you should tell him to slow his roll if that's what you need," she says.  
 
    "Slow things down. Okay. Yeah, that sounds good," I am thinking it all over and that sounds like the best play.  
 
    "So how are things with Garret?"  
 
    "They're good. He's a nice guy," she says with a determined nod of her head.  
 
    "MMkay. So, what's next for you guys?" 
 
    "He's meeting me at Ice House tonight. And then probably ice cream or something," she says.  
 
    She didn't sound overly excited and I was going to bring that up and also slide Caleb into the conversation but she continued on. "He's good-looking, smart, not mean, probably has a good future ahead of him." 
 
    "You are reading a resume, Natalie." 
 
    This time it was her turn to groan and run a hand down her pretty face. "I know. I know! I just..." 
 
    "Give it a minute. Another couple dates and conversation then go from there?" 
 
    She nods her head as her mind is working overtime. "Okay. Yeah, that sounds good," her words echo mine from a minute ago and I bump her shoulder with a laugh, but as we continue our walk I realize she and I are in similar places of feeling overwhelmed in our dating lives.  
 
    I have a test in a couple of days so I decide to get a head start on studying. As insane as the last few days have been, it's actually quite easy to drop all of that aside and focus.  
 
    I need this to move forward with my life plan and that alone is enough of an incentive to not allow whatever teenage drama was crowding my life to take over.  
 
    I didn't know what this was with Kane, what was next for us but I knew what was next for me. And there was some grounding in that. That was something that helped me settle.  
 
      
 
    

  

  
   
 
   
    Chapter 30 
 
    Kane    
 
      
 
      
 
    "We know he isn't at the root of this, Kane. Sit down." Boss's voice is low, a command. I learned that voice from him. That commanding presence that is so much more potent when spoken softly, creating an edge with the juxtaposition of volume and meaning.  
 
    I had erupted out of my chair when I'd asked where Leo was and he had said somewhere he couldn't talk to anyone. I know just about anyone can turn into a snake, can betray people they're supposed to have the backs of. But attributing that to Leo made no sense.  
 
    "Why would someone who had never shown their face use their real name for a drug deal? It doesn't make sense. Hide your face but show your identity? We know this person isn't stupid. They're using Leo's name for a reason," boss flicks his strong hand in the air. "whether it's to throw us off and distract us from who they really are, or for a more specific purpose we don't know yet." 
 
    His words are a small comfort.  
 
    I sat down then. "So you're keeping Leo somewhere so that that person can think we believe it's him?" 
 
    "Yes. Buy us some time so that they fuck up." 
 
    "Chris Willy. He used to run with a guy named Max Spencer, before Max mysteriously disappeared a couple of years ago. That ring any bells?" When Collin recognized the Chris guy on my phone and linked him to her brother I found myself even more suspicious of Max than before. Before I mostly just wanted to bash his face in for hurting her. And there was something dark there lurking that she hadn't opened up to me about yet.  
 
    Boss tilts his head thinking. "Max Spencer. Yeah. Rings a bell," he says simply. "Grim looking into it?" 
 
    I nod my head. I had filled Grim in on the newest connection right after I'd dropped Collin off at her class. 
 
    There's a knock on boss's office door before it opens and one of the scouts slides his head in.  
 
    "Boss, we have a new location drop lead," he announces. Boss waves him inside. "We think we found a new drop-off location." 
 
    "Why do you believe it's this dealer?" 
 
    "Been tracking local social media, specifically high school, and there was a threat that talked about an easy drop and pick up. It's not one of ours." 
 
    Boss nods his head thinking, then looks at me. "Have you heard anything at school?" 
 
    "No. There's a party tomorrow and Leo and I can do some recon," I offer.  
 
    "Good. Do that." He looks up at the scout. "Keep eyes on it without missing a beat." 
 
    "Done," he responds then leaves.  
 
    "If there is anything worth reporting after the party don't call, just come here. If not, call or text." 
 
    "Okay." 
 
    "Go home and study. And shower. You smell like a locker room," he says dismissing me and I shake my head.  
 
    I wasn't even sure if my dad knew I boxed. He never asked about bruises, cuts. He never really asked anything about me.  
 
    It was only seven-thirty and I wasn't ready to end the night. So easily, too easily, my mind took me to Collin.  
 
    Fuck, she was one hell of a distraction.  
 
      
 
    Kane: what are you doing? 
 
    Collin: studying 
 
    Kane: come over 
 
    Collin: I can't. I have a test in a couple of days 
 
    Kane: I'm more fun than a test 
 
    Collin: Idk. Have you ever studied the branches of our government? mmm 
 
      
 
    I smile as I start my car. I shoot Leo a text checking in on him like I had been since he had been sequestered, under investigation by our people. He hadn't texted me back yet and I hoped like hell he didn't think I really entertained the idea that he was behind all of this. That he had betrayed us.  
 
      
 
    Kane: I won't come over and distract you from studying the sexy branches of government if you do something for me in return 
 
    Collin: I'm almost scared to ask. But what? 
 
    Kane: come to a party with me tomorrow night. And wear those red panties to bed and take a pic for me 
 
    Collin: that was 2 things.  
 
    Collin: I'm not a party kind of girl. The last 2 I went to ended pretty horrifically. 
 
    Kane: true. So let me give you better memory of one 
 
    Collin: fine.  
 
    Kane: and the panties picture? 
 
    Collin: no.  
 
    Kane: yes or I come over and distract you by making you orgasm and I won't stop until you come 3 times. which I can prolong. then you will be too tired to study 
 
    Collin: <eye roll> fine.  
 
      
 
    I smile because she fights it, fights me, but she wants it. I love that she fights. I love that she likes to run and push back but it's never really "no", it's really, "try harder". Chasing her was thrilling and the sexy factor skyrockets when her body betrays that it's also thrilling to her. She has this secret side to her that was a little dark, a little messed up and I fucking loved it. I knew not to push her too hard  too fast, and that with time I'd enjoy the hell out of exploring that dark side of hers. It spoke to mine. I'd never met anyone like that. Maybe that was partly why I was drawn her to.  
 
    I was home and walking through the door from the garage to the kitchen when I see an unfamiliar face. She is small, with bright blonde hair in a cut around her chin around my age.  
 
    "Do I know you?" 
 
    She blushes and I then notice she has a rag in her hands, a spray bottle in the other. "Oh, um. I'm June. Sally's daughter." 
 
    Sally is our cleaner. Well, she owns a cleaning business and Sally herself liked being the one to clean our house more often than not. She was kind and strong. More than once she had made me dinner or lunch on the weekend or late weeknight when she had been here cleaning and had noticed my father didn't really inhabit our home with me. She'd been around for probably ten years now and she was a constant that I had come to find comforting.  
 
    "Sally okay?" 
 
    "She has the flu." 
 
    I walk around to the fridge and pull out stuff to make a sandwich.  
 
    "I've met you before," I say watching her as I put together food.  
 
    "Yeah, I've been here a few times with or for my mom." 
 
    "Right," I pull out a couple plates and put a sandwich on each. "You go to the local high school. You ever know Collin Spencer?" 
 
    She looks at me surprised. "Yeah, she's one of my best friends. Still hang out with her." 
 
    I slide a plate across the island and she looks at it in question. "Come. Eat. Your mom makes me food all the time, so paying it forward." 
 
    She smiles and takes a tentative seat across from me. "Thanks. You know Collin?" 
 
    "Yeah. We're together," I say before taking a bite of sandwich and when I look up she's staring at me wide-eyed like I had just told her something wild and fantastical. "What?" 
 
    "Uh...I just, she didn't mention anything. About you and her," she swings her hand around in an ambiguous gesture.  
 
    "It's new," I shrug. "She's shy. Probably a little freaked out." 
 
    June laughs as she takes a bite of her sandwich. "I mean, can you blame her?" 
 
    "Why?" 
 
    "Because..." 
 
    "Because..." I draw out the word like she did in challenge. I liked doing this sometimes; playing with people. No one really talked about my family to me. They talked around it. It was implied underneath words and ideas. Sometimes I liked to pluck it out and bring it into the open and make people uncomfortable.  
 
    "Well, you're...you know," she did that ambiguous gesture thing at me again.  
 
    "Because my family is the mafia and I'm about to take a seat at the throne?" 
 
    Quiet fills the kitchen. Food is left untouched for a few ticks of very loud, silent time.  
 
    "Uh, yeah?" she responds tentatively.  
 
    I laugh, completely dispelling the tight atmosphere in the room and continue eating. I finish the sandwich in a couple of bites then take the plate to the dishwasher.  
 
    "Yeah. There's plenty of reason for her to be freaked out. But I'm not letting that get in the way." 
 
    June looks me over, a new look on her face. It is one of understanding, maybe even a little respect which shouldn't matter to me but for some reason it did. She is Collin's friend.  
 
    "Okay, Kane Bishop. Then, by all means, I hope you and Collin do this and are happy." 
 
    I give her my version of a smile. Barely, only one side of my mouth and a tip of my chin.  
 
    "Nice seeing you again, June. Tell your mom I hope she gets better." 
 
    And with that, I leave to go shower and do my own studying for a couple of tests coming up. I also should be receiving a picture from Collin soon. But when a text alert comes through it's not her. Still, it is a welcome text.  
 
      
 
    Leo: thank fuck your dad believed me.  
 
    Leo: letting me out of the safehouse to scout a party with you tomorrow. fuck yeah! 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

  
   
 
   
    Chapter 31 
 
    Collin   
 
      
 
      
 
    "Come with me. Please," I am begging Natalie to come to the party tonight. This time it's not at Joseph's but a beach bonfire as cooler temperatures are making their appearance more prevalent each day that passes.  
 
    "Gahhh. Fine. Fine, I'll come. I'll see if Garret wants to come." 
 
    "Oh! Let's invite June, Addison and Caleb." 
 
    "Meh. Caleb can go to hell," Natalie snarls.  
 
    "Wow. That's where we're at, huh?" 
 
    "That is where we are at." 
 
    I put my arm through hers. "I can commit to being in that place with you regarding Caleb for two days. After that I am neutral and cheering you both on because I love you both." 
 
    "Traitor," she says but gives me a half smile.  
 
    I hate how much contention is between my two friends. My two friends who like each other.  
 
    "Incoming," Natalie says and when I look at where her attention is directed I see Kane leaning against the concrete ledge next to his friends, but his attention is zeroed in on me. I had texted him that morning that I wanted to walk to school with Natalie. He texted back, "No." Then I texted him that he had zero say and if he was going to go all alpha male on me at every turn that I would make him regret it.  
 
    He was not scared or deterred by that.  
 
    So then I offered to skip lunch and make out with him.  
 
    Making deals with Kane Bishop was a dangerous slope, but I think I came out on top with this one.  
 
    Once we are at the top of the steps Kane pushes off of the ledge and walks to us, his body moving like a predatory cat. It is somehow hot and I didn't understand it. 
 
    "Hey Kane," Natalie greets with a Cheshire smile.  
 
    He nods at her. "Natalie. Taking her from here," he says as his arm wraps around my shoulders pulling me along.  
 
    "Fine," she calls after us. "But she's still my best friend-no matter how big and scary you are!" 
 
    I bite back a laugh and when I look up at Kane he is smiling. It was nice and made something inside of me swell.  
 
    Later I am walking through the quiet, empty halls between third and fourth period to use the restroom and my steps falter when I see Brian also in the hallway. I hadn't thought much about him over the last few weeks and really only when I caught small sightings of him at school.  
 
    Once I saw him laughing with friends at lunch, his face no longer busted and bruised and my heart sank at the good memories. He cheated but there was still a kind of mourning from what we had shared. 
 
    When he sees me he also slows his steps, then a look comes over his face, a shadow, and he continues toward me. I brace myself unsure of how this first solo interaction since things ended will go, and once he is standing directly before me the look on his face says it wouldn't be gentle.  
 
    "I messed up. But now you're with him? Were you with him while with me or do you just work fast?" Brian's voice is cruel, vapid.  
 
    I rear back at his accusation. "Are you serious? I'm not the one who cheated, Brian. And I don't have to talk to you about any of my decisions, relational or otherwise, since you betrayed my trust and effectively ended us." I step around him but he grabs my arm halting me. "Let me go," I warn with a sharp edge to my voice.  
 
    "You're a bitch," he hisses.  
 
    I lift my arm up and out of his grasp leveling him with a look. "I don't know what your goal is, but if it's to make me regret not giving you another chance you are doing a poor job. If it's to hurt me, more than you already have, then I appreciate the clear window into who you truly are." I step forward, braving getting into his monstrous space, tipping my chin up to look at him. "You are not a hero in this scenario. You are the villain in my story, and that is on you. Not on anyone else. So either learn and grow, seek redemption for your own sake, or continue marking yourself as such. But leave me the hell alone."  
 
    I turn and walk to the bathroom, heart beating wildly, my ears are listening for his footsteps ready to do what I need if my words provoked too harshly his male sensitivities. But he wisely doesn't follow and I find both solitude and my breath.   
 
    The bell rings our dismissal to lunch finally as my mind thinks through my confrontation with Brian.  
 
    When a hand slides over my shoulder I jerk. 
 
    "Hey...the fuck?" Kane's confused and dark voice calms me. His darkness is becoming my soothing sound and I don't know what to do with that right now.  
 
    "Sorry," I breathe out and shift into his body. He's standing still and strong, looking down at me his eyebrows low with concern, eyes sharp. "I'm good. Just was in my head," I say with a smile.  
 
    His eyes look over my face and then once he's satisfied with my answer takes my hand and pulls me through the thick and crowded hallway. Then we're going down a smaller, side hallway that leads to elective classrooms like choir and band, art and theater.  
 
    "Where are we going?" 
 
    Kane doesn't answer me but pulls me through the theater, the large auditorium echoing our footsteps and the cool air a different smell than the rest of the school. He pulls me through another door that leads us into a smaller room and then another door to a room that looks more like a large closet.  
 
    "Is this the costume closet?" 
 
    "It is," he says then his hands are on my hips and he's lifting me to sit on a bureau of some kind, his knee pressing mine apart to step between my legs as his hands find their favorite places on me: one on my waist and the other at the back of my neck.  
 
    Then his lips are on mine. Demanding, consuming, hard and intrusive. But my body loves all of it, responds to him in full. He bites my lower lip before he plunges his tongue inside my mouth making me gasp.  
 
    I have the thought that I'm suffocating.  
 
    And that I love it. 
 
    I wrap a leg around his waist and pull him into me, getting the prize of his low growl which incites me more. My fingers dig into his shoulders as his mouth is plundering mine and his hard bulge is pressing against me in the most delicious pressure, nearly painful, as our bodies are pushing against each other in a bruising claiming.  
 
    I've never been kissed like this. I've never known I wanted it. But my body is saying, "yes, finally. This....this is what it should be like." 
 
    Kane's fingers pull my white uniform shirt out of the waistband of my skirt and his large, warm palm is tracing fire across the skin of my back. His mouth pulls free of my mouth and latches onto my neck, kissing and biting making me gasp at the pain, then pleasure. He's going to leave a mark there.  
 
    "Take off your panties," he whispers against my neck as his tongue lightly traces a pattern there.  
 
    "What? No!" I manage to get out through the fog and pleasure swirling in my brain.  
 
    "Wasn't a request, baby," he says dangerously, his mouth now against my ear sending intense shivers through my body. I smell the cinnamon on his breath, the cedar of his warm skin and I'm caught up inside of his intoxication.   
 
    But I pull back and look into his eyes. They're blue and dark, like a summer storm and seeing the desire there is another punch to my system. "It is the middle of a school day," I argue.  
 
    His eyes watch me. Predator and prey and everything stills around us as time ticks by in a silent duel.  
 
    Then suddenly my panties are ripped down my legs, the sudden motion pulling another gasp from me, and my hands have to grab onto his shoulders tighter for balance. "Kane!" But before I can admonish him further his thumb is running over my sensitive folds and I bite my tongue at the intimate touch, holding in the vocal response that wants to push out of me so badly. 
 
    His eyes darken. "You like when I dominate you, baby. Admit it," his voice is that low growl. He lightly presses the tip of two of his fingers inside of me then pulls them out, just teasing. "Admit it." His command is heated, dangerous.  
 
    I'm biting my lip hard, about to break skin and my eyes are held in his dark stare trapped- both of us fighting for control. Which I know I will lose.  
 
    He leans in and nips at my jaw hard. "Fucking admit it, baby, or I'll tease you until you're a wet, sobbing mess and not let you come, then send you off to class." 
 
    God. 
 
    "Yes," I say on a rush of air I had been holding in.  
 
    "Good girl," he says before he plunges two fingers deep inside of me and I cannot hold back a sharp cry of ecstasy. "Good fucking girl. I can't wait to have my cock inside of you," he growls as he fingers me hard, punishingly.  
 
    His words, his growled words, against my skin are the perfect symphony along with his talented fingers and they are building a cacophony inside of me.  
 
    His hand at my nape slides up into my hair and wrenches my head back to give his mouth more access to the sensitive skin there. "Do you like being helpless in my hands, Collin?" His teeth scrape across my pulse then suck. His fingers are working without pause, sliding in and out of my pussy and that low, building is happening inside of me making my entire body buzz with electricity. "I could hurt you," he bites my ear sharply making me cry out in pain. "I could give you pleasure," he then assauges that bite with the softness of his tongue, his open mouth moving slowly over my ear sensually. 
 
