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| was supposed to die that night—not get kidnapped.

REVERSE HAREM

COLLEGE BULLY } But the man dragging me off the porch didn’t plan on Landon.
SOPHIE J. RIVERS

Didn’t know he’s been watching me for years.

Didn’t expect him to tear through the dark like a demon.

Now | know the truth—

Landon’s not a stranger.

He's the reason I'm alive.

My stalker. My nightmare. My only safety.

And now he’s dragged me back to Haven University.

Back to the man | should run from—but can’t.

Professor Conner Kilgore is a forensic legend with a voice that strips
me bare.

He sees through everything—my lies, my defiance, my fear.

And when he tells me to prove myself, | whisper yes, sir.

Because when he says my name... | forget how to breathe.

Then there’s Brooke.

The redhead with a devil's smile, a crop top that reads power bottom,

and the most dangerous hands I've ever wanted on me.

She laughed before | spoke. Looked at me like | was already hers.

And maybe...I was.
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PROLOGUE
Landon

They buried my sister in Potter’s Field—the graveyard of the forgotten, where the
world sends its nameless dead, as if no one ever loved them. My sister, the brightest
light in my life since | was four, died alone on the side of a road two counties away.
They laid her to rest as a Jane Doe, like she’ d never mattered to anyone.

| stand at the edge of Potter’'s Field, rancid air thick with flies, smoking ajoint asif |
might somehow spot her in the emptiness.

The land stretches out, wide and unkind—dirt packed hard, grass sparse and brittle.
Wooden stakes lean crooked under the sun, nameless markers rotting into the ground.

No headstones. No flowers. Just row after row of the disappeared.

| scan each hollow dip in the soil like it might open up and give her back to me. But
they all look the same. Hollow. Abandoned. Loveless.

“Been out here for hours, man,” Isaiah murmurs behind me. “We don’t know when,
or where they buried her.”

| turn around and narrow my eyes on Isaiah. His moss green hair covers his eyes as
he stares off into the distance, not making eye contact with me.

He sighs, his shoulders concaving into his chest abit. “It happens to the best of us.”



| suck in a sharp breath and lock my gaze on the silver piercings lining the curve of
his ear like starsin aconstellation. “| want out, Zay.”

“There is noout,Lan.” He doesn’'t even look at me—just shifts his weight and shoves
his fists deeper into his hoodie pockets like he' s digging himself into the ground.

Isaiah Cross. Best friends with Xavier—the next in line to head the Raiders—and his
half-brother on their mother’'s side. Isaiah was born into this shit the moment his
father croaked and he turned up at the Raiders house at thirteen looking for his
mother, who claimed Isaiah was a stillbirth. That whole scene was a shitshow. Let’s
just say Mom’s no longer around, and Isaiah’s got the scars to prove he wasn't
exactly welcomed home. But none of that matters to the current head, Marcus, who is
full blooded brothers with Xavier and would have killed Isaiah years ago if it wasn't
for Xavier constantly putting his neck on the line for him.

Regardless, all that meansisifhesays there’s no out, then there' s no out. Period.

But | snort anyway, more venom than humor in the sound.

“Bullshit,” | say, voice sharp as | pass him the joint and exhale a long stream of
smoke into the bleeding orange sky. The Raiders are the largest motorcycle gang in
the South, with their Texas chapter reigning as the nerve center of the entire
operation.They're not just muscle—they're enforcers, executioners, and street-level

kings with deep tiesto the Italian Mafia.

If the Mafiais the brain, the Raiders are the fist. And when that fist swings, it breaks
bones. Crossing them means crossing Italy—and no one’ s reckless enough to do that.

No one, except the Cartel.

Zay gmiles, just barely—his lips quirk crooked and cold. He flicks the ash, eyes



unreadable, and lifts the blunt to his mouth. “If you want out,” he murmurs, slow and
deliberate, “I’ll give you out.”

“1 thought you said there was no out.”

“There’s not.” He nods, lips curling around the words. “The out is death, Landon.”
He holds the joint between his fingers like aloaded gun and points with his chin. “I’ll
bury you right over there. Shallow grave. Save us both the trouble |ater.”

| snatch the blunt back, drag hard—burning it straight to the filter like it might burn
thisfeeling out of me. My lungs rebel, cough ripping up my throat, but | ride it out. “I
can't follow Marcus after this,” | say, voice ragged. “Thisis hisfault.”

Zay’ s eyes narrow. “You knew what kind of man Marcus was when you sworein.”

“I joined for my sister.”

“And Kelly knew who Marcus was.” His voice doesn't even waver. Just flat and
brutal, like a blade pressed against my ribs. “We all knew. You don't get to play the
victim now.”

| want to hit him. Just once. Just enough to crack that fucking jaw he keeps clenching
like the truth doesn’t even taste bitter to him.

“Y ou chose to be a brother,” he says. “You think | can just let you walk?’

“I'm not asking.” | say, my voice more even than | expected it to be, because the
minute | found out my sister was missing, and then dead, | have been spiraling. | feel
like I can’t fucking breathe and the thought of pledging loyalty to the man who had
my sister hooked on fucking meth for the past four years and then excommunicated
from the only place she knew in this entire country is fucking mad and | won't do it.



Zay’'s quiet. Then he lets out a low laugh and pulls a pack of gum from his pocket,
dliding a piece between his teeth. “They didn’t teach you loyalty across the pond?’ he
mocks. “Figures. You Britsfold like wet paper the second it gets personal.”

| stare him down, blood thudding behind my eyes. He doesn’t get it. None of them
do. | didn’t just lose my sister. | lost the one person who made this life feel bearable.
The one who kept me tethered when everything else was chaos. Without her, it’s like
the world lost its sound, its color, its shape. Like I'm walking through smoke and
glass, and every breath cuts going down.

| can’'t do this anymore. | can’t sit at Marcus' s table, call him brother, pretend | don’t
see her blood on his hands. If | stay a Raider, I’'m going to kill him—maybe not
today, maybe not tomorrow, but eventually. And | won’t regret it.
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But if | try and fail? He'll make me wish | was dead. Marcus King doesn’t just bury
traitors—he makes them suffer, that's what the Kings do, perpetuate suffering. And
with every club in Texas under his thumb, there’ d be nowhere to run.

And while | am from the United Kingdom. | can't go back to Bristol. My father
would string me up by the throat the minute he heard | was back on British land.

So yeah—maybe the only future I’ve got is far from here. A shitty little farm in the
middle of Montana. A place with silence and sky and no fucking ghosts. Somewhere
Kelly would've wanted to grow old. Somewhere | can try to remember what peace
feelslike.

| swallow roughly. “Is this why Marcus made you come out here with me?’

Isaiah isn’'t an enemy but he sure as hell isn't my friend, and he nods turning to look
at me with his black eyes. “| always said you were too smart to be agrunt, Lan.”

| snort, a nod looking over his body, knowing that Isaiah’s favorite pistol is
somewhere on him. “So what’ sthe plan Zay?’

He takes a step forward, his eyes glittering with his signature feral need. “Well,” he
says, voice smooth, almost playful, “I take you back to the house, and we tell Marcus
you want to leave.”

| blink. “That easy?’

He chuckles—Ilow, humorless. “ Of course not. Y ou gotta make it past the beating.”



“The what?—"

His fist lams into the side of my jaw before | even register him moving. White-hot
pain explodes through my head. The world tilts sideways.

| stagger back, tasting blood. “ Are you serious?—"

Another hit. This one drops me. My knees slam the dirt, the field spinning around me.

“You don't justquitthe Raiders,” Isaiah mutters, standing over me now. His voice
sounds far away, distorted. “Y ou get beat out. Or buried out.”

| try to push up, spit thick with iron. “Y ou're out of your goddamn?—"

Blackness cracks through my vision as his boot connects with my ribs,

“Welcome to the exit interview, brother.”

Then nothing.

JASMINE

Six MonthsL ater

“Maam, it's 9:58 p.m. We close in two minutes, and no—we are not selling
breakfast,” | deadpan, barely glancing up as | punch the register with just enough
force to keep myself awake. Two more minutes and I'm free. Free from the
fluorescent lights, the smell of burnt fryer oil, and the fake smiles carved into my
cheeks like permanent scars.



“But your website saysAll Day Breakfast, and |—" she starts, al high-pitched
indignation and entitled breathl essness.

| watch the clock tick to 9:59 like it’s crawling through molasses. | lean back against
the grease-stained wall and let my head thunk against it. Hard. Today was hell. This
week was worse. And the last two goddamn years? A spira straight into oblivion
since Willow disappeared. | might as well just call it, the greatness of high school is
long gone and adulthood has been a never ending shit show of disappointment.

| had an early acceptance to MIT, got waitlisted at Princeton, and Y ale let me in with
a whopping $800 scholarship—justenough to cover textbooks, maybe. NY U flat-out
regjected me. And when the rest of the scholarship letters came pouring in, they all
said the same thing:Y ou are brilliant. Y our story is sad, but no.Or worse—rejections
from every loan company | could find. And the few that didn’t say no outright came
back with a hollow maybe:With a cosigner, perhaps.| was up at 3 am. most nights,
digging through sketchy loan sites and refreshing my inbox like it owed me money.

Eventualy, the reections stopped surprising me. They just started stacking—Ilike
proof | was never meant to get out. So | gave up on college. | gave up on the dream
I’d built my whole life around. And | fell, fast, into the life | always feared: working
dead-end shifts, watching the clock more than my future, stuck in the same town that
never stops sucking the life out of me.

“Well, the service here is ridiculous!” The woman shrieks over the intercom and |
jump up off the wall, realizing that | thankfully spaced out for most of her rant.

My eyes snap up to the clock, and | exhale like I’ ve been holding my breath all day.
“Maam, it is officially 10:02. We are now closed. Have a good night!” | chirp,

already halfway checked out.

“1 want to speak to your manager!” she shrieks, her voice so shrill and aggressive it



rattles through my headset like feedback. | wince, rip the earpiece out of my ear, and
toss the mic on the windowsill like it's burning me. Rolling my eyes, | slide across
thetile floor to where Derek is leaning against the back counter, sorting receipts.

“Y o, D-man. We got a screamer at the drive-thru,” | whistle, tugging off the polyester
hat that’s been itching my scalp for the past seven hours straight. | run my fingers
through my hair—shoulder-length blonde waves with streaks of red dye that’ vefaded
to a soft, stubborn pink. The left side of my head is shaved down to a buzz, cool
against my fingertips, a contrast to the mess of waves that tumble down the right.
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Derek glances up, unbothered. He's only three years older than me, give or take, and
lives five trailers down from mine in Mason Park. He's got the build of a guy who
could have played linebacker or maybe enlisted—buzzcut, square jaw, and that too-
tight shirt that hints at military discipline. But he's never seen combat unless you
count the two years he spent in juvie for afight that turned bad.

People see the tattoos, the scowl, the low growl of his voice and assume he's a
walking warning sign. But Derek? He's the biggest softie | know. Gruff, yeah—but
solid. Loyal. And in atown that’s built to swallow people like us whole, he's the only

person other than Willow who really gets me.

“Jaz, | am not cleaning up your mess again!” He grumps, tapping the edges of the
receipt against the counter.

| shrug, swiping a paper bag off of the counter. “Chill, | told her we're closed. That's
not amess—it’s closure.”

Right then, the sharpbang-bang-bangof the drive-thru window echoes through the
restaurant, followed by afurious shriek: “1 will not be ignored!”

| shoot Derek alook and smirk. “Okay, maybe she' s not quite ready for closure.”
He groans, scrubbing a hand down hisface. “ Jasmine...”

“What?’ | grin, grabbing a fry from the warmer. “Y ou know she'll |eave eventually.
Or combust. Either way, not our problem. We areclosed.”



“You are the bane of my existence,” he huffs, dragging his large frame over to the
window lazily as if his size would scare the woman off before he would have to deal
with her.

“You love me!” | sing, grabbing a paper bag and stuffing it with two cheeseburgers
and a shit ton of fries.

“No stealing!” he barks without turning around.

“This isn't stealing. All this goes in the trash anyway. I'm just helping the
environment. Think of me as the human garbage disposal.” | shrug, hopping over the
counter and heading for the front doors.

“Also, you got clean-up, right?’

“Jasmine—"

“Thanks, bye!” | sing over my shoulder, slipping out the front door.

The thick, humid air slams into my chest the second | step outside. | almost shrink
into the doorframe, debating whether it's even worth walking through air that feels
like soup.

| dig into my pocket, pulling out my cracked phone and the now dlightly-squashed
bag of stolen food. | balance both awkwardly as | make my way through the parking
lot, the streetlamps buzzing overhead like drunk flies. | tap Willow’s name before |
can talk myself out of it—like muscle memory.

Ring.

Ring.



Ring.

Then that too-familiar ring and the sound that always hits too hard: Willow’s voice,
bright and sing-song:

“Hey, you' ve reached Willow! Can’t chat now, but will chat later! Leave a message.”

| freeze for a second, thumb hovering over the screen. | shouldn’t. But my mouth
opens anyway.

“Hey, Will,” | say, my voice too small at first. | clear my throat, walking slower now.
“So today sucked. Shocker, right?’

| step off the curb and start hopping over the railroad tracks, the pavement radiating
heat even at night.

“1 had some lady try to fight me over pancakes at ten o’ clock at night. Screamed like
| insulted her entire bloodline. Like lady, make the pancakes at home. Ours suck
anyway!” | laugh, but it's thin. Hollow. My chest tightens as | make it to the
sidewalk, the buzzing of insects filling in the silence.

“1 keep thinking you'll answer one of these days,” | say softly. “You’'ll pick up and
ask if | made it home safe. You'll call me anidiot for walking alone again. You'll roll
your eyes, and I'll pretend not to care that you worry about me.”

The voicemail timer is ticking. | know it's amost up. | can feel the words pressing
behind my teeth.

“l don't care if you're mad, or if you left for some reason I’'m too stupid to get... |
just?—."



Click.
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The line cuts out, and I'm left staring at my screen in the middle of the empty street,
feeling the silence settle like ash in my throat. “1 missyou, Will.”

The walk home isn’t long, just a few cracked sidewalks and flickering porch lights
away. Mason Park sits tucked at the edge of town like a secret no one wants to claim.
My trailer's wedged between two others, one with a pit bull that won't shut up and the
other with wind chimes that sound like haunted silverware. The porch light's
busted—again.

| juggle the bag of food as | reach for the door handle, but it doesn’'t budge. L ocked.

“Serioudly?’ | mutter, pressing my forehead to the metal. | don’t remember locking it.
Hell, | don’t even remember if we have ever had aworkinglock to our trailer. | take a
step back and scream, “Mom! Mom!”

After a few moments, | step back, hands raised in frustration, an exasperated scream
caught in my throat.Can this day get any fucking worse?If | walk into that trailer and
find my mom on the floor again—OD’ing on whatever her new loser boyfriend
handed her—I swear to God, I’ll rip my own damn hair out from the roots.

| circle around the side, where the screen window to my room sticks just enough to
piss me off but not enough to stop me. | wiggle my fingers through the crack, pop the
latch, and hoist myself up. My foot slips once—graceful as ever—but | manage to
haul myself inside and land on my mattress with a heavythump.

The room smells like old incense and cherry lip balm. I left the fan running, but it’'s
just blowing the heat around like a lazy hand. The low sound of grunting rises from



the next room and | gag at the mewling sounds of what | hope and pray is not my
mother.

| spin around hoping | can dip on my massive over the head headphones when |
notice my room looks empty, and notmy mom-stole-a-few-shirts-againkind of empty.
No, thisisyou’ re-moving-the-fuck-outempty.

My heart kicks up.

The bookshelves are bare, save for one knocked-over candle | thought | lost months
ago. My Polaroids? Gone. The dreamcatcher that’s hung above my window since |
was thirteen? Ripped down. My desk drawers—wide open, hollow like they’d been
looted. Even the little ceramic frog Willow made me in sixth grade is missing, and
that thing has survivedeveryshitstorm in this house.

| turn in a slow circle, throat tightening, arising pulse of disbelief hammering in my
chest.

Then | see them.

Three black garbage bags slumped in the corner like body bags, sealed tight, full of
my life shoved in without care. Like someone was cleaning up after a party that |
didn’t even know was over.

And just like that, the numbness burns off.

“Fuck no.” Thewords rip out of me raw.

| yank one open, hands shaking. My hoodi€'s inside—my hoodie, the one with the

burn mark on the sleeve. My sketchbook, bent in half. My socks, my jeans, my
makeup bag. All just... stuffed in like trash.



“What the fuck!” | yell, voice ripping through the stale air.

| rip open the second bag—more of the same. My old photo albums, crumpled
notebooks, the mug | stole from Waffle Housetwo years ago. The life I've been
barely holding together, tied up in plastic like it didn’t mean shit.

My heart’ s pounding so hard it hurts. My mouth tastes like smoke and betrayal.

| storm toward the hallway, every step heavier than the last. The closer | get, the
louder the noises from her room—Iow, sloppy moaning, a bed creaking in rhythm.

| don’t knock.

| slam the door open and there she is—my mother, straddling Nick, tangled in
bedsheets, hair amess, eyes wide like I’ m the one who ruined the moment.

“What the fuck iswrong with you?” | shout, barely able to see straight as | shake the
trash bags in my hands. “You packed my life into garbage bags before you were
screwing this greasy discount jackass who will probably rob you next month for a
pack of cigarettes?”

She scrambles for the blanket. “Jasmine, how the fuck did you get in here. | changed
the locks.”

People used to say | was the spitting image of my mother. Same gray eyes, same long
wavy blonde hair, same sharp little smirk like we were both in on some private joke.

But now?

Now her hair hangs in limp, tangled waves. Her skin’s gone papery, pulled too tight
over her bones, and scabs litter her arms and legs. She clutches the blanket to her



chest and flares her nostrils at me.

“l was going to let you know earlier but you came back late from work, but Bud
wants to move in, so you have to move out.” My mom slurs, her words sticky in her
mouth, like she can barely get them past her cracked lips.

| feel my lip curl in disgust as the trash bags drop to my side. "Bud?Y ou’ re throwing
me out forBud?'

My mom'’s eyes dart to the man behind her like she needs backup. He just sits there,
sprawled in the stained naked mattress like a king on a trash heap, scratching his
chest with one hand, the other is bent behind his head. He watches me like this is
entertainment, like my life getting torn apart is the best thing he's seen all week.



Page 5

Source Creation Date: August 15, 2025, 10:27 am

“Bud wants to move in, and he has ason,” she repeats, rolling her eyes asif | was too
slow to understand her the first time she said it. “ So you have to move out.”

My chest caves and burns at the same time, like my heart just cracked in two. "Move
out?' | choke on the words. “I pay the billsl The electricity, the water, the Wi-Fi, the
fucking rent!lkeep this shithole running while you pump what little money we have
straight into your bloodstream! How the hell are you going to be able to afford
tolivewithout me.”

She flinches, then sneers, clutching the blanket tighter as if it could shield her from
the truth. “Bud works, and he said he could cover it.”

“Oh that's great,” | laugh humorlessly. “Y ourdrug dealingboyfriend can pay the rent!
Fucking fantastic decision making skills, Patricial What about me?’

Mom rolls her eyes, and sighs pinching her nose between her thumb and ring finger.
“What about you, Jasmine?’

Tears sting the back of my eyes, and my throat tightens painfully. “1 am your fucking
daughter!”

Bud chuckles, low and raspy. "Feisty little thing, ain't she?"

My glare shoots to him like a blade. “ Shut the fuck up before you catch something
worse than afelony.”

His smirk only widens, but before | can say another word, Patricia slams her pam



against the side table, rattling the empty pill bottles.

“Don’'t you talk to him like that!” she shouts, nostrils flaring. “Y ou are eighteen, and |
don’t want you here anymore.”

“Mom-" | croak but she cuts me off.

““1’m not gonnalet you take another man from me, Jasmine. lwon't."

| freeze. For a second, | swear the whole room goes quiet except for the sickening
thud of my heart in my chest. “What?’

Her eyes glisten, wild and desperate. "You always do this! Always!” she screams,
pushing up to her feet, the blanket falling away, revealing bruises blooming over her
legs like rotten fruit. “Every time | find someone good, you ruin it. You poison it!"

“Good?He' s a fucking dealer, Mom! He's an abusive shit!” | shout back, my chest
heaving, my vision swimming in red.

“You'rejust jealous!” she screeches, her voice cracking under the weight of her rage
and whatever high she's barely clinging to. “Y ou are such a selfish child. | am happy
Jasmine. Do you not want your mother to be happy? | mean fuck! You have taken
everything from me, at least give me this!”

That does it.

| lunge for the garbage bags, yanking them open, pulling my clothes out and throwing
them across the room, my heart in my throat, my fury boiling over.

“You think this isbetter?” | scream, tossing my ruined journal at her feet. “You
thinkthisis a life? Waking up on some loser’s lap, your veins full of poison, your



brain turned to mush? Y ou’ re fucking pathetic!”

Her face twists into an ugly snarl. Before | can brace myself, she lunges at me, nails
catching my cheek, scraping deep. The sting blooms hot across my skin.

Reflex takes over—I shove her back, harder than | meant to, and she stumbles,
crashing into the armchair. Bud scrambles to catch her, spilling the ashtray from the
folded table next to the bed.

“Get the hell out!” she screeches, her voice ragged and raw. “Get out of my house!”

| stand there, chest heaving, fists clenched so tight my nails bite into my palms.

“Gladly,” | rasp, my throat tight as hell, but my pride harder. | grab the nearest bag of
my things, slinging it over my shoulder. My eyes burn, but | refuse to let them see me
cry.

She dumps into Bud's lap like it's some twisted throne, glaring at me like I'm the
villain in this story. Maybe | am. Nothing in my life feels like a happily ever after. |
feel likel am only fit to destroy, might aswell lean into it.

“Hope he keeps you warm at night,” | snap, my voice like ice. “Because he'll never
pay the fucking bills.”

And with that, | turn, stomping through the hallway and out the front door, slamming
the door behind me so hard the frame shudders.

| haul the garbage bag higher on my shoulder, its plastic digging into my skin, my
cheek still burning from where her nails carved a warning into me. My chest is tight,
throat raw from holding back the scream crawling up my windpipe. | swallow it
down, bitter and jagged as glass.



My legs move on autopilot, carrying me out of Mason Park without even thinking.
Past the pit bull barking its head off. Past the porch with the haunted silverware wind
chimes clattering in the muggy breeze. | don't know where I'm going until my feet

know for me.

Hot tears spill over my lashes, blurring my vision as | walk. My mind rushing with
the spiral hate talk of how far | havefallenin life.
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| used to have dreams.

Big ones. Stupid ones. Ones that used to keep me up at night in the best way. |
wanted to be an author—wanted to write stories that made people feel less aone.
Words that wrapped around someone’ s ribs and held them tight like they mattered.

Now I'm eighteen with a garbage bag full of my life, walking the streets like a ghost,
like every dream | ever had is just another thing my mother stuffed in a bag and threw
to the curb.

My shoulders shake as a sob rips out of me, raw and ugly. | wipe at my face, but the
tears keep coming, spilling down my cheeksin hot streaks.

God, what am | supposed to do now?
| drag myself up the walkway, my breath hitching as | reach Willow’s front door. My
knuckles curl tight, and before | even think about it | am knocking on the door

shakily.

“Tommy!” | choke out, my voice splintering as the harsh scratch of unshed tears
building in the back of my throat. “It’'s me Jasmine.”

| wait a minute before knocking again, my knuckles burning at how hard my fist is
pounding into the door. “ Tommy, open the door! Please!”

No one answers, but | don't stop. | slam my fists against the wood until my skin
stings, until my bones rattle from the impact. Tears blur my vision, drip hot off my



chin, but | don't care. | can't care. | need somewhere to be. Tommy once told me |
could call him Dad. Once told me | was like a daughter to him, and now when | need
him, he’s not here.

“Tommy! Dad,please!” | cry again, hitting the door harder. “I don't have anywhere
elseto go!”

The silence is deafening, and the ball of dread in my chest grows like a budding
hurricane, but | refuse to stop. | keep banging until the entire door frame shakes, until
my shoulders ache, until the wild, desperate sob crawling out of my throat sounds
more like an animal than a girl.

The porch light above me flickers, casting me in flashes of sickly yellow, and it feels
like the whole universe is mocking me. | squeeze my eyes shut, Ssamming my fists
against the door again and again, each hit dulling the pain in my chest for a second,

but not enough.

“Please!” My voice breaks. Tears flood my cheeks as | drag in shallow, shaky
breaths.

Thiswas my last shot. My final hope.

This house, this man, this family that once felt like my second home.

| press my forehead to the door, my chest heaving, the tears faling freely now.
“Please,” | whisper, hoarse and broken. “Don’t leave me too.”

| slide down to my knees on the porch, tears streaking my cheeks, my chest hollow
and aching like there’ s a hole carved clean through me.

“Willow?" avoice smooth with an accent that curls off histongue like smoke. Italian,



unmistakably, startles me, and | turn around to see a man.

He's in a pressed black jacket, dark slacks, like he doesn’'t belong on this side of
town, and | know if you hear an Italian accent in this town, it could only mean
danger. His gaze sweeps me slowly, like he's checking a list in his mind and | tick
too many boxes.

Willow.

The name scrapes across my raw throat.

For a heartbeat, | nearly corrected him. | nearly say,No. Y ou’ ve got the wrong girl.

But the slow click of his gun makes my mouth slam shut as flashes of Willow’s
smiles invade my mind. | dry swalow, what would a man like him want with a
sweetheart like Willow, a girl who would never hurt afly. Maybe thisis why she ran,
maybe if | take the fall, Willow will come home. | could be the one who saves her,
for thefirst time | could pay her back for all the meals, deepovers and safe spaces.

| can stop this man from chasing a girl with her whole life ahead of her, and he can
take me instead, the girl with nothing.

No home. No future. No family.

A girl with a garbage bag stuffed full of broken dreams and no one left to care if she
vanishes? No one but Willow, and she has three crazy guys who will help her mourn
me. A dad who would memorialize me. | could take this bullet and be done with this
failure of alife, come back rich, and pretty with the world at my feet.

| swallow sharply as | start to stand, my eyes trained on the shine of his penny
loafers. Thisis my one chance to do something good—my last, defiant act of grace. A



sacrifice that might, just maybe, buy me a dliver of redemption. Maybe this is my
only shot at heaven, my only escape from the hell I’ ve been dragging behind me all
these years.

My chest rises and falls, tight as a drum.

“Yes,” | say, forcing the word past the lump in my throat. “I’m Willow.”

His eyes narrow dlightly, like he's satisfied with the answer, like the fina puzzle
piece just fell into place.
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Without warning, he moves.

His hand clamps around my arm, iron-strong. | jolt, panic crashing over mein a sick
wave.

“What are you?—"
“Come quietly,” he murmurs, too calm, too certain. “Don’t make a scene.”

My heart jackknifes into my throat.No. No no no— | was supposed to die not be
kidnapped, totally not the plan!

| thrash, but he tightens his grip like steel around bone. “Don’t fight,” he says lowly,
dragging me off the porch toward a black car idling at the curb. “Trust me, it's easier

thisway.”

“Let me go!” | scream, twisting hard, but my feet scrape uselessly against the
concrete. | claw at his arm, desperation turning my veinsto fire.

And then?—
A blur of motion.
A shadow pesls out of the night, fast and vicious.

The man’s hold on me rips away as he’'s slammed backward into the side of the car
with a sickening crack.



| stumble, breathless, watching as my attacker crumples to the pavement, groaning.

My chest heaves. My vision spins.

| look up—and there heis.

A man stands between me and the stranger like a wall of fury. His broad shoulders
block out the glare of the streetlamp, his fists clenched at his sides. His face is
shadowed, as he hovers over the man.

“Touch her again,” the man growls, “and I’ [l rip your fucking throat out.”

JASMINE

With his jawclenched and a pistol pressed under the chin of the Italian man who had
been seconds away from kidnapping me on the worst day of my life, the most
insanely attractive guy I’ve ever seen now stands between us. His lean, muscular
frame moves with effortless confidence, and his head tilts dightly as he sizes the
Italian up, an almost amused smirk tugging at his mouth.

The Italian man chuckles humorlessly, as he settles his chin comfortably on the
barrel, “ Stronzo idiotal”

“If anyone is a prick it's you. Kidnapping an unsuspecting girl in the middle of
suburbia.” The man clicks his tongue, his British accent rolling over me like honey
and a warm summer sun, making my pulse spike for reasons that have nothing to do
with fear.

Get it together girl! You are in the middle of a standoff.



The British man shrugs, a hint of humor in his tone. “That just doesn’t sit well with
me.”

The Italian man steps in closer, eyes narrowed. “You don't know what you're
interfering with.”

“Oh, | do,” the Brit says with alow chuckle, cocking the gun, his free hand dropping
casually onto the Italian’s shoulder. “Butlam Landon Hart. Ring a bell mate?’

The man’s eyes bulge slightly, and his hands shoot up in surrender, lips quaking into
an apologetic smile. “Landon--"

1 Y %?l

“I-I didn’t know.” The Italian stutters, knees shaking as he tries to bow to Landon as
if heishisking, but the stiff barrel of the gun keeps him standing straight.

“No you didn’t, but I would hate to remind you who | am in front of thisyoung lady,”
he peaks over his shoulder, winking at me with the brightest ocean blue eyes | have
ever seeninmy life.

Jeez, how does anyone get anything done with him looking at them?l haven’'t been
attracted to a man ever again, since the night | learned just how easily a man can
break me down — show me how small, how insignificant | can be.
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How easy it isto use and abuse and discard me like I’ m nothing.
But that was the old Jasmine.

This Jasmine — the one currently eye-fucking the sexiest British gunman in all of
Texas, most likely the entire South — doesn’t feel small, and she sure as hell doesn’t
like men. But hot is hot, no matter the gender, and Landon is fucking smoldering.

The click of Landon’s tongue snaps me back to the moment, and the man is nodding
in agreement with the barrel lightly tapping his right temple. “Good boy, coglione!
No go run off to yourwhore of a mob boss and tell him this pretty girl is under my
protection.”

“Y-yes Landon.” He nods, taking one tentative step backwards.

Landon waves with just his four fingers, with what | imagine is a cocky-ass smile on
his face that the Italian man runs like his pants are on fire, no looking back. | fold my
arms across my chest and settle on my right hip as | look at the ripple of muscles

along his back.

He sighs, turning around and stuffing his gun into the waistline of his jeans. “When |
finaly introduced myself to you, | was hoping it would’ ve been more dashing.”

My lips twitch into a smile against my will, and | shrug. “I don’t know, threatening to
kill my kidnapper is kind of heroic, in my opinion.”

Landon smiles, one of those pearly white panty-dropping smiles that you only seein



the movies. He runs an open hand through his curly brown hair, while the other pulls
apack of cigarettes out of his pocket.

“1 can deal withheroic.” He dlides a cigarette into his mouth and pulls a lighter out of
his front pants pocket, right next to his gun.

“Great, well, | love that you love being the hero,” | say, grabbing one of the garbage
bags stuffed with all my things, “but | just realized you saidwhen | finally introduced
myself—so, I’m guessing you're a stalker.” | sigh, hoisting the bag. “So thanks for
not murdering me, but I’ m gonna bounce.”

| reach for the other bag as he lights a cigarette, alow chuckle rumbling in his throat
as he shakes his head.

“Oh no, Peach—you’ re coming with me.”

“Peach?’ | snort, stepping to the side to pass him, but his hand wraps around my arm.
“Uh... that’smy arm,” | deadpan.

“No, Peach.” He grins, tightening his hold just slightly. “Thisis my arm, because
you'’re coming with me.” He winks, pulling me in just enough that the scent of ocean
air—clean, alittle salty, with a hint of sage—hits me, and for a second, | amost gasp
at how stupidly good he smells.

“And where exactly are you takingyourarm?’ | narrow my eyes, playing aong,
because well—I’m only human, and he's, once again, the most gorgeous guy |'ve
ever laid eyeson.

He takes a slow drag on his cigarette, and that’s when it hits me: there's something
diabolical about a man who knows exactly how attractive he is—and downright
devilish about one so confident—I feel this sudden, burning urge to knock him down



about thirty pegs. Hell, it would be my crowning achievement if | could get aguy like
Landon to fall for me. It would probably be my undoing if | actually could get
Landon himself to worship me.

Fuck! | haven't thought like this in years! Where's Willow when you need to talk
about one guy who makes you more bi-curious than gay?

“There is a man who asked me to keep an eye on you, and | think it is important for
him to know that people are now trying tokillyou.” Landon flicks the cigarette and
shrugs asif heis doingmea favor.

| let out a sharp breath, folding my arms. “Oh, so you do other guys stalking for
them? That’s cute.”

Landon lets his smirk curl lazily at the corner of his mouth, that British drawl
wrapping around the words like silk. “It's easy to stalk someone when they’re this
great to look at.”

| snort, hoisting one of the garbage bags higher on my shoulder. “Well, too bad
you'’ re wasting your time—I’m batting for my team. Sorry babe.”

His grin only deepens, a flicker of mischief in those ocean-colored eyes. He takes a
step closer, cigarette dangling between his plush, pink lips. “You sure about that,
love?’

| open my mouth, ready to fire back some snappy reply, but then his free hand
lifts—slow, deliberate—and two fingers brush against the side of my neck, right

where my pulse is hammering like it’ s trying to break free.

| stiffen, aflush cregping up my throat before | can stop it.Dammit.



His voice dips lower, velvet-smooth. “Because your eyes are dilated, your breathing's
shallow”—nhis fingers linger just a second too long on my neck right above the pulse
of my heart—"and your heartbeat...”

Heleansin dlightly, his breath warm against my ear.

“...isbeating out of control, love.”

| huff, jerking my head back just enough to glare up at him. “Congratulations,
Sherlock. You' ve discovered the human fight-or-flight response.”

Landon chuckles under his breath, stepping back just enough to give me space—but
not enough to stop that insufferable, gorgeous grin. “Oh, | don’'t know. You don't
strike me asthe ‘flight’ type.”
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He licks his lips, that flash of tongue catching the light just before he steps in again,
close enough that the scent of salt and sage curls around me like a snare.

“But you do seem like the type that likes to fight.”
For a second, my heart stalls in my chest—not the flustered skip it did a moment ago,
but a cold, steel-wire pull that yanks the heat right out of my veins. My smile falters,

fingers tightening around the straps of my garbage bags.

“Oh, so you like your girls to fight you?’ | murmur, my voice hard and low. “You
like a struggle?’

His grin flickers—just dlightly—and his eyes sharpen, aflicker of awareness slipping
into that lazy, cocky face.