     Hearing his heavy breathing is adding to the pleasure. 
 
    "You like being at my hand's mercy. At my body's will, don't you?" 
 
    I moan softly in response as I lift my hips to meet his fingers in a hope to find that release.  
 
    "You want to come, baby?"  
 
    I nod my head. 
 
    "Want to hear you beg, Collin." 
 
    "I..." I can't get the words out as I moan when a wave of pleasure sneaks up on me, feeling like a wave that is about to take over me but he slows down his ministrations and I cry out in protest.  
 
    "Beg, Collin." 
 
    I look into his evil eyes and grit out the word. "Please." 
 
    "I don't think I believe you, baby." He's now just circling his fingers lightly through my pulsing wetness, looking down at me with a smirk on his face.  
 
    "Kane, fuck. Please make me come, please.." 
 
    At my words, I see a light fire in his eyes and then he's there...his fingers back inside of me, his mouth against mine but eyes full of that fire still open and on mine. "Fuck, yes. Hearing you beg with my name is a layer of sin I want to wear from now on." I gasp at his words, at his touch and then he takes my bottom lip between his teeth. "Come for me, Collin." His finger circles over my clit and that wave that had been building up finally crests, crashing over my body.  
 
    "Ohmygod! Kane..." I cry out, my eyes slam closed, my entire body tightens and on that edge as I feel everything wash over me then push me off to free fall. My body goes from tight as steel to sagging against Kane in a matter of moments. And he's running his warm lips over my cheek in a sweetness that is so uncharacteristic of him that I revel in it, soaking it in until I finally pull back and look up at him.  
 
    He's watching me with a satisfied smile on his face. My breathing is nowhere near normal and I can feel the lust radiating off of him right now.  
 
    "Do you.." I start, stop, pause and blush. 
 
    He tilts his watching me with humored interest. "Do I what, bunny?" 
 
    I look down at his very obvious bulge then back up at him biting my lip. "Do you want...need to.." 
 
    His mouth turns up on one side, that smirk that can both make my heart tilt but also frustrate me. "Do I want...need to...what?" 
 
    He's impossible and he's going to make me say it. "Come. Do you need to come. Happy?" I ask.  
 
    His eyes turn more serious suddenly and he leans down to kiss my lips so softly it almost makes me gasp at the gentle intimacy of it. When he pulls back he runs a thumb along my hairline on my forehead and tucks a curl that escaped behind my ear. "I am. And yes, I want to come, but later. And I look forward to you making me come. Hard."  
 
    My blood heats at his words and he pulls me off of the bureau I was sitting on, as he tucks my panties into his pocket.  
 
    "Hey!" I swing a hand forward towards his blazer pocket but he pulls out of reach. I put my hands on my hips and I scowl at him. "I need those. I cannot walk around for the rest of the day without underwear on." 
 
    He merely shrugs his big shoulders. "Then you should have followed through and sent me a picture of you in those red panties last night. Guess you will know for next time." 
 
    I growl and try to grab at his pocket again to which he easily shifts out of the way and laughs darkly at me. "You'll also have to be very careful so that you don't give anyone else a show." 
 
    "Oh? How would it make you feel if hundreds of our classmates saw my bare ass?" 
 
    He suddenly pulls me into him, the movement so fast I let out a little squeal. His eyes no longer teasing bore into mine with intensity. "You're mine. Your ass, your pussy, you. So if I were you, I'd be extra extra careful for the rest of the day. Because if I find out anyone else has seen what sexy deliciousness is hidden under this skirt, I will be expelled for hurting people. And then I'll lock you in your room." 
 
    I roll my eyes. "You're a bit of a caveman. That is an over-reaction. Also, an over-reaction to a situation you created." 
 
    "You created. You disobeyed." 
 
    "Disobeyed?" I ask in disbelief. "I am not your child." 
 
    His smile turns wicked as his hand reaches to grab my bare ass and squeezes. "Fuck, I'm going to have fun punishing you, baby." He spanks me and I yelp but then he's pulling me back the way we came through the doors and auditorium and into the halls. As he takes me to my next class amongst our classmates walking up and down hallways, he smiles at me again. "Remember, be very careful" and then he's walking away laughing like an asshole.  
 
    I look around self-consciously, my hands smoothing down my skirt. I spend the rest of the day doing that: running my hands over my hips and over my ass to make sure that the material is hiding everything I need it to. And I curse Kane in my head. I curse him hard.  
 
    Before Kane heads to boxing after school he reminds me of the party tonight and then kisses me hard.  
 
    "Natalie can drive me. She's coming." 
 
    "No," he says easily. 
 
    I sigh. "Kane-" 
 
    "I'll drive both of you. Pick you up at seven," and then he's turning and walking away. My eyes can't help but watch the sway of his hips. Men's hips can sway. And it is nice.  
 
    I'm getting ready for the party in my room-Natalie is on her way in a few minutes- when my phone buzzes. I pick it up expecting a text from Natalie or Kane and instead find one much unwanted.  
 
      
 
    Unknown: I've been patient. Meet me tonight to talk 
 
      
 
    My mind is scrambling but I quickly text my brother back.  
 
      
 
    Collin: I can't tonight. And what do you want?  
 
    Unknown: Just want to catch up with my baby sister. And you also seem to have an...interesting connection to some people I know 
 
    Collin: Who 
 
    Unknown: that's an in-person conversation. Tomorrow. Meet me at this location 
 
    Unknown: location pin dropped 
 
      
 
    I sigh and decide not to answer him right now. But who was he talking about? Who did I have a connection with that he knows? I had a sinking feeling I knew and something was not settling right. I should talk to Kane. Right? Or let it settle for a minute until I decide what to do. My mind flashes to that picture of Max's old friend, Chris, on Kane's phone.  
 
    Was Max mixed up in something? It sounded like him. And I wouldn't be surprised.  
 
      
 
    

  

  
   
 
   
    Chapter 32 
 
     Kane    
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Driving Natalie to the party had not been part of my plan for the evening, and I didn't want to share Collin, but I also knew to be smart with my cards. I could be a domineering asshole but the trick to pulling that off is knowing when to be one and when to let that character trait take a back seat for inconsequential things. 
 
    Like how Collin is dressed for this party. It's at the beach and the weather is that in-between. She's in a flowy, long-sleeved, floor-length dress. But there are slits up both sides of the dress that slide up to her fucking hips.  
 
    When she walked out the front door toward me leaning against my car, Natalie hadn't shown up yet and I took her in, shook my head and told her she needed to go change.  
 
    The little minx lifted her chin up, raised one of her perfect eyebrows and said, "No." And hadn't backed down. So I told her that was fine, but she was in my sight all night, no exception. Then she rolled her eyes at me and I smirked.  
 
    Natalie walked up at that moment and they talked about how they each looked and then I kind of tuned out as we made the drive to the beach.  
 
    And now here I am, Collin in her sexy dress which was seemingly not revealing, but somehow still sexy. I liked her style. She wasn't over the top with her clothes, but she wore them well. I also liked that she didn't gravitate towards showing off a lot of her body to the world.  
 
     And it wasn't just because I didn't want other guys to stare at her, but there was something appealing about this girl who looked pretty and natural in t-shirts too big for her and those simple, canvas slip-on shoes that were lightweight and comfortable. She had red ones and black ones and white ones. I mostly saw her in our school uniform, but when she wasn't walking our prestigious, haughty halls, she chose comfort. She was comfort. There was a general restlessness in most teenage girls-like they were on the balls of their feet waiting for something, looking for a kind of belonging to come along and settle into their bones. But Collin just seemed...settled. 
 
    Tonight her hair was less curled, somehow straighter and hanging longer past her shoulder blades and down her back. I don't know how girls change their hair so much, but I wanted to touch it. I've never had the itch to touch a girl's hair before. It's fucking hair. But hers was that wild kind of curl that wasn't tight, but like long, drawn-out cursive. It was soft and flowy. I found that I loved it spread out underneath her on her pillow, and I loved when she said, "fuck it" and threw it in a pile on top of her head. I liked the line of her delicate neck when it was up; her face was the most prominent visual that way. Her face was striking, truly. Not pretty in the usual, perfectly symmetrical, magazine way. It was well...striking and beautiful.  
 
    Her laughter brings me out of my thoughts and when I see Joseph's hand on her shoulder I reach over, grab it and remove it, making him laugh with an edge of uncertainty. 
 
    "Don't touch," I say, my voice low.  
 
    "He's scared this one will come to her senses and she'll get away," Leo says with a smile which I return with a straight deadpan stare.  
 
    "Blink twice if you need me to rescue you, Two." Joseph says it with a smile and before I can bash his face in Collin reaches over and takes my hand in hers.  
 
    I'm actually thrown for a moment. She's not been one to initiate much touch. Probably because I'm that dominating asshole most of the time. But right now she has diffused my annoyance and that dominant side with one small hand. And she looks up at me, one corner of her mouth lifted in a soft smile and shifts her body into mine.  
 
    And I swear to fucking God I have no idea how the hell I ended up here but I want to throw her over my shoulder and show her exactly how much I like this unexpected turn. Instead I lean down and kiss her temple, sliding my arm around her shoulders.  
 
    My eyes look over the crowd of students, a mix of Wildwood and the public high school, and they find an aggravated pair of eyes looking at Collin.  
 
    Brian fucking Jeffreys, her ex, was looking at her like she was the reason his life had gone to shit.  
 
    "Stay here with Leo, baby." My whispered command causes her to look up at me in question and I tip up her chin stamping her mouth with a kiss before I lean in to tell Leo to keep an eye on her then I leave our circle of friends. Laughter erupts behind me and Collin is distracted, so I make my way over to the little shit.  
 
    When Brian finally takes notice of me coming at him he stands up straighter, but he wobbles and when I see his eyes I can see that he was clearly intoxicated and high.  
 
    "Stop staring at Collin," I command.  
 
    He sneers. "Oh, did the little princess...send you over here like a fucking knight? She cry to you after our alter...alter," he screws up his face and smiles as he tries to find words, "altercation in the hallway?" 
 
    I narrow my eyes.  
 
    He shoots out a hand that is holding a beer bottle mostly empty. "You know, I didn't even fuck her. I mean, I wanted to, but I didn't. Cuz she's that kind of girl." He sways unsteadily and I seriously consider giving his body the push it needs to lose its fight with gravity. "You'll cheat on her too, man. If you don't get it from her." He starts laughing and I stick out one of my boots which one of his unsteady feet, unfortunately, finds causing him to fall over in the sand. He lets out a groan and looks up at me. "Fuck you, man. You know that? Fuck you!" 
 
    I crouch down, tilt my head as I survey him. "Stay down, Jeffreys. Stay down and away from Collin. You don't want to see the other side of the control I showed you when I beat the shit out of you." My voice is calm, low, unwavering. I pick up a handful of sand, pull the waistband of his jeans and boxers forward, and dump it inside.  
 
    "The fuck, man?!" 
 
    I stand and look down out him without emotion. "Stay. Down. Better yet, you may want to get home and take a shower. Sand on your junk is uncomfortable." I leave him in the sand, cursing me.  
 
    I grab a couple of drinks and find Collin where I left her, settling my body directly behind her. She feels my presence because she looks back over her shoulder and up at me. I hand her one of the drinks and she smiles as she takes it.  
 
    I notice a few new people standing in our circle and one of them I know. That girl June was standing next to, well another June, but instead of the bright bob that June had, this girl had longer hair and more golden in color. I had completely forgotten that June had a twin. 
 
    June's eyes hit mine and I nod my chin in a hello. She smiles and waves.  
 
    I lean down and slide Collin's hair over her shoulder to press my mouth to her ear. "Can we leave yet?" 
 
    She shakes her head but I feel her body press back into mine.  
 
    "But if we leave and we're alone I can make you come, screaming my name," I whisper with an evil glint to my tone. Her body tightens and I smile, sliding my mouth to that spot just under her ear; I can't see her face but I know that there are small spots of red on her cheekbones and I feel her small hand reach for mine, squeezing. I can feel her breathing change and there's a wildness inside of me that is fucking elated that I can get this reaction from her so easily.  
 
    She turns her head back and looks up at me. "We can't leave yet. And I'm having fun." 
 
    I narrow my eyes and then grab her chin as she's about to turn her attention back to other people. Who I really want to tell to fuck off, but I hold myself back. "We're going to talk about the altercation you had with Brian later," I growl down at her and her eyes widen in surprise. Maybe a little fear. I like it.  
 
    "How-" 
 
    "Stop asking dumb questions, bunny," I cut her off and now she's the one scowling at me.  
 
    "You do track me, don't you?" 
 
    I smile wolfishly at her. "Guess you'll never know." 
 
    "You're barbaric," she says, a little under her breath but I catch it.  
 
    "Mmmm baby, I can't wait to show you just how much," I breathe out and nip her bottom lip before releasing her chin from my grasp. Her face is that sweet red again and she turns her attention back to the group of people laughing, being dumb, drinking.  
 
    I'm watching a little detached. We stand around on the beach, drinking alcohol and talking about things we think we know about, hoping that life follows some semblance of the plan we've created. Most of us are barely even aware of the evil layer that positions itself over our world. It seems that the villainous side of the life tends to become more visible after high school. As though these years leading up to graduation were a tryout for the real world.  
 
    Maybe they are.  
 
    But I've seen men killed.  
 
    I've lost a mother and I don't even know what became of her, but I realized a few years ago I simply think of her as dead.  
 
    I've handled drugs.  
 
    I will be part owner in the kinds of business that run the villainous side of the world. These businesses are the money behind the sin and depravity that the world seems to run from but also thrive off of simultaneously.  
 
    It's these moments where I should be enjoying the side of life with less darkness. But I've been handed too much of it already and so I stand here and feel out of place. Detached.  
 
    Collin turns in my arms again. "I need to go to the restroom. I'll be back." 
 
    And she's walking away but I keep her hand in mine and fall into step with her. "I can go to the bathroom by myself," she argues, but she's staring at her phone with a little frown.  
 
    "Like fuck," I say and she looks up to rolls her eyes at me.  
 
    "Keep it up and I'll bend you over and spank you right here," I say.  
 
    "Good lord, you're a barbarian," she says shaking her head and I can't see her face because her hair is falling over the side of it like a curtain, but I swear I hear a small smile.  
 
    We're walking slowly over cold sand when she asks me, "Did June wave to you?" 
 
    "Yeah." 
 
    "How do you know her?"  
 
    "Jealous, bunny?" 
 
    She snorts. "No." 
 
    I grab her around the waist pulling her to a stop. "Tell me what happened with Brian."  
 
    "I asked you a question first." 
 
    "Don't care." 
 
    We stare at each other and I've got all night.  
 
    She sighs. "Saw him between periods when I was going to the bathroom. He basically accused me of cheating on him with you, then implied I was a whore, then called me a bitch. Pretty lame, predictable high school dick behavior," she says it in a blase tone that was honest. She wasn't truly rattled by him.  
 
    "You tell me next time something like that happens." 
 
    "One, you're not my dad," she ticks off a finger. "Two, I do not trust you wouldn't retaliate in a means that is...unnecessary," she ticks off a second finger.  
 
    "One, I told you if you have a daddy kink we can work with that and two, I would retaliate in an appropriate manner." 
 
    "What is your definition of appropriate?" 
 
    "Curb stomp him." 
 
    "What the hell is that?"  
 
    "You make them bite the curb then you stomp on them from behind." 
 
    She gasps and pulls her body away from me which I stop to pull her back to me, even further into my body. "Kane, that is literally barbaric. That is terrible." 
 
    "Never claimed to be otherwise." 
 
    "I'm definitely not going to tell you those things, you know that right?" 
 
    I lean down so that we're closer to eye level. "You better fucking tell me, Collin. When someone threatens, hurts, breathes in the wrong fucking direction as you. You are mine. I protect and avenge for what's mine." 
 
    "I didn't ask you to," she bites out, her green eyes nearly glowing in the darkness.  
 
    I grab some of her silky hair and pull causing her to gasp as I leave only an inch between our mouths. "I didn't ask you to be mine, but you are. You just are. You're with the kind of man who doesn't choose mercy but chooses to right some of the wrongs in the world by overcorrecting. Is it always a punishment of equal measurement to the crime? No. But then a lot of people seem to not learn when it's tit for tat. They need body for tat. And when it comes to you? Yeah. I overcorrect. So get used to it, baby." 
 
    She's pursing her lips and her body is rigid with all kinds of thoughts, all kinds of emotions that are straining underneath her skin and I'm waiting for them, hoping for them. I want all of them from her, I realize. Even the shit that may piss me off.  
 
    "Well. Then how do you know June?" 
 
    My mouth twitches at her change of subject. "Her mom cleans my house. Has for a decade. June sometimes does for her mom." 
 
    "Oh," she says clearly surprised. "Yeah, I completely forgot Sally's business contracts a lot of the larger houses in town," she said.  
 
    "The jealousy is very cute." 
 
    "I'm not jealous! I just wasn't sure if June and you...I mean, you've kind of gotten around." 
 
    "Did you just call me a whore?" 
 
    She smiles up at me mischievously. "Yes." 
 
    "Well, I didn't fuck June," I say and she rolls her eyes at my crude language. I laugh and lean down to kiss her when suddenly the unmistakable sound of gunshots explodes in the air.  
 
    I'm immediately pulling Collin to the ground underneath me, my hand on her chest to keep her down as I take stock of the situation around us. People are running, falling to the ground, freezing where they stand. There are no more shots fired but the sound of screams, shouts, feet trying to pound through sand and cups dropping fill the air. People yell directions to call 911. People are asking if anyone has been shot. And then the collective sound of finding that someone has been shot filters through the small area like the quickest, most adrenaline-pumped version of that game telephone in history.  
 
    When I hear the name Leo my body tenses and goes into action. First I look around, standing up to get a full picture, full sense, of what is going on.  I look down at Collin whose eyes are wide and unblinking then drop back down to her. "Baby, Leo's been shot," I place a finger over her mouth anticipating her gasp we don't have time for. "I need to get to him, so I need you to come with me and we're going to get to my car. Can you do that?" 
 
    Her eyes are still wide but I watch as she closes her eyes pulling in a breath and holds it a few beats, then lets it out. When she opens them she's completely calm and takes my hand, following behind me swiftly, silently.  
 
    I find Leo on the ground with Joseph his phone shaking in his hand. I direct Collin to lay low to the ground next to me and take Joseph's phone from his hand as I quickly scan Leo's body. He's unmoving and unresponsive.  
 
    "He's shot man," Joseph says.  
 
    I nod. My fingers find his pulse which is strong.  
 
    I find one wound easily with blood trickling out of the hole. Looks to be a handgun and I press my hand over his left side where he's been marked. I pull out my phone and dial the number I have had in my phone since I can remember, one I haven't had to use personally yet.  
 
    "It's Bishop. Kane," I say when the voice answers on the second ring. He's paid to answer. "I need you. Shot to the lower left." 
 
    "How many shots?" the voice asks on the other end of the call.  
 
    "Just one that I can see. I only heard one." 
 
    "Get to the safehouse on fourth."  
 
    The call disconnects and I shove my phone in my pocket and shove Joseph's at him. The girls are in different states of shock: crying, staring, shaking. Clarissa is curled around June's twin and June is pressed to her twin's back. Lori is being held by Terrance and she's softly crying.  
 
    "Joseph, help me get him to my car," I look around and find Terrance already scooting towards us then standing up once I'm standing. We make eye contact and all nod, understanding in this kind of situation that the less speaking the better. We all have Leo's dead weight distributed between us and Collin stands to walk with us like one, large, heaving unit.  
 
    We make it to my car in under five minutes but it's a long walk  and Leo stirs when we have to awkwardly shove him into the car. I check his pulse again, slightly less strong than a few minutes ago. I tell Collin to get into the passenger seat but she shakes her head and climbs into the back with Leo.  
 
    "I'll monitor him until we get to the hospital," she says.  
 
    I start the car. "We're not going to the hospital." 
 
    "What? Why? Kane, this isn't a small wound. This is-" 
 
    "I know," I cut her off curtly. "We have a doctor. A surgeon." 
 
    "You have someone in the mafia who's a doctor?" 
 
    "No. We pay a doctor a shit ton of money to come whenever we call no matter what." 
 
    "That's real? Like, that's really a thing you do?" 
 
    I nod my head and speed through a light turning red and slide the car onto Main Street, my eyes not veering from the road, my mind on my cousin and friend in the backseat bleeding. 
 
    Someone was after us. After Leo, it seemed, specifically. I call boss next and his voice shockingly has a moment of something other than his usual calm. The number of times I could count my father responding with anything other than detached interest is on one hand.  
 
    But on this call, he hesitated.  
 
    We're both thinking the same thing.  
 
    This is more personal than we thought.  
 
    

  

  
   
 
   
    Chapter 33 
 
    Collin   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It was deja vu. Being pinned underneath Kane's body because of gunshots. My body felt like it was just a little bit more used to it than last time. Not that I hadn't been jolted and not that this was normal. But as far as being involved in a shooting, this was my second time and that, to my body and brain, registered as an unusual amount in my young life.  
 
    Seeing Leo's body laying there not moving was more shocking than the sound of the bullet. Someone I knew was shot. When Kane told me to sit in the front seat I immediately knew I could do it-I could stay in the back and hold his wound, check his pulse, watch him as someone should in this situation.  
 
    And a part of me loved it.  
 
    I loved the adrenaline coursing through me, the hectic thrum of my brain and autonomic body coming to a conclusion together to stay calm.  
 
    God, it felt like...a super power.  
 
    "He's breathing steady, pulse is steady," I say.  
 
    "Good." 
 
    Kane is all business. Which is actually his normal anyways, but he's stiffer, less fluid. He talked to who I assume is his father as if he were his boss, which I know is what he calls him. I've wondered so many times about that dynamic. So many questions have lingered and splintered off into other wonderings about Kane's life-both home and business. And his future with it all.  
 
    It isn't long before we're pulling into a warehouse on fourth street and the car door is being pulled open from the outside the same moment that Kane puts the car in park and turns it off.  
 
    Everything happens so fast.  
 
    A parking lot ambulance bay.  
 
    A man, much shorter than Kane and in his forties, helps Kane, and two other men I've never seen before carry a now groaning Leo into the side of the large warehouse.  
 
    "She monitored him. Normal breathing and pulse." Kane says.  
 
    The surgeon looks at me briefly and nods his head once. Then Leo is laid on a surgical table. The room is outfitted as if we just walked on set of a hospital show. This must have cost...Hundreds of thousands of dollars.  
 
    I'm looking around when I feel a warm hand wrap around my upper arm and gently tug me out of the room and out of the warehouse back into the thick night air that feels cool and somehow smothering.  
 
    "We gotta let the surgeon work. I'll take you home." 
 
    "I want to help," I say and he shakes his head with a small smile.  
 
    "You're gonna be a good doctor, sweetheart. I'm going to take you to my house." 
 
    "No, I need to get home. You just drop me off at my house and then come back here to stay with Leo." 
 
    Suddenly I'm pulled against Kane, his forehead resting against mine, my hands on his chest.  
 
    "I just carried my cousin with a bullet wound to get surgery in a warehouse. There's been some fucked up shit happening lately and on top of that your brother and Brian are assholes causing trouble. I need you where I know you're safe, Collin. I'm taking you to my house where you can shower and sleep in my bed and I'll come home to you there covered in my scent in my space where I know you're breathing peacefully. Yeah?" 
 
    His words wash over me and it feels like he's wrapping me in a blanket. It feels odd being taken care of like this. I haven't been taken care of in a while. 
 
    "Yeah. Okay," I say softly.  
 
    "Okay," he breathes out then kisses my forehead. And then we're driving to his house. 
 
    His house is large as I expected but in my mind it was a brick fortress, impenetrable, maybe a few chimneys and wrought iron gates that match wrought iron balconies.  
 
    Instead, we drive down one of the longest driveways that goes from street to thick forest and lands us in front of a sprawling black and natural wood home that looks modern, clean, like it was fashioned from the forest that it's nestled inside of.  
 
    Kane drives into one of the five garage doors where sound is suddenly cut off and I feel cocooned when the car's engine stops.  
 
    We walk through a large kitchen and pass by a few rooms I don't have time to explore before he grabs my hand and pulls me up a staircase that seems to be tucked away and not visible unless you're looking. This stairway goes up then pivots to the right to go up further then pivots again landing us at just one door. The stairs are just for this door and when he opens it I realize I am staring at the inner sanctum of Kane Bishop. And it is not what I would have pictured.  
 
    "If I come inside will you promise not to lock me in?" I look at Kane behind me, one step below.  
 
    "No." His answer is simple, a little scary, very Kane.  
 
    I sigh and step through the threshold into a long, warm room, about three times the size of my own room. One wall is made up of windows and all the eye can see is the thick forest surrounding us. Since darkness has taken over, I can't see much but I'm curious to know what it would look like in the daytime.  
 
    I have a fondness of the forest.  
 
    Which is why being inside of the mafia boss's house feels more safe to me than it should.  
 
    His bed is parallel to the long wall of black-paned windows. A king-sized bed with a black comforter-definitely what I would have guessed for his bedding-that looks so plush and inviting I almost groan. The walls are white, the ceiling a mosaic of black and the floor the same warm wood that runs through the house. It's peaceful and calming.  
 
    I look at Kane to see him watching me, his hands in his pockets, head tilted, expression carefully blank. 
 
    "It's nice. Not what I would have expected," I say.  
 
    "Thought there'd be more chains?" 
 
    "And inappropriate posters of girls," I add looking around again at the clean, almost impersonal space.  
 
    But it was still somehow a comforting.  
 
    "I'll show you the bathroom," he says and leads me to a door on the other wall that brings us into a small, but equally cozy bathroom that matched the style of his room. The shower is double the size of mine and is black paned like his windows and it smells like him, like cedar and cool water. The floor is a black, matte tile that looks masculine and welcoming.  
 
    He hands me a black towel and nods to the shower. "Get clean and unfortunately I would say those clothes are done for. But I'll lay out something for you." He pulls me into him and kisses me hard, deep, quick. "Sleep. I'll be back later."  
 
    And then he's leaving me behind in his gorgeous bathroom and curious home tucked inside of the woods where I feel both odd about being left behind in a space that isn't mine but also hid away which is nice.  
 
    I turn on the shower and no surprise it's one of those shower heads that is larger than necessary. I look in the mirror and gasp when I see that not only do I have blood on my dress that I have only worn once, it is creeping up my neck as if I saw more dangerous action than I had. I toss the dress in the trash can next to the large, double sink and slide off my underwear and bra then step under the spray of the insane showerhead.  
 
    And now I understand the unnecessary showerhead. It's glorious.  
 
    There isn't much blood on my skin, and yet I feel covered in it. My skin bears the traces of trauma, adrenaline, experiences beyond my years.  
 
    The warm water sluices over my body washing it away, down the black steel drain and I feel a little like I'm overstepping when I use his shampoo that smells of that cedar smell I recognized when I stepped inside. His smell. His body wash is the same brand, same smell and once I'm toweling off I'm completely covered in his scent I let out a sigh of relief.   
 
    I have the thick, black towel wrapped around my body and I tentatively pad into the bedroom, my eyes scanning it just in case...someone was there? I wasn't sure what I would expect to find but this isn't my house and I move around it exactly as if I were in a foreign place I knew little to nothing about.  
 
    I was dying to walk around the house but didn't dare risk running into anyone. Staff they may have. God forbid his dad. Just the thought of meeting his dad was intense. Meeting him in his home being caught snooping around the rooms? Pretty sure I'd then need their paid-under-the-table-surgeon.  
 
    I find a plain black t shirt folded on the bed which hits nearly to my knees, and I am too tired to think about anything other than crawling underneath the covers and burying myself into the heaviness of slumber's arm.  
 
    I remember getting into Kane's bed. Snuggling into the clean and plush sheets, laying my head on one of the three pillows. I kept the bathroom light on the dimmest setting because this was a strange place and it was a small comfort.  
 
    And then I remembered nothing until a hand slides over my hip and across my lower abdomen.  
 
    I stir, feeling hazy, smelling an unfamiliar place, my eyes blinking to large dark windows and my brow furrows at my confusion.  
 
    "Collin." 
 
    The whispered word against my ear brings me fully out of sleep and I sit up quickly in bed, my mind frantically piecing together where I am.  
 
    Kane's bedroom, in his shirt and his bed and now looking down at a freshly showered Kane with wet hair, shirtless and a half smirk on his face.  
 
    "How's Leo?" I ask, and my voice comes out stilted like sleep still had its lazy fingers on the words.  
 
    "He's going to be okay," he replies with clear relief. "Lay back down," he commands me and I'm too tired to argue so I lay my body down and pull in a deep breath when he fits his front against my back.  
 
    His large hand is on my thigh and as it slides higher I find my eyelids aren't nearly as heavy as they were moments ago and when his hand runs up underneath my borrowed shirt over my hip I hear him groan, the sound echoing against the shell of my ear.  
 
    "Fuck, Collin," he groans as his hand tightens almost painfully on my hip. "you're in my bed in my shirt not wearing any panties. You're either oblivious or trying to get fucked." 
 
    I bite my lip and my heart rate spikes suddenly. "I didn't want to put on the panties I had worn," I say, my voice muffled against the soft duvet. He doesn't answer but I feel his hot breath against my neck, his hand tight on my hip as if bracing himself.  
 
    And then suddenly I'm on my back and he's bracing himself over me, a hulking shadow of heat and lust, his hands on the hem of his shirt swallowing my body sliding it up to just over my belly button, my lower half completely bared to him.  
 
    The light from the bathroom is still on so I can see his shadowed face as he rakes his eyes over my body. I swallow hard, my body suddenly hot. So hot.  
 
    He runs his splayed hand up one of my thighs slowly, toward my hip, his fingers flexing and hand stopping on the apex of my thigh. When just the tip of his thumb barely grazes my pussy I gasp and his eyes shoot up to mine. His heaving, muscled chest is held over mine and we are suspended in this moment, his hand hot and large, barely touching me where I'm quickly getting wet and our eyes holding each other on a ledge. His eyes dip down to my lips where I've been biting my lower one since I heard him groan when he realized I had nothing on under his shirt. When his eyes slide back to mine I see a challenge there and then his thumb presses against my core, swiping through my folds.  
 
    My bite on my lip becomes painful and my hips press up involuntarily, like my body is connected to him.  
 
    I watch transfixed as he lifts that thumb to his mouth, sucking it between his lips, his eyes closing slowly at the taste.  
 
    God. 
 
    My thighs clench at the sight.  
 
    He moans around his thumb, around my taste and when he opens his blue eyes that are nearly glowing there is no longer a challenge there. There's a heated promise and I release my lip with a rush of breath at the anticipation and the intensity of this moment.  
 
    "Fuck," he growls before he's swooping down to crash his lips against mine, his tongue pressing against the seal of my lips demanding entry that I easily give him to slide into my mouth in an overtaking. His hips press down against me and my legs naturally wrap around him, his hard bulge pressing directly against my wet core making me moan into his mouth.  
 
    He bites my lip before sucking on it and then slides his lips down my jaw and throat. I press my head back to give him better access to my throat and he takes advantage as he finds a spot, the skin over my carotid artery beating unyielding, heavy, and he sucks hard. He's slowly grinding himself against me and I can't help but press up chasing that friction, wanting more.  
 
    God, so much more.  
 
    "I'm going to fully claim you, Collin," he growls against my neck. He wraps his hands around my wrists and raises them above my head pressing them against the mattress to hold me immobile as he runs his open lips up the side of my neck to just below my ear where he lightly licks with the tip of his tongue then bites my ear hard making me cry out at the pain.  
 
    But then he asauges that nip with a soft pull of his lips bringing my cry to a moan.  
 
    "I'm going to fuck you, baby. I'm going to fuck you hard and my goal is to hear you scream my name, scream so fucking loud the night creatures startle." His words growled against my ear send a rush of wet heat through my body and to my throbbing pussy.  
 
    I wanted him to fuck me. I realize this with a moment of both clarity and stark amazement.  
 
    He pulls back to look down into my flushed face. "I'm not going to stop and I'm not going to be gentle. Does that scare you?" 
 
    His question strikes me because as I'm looking up at him, my body begging him to take me, to push through the barrier that no guy ever has before, I realize that I am still scared of him, just a little. I never really lost that fear.  
 
    "Yes," I whisper. "A little." 
 
    His face is stone.  
 
    And then he's smiling down at me wickedly, like a predator who realizes they have won their game of chase.  
 
    "Good baby," his voice grates out and it slides over my body leaving behind sexy goosebumps. "I like you scared. It will make the pleasure so much better." 
 
    And then he releases my hands. "Don't move those," he commands as he pulls the shirt up over my head and throws it somewhere into the darkness leaving me completely naked under him. "You're so small and fuckable," he growls. Those goosebumps get another revival over my skin, my nipples hard aching points that he notices, a pleasurable gleam lighting his eyes a second before he's descending down taking one into his mouth in a hard suck making me arch up into him. When he bites it between his teeth I startle.  
 
    "Ahhh!" I cry out. My legs tighten around his hips and he picks up the pace of his humping against me.  
 
    Everything feels hot. Everything feels out of control. My nipple is being tortured but also taken care of in his hot mouth and I want to demand he do the same to the other one because it feels even more painful without his attention. But before I can get the words out, he's there, taking the tight bud into his mouth giving me what I need.  
 
    Ohmygod I am overloaded. I need more.  
 
    He releases my nipple with a pop and then pulls back, looking down over my body again as his hands wrap around my rib cage, squeezing then run down my abdomen to lower stomach and hips as his eyes take me in with a look that has me gasping.  
 
    It's possessive.  
 
    It's obsessive.  
 
    I feel like he's out of control and I love it. I want to bottle this and put a cork in it to keep it and pour it out whenever I need a dose of Kane losing control because it's a heady potion.  
 
    He slides his fingers over my mound lightly and then he's plunging his middle and index fingers deep inside of me.  
 
    "Fuck," I cry out on a gasp. My hips press up trying to match his finger's thrusts. When his thumb brushes then rubs over my clit I moan his name. "Kane..." 
 