“Easy, love.” His voice softens, just enough to sand down the edge. “Didn’t mean it
like that.”

“Oh yeah?’ | cock my head to the side, my nostrils flaring as | prepare to knee him
and run. “In what way did youmeanit?’

Landon’s eyes narrow. With a flick of his fingers, he tosses the cigarette aside, the
faint hiss of it dying on the pavement.

“l meant that you’ re strong, Jasmine.”

The sound of my name on his lips lands like a slap and a caress all at once, freezing



me for a breathless second.

“You know my name?’ | snap, forcing my voice to stay sharp even as fear curls
uneasily in my gut.

“I wouldn’t be a very good stalker if | didn’t know my target,Peach.” Landon smirks,
reaching down for one of my bags. Despite my death grip on the handle, he shimmies
it easily out of my hand like I’m achild clinging to atoy.

My jaw tightens. “Landon, | fucking swear?—"

But his voice cuts clean through my warning, calm and sure. “I don’t fight women.”
He lifts the bag over his shoulder without breaking eye contact. “We might play.
Flirt. Argue. Hell, maybe even fuck the anger out if we' re both stubborn enough. But

anything | do with awoman is consensual, mutual, and wanted.”

| swallow hard, the adrenaline till thick in my veins. “Congratulations,” | muitter.
“Y our bar for human decency is on the floor.”

His mouth curves, slow and amused. “| never said | was a decent human, Peach. | just
said | don’t fight women.”

“Right, but you still kill people?’ | shoot back, my chin tilting defiantly.

“l never said | killed people.” Landon winks, a lazy flicker of charm dliding across
his face.

“Oh, so you justpoint guns at themand let them run home to tell the story?’ | arch a
brow, arms folding tight across my chest. “Very noble of you.”

Landon chuckles, alow rumble in his chest as he starts walking, tossing me a glance



over his shoulder. “I knew | was going to like you, Peach. Y ou’ ve got teeth.”

“Yeah, well, don’t get too close.” | scowl, trailing afew steps behind him. “I bite.”

| can sense his grin widen as he flirts back. “That’s what I’m counting on.”

| groan, throwing my hands up. “God, you' reinsufferable.”

“That’s what they keep telling me.” He winks, opening the back seat of a dlick black
Rolls Royce and tossing my bag in the back. “Come on, we can't keep the bossman
waiting.”

And maybe you're wondering why I’'m even going with this stranger. The honest
truth? | don’'t know. But redly, what the hell do | have left to |lose—besides my life?
And he's already saved that once.

It"d be pretty stupid to go through all that just to kill me now, right? Right?

“Where are we even going?’ | grumble, shooting him a sidelong glare. “And who are
you taking me to see?’

Landon flashes me another one of those panty-dropper smiles that should honestly be
illegal—no, like serioudy, the world would be a safer place without it—and then
swings the backseat door shut before taking a step closer to me.. “So many questions
from the girl who's about to climb into my passenger seat anyway.”

“1 didn’t agree to go with you!” | snap, crossing my arms over my chest.
“Peach,” Landon purrs, his tone dipping dangerously low, “you’re either going to do

this the easy way and get that pretty little assin my car all by yourself, or we can do
this the hard way—and Iwillhaul you in there myself.”
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His eyes rake over me, molten and slow, like lava moving under the surface of a
mountain just waiting to break. “And trust me, love—Ilwantto do it the hard way.”

My pulse stutters, panic and a sharp flicker of electricity sparks down my spine.

“1 thought you don’t fight women,” | manage, narrowing my eyes, trying to cling to
my slowly withering irritation.

“l don’'t,” Landon murmurs, stepping in close enough that the air between us thins.
“But carrying you over my shoulder? That's not fighting. That's just arelocation
strategy.”

My jaw drops slightly, and | let out a sharp laugh, part disbelief, part excitement to
seeif hewould really doit. “Y ou wouldn’t dare.”

“Oh, Iwould,” he says smoothly, flashing a wolfish grin as he turns around to pop
open the passenger side door for me. “But lucky for you, | like watching you walk
ahead of me better.”

| sputter for a second, before sliding into the passenger's seat, muttering curses under
my breath, because as much as a part of me wants to walk away | could not withstand

him touching me right now.

“That’'s it, Peach,” Landon calls after me with alaugh. “March that cute little attitude
right into my front seat.”

As | secure my seatbelt with alittle more force than necessary, and then | glance up at



him. “You know, for someone supposedly trying to help, you' reawfullyclose to
getting punched.”

Landon closes the door, and jogs over to dide into the driver’s seat, shooting me a
grin that somehow manages to be both infuriating and stupidly attractive. “Baby, if
that’swhat it takes to keep you alive, I'll take the hit.”

My cheeks flame and | slouch in my seat, arms crossed over my chest as the engine
rumblesto life.

LANDON

Jasmine tucksher knees to her chest, head leaning against the window, the shorter
strands of her blonde hair sticking to her cheeks thanks to the thick Texas heat. She
hasn’t said aword in miles.

Probably still pissed at me for calling herbeautifulinstead of Jasmine—orPeaches, my
personal favorite, on account of her ass being perfect like a ripe summer peach, but |
won't tell her that. Not yet. Girl aready looks like she wants to run me over with a
car—no need to hand her areason with a bow on top.

My eyes flicker over her thick thighs, drawn up tight against her chest, and the
cascade of wavy blonde hair spilling over her shoulder. There's still a hint of pink in
it, evidence that her hair used to be vibrant with streaks of cherry red, but all of that
has faded over the past three months to a stubbornly cute pastel pink.

And fuck if she isn't gorgeous—unapologeticaly, wildly so. The kind of gorgeous
that gets under your skin and settlesin like it belongs there.



When | was first assigned to trail her, | was pissed. Thought it was beneath me. A
man like me—sharp, efficient, trained for much worse—should be blackmailed into
better use. International weapons deals, corporate espionage, hell, even stealing
classified intel off the back of a warlord’'s yacht. Not babysitting some girl with a
garbage bag full of trauma and a habit of walking alone at night.

But then | laid eyes on her. Jasmine Rivera. And for the first timein along-asstime, |
didn’t feel like | was wasting my life.

| couldn’t help it—I thanked the heavens. Thanked Kelly, too, for probably making a
deal with Jesus Christ, or more likely the devil himself just to make sure | saw
something good every day.

In a different life, | would' ve told her she was mine the second my eyes landed on
her. Would've walked up, no games, no cover story, and said it straight to her
face.You. You' re mine.

Because that's what it felt like. Like she was already tethered to something in me |
didn’t know existed until she looked up, squinted against the sun, and flipped me off
for staring too long from across the gas station parking lot. She didn’t know me then,
and that was the closest to the sun | have ever been, until now and fuck does it burn.

We hit ared light in the middle of nowhere. No cars, no traffic. Just empty road and
midnight sky. | drum my fingers against the wheel, humming along to some old Billy
Ray Cyrus song from Kelly’'s cursed playlist—the one she labeledHow to Be
American.

Jasmine snorts,still staring out the window, as if the shadows offended her and not
me. | want her to look at me.

“What have | done now?’ | smirk, my eyes lazily looking over her small form. She



could fit perfectly curled up on my lap if she wanted. That thought only makes me
smile more, because if she could read my mind, she'd punch me in the face.

“Billy Ray Cyrus?’ she deadpans, eyes rolling as she rests her chin on her knees.
“Serioudly?’

| lick my lips—slow—fighting to keep my eyes on the road instead of her mouth or
the way her thighs are pressed together like temptation wrapped in denim. | force
myself to look ahead, knuckles tightening on the whesl.

Because the truth is, | want to reach across the seat. Grab her by the waist. Drag her
across my lap. Lay her bare over my knee and see if she'd still have the nerve to roll
those pretty eyes with her assin the air and my hand wrapped around her throat.

| swallow the thought Ilike poison. Because that's what it s
Becauseshe’ spoison—swest, lethal, and already in my bloodstream.

“You don't like Billy Ray Cyrus?’ | ask, voice low, masking the tension with a
smirk.
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She shrugs without looking at me. “I prefer his daughter.”
“1 could’ ve guessed that.”
“What' s that supposed to mean?’ Her head turns slightly, eyes narrowing.

“Miley Cyrus is a brat.” | glance over, catching the flick of her brow. “Andyou,
Peach, aredefinitelya brat.”

“Awhat?’ she says, her tone sharp, half-offended, half-curious—and damn if | don’t
want to taste that edge on her tongue. Theundercurrent of more, in the same breath
that she can’t take anymore. | bet that’s the best thing in the world.

“A brat,” | repeat, letting the word roll slowly off my tongue. “Don’'t tell me you
don’t know what a brat is, Peaches.”

She stares at me for a beat, alook of annoyance on her face. Then her lips twitch. “I
know what a brat is,” she says coolly, “but you don’t know me well enough to call
me one.”

| pull into the side entrance of the building, where armed guards flank the gated
entrance to the underground parking garage. Surveillance cameras track every license
plate, every twitch of movement, and the faint buzz of security drones overhead cuts
through the humid Texas night.

| smirk as we approach, slowing just enough to let the system scan my plates.
Jasmine stiffens slightly in her seat when one of the guards starts walking toward the



car, hand resting on the holster at his hip.

“You forget,” | say casually, letting the words drip with amusement as | roll down the
window, “I’m your stalker. | know everything about you.”

Jasmine scoffs, her eyesrolling again in away that makes a growl grow in my chest.
“If you know everything, you'd know to stop flirting because | am gay. You
understand what that means, right Landon?”’

“Oh, | know,” | say, flashing an identification card from the center console and
holding it up for the guard to scan. The red light flickers green. “But who said flirting
had to lead anywhere? | can just flirt with you because you, Peaches, are a pretty

girl.”

“So you don’'t care?’ She questions, placing both feet on the floor as she pulls her
long streaked hair into a high ponytail, the curve of her slender neck on display.

The gates swing open with a hydraulic hiss, and | guide the car down into the private
garage.l ease the car into one of the reserved spots near a private elevator, kill the

engine, and turn to her.

“Peach, if you ever want to explore,” | grin. “I will be the first guy in line, but |
respect you and your sexuality.”

Jasmine unbuckles her seatbelt with a sharp click and leansin just a breath away from
my lips. “Don’t worry,” she murmurs, voice sweet as honey. “1'd rather fall down the
elevator shaft than everexplorewith you.”

Jasmine snorts as she slides out the car.

| chuckle, pulling the keycard from the console and slipping it into my back pocket as



| step out. “Ouch, and here | thought we had sexual tension.”

Jasmine leans against the car, arms crossed over her chest, one brow arched. “No,
that’ s just my incessant need to be alittle stabby.”

| lean in, close enough that my breath stirs the hair near her cheek, lips brushing the
shell of her ear. “Y ou can stab me anytime, love.”

She shivers—barely, but | feel it—and | laugh as | walk away, the sound echoing
through the polished silence of the garage.

She follows me to the private elevator at the far end. | swipe the keycard, and the
doors open with a soft chime. Jasmine steps infirst, and | take my time stepping in
after her—eyes shamelesdly drinking in the way she moves.

Her tank top clings to every curve, the thin fabric dampened from the heat, nearly
sheer. Her breasts rise and fall beneath it, nipples peaked against the cotton, tight and
obvious. My gaze trails lower—those muscular thighs hugged by worn jeans, the kind
that were molded to her body by time and sin. Her waist curves into hips that were
made to be gripped.

And Jesus Christ, she's stunning. Wild and soft, stubborn and unaware of the
absol utehavocshe wreaks just by standing still.

“Who are we going to see, again?’ she asks, leaning casually back against the
elevator wall, one leg crossing over the other. The move lifts her chest just
dlightly—and her perky breasts stretch the fabric of her tank top tight.

| grin. “l never said weweregoing to see anyone.”

Her glare sharpens. “Y ou said there was a man who wanted to keep me aive.”



“True,” | nod, watching the numbers on the elevator tick upward. “But | never said
who that would be. Cute for you to act like | did.”

She huffs, clearly annoyed, but | just wink, a smirk pinched into my cheek. Jasmineis
asmart girl.

“Do you ever answer a question directly?’ she mutters.
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“Only when | want to be boring,” | say, casually leaning against the wall, eyes still on
her. “And | don’t think you’ d like me boring.”

Jasmine turns to face me then, one eyebrow raised, the heat between us tightening
like a drawn bowstring.

“I don’'t think | likeyou at all.”

| peel off my jacket, offering it to her. “I think you like me just fine.”

“ And why would you say that?’

“Because your nipples are staring right at me through that flimsy-ass tank top.” My
grin is wicked, sharp. “And unless you're cold, which Idoubtin this sauna of a state,

I'd say you're alittle worked up.”

Her cheeks flush a perfect shade of pink—one I'd like to see again, and lower—and
she snatches the jacket from my hand with a hissed, “ Asshole.”

But before she can throw it back at me, the elevator dings.

The doors slide open to reveal a bachelor pad penthouse fit for a king—or a criminal
with alove for decadence.

Dark hardwood stretches across the open floor plan, offset by matte black finishes
and marble columns. A sleek kitchen gleams in the corner, untouched. Floor-to-
ceiling windows line the far wall, showing off a panoramic view of the Dallas



skyline, glittering in the dark like fallen stars.

Low leather furniture, clean lines, and the subtle smell of cedar and expensive
cologne hang in the air like sex and secrets.

| step out first whistling, my hands stuffing into my front pockets.

“Esto mas te vale que no sea una mamada, cabron.” A voice growls from the corner
of the room, just as | dlide onto the couch.

“Cast?’ Jasmine hisses from behind me, but | just swing my forearm over my eyes
and slump into the buttery leather.

Juan “Cast” Castillo is the head of the Mexican Cartel—and one of the few men who
laughed the first time he heard my name instead of pissing himself.

Can't blame him, really. A trained killer namedLandon Heart? It sounds like the
punchline to a bad joke. Meanwhile, Cast is known across borders asLa Parca.The
Grim Reaper. The kind of name that makes people go quiet in aroom.

Me? | never got a moniker that cool. The Brits don't mythologize their
monsters—they just hire them. But when people hearmyname, they run. | guess that’s

enough. Landon Heart. Trained killer with a knack for stealing hearts—literally.

And yeah, there’ s something poetic about watching a heart still beating in your hand.
Cdl it my thing.

“Y ou brought her here?” Cast snarls, but | keep my eyes closed.

“The Italians want her dead,” | drone. “Actually they want Willow dead, and she just
admitted that she was Willow.”



Cast groans, and | don't even have to look up to know he's probably staring at
Jasmine like she’'s grown three bloody heads. That’'s his usual reaction to anything
that doesn’t fit neatly into his violent little kingdom of order and control.

Now, Willow? She's Cast’s girl. Or more accurately, theChessmen’ sgirl—Cast,
Damien Sterling, Vincent Beaumont.Powerhouses, the lot of them. Whatever went
down to make them let her go... it had to be catastrophic. Fucking unthinkable.

Because me? If my girl ever ran, I’d be on her heels before she made it to the end of
the street. Noway 1'd just et her go. No way in hell.

“That was foolish, Jasmine,” Cast snaps, his voice a low snarl thick with contempt.
“Didn’t take you for afucking idiot.”

| sit up straight at that. Becausel.a Parcaor not, | don’t give a damn who he is—he
doesn’t speak to her like that. Not while I’m breathing.

“Steady on, Cast,” | say coolly, folding my hands in front of me as | hunch over my
knees. “Y ou don’'t have to like what she did, but you’ll mind your bloody tone.”

He turns to me, face a mask of stone. Only the slight twitch of his nose betrays the
fact that I’ ve poked the bear.

Good.

If Jasmine weren’t here, he'd probably already be halfway across the room, blade in
hand. But I’'m banking on the fact that the Cartel prefers strategy over spectacle these
days. And | need this arrangement to go off without a hitch. Can’'t afford to start a
war before we've even had a drink. Not when everything is leveraging on me having
a nice and easy relationship with the cartel. It's the only way | can get out of this
aive.



Still—Cast can be the Reaper all he likes. But if he speaks to her like that again, we'll
see just how much flesh Death’ swilling to lose.
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“Don’'t worry, Landon,” Jasmine cuts in before the silence can curdle, her laugh dry,
dangerous, and sharp enough to drawblood. Sexy as hell, if I'm honest—makes the
blood rush straight to my cock. Inconvenient asthat is.

“I didn't take Casdtillo for the type to stalk his girlfriend’ s bestie,” she goes on,
smiling sharp enough to dlice, “but hey—guess we' ve both migudged each other.”

| snort, leaning back and watching the wide-eyed expression on Jasmine's face. She
looks like she is ready to shred Cast to pieces with her bare hands. FuckPeachhas

teeth. Bloody hell—she' s apeach with teeth.Even better. Abloodypeach.

Cadt tilts his head dlightly, his eyes narrowing as he studies her like he's trying to
decide whether to be insulted or impressed.

“Careful, nifia,” he says, his voice smoother now but no less threatening. “That mouth
of yoursiswriting cheques your blood might not be able to cash.”

| move dlightly, just enough that he knows I've noticed. Jasmine doesn’t flinch,
instead she rolls her shoulders to the back and stands even fucking straighter.

Then she does something that makes my heart pound for all the wrong reasons.

She sguats dlightly, pinching her fingers together as she steps closer to Cast like she's
mocking his height, his power—his entire existence.

“Oh, I’'msosorry,” she purrs, all razor-edged sarcasm. “Are you going to kill me too?
|s that where Willow is? Did she injure your ego, so you offed her?’



“Are you out of your fucking mind?’ he growls, stepping forward once, just enough
to make most people take a step back.

But Jasmine doesn’t move. If anything, she leansin, and Christ, I'm half hard and she
hasn’t even touched me.

| laugh—Ilow, moving across the room to be next to Jasmine and amused as hell.
“Alright, everyone take a breath,” | say, raising a hand like I’'m breaking up a pub
brawl. “Nobody’s dying tonight, yeah? Let’s cool it before someone actually gets
shot.”

Cadt’s glare cuts to me, nostrils flaring—nbut then he exhales through his nose, slow
and hard. He turns back to Jasmine, jaw till clenched.

“1 wouldneverhurt Willow,” he says through his teeth, eyes boring into hers.

“Then prove it,” Jasmine snaps. Her voice isn't loud, but it’'s sharp enough to crack
glass. “Because until | see her breathing, | don’t believe a damn word you say.”

Cast maintains eye contact as he snaps his finger twice and snarls. “Laptop.”

A guard moves quickly, almost nervously, crossing the room with a matte-black
laptop held tight to his chest. Cast takes it without a word, flips it open, and begins
typing with sharp, practiced keystrokes. The screen glows to life, cycling through
encrypted feeds until he pauses on one. A surveillance camera, crystal clear and
timestamped.

Jasmine stiffens beside me the moment she realizes what she’ s seeing.

On-screen, Willow stands barefoot in front of a half-formed mound of clay, her
shoulders tense and her face set in deep concentration. A cup of noodlesis clutched in



one hand, steam curling from the rim. Her hair's twisted into a messy bun,
claysmudges streaking her arms, and she's scowling at the sculpture like it personally
offended her.

Jasmine lets out a soft, fractured gasp that cuts deeper than any scream could. Her
hand jerks forward on instinct, reaching for the laptop as if proximity might make it
more real.

“Willow...” Her voice catches, barely more than awhisper, full of disbelief.

“You fucking asshole,” she breathes, voice gaining strength as her chest rises. “What
did you do to her?’

“Nothing,” Cast replies flatly, eyes trained on Willow as he stares at her as if he is
lost.

“1 don't believe you,” she chokes out, the words raw and heavy. Her eyes never leave
the screen, locked on the living proof of her best friend.

“l don't expect you to,” Cast says, his shrug careless, but the tone underneath it
cuts—somewhere between indifference and a warning. “But she's safe. Untouched.
Protected.”

“Protected?’ Jasmine lets out a brittle laugh, the sound tight in her throat, half-sob,
half-scoff. “Byyou? Is that what you call this? Cameras in every corner? Locked
doors? Probably a gun under her goddamn pillow just in case you change your
mind?’

“1 dowhat | must.” Cast’s voice sharpens, the polished control slipping just enough to
reveal the crack beneath. “I don’'t care whether you understand—~but you don’t get to
stand here and question what she means to me. Y ou don’tgetto touch that.” His next



words are barely above awhisper. “She is myeverything.”

Jasmine steps closer, jaw set, eyes glinting with fire through the shine of unshed
tears. “She’'s my best friend.”

Cast snorts, the sound dry and hollow. “ That’s cute. But she's breathing, isn’t she? So
areyou. You're both alive—because ofme.”

Jasmine laughs again, but this time it's laced with venom. “Right. Thanks, dude. |
totally owe you for the stalker.”
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She turns and hits me with a look sharp enough to skin flesh, and | take it without
flinching. She’s not wrong. Iwasfollowing her. Still am, technically.

“Look,” Cast says, shifting his weight and running a hand over his jaw like he's
aready tired of the conversation. “ There are people who want to get back at me. They
can’'t touch me directly, so they go for what matters. That means Willow.” He pauses,
eyes narrowing on Jasmine. “Andyou,very stupidly, just told them you' re her.”

Silence drops like a stone between them.

Jasmine’s breath catches. She opens her mouth like she wants to argue, but the truth
of itisaready sinking in. | can see it—can feel the weight settle across her shoulders.

“So now,” Cast continues, stepping forward, “we need a new game plan.”

She doesn’'t answer, just crosses her arms over her chest and waits—guarded,
suspicious, but listening.

“For your safety, in case they realized your connection to Willow,” Cast says, voice
clipped and direct, “1" ve had someone following you.”

Jasmine’s eyes narrow. “Landon?’
Cast nods. “Among others.”

“Y ou'’ ve been having me watched?’



“Would you prefer dead?’ Cast snaps, before reining it in. “It wasn't personal. It was
a precaution.”

“That’ srealcomforting.”

“l didn’'t say it to comfort you. | said it to explain why you're still here.”

She flinches at that—just dightly—and | can see the war behind her eyes. Pride and
survival don't mix easily, especially in someone like Jasmine. But she stays quiet.

“I’m offering you protection,” Cast continues, more controlled now.

“What, so | just allow you to continue to stalk me?’ Jasmine snorts. “No dice.”

“You know | could easily wash my hands of you right now. Your death would work
in my favor, you know that?’ Cast whispers, his eyes glinting with danger.

| whistle lowly. “Come on now. Play nice, Cast.”

“lam,” Cast shrugs, stepping even closer to Jasmine. “Look, | have a proposition for
you. You work a dead-end job and live with your shitty mom in atrailer. Y ou wanted
to go to college but couldn’t afford it, right?’

Jasming’s jaw tightens, but she doesn’t speak.

“I'll have you enrolled at Haven University by morning. It's a couple hours out,
which is for the best while | figure out how to convince the Italiansnotto kill you,”
Cast says with a nod. “New apartment. Quiet area. Fenced grounds. Security. Full

coverage.”

“And what do you get in return?’ Jasmine asks, arms still crossed, voice steady.



“You let Landon keep tabs on you. You don’'t cause me any more problems. And |
make all your dreams come true while making sure my girl doesn’t hate me for you
dying on my watch.”

“Wow,” she mutters. “You're my fucking fairy godmother, and Willow has you
whipped.”

“l do what | can, and you ever tell her that and I'll gut you like a fucking fish and
force her to forgive me regardless.” Cast replies, a half-smile tugging at his mouth.
“We got adeal, Jas?”’

“Y ou sure you want to follow me around Lan?’

| smile, sliding up closer to her spicy, sweet scent invading my senses.Fuck,what is
that? Cinnamon? Vanilla? A little dash of bourbon?Bloody hell, she’'s delicious.“l’d

watch your fine ass anywhere, love.”

Rolling her eyes, she shakes Cast’s hand, sealing her fate with mine, like she stood a
fucking chance otherwise.

JASMINE
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“I'm telling you, Jasmine,”Vincent sighs, knocking his hip into my bedroom door
with a box full of my brand new valuables—courtesy of Cast and his shitty attitude.
“1 had nothing to do with the stalking.”

“I’ll believe that when pigs fly,Vinny boy,” | sing, slapping his cheek twice as | dide
past him into the obnoxiously large living room.

The apartment Cast bought for my four-year sentence at Haven University
iIs—unfortunately—stunning. Rich. Industrial. The kind of place that saysl have
money and | want you to know it,but alsol might commit tax fraud in aleather jacket.

The walls are exposed red brick, aged and imperfect in that curated way that probably
cost more than my mother’s trailer. Steel beams cut across the ceiling, matte black
and dramatic. There's a chandelier hanging over the living space—actual fucking
crystal—like we're in the kind of villain's lair where someone pours whiskey into a
glass they didn’'t wash. The floors are dark concrete, polished to a mirror-sheen, and
the whole place smells like sandalwood, |eather, and secrets.

A massive leather sectional takes up half the living room, sunken around a low-slung
coffee table made of black marble and brushed brass. Built-in shelves climb one wall,
filled with books | didn’'t ask for and art I’ d probably roll my eyes at—if it wasn't so
damn perfect.

The kitchen is open-concept, al stainless steel and sharp edges, with a waterfall
island that could double as a runway. A wine fridge I'll never touch hums quietly
beneath it, probably stocked with bottles more expensive than my entire wardrobe.



It'sal harsh lines, heavy textures, and brutal luxury.

And | hatethat | loveit.

“You know | only let you call me Vinny because of Willow, right?’ Vincent sighed,
swiping his forearm across his forehead, that lazy, boyish smile tugging at his lips.
“ Anyone else would’ ve been punched in the face by now.”

“Physically harming an innocent girl like me?’ | gasp in a flawless Southern belle
accent, tossing a bag of decorative pillows onto the couch.

“There’'s nothing innocent about you, love.” Landon’s voice cuts in smoothly as he
nudges into the living room, arms full of abox labeled Kitchen.

“1 beg your pardon,” | shoot back, still in character.

“Ooh, beg. | like that word when you say it.” Landon winks as he sets the box on the
counter, clearly pleased with himself.

| groan,rolling my eyes as | pull out a black faux fur pillow. This has been Landon
and my relationship for the past week while | get adjusted to Haven University. |
missed Freshman Weekentirely and spent the last few days holed up in a hotel
room—again, courtesy of Cast—while Landon went apartment shopping for us.

And no,that’ s not atypo. | meanus.

Despite my very vocal objections—anda full rant list detailing why Landon shouldn’t
live within my apartment, let alone my zip code—Cast made it clear: Landon stays,
or | meet my maker at the hands of the Italian mob who thinks I’'m Willow. So in the
interest of keeping my life, Landon is staying with me in the smaller bedroom on the
opposite side of the apartment, and not a step closer.



“Alright, love birds,”Vincent sighs, both hands on his hip as he looks around the
apartment.

“We're not lovebirds,” | snap.

Landon clutches his chest like I’ ve driven a dagger through it, staggering back with
dramatic flair. “ Awe, Peach, you wound me.”

Vincent barks a laugh, folding his arms across his chest. *Y eah, Peach—don’t wound
him. Poor lad’ s already hanging on by athread.”

“Nope!” | square my shoulders, popping the P with extra venom as | scowl at them
both. “Y ou don’t get to call me Peach. That nickname isretired.”

Landon’s smile curls wickedly as he strolls over, confidence oozing from every step
like heat from asphalt. “That’ s right, Vincent. Only I can call my Peach, Peach.”

“I"m notyouranything,” | snarl, heat flooding my cheeks under his gaze, so | turn my
attention to Vincent. “ And you especially don’t get to call me that.”

“Oh, come on now.” Vincent tilts his head, his mouth tugging into a crooked smirk.
“1 dtill don’t get the Peach thing. She's not exactly sunshine and soft fuzz.”

“She’s notyourpeach,” Landon says, his tone dipping lower. “ That’ s the difference.”
Before | can step back, his hand curls around the side of my neck—not choking, but
firm. Commanding. His pam is warm, fingers pressing just enough to make my

breath hitch. A low current of heat, and dangerous hums in the space between us.

My hands twitch at my sides, but | don’t move. Ishould. Every nerve is screaming at
me to shove him off. To slap that smirk off his face. But all | do is stand there, pulse



racing beneath his thumb.

“You only know me because you're my stalker,” | say, but it comes out too soft. Too
breathless.

“Nah,” he breathes, fingers flexing just slightly—just enough for the pads of them to
feel the tremble running down my spine. “Anyone can stalk. Butme?’ He tilts his
head, that grin softening into a look of intimacy as if | am something precious .
“lwatchyou.”

His thumb brushes the base of my throat, and | feel it—the way my body betrays me,
the way the breath | swallow shudders against his skin. He feels it too. | see it in the
way his smile deepens, slow and knowing.
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“l see how your lips twist when you lie. How your shoulders stiffen when you
pretend you're not scared. | know the exact second your bravado runs out and your
panic kicks in, and | know—" His voice drops to a velvet murmur, “—that you tell
yourself alot of thingsthat aren’t true.”

“Likewhat?’ | ask, and my voiceis barely there.

Landon goes to respond, but Vincent clears his throat loudly behind us, snapping the
moment like a rubber band. “Alright, Shakespeare,” he drawls, folding his arms with
the dramatic flair of a man long-suffering. “Save the tortured poetry for someone
who' s not three seconds away from kicking you in the dick.”

Landon doesn’t even flinch. Doesn’'t so much as glance in Vincent's direction. His
eyes stay locked on mine, steady and electric. “ She’' d have to stop staring first.”

And damn him—he' s right. My eyes are still on his, caught in that stupid, ocean-blue
undertow that’s pulling me deeper with every breath. It takes effort—actual, physical
effort—to drag my gaze away. To break the spell.

| look down, because if | keep looking at him, I'll forget. Forget why this is a bad
idea. Forget every scar that says men like him are danger dressed in charm. Forget
that wanting him is reckless. Stupid. Bound to end with me bleeding on the floor and
calling it love.

My breath catches, and | jump back like Landon’s touch has seared itself into my
skin. | turn quickly, latching onto the first distraction | see—Vincent, arms crossed,
smugness 0o0zing from every sarcastic pore.



“I don’t mean to interrupt the little eye-fuckathon,” Vincent drawls, “but some of us
have better things to do than third-wheel afrat party romance.”

“Awe,” | sneer, still breathless. “Y ou must’ ve burned out in high school.”

Vincent lifts a brow. “Keep talking, Jaz. ‘Cause I’'m about ten seconds away from
convincing admissions to drop your ass from Professor Kilgore' s class.”

Landon perks up. “Kilgore?’

| scowl. “Y ou wouldn’t.”

| freeze. “You got me into Kilgore's class?” My voice hitsapitch | didn’t even know
| was capable of, and suddenly I’'m bouncing on the balls of my feet. “You got me

intoProfessor Conner freakingKilgore' sclass?!”

Vincent shrugs like it’s nothing. “Well 1’'m going to need you in my corner to get
Willow back so...”

“Kilgore isthetop forensic scientist in the entire state of Texas—maybe even the
country!” | practicaly squeal. “He solved that triple-murder case in Houston just by
analyzing pollen, and he islike my idol.”

Rumor has it the FBI has wanted him for years, but he loves his horse Jelly more than
the city, and despite being an official detective, he works more as a resource for
special crimes.

Vincent gives Landon a deadpan look. “And she saysyou’ rethe dramatic one.”

| smack hisarm. “ Shut up, you absolute angel. | could kiss you.”



“Absolutely not,” Landon growls. “ To the class and to kissing Vincent.”
“Okay—first things first—I can kiss anyone | want,” | snap. “And two, lamtaking
Kilgore's class. It is my dream to be a Forensic Psychologist, and a recommendation

from him would be everything to me.”

Landon walks a little closer, his voice dropping a few octaves. “Peach, | don’t think--

“Saveit.”

“Fine.” Landon nods sharply, looking over to Vincent. “Send me her schedule. | gotta
make arun.”

Vincent nods. “I’ll walk you out.”

Landon and Vincent are already on their way out the door when Landon turns on me,
eyes narrowing. “ Stay here.”

“Ruff,” 1 deadpan, but Landon smiles again so fucking smugly | don’'t know if | want
to slap him, or see that smirk with me dripping down his chin.

“Good girl, Peach.”

LANDON

“I’m sorry,”| squat down to the level of the convulsing man.
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He's on the floor, writhing like a fish out of water, his limbs twitching in jerky,
uncontrolled spasms. Sweat pours down his face, mixing with the blood leaking from
the corners of his mouth. His cheeks are already beginning to swell, grotesque and
uneven, and hislips part in a strangled moan that barely sounds human.

His gums torn raw and bleeding, all of his molars ripped out like weeds—roots and
al. Dark, clotted blood pools at the back of his throat, bubbling every time he tries to
breathe. His tongue lolls to the side, stained crimson, trembling with every shallow
inhale.

| chuckle at the sight of his shaky hands clawing at the floor, trying to drag himself
away from me with the strength of a dying insect.

“Oh, comeon now...” | drone, tilting my head. “Don’t be afucking bore, mate.”

He doesn’'t make it far.

| grab his leg and yank him back in one rough pull, the sound of his skin scraping
against the concrete like sandpaper on raw meat. He screams, a hoarse, gurgled thing
that dissolves into sobs when | crouch beside him again.

A part of me almost empathizes with the man, | remember how gut-wrenching pain
shakes can be.. To hurt so deep it makes your vision blur, your stomach twist, your

body betray you.

But this guy? Thisisn't some scared little kid who made a mistake. Thisis a predator.
A fucking animal who bites children like he thinks he' s starring in a horror flick.



| reach down and tap his chin lightly with two fingers, forcing his glossy eyes to meet
mine.

“Don’t pass out yet,” | whisper, my tone almost gentle. “Y ou’ ve got three more teeth
in the front. And I’m nothing if not thorough.”

His whimpers echo throughout the basement, bouncing off the concrete walls like a
broken lullaby. | tilt my head, watching the way his lip trembles as he starts to
hyperventilate—short, panicked gasps that rattle in his throat.

“Aww,” | coo, voice mock-soft, like I’'m comforting a frightened pet. “Look at that.
Poor thing' s shaking all over.”

| trail a blood-dlicked finger just under his chin, forcing his face back up. “Breathe
through it, yeah? Or don’'t. Makes no difference to me.”

“It makes a difference to me,” the low timber of an Irish accent invades the
tranquility of my torture chambers.

| don’'t bother looking up. My knuckles graze the angry swell of the bastard’s jaw,
still bubbling with blood and spit, whilethe scent of antiseptic and overpriced cologne
seeps in—Conner Kilgore. “Do you have to make such amess, every time?”’

| hear him cough once—sharp, offended.
“Well, let's see what the file says,” | mutter, finally standing. My boots squelch
against the blood-soaked concrete. “Because | kill your prey only when | agree to

hate the crime.”