    "That's it, baby. Fuck my fingers. Such a good girl," he praises as he adds another finger, stretching me further, the near-pain making me grip the pillow that is now behind me and no longer under my head. "You're so tight," he says, his hand pumping harder, faster.  
 
    "Please...I'm so close," I beg. I raise my hips, wanting to feel his finger rubbing my clit more, harder. The heat swirling through my body, roaring in my temples is such an intense and teasing thing pulsating and living inside of me.  
 
    "Come for me, Collin."  
 
    His command in his deep, direct voice pushes me over the edge, that heat brimming over and spilling everywhere. I explode all over his hand as my body tightens impossibly, my orgasm possessing my body fully as my voice cries out.  
 
    "Ohmygod ohmygod...." 
 
    My blurred vision sharpens when I see him raise himself over me again, his fingers that were just inside of me pressing against my lips. "Open." 
 
    I don't comply because my body is still hazed, coming down.  
 
    "Open your fucking mouth," he orders.  
 
    And I do because I don't think I can not follow his commands in this state and because my body really loves when he dominates me this way. My taste presses against my tongue and there's something sensual about tasting what he did to me.  
 
    "Taste how much you want me," he says, his face leaning closer to me, his lips speaking against my lips where his fingers are still being sucked by my mouth and tongue. He slides his tongue in alongside his fingers so that my tongue is licking both his tongue and his fingers coated in my orgasm.  
 
    The blatant sexuality exuded in this moment makes me immediately gush with more wetness and I would be ashamed if I were in a more lucid state of mind, but all I feel is more need.  
 
    Kane bites my lower lip as he extracts his fingers from my mouth and kisses me, long and intensely, going back to that animalistic sense of claiming as I feel him reach down and slide his boxer briefs down his hips, kicking them off and freeing his large cock.  
 
    When I feel his hardness against my slick pussy, the size of him shocks me out of the euphoric cloud I'm in.  
 
    He's not going to fit.  
 
    There's no way.  
 
    "I need to fuck you now, Collin. I can't hold back anymore," he nearly snarls against my mouth. His need for me is its own aphrodisiac, covering me in a new heightened awareness of need for him.  
 
    His hand is guiding the head of his cock to my entrance, his mouth slamming back down to claim mine savagely and then he plunges inside. 
 
    My breath hitches. It gets stuck to my ribs. 
 
    My first thought is that he's tearing me apart.  
 
    He's so big that even if I weren't a virgin I think I would feel stretched to the point of pain but as his cock slams through that burning mark of being untouched in this way I cry out into his mouth.  
 
    And he freezes.  
 
    He wrenches his lips from mine, his eyes wide, staring into my own, our chests heaving against each other.  
 
    "You're a virgin?" his voice is disbelieving, with an edge to it.  
 
    I don't answer him and we're both unmoving like a photograph.  
 
    "Fucking answer me, Collin. Why didn't you tell me you're a virgin?" his voice is low, dangerous, dancing on a blade and I am truly uncertain how he's going to react.  
 
    "I didn't think it mattered," I respond, my voice small.  
 
    Please don't hurt me.  
 
    God, please don't reject me.  
 
    His hardened eyes, boring into mine soften the slightest and he shakes his head slowly, his eyes roaming my face. And then he pinches my chin between his fingers, not cruelly but proprietorial. "It matters, baby. Fuck, I wouldn't have taken you so rough." 
 
    "It's fine," I say. "I want you to. I don't want you to hold back," I admit, a soft blush I can feel lighting up my cheeks and I hate how vulnerable I feel right now.  
 
    "A fucking virgin," he says shaking his head again, a glint of excitement lighting his eyes that makes my heart pick up a little. He leans down and kisses me again, still possessive, but more gentle. His tongue tangles with mine and he's not moving his lower half as he takes my mouth. The hand that was holding my chin has moved to slide down my body to my hip, holding us together where I can feel him deep inside of me, my body trying to adjust.  
 
    My body feels taken over, like there's a storm that has settled above me and has moved to wrapping me up in its power. I close my eyes at the feeling of losing control, of wanting it back but also not. 
 
    He pulls back, his breath mixing with mine as we breathe harshly. "Look at me," he directs.  
 
    I open my eyes to stare into his as he slowly pulls his length out and then thrusts back inside of me, this time slower. My gasp is silent at the feel of him.  "Don't look away from me as I fuck your virgin pussy, Collin." 
 
    He thrusts inside of me again.  
 
    And again.  
 
    Then slowly picks up speed. 
 
    Goes deeper making my breath hitch, my teeth grab my lower lip.  
 
    "Wrap your arms around me," he says and I comply because I've been wanting to touch him this entire time.  
 
    When my hands find his back, I'm amazed at the bunched muscles there and realize he's barely holding back. His entire body is so compressed that the muscles are firm and nearly shaking.  
 
    "Harder," I say, my eyes trying to communicate I need him to let go. "Fuck me harder, Kane," I beg, my hands digging into his back.  
 
    He groans, curses, closes his eyes briefly then opens them and I see a relief there as he  drives his cock into me harder and deeper making me gasp then moan.  
 
    So many feelings are fighting for dominance, both physical and emotional and the onslaught has that storm raging. I couldn't control where my mind or body landed if I tried. And I love it.  
 
    The pain is sliding away with a newer feeling.  
 
    Fullness.  
 
    God, I feel so full. He's huge and the stretching inside of me is giving way to a pleasure I have never felt before.  
 
    "Ohmygod, Kane..." my voice is a whimper-like moan at this point.  
 
    I'm sweating and his body is sweating, making the sliding friction feel so dark, and dirty and perfect.  
 
    "Fuck, you're tight. Jesus Christ, baby," he groans. 
 
    His rhythm gets harder, faster.  
 
    I feel that fullness and pleasure rolling inside of me turning darker, heady. My eyes close as that storm grows and takes over every particle inside of me. 
 
    "Fucking open your eyes," he orders inside of a grunt. "I'm going to come so fucking hard and I want to watch your eyes as your virgin body takes it," his words wash over me and singe me.  
 
    God, I am on fire and my eyes can barely stay open as that possession fully takes over surprising me with its wave as I let out a moaning scream, his eyes taking ownership of me as I come. He groans, feeling my tight walls clench him.  
 
    He tightens again, his muscles under my fingernails, that must be breaking skin, bunching as he grits his teeth and then roars as he releases, shooting his hot cum deep inside of me.  
 
    He pumps his hips harder and harder... and then he slows as his orgasm takes over.  
 
    I think we both held our breath those last few moments.   
 
    Because then we gasp together like we had fallen into deep water and just broke through the surface.   
 
    He collapses on top of me and I feel delirious.  
 
    Full, exhausted, a little out of this world.  
 
    My heart is pounding. That's what I latch onto during this wild, intense, first moment.  
 
    It's thumping.  
 
    Pulsing.  
 
    Pushing.  
 
    Pulling.  
 
    Kane rolls off of me and pulls me so that I'm facing him.  
 
    What do you say when you've just lost your virginity?  
 
    So I stay silent, my eyes softly open looking into his ready to take his lead.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

  
   
 
   
    Chapter 34 
 
    Kane   
 
      
 
      
 
    A virgin.  
 
    Fuck me, this creature who snuck under my skin, made me want to kiss for the first time in years and pull her into my personal space whenever I was around her was something else.  
 
    I've had a lot of sex. It's easy to give into your primal urges without much thought when it's all about the physical release and has nothing to do with the deeper side of sex.  
 
    The side I had ignored since I've been having sex.  
 
    I know that sex should be more than chasing an orgasm, than using a person's body so that I can feel a semblance of pleasure. I know that sex with someone could have an after-effect that I've never experienced and as I lay here looking into Collin's eyes, after taking her virginity, I'm a little overwhelmed by that effect.  
 
    It's both charged and peaceful.  
 
    It's like pieces of us fell together-inside of each other- and into place during the act and now we have the choice to figure out where those pieces go now that they are once again separate.  
 
    What the fuck do people do during this time? 
 
    Usually, I just leave.  
 
    I've never even had a girl in my bed because it's easier to control the after when I can walk away from the space.  
 
    I watch Collin bite her lower lip and suddenly I need to take a different kind of control.  
 
    I reach over and run my thumb over her cheek and tell her to stay put before I roll out of bed.  
 
    When I come back I have a washcloth soaked in warm water and roll her to her back. Her uncertainty makes me want to kiss her again.  
 
    I'm getting fucking soft.  
 
    I clean her up, being mindful and gentle, wiping away the blood and some kind of fucking asshole monster must take over me because I love that blood.  
 
    When I went to get the washcloth I saw the blood on my cock from breaking through her barrier and a pride welled inside of my chest at being the first, the only, guy to make her bleed like that.  
 
    She will never bleed again because of a cock being her first. It's all mine.  
 
    "You're going to be sore," I say gruffly.  
 
    "I know," she responds softly, sleepy.  
 
    I throw the washcloth into the hamper by my closet then climb into the bed, wrapping us in the duvet and pulling her small, nakedness against me.  
 
    "Go to sleep," I tell her, my own body exhausted.  
 
    I feel her stiffen slightly in my arms and I look down at her. Her eyes, the color not discernable in the darkness, but I can tell are a little uncertain. "What, Collin?" 
 
    "You didn't use a condom," she says.  
 
    Fuck.  
 
    I never forego a condom.  
 
    "I'm clean. I've never had sex without one," I say.  
 
    "You didn't even ask if I'm on birth control," she says, tilting her head.  
 
    "Are you?" 
 
    "Yes." 
 
    "Then I guess it's a non-issue." 
 
    "What if I hadn't been?" 
 
    I shrug. "Then if you got pregnant we'd figure it out." 
 
    "That is a cavalier way to think about unprotected sex and the consequences," she says, her voice admonishing.  
 
    I sigh and then pull her on top of me so that her thighs are straddling my waist and I have to try not to think of how badly I want to lift her little body and plunge inside of her again. My hands are wrapped around her ribcage as I look up at her.  
 
    "My dad had me at seventeen. Yeah, a pregnancy is not ideal, but if it happened we'd be fine. I'd take care of you." 
 
    She looks unsure at my words. "We're barely even...I mean, we just started whatever this is." 
 
    I see the insecurity in her face, in the way her breaths feel under my hands.  I feel it in her bones and I catch her eyes with mine ."Hey," my voice is firm, direct. "You're the first girl I've kissed in a long time, Collin. I've never had a girl in my bed until tonight. I don't do....whatever this is, which is a relationship, lightly. I'd take care of you and frankly, while we aren't planning to get pregnant the idea of you getting pregnant with my baby is hot and one day it will happen." I kiss her shocked lips then roll her back to her side, pulling her head to my chest. "Now go to sleep or else I'll take it as permission to slide my cock back inside of you for round two." 
 
    I feel her smile against my chest. "Okay. Night." 
 
    "Night, baby."   
 
    I sleep deeply with my own scent wrapped in her sweetness snuggled against me, our skin now cooled and dry.  
 
    The next morning I take her to her house early so that she can get dressed for school. I wait outside so that I can call the surgeon to check on Leo.  
 
    We're driving to school and I pick up Natalie upon Collin's request.  
 
    "When do your parents get home?" Natalie is talking to Collin, who is turned from the front seat to be able to talk with Natalie in the back.  
 
    "Yeah, they're supposed to get home tonight. Probably pretty late." 
 
    I don't ask her about her brother in front of Natalie, unsure what her friend knows and recognizing that's Collin's business. Mostly. And mine. I hadn't heard back yet about the check I had asked for on Max Spencer and I was interested to see what came up.  
 
    They're getting out of the car and Collin pauses, leaning halfway inside the car, halfway out.  
 
    This is why I don't do emotional sex.  
 
    It feels like things need to be said, discussed, decided.  
 
    But somehow the tentativeness of Collin right now is more amusing than it is frustrating.  
 
    "Let me know how Leo is," she says.  
 
    I nod once. "I will." 
 
    She is closing the door when I stop her and when she leans her head back inside the car a question in her eyes I lean in closer. "You feel okay?" 
 
    "Umm," 
 
    "You sore?" 
 
    "Oh," she blushes. "A little. But not bad." 
 
    I nod again. "Text me if you need anything today. I may be out of touch today and tonight. Have a meeting." 
 
    Now she nods once, then twice. The movement is full of something I can't put my finger on. "Okay. See ya," she closes the door and joins a waiting Natalie. I watch her walk to the side entrance and wait until she's inside. 
 
    It's possible I'm a bit of a dick. I don't know how to be there for Collin emotionally. I don't know how to be emotional on my own half the fucking time. I spent most of my life learning to lock emotions away. 
 
    As I drive to check on Leo it occurs to me that she truly needs more than the barest minimum of conversation, affirmation from me. I'll figure it out later. I can't be distracted with everything going on right now.  
 
    When I pull into Leo's driveway a few minutes later I walk into the front door and come face-to-face with my uncle.  
 
    Leo got his height from his dad along with his grey eyes but where Leo had light brown hair, Martin has blonde hair. He's always a slightly unsettling presence about him, like he cannot settle himself in any place. I feel uneasy around him and I don't know if it's because I was the nephew who turned in his oldest son or if it was something about Martin Bishop, in his DNA that doesn't mix with mine. 
 
    I've felt guilty for Bryce. For a few moments. And then I settled on the fact that it was Bryce that fucked up. Not me. I have no regrets about turning him into the boss. Family or not, he was vermin for taking advantage.  
 
    "Leo upstairs?" 
 
    He nods. His eyes are bloodshot. When I sidestep him to walk upstairs he halts me with a hand on my arm that I look down at blankly, then to him.  "I'm getting a little fucking tired of my sons dropping around you, because of you." 
 
    "Funny," I respond. "I would be tired of my sons being either guilty of fucking our family over or being accused of it. Nothing to do with me, uncle." I pull my arm out of his grasp and make my way upstairs to Leo's room.  
 
    The asshole is sitting up in bed scrolling through his phone.  
 
    "You look good," I say.  
 
    He smiles. "I always look good, cousin. Not even sure why the ladies like you when this handsome face is available." 
 
    I sit in the desk chair and lean back. "We have no idea who shot you," I say.  
 
    "I know. Getting shot fucking hurts, by the way." 
 
    I laugh. "I imagine it does." 
 
    "It has to be connected to the drug deals, man." 
 
    "Yeah. We'll figure it out. Have that meeting with Cortez tonight with boss and your dad." 
 
    "A warning," Leo says, all joking aside. "Martin is a little unhinged. He's not taking this well, with me being set up and now shot. Not after Bryce." 
 
    "I know. Do you have any particular enemies?" 
 
    "Honestly, I've been thinking about that but I can't for the fucking life of me think of anyone who would want to take me down personally." 
 
    I nod. "Okay. If you think of anything let me know." 
 
    "I will." 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

  
   
 
   
    Chapter 35 
 
    Collin   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
     I'd always had this number in my head: twenty-three. By twenty-three I knew I would give my virginity to someone and I hadn't thought much about it outside of that. I didn't think that I needed to be in love, find "the one", find the perfect moment. I just hadn't been interested with anyone before. I may have lost it to Brian eventually had he not messed it all up. 
 
    Instead, I lost it to a mafia prince. The guy who barely showed much to the world, including to me.  
 
    I'm not sure what I expected from him. He'd spent weeks tormenting me, touching me unexpectedly, wrenching reactions from my body then ignoring me.  
 
    But then he'd kissed me.  
 
    It had been...I'd felt like a heroine in a story.  
 
    Don't we all want that? Admit it or don't. But there seems to be an artery that runs through all of us, lifeblood, that is rooted deep into our systems. All of us. And it's looking for a place in this world. Maybe it's someone, a purpose, a place, an idea...but it centers around one theme: powerfully being seen. We want the atoms in our bodies to leave behind just the simplicity of feelings and explode into the tangibility of really living.  
 
    I'd felt that. A moment of it when Kane walked across that cafeteria, grabbed me and kissed me.  
 
    What if he ignored me again? 
 
    He took me-he took what I gave-and now there really wasn't much left.  
 
    I suddenly veer off into an alcove with a closet and another locked door, pulling Natalie with me.  
 
    "Whoa, you pulling me aside to make out with me?" She asks with a smile, wiggling her eyebrows. "Kane not doing it for you? Because truthfully, he looks like sin inside of a blazer that he hates wearing." 
 
    "I slept with him. Last night. My v-card." 
 
    Her eyebrows stop moving and are simply planted high on her forehead as she stares at me, mouth agape.  
 
    "Natalie," I whisper-hiss at her.  
 
    "Sorry! Sorry, just...I mean...how was it?" her voice gets lower, conspiratorial woman-to-woman.  
 
    "It was," I hold a breath inside of my ribcage then let it out. "I don't know how most first times go but it was potent. It was..." I close my eyes briefly then open them. "intoxicating and there was some pain but he took care of me. He knew exactly how rough and exactly how gentle to be, like we were balancing on the blade of a knife and he kept me safe while still thrilling me. And then held me while I slept. And I slept. Hard. I haven't slept much in a while." 
 
    When my eyes find Natalie she was staring at me in awe.  
 
    "Is..." 
 
    "Is that normally how a first time is?" she snorts. "No. No. Mine was intoxicating because of the intoxication of both of us. And it was fast and sloppy. I think it was his first time too. And I don't really remember it hurting and that must mean he had small junk and had no idea what to do with it." 
 