Conner steps gingerly over a puddle, the bottom of his slacks stained now whether he
likes it or not. “Yes, butkillingandtortureare two very different things, Landon. Most



of this blood isnotcoming out of these clothes.”

| flash him a grin as | wipe my hands on the front of my shirt. “You're a forensic
scientist, mate. Blood should be your playground, and you should know how to get it

”

out.

“|1 prefer a cleaner crime scene than you.” He gestures vaguely toward the twitching
man. “And | don’t usually pull teeth withpliers, either.”

| walk past him, toward the file he left on the metal table by the wall. “You said he
was a child predator who liked to bite.”

“Yes,” Conner says, arching a brow.

“So | took histeeth.”

Conner snorts, as he squats down next to the largest puddie of blood, spit, and
possible piss, that has started to stain the concrete. “Y ou’ re apatientfuck, I'll give you
that, but please start using the plastic we have discussed.”

| flip open the file, eyes scanning the pages. “My father used to say that | am a
stubborn fuck.” That’s why | needed to be beaten more. Because | could withstand
more. For longer. UnlikeKelly, who broke faster than | did every time. She couldn’t
withstand the torture.

Conner doesn’'t say anything for a moment, and for the first time tonight, | take a
breath. The sharp, coppery stench of blood is everywhere, coating the back of my
tongue like I’ ve been sucking on pennies. But underneath that—there’s more. Sour
sweat. Rotting nerves. Spit thick with bile.

| blow the breath out through my nose and roll my shoulders.



“Christ,” Conner mutters, covering his nose with one sleeve. “Y ou breathe this shit in
likeit'sfresh air.”

“If it wasn't for the piss, you would be too, brother.”

Conner glances down at the pool spreading beneath the man’s ruined body, nostrils
flaring with disgust.



Page 18

Source Creation Date: August 15, 2025, 10:28 am

| should clarify—Conner’s not my real brother. But when you grow up lost in the
same foreign country, raised in the same underground gym, beaten into shape by the
same heavyweight champion with fists like cinder blocks and a temper like fire...
blood’ s just atechnicality.

We took punches side by side before we could shave. We watched each other break
ribs and bleed on mats and still showed up the next day like we owed someone our

pain. So yeah. He's my brother.

And right now, my brother’'s doing his best not to vomit on his shoes while | stand
over a man whose teeth | pulled out one by one.

Family bonding at its finest.

“That,” | mutter, wiping my hands on the front of my shirt, “is the difference between
you and me. | livefor all the carnage. Isn’'t that right, Tyler?’

The man on the floor spasms violently, his spine bowing off the concrete like awire’s
been pulled tight beneath him. Every muscle locks, his hands clawing at nothing,
mouth frozen open in a soundless scream.

| watch, jaw tight, and | know. He's seconds from dying.

Fucking punk.l squat down beside him, gripping his chin one last time, prying it open
to look at the mess | didn’t finish. Three front teeth left. Intact.

“Four hours,” | mutter, voiceflat. “ That’s all you could take?”’



Hisjaw sagsin my hand, as hislips quiver from the shaky gasps of fleeting breath.

“Y our victims took more from you for longer,” | snort, tossing his head back onto the
floor. “Y ou’'re fucking pathetic.”

His body starts to rattle, legs kicking weakly, and blood bubbles from between his
lips like he's trying to drown in it. His eyes roll back, whites flickering. Chest jerks
once. Then twice.

And just like that, I've lost him.

| slam it shut with a little more force than necessary, rising to my feet with a
disgusted exhale.

“Waste of afile)” | spit, turning back toward Conner. “Could’ve at least diedafterl
finished.”

“Y ou know most of these criminals can’t withstand much, Lan,” Conner says quietly,
pulling out his phone to log the time ofdeath, and the method of killing. “But it
doesn’t mean you're not still afucking psychopath.”

| grab and toss atowel over my shoulder. “ Takes oneto hire one.”

Conner doesn’t respond. Doesn’t have to. We've both made peace with what we are.
The body lets out afinal, gurgling rattle. | glance down. Eyes glazed. Chest still.

Conner walks into my line of sight, latex gloves snap tight around his wrists with that
crisp, sterile sound that always seems louder in a room this silent. He lays out the
tools like a surgeon—nbleach spray, enzyme foam, absorbent granules, sterile cloths, a
portable UV scanner to double-check his work. Everything's arranged in neat little
rows on atarp he unrolls with military precision.



He starts with the largest puddie—Tyler’s final offering. Conner sprays the bio-foam
first, watching it hiss and bubble as it eats through the blood pooled along the
concrete seams. The stench rises again—iron, piss, and nhow meat—and he turns his
facejust dightly, jaw clenching.

“Whole room reeks like a slaughterhouse,” he mutters, reaching for a heavy-duty
cloth.

He wipes in tight, circular motions, using pressure and patience instead of speed.
Unlike me, he doesn’t rush. Every stroke is methodical, turning deep red to murky
pink, to dull grey, until only the memory of blood remains.

He sprinkles the granules over a smear near the filing cabinet and kneels down to
scrub it out with a small, stiff brush. “Arterial spray on vertical surfaces...” he
mutters like he’ s back in alecture hall. “ Always the worst.”

“Still talking to yourself while you work?” | ask, watching him from the edge of the
table.

“Better than talking to corpses like you do,” he mutters, brushing up a dark crust that
had started to congeal along the baseboards. “Besides, if | leave one trace, one stray
drop of blood behind, this whole place becomes a crime scene. You'd be surprised
how much DNA staysin porous concrete.”

| shrug. “Not my concern.”

“Exactly,” Conner says, rising to his feet and swapping out cloths. “And that’s why
I’m the one in gloves while you' re over there smelling like a butcher’ s apron.”

He kneels beside the body, now still and slack-jawed, and carefully slips a plastic
sheet beneath it. The motion is practiced, clinical—he doesn’t even flinch when blood



drips onto his boot.

“Andthat,” he mutters, checking his UV wand for missed streaks, “is why we don’t
torture people next to air vents.”

| snort, my eyes landing on the manila folder next to his disregarded leather jacket.
My eyes light up, and fingers twitch with the need as | imagine the soon to be target.
“Thislooks promising, Con.”
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| swipe the heavy folder off the table and thumb through the target’ s crimes.

A serial domestic violence offender. Fists for breakfast, bruises for dessert. He jumps
states like flies on a pile of shit, always one step ahead of a system too soft and too
slow to keep up. My favorite type of guy—because they always think they’'re the
hunter.

And because he reminds me ofMarcus.

Fucking Marcus. The roadman bastard who killed my sister and still breathes like the
world owes him something. | hate him more than any man alive besides my father,
and lucky me—I"m still indebtto him.

My stomach clenches at the thought.

When Zay dragged me back to the Raiders hideout six months ago, they made it very
clear where | stood. | wasn't family. | wasn't even property. | was an example. They
beat me until 1 was swallowing my blood like air. My ribs cracked like cheap china
under boots and knuckles.

And through al of it, | was silent, minus the few grunts, and sharp inhales.

It was the only beating I’ ve ever taken in the States that came close to what my father
used to do. And eventhen—my father wouldn’'t have stopped until | was seconds

from brain dead. Those fuckers have nothing on Charlie Heart.

S0 yeah, this guy? This coward who leaves his wife and kids in splints when he gets



bored?

He' smine.

And he's not walking away with his jaw intact.

Conner joins me a second later, slipping off his gloves with a snap. “That one's
newer,” he says, tapping the top of the file with his knuckle. “Still under internal

review. Quiet case. DPD won’'t move on it for at least three weeks.”

“Plenty of time,” | mutter, flipping it open. Inside: name, address, photos. Receipts.
Patterns. A predator waiting to be caught.

“You keep feeding me scraps like this,” | say, eyes scanning the pages, “and maybe |
won't let the thing inside me out for anyone else.”

Conner’ s gaze flicks to me—tired, knowing. “ That’ s the arrangement.”

Itis.

While Conner spent his childhood studying anything with a pulse—watching how
long it took before it stopped and became a corpse—I spent mine being carved into
the soldier my older sister refused to become.

My father even did the demented, crack-head speech about how every dark corner of
London was meant to be mine one day. All | had to do was survive long enough.
Endure enough.Withstandenough to grab it with both hands.

As akid, | believed him. And when the first shadow bloomed inside me, he nurtured
it like it was hisrealson. More than | ever was. By the time | was fourteen, the beast
within me had spent more time in the sun than | did. The beast was angry.



Murderous. A fuckingterror. My own mother flinched when | walked into a room.
That’ s something Conner and | share—mothers who didn’t know what to do with the
things they helped create.

My sister was the only one who saw any good in me, even when | didn't
thinkgoodandmewere compatible in the same sentence. She escaped to the States the
minute she turned sixteen, after my father had set her up to marry Emil Smirnov, a
fucking animal in the drug market of the East. She left the next day and told me to
come find her when | was ready .,

| followed two years later, right after | failed to kill my father. Too afraid of what
perpetual darkness would do to me, and too afraid of what the Butchers would do to
meif | stayed in London any longer. But now the only person who allowed me to see
any light is dead.

Now, this—this deal | made with Conner—is the only thing that calms the monster
long enough to stop it from trying to kill me to be in the sun again. The dedl is, he
gives me the names. The ones that dlip through the cracks. The ones with lawyers,
money, connections, or shady dealings. The ones the cops “monitor” but never touch.

And | use them to feed my beast. | protect society—clean up the filth no one else will
touch. I’m basically fucking Batman, just without the wholeno killingphilosophy.

Because unlike him, | actually have morals, and | don’t just want to stroke my ego.
And | don't get off fighting the same three villains in a revolving door of justice. |

end them. Permanently.

Conner methodically disposes of the cleaning supplies and his gloves in a black
plastic bag, as he reads over the files with me.

“Thisisthelast one for awhile.” Conner comments, tying aknot in the bag.



| look up at him, slow and cam. “You're taking a break while you play college
professor?”’

Conner shakes out his blonde pin straight strands and snorts. “1 am not pretending.”

| watch as Conner begins to methodically clean up hiscleaningsupplies, and if it
weren't for the cold vacancy behind those pale green eyes, | might even admit he's
attractive.

Hell, tomorrow when Jasmine walks into her forensics class and sees him, | bet her
pupils will blow wide and her thighs will clench in that telltale way she does when
someone hot walks into a room.
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Conner’s been attractive since we were kids. That hasn’'t changed. Loosely curled
chestnut-brown hair that always falls too perfectly over his forehead, lean build that
looks deceptively soft—until you see him shirtless. Then it's all sharp edges and
carved muscle, like someone engineered himin alab at 2% body fat.
Harder than a fucking wall of China.
And I’d know. Because once, when | was twelve, my father drop-kicked meinto it.
| clear my throat, and place the folder onto the table. “ Hey | need afavor.”

“No, you're an arsehole.”

“Fuck off.” | snort, asmall chuckle leaves my lips just as he ties the string around his
tool sleeve.

“Gladly.”
“Kilgore,” | snarl. “Tomorrow Jasmine Riverawill bein your class.”

“l am not traumatizing someone because they will not fuck you, Lan.” He lazily
drawls, giving me a bored look.

| roll my eyes. “It’s not that. She’ sthe girl I’'m assigned to protect.”

Conner’s eyebrows lift a millimeter.



“She' s the reason |1’ ve been running around on a leash. The Raiders are breaking off
from the Italians, signing a deal with the Cartel. And I’'m the babysitter until that deal
issolidified.”

Conner lets out a slow, unimpressed breath and goes back to sorting his kit into his
larger briefcase.

“She’s sharp. Smart mouth on her,” | mutter, more to myself than to him. “Pisses me
off daily. You'd hate her.”

Conner finally looks up, eyes like polished glass. He doesn’t laugh. Doesn’t smirk.

“Fine,” he huffs. “1 will watch her, if you leave. | need quiet to dismember this body,
and your voice is fucking up the rhythm.”

| raise my hands in surrender. “Fine, just do me the favor.”

“Fine, now go. I’'m not you,” he mutters, turning back to the table. “I don’t need an
audience.”

| watch him for another second, then turn and head for the stairs.

“Burn those clothes,” he calls after me, just as the sound of a chainsaw rings through
the room.

| nod, already knowing the drill. | slip out through the maintenance grate and emerge
into a narrow alleyway off Midtown—rain-soaked, neon-lit, cluttered with late-night

trash and the low murmur of a city that never gives afuck.

My phone buzzesin my pocket the moment | hit the street.



Twelve missed messages.

Peach:Where are you

Peach:Y ou said to wait for you, and | am BORED!

Peach:Are you dead or just being a dick?

Peach:Hello??? Earth to the worst stalker ever!

Peach:Landon, you suck!

Awe, my peach got bored without me around. | scroll down and spot the notification
from the tracker.

[ALERT: Peach has exited the Haven Towers complex — 4 hours ago.]
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Fucking brilliant.

| drag a hand down my face, then pocket the phone with a dry chuckle and start
moving—shoulders hunched, boots splashing through puddles.

Well what'’ s better than feeding my beast blood. Feeding him a peach.

JASMINE

A couple of hours later,I’ ve unpacked my entire life—which, turns out, doesn’'t take
long when it fits into three garbage bags.

The closet looks like a sad showroom display. A few worn hoodies, some ripped
jeans, a handful of crop tops that have survived every shitty laundromat in Mason
Park, and one too-tight dress | never have the courage—or occasion—to wear. That's
it. Spread across thiswalk-in closet like it’ s supposed to mean anything.

| have to see if Cast’s financial kindness spreads to adding some more clothes into
my closet, maybe some clothes from Macy’ s instead of Walmart.

| wander back into the bedroom. The sun is beginning to dip outside the floor-to-
ceiling windows, flooding the whole space in golden light like I'm trapped in a

perfume commercial.

| groan and flop onto the bed, arms stretched out, legs splayed like a starfish. The



mattress swallows me instantly, way too soft for its own good, and a traitorous moan
dips out of my throat—Iow, involuntary, embarrassing.

“Thisbed isacrime,” | mutter. “It’satrap. No one should sleep thiswell.”

Still. It doesn’'t matter how soft it is. Or how expensive. Or how many thread counts
the damn comforter has. The silenceis louder.

No Willow. No Tommy. No Derek or stupid midnight-shift fryers. 1I'd even take
Landon’s obnoxiously smooth London accent—the one that grates on my nerves and
curls my toes at the same damn time.

Normally, around now, 1'd be dlipping into that itchy polyester uniform and heading
out for my night shift at Lucy’s Chicken Swamp—home of over-salted fries and the
greasiest burgers in Mason Park. Derek and | used to take turns betting on which
customer would scream first, or which fryer would explode.

But | had to quit.

Two days after amost being kidnapped, the Italians showed up asking for
me—pretending to be family, fake cousins with slick smiles and itchy intentions.
Derek lied without blinking, told them he’'s never met a Willow in his life, much less
a blonde girl with pink streaks. He plays dumb like a pro, and | absolutely love him
for it.

Now? I'm safe. I'm “taken care of.” Financialy stable, with a fridge full of groceries
| didn’t pay for, and none of my mother’s drug-addicted, or drug-selling boyfriends to

wrestle out of the hallway at 2 a.m.

But fuck... happinessis kind of boring.



No drama. No chaos. No rats in the kitchen or bills taped to the fridge like threats.
Just... routine.

Eat. Sleep. School. Survive.

Repeat.

It's better. | know it’s better. But it doesn’ tfeel better.

At least back at the trailer park, | had people. Nights with friends huddled around a
cracked fire pit, burning marshmallows and swapping gossip. Movie marathons with
borrowed DVDs. Willow teaching me how to paint, both of us covered in more
acrylic than the canvas. PlayingFuck, Marry, Killuntil our sides hurt from laughing.
Now? Nothing.

No noise. No color. No mess.

Just me, this too-perfect apartment, and a silence that doesn't feel like peace—it feels
like a padded cage.

| groan, burying my head into the pillow, because according to his Royal
HighnessMaster Landon, | can’t leave until he comes home.

| roll over, grab my phone off the nightstand, and hit his contact for like the tenth
time today.

Onering. Two. Straight to voicemail.

Hey, it's Lan. Leave a message at the beep.
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“Bastard,” | hiss, sitting up in bed and letting my feet hang over the side as | hang up
the phone. | stare at the hardwood floor for a beat, then rub my hands over my face
likeit'Il scrub off the boredom sinking into my skin.

Thisis college.College. I'm eighteen, technically alive, and probably sitting less than
five miles away from bad decisions and lukewarm jungle juice.

There sgotto be a party tonight. Somewhere. Alwaysis.

And if there’'snot?I'll start one.

| stand, stretch, and pace toward the closet—eyeing the sad excuse for a wardrobe
like maybe it’'ll look different if | squint. It doesn’'t. But | can work with it. | aways

have.

A party means people. Music. Making out with a hot girl that will push Landon so far
out of my mind he cliff divesinto the next universe.

An hour later, I'm freshly showered and tying up my black corset top. I’ve matched
the corset with fishnets under baggy, horrendously ripped jeans and my hand-me-
down black combat heels and some matching cheap silver chunky chains.

A little mascara. A quick fluff of my wavy hair into aslick high ponytail. Done.
| look hot.Ridiculouslyhot. The kind of hot that says I’'m not just here to make out

with a girl in the corner—I’'m here to ruin someone's whole life and walk away
smiling.l fucking live!



The moment | step outside, the humid air wraps around me like a dare, thick and
electric, but | don’t even need to check aflyer or ask around. | just follow the distant
thump of bass and the flicker of bad lighting until I'm standing in front of a three-
story house lit up like someone gave a bunch of rich white boys access to a couple of
keggers and zero adult supervision.

The flag out front says Beta Tau Delta.

The smell? Cheap beer, testosterone, and Axe body spray.

The vibe?Exactlythe kind of chaos I’m in the mood for.

A guy in a backwards cap gives me a slow once-over from the porch steps, eyes
dragging over my outfit like he’' s never seen fishnets outside of a Halloween costume.
He nods like I've passed some unspoken dress code—hot girl privilege
unlocked—and waves me in with ared solo cup like a blessing from the Pope of Bro

Culture.

“Y0,” he durs, aready leaning too far into my space. “You know anyone here? Or
areyou just, like... destiny or something?’

| blink. “Seriously?’

He grins, swaying slightly. “I mean, | couldbeyour destiny. Or at least your mistake?’
| smile sweetly. “I need, like, three more drinks before | make a mistake like you.”

He laughs, loud and sloppy, clearly not understanding sarcasm. One heavy arm drops

over my shoulder like we' ve known each other for years, and he yells into the chaos
of the house, “Y o! Someone get this girl, like, six shots—stat!”



“Whoa,” | giggle, tapping his chest twice with two fingers and dliding from
underneath his sweaty ass arm. “Let’ s start with two.”

Then | step around him without another glance, letting the throb of bass swallow his
disappointed “Damn.”

A beat later, | hear him hoot like | just made his whole night and shout back into the
house, “We got new blood!”

The door swings shut behind me, and | step into what can only be described as alive-
action fever dream.

This party looks like it crawled straight out of a 2000s frat comedy and injected itself
with twice the testosterone. Shirtless guys in cowboy hats and cut-off jeans are
hanging from exposed wooden beams like monkeys on Red Bull. There's a slip-and-
slide running through theliving room—Ilined with beer cans and what might be baby
oil—and a girl in denim shorts and glittery cowboy boots is riding an inflatable bull
in the middle of the hallway, screaming, “I am the storm!” like her life depends on it.

A terrible B-side remix of a pop song that should have stayed dead blasts through the
speakers and everyone' s shrieking along off-key like it’ s the national anthem.

A naked guy—completelynaked—streaks past me with toilet paper tied around his
head like a warband. | leap back instinctively and crash into some guy who smells
like cinnamon schnapps and body spray. He leans in, way too close, and sniffs my
neck like a bloodhound.

“You smellsogood,” he dlurs, eyes glassy and dilated. “Wanna make out?’

| blink. “Y eah, no.”



| shove past him before he can offer me anything else, weaving through a mass of
tangled limbs and spilled drinks as | make my way deeper into the chaos.

Y eah. Thisis definitely the kind of college experience I'd be missing if it weren’t for
the Italian mob, my loyalty to Willow, and a British stalker who thinks he owns me.
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Luckyme.

| make my way into the kitchen, dodging a guy in a horse mask and a spilled beer
waterfall, only to freeze at the doorway.

A guy is wedged between a girl’ s thighs as she sits on the kitchen counter, his hand
clamped around her bare thigh like he’ sin pain—or like letting go might kill him. His
fingerstwitch like he' s barely hanging on, face twisted in desperation..

The girl, though? Both hands buried in his hair, gripping tight, dragging him closer
with the kind of force usually reserved for bar fights. She yanks his mouth to hers,
devouring him like she' s starving and he’ s the last meal on Earth.

They’re not kissing. They’ re performing an exorcism—uwith tongue.
| just stand there, blinking, because I've heard the termsucking facebefore, but |
neverunderstoodit—until now. This? This issuction-level intimacy. They might fuse

if they’ re not lucky.

“1 bet you ten bucks his hand doesn’t make it under her skirt,” a voice drawls beside
me—slow, sweet, and drenched in honey-soaked southern charm.

The words roll over me like warm sunlight, and | turn my head—and nearly forget
how to breathe.

Because standing there, leaning casually against the fridge with a plastic cup in hand
and the confidence of someone who knowsexactlyhow hot she is, is the most



beautiful girl | have ever witnessed in my entire fucking life.

Her red hair tumbles in loose waves around her shoulders, catching the flickering
kitchen light like it's trying to set itself on fire. Her curves are the kind that make
your hands twitch, soft in all the right places and framed perfectly by a cute jean mini
skirt,black worn-in cowboy boots and a crop top that sayspower bottom --good thing
I’'matopain'tit?

But worst of all, her golden hazel eyes are so vibrant | have to look away, even
though she is smiling like I’ve already said something funny, despite the fact that |
haven't even opened my mouth yet.

Holy shit.

| take a slow step forward, glancing down before looking back up at her with a lazy
grin. “Sorry, you' re gonna have to say that again.”

She cocks her head, one brow raised, lips glossed and twisted in amusement. “Why’s
that?’

“Because you caught me off guard,” | say with alow laugh, leaning back against the
counter beside the fridge. “I didn’t expect to turn around and see the love of my life.”

Her snort is sharp and unapologetic. “ Cuteandcorny?’

| place a hand dramatically over my heart, sumping just a little—just enough to play
it cool while my brain is short-circuiting. Because now that I'm closer, | can see
every perfect detail: the shimmer of her lip gloss, the dusting of freckles across her
nose, the glint of mischief in her eyes. And of course, that smell—sweet and warm,
like cinnamon sugar and the inside of a bakery.



“Wait,” | say, trying to keep my voice light. “Did you just call me cute?’

She rolls her eyes, but the corner of her mouth twitches. “Earlier, | said | bet that
guy’s hand wouldn’t make it under her skirt.”

| follow her nod toward the human suction cups still attached at the mouth. The girl’s
hands have moved to bunch the guy’s shirt at the collar, and his hand has crept
dangerously close to the hem of her skirt—but it’s the other hand that’s interesting.
It's slipped up her side, fingers resting right under her bra strap.

| tilt my head. “He s not going for under the skirt. He' s going for the boobs.”

“No way,” she says, turning back to me with narrowed eyes.

“Yes way,” | grin. “Watch. His hand's doing the classic low creep. He's gonna go
for the?>—"

She gasps. “Oh my God, heis.”

Right on cue, the guy’s hand slides up her side, inch by inch, until his fingers are
boldly cupping her boob. She immediately pushes him back and smacks him firmly
across the face.

“What the hell, Brad?’ she snaps, wiping her mouth like he' s contaminated her.

Brad—because of course his name is Brad—Ilooks confused, hand still hovering
midair like he can’t quite process what just happened.

She hops off the counter, adjusting her skirt with one hand and flipping him off with
the other as she storms off, muttering aboutboundariesandoctopus hands.



Once sheis out of earshot, | look back at the beautiful mystery girl neck to me and
smirk.

“Boom,” | say, like just won a game show. “Welcome toKiss and Grope 101, hosted
by yourstruly.”
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She laughs, full and real, the sound crackling straight through me like a match to a
fuse.

“S0...” she purrs, body angled into mine, her fingers lazily tracing down my arm.
“I"m assuming you’ re a boob girl?’

No, I'm ayou girl.

| smirk. “Nah, I’'m an everything girl.” | toss her a wink, and she snorts into her cup,
nearly choking on her drink.

“What are you drinking,everything girl?’ she teases, nodding toward my empty hand.
“Beer. Where' sthe cooler?’

She jerks her chin to the corner of the kitchen. “Right there. Next to the microwave.”

| step over, pop the lid off a cheap Styrofoam cooler, and fish out a cold one. | crack
it open with the edge of the counter and take a long sip before turning back to her
with agrin.

“S0,” | say, lifting the bottle dlightly. “1 won the bet. What do | get?’

She grins—slow, shameless, and dangerous—eyes dragging over me like she's
already decided what part of me to unwrap first.

“l don’t know,” she says, leaning in close. “What do youwant?”



God help me, I might actually melt.

“Your name.”

She fans herself with one hand like a dramatic Southern belle, her hip cocking just
enough to make my breath catch. “Well, what agentlemanyou are.”

| shake my head, letting my eyes trail down her body and back up through my lashes.
“Nah, not realy...I’m adog.”

“Oh, redly?’ she purrs, stepping in until there' s barely a breath between us.

| nod with an exaggerated pout and a crooked grin. “Oh yeah. Total horndog. | just
like to know agirl’s name before | marry her.”

“And they say chivalry isdead.”

“I'm the last of a dying breed, girl,” | whisper, letting the words brush against her
lips. “Now... what's your name?’

Her eyes flick down to my mouth, then slowly back up. Her breath is shallow, warm
against my skin. “I’m Brooke du Pont.”

“Jasmine,” | say softly, already curling a hand around her waist, dragging her flush
against my chest. “ Jasmine Rivera.”

Her cup drops somewhere to the floor with a quietthud.
Brooke' s mouth crashes into mine, warm and hungry, her lips soft but commanding. |

open for her instantly, letting her tongue slide against mine as the kiss deepens, wet
and breathless. She tastes like cheap beer and cinnamon, and | can’t get enough.



Her hands grip the back of my head, pulling me closer, and | stumble a step forward,
pinning her lightly against the counter. One of her legs dides between mine, thigh
pressing up just enough to make my breath hitch.

| let one hand roam—fingertips skimming the curve of her waist, the dip of her lower
back—while my other hand holds her jaw steady as we kiss harder, deeper. She
moans into my mouth and | swear it shoots straight through me.

Her hand dlides down, palm curving over my ass with afirm squeeze.

| pull back just enough to whisper, breath hot between us, “Maybe buy me dinner
first?’

She grins, breathless. “1 thought we were getting married.”

| smile and kiss her again—rougher thistime.

“That’s right, babydoll.” | growl into her, my hands snaking around her sexy thighs
and hoisting her on top of the kitchen counter. “Get used to being mine.”
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She giggles into my mouth, and | fucking lose it. She tastes just as sweet as she
smells and kisses even better. Her teeth catch my bottom lip and she pulls on it
teasingly.

“Fuck,” | groan, my hands roaming up the curve of her spine as she archesinto me.
“Now, llovethat my girl went out to play,” Landon’s voice cuts through the room like
a blade wrapped in velvet, his teasing London accent thick and smug, “but I’'m fairly
certain | told you tostay homeuntil | got back.”

| freeze mid-kiss, lips still parted, breath tangled with Brooke's, and | want toscream.

“Fuck,” 1 hiss under my breath, slowly pulling away from Brooke' s mouth, her lip
gloss still clinging to mine. My hands linger on her hips.

“How thefuck—" | start.
“Peach,” Landon saysflatly, voice low and stern, “I’ ve got atracker on you.”

| spin around, jaw tight, eyes locked on his smug, infuriating face. He's leaning
against the doorframe like he doesn't have a care in the world, Sleeves rolled,
expression dark with amusement. “Wouldn’'t be a very good stalker if you didn’t,” |
bite out.

He steps forward—lazy, predatory, eyes dragging over me and then flicking to
Brooke like she’'s a detail in the background. “Y ou see,ldo my job. Butyou, Peach...
you don't listen.” His voice drops an octave, velvet-wrapped steel. “You've



beenverynaughty.”

Before | can spit fire back, Brooke' s voice dlides in behind me—cool and unfazed.
“I"'m sorry,” she says, hopping down from the counter and pressing up against my
back, her soft curves flush with mine. One arm slips casually around my waist. “Is
this guy bothering you? Need meto call the police?’

“No,” | blurt—too fast, too defensive.

Landon’s smirk sharpens like a blade. “Didn’t know | needed to be arrested for doing
my job.”

“He'smy... bodyguard,” I mumble, turning to face Brooke again.

“Bodyguard?’ she snorts, one brow raised like she doesn’t buy it for a second.
“Yeah,” | say, forcing asmall, tight smile. “I haveto go.”

Brooke steps forward, dlipping her hand beneath my chin and tugging my face gently
to hers. She plants a slow kiss on my cheek, lips lingering just enough to make

Landon’s jaw clench.

“Don’'t worry, sugar,” she murmurs, voice honey-thick and wicked. “I’ll see you at
the chapel.”

Fuck this girl --1 think I might combust.
| don’'t say aword as | shove past him and out the front door of the frat house, heels

clacking hard against the pavement. My fists are clenched, my jaw locked. | can still
taste Brooke on my lips.



Landon follows behind me like a shadow—aquiet, steady, infuriatingly calm.

By the time we reach the building, I’m stomping ahead of him like | want the ground
to feel my rage. | dap the elevator button with more force than necessary, eyes fixed
straight ahead. My skin still burns with leftover adrenaline, and my chest feels too
tight with everything | didn’t get to finish.

The elevator doors slide open, and | step inside without looking back. Landon
follows—of course he does—and as soon as the doors close behind us, he steps in
close.

Too close.

He looms behind me, heat bleeding off his chest into my back. One hand lifts,
knuckles brushing the wall beside my head. His voice is low and thick, words curling

hot against my ear.

“You kiss her like that on purpose?’ he murmurs, voice low and smooth. “Make me
watch just to seeif I'd do something about it?’

| say nothing. My jaw istoo tight to risk opening my mouth.

He chuckles softly, breath curling against my skin. “See, that’s the thing about me,
Peach. | don’t mind sharing.”

His hand drags lightly down my arm leaving fireworks in his wake.

“Ilikewatching you be bad,” he whispers. “Because in the end? Y ou still come home
tome.”
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CONNER

“Take your seats.Phones away. Laptops out only if you are typing notes. If | see
anyone texting under the desk, | will assume you are googling how to transfer to a
different magjor.” | slide my briefcase on the desk, and listen to the ricochet of
students running to their seats.

Every third semester, | teach two classes.

Forensic Biochemistry and this one: Crime Scene Reconstruction. Upper division
electives. Packed with criminal justice majors, pre-med hopefuls, and the occasional
misguided soul who thinks true crime podcasts are equivalent to academic rigor.

| wear avery clean, sharply tailored navy suit. No patterns. No distractions. My shirt
is always white, my tieis always dark, and my shoes are shined to a mirror gloss. My
thin-rimmed black square glasses are cleaned to a hospital grade, and | spend the first
class going over the syllabus and thinning out the herd of students who think these
classes will produce anything less than perfection.

Against my better judgement, and more of the recommendation of my psychiatrist |
still mask the first day of class, as| do every day.

| smile when expected. Nod at the right moments. Laugh when the conversation dips
and someone needs a cue to carry on. It's exhausting—keeping track of the
expressions, the eye contact, the tone modulation. The pantomime of beingnormal.



| argue that | teach because it’s one of the only roles that allows me tonotpretend. |
don't need to charm anyone. | don't need to make friends. Students expect cold. They
expect distance. They expect answers delivered with authority, not warmth. | give
them exactly what they come for, but Dr.Lynn said the first day is introductory and
that meant students expect to bewel comed.

As | walk across the front of the class | snort at the thought. | didn’'t graduate from
my undergrad at sixteen from beingwelcomed.l graduated summa cum laude by
keeping my head in my books, and being correct --- every single time.

“This is Crime Scene Reconstruction. That means precision, deduction, and memory.
If you cannot remember what you wore yesterday or where you parked your car, you
do not belong in this class.” | bark.

In both of my classes the males are mostly underdeveloped pricks—swaggering in
with oversized egos and no discipline, too used to being loud and unchallenged. The
females are more complex. Half of them blush when | call on them. The other half
wear short skirts and sit with their legs wide open, as if the power of suggestion
might buy them a grade curve.

They normally develop inconvenient crushes.

It never amounts to anything. | grade cleanly. | don’'t touch. | don’t encourage. But |
see it. In the stares. The body language. The way their voices shift. The infatuation
always fades by midterms, when the curve kicks in and | start handing back D’s, and

share that | don’tbelievein extra credit.

And that’s fine. | don’'t need admiration. | prefer to be ignored. | prefer silence. |
prefer methodical practices, and those normally cannot include other people.

Except Landon.



He is the only chaos | can tolerate, though | do often wonder what it would feel like
to hold his corpse.

Cold. Quiet. Still. Finally, he'd shut up.l smile as | turn back to the class.

“There are exactly sixty-three of you,” | begin, eyes sweeping the room without
expression. “By the end of this semester, fourteen of you will have dropped this class
within the next two weeks. Three will become too overwhelmed to attend any longer.
Twenty-one of you will get C's and convince yourselves that C's are perfectly fine.
Twelve will scrape a B minus. Eight will wait too long and get a W, which will
require a fifteen-page paper on the logistics of failure.”

| pause, as | swipe a stack of syllabuses out of my briefcase.

“Three of you will get aB plus. One of you will drop out of university and blame me
for your fallurein life. And only one of you—" | hold up the stack before dropping it
on a student’ s desks, “—will earn an A. Take one and passit.”

A girl in the front row raises her hand, the type that already has hearts doodled in her
planner. Jet black hair, a glittery barrettethat readsBoss Bitch, and a skirt that 1ooks
like it was cut from a belt. She licks at a cherry-red lollipop, with a heated look in her

eyes.

| Sigh. “Yes?

“How do you knowonlyone of us will get an A?" she asks, breathy and sugary, like
an off-brand Marilyn Monroe singingHappy Birthdayto the president.

| chuckle to myself,in a way that €elicits an entire row of girls to flush in different
shades of pink. “Because only one of you is actually smart enough to be in this class.”



“If your success rate is only one out of sixty-three, doesn’t that prove you’'re not as
good of a professor as you claim to be?’

| don’t even look up from the syllabus. “Name.”