    This time I stare at her in awe. Then we both burst out laughing. I lean against her in a kind of laughing hug. "I'm sorry. That's awful. I'm so sorry," I was trying to speak through the laughter not wanting my friend to think I was laughing at her.  
 
    But she was laughing, her arm around me. "No, it's so bad. It was so bad," she says shaking her head.  
 
    Once we sober up we both lean against opposite walls of the alcove.  
 
    "I'm happy for you," she says. She's genuinely happy and the look on her face makes me feel happy too.  
 
    "I'm really sad for you," I respond and she just smiles sadly. "Have you had good sex since?" 
 
    "I've had sex three more times with one other person, and they were okay. Not bad, not great. Sweet. I didn't get off." 
 
    "There's no way that sex should be amazing in high school. We have no idea what we're doing." 
 
    "Yeah, we definitely don't. And if a guy's referral source is porn that explains a lot." I laugh. "Can I ask you," she tilts her head, her words coming softly. "you and Kane. Do you...think you'll have a future with him?" 
 
    I groan, closing my eyes, run one of my palms down my face. "Honestly? God, there's no way. I'm running away from here and going to become a doctor. He's going to take over his family business. Mafia business. I don't know all of the businesses they deal in but I do know I don't agree with their value models," I smile then my smile falls as I shake my head. "What am I doing? Kane and I are on borrowed time. But I mean, maybe that's not so tragic. Ninety-eight percent of high school relationships are on borrowed time. Even if people think that they're in love, even if they are in whatever kind of love people our age can have, the odds are against them." 
 
    "I mean, it's a bit cynical but also, yeah. I get it," she says. "So...enjoy while it lasts?" 
 
    "Yeah," I say. And there's something distinctly sad about that settling inside of me. And yet I know it to be true. "See you in chem?" 
 
    "I cannot wait. Seriously, I need to get this test over with because the information will fall out of my head soon." 
 
    In fourth period I check my phone and there is no text from Kane. My heart sinks. 
 
    There is, however, a text from Max.  
 
    My heart that had sunk is now up and beating hard.  
 
      
 
    Unknown: Natalie turned out real pretty. I remember her around town. nerdy little thing. Now she's got some long legs and I bet she sounds good under a guy 
 
      
 
    My heart pounds.  
 
      
 
    Unknown: not bright enough to lock her car doors though.  
 
    The pin I sent you. Be there at 9 pm tonight.  
 
      
 
    Fuck. God, this was not good. And if I tell anyone he'll do something to Natalie. Or me. Or both. I pick up my phone and swipe to Kane.  
 
    My fingers hover.  
 
    I quickly text Max back.  
 
      
 
    Collin: I'll be there. Leave Natalie out of this, Max.  
 
      
 
    I hold my phone in my hand instead of slipping it into my backpack as I walk between classes. I could just tell Kane, but I don't know who Max is involved with. I think about seeing that guy Chris on Kane's phone. Was it a coincidence that one of my brother's old friends has popped up? It's a small town; it wouldn't be that big of a leap. But still, I wonder what happened to Chris. I hadn't seen him in a long time. Like Max, he seemed to disappear. And what I know of Max is from a long time ago; I don't know anything about him anymore.  
 
    What I knew about him was unnerving, leaving behind a kind of sinister shadow that I didn't visit often if I could help it.  
 
    Except sometimes in my dreams, and usually when I was in the house alone.  
 
    "Be quiet and don't tell mom and dad. This is okay. You're safe." 
 
    The memory, his voice, the feeling I had are sudden and invading me and I am suffocating. 
 
    Where is the air? 
 
    "Just relax." 
 
    I need air.  
 
    I brush past everyone in the halls and out the double doors to get something inside of my lungs on the top of the school steps. The concrete has a tannish sand color to it in this light. I don't normally see it this time of day.  
 
    It's nice. Buttery.  
 
    I lean against one of the concrete banisters. 
 
    Breathe in. 
 
    A baptism of oxygen finds my lungs, my soul, my darkness.  
 
    Hold it.  
 
    Let go.  
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

  
   
 
   
    Chapter 36 
 
     Kane    
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I've met James Cortez a handful of times. Spoken to him in a few words or less for various reasons.  
 
    I still remember his wife's funeral.  
 
    He's a tall man. Dark. Olive skin, dark eyes, dark hair. His presence reminded me of my dad every time I felt it. I wondered if there was a mold that a family mafia leader filled.  
 
    Little emotion. 
 
    Dark and twisty. 
 
    Tall.  
 
    Don't fuck with him. 
 
    Wifeless.  
 
    And now he's sitting in our meeting room at the club, no funeral suit on, but a white button-up shirt that is stark against his skin looks pressed and clean.  
 
    Alexander is next to him. Black polo shirt. Sitting straight, eyes void of emotion, except when they meet my eyes.  
 
    There's a challenge there.  
 
    A nearly undetectable tilt of the head.  
 
    It makes me happy inside to know that this is my nemesis or ally depending on how this meeting goes.  
 
    Depending on what we find when we trace the drugs back to someone.  
 
    Priest, Grim, Frank, uncle Martin and my father are on our side.  
 
    James, Alexander, and two other men I've never seen are on theirs.  
 
    "We were sorry to hear about your son, Martin." James's voice is strong, not soft but nothing in his tone indicates he means anything but what his words are communicating.  
 
    My uncle nods his head but doesn't remark.  
 
    "And as all of this territory business has come to light, we have taken it upon ourselves to help out." 
 
    I see boss stiffen slightly. No one else will notice it because his body language is the blueprint of my own. "How?" 
 
    "We don't want a war with the Bishops. That would be foolish and as a leader who has a son, like yourself, about to take more on in the family business, to allow our tenuous alliance to crumble would be to set him up for failure." 
 
    Boss nods his head. "I agree." 
 
    "How have you taken it upon yourselves to help out?" My uncle's voice is the only one with emotion. Derision dripping from his lips. My father has constantly told him he needs to hold his emotions better. Like whiskey, you cannot let it take over your sensibilities.  
 
    "We've scouted around and found two drop-off locations we think they are using to exchange the drugs," James says easily.  
 
    "Oh, and we are supposed to believe you just happened to find these, easier than our own people, in our own territory, and not believe that you set it up to absolve your family?" 
 
    James's eyes slide to Martin. They're hard. Cold.  
 
    Boss holds up a hand to stop everything.  
 
    And everything does stop.  
 
    You can feel the air still, eyes land on boss, thoughts inside calculating heads muting themselves.  
 
    "I would have done the same thing," Boss says. "I would have found a way to absolve my family so that no needless animosity takes over. Because we know what animosity does-it becomes its own living thing, its own hunting creature that takes over reality, insight, the bigger picture." He's addressing everyone at the table. But then he looks at James. "But my brother is not wrong. How can we trust that this isn't a setup to cover for your mistake? Your...inept decision to creep into what is ours?" 
 
    "I cannot," he raises his hands then lowers them gently to the table. "but we can give you the locations we found, help you find some of the drug peddlers and follow each string to the source. And in the end I hope what we find-together-is a lesser evil than what would come of a war between us. The shooting was a young novice, hoping to earn a place at my table. He's been taken care of," he says darkly. He nods to one of his men who slides a phone across the table to land in front of Boss and myself. When the play button is hit on the video screaming fills the table and we watch as Alexander slices a four inch blade through the man's guts. He's covered in blood and we can barely make out his face but the skin and muscle peeling back to allow his insides to flop out is his death sentence." Boss slides it back to the man next to James Cortez. "Alfie Gemmer. I've already sent you his file so that you could keep tabs on him before we investigated and figured out what we would do." 
 
    "And that's him? Proof?" My uncle asks.  
 
    "I have a box for you. His teeth. All of his fingers. Test them." 
 
    "A man can live without his teeth and fingers, Cortez," Martin says gruffly.  
 
    James Cortez smiles so slightly, so...gently. It is a catalyst for evil things he promises you would not enjoy with that one expression. "But would he want to?" 
 
    "We'll have the fingers tested. And teeth." Boss almost sounds bored. 
 
     "I know that whatever is happening here is not my people. But to prove that, all I can offer is our assistance and the evidence when we find it." 
 
    I narrow my eyes thinking over his words.  
 
    Boss is also letting his words, his offer, filter through his mind. There is an art to making decisions without deliberating too long, but also not just shooting from the hip.  
 
    "Give us the locations. You are welcome to help but know that my men will be watching your men as much as the perpetrators. Nothing personal. But trust is an expensive gift to give and more expensive to lose." 
 
    "Understood." 
 
    "Then we are agreed. Locations. My men will outnumber your men, and we will work to find what we need to end this. Even if it means we find that you are lying." Boss leans forward slightly, eyes only for James Cortez. "And if you're lying. I know you believe in God, Cortez. Make sure you're on good terms with him." 
 
    "Last thing," Boss adds. "This man's name was mentioned by a kid we picked up." Boss nods to Grim who slides a picture across the table face up. "Name is Chris Willy. Ring any bells?" 
 
    James takes the picture, studies it and passes it around to his men who do the same. They share a look. It's a look of knowing.  
 
    "I'll take that as a yes," Martin says.  
 
    James Cortez's eyes flatten. Alexander's flare. The other men lean back as though they're giving their boss and son room.  
 
    "We know him," James says.  
 
      
 
    By the time I'm walking to my car it's late. My head is full. Chris Willy. Connected to Max from years ago.  
 
    Max is back in town and after what was revealed about Chris and Max in that room? I need to find Collin.  
 
    It's already eight-thirty in the evening, the day having been spent with Leo, boss, and the crew meeting before we met with the Cortezes which took long deliberating.  
 
    No texts from Collin and I feel a surge of anger.  
 
    Is she angry? Is she playing a game?  
 
    She knew I would be busy today but surely she could have reached out to me at some point. I took her fucking virginity.  
 
    I throw my phone on the passenger seat and drive to her house.  
 
    Fuck her silence.  
 
    But when I pull into her driveway and ring the doorbell there's no answer.  
 
    I call her. No answer.  
 
      
 
    Kane: where are you? 
 
      
 
    I get back into my car and wait a few minutes. She doesn't text me back or call. My hands squeeze the steering wheel and I think for a moment before I'm pulling out and driving.  
 
    I'm frustrated, an itching feeling under my skin is coming hot and annoying.  
 
    Looking for my girl at night when I haven't talked to her all day after having sex with her. For the first time. And her first time ever. This is not the ideal situation. And it's pissing me off. I'm not even exactly sure who I'm pissed at.  
 
    Add to that her psycho brother is out there. I'm livid.  
 
    My car pulls into the park where I had found her that Saturday studying her big ass medical textbooks and I get out.  
 
    A sweep of the park turns up no Collin.  
 
    Still, no response from her when I check my phone.  
 
    I'm about to get into my car and drive back to her fucking house, pissed the hell off when I get a call from Grim.  
 
      
 
    

  

  
   
 
   
    Chapter 37 
 
    Collin  
 
      
 
      
 
    I leave my house at eight-thirty to get to the spot Max told me to meet him at. I'd been on edge, in a funk all day since his text. Since his threat.  
 
    I think I freaked out Natalie when at the end of the day I told her to lock her car and that it was stupid to think that just because we lived in a small town that we are safe. When she asked where that came from I just said I had read an article about small towns giving into the false idea of safety which cost people their safety in return.  
 
    She bought it.  
 
    But I know I was giving off a vibe of frenetic energy. I couldn't school it. I wasn't one to give into nervousness, anxiety.  
 
    But with him, with Max, there was something deeper at work inside of me.  
 
    There was something broken. 
 
    Something that he had broken in me.   
 
    She had asked three times if I was okay.  
 
    But I wasn't. Regardless of what my words said.  
 
    The third time she asked me was through text half an hour ago and I knew if I didn't leave the house I would chicken out. Or I would tell someone what was going on and put someone in danger.  
 
    Mom and dad were going to be home tomorrow morning-their flight got delayed. I didn't really believe them anymore when they never came home on time.  
 
    I didn't blame them for staying away from the broken, awkward scene of our home.  
 
    But was that true? Did I not lay any blame at their feet? 
 
    I knew that if I were to go to a therapist and suss out the darkness that lived inside of me, that therapist would poke and scrape at my ribs looking for the truth of it all.  
 
    Are you coping? 
 
    No. 
 
    Do you not blame your parents? 
 
    I do. 
 
    What about the blank pieces inside of you? 
 
    They're filled with a forest. And my mind escapes to that safe place. And I think that I will never be okay, not really.  
 
    What about Max?  
 
    My brother should have been safe.  
 
    So I don't go to a therapist because those sticky, tar-like pieces stuck to my ribcage have found a home there inside of me. They're hiding and I understand it. It's a comfort somehow.  
 
    And now I am on my way to meet him, to find out what the hell he wants. Revenge? More damage? 
 
    The darkness adds both cover and an element of fear as I make my way to the pinned location he sent me, but I sit back a bit behind an old building to watch the area. I'm ten minutes early and the silence is battering against my heart.  
 
    I've ignored four calls from Kane and six texts unread.  
 
    I know that if I answer him he'll make it harder to hide this from him.  
 
    A black SUV is parked not far from the spot Max sent me to and it's definitely out of place. This area of town is nearly bereft of action; empty warehouses, a few run-down gas stations dot the roads, condemned houses. The action that crawls through here is destined for nighttime and shadows. 
 
    But the SUV is nowhere near any of those things. Which means it must be a clandestine meeting of the physical or drug sort.  
 
    It's impossible to tell if there is anyone inside of it but it was here when I took my place behind this building so I decide to wait a few minutes to watch the nighttime settle.   
 
    "Don't trust me?" 
 
    I whirl at the voice and my eyes take in my brother leaning his right shoulder against the stone of a building casually. His hair is like mine, his eyes are my dad's blue. We both share our dark eyebrows, though where mine are sculpted his are straight thick lines lending a corrupt edge to his features. Or maybe I know him and that's just how I will see him regardless. His lips are fuller than mine but they're the same heart shape. You would know we are brother and sister just by looking at us but I hoped that people could feel that we were made of different things.  
 
    I wanted nothing of his spirit. It left behind something unwell. Unsettling.  
 
    "Of course not." I look around us once. "What do you want, Max?" 
 
    His smile is nothing short of that unsettling spirit. "I want to make my transition back to town...smooth," he says carefully. Back? He's coming back to town.  "You made it pretty difficult for me with mom and dad before. Me. Your own brother. I'm back and I want you to know you can't just throw a tantrum and throw me aside. This is me making that clear." 
 
    My heart thunders.  
 
    Fear. 
 
    Dread. 
 
    Shame.  
 
    "That's not exactly what happened and you know it, Max. I didn't throw a tantrum and suddenly you were the bad guy." 
 
    You were just a bad guy.  
 
    He pushes off of the building and takes a step toward me. I step back. He stops.  
 
    "You made your point. You're back, here to stay. We can stay out of each other's ways. But why come back?" 
 
    "Business and some unfinished business," he says simply taking three more steps towards me and I hesitate, not wanting to move from the refuge of this building. "I have a list and you're number one on it. Does that make you feel special, little sister?"  
 
    He's only a foot away from me at this point and my breathing is coming heavier. He's still covered in the shadow of the building and his black clothing is making him one with that darkness.  
 
    I remember the last time I was this close to him.  
 
    The last time he made himself close to me.  
 
    I hate you.  
 
    I hate you. 
 
    I hate you. 
 
    I've never said that out loud.  
 
    Oh god, how I wanted to. I wanted to say it before. I wanted to tell him that I hated him. I did. I have for a long time. I felt like if I could get the words out they would be a benediction to some kind of revival of pieces of me I felt were dead. But I couldn't get them out.  
 
    He reaches out a hand towards my face and I flinch back. "Don't!" I whisper-yell at him.  
 
    He places that hand on the wall of the building right next to my head instead and laughs softly.  
 
    "So jumpy and angry. Maybe you wouldn't be that way if you just...relaxed." 
 
      
 
    I kept my carousel night light on. And the bathroom light with the door open into my room. Expelling the darkness made me feel safe. Safer.  
 
    I once locked my door but he hurt me when I did that. Hurt me differently.  
 
    So I stopped.  
 
    And now before I fell asleep each night I lay awake looking at the beautifully painted horses that move round and round the light. There is one horse where the brown paint is chipped, making it look as though half of his face is brown and half is white. I wondered if there were any horses in nature like that. How beautiful that would be.  
 
    I talked to them, the horses. Named them. Told them my secrets. Cried to them after. And I pretended that they hated my brother, that they whispered threats to him whenever he came into my room late at night and whispered, "Just relax." 
 
      
 
    "I don't know what unfinished business you have, but will you leave once it's done?" 
 
    "Maybe. Maybe not. Maybe I'll like it here and create a home-like mom and dad did. How are they by the way?" 
 
    "Just leave me alone. And my friends." 
 
    He sighs. "Fine. After our unfinished business," he says with a sinister smile.  
 
    "Which is?" I am afraid to ask, to hear his answer. But then his head lifts up, looking at something over my shoulder.  
 
    "Ah. Here we go." 
 