“Justin Davis.”

| glance at him. Letterman jacket, backward cap, arms crossed like he's auditioning
for a frat house documentary. Muddy sneakers kicked up on the back of the chair in
front of him. That puffed-up, performative smugness only testosterone and
mediocrity can produce.

“Tell me, Mr. Davis,” | say, finally raising my eyes, “are you familiar with the
Shepherd-Coleman  case? The  serid  dismemberment  murders  in
Manchester—cleanest crime scenes on record. Eight victims. Not a single viable
DNA trace collected by theinitial forensic team.”



Page 27

Source Creation Date: August 15, 2025, 10:28 am

He shiftsin his seat. “No.”

| nod slowly. “Not surprised.”

| close the syllabus with a softsnapand |ean back against the corner of my desk.

“Do you at least know what type of cleaner the killer used? The one that rendered
every standard forensic method useless and forced the department to bring in a
speciaist?’

Davis straightens, and the embarrassment crawls up his“No.”

The door slams open—Ioud enough to slice through my sentence.

Theclassturns. | don't.

Not at first.

Because | don’t reward disruptions.

But when | do glance up, she's aready hafway down the aisle.

Blonde hair streaked with red, soaked and clinging to her jawline. Half-shaved scalp
exposed like a threat. A white t-shirt molded to her frame, red bra vivid beneath.

Combat boots. Baggy jeans hanging low on her hips. A jacket limp over her arm.

“Here class, you have two examples of my non-A students.” | announce, as my heart



ricochets irregularly in my chest. “An unintelligent jock, and a soaking wet late
student on the first day of class.”

| watch the girl’s flushed strawberry cheeks as she ducks into a row three from the
front. “Now, Miss...”

“Rivera” She answers sharply, and my head shoots up with unnatural interest. So,
this is the girl Landon asked me to watch. A flicker of static under my skin. Heat
coilslow in my spine. My hands still.

For a moment—just a second—I forget how to breathe. Then her eyes catch mine.
And Iknow.

No one else in the room sees it—but she does. The real me. Not the person masking
to be human, because | know the look she gives me. It feels like she knows the
monster underneath, like she just stood in my abyss and screamed to be let out. The
version no one should see before their last breath.

It's a lightning strike—sudden, electric, dangerous. My lungs tighten, chest burning
like I’ve just come up from underwater. Her gaze dlices through me, clean and sharp.
My carefully crafted armor buckles without warning. The fear rushes across her
features, the soft part of her lips. | want to consume her. | want to hunt her.

| force myself to look away. Tomove. To reset my tone.

“Miss Rivera, do you know the Shepard-Coleman case—" | don’t even finish the
sentence before she cutsin, voice steady, clear, and maddeningly confident.

“The Manchester case,” she says. “Y ou were brought in as a specialist.”

My brow lifts. Barely. But the smirk that tugs at the corner of my mouth betrays



me.She'safan.

Most students Google me just enough to pad their opening emails with praise. They
parrot articles, mention old cases like they’ve done more than skim headlines. But
this was one of my earliest successes, not covered by the media and only known if
you are a student of forensics.

| clear my throat and lean a hip against the desk.

“Correct,” | say. “Eight victims. No viable DNA. The local forensics unit botched the
scene, mistook phosphate-free cleaning agents for common industrial bleach. They
scrubbed the walls and lost everything.”

Jasmine crosses one leg over the other, unfazed. Her grey eyes meet mine like she's
waiting for me to go on.

“The room was sterile,” | continue, slow and deliberate. “Not an inch of DNA to be
found, some would say an instant cold-case.”

“But you recovered a mitochondrial trace embedded in the grout. Non-nuclear.
Contaminated. But usable. That was enough to rebuild the blood spatter trajectory
and prove the killer's angle of entry.”

She hums the last part like it's just another fact. Like | didn't spend three weeks
living inside that scene, sleeping four hours a night, methodically tearing through

chemical residues and shadows.

“As | recall,” she adds, flipping her screen open with wet fingers, “they called the
reconstruction an eighth wonder of the world.”

| smirk.Against my fucking will.
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My eyes lock on hers, burning. Grey. Steady. Unapol ogetic.She's a fucking know-it-
all.

She says it all so casually, like she’'s reading a list of ingredients off the back of a
cereal box. And maybe that’s what throws me—this unsettling mix of competence
and indifference. Like she's not trying to impress me. Like she areadyknowsl’m
watching.

And | am. Too much.What the fuck isthis feeling?This—Desire.

It claws up my spine, hungry and sharp, dragging heat into places I've spent years
locking down. | haven't felt it in ages—not like this. Not in a flashfire burst that
leaves my throat dry and my hands tighter around the edge of the desk.

| blink. Look away.Reset.

“Correct,” | say, voice low, measured. “They did say that. Though the phrase was
used by atabloid that spelled my name wrong.”

A few students chuckle. | don't.

| turn toward the board. My chest istight. My pulse is louder than it should be. She's
still watching me. Ifedlit.

“Mr. Davis,” | say, redirecting as | turn on my introductory dlide, “in case you were
wondering—that’s why one in sixty-three earns an A. Because only one of you can
answer my guestions.”



The restof class continues without incident and | avoid Miss Rivera like she is the
fucking plague. At the end of class, the projector clicks off with a faint hum, and the
lights flicker brighter as the screen retracts as | speak.

“Your assignment,” | say, tone crisp, “is to select any closed forensic case and
analyze where the investigationfailedbefore it succeeded. | expect a three-page
preliminary breakdown by next class. Proper citations. No Wikipedia.”

Chairs scrape back. Bags zip. The noise level rises as students start filing out in
clusters—murmuring, already gossiping about who will drop out, why | am so cold,
or how hot they think | am.

| begin to shut down my laptop, instinctively reaching to gather the folders on the
edge of the desk, when?—

“MissRivera,” | hear myself say.

My voice cuts through the buzz. She stops halfway to the door. Turns. Those eyes
again—storm-grey and drenched in the most delectable fear.

“ Stay a moment.”

| adjust my cufflinks, slide on my jacket in one smooth motion, and reach for my
black folio. | feel her before | hear her. That subtle shift in the air. That quiet, steady
pressure against my spine that lets me know I'm being watched.

“1 didn’t mean to be late. | had some complications this morning, and look,” her voice
wavers, and | hear her swallow as she takes a squeaky step forward. “| take your class
seriously. | want to be a forensic psychologist, and | have dreamed of taking your
class.”



| tighten my grip on my phone. My fingers twitch against the smooth surface of the
case. | want to look at her again when she saysl have dreamed of taking your
class.Why does that sound so good? The idea of herdreamingabout me.

“After today,” | say evenly, “I'll be locking the door at the start of class. | do not
accept tardiness.”

She tucks a damp strand of hair behind her ear, eyesflicking up to mine. “Yes, sir.”

| arch abrow. “Don’'t call me that.”

She smirks. “Noted.”

A beat of silence rolls through us, and | know | should dismiss her. | should end this.
Should tell her to go. But | don't.

Instead, | tilt my head, and | let my gaze roam—just once.

Her clothes are till clinging in places the heat of the building hasn't touched yet.
That white shirt, no longer translucent but still hugging her chest. The red bra
beneath, vivid in memory. Her jeans hang low, belt undone. Boots dripping faintly
onto the tile. She looks like a punk chaos goddess, not as pristine and clean cut as my
usual attractions.

“If you're serious about this class...” | drawl, slower now, “then proveit.”

| step just dlightly closer. The heady scent of bourbon and vanilla invades my senses,
and | damn there close my eyesin appreciation.

“Be on time. In sunshine... rain...” My eyes lower, sweep across the slow curve of

her shoulder, the flex of her jaw. “...snow.



She doesn’t look away. Not once. And her lips curve into her cheek as she speaks
breathlessly. “Y es,Professor Kilgore.”
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It shouldn’t do anything to me. But it does.Fuck me.

| feel it—the shift.

The careful, clinical mask | wear every goddamn day fractures, and the darkness
underneath begins to seep through the cracks. | don’t stop it. | can’t. Not with her
staring at me like that—Ilike she knows she's poking the beast andwantsto see it

move.

Her eyes widen, just slightly, when she catches the way my pupils dilate. The way the
air grows heavier, sharper, like the moment before a blade sinksin.

She inhales softly—Ilike instinct. Like her body’ s responding to the danger around her
before her mind can make sense of it.

And now |I’'m thinking about her pulse—her heart—Dbeating just beneath that red bra |
can't unsee. Wondering how fast it's hammering now, how close she is to feeling
what I’ m fighting not to show.

My gaze drifts—slow, measured—down the column of her throat. | watch it flutter.
She knows. Shefucking knows.

| step back, just enough to breathe again.

“Good,” | say, voice rougher than | intend. “ Then we understand each other.”



She nods, but there's fire in her eyes now—curiosity, interest, something more
dangerous.

And | know | should leave. | should say nothing else. | should forget the way her
voice sounds when it dips low and submissive around my name.

But | don't . Instead, | reach past her—closer than | should be—and grab the syllabus
from the other corner of my desk. The one she missed because she was late and |
hand it to her without ceremony.

“You're dismissed, Jasmine.” It comes out rougher than | intend. A snarl, not a
statement. My voice—usually cold and sharp—rolls low between us, coated in the

dark grow! of my natural voice.

Her fingers snatch the paper like it burns her, and for a second—justa second—I
almost pounce.

“Thank you,” she breathes, and the moment she turns on her heel, | feel her absence
like a vacuum. She practically bolts, boots echoing against tile as she races out the
door like I might chase her down and pin her to the wall.

And thefunnypart?

| had to grip the edge of my desk to stop myself from doing exactly that.

Thebadpart?

When the door finally swings shut behind her, sealing the air between us with a
heavythunk, | look down?—

And realize the desk is splintered in my hand.



JASMINE

The weekof classes was as shitty as | expected.

It started off with Landon being pissy because he couldn’t charm his way into my
classes, or on campus for that matter given that he’'s not a student. Resulting in not
only a tracking device in my phone, bags and for some reason the sole of my three
pairs of shoes as he and Cast find a legitimate reason for him to be on campus other
than the vague ‘for my protection.” While | was ecstatic about getting some space
from him, Landon has been on my ass every day about suspicious activity and being
aware of my surroundings.

And | will never admit this, even under perjury or even death, but | kind of needed
him this week. | thought redying the streaks in my hair to red last night would give
me superpower or confidence, but | was dead wrong. | went to the wrong
campus—Ilike full-on wrong. Not just the wrong building. No, | pulled up to West
Haven, which is apparentlynotthe main campus, and wandered around like a lost
freshman with a trust fund and no internal GPS. By the time | realized my English
101 class was inDrake Halland notDrakos Hall(which, by the way, is thedormitory
that holds the all male invite-only society, The August Order), it was already over.

Lunch was a cold tuna sandwich eaten in the corner of the Free Meal Hall because |
showed up six minutes before they closed to prep for dinner. The bread was wet. The
mayo was questionable. And the girl across from me asked if | was a commuter
student in the tone people reserve for homeless cats.

But the real highlight? The absolute icing on my garbage fire cake?

| think Conner Kilgore—THE Conner Kilgore, my literal academic idol—wants to



eat me. And not in the fun, tongue-on-thigh, ruin-my-life kind of way. No, he wants
toeat mein the"Let's turn Jasmine Rivera into jerky and hang her in the woods like a
warning sign” kind of way.

The man looked at me like | was a problem hecouldn’t waitto solve. Like he was
doing the math on my blood spatter pattern just for fun. And the worst part?
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| think Iliked it.
God, what is wrong with me?

| sat in the back of my second class justvibratingwith anxiety, half-expecting Kilgore
to bust through the door and toss me a scalpel like, "Let’s play autopsy, love."

And to really round out this dream day?

| lost my wallet.

Y up. Somewhere between making out with Brooke du Pont—who | haven't stopped
thinking about for more than seven seconds at a time—and stomping out of that frat
party like | wasGod's angriest bisexual, my wallet justpoofed.Gone. With my cash,
student 1D, and the last ounce of dignity | was carrying in the zippered pouch.

So now |’ve spent my morning canceling credit cards that only worked half the time
anyway, filing for a replacement license that won't arrive for three weeks, and calling
the Haven University Lost & Found so many times | think I’ve traumatized the

sophomore answering the phones.

| swear, if Landon makesonesmug British comment when | get off campus, I’ m going
to dropkick him into the ornamental fountain outside the lobby.

And maybe drown myself in it after.

| finally leave my last class of the day,Introduction to Computer Science,in a daze,



mentally scraping my brain off the sidewalk like roadkill. My skull is pounding from
too many acronyms, not enough air conditioning, and the soul-crushing realization
that coding isnotjust dragging things into pretty boxes.

What | need—what myvery souldemands—is a pound of sour gummies, an extra-
large hot mocha latte with coconut milk, and at least seventeen uninterrupted minutes
of silence so | can properly grieve the death of this absolute shitshow of a day.

My backpack thuds against my spine with every step, and I’'m already fumbling with
my phone to order coffee when | hear it?—

That voice.

That honey-glazed, sugar-tipped,lemonade-in-Julyvoice that makes me forget | hate
this schooal, this sun, and my entire bloodline.

“Well hey there, sugar.”

Brooke. | freeze like I’ ve been caught mid-crime, turning my head before the rest of
me remembers how to move. And there sheis.

Painted-on jeans that hug her hipslike sin. Tall brown boots with just enough scuff to
make her look like she could stomp a man out andstillget asked to prom. And a low-
cut, ruffled crop top thatdefinitelywasn’t made for studying. No, this top is designed
specifically to incite chaos and make me forget how zippers work.

She's leaning against a bench, twirling a straw in her iced drink, golden-brown eyes
lit up as she smirks at me. One arm rests casually on the back of the bench, pulling
her top even lower like a trap, while the other lifts her drink to her lips in slow
motion.



| blink. Swallow. Blink again.

“Hey,” | croak out, and immediately hate myself.Hey?Really? That’s the best I've
got?

Brooke grins, sliding her sunglasses up into her hair, and steps toward me with the
kind of confidence that should be illegal on campus. “Y ou look like you have either
gotten beaten, or mugged today.”

| exhale sharply, a reluctant laugh bubbling in my throat. “Well | have been running
around this campus like alost duck. Got stuck in the rain twiceandgot raked over the
coals by ademon in aprofessor’s suit. So yeah, pretty accurate.”

“Mmm. Poor thing,” she purrs, tipping her head as her gaze drags over me from
backpack to boots. “Want meto kiss it better?’

| chuckle, and toss my bag next to her on the bench. “The way | want to kiss you,
isn't really PG-13, wifey.”

“Wifey?’ She chuckles.
“1 told you | was going to marry you,” | smirk, moving closer to her, the smell of
warm cinnamon bakery treats invades all my senses and | feel drunk off of her. “You

didn’t think I’d forget, did you babydoll?’

“Of course not,” she drawls, her hands loosely curving around my neck and drawing
me even closer.

| swallow thickly. Her face is barely inches from mine now, eyes lidded, lips parted
just enough to tempt sin.



“l don’'t make empty promises,” | murmur, my hands dliding to her hips, thumbs
dlipping just under the hem of her ruffle top. “And | meant it when | said | was gonna
marry you.”

Brooke grins slow and wicked, her southern accent thick like syrup as she leans in.
“Then you better put a ring on it, sugar. Or at least buy me dinner before you start
undressing mein public.”
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| laugh, the sound coming out softer than | expect—almost breathless. “No promises
on the undressing. You shouldn't wear things that make me question my entire
sexuality in broad daylight.”

Her fingers tighten on the back of my neck, pulling me closer until our noses nearly
touch. “And you shouldn’t look at me like you already own me.”

“Maybe | do,” | whisper, and fuck, the way she shiversjust dightly in my grip amost
sends me over the edge.

She smirks, one hand sliding down my shoulder before pulling away from me, and |
shiver like acold front just blew up my spine. “I have something for you.”

“Something for me?’ | smirk. “You're sweet as pie.”

“Mmmhmm.” She hums, sliding my wallet between us.

| let go of her and grab it. “ Shit, where did you find it?’

“Before | tell you. Promise to get drinks with me next Saturday atThe Bean.”
“Donedeal,” | smirk, diding the wallet into my back pocket.

She rises off the bench, leans in close—close enough that | catch another hit of that
cinnamon-warm, trouble-soaked perfume—and murmurs against my ear:

“| stoleit.”



My skin runs cold, and | take a step back like she just doused me in ice water.
“Stoleit?’

Brooke straightens, not backing down. Not even a blink of guilt in those honey eyes.
“Yeah,” she says simply, tucking a loose strand of hair behind her ear. “But not
likethat.l didn’'t take anything inside. Cards, cash, ID—everything's still there. Swear

on my mama’s horse.”

| blink, heart still doing an uncoordinated tap dance. “So you just... stole
mywallet.Like alittle souvenir?’

She sighs and sits back down on the bench, arms draped across the backrest. “Okay.
Confession time, since you' re clearly two seconds away from tackling me.”

| raise abrow but don’t interrupt.

“1 used to be aklepto,” she says.

“Used to be?’ | snort.

“Still am...I"m in therapy, but look—I liked you, and | wanted something of yours.
So, | took it while we were making out. Not a big deal.”

| snatch up my bag, anger rising fast and sharp in my chest. “Not a big deal? just
spent all morning canceling every card | own, ordering anew 1D, and spiraling like a
lunatic because | thought someonerobbedme—and it wasyou? You stole my wallet
while we weremaking out?’

Brooke's smileflickers. Just for a second. “ Okay—yeah, | see how that sounds.”

| gape at her. “ Sounds?Itisinsane!”



She crosses her arms, jaw tightening as that confident, Southern charm comes out a
little raw with irritation. “1 didn’ ttakeanything out of it, Jasmine.”

“That’ s not the point!”

“Then whatisthe point?’ she fires back, stepping toward me. “That | liked you so
much | did something stupid?’

“Doing something stupid is biting my lip alittle too hard!” | snap, throwing my hands
in the air. “ This—this—" My voice breaks, and | falter, heat crawling up my neck. “I
don’t even have words to definethis.”

“Y ou don’'t have to make me a monster.”

| stare at her. Hard. “Y oustolefrom me.”

“l didn’t do it to hurt you. | didn’t pawn your stuff or hack your cards. | just—" She
stops. Drags a hand through her hair. “I don’t know, okay? | liked you. | panicked. |
wanted a reason to see you again and | didn’t know how to ask for your number like a
normal person.”

“l1 don’'t know about dating someone who steals from me.” | say flatly, looking
everywhere, but at her. My eyes land on a man leaning against the far gates, eyes
locked on me.
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“Let me make it up to you,” she pleads, and | roll my eyes. “A date, sugar. Just a
date. Y ou were head over heels for me just moments ago.”

| fix my bag on my shoulder and watch as the man takes a picture of me, and then
waves smugly.Shit.

Brooke turnsto follow my gaze, but | quickly shake my head. “1 have to go.”
113 ‘]&_”
“I said I'll think about it.”

| walk off before she can stop me. The knot in my stomach tightens with every step. |
glance behind me.

The man starts walking.Oh fuck me, if it can get worse, it aways will -- Murphy’s
law.

| duck around a row of dorm buildings, pulling out my phone with shaking fingers,
and hit the one number | probably shouldn’t have memorized, but do.

Landon picks up on the second ring. “Peach.”

“I'm being followed,” | say, low and fast. “Tall guy. Neat clothes. No backpack.
Lookslike heirons his socks.”

“How close?’ Landon’ s voice drops an octave.



“About a hundred feet back. Picking up speed.”

“Where are you?’

“Behind Briar Hall. Cutting toward West Commons.”

“Good. Turn right at the next maintenance shed. You'll see an alley between the
dumpster and the brick wall with the spray paint dicks. I'll meet you there.”

“l swear to God, if thisis a setup and you’ re gonna murder me?—"

“Peach,” he growls. “Just move.”

| jump at his command and push my short legs to walk even faster than before. |
amost dam into the wall as | turn into the alley, shadowed by the academic
buildings, narrow and lined with broken glass and the stench of wet metal. My boots
echo off the walls as | hurry down it, breath catching in my throat when | hear the
man'’s footsteps behind me picking up so much speed, | amost trip and fall over my
own two feet trying to keep as much space between us as possible.

| glance over my shoulder.

He' s there, my stubby legs burning as | try to move faster than | am humanly capable
of. My heart lams against my ribs as | stumble forward, nearly tripping over a loose
bottle.

“Landon,” | hissinto the phone. “Where the hell are you?—"

| spin around again preparing to claw his fucking eyes out when my eyes lock onto
the scariest, and possibly hottest scene | have ever seenin my life.



Landon has the man by the throat, slammed against the graffiti-tagged brick wall like
a ragdoll. One hand locked tight around the man’s windpipe, the other pressed flat
against his chest like he's pinning a moth to a board. The guy’s feet dangle, heels
kicking against the wall with short, panicked jerks.

Landon’s face is blank. Cold in away | have never seen, and probably would shit my
pantsif that ook was ever directed at me.

“Lan—" | start, but he doesn’t look at me.

His voice is low, barely more than a growl. “You thought you couldtouchwhat
Ismine?’

The man wheezes, eyes bulging, lips turning a sick shade of gray.

“You thought | wouldn’t find you? That | won't eradicate a wasteman like you?’
Landon snarls, samming him harder into the wall, brick dust puffing out behind his
head. “That | wouldn’t rip you apart in the middle of this aley and leave your body
for the fucking raccoons?’

“Landon!” | rush forward, grabbing his arm. “ Stop!”

He still doesn’t look at me. His finger flexing along the man’s windpipe as if this
isnothing,as if attempted murder isn’t a horrific thing.
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“Landon,please.” My voice cracks. “Y ou'’re gonnakillhim.”
His eyes finally flick to mine—and for a second, | don’t recognize them. That ocean-
blue is swallowed in darkness, and it feels like looking into the eye of a storm
thatwantsto destroy something just to feel calm again.
But then...He blinks. Breathes. The pressure in his hand loosensslightly.
The man gasps, sucking in air like it’sthe last thing he'll ever taste.
Landon leans in, so close the guy flinches like a dog expecting a bullet. “You're still
breathing becauseshetold me to stop,” Landon whispers in a dramatic manner, that
makes the hair on the back of my neck stand, and the man below him quivers, eyes
darting to me asif | am hisonly salvation. “Now do the smart thing.”

He shoves the man to the ground. “ Thank her.”

The guy scrambles up on al fours, wheezing. “T-thank you,” he croaks at me, face
twisted with terror, before bolting like the ground behind him might explode.

L andon watches him disappear. Then turnsto me.
His chest isrising hard. His hands still flexing like they’ re reluctant to be empty.
| don't move. Don't speak. | just stare at him—this man who smells like salt and

smoke and violence, who holds people like they’ re weapons and yetlistenswhen | say
stop. | stare at him like he holds the answers to life, because he holds more secrets to



the universe than | do.

“Peach...” His voice lowers, rough with adrenaline and need. “You did good. You
caled me.”

“I didn’t know who elseto call.”

He steps closer. His hand grazes my jaw. Just once. Just long enough for the heat to
replace the panic.

“You were agood girl for me,” he murmurs, voice gone dark and gravel-thick—Ilike
whiskey poured over fire. “You listened. Y ou trusted me.”

“You' re supposed to protect me.” | say just above a whisper, as his hand curls around
the back of my neck, rough and steady, pulling me into the space where his breath
hits mine. He smells like smoke and rain and danger barely held together with skin.

“Well, then Peach, | am going to need you to do something else.” He whispers
against my lips, stealing every ounce of oxygen from me.

“What?’
“Kiss me,” he breathes, his grip tightening in my hair. My heart jumps out of my
chest as | look at the ocean in his lidded eyes. “To keep the monster quiet.

He's...loud tonight.”

“Landon—" 1 gasp, instinctively pulling back, but his hand is already at my waist,
anchoring mein place.

“1 would never hurt you,” he growls, low and deadly-soft, voice scraping against my
jaw like a blade dragged over silk. “But you made me release my prey, Peach. How



am | supposed to feed him now?’

My breath catches as his mouth ghosts the edge of my skin. My body ignites, panic
and want bleeding together into something molten.

“Just akiss?’ | whisper, catching his gaze—no longer oceanic, but nearly black.

Hislips barely move. “Just ataste.”

| blink. Once. Twice. And then | nod.

| don’t mean to.

But it’salready too late.

His mouth crashes into mine with no warning, no hesitation—all need.It's not soft.
It's not sweet. It’ sdevastation.

He crashes into me with a hunger that feels like war—Ilike he's fighting something
inside himself and I’ m the only weapon that works. His mouth moves over mine like
it belongs there, like he's claming territory, tongue rough and deep, pulling breath
after breath from me until I'm dizzy.

My fingers claw at the front of his shirt before | even realize I’ve moved, gripping
him like I'll fall without him. He groans low in his chest, something primal and
broken, and deepens the kiss until | swear the ground tips sideways.

His teeth catch my bottom lip—sharp enough to sting—and | gasp. He swallows the
sound, pulling me tighter, pressing me into the wall like he wants to bury himselfin
me, and for one terrifying, electric second, Ilet him.
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| let it consume me.
| l[ethimconsume me.

| feed thefuckingbeast.

JASMINE
Asachild,l never dept with the lights off.

| had glow-in-the-dark stars stuck to the ceiling of my bedroom—cheap plastic things
that peeled at the corners and lost their glow by midnight. When those faded, | kept a
cigarette lighter under my pillow. 1’d flick it on just to watch the flame, warm and
alive, dancing like it could chase the monsters out from under my bed.

When | lost the lighter, al | had left was the blue light spilling in from the living
room—the TV left on al night. That soft electric glow under the crack of the door,
flickering with late-night talk shows and‘l Love Lucy’'reruns. And when all else
failed | had the moaning of my mother, her pain, love, anger flowed through the
trailer aseasy asair, and | swallowed it willingly, eagerly even.

If my mother had a boyfriend, | slid my toy box in front of my door and slept with my
shoes on. Something my mother taught me at four.

Men are unpredictable,she'd say, lighting a cigarette with one hand, stirring boxed



mac and cheese with the other.They say they love you, and maybe they even mean it.
But they always |ove something more.

Other people. Y ounger people. Hurting people. Money. Drugs. Control.

Men will always love something more than you,she’d murmur, eyes heavy with an
incoming high, her voice thick with resignation.And all women want is to be loved,
right?

She never said it bitterly. Just... truthfully. Like it was a fact as fixed as gravity. Like
heartbreak was a birthright passed from mother to daughter in place of lullabies.

And maybe it was.

Her first couple of boyfriends were kind enough to me. Mean enough to her. The kind
of men who opened jars and doors, but not their mouths when she cried. They came
and went like bad weather—never staying long, always leaving for someone better,
someplace better.

| mean not everyone left for better. My father left because he loved music more than
he loved my mother. More than he loved me. At some point, he loved drugs more
than music, when he came back home drugged out and desperate it was boyfriend #4
who got rid of him for good.

It was boyfriend number four who scared me so much | pissed in a bucket instead of
walking past him to use the bathroom.

He used to fall asleep on the couch in just his boxers, the TV playing old WWE
reruns on a low, endless loop. He never turned the volume down, just let the sounds
of grunts, slams, andyelling fill the trailer until morning. He'd sit there half-awake,
half-drunk, slouched deep into the cushions with his legs spread wide, like he ran the



place. Like he paid for anything.

There was something wrong about him.

Not loud wrong. Not obvious.

But the kind of wrong that made the air feel heavier when he walked into a room.
Like everything got alittle quieter. Tighter.

His eyes were the worst part.

They never stayed where they were supposed to. Always looking too long, too low.
His stare felt thick, like it stuck to your skin. I'd catch him watching me and feel my
stomach twist. Not because of what he said—he never said much—but because of
what he didn’t. Because of what |couldn’ tprove.

Just the way he looked at me made me fedl like | needed a shower.

| avoided him as much as | could. Kept my door locked. Slept with my shoes on.
Slept in layers, even when it was hot.

One night, | couldn’t help it. | was twelve and thirsty, and the water jug in my room
was empty. So | crept into the kitchen barefoot, careful not to let the floorboards
squeak.

He was already there. Sitting at the table in the dark. No shirt. Just staring.

“You aways this quiet, kid?’ he said, voice low and wet-sounding, like something
rotting in his throat.

| froze.



His eyes moved over me in a heavily slow motion, like it was difficult for his eyesto
stay above my chin. | wore one of my old childhood tank tops, stretched thin at the
straps and too loose around the chest. | crossed my arms, trying to shrink.
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“I’m trying not to wake anyone up,” | mumbled, trying not to let my voice shake as |
moved to the cabinet, sliding an empty glass into my hand.

He walked up behind me, slow like a hunt, and brushed his hand along my arm. |
flinched so hard | dropped the glass. It shattered across the floor.

He grabbed my shoulder—not hard, not soft. Justwrong.

“1 have to tell your mom, that you're growin’ up,” he said. “That top’s too small for

you.
Then he tugged the strap. Snapped it. Ripped it.

That sound—the softrrrripof cotton—cut louder than the glass.

| didn’t scream. Iran.

Out the front door, barefoot and breathless. The night air slammed into my lungs like
a second skin. | didn’t stop running until | hit the edge of the trailer park. Then I
collapsed into the faded lawn chair next to Old Man Greaves' satellite dish, curled in
on myself like adying animal..

That was the mildest of the dreams that dragged me out of sleep in the dead of night.
| don’t know what set them off—three weeks here without a single nightmare, and

now suddenly, they won't stop.

Lately, | just lie there for hours, staring at the ceiling, letting the flickering shadows



from the nightlife outside spill across my walls like ghosts | can’t shake.

When my insomnia turned to hunger | found myself in the kitchen, elbow deep in my
grandmother’s parker house roll recipe. It was one of the things she taught me as a
child, arguably the last piece of her legacy.

The smell of flour, butter, and yeast settles around me, and | focus on the task in front
of me. Measuring. Mixing. Kneading. The motions are familiar—things I’ ve done a
hundred times before. There's comfort in the repetition, in doing something with my
hands that has a clear beginning, middle, and end. It keeps my mind steady. Focused.

“Well, shit,” Landon drawls from the doorway, arms crossed over his bare chest.
“Tell mewhat | have to do to keep you looking like this every morning.”

| glance up, my hands still sunk into the dough. He' s leaning against the doorframe---
shirtless. Landon is fucking shirtless. A sprawl of black tattoos curves across his
chest and crawls over his shoulder—bold strokes that look less like art and more like
somethingspreading.

My eyes track the jagged edges, the sharp turns of ink that bite into hisribs, and then
fall—against my better judgment—down to the grey sweatpants slungwaytoo low on
his hips. His defined V almost makes me jump out of my skin. | drag my gaze back
up—nhis hair hangs loose, messy around his face, and there’s that smirk. That cocky,
knowing,infuriatingsmirk.

“Maybe | should wake you up like this every morning,” he says, voice thick with
sleep and heat. “ So you'll keep looking at me like that.”

A flush rises fast across my neck, burning into my ears. | turn sharply back to the
counter, pressing my palmsinto the dough like it insulted me.



“Do you ever announce yourself like a normal person?’ | mutter, rolling the dough
harder than necessary.

He smirks, his gaze lazily dragging down my flour-dusted tank top to the curve of my
thighs. “Didn’t realize you baked when you couldn’t sleep. It’s...weirdly sexy.”

“Yeah, nothing says ‘take me now’ like flour, buttermilk and trauma,” | deadpan,
brushing hair out of my face with my forearm.

Landon pushes off the frame and stalks towards me with lazy steps. “You think I'm
kidding, Peach, but I’m watching you make bread with that bitey little scowl, and it’s
doing thingsto me.”

“ Are those things bakery-related or should | be concerned?’

He stops just short of the counter, palms braced on the edge. His eyes burn into mine,
lower lip caught between his teeth. “Both.”

| swallow, suddenly aware of how small the kitchen is. How warm the air feels now.
Howcloseheiis.

He leans in, dipping his head so his voice brushes my ear. “You know, if you ever
need help with... kneading... I’m good with my hands.”

| roll my eyes so hard it nearly resets my brain. “Do you flirt like this with every girl
covered in flour at three am., or am | just lucky?’

“Only the ones | lose sleep over.”

And fuck, the way he says it—half-teasing, half-raw—makes something stir low in
my stomach.



| look away. Grab the rolling pin. Pretend I’m not flushed.

“You're not getting any if you keep talking.”
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He grins like I've aready fed him. “Peach,” he murmurs, stepping back with a wink,
“1 am getting some.”

“Oh yeah?’ | shoot back, one brow arched. “How exactly are you * getting some' ?’
Before | can blink, Landon steps forward, wraps his arms around my waist, and lifts
me like | weigh nothing. | yelp, hands flying to his shoulders, the dough barely saved
as | swipeit to the side a second before my ass hits the counter.

Right into the flour. A puff of white explodes into the air around us.

“Landon!” | cough, laughing despite myself. “Y ou got floureverywhere.”

“1 warned you,” he says, grinning. “ | told you | was getting some.”

“Of the biscuits.” | giggle. “1 meant the biscuits.”

“Oh, well, that too.” He chuckles, looping his hands underneath my thighs and
pulling me closer to him as he steps between my legs.

My core settles right against the hard line of his V, and a shiver rips through
me—sharp and needy. Heat coils low in my belly, thick and aching. He stands there
between my legs, solid and warm, like he knows exactly what he' s doing to me.

He lowers his forehead to mine, breath brushing my lips, our mouths so close | can
aready feel the ghost of his kiss. My pulse stutters. My thighs tighten around his
hips. | remember—too vividly—what afew hours ago felt like. How it feels tofeedhis



beast. To givein. To burn.

My eyes are locked on the pink plush of hislips, drunk on the nearness, the weight of
his body between mine. He' s not even kissing me yet, and I’ m already unraveling.

He speaks, and | see the question form on his lips before | hear it.

“Why are you up so early, Peach?’ he asks, voice low, heat curling in every syllable.
“Ever heard of midnight cravings?’

His hands slide up my thigh, fingertips brushing the hem of my sleep shorts. The
touch is featherlight—~but it shoots straight through me. | gasp, sharp and involuntary,
like he's branded me.

“Yeah,” he murmurs, tilting his head until his eyes catch mine—those darkened,
ocean-blue eyes now heavy with desire...for me. “Just not the kind that come with
tossing... turning... and sweat.”

“Were you watching me?’

His jaw tightens just dightly, but he doesn’t look away. “No, | heard you whimper,”
he says softly. “I only come into your room when | hear you scream.”