    I frown and look over my shoulder, my eyebrows shooting up to see two men walking towards where we were standing. I recognize one of them as Leo's dad. I'd seen them together once. When I turn back to Max I gasp at the empty space where he had been standing before. He's now gone. Silence covers where his form had taken over.  
 
    My heart thumps wildly and I press my body flat against the building before I slide along it to the edge to turn its corner. But when I do I come face-to-face with a tall guy who looks to be in his twenties.  
 
    "Got you," he says darkly, just as two hands clamp on my arms from behind making me scream.  
 
    "What are you doing? Get off of me!" 
 
    "Shh now," a voice says against my ear making me jerk away from its sound, its wet warmth and bad smell. "We've just got some serious questions for you about why you're here. Alone. At night." 
 
    "I wasn't alone," I say but then my mind clicks into place.  
 
    Max's expression. Sticking to the shadows. He had been looking for someone. These men.  
 
    "Even better. We have questions about who you were meeting, little girl." 
 
    I struggle against his hands as I am dragged, rather effortlessly, out into the open and towards the SUV.  
 
    "I'm not doing anything," I argue. But I know it's useless. 
 
    "You're Leo Bishop's dad," I say, trying to keep my voice steady, trying to think fast.  
 
    "Yep." 
 
    His face looks angry. Not impassive or granite-like Kane's. Rather, his was a mottled anger that had something seething underneath his cheekbones, making his structure seem built on it.  
 
    "Okay, I'm a friend of his." 
 
    "Not if you're moving drugs in this town," he says flatly.  
 
    "Drugs?" My mind races. "I don't move drugs. I've never even touched them." 
 
    "Then explaining why you were at a drug drop-off location for a crew working in our territory should be interesting," he responds with a leer.  
 
    I'm shoved into the back of the SUV with Leo's dad next to me and the other two up front.  
 
    Leo's dad pulls out his phone and makes a call. "We've got a hot one. Bringing her in now." 
 
    "I need to make a call," I say and realize how idiotic that sounds. 
 
    He agrees with me because he starts laughing. "This isn't the fucking police department. You don't get a fucking call." 
 
    "Call Kane," I say. 
 
    He looks at me. His eyes rove over my face and the anger is there, making me press my entire body against the door of the car away from him.  
 
    "No." 
 
    "I'm not running drugs. I was set up." 
 
    "Don't fucking care." 
 
    "Just call-" 
 
    Pain shatters across my cheek, the heat sudden and brash. The sound my voice throws out at the contact of his fist with my face is animalistic, a reflex of shock and fear and pain. I look at him with wide eyes and he smiles at me.  
 
    "Shut. Up." 
 
    I raise a hand to my cheek and realize what is happening. The severity.  
 
    This was serious. It hit me now. Literally.  
 
    I was very possibly completely screwed.  
 
    Would Kane believe that I was peddling drugs and encroaching on their territory? His family, their business would be prioritized above me, of that I had no doubt. 
 
    They would kill me. I knew that without pause. If I couldn't prove my innocence they would put a bullet in my head. Tie something to my feet and dump me in the water.  
 
    Max set this up. 
 
    Was he behind the drugs being moved?  
 
    Did he want me dead? 
 
    I'm pretty sure he had no soul, my brother, so I wouldn't be too surprised.  
 
    I walked in on him doing drugs once when I was thirteen. I remember him being pissed I walked into his room and then smiling that I caught him doing something I didn't fully understand.  
 
    We pull into the parking lot of where all of this started. I am roughly pulled from the SUV, the sound of the door being thrust closed jars me as I look around the brick building, the sidewalk where Kane had shoved me down to protect me from gunshots. From here I couldn't see the alley where he had held me against the wall.  
 
    The first time his body had pressed me against a wall, and I briefly wondered if that is where my body first woke up. It was the catalyst for what my body had decided it wanted and craved from him. He had awoken something inside of me that had been damaged.  
 
    I might not get out of this alive is what went through my head every step as I was shoved through a door, down a black hallway, up an elevator that was eerily quiet and then ushered into a small room and dumped into a plush chair behind a desk with nothing else in the room but a two-way mirror and another chair across from where I sat.  
 
    I had heard loud, pumping music when we first came through the door and then it receded to just a distant thump without the notes the further we got from the club floor.  
 
    My hands aren't tied. I thought that was odd. But then what threat was I? 
 
    I sit there for ages.  
 
    And then the door opens to push a large body through the frame. Dress pants, a white button-up shirt, and a face I almost knew.  
 
    This was Kane's father.  
 
    Kane looked like an almost...softer version of this man, though I would never attribute that word to Kane. But this man was harder, darker eyes, same thick, dark hair, same calculating eyes that shared nothing behind them.  
 
    He even tilted his head to the side as he looked me over and I almost smiled at the gesture, the dejavu; how interesting it is that we pick up such intricate patterns from people around us.  
 
    "What is your name?" 
 
    His voice was gentle. Low. Dangerous.  
 
    "Collin Spencer," I say. I keep my head up, my eyes on his.  
 
    He sits down in the chair across from me and I feel the sweat on my skin prickling.  
 
    "You know my son," he says it as a fact, not a question.  
 
    "Yes." I'm not going to tell him how, what we are, who I am to him. I don't even know exactly what I am to him but I know what I won't be to him if they decide I'm guilty.  
 
    "Is that how you were able to get drugs in and out under our noses?" 
 
    I shake my head slowly wondering if there are words that can save me, convince this big, dangerous man. "I don't sell drugs. I don't do drugs. My brother set me up." 
 
    One dark eyebrow raises gracefully. He really is beautiful. A panther.  
 
    "Your brother? He set you up for us to find you in our enemy's hot spot? Why would he do that, Collin?" He places his clasped hands on the table between us and I focus on them for a moment.  
 
    I pull in a breath, hold it and then let it out.  
 
    "He's...we're not close. He had to leave town a few years ago because of...things that happened and," I shake my head again, "he wants revenge." I frown as I try to think, putting the pieces together, his words, his threats. "He said he wants to be back in town and I don't know why, other than maybe..." I lick my lips. "maybe he started the drug business and wants to run it." 
 
    "Seems like an odd place to do such a thing when a successful, very lethal, business is already being run," he comments. "I would even call it stupid, Collin." 
 
    "I agree." 
 
    One side of his lips quirks up and I swear Kane is just a carbon copy of this man.  
 
    "I think he may have something on Leo, or a grudge. He mentioned a list of people he wants revenge on and I was first on the list." 
 
    "Why Leo?" 
 
    "I don't know. But before Leo was framed by that kid, my brother texted me. You can look through the texts," I pull out my phone, open the texts that I knew to save, and then I slide it across the desk to Kane's dad.  
 
    He picks up the phone and takes a minute to read through the texts between Max and myself.  
 
    He's still reading, his finger moving over the screen and I'm watching him, for any micro-expressions that will give anything away. But he is a master of those, I realize.  
 
    I look to my right and though I cannot see anyone behind the two-way glass I know someone is back there.   
 
    My phone is being slid back across the desk and I look up to see Kane's dad's eyes on mine which sends a jolt through me. He's holding his own black phone to his ear as his eyes don't waver from my own.  
 
    "Son, our crew found someone at the drop-off and brought her in." His voice is still that low, slow tone and it slides across the distance between us to prick at my skin. "I'd say according to your text conversations with her, you know her well." His lips lift in an unhurried, knowing smile that makes me frown. "Very well. We'll just keep...bunny...here nice and safe until you get here."  
 
    Oh god. He read our texts. My face heats unbearably.  
 
    None of those were material a parent should read from their children. 
 
    "I didn't exactly give you permission to read those," I say through the rush of blood pounding in my ears.  
 
    "I don't exactly ask for permission when it comes to my family, my business." 
 
    "Like father like son," I say and he flashes me a full smile at that response, tilts his head back and laughs.  
 
    It's full and surprising, also a little scary.  
 
    When he looks back at me he's studying me more closely, a hard smile and narrowed eyes making me push back against my chair to find some solidity and space.  
 
    "My son doesn't get attached to people. To girls. You're....a surprise." 
 
    I don't respond. I want to cut back at him with a snarky remark but I bite my tongue and meet his stare.  
 
    His smile fades and he's back to granite.  
 
    "So Max is an...shall we say, unwise, a revenge-seeking participant in a rival drug business." 
 
    My eyebrows slightly pinch. I never told him my brother's name and in my phone he was left as "unknown." 
 
    He watches my facial expression and tilts his head. "We know Max. We even know some of the people he's had run-ins with. Does the name Chris Willy mean anything to you, Collin?" 
 
    I knew there was something there. Was Chris part of the drugs being pushed? 
 
    I nod my head slowly. "I only know that he was a friend of my brothers before Max left town, though. I don't know anything else. I haven't seen Chris in a long time." 
 
    As I talk about Max and Chris I wonder how much loyalty is left. But I'm sitting here being interrogated by the mafia king himself because of my brother. So the answer is simple. None. We are on opposite sides of blood and oath, my brother and I. Not that we were close or that I wanted him anywhere near me, but the moment you realize there is nothing of love or trust between yourself and someone like a brother anymore....it is monumental. Defining.  
 
    "Do you know where we can find him? Your brother?" 
 
    I laugh then. Finally. There were moments I had wanted to let out a strangled laugh of fear, stress, overwhelming ambiguity of my safety and this situation. And now I let it out.  
 
    "No," I say between chuckles. "no, and you could try to use me to suss him out like a rat, but I believe now more than ever that he set up Leo, shot him, set me up and is now a shadow. He's always been...wrong. Something dark has always been his companion and I have never understood him. He has always been secretive and dangerous, smart, angry. He wouldn't fall for it." 
 
    He lets my words shift and settle around us, his dark eyes watching me, his mind curious but careful.  
 
    "Who hit you?" He lifts a finger gracefully pointing at my cheek that is throbbing dully. "That Max's handiwork?"  
 
    "No," I lean forward and I give him my own slow smile. "That would be your...brother? Leo's dad." 
 
    He nods slowly, betraying nothing of his thoughts.  
 
     I remain silent. 
 
     "Do you know what your brother has against Leo? Or us?" 
 
    "I don't." 
 
    "Does he do drugs? Is he into anything he shouldn't be into?" 
 
    I laugh again and shake my head. "He's into a lot of things he shouldn't be into." 
 
    "Name them." 
 
    His eyes dare me to argue, to refuse.  
 
    "He's done drugs in the past, not sure what. Not sure if he still does. He likes hurting people. Takes pleasure in it. Probably some kind of sociopathic tendencies there. He killed my goldfish when I was little and the look on his face while he held it out of the water was..." my eyes gloss over as my mind takes me back to that scene. "euphoric. Not just violent but, like, it got him excited. He was ten." I look back into his eyes. "His intelligence is off the charts but it's a scary tool, like it was gifted to the wrong person. And he has a penchant for little girls." 
 
    He tilts his head again at that. "Do you know that from experience, Collin?" 
 
    I don't answer him. I just tilt my chin up and match his stare with my own.  
 
    He leans back as he draws in a deep breath.  
 
    "We've looked into your brother. Has a rap sheet. Did a short stint in juvie for drugs. Had the cops called on him for some peeping when he was sixteen into a young girl's room. Then disappeared a few years ago. But we also happen to know him."  He leans forward again, his hands and forearms on the table. "He sold for us. Ran drugs for a while when he was eighteen. But then he just..." his fingers flitted in the space between us. "disappeared. Do you know why?" 
 
    I lick my lips. "I...my parents kicked him out. They didn't tell me...I assumed it was because," I couldn't finish the words.  
 
    "Because of you," he said. And there was an oddly gentle tone in his voice. It was unexpected and I merely nod.  
 
    "It's easy to forget people who peddle our drugs. They're...usually unimpressive, unimportant, and it's their first sales job before they move on. So your brother hadn't left much of an impression." He tilts his head again. "Except turns out that Chris did leave an impression. With an...ally of sorts of ours. Chris raped a little girl named Eloise in Hamilton, our neighboring town, and was brought in for questioning for suspicious activity with a girl named Jenna Sahm." 
 
    He raped someone? A little girl? Did my brother....my breathing gets a little uneven.  
 
    "Jenna..." I say shaking my head. My mind filters to those pink and blue post-it note missing signs all over town. "The girl who went missing a few years back? That," I shake my head again trying to shake the pieces together. "they think it was Chris?" 
 
    He nods his head slowly. "And he has a tie to your brother. Chris hasn't been seen, only whispered about. His name coming up here and there. He's been on the run since he fucked up and raped a mafia king's daughter." 
 
    My eyebrows shoot up to my hairline.  
 
    "So you can imagine how...integral it would be to find the whereabouts of your brother. And his friend." 
 
    My heart is pounding.  
 
    Chris Willy, my brother's friend, raped a little girl. Not just any little girl. And he was a person of interest in the missing girl's case that was made famous in our small town.  
 
    "Is my brother involved in what happened to Jenna or Eloise?" 
 
    He looks at me and the shadow in his eyes is punctuation to my question.  
 
    My brain is overfilling. My chest feels tight.  
 
    Just relax.  
 
    He looks over my face again and then slides his chair back before standing up and walking to the door. He looks back at me. "You're no drug dealer, Collin. You're just a girl that got in the way of a monster."  
 
    And then he leaves, leaving the door open to the black hallway.  
 
    I look around confused. Look to the two-way glass. "So, can I leave?" I ask the faceless person behind the glass. If they're still there. "What is happening?" I ask, my voice a little louder.  
 
    I decide to get up, phone in hand, and walk to the open door. When I look through the doorway, both ways like I'm a child crossing the street, and see no one, I tentatively step through, my red canvas shoes stark against the black flooring. But once both feet are planted outside of the room I was just interrogated in, I hear the elevator doors ding and I freeze, turning my body toward the sound in a wide stance. No idea what I'm about to do.  
 
    But then Kane's body is revealed as the wide doors of the elevator slide open, his stance wide, shoulders held back, chin tipped up, eyes on me like he was anticipating seeing me standing here like a small animal trying to figure out where to go. 
 
     And then he's stalking down the hallway toward me. His face is stone. His cheekbones look sharp in the recessed lighting, his body looks fierce in the black backdrop in his tight black shirt, his tactical pants and thick black boots and the soft pulse of the music below punctuates his prowling steps towards me.  
 
    I open my mouth, unsure what to say but before I can get anything out he's reaching for me, one hand around my waist and the pads of his fingers of his other hand are lightly running over my warm, throbbing cheek. His eyes are full of fire, hate, and his fingers are impossibly gentle. 
 
    "Who, the fuck, did this?"  
 
    And I close my eyes at his words, at his anger on my behalf, at the safety I suddenly feel. His voice so full for me. I lean into his touch and open my eyes. "I'm okay. Can we go?" 
 
    "Who, Collin?" 
 
    "It doesn't matter." 
 
    "The fuck it doesn't. Give me a name or I will make guesses and someone who doesn't deserve it might get my fist and I wouldn't even give a fuck." 
 
    I lay my hand on his cheek, my eyes imploring and I step into him. "Let's just go, Kane. I want to go." 
 
    His eyes hold mine for a beat. I'm not sure if he's going to let it go but when he runs a thumb over my lower lip, his eyes dropping to that touch then come back to my eyes a little of the cruelty has left.  
 
    Kane grabs my hand and leads me out of the building. As he pushes us through the metal door into the parking lot I find myself breathing easier and once I'm in his car I find my muscles releasing some of their tension.  
 
    "You want to tell me why the fuck you didn't tell me about your brother threatening you?" 
 
    His rage is alive. I feel it prowling around us.  
 
    "Because he was threatening me and you and Natalie." 
 
    "Collin, we could have helped." 
 
    "We?" I fully turn to face him. "As in your mafia family? I don't know them, Kane. I don't understand your world of darkness," my hands flail in the air between us as he drives, the frustration and the stress of the last few weeks since Max came back coming out. "My brother isn't stable. And he doesn't do idle threats, Kane. I didn't know what to do." And my brother might be worse than I thought. He might be more cruel, more evil than I knew.  
 
    He's silent for a few moments. "You don't understand how my family works, Collin. But you're mine and since I've claimed that you have a level of protection. We protect what is ours." 
 
    It's my turn to be silent as I soak in his words.  
 
    He looks at me briefly before he looks back at the road. "You're coming to my house tonight and do not argue with me. You are sleeping in my bed where I can fucking see and hold you so that I know you're safe. After tonight we will figure it out. Boss knows you have nothing to do with any of this shit so you're cleared and he now knows what you are to me. Your parents clearly aren't reliable adults so until we figure out your psychopathic brother, moving in with me is not off the table." 
 
    My eyes widen at that. "I am not moving in with you, Kane. That's ridiculous. Just because I slept with you does not mean I'm suddenly in your bed whenever you want." I know it's a low blow. But I feel out of control.  
 
    And then the car which was going around forty-five miles an hour down one of our side streets suddenly comes to a complete stop and he is pulling me to nearly sitting halfway on his lap, his face in mine and it's scary.  
 
    "You will fucking move in with me if that's what needs to happen! You talk of my family's darkness? It's not the same level as your brother. Your brother is into some serious shit, Collin and he is out there. This isn't about me wanting to get laid anytime I want with you in my bed. This is about protecting what is mine. Protecting you. Don't you think you're worth that?" 
 
    Don't you think you're worth that? 
 
    His words pierce me in ways he doesn't know.  
 
    His chest is heaving along with mine and our eyes are boring into each other's in a charged challenge.  
 
    "You don't have to yell at me," I say with a growl in my voice.  
 
    "Then don't say stupid shit. This is serious." 
 
    "Fine,"  I say matching his tone.  
 
    "Fine." 
 
    "Can we go now?" 
 
    "Yeah," he says, setting me back in my seat and putting the car back in drive. "You piss me the hell off sometimes, woman." 
 
    "Likewise," I say, looking out my window.  
 
    But his question a moment ago is reverberating through my mind.  
 
    Don't you think you're worth that? 
 
    Because no. I didn't think I was.  
 
      
 
    

  

  
   
 
   
    Chapter 38 
 
    Kane    
 
      
 
      
 
     We just did this: me leading Collin into my house from the garage and through our kitchen. But tonight I tell her to sit at the island as I go to the refrigerator.  
 
    "I'm not very hungry," she says. I can hear the exhaustion in her voice.  
 
    I set the ice cream on the island and grab two small bowls with spoons. And then I pull out a jar of fudge that I heat up along with a small canister of green and pink sprinkles.  
 
    She's biting both of her lips and holding back a smile.  
 
    "What's funny?" 
 
    "I really cannot reconcile you making ice cream sundaes. It's just so...whimsical and domestic." 
 
    I scoop us out two scoops then pour the hot fudge and raise my eyebrow at her as I shake the sprinkles over the sweet mounds of confection with relish. It makes her laugh and I think a part of me heals at the sound. 
 
    She'd been hit. By one of my men. One of us.  
 
    She'd been hurt. And these men are an extension of me. 
 
    But more than that. More than the bruise inking her cheekbone.... 
 
    She'd been hurt for a long time. I knew there was something there inside of her but I had no idea.  
 
    I slide the bowl across the marble to her and as she slowly takes a bite I watch her. "How scared of the dark are you?" 
 
    The question makes her frown with her mouth full of ice cream. "Normal amount, I suppose." 
 
    And she's lying. I know because she always has lights on in her house. After learning about her brother I know now it was her way of marking her home as unwelcome for the kind of evil that lurked best in the night.  
 
    "If you walked with me outside, would you be okay?" 
 
    She tilts her head, eyes softening. "Actually yeah. I'd like that." 
 
    So I draw her through the kitchen and dining room to our solarium. Since our house is in the middle of the woods, our solarium gets little light, but it becomes an enchanted room of glass and forest. I've always favored this room. I push through the glass french doors and wait for Collin to take the steps down to the stone path.  
 
    There are paths cut for a few miles, swirling around the trees in unintended patterns. I used to walk them all the time growing up. I would get lost and not be scared. Find my way home and know there were parts of me that belonged in these trees.  
 
    Collin pulls in a really deep breath, her head tipping back, eyes closed and there is an overwhelming peace that settles on her features. I watch it with wonder.  
 
    I remember watching her weeks ago as I had her pressed against that brick wall, amidst the shooting and chaos and she pulled in that breath, held it and when she let it go she was completely calm. It had been an odd kind of beautiful.  
 
    She had very little sense of self-preservation and yet she was scared of the dark.  
 
    She stayed calm in chaotic situations when most teenagers, adults even, would freeze or panic. 
 
    She liked when I took control because she knew that in reality she was the one in control.  
 
    Because at one point in her life she wasn't in control. He took that from her. 
 
    She didn't think she was worth protecting, maybe she feared she was too much of a bother.  
 
    And now it's making sense.  
 
    "Did he touch you?" 
 
    Her eyes open slowly and she looks at me, the look says it all. It's sad, angry, indignant. It challenges me to pity her and yet, underneath that it carries the insecurities of a child.  
 
    "Grim called me on my way to get you at the club. I looked into your brother and enough about him, and his ties to Chris Willy, came up for me to put it together." 
 
    She nods slowly once. Twice. And then she looks off into the trees. I won't push her. Though I'm burning to. Part of me wants to make her tell me everything her shit of a brother did to her so that I know exactly every sin I will be extracting from his skin, his soul. But I can't do that to her. I can't make her talk about it.  
 
    "Your mind takes care of you when you go through something like that." Her voice is soft, strong. "Especially as a child. It's really weird, and interesting how our brains recognize something unspeakably evil happening to you and knows that something needs to be preserved. My brain would take me to the forest. Like this one," she almost whispers those last words in reverence as she looks around. "He would come into my room at night. It started when I was six. And I was so scared. I wet myself a couple of times and he told me I was dirty and disgusting. When I would cry he would try and soothe me," she laughs without humor. "Tell me to relax. Just relax." She mimicked his words. "I tried locking him out once but then he punched me in the stomach and kicked me in the vagina and told me he'd do worse if I tried locking him out again. Even worse if I told anyone. So when it became inevitable my brain took over. I would disassociate and I would be in the middle of a forest. Just like that," she lightly snaps two of her small fingers. "and I was safe. I was amongst the living and breathing giants that wouldn't hurt me would shelter me. There was an ethereal calm and almost...holiness about the forest to me. Still is." She looks up at me with the softest smile. "Nemophilist means someone who loves the forest. A haunter of the woods." Her smile slips off of her striking, sad face. I want to catch it, her smile. Put it back there for her.  
 
    "Did you ever tell your parents?" 
 
    She nods her head almost lazily. "After a few months. I started wetting the bed and they were getting angry and frustrated. I read years later that's a sign of abuse and trauma of a child. They," she pauses, eyebrows furrowing. "tried to control it. Gently. Quietly." 
 
    "That sounds like a bullshit way to deal with something that fucked up." My voice is hard. My heart is harder.  
 
    She just shrugs her shoulders. She looks so fucking small standing here in the dark woods, talking about her monster of an older brother touching her sexually. And her parents doing fuck about it.  
 
    "Did he stop?" 
 
    "Eventually." 
 
    I knew that she didn't want my pity. My apologies for her pain.  
 
    "How bad does your cheek hurt?" 
 
    She lifts her fingers to it then winces at the contact. It was bruising pretty darkly. She was going to have a partial black eye. I take a spoonful of ice cream, letting it roll around my tongue and coat my lips, getting them cold and take her hand away from the bruise before I draw her into me and lower my lips to the sensitive skin.  
 
    I slowly kiss the pain away.  
 
    All of it.  
 
    My lips trail up, lightly along her cheek to her temple. Then to her forehead, over her eyes that flutter closed and down her nose.  
 
    Her lips part with soft, panting breaths that smell like vanilla and I take another bite of ice cream before I lean in to take her lips.  
 
    The ice-cold against her warm mouth is a luxurious sensation I had never felt before. She sighs softly into my mouth and I press in, sliding my tongue inside to tangle with hers, slowly. My hands slide to her hips pulling her fully into me and I let my body envelope hers.  
 
    I offer her my strength, my protection, a part of me that I was finding I had only offered to her.  
 
    Her skin feels hot compared to the ice cream and the cooling night air. It's burning through me, searing down to some of the deepest parts of me.  
 
    I pull back and look down at her flushed cheeks, her bruise taunting me. Her eyes are shining and I could imagine they were dark green with some grey.  
 
    I tug on her hand and pull her further into the trees, off of the stone path until we come to a small clearing. I press her back against a tree and reach between us, undoing the button and zipper on her jeans as I lean back in, taking her mouth with mine. This time, harder, my tongue pushing past the seam of her lips to clash with hers. Her hands latch onto my shoulders as she moans into my mouth, her body quickly melting into mine. 
 
     She kicks off her jeans and when I slide my fingers under the leg of her panties I find that she is already warm, wet. I groan at how her body responds so easily to me. I hook my fingers in the sides of her panties and shove them down her hips letting them drop to her feet. 
 
    I kiss down her neck, biting where her neck meets her shoulder, loving the shiver that takes over her body.  
 
    "Your body should have been protected," I whisper against that spot between shoulder and neck, where my teeth leave small, red marks, where my lips cover the offense immediately with pleasure. 
 
    And then I kneel in front of Collin, my hands bracing her hips as I look up at her. "Every time I touch you" my thumbs brush over her pussy and I watch her mouth open in a silent gasp. "kiss you, bite and lick," I lean forward and lightly tease that bundle of nerves with the tip of my tongue pulling a beautiful gasp from her. Then I pull back and look up at her again. "Every time I fuck you and make you cry out for me," I slide two of my fingers deep inside of her slowly, watching her bite her lip, her eyes large and watered with arousal for me "is for you. I want to draw out your pleasure, Collin."  
 
    I pepper kisses around the tops of her thighs inward until I'm kissing the crease of her there, sliding my tongue slowly, so slowly through her wet heat.  
 
    Her hands slide into my hair, gripping the strands painfully and I love it. I want her to respond to what I do to her without remorse.  
 
    I pump my fingers inside of her harder as I lick up her slit until I find her clit. The tip of my tongue lightly flicks it, teasing, playing and when she starts moaning, grinding her hips against my face, riding my fingers I know I have her where I want.  
 
    Where she needs.  
 
    On the edge of pleasure and the possibility of disappointment.  
 
    Because that's where we thrive, isn't it? That's where we drop our guard and our weapons of control and we beg.  
 
    "Tell me what you want, Collin," I grind out against her wet cunt. My fingers curl deep inside of her and my tongue is teasing all around where she needs me most.  
 
    "I..." she gasps, her hips chasing my tongue, her hands restless in my hair. "I need..." Her voice is breathy, filled with holes of longing and probably fear. Fear of voicing what she wants.  
 
    "Tell me what you want, baby, and I'll give it to you." My fingers have backed off, just barely sliding in and out of her languidly and I'm running my open mouth over her lightly, so lightly that she lets out a mewling growl that makes my already hard cock twitch. 
 
    "Damnit, I need you to go harder," she whispers with force, her hand pulling my face into her.  
 
    "Like this?" I lick hard and up through her making her moan loud.  
 
    "Yes," she barely gets out.  
 
    I do it again.  
 
    "Yes, Kane...." 
 
    "Mmmm that's it, baby. Say the words and I'll bow to your pleasure." 
 
    My lips pull back, my fingers stop their light ministrations and I'm hovering there, my lips barely touching her bare skin.  
 
    Her breaths are panting out of her open mouth and I look up at her, the canopy of trees spreading over us in an alter of that holiness she spoke of. I could kneel here and worship her like this and do it under starlight and the grace of the trees all night if it meant healing her.  
 
    "Make me come, Kane. Please...I need you," she finally gasps out and it's all I need before I thrust both of my fingers deep inside of her hard, finger fucking her as my mouth dives in to devour her whole.  
 
    I suck her clit into my mouth as my fingers work her and she is bucking her hips against me, the tree against her back holding her up as I feel the sensations grip her body.  
 
    "Ohmygod...ohmygod Kane..." she's moaning wildly now, abandoning all sense of control and I swear it is the sweetest gift she could ever give me.  
 
    "I'm....ohhhh fuck..." her head is thrown back, her back arched and she's exploding.  
 
    I bask in the baptism of her pleasure, of her body being given something it wanted and needed. It's beautiful and perfect and I don't stop my mouth or my fingers until she's a mess of shaking limbs and trying to push me away.  
 
    And then I softly kiss her core before sliding up her body and grasping a handful of her hair to pull and angle her face for a kiss just as devouring as I just gave below.  
 
    My tongue duels with hers and I want her to feel and taste how touch should be. How her body should bow to being maneuvered when it is freely given.  
 
    I pull back and... fuck if our panting breaths, our heaving chests aren't the perfect rhythm to this song of worship between us.  
 
    "That is how you should be touched. That is how you should be worshiped." I run my fingers lightly over where she was hit. "You should have been protected and taken care of and you should never have the thought that you aren't worth what your parents neglected to give you. Do you understand?" My voice is a low growl. I'm nearly shaking with both the need to protect her and hurt those who hurt her.  
 
    Her eyes are staring into mine with complete transparency, complete vulnerability. When she nods I kiss her softly on the forehead and then lead her back inside. To my shower, to my bed, to my protection.  
 
    I will kill her brother for the brokenness he caused her. I know that now as though it was written in my bones for me to find. As I lay with Collin inside of my arms I accept the first life on my hands will be his.  
 
      
 
    

  

  
   
 
   
    Chapter 39 
 
    Collin    
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I think that there are pieces of my brokenness scattered throughout my house. Different ages and moments just embedded there. In the carpet of the stairs. The smudged white frame of my brother's bedroom door. The toaster on the kitchen counter. My walk-in closet.  
 
    And I felt those pieces. Every time I was in that house alone caught in a moment unaware; it was like the house was wicked enough to want me to remember. Flashes of memories, of feelings, smells and sounds. They would sneak up and take over my mind unapologetically. 
 
    It's been eight weeks since Kane moved me into his forest mansion. I resisted at first and when he ignored me, I got angry.  
 
    But his anger was bigger. More righteous than my own. Because he had been right. I was proud and scared of asking anyone to bend down to help me up, of finding me not worth the trouble.  
 
    I hadn't been to my parents. I knew that, I had felt it as it had been branded in my childhood heart, but I had never faced it. Not until Kane made me.  
 
    Halloween came and went. Thanksgiving had been the oddest melting pot of Kane and his father, Natalie and June, Leo and Martin Bishop and Grim, who had become this silent presence I'd become used to over the weeks.  
 
    My parents never came home. They had been due to the morning after Kane took me into the forest and helped fit some of my pieces back together.  
 
    I went home after school and they weren't there. No note. I called. No answer. I texted. Nothing. Not until two days later did my mom text me. They'd received offers at the hospital they had been working at in Arizona that would more than double two years' worth of salary for six months of work.  
 
    I wasn't sure I believed that. That they both got offers so good. 
 
    Maybe they had pieces of themselves embedded in the house too. And they just couldn't face them.  
 
    Couldn't face me.  
 
    I cried once. Just one time I allowed tears to fall for the parents who couldn't love me. And when Kane saw me crying in one of the sturdy Adirondack chairs, a flannel blanket around my shoulders I'd simply told him it was almost Thanksgiving which must have made me nostalgic and sad for the loss of them.  
 
    So he organized the most bizarre and honestly, delightful, Thanksgivings I had ever been a part of. One of the most honest ones. Honesty wasn't a thing in my house from the first time my brother had touched me. I see that now.  
 
    Quinton Bishop rarely was in the house but when he was he was a bold yet quiet presence, but oddly accepting of me being there. I asked him once. I made dinner and he came to the house, actually sitting in the kitchen at the island to eat with us. He was different than I would have imagined. He smiled and asked questions.  
 
    So I asked him how he felt about me being there while Kane went to the bathroom.  
 
    He'd tilted his dark head at me and a half-smirk took up one side of his angular face. He'd said, "If Kane says you're his, then my home is your home, Collin."  
 
    My brother still texted me. And I shared those with Kane and his family not hiding anything anymore. They were threatening, some vulgar, some just taunting. Leo, when seeing a picture of Max, was able to identify him.  
 
    When my brother was nineteen, the year he left, Leo had found him with an elementary school-aged girl on a picnic table that was shoved behind a dilapidated building at one of the parks. She had been sitting on his lap, his hand up under her dress, her tears painting skin-colored trails through the sweat and mud on her face from playing in the summer heat. Max tried to play it off like he was consoling his little sister, but  Leo knew a predator when he saw him. Saw the terror in the little girl's eyes and threatened Max who had shrugged it off and slinked away.  
 
    But Leo told some of the guys, they found Max and beat the shit out of him but when they recognized him as one of the kids running drugs for them, they told him they'd kill him if they caught him doing anything like that again and then told him to skip town.  
 
    That's why he left.  
 
    Not because my parents finally made him.  
 
    Another betrayal.  
 
    And there was one incident. My mind calls it, "The Incident", and there is a disconnect inside of me that won't even allow me to remember the details. I remember fragments. I remember the cool air, the sounds of a festival crowd, frying food, people screaming on festival rides, the maze.  
 
    The maze.  
 
    And then I freeze.  
 
    The Fall Festival at the beginning of November had been the only interaction with Max-and it had been one hell of an interaction. Thinking back to that incident....I couldn't. When Kane got me back to the house, I curled up in the corner of the shower and wept. I think Kane was at a loss of what to do at that point so he silently took care of me. Gave murderous, dark looks to anyone who mentioned my brother.  
 
    This time at Kane's had been both wonderful and weird. But I think I let the weird side override the wonderful because I couldn't quite let go and just...be. I felt restless. I felt both overwhelmed and underwhelmed. 
 
    Kane didn't tell me much about his family business and I didn't ask. The nights he was away with that I read in the solarium, walked the forest, went to Caleb's to be with Natalie and June, and that is honestly where I felt the most normal.  
 
    I felt like an intruder in Kane's house, no matter the words he said, the way he tried to make me feel at home and he did try.  
 
    I didn't fit anywhere. That's the best way I could describe it. I don't think I'd had a home since I was six years old. 
 
    There were some nights I almost choked on the feeling of not belonging. But I couldn't tell Kane. Because it had nothing to do with him.  
 
    Kane was...god, he was intense. He was this sexy, hulking, brooding fantasy that looked at me and saw me. And wanted me. Somehow. When he touched me I melted, as cliche as that sounds. Just the sound of him murmuring my name as he ran his hands over me, slid inside of me, could be a prayer. No teenager should have this great of sex. It's not normal. Natalie has confirmed that.  
 