“But...you don’'t wake me up.”
“1 don’t want to scare you,” he says, voice quiet but firm. “1 don’t want to be another
shadow in the dark. | stay close enough to make sure you're safe... but not close

enough to make it worse.”

“Why?’ | scoff, moving back but he leansin.



His lips ghosts over mine as he speaks.

“Because | know I'm one of the only men you let touch you,” he says, thumb
brushing my inner-thigh. “And | don’t want to lose that privilege.”

My breath catches, chest rising just enough for my lipsto brush his,

He's so close | can feel the heat of his skin, the steady press of his thumb against the
sensitive skin of my thigh, the quiet storm behind every word he'sjust said.

| force alaugh—quiet, tight—and lean back just enough to blink the spell away.
“1 like my secrets the same way you like your beast,” | say, voice cool despite the
flush crawling up my neck. “Caged. Controlled. Only let out when absolutely

necessary.”

His brow lifts. The smirk returns—slower this time. Darker. “You don’'t know
anything about my beast.”

“1 know how to feed it,” | murmur, letting the tip of my tongue graze his bottom lip.
His breath stutters—just dightly—but he recovers fast, voice like velvet wrapped

around a growl. “Nah,” he coos, gripping my thighs like it's the only thing keeping
him grounded. “That was a snack,Peach.Don’t flatter yourself.”
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My stomach flips, but before | can shoot something back, he leans in closer—eyes
locked on mine.

“But don’t use my beast to distract from the point.” His voice dips low, rough and
direct. “Why do you have night terrors?’

| lean back against the counter, elbows pressing into the cool marble, the distance
between us suddenly feeling tighter. His hands move to my hips, settling
there—heavy, and warm.

“None of your business, pretty boy,” | say, light and flippant.

Landon lowers his head and presses a kiss to the flat of my belly—gentle,
infuriatingly tender.

“Awe,” he says, lips brushing my skin. “Y ou say such nice things when you’ re being
evasive.”

| roll my eyes, but my fingers twitch against the counter. His touch shouldn’t feel like
this. It shouldn’t make me want to lean in instead of push away.

What is wrong with me? What is it with me and wanting Landon to be near? His
hands on me, his voice in my ear, the weight of his attention. Why do | want him?
Why—how—in the course of three weeks have | been attracted to two different men,
when | haven’'t wanted a man in years?

Not since...my throat tightens. Not since him.



The memory claws up before | can stop it—uninvited, cold, sharp. Hands that weren’t
gentle. Words that weren't sweet. Eyes that looked through me like | was nothing but
abody to fill asilence.

| push Landon back, and he doesn’'t fight me. My voice comes out harsher than |
intend it to, and | avoid his eyes.

“You don't get to psychoanalyze me just because | kissed you once.”

“I"'m not psychoanalyzing you, but something is wrong, Peach.” He takes another
step forward. “And | know--"

“You don't know me just because youwatchme,” | snarl, my knees snapping shut,
closing him out. “ That doesn’t mean anything. It doesn’t make you special.”

It's cruel. | know it before the words finish leaving my mouth.

He picks both of his hands up and nods. “Fine,Peach,don’t tell me.”

Without another word, he turns and walks to the other counter, picking up the pan of
Parker House rolls | abandoned. He works in silence. No flour tossed in the air. No
smirk. No jokes. Just his hands moving steadily through the dough like he's trying to
ground himself in the only thing that won't push him away.

| stay where | am, perched on the counter, arms curled in close. My chest tightens.
My fingertips dig into the cool surface behind me. | hate how loud it feels now—the
quiet between us. | hate that he’s not trying to break my walls down by force. | hate
how far away heisfrom me.

And underneath all that anger | used to push him back...I feel guilt. Because | meant
it when | said he' sthe only man, other than Tommy, that | let touch me.



And the terrifying part? He makesit feel okay.

Not just okay—safe.

It's not supposed to be like that. Men don’t feel safe. They feel like risk. Like control.
Like the weight of too many memories |’ ve locked away in boxes | refuse to open.

But Landon...Landon dips past al that. He came into my life with this fierce need to
protect and care for me, and something in me...something primal believes him.

He dlides the tray into the oven and wipes his hands clean, still not looking at me.

“l can’t talk about it,” | whisper, my voice so low | barely recognize it. My eyes stay
locked on the floor. “Just... next time | scream... wake me up.”

His head lifts. Our eyes meet. “Are you sure?’

“I"d rather you touch me,” | say, barely above a whisper. “I’d rather be awake with
you... than asleep with him.”

His body tenses, the minute | say ir—like part of him wants to step forward, and the
other part knows better. But he says nothing. Just watches me.

| slide off the counter, my feet hitting the tile with a quiet thud. Exhaustion starts to
drag at me now, slow and sudden, like my body is catching up to everything I’'ve
been pretending I’m not feeling.

“The Parker rolls need thirty-five minutes in the oven,” | mutter, brushing the flour
off my hands. “And there' s peach butter in the fridge.”
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| freeze as soon as the words leave my mouth. Peach butter.l made peach butter. For
him.

| didn’t even think about it. Didn’t register it until now. Somewhere between the flour
and the insomnia, I'd made something sweet with his nickname in it. Without
planning to. Without realizing it.

Fuck. Landon isin my subconscious.
10
LANDON

Jasminge’ sstill aslegp come noon. Meanwhile, I’ ve been up since three. Haven't slept
a damn minute. Not after what she said. Not after hearing her whisper that she'd
rather be awake with me than asleep withhim. Who the bloody hell is him?

It took every ounce of control | had tonotlet the beast in me take over. To not grab her
face, kiss the fear off her lips, and demand the name of the man who haunts her sleep.
It almost fucking killed me to not go out hunting before the sun even rose with no
name, or face to go by.

| don’t know who heis. But | know, without question, that putting him in the ground
would be the easiest thing I’ ve ever done. And his blood—his screams—would be the

sweetest fucking sound I’ ve ever heard.

Until | hear Jasmine moan my name. Until Itasteher. Then that man will come in



second.

That thought alone is enough to make me punch harder.

| slam my fist into the heavy bag again, knuckles raw under the wraps. The chain
rattles overhead, metal squealing, sweatdripping down my back and soaking through
the waistband of my shorts.

This gym'’s quiet during the day—maost people are too busy living their safe, normal
lives. Most of theseriousathletes came at the crack of dawn and won't return until
way after four.

The only two people in this entire gym are me and my adoptive father Bugsy. He's
sitting on the bench, arms folded over his thick chest, watching me with that same
wild grin he's had since the first time he found me swinging fists into the air—twelve
years old, angry, and starving for something solid to hit.

“Whew!” he hollers, clapping his hands loud enough to echo off the high ceilings.
The heavy bag shudders on its chain, still swinging from the last blow | threw. “Who
the fuck pissed you off,Lanny?’

| chuckle. “Who hasn't?’

Bugsy lets out alow laugh, deep and warm. “Fair enough.”

Bugsy’s forty-three, built like a damn wall—six-four, solid muscle, skin the color of
rich mahogany and a voice like gravel soaked in bourbon. Tattoos climb both arms,
and the scar over his left eyebrow still splits wide when he smiles. He's got a
presence that fills a room before he even speaks, but it's not just
size—it’' senergy.Loud, protective, unshakable. The kind of man you either fear or
trust completely.



He raised me and Conner both. Took us in when we had no one, fed us, trained us,
kept us from killing each other in the same twin-sized room above the gym. Taught
us discipline with one hand and how to knock a man’s jaw |oose with the other.

| place a gloved hand against the heavy bag, and slow its movements. “I don’t know,
Bugs. I’'m trying to hold on, but--"

“Hey, | get it.” He huffs, running an ashed hand over his short waved hair. “The
world ain’t really a place for good things.”

| rip the velcro of my right glove open with my teeth and yank it off, letting it fall to
the floor with a soft thud. My knuckles throb under the wraps, but | don’t care.

“lhavegood things,” | say quietly. “Jasmine... isagood thing.”

Bugsy watches me for a beat, nodding slowly, but his jaw’s tight. “No, Jasmine's a
Raider thing.”

| glance down. Swallow hard. “I think | really like her, Bugs. And last night... she
shared some things with me. Personal shit. Deep shit. And the fuckingbeast,

Bugs—he almost came out.”

Bugsy’s eyes narrow, his whole face sharpening. “You told me you had that guy
under wraps.”

| rub the back of my neck, teeth clenched. “I did.”

His stare drillsinto me. “Y ou sure?’

When | was younger, | fought in Bugsy’s gym. Fought so much, he made me get my
hands licensed as lethal weapons the day | turned eighteen. Said it was law and



insurance, but really, it was about the line | kept toeing.

Theline | eventually crossed. One fight—that’ s all it took. One hit to the temple. One
rush of red behind my eyes. | blacked out and when | came to, the kid | was fighting
was on the floor, not moving. Paralyzed from the waist down. Bugsy pulled me from
the ring that night. Said | neededcontrol—and until | found it, | had no business
throwing punches.

| hated him for it. For taking away the only thing | was ever good at. | didn’t speak to
him for weeks. But time passed, and | got over it. He agreed to train me again. On the
condition that | learned tothinkbefore | fought. That I’d never let the beast win again.
He doesn’t know what Conner does for me to keep the beast away, if he did, Bugsy
wouldn't know what to do. He would think he failed us, when he truly did save
Conner and me from the worst parts of ourselves.
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“Bugs,” | mutter, looking up at him, my voice cracking just a little. *Y ouknowhow
my beast is, man. I’ mtrying.”

Bugsy sighs, rubbing his hand over his jaw like he's heard this before. “Trying ain’t
the same as choosing, Lanny. You can try al day and still lose to that thing.
Especially when it wants blood.”

Before | can respond, a low, snake-like laugh coils through the gym. | stiffen
immediately, and my eyes snap to the entrance.

“Come on now, Bugsy,” Marcus drawls, stepping fully into the room, his voice
echoing off the walls like a gunshot. “Y ou know we like him alittle bloody.”

Marcus King stands in the middle of Bugsy’s gym, in all black everything. Combat
boots, biker gloves, sleeveless shirt that shows off the full tapestry of ink winding up
his muscled arms and neck. Black hair slicked back, brown eyes gleaming with that
usual glint, and a smile on his face that looks deranged and unnatural.

“Marcus,” Bugsy says evenly. “You know | don’'t like gang politics in my gym.”

Marcus just smirks, eyes diding to me like he's sizing me up for a coffin. “Thisain’t
politics,” he says. “It’ sfamily business,right Landon?’

“You know, Marcus, you're like the creepy uncleto me,” | snort, pulling off my other
glove and tossing it to the floor. “Except worse. Y ou know since instead of just weird
comments, you send me on killing sprees.”



He laughs—Iloud and deep, like | just told the best joke of the year. “Damn, still got
that bite, huh? | almost thought we beat that shit out of you.”

“Nah,” | shrug, talking a step forward. “But you beat it out my sister.”

Marcus stops laughing, snorting before spitting on Bugsy's concrete floor. “She
wasn't funny, but you Lan, you're fucking hilarious.” He turns toward Bugsy,
gesturing casually. “So, can | have aword with my nephew? Won't be long.”

Bugsy doesn’t answer right away. His eyes stay on me. “Y ou good?’ he asks.

| nod once. “Yeah. I’'m good.”

Bugsy glances back at Marcus. “I'll be in my office. Right in back. So no funny
business.”

“Wouldn’t dream of it,Bugs,” Marcus sings, rocking on the heels of his boots like a
kid waiting for recess. His hands are stuffed in the front pockets of his black jeans,
shoulders loose, grin sharp enough to draw blood.

Bugsy doesn’t even dignify him with a response—just grunts and heads for his office,
boots thudding against the concrete as he retreats into his office, only fifty feet away

from us.

Marcus whistles low and slow, before cocking his head to the side and narrowing his
eyesat him.

“You've been radio silent Lan. |’ ve been trying to get in contact with you.”

| grab atowel, rub it down my neck. “Must’ ve missed your calls.”



He scoffs. “Cute. But what ain't cute is you not keeping your side of the
bargain,mate.Y ou know how | feel about loyalty.”

“Isthis about the job?’ | ask, voice flat. Controlled. “I did what | wastold. Moved the
last shipment. Kept it clean. Got it done. I'm doing everything for Cast like I'm a
fuckingdog.”

Marcus shrugs, stepping forward with a slow, lazy drag of his boots across the gym
floor. “You know, if you had a problem with that...” He grins, sharp and empty. “We
could’vejust killed you, Lan.”

| suck my teeth, head tilting dlightly as | wipe sweat from my brow. “Kill me,
Marcus. | know that’s your real specialty.”

Marcus shakes his head, only three steps away now. “You would know, wouldn’t

you.
And that’s it. My vision goes red. I’'m on him in a second—fist tangled in the collar
of his black sleeveless tee, samming him back against the support pillar so hard it

rattles the goddamn ceiling. My forearm pins his throat. My face isinches from his.

“You talking about Kelly?’ | roar, my voice cracking as it echoes off the concrete
walls. “Y ou standing here smiling like youdidn’ thelp bury her?’

Marcus's grin fades, replaced with the darker—colder expression he is more
infamously known for.

“Let me go,” he growls.

“Why?" | sneer. “You're not so big and bad when you're face-to-face with
awoman,right? That’ s the real trick, yeah? Loud in the dark, quiet in the light?’



Marcus laughs—Iloud and unhinged, chest vibrating against my arm. Then heslamshis
forehead into mine.
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Crack.

Stars burst in my vision. Pain rings out like a church bell behind my eyes. | stagger
back, stumbling, blood already sliding warm down the bridge of my nose.

He steps away from the pillar, grinning through the blood now seeping from a gash
just above his brow. It runs down the bridge of his nose in thick, steady rivulets, but

he doesn’t wipe it away. Doesn’t even flinch.

That smile—twisted, gory,thrilled—stretches across his face like something freshly
born out of a nightmare.

And for a second, he doesn’'t look human. He looks like what crawls out from under
your bed when the light goes out. Like aderanged masochistwho gets off on pain,
who doesn'’t just survive the fight—heneedsit.

That’ s the difference between me and Marcus.

| fight to keep my beast in check.

Marcus lets his beast wear the crown.

And that’s what makes Marcus King so terrifying. It's not just the violence—not the
scars, the muscle, the guns, or the bodies in his wake.

It's the way heinvitespain. How he fractures himself just to prove he can crawl
through worse than you’'ve ever imagined.He'll let you land your best shot—hell,



hewantsyou to. Because when he keeps standing, when he’s still smiling through the
blood and bone...it breaks something in you.

He'll wear you down with his silence, his laughter, his lunatic patience—until you're
the one gasping, and he' s the one dragging you by the collar through your own blood.

That’s why men follow him.

That’ s why the Raiders never say no.

Because Marcus doesn't bluff.

Heoutlasts.

And that’s why | almost died the day | tried to walk away. That's how hebrokeme.
Not with fists. But with the sick grin of a man who feels most alive when he's

dying—ijust to make sure you go first.

“1 don’t appreciate your tone, Landon.” He mocks, eyes blown wide and black as he
fallsto his demons. “I came here to invite you andyour girlto family dinner.”

“She’snot a Raider,” | cough.

“Nah, she's better.” He whispers next to my ear. “She’s my ticket into the cartel.
She’' s more precious than arandom Raider.”

“1 expect you there Friday evening, 6 pm sharp.” He seethes, spit flying against my
cheek as he speaks. “Don’'t be late, or I'll come drag you there myself.”

11



JASMINE

A monthinto college and the only class | look forward to is Professor Kilgore's every
Monday and Friday, with Wednesdays reserved for study hall—because, according to
him, we' re going to need it.

Landon has spent most nights silently watching me, and has insisted on following me
to the majority of my classes ever since that guy tried to abduct me in broad daylight.
Our conversations have been clipped and professional, which only stresses me out
more—because that fundamentally goes against Landon’s whole personality. | am
approximately one day away from walking around in my underwear just to get a
reaction out of him. Just so he can remember theprivilegeof touching me, and
possibly do it. | feel like it was the wrong move to tell Landon about boyfriend #4,
evenif | didn’t tell him much, it feelslike too much. It feelslike he can't take it.

Every week, I’ve found a new way to get lost on this campus. | walked away from
Brooke twice when | saw her on the man lawn. Ignored five—no, probably
seven—texts from her, despiteme never giving her my number, she's been texting
once aday since last Wednesday.

| pull out my phone and stare at the newest one:

Brooke:Y ou know all marital couples fight, right?

| roll my eyes—and look up. Just in timeto lock eyes with her.

She's leaning against the front doors of Thomas Hall, looking like she was carved
straight out of athirst trap and dropped into a college brochure. | want to turn in the
opposite direction, but Kilgore's class starts in ten minutes, and | promised myself |

wouldn’t be late and soaking wet again. | guess | can only keep one of those promises
to myself.



| narrow my eyes at her coke-bottle body because, frankly, it's not fair. She steals
from me, and I’'m still havingwet dreamsabout her.Such afucking pill.
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Her golden-red curls are twisted into a messy bun, and a plain white crop top hugs
her tight. The low-rise jeans? Insult to injury. And then there's the butterfly navel
piercing | hadn’t noticed before, but now can’'t unsee. An assortment of delicate gold
chains rest against her collarbone, and those wedge sandals make her look like an
early-2000s country supermodel.

| swallow hard. Three times. Maybe four. And still have to remind myself twice why
I’m mad at her when she licks her lips andlooks at me like that.

“Well, don’t you look as sweet as sin, sugar,” she drawls, pushing off the wall and
sauntering toward me with the lazy confidence of knowing that I’m about two sweet

words from forgiving her.

“Nope,” | shoot back, taking a step back. “You stay three feet away from me at all
times, Miss du Pont.”

“Miss du PontAWe being formal now?’ she teases, cocking her head, hip jutting just
dlightly in challenge.

| grit my teeth. “We're being civil.”
She grins. “Fine. Then let me be civil and ask—what do | have to do to get you to
forgive me?’ A pause, her voice softer now, more honest. “You aready ‘thought’

through our first date. What about now?’

| blink. That’s alot of bold for before 2 p.m.



“Areyou aways thisforward?’ | ask, narrowing my gaze even as my stomach twists,

“Only when it feels right.” Her eyes scan mine. She means it. She feels this intense
electricity between ustoo.

| sigh. “I told you I’d think about it, and | thought no.”

Brooke leans closer anyway, not quite crossing the invisible line I’ve drawn, but
brushing up against it. She tucks a loose strand of hair behind my ear—slow,
allowing each of her fingertips to graze along my cheek and jaw.

“And what about now? It’s been three weeks, Jas. Don’t tell me you hold grudges. ”
She hums.

“No, but | believe you’ re date shouldn’t steal from you.”

“Jasmine. | swear, it wasn't like that, okay? Let me make it up to you. Saturday
night,” She smiles in that way that makes my knees week, but before | can answer, a
shadow falls over us.

“She’ll be there,” Landon says coolly, stepping up beside me with both hands pushed
into his front pockets, and a cigarette hanging out the corner of his mouth.

“Oh, he speaks,” | mock, crossing both hands over my chest. Landon had been
enrolled as a biology student since yesterday with the help of Cast, and thisisthe first
time he has said anything to me that wasn’t safety or school oriented.

“You know | do more than speak, Peach,” he drawls, voice dipped in gravel and
smoke. He plucks the cigarette from his lips and exhales through his nose, twin curls
of smoke drifting up like some devil just out of bed.



Then his gaze drops—and stays. His eyes sweep over me, darkening as his pupils
bloom wide across the sharp blue, hunger barely leashed beneath the surface.

“What | didn’t know about you,Peach,” he murmurs, voice low and rough, “is that
you wear dresses.”

| fight the heat that threatens to crawl up my neck and do a slow spin, just to spite
him.

The dress hugs my waist before falling into a dark blue ripple of cotton and
movement, a V-neck that dips just low enough to tease, sleeveless to show the tattoos
curling along my right arm. The hem hits just below mid-thigh, brushing against the
edge of aworn leather holster | use for my phone. My curves aren’t dramatic, but the
dress knows what to emphasize. My chest—C cup, not that anyone's counting—and
the swell of my hipsthat sway as | shift weight between my worn black knockoff Doc
Martens. Landon’s jaw ticks.

My half-unshaved hair is tousled from the wind, the dyed red streaks catching the late
afternoon light like sparksin dry grass. My grey eyesdon’'t leave his.

“Youlikeit?' | ask, tone neutral but my lips betraying the smallest smirk.

His eyes flicker—slow, dark, and dangerous.“1’d like it better off.”

Brooke clears her throat. Loudly.

“Heis...” | look Landon over, my bottom lip sliding between my teeth as | take a
moment to think.

Landon watches me through heavy-lidded eyes, the corner of his mouth twitching
like he aready knows what I'm thinking. His voice drops—Iow,



Indul gent—wrapping around me like velvet laced in smoke.

“Y eah,Peach, what am 1?7’

“A nuisance,” comes a voice sharp enough to slice clean through the tension.
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| jolt upright. Spine straight. Eyeswide as | turn around and look at him.

Professor ConnerfreakingKilgore is posted up five feet away like he's been there the
whole damn time, wearing a bored expression. His eyes, an unsettling almost-clear
green, drift lazily across the three of us as if we're a particularly uninteresting
painting he' sforced to critique.

He's dressed in a light grey suit that hugs him in all the right ways, crisp button-up
undone at the collar with no tie, just a hint of throat and chest, accompanied with a

thick silver chain around his neck.

“Miss Rivera,” he says, dragging my name out like the slow pull of freshly made
Laffy Taffy. “I trust you plan to attend class today. On time.”

| blink. “Yes. Of course. Right now.”

“Excellent,” he murmurs, letting his gaze drift over to Landon with a brief, glacial
pause. “Are you planning to attend as well,Landon?”’

| amost choke on my own tongue. My head whips toward Landon, whose smug-ass
smile could power the entire west coast.

“Yeah,Con,” he says casually.
What in the sweet Mary barbecue hell is this? | knew Landon knew of Professor

Kilgore. Knew they had some kind of mutual history. But | didn’t know they were on
nickname basis—Ilike “grab a drink and commit felonies together” close. Why am |



the devil’ s favorite fucking toy to play with?

Professor Kilgore grunts, the faintest twitch of disapproval passing through his
expression. “Class beginsin three minutes. | will lock the door, Miss Rivera.”

“Con, don't threaten my girl,” Landon says, sliding his arm over my shoulder likeit's
acasual afterthought and not a live grenade tossed onto my ribcage.

“Your girl”?” Brooke snaps, her voice sharp and hot and very much not amused.
“Oh yeah,” Landon says easily, grin sharpening as he turns to her.
“BeforeBuzzkillover there ruined the vibes, Peach was just about to tell uswhat | am

to her.”

My cheeks go nuclear. My body hums like alive wire. One wrong move and | might
combust right here on the quad, in fact that may be the better option out of the two.

“1 was going to say?—"

Nothing. Everything.

That he'saguy. Thefirst guy | ever kissed willingly. The only guy I’ve let touch me
and the only one who touches back like he knows how to make it mean something.
My bodyguard, who I maybe definitely want to fuck.

But don’'t worry, Brooke—before him, it was strictly pussy. And that's still my
preferred cuisine out of the two, well it is the only cuisine | have been comfortable

within my life.

“Do not stroke his ego any further,Miss Rivera,” Professor Kilgore sighs as he turns,
already making his way toward the building.



“Landon, give them a moment.”

“Well, only because you asked so nicely,Con,” Landon sings, obnoxiously delighted,
before pressing a kiss—a kiss—to my cheek and finally heading toward the door.

Just as Professor Kilgore calls over his shoulder: “Ninety seconds. Not a millisecond
more.”

| turn to Brooke, who looks like she’s two seconds from combusting—nbright pink in
the face and glaring daggers. “I’m sorry, have | been chasing after you, and you're

not even gay?’

“No! I—" | rake a hand through my hair, trying not to panic. “lamgay. Been gay
since | was thirteen.”

She sgquints at me. “Then what’ s with the wholemy girlthing?’

| hesitate. “1 might be... experiencing a sexual awakening. Of sorts.”

Brooke snorts. “ So you' retrying outbeing straight now?”

“Why are you laughing?’

“Because it’s usually the other way around.” She laughs harder, shaking her head. “I
just—I really thoughtyouwere playingme.”

“You? | raiseabrow. “You' re way too fine to be played with.”
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“You'd be surprised,” she says, the smile faltering just enough to feel real.
“Well, that last girl? Shewas anidiot. I’'m not.”

Brooke tilts her head, the teasing returning. “So... you're giving us a shot?”’
| meet her gaze, heart stammering. “Yeah. | think | am.”

She takes a step forward, rocking on the balls of her feet as a dazzlingly pearly white
smile spreads across her face.

“l can’t do anything exclusive right now,” | blurt, before | can overthink it. “I have
thisthing with Landon and | can’t call it off...he’s basically my roommate.”

“Roommate slash bodyguard?’ Brooke raises an eyebrow.

“It's complicated.” | shrug.

She nods, her grin spreading even wider. “That’s perfect.”

My brow furrows. “Perfect? Why?’

She leans in, brushing invisible lint off my sleeve like she hasn’t just short-circuited
my entire nervous system. “We don't have time for that conversation right now.

Y ou’ ve got—what? Twenty seconds to make it to class?’

My eyes widen. “Oh shit!”



| surge forward and kiss her. Quick. Firm. Electric.

“I'll pick you up at eight on Saturday!” | call over my shoulder as | sprint toward
Thomas Hall like my life depends on it.

| reach the door just as Professor Kilgore starts up the steps and slide into the back
row beside Landon, my chest heaving from the run—and, okay, maybe the kiss too.

Landon doesn’'t look at me right away. He waits a beat, then tilts his head with that
slow, maddening grin. “So,” he murmurs, voice low and full of amusement, “how’s

the girlfriend doing?’

| give him a sidelong glance and tug my backpack into my lap. “Nothing theside
dudeshould worry about.”

He chuckles, deep and dangerous. “Damn. That mean | still get Tuesday nights?’

“Only if you bring snacks.”

“Peach,” he purrs, leaning just alittle closer, “lamthe snack.”

| roll my eyes, biting back a laugh—and that’s when Professor Kilgore clears his
throat.

“Miss Rivera,” he says sharply, gaze flicking toward me like he's aready counted
how many times I’ve blinked since entering the room. “Since you're clearlywide
awake, perhaps you can tell us what factor most often compromises the integrity of
trace evidence at a crime scene?’

| don't miss a beat. “Improper handling—usually by first responders or poor
collection techniques. Fibers and residue can be lost with a single misstep.”



Kilgore's brow lifts, and for a second—just a second—I swear the corner of his
mouth almost twitches. “ Correct.”

| bask in that for al of three seconds before | feel awarm breath hit my ear.

“ThinkKilgorelikes you,” Landon whispers, low and teasing.

“Fuck off,” | mutter under my breath.

He grinswider. “Y ou’ ve got a dirty mouth, Peach.”

| keep my eyes on the front of the room. “And you’ ve got a death wish.”

“1 couldproveit,” he says, and before | can fire back, his hand brushes the inside of
my knee.
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| freeze.

His fingers trace slowly, teasing up the bare skin beneath my dress—light enough to
drive me insane, heavy enough to be very,veryintentional.

“Landon,” | hiss, barely audible.
He humslike | just complimented him. “Shhh...I"m proving something.”

My legs clamp together instinctively, trapping Landon’s wandering hand between my
thighs like a fucking vice. He chuckles—a deep, vibrating sound that travels straight
to my clit—and nips at my earlobe.

“Careful, Peach. You'll break my fingers before | even get to the good part.”

His thumb circles clockwise over the thin cotton of my underwear. The friction's
insufficient through the fabric, yet | feel my hips twitch forward. Landon makes a
satisfied noiseagainst my neck that has me digging my fingernails into the scratched
desktop.

“Miss Rivera, the Cole case,” Kilgore's voice dlices through the building tension
between us.

| snap my gaze forward to find him staring right at our row. Thirty heads swivel in
our direction. Landon’s finger drags upward through my dampening folds as he leans
back in hischair, all casual innocence.



“Mr.Cole t-thought draining his wife of blood would help cover up the crime,” |
whimper, as Landon’ s finger slides across my clit.

“Very good,” Professor Kilgore hums, his eyes locked on me as he calls on another
student and continues to discuss the case. His eyes burn into me like flames.

My eyelids flutter as his middle finger breaches the lace edge of my panties,
calloused pad grazing the bundle of nerves.Jesus Christ.l force a cough into my fist
while Landon murmurs, “Y ou’ re dripping through these already. Embarrassing.”

Kilgore clears his throat. “As | was saying—" The words blur as Landon’s knuckle
brushes against my clit. A sharp jolt fires up my spine, every nerve ending flaring to

life. “—the primary distinction between class and individual characteristics in
forensic evidence,” Kilgore continues, voice maddeningly steady, “lies in the ability
to match evidence to asinglesource. Thus forensic evidence is not al about the

blood.”

My breath catches when Landon presses down harder, the heel of his palm grinding
against the edge of the seat in just the right angle. The old metal desk chair creaks
beneath me.

Two rows ahead, a blonde girl in thick glasses glances over her shoulder, frowning.

| meet her eyes and mouth,Don't.

But my legs drift open another inch.

The air in the lecture hall is stifling—too warm, too still—and sweat beads beneath
my breasts, sliding beneath the neckline of my dresslike sin in slow motion. My hand

curls around the edge of the desk as | try to keep my face neutral, normal ,innocent,
even as Landon drags the tip of his finger in one slow, deliberate circle around my



clit.

“You’re not even paying attention,” he whispers against my ear, smug and low.

“I know the difference between shoe tread patterns and semen stains,” | whisper
back, jaw tight, “so you canfuck off.”

His breath grazes my neck. “God, you' ve got the filthiest mouth.”

My entire body trembles like a plucked guitar string. | fumble for the textbook,
knocking pens to the floor in a clatter that makes half the class jump, and Kilgore's
eyes lock on my tense body. His voice trailing off mid-sentence. Landon seizes the
distraction, hooking two fingers under my underwear’s waistband. The elastic snaps
against my hip bone.

“Naughty fucking girl,” he breathes against my ear. The words send hot shivers
cascading down my neck. “Getting all hot and bothered for your professor.
Distracting him in class like the temptress you are.”

His fingertips dip lower, grazing the soaked lace between my legs. My vision blurs.
Kilgore's voice rings in my ears as hediscusses the use of hair DNA to convict
Mr.Cole back in 2008 for the murder of hiswife.

“What do you think he'd do?’ Landon'’s teeth catch my earlobe, tugging. “If he knew
his precious student was getting fingered in the back row? If he saw how pink you are
right now?’

The pad of his middle finger finds my entrance. | choke on air.

“Eyes front,” Landon orders, low and rough. My gaze snaps to Kilgore's back as he
underlines something in red marker. Landon’s finger pushes in just past the first



knuckle. My inner muscles spasm, greedy.

“There sheis,” he croons. “Fuck, you’'re tight.” His thumb resumes its assault on my
clit while his finger works shallowly in and out. The slick sounds would be audible
without the droning lecture. Heat floods my cheeks.

Professor Kilgore turns, catching my glassy stare. His Adam’ s apple bobs.
A cold wave of panic washes over the burning arousal. Landon crooks his finger,

hitting that spongy spot that makes stars burst behind my eyes. My hips jerk upward,
slamming the desk’ s underside. A male student turnsto look back at me.
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“Eyes up front,Mr. Jackson!” Kilgore snaps, voice like awhip.
Jackson whips his head forward like he' s been physically struck.
Kilgore lingers a beat longer, staring directly at me.
Then—sharper than usual—he pivots back to the board.
Beside me, Landon’ s mouth curvesinto asmirk | canfeelagainst my skin.
“Good girl,” he whispers into the shell of my ear, smug and slow. His fingers move
deeper, sharper now, while the heel of his hand grinds with surgical precision. “Bet
he' simagining this. Bet he's picturing you spread across his desk, skirt rucked up. Do
you know what | would give to watch that,pretty gir?.”
The image detonates in my brain—dark, brutal, shamefully hot.
My composure shatters.
My back arches. The front legs of the chair scrape and lift off the floor. | gasp, barely
stifled—until Landon’s free hand clamps over my mouth. Kilgore turns back around
with those empty eyes on me, the normal clear so dark | almost whimper like a kitten

purring for forgiveness.

When he leans over the standing desk, licking his lips with a nod. It hits. Hard. Like
my body was waiting forhisapproval.



The orgasm crests in slow, vicious waves, pulling a whimper from my throat that dies
against Landon’s palm. | bite down, tasting salt and metallic. He doesn’t flinch—just
keeps moving, guiding me through every last pulse, every twitch of overstimulated
muscle until my thighs tremble from the effort of staying upright.

| sag back into the seat like a ghost in my own body.

Landon chuckles beside me, the sound low and satisfied. He stretches out, casually
leaning back in his chair with one arm draped lazily over the back of mine, a smug
look carved across his face.

“Well, will you look at that,” he hums, nodding toward the front of the classroom.

| follow his gaze—and freeze.

Professor Kilgore stands rigid behind the lectern, voice continuing like nothing’s
wrong, but his body tells a different story. His neck is flushed a soft pink, blooming
just beneath his jawline and climbing toward his ears.

But that’s not what stops me. His hand—qgripping the edge of the standing desk—is
bone-white, knuckles strained, tendons twitching beneath skin.

The restof class drags like a fever dream. Landon scrolls through his phone with one
hand while the other stays parked high on my inner thigh, fingers warm and
possessive. | keep my head down, hiding the flush burning across my cheeks,
pretending I'm taking diligent notes when all I'm doing is surviving minute to
minute, because | was just fucking fingered in the back of my fucking forensic class
like a goddamn hornied up teenager.

Besides, | think it’'s better that | keep my head down because, ever since | reached
that magnificent O due to Landon’s incredible fingers, Professor Kilgore' s lecture has



been faster and way more aggressive than normal. He paces as he speaks, lecture
spilling out of him with uncharacteristic intensity, like he’s trying to outrun his own
thoughts.

| don’t dare look at him. Not really. Not when, every time | do, I'm met with those
icy green eyes that pin me in place—empty but somehow too full with desire? Or
disdain? Maybe a dash of rage? | can’'t tell, and frankly, | don’t want to.

“Homework for Monday...” Professor Kilgore's voice cracks like a whip against the
buzz of my nerves. “Chapters fivethrough eight. Two-page analysis on the ethical
implications of compromised crime scenes. Don't copy-paste theory. | want you
tothink.”

The way he spits the last word has my stomach dropping. | flinch when Landon’s
hand squeezes my thigh—harder this time—Ilike hewantsme to squirm. Like he's
proud of the chaos he's crafted.

The second he says, “Dismissed,” | shoot out of my char. My notes are half-
scribbled, bag barely zipped, but | need out. The air feels hot and thin, like it's
burning me from the inside out. | shoulder past someone, my eyes locked on the door,
heart racing.

| amost make it.

“Miss Rivera. A word?’ He practically growls and | stay frozen, staring at the floor
asthe rest of the students escape into the hall.

“Professor Kilgore, | have my music theory class in like forty-five minutes,” | rush
out, pulling the strap of my messenger bag up higher, and plastering on my brightest
smile. “And | still need lunch, so...”



The last student slides out of the classroom and Professor Kilgore practically snarls,
pulling achair out in the front, middle of the room. “ Sit down, Miss Rivera.”

| race down the steps almost automatically and sit down in my designated seat as
Landon chuckles.

“1 didn’t know you had her on such a short leash, Con?”’

My body burns a cherry red, but | keep my eyes locked on the table, listening to the
lazy steps of Landon. | don’t know why Conner Kilgore does thisto me. He's fucking
terrifying and | fed like a trained animal, ready to roll over and show him my
belly.Ready to be anything he wants, just to keep him from looking at me with those
analytical eyes. It’s like he knows me down to the molecule.
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“Look at me,” Professor Kilgore demands, his voice that low rumble that makes me
clench my thighs and heat build in my core.

| lock eyes with his and see what | saw on the first day of school. The overblown
pupils, dark and dilated, swallowing the green whole. A tremor beneath the
surface—one he's barely containing. His mouth is tight, his jaw ticking like he's
biting back a growing hunger. “Tell me,” he says, low and sharp, “do you think
I’ mstupid, Miss Rivera?’

| blink. My lips part, but no sound comes out.

He leans forward, knuckles braced on the desk, the whites of his eyes brighter than
they should be in the dim classroom light.

“l don't think it is appropriate to make eye contact with your professor as you get
fingered in the back row, do you?’

His mask cracks on that last word, a flash of something feral breaking through. Rage.
Possessiveness. Shame. Maybe all three.

| swallow hard, but my voice still sounds too soft. “I wasn't trying to?—"

“You weren'tthinking.” He cuts me off like he's dissecting a body. Clean. Precise.
Brutal.

And then he pauses. Breathes. The glint in his eye dims just slightly, like he's yanked
the curtain back into place.



“You're too smart to play dumb,” he says, quieter now, but no lessintense. “Don’t |et
him make afool of you.”

| feel the words dlice deep. Shame and arousal knot in my chest, thick and cloying
like honey turned sour. It coats my ribs, drips down my spine. | don’'t know if | want
to bolt for the door or drop to my knees and bare my throat. So | do the stupid

thing—I dig my heelsin.

“You're right,” | hiss, leaning forward until our noses nearly touch. His breath is
sharp with mint. “lamtoo smart. Because it’ s not likeyoulooked away.”

His eyes narrow, pupils blown, jaw flexing once.

Behind me, Landon chuckles, low and amused. “Come on, Con. Just admit it,” he
says, dragging hisfingers across the exposed skin of my collarbone.

“She is my student,” Kilgore snarls. It's guttural, animalistic—but he still hasn’t
looked away from me. If anything, he leansin.

“And she' swilling to get an A,” Landon teases, hand slipping beneath the neckline of
my dress, histouch light, possessive, cruel.

“Landon.” The warning in Kilgore' svoiceis pure steel.

“Conner,” Landon returns, mocking him by name.

“Professor,” | whisper, and his eyes lock on mine like | just pulled the pin from a
grenade between us. “I don’'t know what thisis, but...”

“You're scared of me, Jasmine,” Kilgore cuts in, his voice smooth and soft and
terrifying.



| try to swallow. | can’t.

He watches me like he's cataloging the flicker of every emotion across my face. His
gaze dips to my throat, to the frantic flutter of my pulse.

“Do you know why?’ he asks.

| shake my head, biting down on my lower lip until | taste blood. | feel like I’ m about
to fall apart molecule by molecule, and | want to. If it'sfor him, | feel like Ineedto.

“That’'s your body realizing the predator in the room,” he says, voice dipping
dangerously low, smooth as a scalpel dliding beneath skin. “You should listen to it.
It'll saveyour life.”

Silence wraps around us like smoke—thick, clinging, suffocating. My heart hammers
like it's trying to shatter my ribs from the inside. Each breath feels smaller than the
last, like the room is shrinking around me and only he getsto breathe fully.

Landon’s hand ghosts over my chest, fingers catching the delicate chain that dipsinto
my cleavage. He gives it a lazy tug, letting the pendant bounce once against my
sternum before he exhales alow whistle.

“Come on, Con,” he drawls, with that infuriating grin that never quite touches his
eyes. “ Stop playing with your food.”

He tilts his head to the side, still smiling—but it's wrong. Cold. The kind of
expression a cat might wear while toying with a dying bird. Detached amusement
laced with cruelty. It’ s the kind of smile that doesn’t blink.

“Normally,” he murmurs, amost like an afterthought, “when my prey squirms, |
punish it.”
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He kneels down, his hands large and calloused on my knees. Without instruction, my
thighs open for him, and | swallowhard. His touch isn’t warm like Landon, and it
doesn’t feel meant to be there, it feels cold like electricity bringing the dead back to
life. | jerk in my seat as he cocks an eyebrow at me.

“How should I punish you, Jasmine?’

| open my mouth, but no sound comes out. All | can hear is blood rushing in my ears,
the beat of my pulse slamming through my veins. | can’t look away.

Kilgore moves slowly, like he's giving me time to run—and knows | won't.

His hands dide up my thighs, skin-on-skin, igniting a burn where he touches. His
fingertips trace the curve above my knees, then higher, dragging the hem of my dress
with him. His knuckles graze sensitive flesh, and | gasp despite myself.

“Be till,” he commands, barely above a whisper.

| freeze.

When his fingers hook the edge of my underwear, it feels like the air is sucked from
the room.

“Lift up,” he whispers, eyeslocked on mine, and | do.

He peels the lace down—slow, careful, reverent in a way that makes it worse. Like
he' s unwrapping something fragile. Like he wants to ruin it on purpose. They pool at



my ankles. He bends to catch them before they fall, holds them in his hand like a
specimen—turning them over once, twice, asif studying athread of evidence.

“You will get these back when you learn how to not make a mess of yourself in my
class,” he says finally, his voice back to clinicaland composed. But his pupils are still
dilated, jaw tight. “We'll start with that.”

Then he dips them into the breast pocket of his button-down like they belong there.
My breath stutters. My thighs clench instinctively, asif trying to hold onto something
that’s already been taken. | don’t know what |’ ve become in this room. All 1 know is
that | can’t look away from him. And he—he hasn’t blinked once.

“Now, you're dismissed, Miss Rivera.”

| jump like alive wire and scurry out of my seat. “Thank you, Professor.”

| don’t wait for aresponse. | don’ twantone.

| shoulder past Landon—he whistles low and slow, like I’'m some pretty little thing
trotting off the auction block. But for once, he doesn’'t touch me. Maybe
evenheknows Kilgore' s leash is shorter than it |ooks.

The hallway hits like a slap of cold air, but it does nothing to cool the heat crawling
under my skin. My panties are gone. My pride's in shreds. And my body doesn't
know whether to shake with shame or...crawl back for more.

12

JASMINE



| always thoughtsix weeks into college I’ d be the talk of the town—have at least three
friends, dye my hair something cute like pastel blue, and learn how to shotgun a beer
with my eyes closed. Y ou know,normal college shit.

Instead, | have a live-in stalker with a smirk and accent that should be illegal, a
situationship with the most beautiful girl in the world whose weirdly fine
withsharing, and my professor has my panties somewhere, doing things to it that only
should live in anightmare, but my fucked up brain calls it fantasy.

College has been eventful...just eventful in al the wrong fucking ways.

My emotional support is a rapidly dying houseplant and a guy who kisses me like he
owns my soul, but hey, English 101 is ridiculously easy, and Computer Science is
less of abore than | thought it would be. Three cheersfor liberal arts education!

I’m about three pages into my five-page paper on Shakespeare's love sonnets, where
| expertly and with entirely too much personal conviction, claim that Shakespeare
was, in fact,emotionaly cheating on his wife. The man wrote 126 poems to a
beautiful young man with an easy going smile and the kind of bone structure that
inspiresruin. You can't tell me that wasn't emotional adultery at the very least. | even
built a whole paragraph around Sonnet 20 and annotated it like it's a crime scene, as
an accompanying part of my essay.

I’'m curled up in bed, laptop balanced on a pillow over my thighs, the glow of my
desk lamp painting soft yellow light across the pages of the library book | borrowed
and haven't opened once. There's a half-drunk iced coffee sweating on the
nightstand, and the scent of coconut lotion and overpriced wax meltsis the only thing
keeping me sane.

| lean over to take a sip of my coffee, and glance up from the screen, blinking.
Normally, | would scream, get pissed off and tell Landon to go fuck himself, but



finding him staring at me from a distance has become a normal occurrence now a
days. | don’t even flinch.

“Again,” | say, swallowing the overly sweet and still kind of bitter coffee. “Watching
me like that only makes you more of afucking creep, Lan.”

He chuckles, leaning against the doorframe with his arms crossed over his chest.
Black shirt, grey sweats, tattooed forearms on full display like some kind of sinful
exhibit.

“You need better instincts,” he sighs, moving deeper into my room, as if | fucking
invited him.
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“Hey, mi casa es no tu casal” | screech as he perches himself up on the edge of my
bed.

“Tranquila, mami,” he says, voice dipped in that gravel-soft tone that sends
goosebumps up my spine.

“Oh, so now you're bilingualanduninvited?’ | roll my eyes and close my laptop with
ahuff. “Impressive. Truly.”

“Tu cama me extranaba,” he murmurs, running a lazy hand along the comforter.
“And don’'t lie—I know you missed me too.”

| throw a pillow at him. He catches it midair, like it's a damn feather, and just smiles
wider.

“You'reinsufferable.”

“And you're wearing my hoodie,” he points out, nodding toward the oversized black
hoodie | forgot | stole from the laundry pile two days ago. “So I'd say we're even.”

| glance down and groan. “Don’t read into it. Everything else was dirty.”

“Right...don’t worry,” he smirks, leans to the side on his right elbow. “I like you in
my clothes...but sadly you need to change.”

“Why? Y our girlfriend’s coming over?’ | snort, moving my laptop to the side.



Landon slowly licks his lips, and it’s only now—sitting here in the soft glow of my
lamp, still wearing his hoodie, still pretending like we're not spiraling toward
something dangerous—that | realize:

If he had agirlfriend back in Britain... | wouldn't just be heartbroken. I’ d befurious.
Rage in my bones, claws-out,you-used-mekind of fury. Because no one,no one, gets
to be the first guy | can breathe around—the first one | let touch me without my skin
crawling—and then turn around and pretend it didn’t mean a goddamn thing. | mean
who does he think heis--

“Stop...” he coos, his voice low, warm, knowing. His fingertips wrap around my |eft
ankle, gently. “I can see your mind running. There is no girlfriend, but we do have

dinner.”

| sit up fast enough he has to release my ankle, and | cross my legs underneath
me.“ Dinner?’

“Yes,” he says, cam as ever. “Y ou know—food, people, conversation. The works.”

| narrow my eyes. “What people? What food? What conversation?’

Landon sighs and runs a hand through his hair, standing up with that signature stretch
that makes his shirt ride just high enough to show off his upsettingly sexy v-line.

“You're going to meet some... unsavory friends of mine,” he says. “People | don’t
get to say no to.”

My gut drops. “What?’

His eyes meet mine, steady and unblinking.



“We' ve been summoned,” he says. “By the Raiders.”

| almost choke on my own spit. “TheRaiders?’

Landon just nods, like we're talking about the weather and not the most violent,
untouchable biker gang this side of the country. They’re what nightmares are made
out of, and one of the reasons the Cartel isn’t as powerful as they could be is due to
their alliance with the Italian Mafia. Crossing the Raiders is like crossing fucking
Italy and I’ ve seen enough of theGodfatherto know you don’t cross fucking Italy.

| scramble off the bed. “Landon, the Raiders? Are youinsane?’

“Sometimes,” he says, voice quiet. “But not right now. | don't get to ignore them,
Peach, and neither do you.”

My pulse spikes. “Why would they wantmethere?’

“l don’'t know,” he says, tone clipped. “But you need to be dressed and ready. We
leave in an hour.”

“Anhour?’ | snap. “Landon, are you serious?—"

“And don’t wear anything that’ll get meinto afight.”
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| blink. “Excuse me? First of al, I'll wear whatever the hell | want. Second, that’s

wildly misogynistic, and third?>—"

He steps forward, cutting me off with the weight of his presence alone. His jaw is
tight. Hisvoiceislow.

“And third,” he says, “if you show even an inch more skin than necessary, you might
be dragging me out of therein abody bag.”

| go still. His eyes burn into mine—no teasing, no smirk.

“These guys, Jasmine, they’re entitled. They’'re handsy. And | can’t take on an entire
biker gang in one room just because one of them decides to touch what’s mine. But
Iwill.You get that? I'll go down swinging. But | think you'd rather take me home
breathing than bleeding out on their marble floors.”

My mouth goes dry. The room feels colder somehow. | just nod.

He exhales, the tension in his shoulders tight as ever. His hand slides up the side of
my head, gentle in away that makes my chest ache. He pulls me in, presses a kiss to
my forehead.

“Good,” he murmurs. “Be ready in an hour.”

And then he’s gone. | don't speak. Not because of the threat he painted so vividly, but
because he called meJasmine. Not Peach.Jasmine.



And Landon never uses my real name, so that must mean shit is getting real.

After | finish up my paragraph on the cheating life of Shakespeare, | take the longest
shower of my life—half because | need the heat to loosen the knot forming in my
spine, half because I'm procrastinating like my life doesn’t literally depend on what |
wear tonight.

When | step out, the mirror’ s fogged and my nerves are worse. | try on three different
outfits. A dress that’'s too short. A top that clings too tight. Jeans that look like I'm
trying too hard.

Eventually, | settle on a black off-the-shoulder romper. It’'s fitted at the waist, loose
around the sleeves, the shorts land mid-thigh and shows just enough skin to remind
them I’'m not weak—»but not enough to invite attention Idon’twant. | throw on my
heeled combat boots, the ones that make me feel ten feet tall and like | could kick
through a man’srib cage if necessary. A little silver jewelry, and my hair pulled back

into a high ponytail, the strands wavy from air drying from the shower.

| stare at myself in the mirror. Not a princess. Not bait, but still vulnerable to
everything.

| crack open the door and poke my head out. “Hey.”

Landon’s lounging on the couch, scrolling through something on his phone, but he
looks up the second he hears me.

His eyes rake over mein one slow, searing pass. He groans.

“Seriously?’ he mutters. “Y ou really want me dead tonight?’

| roll my eyes. “ Stop being dramatic.”



“You' rethe one coming to a Raider sit-down in a sexy little romper that will force me
to break at |east two pairs of hands before we see Marcus.”

“Then give me your jacket and you won't have to break any hands,” | say, lifting a
brow. “And who's Marcus?’

“Marcus is a fucking twat, and the head of the Raiders.” He says with alow sigh, as
he stands and shrugs off the black leather jacket he's wearing—his favorite one, the
one that smells like smoke and danger and him.

It's only then | notice:he changed too.

Gone is the lazy gym wear. Now he's in a tight black long-sleeve that clings to his
chest and arms like it was sewn onto him. Baggy grey jeans hang low on his hips, and
his black boots are scuffed just enough to look like they’ ve been through hell.

He looks like afallen god. Like the kind of man you don’t survive loving.

A smirk creeps onto his face as he catches me staring. “Stop drooling,” he says,
tossing me the jacket.

| catch it and shrug it on, burying myself in the warmth of it—his warmth.

“I’m not drooling,” | lie, zipping it halfway.

Landon steps closer. Just enough to make my breath hitch.

“Good,” he murmurs. “Because we're walking into hell tonight, Peach. And | need
you sharp.”
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13
JASMINE

The drive to the Raiders hideout is mostly silent, minus the low twang of country
music leaking from Landon’s speakers, as he hums along under his breath.

Outside, the road grows darker with every passing mile. The trees get thicker, wilder.
Civilization fades behind us like a bad dream. At some point, the pavement gives way
to gravel, and then the gravel dissolvesinto dirt. We climb deeper into the woods, the
tires crunching over dried leaves and scattered branches. My fingers tighten on the
edge of Landon’s jacket, pulling it closer around me like armor.

For awhile, I’'m convinced we're lost.

Until he makes a sharp turn—one | never would' ve noticed on my own—and we dlip
off the main path onto a narrow trail, barely wide enough for the car. The woods
press in on both sides like the trees are watching us, judging us for trespassing.

And then the hidden road opens up into awide clearing, and at the center of it stands
the largest cabin I’ ve ever seen. Exceptcalling it a cabin feels wrong. Thisisn’'t some
rustic getaway. It's afortress.

Built from blackened timber and stone, it stretches wide and tall. The windows are
tinted or covered atogether. Massive flood lights hang from the eaves, casting sharp
beams into the clearing. Motorcycles line the front like a row of metalic
teeth—chrome gleaming in the moonlight, leather saddlebags stamped with the



Raiders' insignia: a coiled serpent strangling a set of wings.
The air smellslike gasoline and pine. Like smoke and steel.
Men are already outside—leaning against bikes, lighting cigarettes, tossing knives
into a wooden target hammered into a tree. They don’t smile when they see us. They

just watch.

Landon pulls the car to a slow stop, drumming his fingers on the steering wheel once
before killing the engine. He looks at me.

“Any snarky, rude or minorly sassy thing you want to say,” Landon whispers. “Say it
now, or forever hold your peace.”

| glance at him, brows raised. “Are you saying | can’t speak freely inside?’

“I’'m saying,” he murmurs, eyes locked on the cabin ahead, “that these people don’t
handle attitude the way | do. You mouth off to the wrong guy, and suddenly I'm
cracking skullsin front of a charcuterie board.”

“There' s a charcuterie board?’

“There sprobably nota charcuterie board, but if thereis. Don’t touch it.”

| roll my eyes. “ So no attitude, no meat and cheese. Got it.”

Landon’s lips twitch like he wants to smile, but he doesn’'t. He just exhales, slow and
controlled. “ Are you done?’

“I"m neverdone,but since you asked so nicely,” | smile, leaning against the headrest.
“I will only speak when spoken to, like thisis the 1950s.”



“Thank you for listening to the rules of this courtship,” he mocks, unbuckling his
seatbelt.

| scoff, but | follow suit, only stepping out when he's nodded to himself a couple
times like he' strying to convincehimselfit' Il be fine.

It won't be.

The second my boots crunch on the dirt, the energy shifts. It s subtle—just enough to
raise the hairs on my arms. Every man outside pauses, stares. Not a single smile. No
warm welcome. Just long, lingering looks that feel more like threat assessments than
introductions.

Landon rounds the car and comes to my side, his stride calm but focused. He doesn’t
touch me, but he angles his body ever so slightly between me and the men, like he's
already prepared to block the first one who steps too close.

We pass the line of bikes, engines still ticking from heat. There's a smell in the
air—leather, smoke, motor oil, and something sour underneath it, like sweat and
spilled beer |€eft to rot.

The porch creaks under our weight as we climb the steps. The wood is old, stained
dark, maybe from varnish—or maybe not.

The door opens before either of us knocks.

A man | assume is Marcus stands there like he's been waiting for this moment, like
heenjoysit. He's leaning against the doorframe, arms crossed over his chest in that
casual way men use when they want you to know they’ re dangerous without doing a
damn thing. He' s dressed in all black—tight tank top, worn biker gloves, silver chains
glinting at his throat—and when his brown eyes flick over me, slow and lingering, |



feel it in my spine.

Then he smiles. Not the kind that’s warm or amused, but the kind that stretches too
wide, too practiced, like it's been carved into his face over years of getting exactly
what he wants. And something about that smile—about the arrogant tilt of his chin,
the lazy way he shifts hisweight, the heat in his stare—makes bile rise in my throat.

Because it’sfamiliar.Toofamiliar.



Page 51

Source Creation Date: August 15, 2025, 10:28 am
He smiles just likehim. The man | tried to forget. The man who used to look at me
like that, just before his hands would roam lower, just before the air in the room
turned too thick to breathe. Marcus wears the same grin, the same shadow in his gaze,
like hurting people is agame and I’ ve already lost. And just like that, I’'m not on the
porch anymore—I’ m thirteen again, bracing for impact.
“Well, well,” he drawls. “If it ain’t Romeo and his pretty little plus one.”
Landon doesn't blink. “We're here.”
“l can seethat.”
His gaze settles on me again, heavier now. “Y ou clean up alright, sweetheart.”

| feel Landon tense beside melike alive wire.

Marcus notices it too, and his grin widens. “Relax, Lanny. You brought her here,
didn’t you? That makes her family.”

He steps aside, gesturing usin like it’s his house and not the gateway to hell.

“Come on in. Everyone’ sdyingto meet her.” Marcus crackles, stepping aside like the
devil welcoming usinto his parlor.

Landon doesn’'t wait—he laces our fingers together as he firmly pulls me in with him.

Theinsideis not what | expect. Less biker gang fortress, morecountry frat house from



hell.

The living room opens up wide, ceilings high and vaulted like an overdone hunting
lodge. There's a massive TV mounted above a fireplace that looks barely used, its
mantle littered with empty liquor bottles, poker chips, and one very real-looking rifle.
Tapestries of the American flag, old band posters, and mounted animal heads
decorate the walls in clashing chaos. There's a fish tank in one corner with no fish,
just murky water and a floating beer can.

The furniture is oversized and mismatched—brown leather couches patched with duct
tape, a recliner that looks like it's survived multiple bar fights, and a bean bag that
definitely hasn’'t been cleaned since the 1990s. The scent of beer, barbecue, swedt,
and smoke mixes into a single overpowering funk.

Red solo cups litter the floor. A country-rock remix thuds from unseen speakers.
Someone’s playing pool in the back near an old jukebox, and the walls shake every
time they laugh.

Every guy we pass is dressed in some variation of “my dad owns land and a
shotgun.” Boots. Leather. Ball caps. Tattoos. Silver chains over sleeveless shirts.
Some of them nod at Landon. Most just stare at me like I'm the party favor no one
expected but no one's mad aboui.

A few girls are here too—denim shorts, too much perfume, laughing too loud. One's
perched on aguy’slap, taking a shot while he stares at her chest like it’'s on the menu.

“This way,” Landon mutters, steering me down a hall lined with crooked family
photos and an array of decorated, but very clearly loaded guns.

“Dinner’s this way!” Marcus yells behind us, his voice bouncing off the wood-
paneled walls. “Hope she’ s hungry—we' re servingrare.”



A chorus of snickers follows. One of the guys makes a barking noise. | keep my chin
up, but my stomach twists.

Landon mutters avery annoyed,fuck off,but for the most part he's silent.

When we step into the open garage in the back of the house, the smell hits me
first—thick, syrupy maple barbecue layered over smoke and meat. My stomach
growls before | can help it, because of course my body doesn’'t care that we're at
dinner with devils.

There aren’t any cars inside, just a wide, echoing space that’s been converted into a
kind of biker banquet hall. Folding tables are lined up in rows, covered with red-
checkered cloths and mismatched plates. Beer cans rattle in coolers shoved in the
corners, and someone's aready halfway through a tray of ribs licking their fingers
likeit’' s the best barbeque in Texas.

The fluorescent lights above cast a sterile yellow glow over everything, making the
dried brownish-red stains on the concrete floor impossible to ignore. Landon tries to
steer us toward a side table near the back, but we don’t make it two steps before two
heavy hands land on our shoulders.

Marcus leans in between us like he' s parting the Red Sea, his breath a mix of nicotine
and yeast from the beer.

“Nah,” he says, his voice dick with amusement. “Y’dl’re sittin’ at the grown-up
table tonight.” His laugh is sharp, phlegmy, and way too close to my ear. “We
gotbusinessto discuss.”

Landon stiffens beside me, his jaw ticking.

| roll my eyes, plastering on a tight smile | don’'t mean. “Wow, business and



barbecue. Howofficial.”

Marcus cackles louder. “She’'s afeisty onel!”

Landon glares at me, as Marcus runs past us to the main table. | mouth ansorry,and
keep my head down.

| can’'t help it, Marcus is annoyingly country. And yeah, | was raised country. | know
the difference between a good Southern boy and a man play acting like he’s afamily-
guy when he's really running a criminal empire. He's like a rejected extra fromThe
Beverly Hillbillies,just with tattoos, a body count, and more rings than fingers.
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At the main table, Marcus lounges like it’s a throne, his arm slung around the narrow
shoulders of a black-haired girl with bright blue eyes—eyes that are too wide, too
clean,too youngto belong in a place like this.

She doesn’'t look at me when | sit across from her. In fact, she looks down, like
making eye contact might cost her something. | frown.

Landon leans in, his lips brushing the shell of my ear. “She’s Talia,” he murmurs.
“Marcus girlfriend.”

| jerk back, my spine stiffening.Girlfriend?She looks barely eighteen. And Marcus
looks like anexpiredthirty-five year old.

| didn’'t like him before. But now? Now I’'m personally planning his fucking funeral.
Before | can speak, a voice breaks through the static of my disgust.

“Lanny Lan!” atoo-cheerful guy calls out, diding into the seat beside me with agrin
and a plate stacked so high with barbecue it might collapse under its own weight.
“What have you brought for dessert?’

“Nothing,” Landon growls, clearly unimpressed. “Y ou can get a bite of Zay.”

| turn, a smile spreading across my face before | can stop it. Isaiah Cross, is the owner
of Tat Attackin town, the place where | have gotten at least ten of my tattoos over the

last year. | used to live for their thirty dollar Thursdays and holiday specials.

“Isaiah, don't tell me you tat so many asses, you don’t remember mine?’ | snort, and



his dark brown eyes flash with recognition.

Isaiah shakes out his moss-green hair and leans over his tattoo-covered knuckles
grazing my arm. “| could never forget an asslike yours...”

“Jasmine?’ | snort just as another girl—barely more than a teenager herself—glides
past and drops two plates in front of us.Fuchsia hair braided tight to the side, deep

brown eyes, and a low-cut tank top.

“Right, Jasmine.” He nods and | laugh because the guy fucks everything in town, so
him not remembering me in A-Okay probably better than just okay.

Before | can come up with aresponse that includes teeth, a monotone voice cuts clean
through the noise. “Isaiah.”

| glance up.

The man standing near the end of the table could be mybiological brotherif I squint
hard enough. Same grey eyes. Same blonde hair.

He's just tall, lean, and pale—but not sickly. More like carved from marble. His
blonde hair islong and tied into a bun on top of his head, the sides of his scalp shaved
into alow fade, and his eyes are a darker grey than mine, like he holds the clouds in

them.

He doesn’t blink. Doesn’'t smile. Just stares at Isaiah like he's a fly buzzing too close
to something sacred.

Isaiah rolls his eyes. “Come on, Asher. I’'m being friendly.”

“Too-friendly,” he comments, sitting next to Talia and diding her a smaller plate of



barbeque.

We fall into a strange, amost peaceful silence for a few minutes, and | decide—if |
dietonight, it'll befine aslong asit’s by this plate of barbecue.

The ribs dide right off the bone, the mac and cheese is gooey perfection, the yams are
sweet without being cloying, and the green beans are seasoned just right. And the
cornbread?Thick sliced, golden crust, with honey butter melting into every crevice.

It's an actual crime how good thisfood is.

| take one bite of the ribs and moan, eyes fluttering shut.Because holy fuck. If thisis
what dinner with the Raidersislike, | might haveto join.

Next to me, Landon clears his throat pointedly. | open my eyes to find him
staring—hard.

|saiah nearly chokes on his beer. “Shit,” he grins. “1f she's gonna keep making noises
like that, I'll go fix her another plate myself.”

“No.” Landon’svoiceis sharp. Final.

| pretend not to hear him and keep eating. Because honestly? He should be grateful
I’m not moaning louder.

I’'m about halfway through the best meal I've had in years when Marcus finaly
speaks again. “Where’ s my little brother?”’

The table stills for a beat. 1saiah’s smirk fades, his face going a little red. He's till
holding arib an inch from his mouth when he answers. “He’' s with Cassandra.”

Marcus leans back in his chair, drumming his fingers once on the table. “ Still?’



|saiah shrugs, not meeting his eyes. “ She wanted company. He volunteered.”
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A few of the other guys chuckle low under their breath, and right on cue, a girl
saunters into the garage. She has big, bouncy blonde curls, bruised lips, and a ring of
hickeys around her neck that aimost looks like a necklace. She's wearing daisy dukes
and aflannel shirt tied around her waist.

Hot on her tail isaterrifying sex god on legs.

He's tall. Slender but built. His black hair falls in soft, deliberate waves, dlightly
damp like he just stepped out of a shower. Hazel eyesflick camly around the garage,
and he's covered in tattoos, not messy ones, but clean, sharp designs that stretch
across his arms and peek from under the collar of hisfitted black shirt.

“Thank you for joining us Xavier,” Marcus snarls, but Xavier just shrugs.
“Sorry, for keeping him.” The girl who | am assuming is Cassandra pouts, in an
exaggerated southern belle accent. “I can be so distracting at times. You know that,

Marcus.”

“Mmmhmm,” Marcus grumbles, just as Xavier steals some of his ribs off his plate
and dides into the seat between Marcus and Isaiah.

Xavier leans back in his chair, Cassandra curled across his lap like a smug housecat,
and nods at the table. “What’ s this about?’

Marcus smiles, slow and wide. The kind of smile that says he's been waiting for the
curtain to rise.



“Well,” he says, dabbing his mouth with a crumpled napkin even though there’'s no
mess to clean, “Now we can get started since everyone shere...”

His gaze slides over the table—lingering on me.

“You,” Marcus says, tapping his fork against the edge of his plate without breaking
eye contact. “ Are gonna help us out, sweetheart.”

| blink. “Me?’

“You,” he repeats with a nod, like he's confirming my name on a list. “Jasmine
Rivera. Late admission to Haven, lives in a prettylittle apartment with our favorite
runaway, and—if I’'m hearing things right—currently warming up to oneBrooke du
Pont.”

My fork freezes halfway to my mouth. “Excuse me?’

Marcus grins. “Come on now. Y ou didn’t think we invited you just for some grub?’

| glance at Landon, but he's eyes are narrowed in on Marcus, jaw clicking like he's
grinding his teeth to the nub.

Marcus leans in, elbows braced on the table. “We' ve had guys trying to get close to
the du Ponts foryears.Problem is, no on€e’s cracked that circle. Everyone we've sent in
tried to charm her or her brother, but failed. Some even tried to get in her bed. But
nobody redlized...”

His grin widens.

“She wasn't into them, because she wasn't into guys.”



| snort. “I’'m sorry, gay never crossed your mind?’

The table goes quiet. Isaiah chokes softly on his beer.

“Nah, sweetheart,” Marcus smirks, leaning into the table. His hands hovering over his
empty plate. “Foolishain't we.”

| nod, and clear my throat. “ So let me get this straight,” | shift in my seat. “Y ou want
me to what? Seduce her?’

Marcus shrugs. “Call it what you want. But she likes you. You've got her attention.
We want her money. Or more specificaly...” He steeples his fingers.
“Herfather’ smoney.”

“And you think dating me is going to get her to open the family vault?’

“She’s a du Pont,” Asher cuts in, tone flat. “They don't share bank access over
brunch. But if you'rein, you'rein.”

“The du Ponts own seventy percent of Texas real estate.” Xavier looks at me for the
first time, alook of corruption on his smiling face. “They’ve got more influence than
the damn governor, and are more beloved given that Howard du Pont is one of the
biggest pastors in the state. If we can get them on our side—or evenoneof them—we
can finally cut ties with the Italians and move with the cartel.”

My heart hammersin my chest. | stare at Marcus. “Y ou want me to manipulate her.”

“We want you to make heruseful,” Marcus says simply. “And in exchange, we keep
Tommy alive.”

| freeze. “What?’
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“Oops.” His grin doesn't falter. “Forgot to mention—we picked him up. Sweet guy.
Real loyal. But that kind of loyalty doesn’t mean much unlessyouplay ball.”

| feel the blood drain from my face. Tommy,Willow’s Dad, the only parent | have
ever truly known.

“Whereishe?’ | snap, chest tightening.

Landon shifts beside me, but Marcus lifts ahand, palm out like I’'m a child throwing a
tantrum. “Don’t. Let’s not turn this into some big rescue mission. Tommy’s not
hurt... yet. But if you don’'t hold up your end? Well, I’ d hate for you to attend another
funeral thisyear.”

My mouth goes dry. The buzzing in my ears gets louder.

First month of college and I’'ve already got one foot in a criminal enterprise, a
situationship with the most dangerous man |’ ve ever met, another with the sweetest
girl 1 don’'t deserve—and now I’ ve managed to get my semi-adoptive dad kidnapped
by a biker gang.

Awesome. Just fucking stellar.

“You just want me to get close to Brooke?’ | ask, voice flat, grinding the words out
between clenched teeth.

Marcus leans back in his chair and nods, all fake charm and oily cam. “Real close.
Close enough that she invites you to the du Pont Ball at the start of winter.”



| blink. “The Ball? That’ s?>—"

“A political summit in sequins,” he cuts in. “Old money, new money, cartel reps,
mafia whispers, and every landowner with power south of Kansas. Her daddy throws
it. You get in, we get eyes.”

“And then what?’ | ask slowly.

Marcus just grins, tapping his temple. “Don’t worry your pretty little head about that.
Y ou leave the real messto the professionals, darling.”

Around the table, the guys start laughing—hooting like this is a comedy set and not a
criminal setup. Landon’s jaw is tight as he stares at Marcus with pure murder in his

eyes.

And | tuck my chin in my chest.Fuck, I’m going to be sick.
About thirty minutes later,Marcus waves us off with a grin and a half-eaten rib, like
he didn’t just blackmail me with the one person | love most in this world. | keep my

head down, hold my breath, and walk in silence until we reach the edge of the
Raiders property.

The second we're past the bikes and off the porch, | turn on Landon like a dragon
ready to burn himto acrisp.

“Did you know?’ | hiss, shoving him hard in the chest. He barely stumbles, but his
hands shoot up, defensive.

13 P%h_”

“Did you fucking know?’



“Bloody hell?—"

“Don't you dare deflect. Did you know they were going towhore me outfor a
goddamn land deal ? Did you know they hadTommy?’

“No, | didn’t fucking know!” Landon barks back, voice rougher than I’ ve ever heard
it. “You think 1 would' ve walked you into that messif | knew?’