    But still, sometimes when I was alone in the forest, my place of comfort and safety, my peace, I couldn't find the peace. 
 
    And then my acceptance to IU came. Their pre-med program was great. It was in the midwest, tucked inside of our country in a wholesome surrounding of farmland and affordable cost of living. When I clicked open my bright red and crimson acceptance in my email it was the first time I felt a loosening in my chest.  
 
    I could start over. 
 
    But what did that mean for Kane and me? We were eighteen years old. He acted much older than that, always had seemed larger and older to me. But still, I had never meant to stay here.  
 
    It was Christmas break now. No sign of my brother, but the drug deals had stopped. Snippets of conversation I followed between Kane and Leo let me know that they were working on finding out the missing pieces of Max and Chris. There was more. But I tried not to listen because I'd reached my limit with hearing of his evil.  
 
    But Kane took it seriously. I was beginning to see that his family business, the underbelly of our small town, was also our town's sentinel. I think he wanted to protect it, even. Get rid of the monsters that weren't his family. He was ready to take his throne. He was ready to begin his future.  
 
    I think I was too.  
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

  
   
 
   
    Chapter 40 
 
    Kane     
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
     "Where is boss at with trusting Cortez?" 
 
    Leo's question pulls me from my distracted re-wrapping of my wrists between boxing sessions. I needed to get into the gym. Get some frustration out. I had a match in two weeks. Coach was not a forgiving man when it came to losing, which is why he only took on a few people a year to coach. He picked us carefully. Being a Bishop had little to do with my chosen status. I learned to fight at the hands of my father, not brutally and abusively, but because he had learned in that exact way from his own father. He didn't talk much about his dad. I never knew the man, as he died when I was one. But it was in the way the air-filled between the few words spoken about him. It was in the way my dad taught me how to fight, as though he had only learned as a means of survival himself.  
 
    "He doesn't trust them. But he also doesn't believe they're behind anything over the last few months." 
 
    "Grim and Priest think they've found a trail on Max Spencer." 
 
    I nod, already having heard the news from boss this morning. This morning when Collin had pulled inside of herself even more than the last few weeks.  
 
    There was something going on inside of her and I knew from myself that pushing was never the way to get something out of someone.  
 
    Ever since that night at the club... 
 
    I wrap the tape around my left wrist, tight but not cutting off circulation.  
 
    I wanted to heal her. I wanted to pull her out of that dark place but there was this part of me that feared something from that night- facing for the first time out loud what her brother had done to her, had done to others- had opened up a trench inside of her and she was devastatingly broken.  
 
    Can we fix each other? 
 
    I wrap my right wrist the same as the left and secure my half gloves before standing and facing the punching bag. 
 
    Leo is at the other bag in the small gym. He didn't do matches but he grew up throwing his fists just like me. Since he's healed from the bullet wound he's been in here more. He's been different. Harder. His jokes come less, his chest holds fewer laughs.  
 
    My fist connects with the bag and there is a shock of relief that rolls through my body. This savageness of my body throwing aggression out of myself is such a visceral act. One that I need.  
 
    My mind takes me to this morning again. Her quietness. Her brow furrowed as she looked at something on her laptop. I didn't ask her any questions because the few times I had over the weeks she just pulled in further and put on a mask.  
 
    I saw it slide over her features and every single fucking time it wrenched something deep inside of me.  
 
    The only time she was fully unlocked was when I ran my hands over her body in my bed. When I stripped her naked and pushed her limits of pleasure with all of me. The way she responded to me was fucking glorious. I've never come as hard as I did with her. One day she'd initiate sex with me but for now, I was satisfied with waking her up with my mouth between her legs, throwing her on the bed the moment we walked into my room, taking her against the wall in my shower.  
 
    But still, after the orgasms, after the echo of my name wrenching from her lips, after our hearts slowed and bodies relaxed there was the slipping back inside of herself. I would pull her close and still know that underneath my hands I could feel her skin, small muscles and bones and deep deep deep under all of that is where Collin hid.  
 
    My arms and shoulders shook from the ferocity  of my hits to the heavy bag. I am streaming sweat and I can practically feel the red beating of my skin from the exertion.  
 
    We didn't talk about the future. I knew she wanted to get out of here, become a doctor, stay away from our small Wildwood on the coast.  
 
    And my future was here.  
 
    Could I convince her to stay? To come back? 
 
    Leo asks if Collin and I want to come over later, but I decline. I know Martin is the one who hit Collin and I would deal with that eventually. For right now, and since I found out it was him, I've kept my distance from him, much like he likes to keep his own from me.  
 
    "Tell Collin I say hi, then. Just...everything is going to be fine, cousin." Leo's hand on my shoulder squeezes and I know I haven't been hiding my tension well. Just as Collin hasn't hid her own demons well from me. 
 
    "Give my best to your dad," I say with a menacing growl to which Leo rolls his eyes.  
 
    "You guys will have to figure it out one day." 
 
    "Not today," I say. "Later," I wave at him over my shoulder as I leave the gym, driving home. 
 
    I need a shower. I need to kiss Collin. I need to pin her down and demand she let me inside of her head. I need to find Max and slice through skin and muscle until I'm satisfied that he has suffered before I take his life. I need to tell Collin to stay here, in our town with me. I need to not have our family rely on me taking the seat next to my father.  
 
    That's the first time I have fully formed that thought. Of not wanting to be the prince of our family business. It's what I have been committed to, ready for, my entire life. But there is a scratching inside of me now, something unsettled and I don't know how to name it, what to call it, how to fix it.  
 
    The house is quiet and usually, when I get home I can find Collin in the kitchen, solarium, or out back enveloped in the trees.  
 
    But as I walk through the kitchen there is an emptiness that consumes me. A corner of my brain has warning bells going off, not of danger but of some great loss.  
 
    The solarium is empty.  
 
    A quick check of my bedroom is also empty.  
 
    When I step outside, the crisp air biting, the area desolate I only hear the silence. I know. Because this kind of silence is somehow strepitous-it fills a space more than noise ever really could. I know this because I felt it when my mother disappeared from our house, from my life.  
 
    I walk to where I had pinned Collin against that tree in the clearing that night. I don't know why I go there, but I just do. And when I stop in the clearing my eyes find the note pinned to the tree. I slide my hands in my pockets and just stare. I don't make a move to get it, to read it. I don't need to.  
 
    I know what it is.  
 
    I know it's her goodbye.  
 
    I close my eyes and tip my head back up to the sky. There is a mordacious need to bite at the trees, for letting her leave. They were supposed to keep her here, protected.  
 
    I was supposed to keep her safe.  
 
    But I know as I stand there under the canopy of these lonely trees where I had once worshipped her small body, that neither the trees or I could have saved her from her demons.  
 
    And still, I scream a low, growling thing. Letting it escape my chest, clawing out of my throat and into the night.  
 
    It is a scream of the animal inside of me. It is for the pieces of her soul that were stripped without her permission. And the pieces I couldn't fix for her.  
 
    

  

  
   
 
   
    Chapter 41 
 
    12 Years Later   
 
      
 
    Dr. Collin Spencer   
 
      
 
      
 
    I spent hours rooting around inside the body cavity of a middle-aged man who decided to get behind the wheel of his car well over the legal limit of alcohol. Possibly drugs as well but the toxicology report wouldn't be back for a while.  
 
    My job was to find the broken pieces inside of people and fix them. Put them back together. Enough so that they could recover and continue on with their lives.  
 
    I didn't get to decide if they deserved it and this guy-knowing nothing about him or his life-with the few facts I knew probably didn't deserve my skills. People died because of him.  
 
    But all that mattered was that there was enough damage to his spleen that the bleeding could very well kill him. Broken ribs, a punctured lung, and internal bleeding were a recipe for a fairly quick death, but the paramedics had done their part well and my team and I took over.  
 
    He would live.  
 
    And as I shook off my gown, scrubbed my hands, and cracked my neck from the long surgery, I thought about a glass of white wine, a roaring fire and curling up with my Irish wolfhound, Augie.  
 
    My cell phone rings and I smile as I answer. "Hey." 
 
    "Hey, you save another life?" 
 
    "Mmhmm. What are you up to?" 
 
    "Driving back from Louisville. Probably won't be back in town for three hours. Want to get breakfast in the morning?" 
 
    "Perfect. Text me when you make it back," I say before we say goodbye and hang up.  
 
    I've been dating John Fischer for about eight months. We'd met at a coffee shop I frequent, that he also frequents. He was sitting next to my small table doing work from his laptop and when I looked over at him I found him looking at me. He smiled sheepishly and then I watched as he made the decision to be bold. He asked if he could interrupt my reading or if I'd rather be left alone.  
 
    I let him interrupt.  
 
    He worked in the business side of primary care and when finding out I was a surgeon he practically flushed with excitement. I spent years in school and rarely dated, hadn't really had the appetite to. So when our first date had gone  well and he asked me on another while dropping me off at my house I surprised myself by accepting.  
 
    And then we were in a relationship a month later.  
 
    He's hinted at wanting to move in together but I've walked around those hints, giving them wide berths of space. I wasn't ready for that.  
 
    I was scared I never would be. I was a little messed up. Still. After all these years and not just because of that darkness inside of me. Even that had lightened through the years, through the distance. I even got some counseling.  
 
    But I wasn't sure commitment was in my DNA.  
 
    When I left Wildwood behind twelve years ago I spent the first year avoiding everything that had happened. Focused on finishing my senior year before heading off to college. My second year of college a girl went missing at one of the bars and it triggered something inside of me. I became obsessed with researching that little girl gone missing from my small town those years ago. Chris Willy. Trying to find any connection to my brother. I knew. Deep down I knew Max had something to do with it. And my obsession took over; I became anxious, frenetic, and almost failed out. So I went to counseling. I found some peace, but closure? I wasn't sure that was in my DNA either.  
 
    I find my two-story, light blue cottage with porch lights on, but the light I usually kept on in my kitchen to welcome me home was dark. I wonder if it burned out and mentally think if I have a pack of bulbs in my linen closet. I park in the driveway and unlock my kitchen door, letting myself inside.  
 
    But the moment I flip the switch to the small, warm lamp on my counter, my eyes find the piece of paper tacked to one of my sage green kitchen cabinets.  
 
    I stand in my kitchen, my heart thumping.  
 
    Thump- 
 
    Thump- 
 
    Thump- 
 
      
 
    I know that piece of paper. The tack was even the same from twelve years ago.  
 
    I need to catch my breath.  
 
    The air feels thick, viscous, alive.  
 
    And then the voice that echoed through my head, my dreams, my memories hits me from behind, causing me to close my eyes, my muscles tightening.  
 
    "Kane," his voice comes out of the darkness, low, smooth. "I don't know how to say this other than to tell you that I'm sorry. There are haunted chambers inside of my heart that I do not know how to exorcise. Brokenness and restlessness are warring inside of me and I need to go, I need to give into something and the restless animal keening inside of my lungs is telling me to go." His voice is getting closer. It's still the same one I know but it's older, more full, more dangerous than my memories. He continues reciting the words from his memory, words I wrote to him and also know by heart. "I think I may have fallen in love with you. I'm sorry for that too because now I have to go. Don't look for me. Don't worry about me. Please," his voice is now right behind me; I can feel his body heat. My heart is at a death pace inside of me now. "just let go." The last words are a rumble against my neck and I reach forward to grip the edge of my marble countertop to steady me.  
 
    When he leans in, his mouth open and hot against my ear I almost cry out in...surprise, fear, something more.  
 
    "Hi, Bunny. Been a long time." 
 
      
 
      
 
    To be continued.... 
 
    Next Bishop Mafia book to come -the next installment about Quinton Bishop. An age-gap mafia romance  
 
      
 
    The next Bishop Mafia Romance will introduce us to Quinton Bishop's story with a sprinkling of what was between the lines for Caleb and Natalie. Coming soon July 2022 
 
    

  

  
   
 
   
    Epilogue 
 
    Natalie and Caleb  
 
      
 
      
 
    Natalie sipped on the dregs of her frozen coffee drink. The sun was dipping lower and lower and with it she felt as though it was pulling her patience. Caleb was being beyond an ass lately.  
 
    She liked him. She had for since she first hung out with him. Collin had invited her over to his house for a hangout and she'd been relieved at their collective normality as a friend group. They didn't have staff taking care of their homes and meals, they worried about their futures because they hadn't been laid out for them, they ate whatever they wanted and acted like teenagers. Kids at her private school were teenagers and they did dumb teenager shit. But there was an undercurrent that none of it mattered. Not really. Because they would go on to their bright futures and this was a play that they were in, playing their respective roles only to move on after the encore to the real world of success.  
 
    For Caleb and June and Addison she watched them be teenagers because they had to survive it in order to continue onto the next step in their lives. Which wasn't guaranteed. There was an edginess to it, an ambiguity that kept them so much more real. She loved it.  
 
    Collin had described Caleb to her as her nerdy guy friend. But when she met him? He was not what she expected. He was hot. Nerdy, yes. But still...broad shoulders, light brown hair that seemed to be getting lighter each year, warm brown eyes that were smiling and happy but sometimes... 
 
    Sometimes she caught something inside of his eyes, a look that was intense, like a secret potency he had inside of him. It intrigued her. But, she had flirted and he smiled and laughed and treated her like a friend. Without saying it, she felt as though he had friend-zoned her.  
 
    So, she moved on.  
 
    Still, he showed flashes of that intrigue and she found herself drawn to it. Just moments between the lines that made up Caleb.  
 
    And when Garret had asked her out she couldn't deny the excitement. He was handsome, a football player, and intelligent. When he kissed her she responded how a normal teenage girl would. He'd talked to her about going slow sexually, which had surprised her. Most teenage guys did not want to go slow. But they made out whenever they had a date and she knew it was only a matter of time before they went further.  
 
    But now Caleb was treating her like a rich girl who chose the rich obvious guy; as though she should be punished for....she wasn't even sure what. He had no right.  
 
    And tonight, sitting on the top deck of their local coffee shop with the girls and him, listening to him be an ass, she was losing her cool.  
 
    "I need to go use the restroom," she says before she throws her cup at his chiseled face. She walks down the wooden steps to slip inside the women's bathroom and splashes some cool water on her neck and wrists. Deep breath. Maybe she should just pull Caleb aside and ask him what his deal is. Communication tended to be the best course of action.  
 
    When she decides that's what she'd do she exits the bathroom and walks straight into a hard chest and upon seeing that the chest belongs to the object of her growing frustration she frowns. Caleb's large hands brace her shoulders to steady her, but his surprise turns to a frown matching her own when he sees it's her. 
 
    "Slow down," he admonishes.  
 
    And his tone sets her teeth on edge, her last nerve jumping to get in a fight.  
 
    "You're the one who ran into me, Caleb." 
 
    "Bitchy much?" 
 
    Oh.  
 
    Oh. 
 
    "Bastard much?" 
 
    He pulls back, dropping his hands from her shoulders at her barking response, eyebrows raised. "Proving my point, Natalie?" 
 
    She crosses her arms. "Pot calling the kettle black, Caleb?" 
 
    They standoff and she knows that her eyes are a matching set to his hard ones. "I need to use the restroom," he mumbles about to push past her but she steps in his way. 
 
    "What is your problem, Caleb? You obviously have an issue with me dating Garret for some unknown reason. You haven't even met him." 
 
    "I don't need to." 
 
    This time her eyebrows raise. "Wow, so all kids at my school are just...scum. Scum for you to judge and dislike without a trial?" She steps forward. "What does that make me?" 
 
    He doesn't answer at first. His jaw is working and his brown eyes are darker than usual, that glint of intensity sparking for a moment, his eyes dipping to her lips, his broad chest pulling in a deep breath. Then he releases it and his eyes slide back to her eyes, that spark dissipated.  
 
    "You're different," he respond finally. Almost softly.  
 
    She shakes her head, confusion pulling at her features. "What then, Caleb? You're being mean and I didn't do anything to deserve it. You're supposed to be my friend." 
 
    Suddenly his large hand reaches out and grabs her chin, the unexpected gesture causing the air in her lungs to freeze. He leans down and his eyes are on her lips again. "I'm supposed to be your friend," he says, his voice lower, deeper. It makes her shiver. His fingers are pinching her chin, not painfully, but in a strong grip and her heart is rattling inside of her.  
 
    Then just as suddenly as he grabbed her he lets her go and steps back. His eyes are back to normal and on hers. "We are friends. Just don't come running to me if he turns out exactly how most of the douches there do. Entitled assholes who use and take without remorse." 
 
    And then he does step around her.  
 
    This time she lets him. His words reverberated through her body.  
 
    "Hey," a voice behind Natalie says gently.  
 
    She whips around to find Collin, her face going from resigned to shocked. "Oh hey!" her voice comes out high and tight.  
 
    "You guys alright?" Collin asks cautiously. Natalie shakes her head. 
 
    "Mhmm. Yeah. He's just...being weird," she waves her hand dismissively. "I think he had to go home anyway." 
 
    They go back to their friends, minus Caleb, and Natalie tries not to let the interaction with Caleb take over her mind.  
 
    She laughs and drinks her drink.  
 
    And her heart wonders at that potency in Caleb that he hides so well.  
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