“You brought me here!” | scream. “You brought me into their house. Sat me at their
goddamn table like a piece of bait!”

“1 brought you here to keep you safe!”

My breath hitches. “ Safe?They’re using me.”

“I know,” he growls, stepping toward me, eyes blazing. “I didn’t know it was gonna
bethis.l thought Marcus just wanted to scare you. Prove a point. But | never—I would

never have let them threaten Tommy, Jasmine.”

He scrubs a hand through his hair, pacing a few feet away like he can't bear to be
still.

“I"'m on your side,” he mutters, quieter now. “Even when it's fucked. Even when |
don’t know how to fix it.”

My arms are shaking, adrenaline twisting through every limb. | want to punch
something. Scream until my throat rips open.
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“You don't get to say that,” | whisper. “You don’'t get tobeon my side when you
dragged me into a goddamn snake pit.”

He steps in again, slow this time, like he's approaching something feral. “Peach... |
was trying to protect you. |’ ve always been trying to protect you, and right now, you
need to protect us because this is them beingnice.If he brings us in here again you'll
leave in afucking body bag.”

My body shakes, and | look away before he can see the tears spilling over.

“Then help me get Tommy back,” | whisper. “Help me getout. | can’'t do this to
Brooke.”

“1 will,” he says, wrapping a hand around the back of my neck. “I swear to you,
Jasmine. | will fix this, but right now, you have to play the game, until | can find a
way out that doesn’t get us killed.”

| suck in asharp breath. “Okay, but | don’t like this.”

He pulls mein close, placing a kiss on my forehead. “I know, Peach. | know.”

14

LANDON

Jasmine doesn’t fallasleep until three in the morning—not until | promise to wake her
up early enough to finish her essay before her date with Brooke tomorrow. She makes



me swear on something stupid, like my passport, and something more fun like my
future children. | tease her and sayour future childrenwhich she agrees to because
she' s too tired to open up her eyes.

| tried to get some sleep but | can’t sleep at all.

| feel too guilty to be in the same space as her, breathing the same air, letting her trust
me like | didn’'t just sign her up for a life sentence with men who'd gut her before
asking her name. | fucking dragged her into this mess. If it wasn’t for me... Well, if it
wasn't for me, she'd still have to deal with Isaiah, or worse—Xavier.

I’m no hero. Never claimed to be. But I’'m her best bad option.

Unless you count her actual best option, the golden boy of clean records and the only
other person | trust to keep her protected: Conner.

But outside of Conner, | am her best shot at making it out here aive, which meansiif |
want to ensure she stays alive, | fucking need Conner.

It's five in the morning by the time | make it to his sterile-ass apartment on the other
side of town. Everything about it screams overcompensation—white walls,
untouched granite countertops, blinds that open automatically at sunrise. | know
Conner’s schedule like the back of my hand, partly because I’ ve lived with him from
the age of sixteen to twenty-four, and partly because he's the only person more
predictable than a sunrise.

He wakes at 5:03. Not 5. Not 5:05.5:03, because it gives him exactly seven minutes
to stretch, wash his face, and put on those ugly grey running shoes he refuses to

replace.

| light a cigarette on the stairwell. No point ringing the buzzer yet. In exactly five



minutes, he'll leave the building for his daily four-mile loop through the
park—Iooping counter-clockwise because “it’s more efficient for left turns.”

| take adrag.

I’ve got four and a half minutes to figure out how to convince the cleanest man |
know to help me clean up a bloodstained fucking war.

By the time I’'m on my last pull of the cigarette, the metal door to Conner’s building
slams open so hard it rattles the stairwell railing. He steps out like he's already mid-
fight, hoodie half-zipped, jaw clenched, and when his eyes land on me—Ileaning
against the wall, reeking of smoke and guilt—he growls. Like afucking animal.

“Fuck off,” he snarls without breaking stride, already jogging toward the park like
I’m a bad memory chasing his heels.

“Come on, Con,” | say, tossing the butt and falling into step beside him, the air cold
and sharp in my lungs. “I didn’t mean to?—"

“Make her cum in the middle of my fucking class,” he snaps, turning the corner so
hard | nearly get clipped by a Prius. “Yeah, you didn’tmeanto, but it happened

“1 mean, fuck, man. You want her,” | say, breath hitching as | match his pace. “You
think | didn’t notice? | would need to be fucking blind with the way you look at her.”

“You don’t know what | want.”
“Bullshit. 1 know you better than that. You like your routine, your job, your

alphabetized spice rack. But her?” | glance a him. “She wrecked you, and
youlikedit.”



He doesn’t answer. Doesn’'t look at me. His fists clench tighter, knuckles paling as
they pump at his sides. | let the silence stretch a second too long, then say what |
came here to say.

“Just admit that you want her,” | say, half a chuckle buried in a cough as the cold
morning air scrapes my throat.

Conner grunts and veers left into the park, like the path might swalow the
conversation if he walks fast enough.
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“Comeon, Con,” | push, jogging to keep pace. “When' sthe last time you?—"
“Landon.” He snaps, in that cold measured way, and it shuts me the fuck up.

| know better than to bringherup. The one Conner doesn’t talk about. The one who
carved out pieces of him and never gave them back.

But that look in his eyes when he sees Jasmine? It’ s the same damn | ook.

Like she's gravity—his center of orbit—pulling every part of him closer whether he
wantsit or not. Like he'd burn himself aive just to keep her warm.

| seeit. Clear as day.
The need.
The want.

It's written all over him, in the way his jaw tightens when she laughs too loud, the
way his eyestrack her across aroom like she's the only goddamn thing in focus.

And for someone who's built his whole life on control, Conner wanting Jasmine is
the one thing he can’t fucking hide.

“What do you want?’ he growls, breath puffing in little clouds as we hit the trailhead.
“You don’t wake up before noon unless someone' s bleeding out or you’ ve fucked up.
So which isit this time? And why the fuck must you ruin my morning peace?’



| inhale, grounding myself.

“She’sin danger, Con.”

He slows for the first time, just slightly, like his body hasn’t caught up to his brain.

| push forward. “I don’t mean academic probation. | meanactualdanger. Raider-level.
Gun-to-the-head, body-in-the-trunk danger. And | can't—" | pause, swallowing hard.
“They have Tommy, her like pseudo-father.”

Conner stops jogging. Just dead stops in the middle of the sidewalk.

“Who has herTommy?’ he finally asks, voice raw, eyes already calculating the fallout
before | can say aword.

Then he runs a hand through his hair, yanking hard at the roots like he's trying to
wake himself up from a nightmare.

“What the hell did you do, Landon?’

“This time?’ | say, shaking my head. “It wasn't me. They saw her with Brooke du
Pont.”

His head snaps toward me so fast | hear his neck pop. “The girl she was flirting with
outside of my class?’ he snaps, like the words taste foul coming out of his mouth.

“Just the one,” | say dryly. “But do you know who the du Ponts are?’
Conner scoffs. “Everyone knows who the du Ponts are. Richest family in the South.

Founders of New Orleans. They practically own seventy percent of the fucking real
estate in Texas, but what does that have to do with--fuck.”



| nod, watching him as the pieces start to click in place.” They want Jasmine to help
secure aslice of the du Pont pie.”

Conner’s mouth twitches like he' s trying not to bare his teeth. “And how is she going
to do that?’

“Marriage, leverage, blackmail, | don’t know yet—but they’re circling,” | say, voice
tight.

He exhales through his nose, sharp and mean. “So just another reason to kill Marcus.”

| nod, dragging a hand through my hair. “We can’'t kill Marcus if they still have
Tommy.”

“No shit, Sherlock,” Conner snaps, hands clenched at his sides. “ We gotta get
Tommy out of there first.”

| look at him, really look at him, and realize the gears are already turning. That same
genius-level intellect he uses to crack forensics cases and teach spoiled undergrads?
It's now trained on one target: extraction.
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“Okay,” | say, grounding myself. “Jasmine’s supposed to spend the day with Brooke
tomorrow. First date.”

“Tell Jasmine to take Brooke off the grid, somewhere where she can’'t obviously be
followed by the Raiders,” Conner mutters. “ That may work in our favor.”

“So what’ sthe play?’ | ask.

He' s already moving again, pacing in atight circle like he’' s building awar map in his
head.

“First, we find where they’re keeping Tommy,” he says. “Then we get him out when
the timeisright, and vanish before Marcus even knows we were there.”

“We're going to vanish?’ | choke.

“No Jasmine is going to vanish,” he nods. “We're going to kill the Raiders. Every last

one.
15
CONNER

Hours later—aftermy strictly timed 4.2-mile run, two boiled eggs, a bowl of
unsweetened oatmeal, and exactly forty-five minutes of weight training—I find

myself standing outside the Dallas State Police Department. The heat hasn’t kicked in
yet, but the sun's already baking the sidewak, which | deemed the only time



appropriate to be in the police department.

The truth is, long before | found my calling in forensic science, | thought I'd wear a
badge. Serve, protect, uphold justice. All that idealistic crap they feed you in school.

| learned quickly: there’'s only so much you can do frominsidethe system. And |
meant it when | said I’d kill Marcus. | can't do that when | promised to protect and
uphold all citizens, because that includes the scum, doesn’t it?

| push through the front doors and make a beeline for the front desk, where a woman
with pencil-thin eyebrows and a glossy smile looks up from her chipped acrylics. Her
name tag reads “Tring” and her perfume hits me before her voice does—overly
swest, like candied fruit doused in rubbing alcohoal.

She bats her lashes. “Can | help you, sir?”’

| flash a smile I’ve practiced to perfection. Not too friendly. Just clinical enough to
make people uneasy. “That depends. Y ou think you can get me into the back without
alerting your supervisor?’

She giggles.Giggles. “Depends what I’ m getting in return.”

Trina s tongue runs over her teeth in a manner that | am assuming is supposed to be
flirtatious, but it only makes me want to continue to analyze her. Her left eyelash is
starting to lift. Her piling foundation doesn’'t match her neck, and she's got lipstick
and chocolate on her teeth. | inwardly sigh, because only one of those things can be
used to my benefit.

| lean in dlightly, lowering my voice. “Trina, do you still have a love of Parisian
chocolate?’



She leans across the desk, an acrylic nail running aimlessly across my chest. It takes
everything in me not to snap her finger cleanly at the bone. “Y ou know it buttercup,”
she singsin an almost nasal tone.

| slide a smirk onto my face—the one | perfected watching Landon work aroom. My
eyes skim down her body like I’m thinking about sex. Really, I’m thinking about how
she hasn't swallowed once since | walked in.

Her throat’ stight. Pulse ticking at the base of it. Pupils dilated just enough to give her
away.

“Well, lucky for both of us. | still know your favorite shop.” | whisper, and she
fuckingsqueals.

| inwardly groan trying to keep myself from clawing my own eardrums out as | slide
a case of chocolates from the infamousEdwart’s.

“Why are you buttering me up Conner Kilgore?’ She coos.

“Because it is faster than wasting my time filing paperwork and waiting for approval
| aready know I'll get.” | wink, the first truth of this entire interaction spilling out.

“You're right about that,” she wiggles her eyebrows, digging into the box of truffles
and moaning when one passes her lips. With a mouth full of chocolate she speaks
behind her hand. “What can | do for you?’

“I'm consulting for SAC Kilroy,” | add, dlipping my clearance pass across the
counter. “I want access to the lace murders.”

“Consulting for SAC Kilroy doesn’t get you into the Lace murder files, or evidence.”
She quirks an eyebrow.



“That's why | brought chocolate.” | lean against the counter and smirk in a way that
makes most people think | am letting them in on adirty secret.

She hesitates for half a second too long—then buzzes the side door open with a
mutter, “Fine, but if you get caught, you snuck in while | wasin the ladies room.”
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“Of course,” | nod my thanks and walk past, not looking back.

| know this building like the back of my hand. Knew it even before they let me ghost
in and out for crime scene consults. The labs are toward the back—sterile, humming
with cold white light and the sound of machines too old to trust but too expensive to
replace. Regardless, that doesn’t hinder me from my job.

| don the gloves waiting at the prep station and approach the workstation marked
“ACTIVE — CASE 4087.” Serid killer. North Dallas.

She dlips in and out of crime scenes without leaving a trace. No fingerprints. No
DNA. No hair, skin cells, sweat—nothing. They call her Lace, named after the only
clue that ever suggested she might be a woman: a single leather lace shooting glove
found discarded miles from the nearest victim.

She must have been meticulous—wiping down everything, maybe even wearing a
full barrier suit under street clothes. Not one usable print. Not even a partial. You'd
think she was a ghost. If it weren't for the fact that she gunned down most of the
Cartd like it was nothing.

I’m almost impressed.

| dide open the lead tech’'s notes and sigh a the fucking mess of
scribbles.Sloppy.Barely legible. Basically unusable. What awaste.

What | need ispattern.



Something in Lace's movements, her method, her rhythm. Anything that tells me
where she’'ll go next—and more importantly, how | canaimher. Because that’s the
plan: get Lace to kill Marcus.

It was a no brainer after | cleared my head on mile two of my morning jog. She's
already carving her way through the Cartel. Wouldn't take much to pivot her toward
the Raiders. Different syndicate, same rot. Same brutality. Same killer. No one would
bat an eye.

| spend the next forty-five minutes combing through kill patterns. Locations. Time
stamps. Ballistics. Calling cards. Eyewitness statements that don’t line up. Detective
suspicions that go ignored.

She’'s methodical, sure—but there's emotion here. Rage. Each hit is deliberate, but
the spacing between them? That’s not tactical. That’ spersonal, and when things are
personal, they get messy.

| scan over asingle entry buried in a chain of supplemental DNA reports. A degraded
sample pulled from under the fingernail of a cartel enforcer who bled out behind a
club off Harry Hines.

It wasn't enough to build afull profile. But that’s not the part that makes me lean in.

The redl prizeis buried deeper in the genome breakdown.

A corrupted blood trace, tagged and half-ignored—Iifted from none other than Xavier
King's Raider vest.

| double-check the chain of custody. Same crime scene. Same night.

My mouth tightens.



| grab the vial from the evidence filing tray and slide it into my inside jacket pocket
like it s nothing.

Because Xavier King doesn't just knowofL ace.

He knowswhosheis.

And now, al | haveto do is make that connection worth my while.

16

BROOKE

| haven’'t been scaredfor a date in years.

Well—technically not since junior prom, when rumors started floating around that
Ryan Doogley was going to ditch me for Tinsey Williams. That disaster only got
avoided because | showed up with Timothy Keiths instead.TheTimothy
Keths—hottest guy in all of fucking Austin, my go-to revenge ammunition back then
and my very cooperative beard now.

He's been helping me hide my sexuality from my God-fearing parents since senior
year of high school, and he' s always down to play the part—charming smile, hand on
the small of my back, the whole Southern gentleman act.

Which only made it worse for Ryan when Timothy went pro our freshman year of
college and Ryan... yeah, he's still riding the bench, pretending JV glory means

something past seventeen.

But that—that was the last time | felt nervous about a date.



Because with guys? I’ ve always known | could do better.
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Better car. Better money. Better body. Bigger dick.

There was always more, and | never had to settle. It was like online shopping with a
little more sweat and dlightly worse lighting.

But women?

Women are awhole different goddamn universe.

| didn't even realize | was gay until that one sleepover at Taylor's. My best friend,
my cheer captain, the girl with the perfect hair and a whole drawer of matching
paama sets. We were watchingBurlesque, and | remember beingobsessed
withChristina Aguilera. Like... not in the “wow, | wish | had her waist” kind of way.
More like, “holy shucks, | would ruin my life for that woman” kind of way.

| think | said something about her ass. Twice. Taylor noticed.

Two experimental makeout sessions and one fake ID later, we snuck into a lesbian
bar in Dallas.

And let me tell you—everythingmade sense after that.

All the half-hearted boyfriends, the confusing hookups, the constant sense that | was
faking it through my own love life.

Gone. And right when | decided | was going to live my life at Haven University just
how | wanted, | see the coolest girl in my entirelife.



Jasmine Riverais...shoot. Are there even words that do her justice?

She matches me—word for word, beat for beat. Like we're fluent in the same secret
language. She makes me laugh without even trying, and the way she looks at
me...like I'm everything she’'s ever wanted in life. Like | am the center of her
universe.

Even when she’s mad—especially when she's mad—there’s something in her eyes
that sees me. The real me. Like she's dissecting all the layers I've spent years
armoring myself with and still deciding,yeah, | want that one.

And don’'t even get me started on the way she looks. She’'s a rockstar-coded wet
dream. Full stop. Those red highlights in her blonde hair catch the light like fire when
she tilts her head just right. Subtle curves that she doesn’t play up—but damn, does
she own them. And that smile? That tiny, guarded, teasing little smirk she only ever
gives me?

Y eah. | was agoner from day one.
And it doesnothelp that I’'ve changed my outfit six times like a lovesick teenager
stuck in a sapphic fever dream. I’ ve tried polished, chill, rich-girl casual, effortless-

thirst-trap,l just threw thison but | totally didn’t... and nothing feels good enough.

Because how the hell do you dress for someone who makes your heart beat like a
bass drop and your brain forget how to form full sentences?

| glance down at my current outfit: skinny jeans, my trusty brown cowboy boots, and
a glightly-too-cropped crop top. Totally not me. | want to scream. BecauseGod as my

witness, this cannot be the look | go downin.

| mean, to go from stealing someone's wallet to being dumped for looking like



acountry popsicles not the way I’ m getting kicked to the curb.

“Taylor,” | groan into my phone speaker, flopping backward onto my bed, “please
tell me this top makes me look hot and not like | should be selling beer at arodeo.”

On the other end of the call, Taylor snorts. “You look like a queer rodeo Barbie, and |
mean that as a compliment. But no, you’re not wearing that. Try the mesh top with
the black jeans. Andaccessorize, Slut.”

| groan louder. “Why is dressing for girls harder than boys? | used to just flash alittle
cleavage and boom—done. Now I’ m obsessing over neckline symmetry and whether

or not myaurais coming off too needy.”

“Because womenseewomen,” Taylor says. “And you're used to men who only see
boobs.”

“Um...what does that say about you, hetero?’ | snap, sitting up sharply and pulling
off my t-shirt.

“It says | am fine with sexual manipulation, because these bad girls,” she says pulling
up her boobs higher on her chest. “They could end wars and start revolutions.”

| kick off my shoes as | start to unbutton my jeans. “I’'m sorry, are you seriously
comparing your country bumpkin self toHelen of Troy?’

“No comparison necessary,” Taylor says with a smug grin, sliding her hands down
her sides like she’ s on arunway. “Baby, look at me. | amdelicious.”

And, to befair, she's not wrong.

Taylor looks like she time-traveled out of a '90s supermodel campaign—Iong legs,



lean build with just the right touch of curves, and an ass that older women in our
neighborhood have definitely paid surgeons to replicate. Her naturally highlighted
chestnut hair falls in those effortless waves influencers try to fake, and her big brown
doe eyes? Deadly.

One trembling lip and | swear she could convince half of Texas to secede just to
name the new nation after her.
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“Tay, not helping!” | groan, yanking my jeans down and kicking them off. I'm left
standing in my favorite white lace bra and matching thong, trying not to spiral into
full first date panic.

“Just go out likethat!” Taylor beams.

| march to the phone and jab my pointer finger at the screen. “If you're going to
bezerohelp, Iwillhang up on you.” Then | glance at the clock and shriek. “Tay, she's
going to be here inten minutes!”

“Okay, okay, real talk—the fuck-me dlip.”

| freeze. Then gasp. “Itotallyforgot about that slip, but we are not calling it that. You
know how | feel about cussing.”

“Sorry, princess.” Taylor drones with an overdramatic bow of her head. “We'll call it
the make himor hersweat dlip, better?”’

“Much better.” | nod making my way to the closet.

It's a black-and-white floral dlip dress that tailors at the waist, has a v-line so deep it
stops below my sternum and little flair on the hem that ends mid-thigh.| bought it
specificaly to annihilate my ex, Gerald, after he cheated on me with Tinsley. Had
him crawling back by halftime of the homecoming game. But | was aready in
Timothy Keith’'slap by then.

| yank the dress from the back of my closet, shimmy into it, and grab my brown over-



the-knee cowgirl boots. It’ s giving hot, feminine, Southern chaos.

Taylor gasps on FaceTime. “Nowthat’ sthe ook, and cussing or not, that is afuck me
dlip dress.”

| smirk at my reflection in the mirror, tugging my curls—now fallen into soft
waves—into a high ponytail, leaving two loose strands to frame my face just right. A
guick swipe of my trusty lip gloss, a warm brown smokey eye, and just like that, I'm
ready to makesomeone' sdaughter question her life choices.

“Ten out of ten, would flirt shamelessly,” Taylor adds, pretending to fan herself.
“You'reliterally married.”

“Details.”

Before | can roll my eyes again, there’s aknock at the door. My breath catches.

| toss the phone face down on the bed, give myself one last once-over, and head to
the door.

When | open it, Jasmine's standing there, dlightly out of breath, her fist still half-
raised like she was just about to knock again.

“Holyshit,” she breathes, eyes dragging over me with such blatant appreciation | feel
heat climb all the way up my neck. “Y ou look like a fucking goddess.”

| laugh, stepping aside to let her in, but not before giving her a once-over of my own.

She's in fitted black leather shorts, a ripped vintage tee knotted at the waist, and a
cropped moto jacket that clings to her like sin. Her lips are glossed, her earrings small



silver hoops, and the necklace hanging low against her chest glints with every
movement.

Total rockstar energy. Effortlessly cool. And dangerously pretty.

“You don't look too bad yourself,” | say, trying to sound casual even as my brain
short-circuits.

She smirks. “Not bad, huh?”

| shut the door, and walk past her. “1 said what | said.”

Jasmine leans in close so the scent of cinnamon and the spice of bourbon invades my
senses. “Your blush is saying something different though.”

The smooth rumble of her whispering in my ear amost makes me miss a step.Jeez
L ouise tonight is going to be a tease.

“Alright,so let me get this straight,” Jasmine wheezes, half-choking on a laugh,
pointing alimp fry at melike it’'samic. “Y ou are a pageant queen, an internationally
ranked horseback rider from Austin, Texas, but draw the line atbarbeque?’

“Why are you laughing?’ | giggle, snatching a fry off her plate and tossing it at her.
“l just don't likeit! It's all sticky and smoky and smellslike regret.”

Jasmine takes the hit like a champ, popping the fry into her mouth with a smirk. “I
mean, Ithoughtyou were a Texas girl through and through. You don't cuss, your
daddy’s a pastor, you wear boots that could kick through drywall, and
somehow—somehow—yYyou' re anti-ribs?’

“lama Texas girl!” | protest, grabbing my milkshake and clutching it to my chest like



It'sasacred text. “I even got the cowgirl bootsto proveit.”
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“Nah, I’'m so sorry, babydoll,” she drawls, leaning in close across the vinyl diner
booth, eyes sparkling. “I’ m gonna have to take that Texan card. Gimme that badge.”

“Excuseme!” | shriek, eyes wide, scandalized in the most dramatic way possible.
“No true Texan hates barbeque.”
“No!” | shoot back. “No true Texancan't ride a horse.”

“l beg your pardon, darlin’,” Jasmine says, tilting her head and lowering her voice
into something wicked and smooth, “but I’ m not the one whorides.”

| choke on my milkshake. “ So what—you' re a pillow princess?’

She grins like the devil herself, slow and smug. “Nope.” She takes a bite of her fry,
chews, swallows. “I’'m atop.”

| blink. Once. Twice.
And then | burst into laughter, slapping the table hard enough to make our fries jump.

Jasmine leans back like she's proud of herself, which—she should be. Because I'm
flushed, grinning, and more than alittle flustered.

“God help me,” | mutter, reaching for anapkin. “ That’s some nasty talk for the dinner
table.”



“Oh, then you donotwant to know what’s going on in my head,” Jasmine purrs,
leaning even closer, her voice dripping with slow,teasing heat. Her gaze trails lazily
down my body, and my knee knocks under the table like I’ ve been physically struck.

She'slooking at me like I’ m dessert.

And just when I’'m convinced she's about to lean across the table and kiss me—right
here, in this godforsaken diner, in front of God and the ketchup bottles?—

Thebuggerbehind hersnorts.

And by bugger, | meanLandon, whoinsistedon tagging along for our date in the name
of "Jasmine's protection.”

Jasmine's eyes close like a glitch in the system, her head dropping forward with a
pained little sigh. “1’m going to kill him.”

“Baby,” | whisper, reaching across the table to tap her hand with mine, “I got a
shotgun and access to at least three undisclosed backroads. We can make it look like
a hunting accident.”

“Isit too early to say | love you?’ Jasmine mutters, lips twitching.

“1 believe that’s step one to a U-Haul 7’

“No one’s moving in,” Landon drones from the booth behind us, not even bothering
to turn around.

Jasmine leans back and glares in his direction, voice dropping into a growl. “So help
me, Landon, if | hear your voice one more time, Iwillpull your larynx out and play
jump rope with it.”



“Ouch,Peach,” he pouts, finally turning in the booth next to ours and placing a hand
dramatically over his heart while the other hangs over the edge of the chair onto our
date side. “Y ou aresomean to your side piece.”

“Side piece?’ | choke, blinking. “You proudly want to aready take a backseat to

me.

“lI mean,” Landon shrugs, “| was herefirst,but | can’t really compete with the red hair,
hazel eyes coke-bottle body combo can |7’

“No you can’'t, can you?’ | smirk, flipping my hair to the back.

“I mean | do have a huge--"

Jasmine grabs afry and flingsit at his head. “| swear to God?—"

“It'sokay,” | say, laughing as | grab another fry from her plate. “He and his huge ears
can be the flower girl at our shotgun wedding.”

Landon opens his mouth, but Jasmine is faster. “I think you'll look pretty in a
flowered dress, don’t you?”’
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“1 think I'd look better as the groom,” Landon murmurs low in Jasmine’s ear, and the
way her neck flushes—slow and pink like a creeping blush—makes my lips part on
instinct. | take a slow breath through my nose.

Oh.

She turns, pokes him on the nose without missing a beat, and winks at me over her
shoulder like she didn’t just short-circuit my central nervous system.

“Nope,” she says, voice sweet and teasing.

| grip my milkshake and take along, steadying sip to cool myself down.

She'sright.

Every second Sunday, | go to church with Timothy Keiths, all pearls and fake smiles,
just to keep my parents' illusions intact. Three hours of scripture, southern guilt, and
pretending | don’t dream of sin.

But a Landon-Jasmine sandwich?

That would besinful.

I’d love to watch him toy with her, slow and cruel, while she fights not to give in.

I’ ddieto watch her squirm, her lips parted in half-begged moans while he draws her
out, while | edge myself watching her fall apart.



The thought alone makes me clench my thighs beneath the table.

“S0..." | say carefully, pointing my straw at the two of them, “how long hasthisbeen
going on?’

Jasmine smirks, flicking her eyes toward Landon with barely concealed amusement.
“Yeah, Landon. How long have you beenstalkingme?’

“Stalking?’ | choke, some of my milkshake spitting onto the table as | cough.

Landon snorts like a bastard while | scramble for napkins, trying to mop up the
evidence with the leftover ones from our greasy cheeseburgers.

“ About five months, then,” he shrugs, casually brushing a strand of hair off Jasmine’s
shoulder like he ownsiit.

“I’'m sorry, why is no one else alarmed by this?’ | snap, looking between them like
I’m the only one who hasn’'t been handed a script.

Jasmine just chuckles, eyes glinting with that usual mischief.

“Trust me, | was pissed.Furious.But then...” She shrugs. “He kind of grew on me.”

“Aww,” Landon says mock-sweetly, “because youlikeme.”

“Nah,” she deadpans, not missing a beat. “Because you're fucking fungus. And |
can’'t afford enough antibiotics to get rid of you.”

Landon clutches his chest like she shot him. “Peach, how dare you? | thought we
were getting along.”



| sit back, watching them volley insults like foreplay and wondering how the hell |
got lucky enough to land a front-row seat. Then Jasmine turns to me, brows furrowed
in that way she does when she’ s trying to read between the lines.

“Why are you so comfortable with this?’ she asks, leaning forward just enough that
Landon can’'t reach her hair anymore. “Y ou said my complicated situation was, and |
guote--perfect. What gives?’

| take a massive gulp of my cookies and cream milkshake, stalling as my eyes flick
around the diner—Ilinoleum floors, too-bright lights, half-eaten burgers—before
landing back on both of them. They’ re both staring at me now, suspicious.

“I"m not out of the closet.” The wordsfall out before | can stop them.

Shame and anxiety crawl up my throat as Jasmine's eyes widen like | just told her
something dangerous.

“You came on to me,” she says slowly, like she's trying to piece the whole thing
together—but her body reacts faster. She jerks away like she’s done something

wrong.

“And you two were making out in the middle of the quad,” Landon adds dryly. “I
think you' re out, or sorry to tell you but the closet is transparent.”

| try to laugh. It doesn’t stick.
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“People on campusthinkl’m bi-curious, and most people in this statethinkl am
straight,” | explain, brushing a fry crumb off my lap. “Because I’'m publicly dating
Timothy Keiths.”

“Wait—Iike NFL first draft, golden-boy, America’ s darlingTimothy Keiths?' Landon
perks up, eyes narrowing.

“Y oufuckingknow him?!” Jasmine blurts, fully turned toward me now.

“Yup, he's my beard,” | admit with a shrug. “Has been since | tried to come out to
my parents and they rejected it.”

Jasmine’'s smile fades. Her expression shifts to something sadder. “I’'m sorry. What
do you mean...rgected it?’

| shake my head. As much as Jasmine makes me feel like | could tell her
anything,thatday is still a wound that keeps expanding in my chest and if | think
about it, I'll crumple under the despair and never have hope that | can be who | want
to be.

Right now, | need hope. | need to keep my head down and keep my relationship with
Timothy in the press, but until then | am the All-star American sweetheart who wears
promise rings to church, and is on her way to marriage with Timothy Keiths.

So | give her the version people can swallow.

“Let’sjust say they ain’'t too keen on me being gay.”



Jasmine looks down into her Coke. “I’m sorry about that.”

“Don’'t be,” | say, more firmly thistime. “I got it handled. But for now... | can’'t be
out and proud with anybody who ain’t Timothy. So | get it if this—" | gesture loosely
between her and me “—can’'t be more than what it is.”

“l can't ask you to stay in the closet. That'd be selfish. And trust me—Ilamselfish.
Just not in ways that don’t make sense.”

What | don’t say isthis: when | turn twenty-five, when the trust fund unlocks, when |
can finally stop playing Southern Sweetheart for my father’s public image?—

| want her. | wantthis, And | want to be loud and proud about it. But that's a
conversation for another day. She can do what she wants for now. Have her fun. Live
in the open, and | will be her secret until then. Sounds sad but it’ s the truth for now.

| clear my throat and change the topic.

“1’m guessing you're bisexual though?’ | ask, tilting my head and pointing casually
between the two of them.

Jasmine glances at Landon, her cherry-glossed lips parting before closing again. Then
she nods. “Yeah. But I’ve only just started exploring the wholeguypart of bisexual.”

“Lucky guy,” | murmur, smirking as | reach for another fry. “Any reason
whyhe' syour first guy?’

Jasmine swallows, her gaze flicking down for a second before she glances out the
window. “Let’s just say | wasn't exactly thrilled with how men treated me and my

mom.



| nod slowly, watching her more carefully now. “So the best man you know is... a
stalker?’

She laughs, light but sharp. “No. The best man | know is a construction
worker—Tommy. My best friend' s dad. But yeah... my stalker’s afar second.”

“Why am lalwayssecond?’ Landon whines from his seat, running his fingertips along
the curve of her neck, leaving fire red beneath his touch.

“Hmm...” | eye him up and down, then smirk. “Because you can't keep up,
buttercup.”

He groans just as his phone buzzes on the table. One glance at the screen and his
whole posture shifts. He stands with a sigh. “I’'ll be back in two minutes. Don't
move.”

As he walks past me, | lean casually against the table—just enough for my hand to
dip into the open fold of his coat pocket as he slides past the table.His key fob slides
into my palm so smooth it’s like second nature.

“We'll behave, promise,” Jasmine calls, sipping her soda with a sly grin. He
grumbles something under his breath as he walks off toward the parking lot, phone

pressed to his ear.

As soon as he rounds the corner, | lean in toward Jasmine, grinning like the devil.
“Wanna ditch the guard dog?’

“Hellyes,babydoll,” she grins back. “Where are we going?’

“This cowgirl’ s gonna teach you how toride.”



Jasmine nearly spits out her drink laughing. “Y ou’ re out of pocket!”
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“And you're out oftime.Let’s go.” We dlide out of the booth and dart through the
diner's side exit, trying—and failing—not to giggle like teenage delinquents.

Right there in front of the diner is Landon’s matte black Rolls Royce, parked right
where we |eft it when he drove us here.

“Don’'t tell me you—" Jasmine starts.

| flash the key fob like a magic trick. “Heshouldn’ twalk that close to a pickpocket.”

“Y ou'reinsane.”

| shrug. “Youlikeit.”

She snorts. “Unfortunately.”

We climb into the car—her into the passenger seat, me into the driver’slike I’ ve done
it athousand times. The engine hums awake like it knows it’ s in the hands of a chaos

demon.

Just as we're pulling out, Landon explodes out of the diner, still on the phone. He
freezes when he sees his car in motion, then starts sprinting toward us. “JASMINE!”

Jasmine rolls down the window just enough to shout, “Y ou got to learn how to keep
up, sweetheart!” before flicking him awink.

He nearly trips over the curb. “Jasmine when | get my hands on you! Your ass



isminel”

But it'stoo late. | hit the gas, laughing as we peel off down the road.

17

JASMINE

The drive ischaos in motion—windows down, music blasting, and Brooke
singingBritney Spearslike her life depends on it. | match her energy,
yellingParamorelyrics out the window and drumming my boots on the dashboard
while she laughs and messes up every other lyric.

Every now and then, her fingers graze mine on the center console, light and teasing,
like she's not trying to set me on fire. | don't think I’ve ever wanted someone this
badlyandwanted to know all their little favorite things. | want to know everything
about Brooke from how my name sounds on her lips when I’'m between her legs to
her favorite cereal asachild.

By the time we hit a winding dirt road lined with towering oaks, the world gets
quieter—Iess like we're driving and more like we're being led somewhere. Brooke's
practically vibrating with excitement, her giddiness spilling into the air like static.

We pull up to awide, open ranch that looks like it was carved straight from a dream.
Rolling fields of golden grass stretch out under a sky so wide it makes you feel small.
The fences are old but strong, weathered wood bleached soft by the sun. A big
redbarn sits off to the side, flanked by pastures and a faded sign swinging gently in
the breeze.

There' s dust in the air and sunlight everywhere, and for the first time, Brooke looks
still. Like something inside her justclicked.



We roll up to atan-brown house with a wraparound porch and hanging ferns, and she
parks the car with a quiet exhale.

| lean forward, eyes wide. “Wherearewe?’

Brooke smiles, her voice soft. “Home.”

She's practically glowing as we both hop out of the car, boots crunching over the
gravel driveway, the air thick with the kind of late-summer heat that clings to your
skin and smells like dry grass and open sky.

Brooke doesn’'t wait for me to catch up—she spinsin aslow, full circle with her arms
stretched wide, head tipped back toward the fading sun like she's soaking in every
inch of it. For a second, she looks untouched by the world. Like thisis the version of
her no one else gets to see.

“Thisiswhere | spent every summer to train for horseback riding,” she says, glancing
over her shoulder with that lopsided grin that’s starting to live rent-free in my chest. “
Just me, the dirt, and the horses. Thisis my safe haven.”

| follow her toward the stables, drawn in like gravity’s realigned itself to center on
her. The house behind us is still, quiet. The porch light flickers like it knows it’s not
needed tonight—the moon aready climbing high, casting silver shadows across the
fields. Everything around us glows with that soft twilight haze, the kind that makes
me feel like I’ve stumbled into adream | forgot | had.

She walks ahead, hips swaying, confidence soft but steady. | trail behind her, smiling
at the way her soft curls bounce behind her, at the faint dust on her boots that clearly

never |eft.

“1 should warn you,” she says as we pass a fenced paddock where two horses graze



lazily under the fading sun, “the horses here? They don’'t take orders very well, but
they’ re sweethearts.”

“S0... you,” | smirk.

She shoots me a look over her shoulder, all raised brow and hidden amusement.
“Excuse you—Icantake orders very well, thank youverymuch.”
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“Good to know, babydoll,” | murmur, stepping in just close enough for my breath to
graze her ear. | don’t miss the subtle shiver that runs down her spine. “Promise to let
me test that later?’

She laughs—real, unfiltered, and warm enough to melt every thought | had before she
opened her mouth.

With one hand gripping the stable door, she lifts the other and forms a crooked peace
sign—ring and middle fingers twisted in front of one eye like a makeshift vow.

“Promise.”

She tugs the stable doors open like muscle memory, and a wave of scent rolls
out—fresh hay, sun-warmed leather, cedarwood, and something distinctly animal.

“Jesus,” | cough, swatting at the air. “That is...aggressive.”

Brooke grins as she steps inside, her silhouette lit by the glow dlipping in through the
dats of wood.

“Welcome to my kingdom,” she announces, sweeping an arm dramatically through
the dust-swirled light. “Just don’t breathe too deeply.”

| follow her in, already gagging alittle. “Too late,” | manage between coughs, though
I’'m still smiling.

Brooke whistles low, and from the far stall, a horse steps forward. He's tal,



muscular, and coated in this stunning silver sheen that practically glows under the
moonlight. His mane fallslike silk, and his eyes are dark and sharp.

“That’s Osy,” she says softly. “ And before you ask, no—you can’t ride him unless he
letsyou. He only listens to me.”

| blink. “He looks like a mythical creature. Like he should be guarding a treasure
chest or acursed sword.”

Brooke chuckles, moving past Osy to grab a saddle from the rack with the kind of
practiced ease that makes her look carved from this place. “He’d be terrible at that
job. He'skind of lazy,” she says, throwing the saddle up over the edge of astall. “But
he’'smine.”

Osy lets out a soft, snorting breath and immediately noses her shoulder. She reaches
up without even looking and strokes his muzzle. He leans into it like a dog and huffs
out asigh of relief.

“Butyou”’—she turns and gestures me forward—*will be riding Josie.”

The horse she leads out next is smaller, older, and coated in a soft dappled gray that
fades to near-white around her nose. Her ears flick when she sees me, and her eyes
are deep and kind, as sherolls her head.

“She’s an absolute dream,” Brooke says, brushing Josie€’'s mane with the same
affection she gave Osy, but gentler. “ She’'s slow, stubborn on hills, and obsessed with
carrots. But she'll take care of you.”

| step closer, and Josie noses at my palm like she’'s aready decided I’ m harmless.

“Hi, pretty girl,” 1 whisper.”I’m sorry | don’t have any carrots.”



“She likes you,” Brooke says with a little smile. “Which means she’ll behave.
Probably.”

She lifts a brow, hips cocked to the right, a smirk tugging at the corner of her glossed
lips. “Mmm, | don’t know if that’ s true.”

| step in behind her just as she finishes securing the saddle on Josie, the leather
creaking softly beneath her hands. My palms find her waist like they were made for
it, fingers brushing the soft curve of her hips, and she leans back into me like it's
instinct.

My lips ghost over the warm skin of her shoulder, just where the strap of her tank top
falls, and | breathe her in—sun-warmed skin, sweat, and something sweet like honey

and danger.

“Want me to fact check?’ | murmur, the words barely more than breath against her
skin.

“After | teach you how to ride,” she says, her voice tighter now, low and full of things
unsaid.

Then she bends forward to adjust the stirrup, and her ass grazes against
me—justenough to make my breath catch in my throat, and the girl fucking giggles at
my demise. She' s doing this on purpose. This girl istrying tokillme.

| eye her, hands still on her waist. “ This your idea of foreplay?”

She straightens up, face flushed but grinning. “Only if you behave.”

Then she tosses me a helmet over her shoulder, like the smug tease sheisand | snort,
securing the helmet onto my head. Brooke immediately helps me mount—her hands



at my waist, her body warm against mine for just a second longer than necessary. |
steady myself in the saddle.

Surprisingly, | manage to hold my posture. | sit tall, reins in hand, boots snug against
the stirrups just like she showed me.
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“Look at you,” Brooke calls, arms crossed as she watches me from against the gate.

“Naturally hot and talented. | might start getting jealous.”

“Jealousy looks cute on you,” | toss back. “Adds to your whole tragic Southern
debutante vibe.”

She flips me off over her shoulder, and | laugh—full, loud, and more at ease than I’ ve
felt in weeks.

Brooke grabs the reins and leads Josie and me out into the small field in front of the
stables, bordered by a low wooden fence and dappled with moonlight. The grass
glows silver, and everything feels soft and slowed down, like we've stepped into

another version of the world where only we exist.

“Easy, girl,” Brooke murmurs, her voice gentle as she strokes Josie's neck. “We're
just going on alittle walk.”

Josie snorts quietly, flicking an ear back as if listening, then steps forward without
hesitation, completely trusting.

Brooke glances up at me, hand still on the reins, eyes twinkling. “Y ou ready?’

| shift in the saddle and smirk down at her. “As ready as I'll ever be...but let me
remind you I’m not much of arider.”

Shegrins. “I'll tell Landon to teach you. I’'m sure, he'd love a spin.”



I’m sure he would, but | want aride from you.

| roll my eyes at her, biting down a grin, and Brooke just smirks like she knows
exactly what she's doing. With a click of her tongue and a low whistle to Josie, she
starts walking us into the moonlit field.

For a few minutes, | actuallyfeelit—that high, that freedom. Josie moves steady
beneath me, her gait smooth and easy, and the saddle fits like it was made for me.
The night air dips cool against my skin, and Brooke walks beside us, her hand
brushing the reins, the other occasionally resting on Josie’s flank like she’s checking
to seeif I'm still breathing.

“Relax your grip,” she says softly, her voice like honey over gravel. “Let her lead a
little. Don't fight the rhythm—fedl it.”

| do. I let my body fall into the movement, hips swaying gently with each step, spine
straight, boots secure in the stirrups.

| circle the paddock once, then again, growing bolder, more fluid. Brooke eventually
lets go of the reins and leans against the fence, arms crossed under the soft rise of her
chest, eyes glinting beneath the moonlight.

Brooke lets a slow smirk crawl across her lips. “ See?Y ou’ re anaturalrider,” she purrs,
voice low and teasing. “Knew you had it in you.”

My heartbeat stutters. | want to say something cocky, something flirty, but all the
blood in my body has apparently migrated south. | turn Josie for one more lap,

confidence blooming?—

And then she freezes. All tension. Ears forward. Legs locked.



“Uh... Brooke?’ | say, voice tight.

Brooke straightens fast. “Don't panic. She's just spooked. Keep your body
loose—don’t grip too hard?>—"

Before she can finish, there's a rustle in the tree line. Maybe a fox, maybe a
raccoon—whatever it is, it's loud and sharp. Josie bucks. It's not violent, just
sudden—an instinctual bolt forward and sideways—»but it's enough. The reins dlip

through my hands. My balance tilts, and the next minute | hit the groundhard.

The ground knocks the air from my lungs, my head snapping against the dirt with a
jarringthudthat makes the stars above me blur.

“Jasminel”

| hear her before | see her—Brooke, feet pounding across the field, voice breaking
with panic.

She drops to her knees beside me, hands already on my shoulders, cradling my head
like something fragile.

“Hey—hey, baby, talk to me,” she whispers, brushing dust off my face with shaking
fingers. “Look at me. Are you okay?’

| blink up at her. Her hair's come loose around her face, lips parted, eyes wide and
wild.

And suddenly | can’'t feel anything but her.

“And that,” | rasp, wincing slightly. “Iswhy | don’t ride.”



Brooke lets out a breathless laugh, part-relief, part- 1’ m-going-to-strangle-you'.
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She dlides a hand down my arm and pulls me into her lap, holding me close, her
breath hitching as she presses a kiss to the top of my head.

“You're insane,” she mutters. “You fall off a horse, hit your head, and you're still
trying to flirt.”

| grin weakly. Brooke exhales a shaky laugh. Her eyes glint in the moonlight—soft
brown rimmed with something fierce—and she presses her hand gently to my cheek.

Her red hair falls wild and free around her face, catching silver where the moonlight
touches. It halos her in soft firelight, like the sky itself decided to crown her. Her
cheeks are flushed with adrenaline and worry, lips parted just dightly like she can’t
decide whether to kiss me or lecture me.

There's hay stuck to her jeans, dirt smeared across one thigh, and she's never looked
moreunreal.

Her brows furrow as she searches my face, eyes flicking between mine like she's
trying to memorize every detail just in case | disappear.

“You'reglowing again,” | murmur, dazed and smiling.

Brooke shakes her head, torn between exasperated and enchanted. “God help me,”
she mutters, voice low. “I redly like you.”

Even with hay in my bra and dirt in my hair, | grin up at her. “I redly like you too,
babydoll.”



She leans in, just a breath away now. Her lips hover over mine, heat and moonlight
curling around us like we' re suspended in time.

And then she kisses me.

Not with urgency, not with desperation?—

But with something deeper. Slower. Morecertain.

Her hand curves around my jaw, fingers threading through my hair like I'm
something precious. Her lips brush mine first like a question—featherlight, testing,
savoring—and the moment they touch, the world stops spinning. Everything narrows
to the space between us.

She doesn’'t devour me. Sheclamsme. | feel as if | should never have a moment
where my lips are not on hers.

The kiss builds slowly, a coaxing fire instead of a spark. Her mouth moves against
mine with an ache that feels like both comfort and craving, her lips so soft | swear |
could live inside this moment and never want for anything again. The warmth of her
body seeps into me through every point of contact—her palm against my cheek, her
chest brushing mine, her thighs tucked against the side of my hip as | lay half in her

lap.

| kiss her back, dizzy but grounded, my hands dliding instinctively to her waist,
pulling her just a little closer. Her breath hitches as | deepen it, my lips parting just
enough to taste the hint of milkshake and adrenaline still lingering on her tongue.

And just when | think I’ll let her kiss me until the stars burn out, she pauses.

Her hand stillsin my hair. Her brow furrows.



She leans back, just an inch, eyes scanning my face. And then her gaze snags on
something above my temple.

Her thumb brushes through atangled curl—pauses. | seeit in her eyes before | fed it:
blood.

“Jas,” she whispers, voice tight with fear.

She shifts, her body curving over mine protectively as her fingers part the strands at
my hairline. 1 wince—just slightly—and that's all it takes. Her whole face falls,
softness replaced by careful precision.

But she doesn’'t pull away. She leans back in, her lips barely grazing mine—more
breath than kiss now—as she whispers into my mouth, “You're injured. Let me take
care of you.”

| nod as she pulls away and helps me sit up slowly, hands steady on my back.

“You hit your head,” she says gently, brushing a smudge of dirt off my temple.
“You’'re gonna have abruise, but | don't think you need stitches.”

Brooke still looks concerned, even as she helps me to my feet. She loops an arm
around my waist like she’'s not entirely convinced | won't pass out on the walk back.

“Let'sget you inside. I'll put the horses up.”

“1 can help?—"

“You'll do no such thing,” she cutsin, her drawl firmer than usual. “Y ou're not dying
on my ranch, Jasmine Rivera.”
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| don’t argue as she leads me back to the house, past the porch and through the screen
door, and I’'m hit with a wave of warmththat smells like cedarwood, something
citrusy, and the faintest trace of cinnamon.

The inside is pure Southern comfort—high wooden beams, cream-colored walls, and
a mismatched mix of antique furniture that somehow works. A stone fireplace
anchors the living room, and an old guitar leans against a leather armchair like
someone just got done playing it. There are pictures tucked into the edges of the
mirror—Brooke at a rodeo, Brooke holding a ribbon, Brooke hugging a woman who
looks enough like her to be her mom.

She guides me to the couch with a touch that’s both firm and careful, like | might
break if she pushestoo hard. The cushions dip beneath me as | sink into them.

She disappears for a minute, the soft click of the stable doors echoing faintly behind
her. | hear Osy whine once in protest, low and drawn out like he’s annoyed to be put
away so soon. Then the creak of the front door swings back open.

She comes back with afirst-aid kit, a bag of frozen peas, and a glass of water. Brooke
kneels beside me focused on the cut in my hairline.

“Lay back,” she says. Her hand presses against my shoulder, guiding me back onto
the couch.

“You're a bossy nurse.” | mutter, and admire the blush that explodes across her
cheeks.



Her fingers thread through my waves, parting them with a tenderness that makes my
breath catch. She inspects the cut a my hairline, her brow drawn tight in
concentration. The pads of her fingers are warm and steady as she moves my hair out
of theway. She grabs the first-aid kit and parses through until she pulls out the
materials she needs.

She dabs the wound with antiseptic-soaked gauze, the sting immediate and
sharp—but even that feels muted beneath her touch.

“Doesit hurt?’ she asks, her voice thick with concern.

“Only when you stop touching me,” | murmur, mouth tilting into a crooked grin.

She glances down into my eyes. Her hazel eyes are bright and alive as she looks at
me. “Areyou flirting or concussed?”’

“Little bit of both,” | reply, propping myself up on one elbow to get a better look at
her. The moonlight streaming in through the window casts her in silver, tracing her
cheekbones, catching in her lashes.

“You're impossible,” she mutters under her breath, reaching for a Band-aid and
gently pressing it to my forehead. Brooke pulls back, her bottom on the heels of her
feet. “I think you'll live.”

| sit up dlightly on my elbow, eyes never leaving her face. “Thank you,” | murmur,
letting the words drip with something slower, thicker than gratitude. “For your life-
saving service.”

Brooke lifts a brow, but the corner of her mouth tugs into a smile. She tries to play it
off with a shrug, reaching for the used gauze and neatly folding it away. But | can see
the flush creeping up her throat, just beneath the delicate skin, and the way her



fingers hesitate slightly.

| sit up fully so that Brooke is kneeling between my legs on the floor and she tilts her
head up to look at me, “1 fedl like | should thank you properly.”

She freezes, breath catching. Her eyes flick down to where my hand is touching her,
then back to my face. Her pupils dilate. Her hands are braced lightly on my knee, as|
grip her chin between my pointer and thumb.

“Oh?’ she says, trying to keep her voice even. “And what exactly does proper thanks
entail, Rivera?’

Her eyes drop to where my fingers are barely brushing the hem of her dress, then
flick back up to meet mine. | watch her pupilsflare, her breath falter.

| lean in, slow and easy, so our faces are only inches apart. My voice drops to a husky
whisper as | trace the edge of the collar of her dress with one lazy finger, along the
curve of her breast. “I don’t know, babydoll. Maybe you et me show you.”

My lips barely graze her ear as my finger continues its slow, teasing path along the
neckline of her dress. Brooke shivers, her breath hitching audibly, and | can feel the
tremor that runs through her. Her hands tighten on my knee, nails digging in just
enough to make me aware of her presence, her need.

“Jasmine,” she whispers, her voice trembling with both hesitation and desire. “We
shouldn’t?>—"

“Shouldn’t what?’ | interrupt, pulling back just enough to look into her eyes. | can
see the conflict there, the way she’s trying to rationalize this, to find some reason to
stop. But | also see theheat, the undeniable hunger that’s burning beneath the surface.
“You're the one who said you wanted me to show you how to thank you properly.



I’m just offering to show you how.”

Her lips part slightly, and | can see the moment she givesin, the way her body relaxes
and her hands slide up my thighs. | grin, triumph and arousal mingling in my chest as
| lean in again,this time capturing her lips with mine. The kiss is soft at first,
exploratory, but quickly deepens as Brooke responds, her mouth opening to mine
with alow moan.

| feel her hands grip my hips, pulling me closer, and | can’t help but smile against her
lips. “That’s more like it,” | murmur before breaking the kiss and leaning back
dightly. My eyes drop to where her hands are clutching the hem of my shirt, and |
reach down to the hem of her dress that has bunched up around her waist. “Why don’t
you let me take care of you, Brooke?’

She hesitates for a moment, then nods, her eyes locked on mine as | slowly pull the
dress up her torso. | can see the way her chest rises and falls with each breath as | pull
the fabric over her shoulders, revealing the soft curve of her breasts encased in alacy
white bra. | toss her dress to the side, my hands tracing the smooth skin of her
stomach as | lean in to press a soft kiss to the tip of her nose.

“You're so beautiful,” | whisper against her skin, my lips trailing down to her neck as
my hands slide up to cup her breasts. | feel her shiver again, her breath coming in
short, shallow gasps as | tease her nipples through the fabric of her bra. “And you
were so good...taking care of me like such agood girl.”

Her hands are in my hair now, gripping tightly as | lean down to take one of her
nipples into my mouth through the lace. She moans, her hips bucking slightly as |
suck and tease, my tongue flicking over the sensitive peak. | can feel her hands
tugging at my hair, urging me on as | switch to the other breast, giving it the same
attention.



| feel her hands move to my shoulders, pushing me back slightly, and | look up to see
her flushed face, her eyes dark withdesire. “Jasmine,” she breathes, her voice
trembling with need. “| want?—"
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“Shh,” | interrupt, pressing a finger to her lips. “I know what you want.” | reach
behind her to unhook her bra, letting it fall to the floor as | lean in to take one of her
bare nipples into my mouth again. Thistime, I’'m not as gentle, my teeth grazing the
sensitive skin as | suck hard, eliciting alow moan from Brooke.

| slide my hands between her thighs. Her panties are soaked, the fabric clinging to her
skin. “Are you soaked for me?’

She nods, the words stuck in her throat as | hook my fingers in the waistband of her
panties, slowly pulling them down over her hips. She's bare now, her skin flushed
and hot, and | can’t resist the urge to press a soft kiss to her inner thigh, my tongue
flicking out to taste her.

“Come sit on my face, babydoll.” | order, leaning back onto the couch. Like the
perfect eager girl sheis, she stands up and hesitates |looking at me.

“Jas, | don’t think--"

“1 didn’t ask you to think, babydoll.” | tsk, fully reclining onto the couch. “I told you
to sit on my face.”

“But you have that cut, and | am pretty--"

| feel my skin chill as | narrow my eyes on her. “If you say you are too big to sit on
my face, so help me Brooke, | will spank your ass fire-truck red. Now come ride my

face.



She dlides her bottom lip between her teeth, a small nod as she walks over to me and
sits on my salivating tongue.

“Jasmine,” she gasps, her hands tightening in my hair. “ Please?—"

“Please what, Brooke?’ | ask, my voice dropping to a husky whisper as | look up at
her. “Tell me what you want.”

“1 want you,” she breathes, her eyeslocked on mine. “I want you to?—"

| don't let her finish, instead | lean in, and allow my tongue to trace the sensitive skin
of her inner thigh as my right hand snakes around her thigh and lightly plays with her
clit.

“Oh my, Jjasmine--" she shutters and | giggle into her pussy. | lean into her and
press a soft kiss to her folds, my tongue flicking out to tease her. She moans, her hips
bucking dlightly as | continue to tease her, my hands gripping her thighs to hold her
still.

She tastes like honeysuckle. Like fucking heaven. Like the first lick of a sof- serve
cone on a hot summer’s day.

“Shit, you taste fucking delicious, Brookie.” | growl as | speed up the pace of my
fingers on her clit.

Her body trembles above me, her breath coming in short, shallow gasps as | continue
to tease her, my tongue flicking out to trace her sensitive skin. She's so close, | can

fedl it in the way her body tenses, the way her hands clutch at my shoulders.

“Jasmine,” she gasps, her voice trembling with need. “Please?—".



“You're going to come all over my tongue,” | murmur against her skin, my tongue
flicking out to trace her sensitive flesh. “Understand?’

“Y-yes,” She moans again, her hips bucking dightly as | suck on the ball of nerves
between her thighs, my hands gripping her thighs to hold her still. | can feel her body
trembling above me, her breath coming in short, shallow gasps as | continue to tease
her, my tongue flicking out to trace the sensitive skin of her inner thigh.

“Jasmine,” she repeats, her voice trembling on the verge of release. * Please?—"
“You are so perfect,” | murmur against her skin, my tongue flicking out to trace her
sensitive flesh. “My perfect good girl who's going to fucking suffocate me between

these perfect thighs.”

“Oh my god,” she heaves, her body grinding on my tongue faster and faster.
“Jas...I"'m going to...shit!”

Her body tenses, her breath hitching as she finally lets go, her hips bucking slightly as
she comes, alow moan escaping her lips. | continue to tease her, my tongue flicking
out to trace her sensitive flesh as she rides out her orgasm, her hands clutching at my

shoulders.

She leans back on my chest with asigh, and | look up at her from between her thighs.
“Did | just hear you curse, babydoll?’

Her cheeks flush the prettiest shade of pink—soft and glowing in the low light—as
she bites her lip and nods at me with a giddy little smile.

“Yes. Sorry,” she says breathlessly, voice all sugar and sin.

| shake my head, eyes glinting. My grip tightens slightly on her thighs as | dip my



mouth again.

“No sorry, baby. | just want to do it again.”

“Jasmine—" she sgueals, voice cracking into a giggle as my tongue strokes over her
dlick center, and then?—
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BANG. BANG. BANG.
We both freeze. Jasmine looking at me with wide eyes.
The front door shakes under the force of the knock, followed by a familiar,
exasperated yell that splits through the night like a gunshot. “Peach! You are in so
much trouble, love!”
“Shit,” | mutter, pulling back and staring at the ceiling like it might spare me as
Brooke jolts upright like she’s been electrocuted, scrambling backward off the couch,
limbsflailing, curls wild.

“Shoot!” she gasps, grabbing her dress as she stumblesto her feet, eyes wide.

| groan, dragging a hand over my face, then sit up, wiping my mouth like | didn’t just
have the best meal of my life.

Brooke is already hafway across the living room, trying to fix her braand pull on her
dress at the same time. “Oh my God, he’'s going to think we were—well, | mean
wewere, but?—"

Another knock. Louder thistime.

“You have exactly ten seconds before | break this door down!” He growls.

| groan again and flop dramatically back onto the couch.



“Landon,” | hissloud enough for him to hear. “Y ou are a fuckingpussy blocker.”

18

JASMINE

Landon isbeyond furious at me.

| mean, sure, he's been mad before—I’ve seen the clenched jaw, the pinched brow,
the brooding silence that usually ends with a half-sarcastic comment and a beer. But
nothing,nothing, is scarier than when the guy who usually flirts and teases you like
it'sa sport suddenly goesradio silent.

No jokes. No nicknames. No cocky smirks.

Just...silence. The kind that creeps into a room before he even walks in. And trust
me—I’ ve triedeverythingto break it. | even caved and told him | missed him. Told
him that eating Brooke' s pussy had me so worked up | nearly beggedhimto finish the
job. Thought that’d get arise out of him—maybe alaugh, a smug smirk,something.

All | got was a growl. He looked me dead in the face and told me to go to bed and
lock the door... “unless you want a punishment worse than you deserve.” His words.
Not mine. And yeah—thatdidn’t help.

| was so keyed up after that | ended up fingering myself twice and rage-ordering a
vibrator off Amazon at 2 a.m., because clearly my fingers aren’t cutting it—not when
| know two dangerously hot people who could finish me off way better than | ever
could alone, and especially when one of them is literally just one open floor away
from me.

And yet here | am. Eating cereal. Miserable. And still ignored.



It's barely 9 am., and I've dready stress-eaten half the Lucky Charms as | keep
refreshing to see if my vibrator will be here like six hours earlier than predicted.

All in al, I am fucking pissed! The marshmallows are gone in my Lucky Charms. |
can’'t work the coffee machine. | need a big O worse than | have ever needed in my
entire life. Today has been the absolute worst. Like zero out of ten, and | am three
minutes away from crawling to Landon’s room and begging for mercy, or finishing
Professor Kilgore's homework as | fantasize about all the things he's doing with my
panties.

| hear his bedroom door open before | see him. His bare feet the floor like war drums.
And when he appears in the kitchen, every molecule in the room rearranges itself
around his mood.

He doesn’'t look at me. And fuck, | never thought | could mess up this bad withhim.

He yanks open the fridge, grabs the orange juice, and drinks straight from the carton.
Normally, I’d groan, toss a sarcastic jab, maybe even fake gag—~but right now? | feel
too guilty to be annoyed. Too twisted up inside to care about the hygiene violation.

Especialy when he looks likethat.

No shirt. Just low-rise grey sweats clinging to his hips like they were sewn there. His
abs are cut so deep they catch the light from the window, every muscle in his torso
tight and flexed with irritation. A trail of dark hair dips below the waistband, and |
don’t mean to stare—but | do. | can’t not.

His shoulders roll once, tension rippling down his arms, and | finally get a good look
at the ink stretched across his back. It's a masterpiece of brutality and beauty—two
massive angel wings inked from shoulder blade to lower back, each feather shaded in
charcoal blacks and smoky grays, the detail so sharp they aimost look like they could



lift him off the ground. Barbed wire coils around the base of each wing, etched deep
into the skin like it’s strangling the divinity right out of him. And down the center,
splitting the wings in half, is a single black blade—a combat knife inked from nape to
spine, so precise it glints under the overhead light like it’sreal.

Broad, lean, powerful. He looks like someone sculpted him out of yearning and
sexual tension. Landon Heart is a bad idea wrapped up in a good guy package, and
bad for me | want him.

| shift on the stool, mouth suddenly dry, heart pounding in a way that has nothing to
do with fear and everything to do with frustration—and need.
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“Morning,” | say, voice way too casual. | toss a piece of dry cereal into my mouth
like we're in anormalroommate situation, and he’s not on the verge of punishing me
for something bad.

He places the orange juice back into the fridge and rolls his shoulders back, and | get
nothing. Not even a grunt as he turns to the coffee maker and startsit up.

“Are you gonna murder me or just ice me out until | offer to choke myself with a
spoon?”’

He growls, the sound low and lethal as he rolls his shoulders back again. “How about
we start with an ‘I’ m sorry’ ?”’

| drop my spoon into the bowl with a clink and narrow my eyes. “Sorry, for what?’

He turns around then—arms folded, chest bare, abs flexing as he leans back against
the counter like the weight of holding back is physically painful. “For stealing my
fucking car,” he snaps. “For disappearing for two hours while the mob’s still gunning
for you. For waltzing back in with your new girlfriend’s pussy juice still on your lips.
For driving me mad—bloody mad—since the day | fucking met you.”

| dide off the stool slowly, like I’'m not already halfway to combusting. My feet hit
the tile and | move toward him with the kind of calm that only exists to mask chaos.
“Let metell you what | am and amnotsorry for.”

| count on my fingers as | close the distance between us, inch by inch. “I'm sorry |
stoleyour car. I'm sorry | disappeared.”



| pause right in front of him, tilting my head. “But | amnotsorry for going down on
the most beautiful girl I’ve ever seen. | will eat Brooke out like a last meal any
chance | get—and you can either deal with it, or don’t. That's your choice. And as for
driving you crazy?’ | press my palm against his bare chest, feeling the heat of his
skin. “That’ syourproblem. Not mine.”

His hand shoots out, grabbing my wrist—not rough, but tight enough to make me
stop breathing.

“How the fuck is that my problem?’ he growls, stepping closer until my back brushes
the edge of the counter.

| laugh, breathless. The scent of him is all salt and heat and mint. “Because
youkeepcoming back. Y ou hate it? Walk away. No one’ s stopping you.”

“Walk away?’ he repeats, chuckling darkly in my face, the kind of laugh that makes
every hair on my body rise. “You think if Icouldleave—I wouldn’t have |eftalready?’

“Right,” | say quietly. “You can’t leave. You're in too deep with the Raiders. Or
maybe it’ s the cartel. | don’t know which one owns you harder.”

“No, Peach.” His grip slides from my wrist to my waist, dragging me against him so
suddenly my breath catches in my throat. “| can disappear whenever the fuck | want,”
he says, voice like gravel and smoke. His forehead presses to mine. “It’ syou.”

My heart stutters. “What?’

“It'syou,” herepeats, like the words hurt. “1 want. | need. |breatheyou.”

“Landon—"



“No.” He cuts me off with a lowtsk, his hands bracing the counter on either side of
me, caging me in. “You don’t get to brush past this. Not after last night. Not after
what you pulled.”

His breath fans hot across my cheek. “You are my only captor. The person that
controls every fucking thought | have. Every fear. Every flash of rage. Y ou disappear
for two goddamn hours and | go insane. | can’t think. | can’tbreathe. | didn’t know if

you were dead. Hurt. Taken.”

He leans in, nose grazing my temple. “And when you walked back into this
apartment? Smiling. Withherscent on your mouth...”

He exhales sharply, like just remembering it burns.
“I've killed for less” he whispers. “Do you get that, Peach? I've
doneunforgivablethings for people who never meant a quarter of what you mean to

me.”

My heart hammers so hard | swear the sound fills the whole kitchen. My hands grip
the edge of the counter behind me just to stay upright.

“And what do | mean to you?’ | whisper, barely able to push the words out.

He pulls back just enough to look mein the eye.

“Everything,” he says. “Y ou’ reeverything, Jasmine.”

“Landon, you and I... how can | beeverything?’ | gasp, my palms pressing against

the edge of the counter like it's the only thing keeping me upright. His body, his
voice, histruth—it’s all too much. | can’t breathe.



“You are,” he murmurs. The words wrap around me, suffocates and saves me all at
once.

My mind races. This man—this dark, volatile, broken man—he's the person | trust
most in the world. More than | trust myself. More than | trust the girl | used to be, or
the girl I’'m trying to become.
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Landon’s been there in the shadows since day one, silently, fiercely watching over
me. The first man to touch me without making me flinch. He stands with me during
the nights when mynightmares have threatened to tear me apart and he promised that
he would stitch me back together without asking for a thank you.

| can't imagine walking into a room without his presence trailing behind me like a
second spine. | can’'t imagine not hearing his footsteps, his voice, his breath in the
dead of night. And somehow, I've becomehiscenter of gravity. His oxygen. His
obsession. It terrifies me. But it makes something ache inside me, too.

He leans closer, and the air shifts with him. | can feel the heat of his chest against
mine, the barest brush of hislips asthey move past my ear.

“1 don’t know how it happened,” he whispers, voice hoarse and fraying at the edges.
“But you’veconsumedme, Jasmine. You don’'t have to give me everything. | know
you need more than | can be. | know you are so close to being obsessed with her, and
you are intrigued by Conner. | know you're torn, and | would never make you
choose.”

He presses a kiss to the curve of my shoulder—soft, reverent, devastating. “I don’t
need all of you, Peach,” he murmurs. “I can live with a piece. Just give me a

piece.Please.”

My throat tightens. My body’s on fire. | should say something—anything. | should
tell him no. Or yes. Orwait.

But instead?—



“Kissme,” | whisper, voice cracked and soaked in want. “Landon... kissme.”

His head lifts lowly. His eyes meet mine.

And everything breaks.

His lips crash into mine, hungry and possessive, and | gasp into his mouth. His hands
grip my waist, pulling me closer until there’s no space left between us. | can feel the
heat of his body through the thin fabric of my tank top, the way his sweatpants cling
to his hips, leaving little to the imagination. My fingers tangle in his hair, tugging just
enough to make him growl, alow, feral sound that sends a shiver down my spine.

“Y ou’ ve been teasing me since the moment we met, Peach,” he murmurs against my
lips, his breath hot and uneven. His hands slide down to my thighs, lifting me
effortlessly onto the counter. The cool surface bites into my skin, a sharp contrast to
the fire burning inside me. His lips trail down my neck, nipping and sucking, leaving
marks | know I'll feel tomorrow. “I’m done playing nice.”

| arch into him, my body already desperate for more. “Then stop being nice,” | dare
him, my voice trembling with need.

His eyes darken, and he steps between my legs, his hands dliding up my thighs,
pushing my sleep shorts down to my ankles. The air hits my bare skin, and | feel
exposed, vulnerable, but it only makes me throb harder. His gaze locks onto mine as
he kneels before me, his hands spreading my thighs wide.

“Fuck, you're so wet,” he growls, his breath hot against my core. His tongue darts
out, a slow, teasing lick that has me gasping, my hands gripping the edge of the

counter for support. “Y ou’ ve been waiting for this, haven't you?’

“Yes,” | whimper, my hips bucking as he laps a me again, his tongue firm and



relentless. My head falls back, a moan tearing from my throat as he devours me like a
man starved. His hands grip my thighs, holding me open as he feasts on me, each lick
sending sparks through my body.Oh god, he' s so good at this.

He pulls back just enough to look up at me, his lips glistening, his eyes dark with
desire. “Tell me how much you want this,” he demands, his voice rough.

“Please, Landon,” | beg, my voice breaking. “I need you. | need you to make me

cum.

His grin is wicked as he dives back in, his tongue plunging into me with a ferocity
that has my back arching off the counter. He's relentless, swirling and sucking, his
fingers joining in, teasing my clit with just the right amount of pressure. My moans
echo through the kitchen, loud and shameless, as | let myself fall apart under his
touch.

“That's it,” he murmurs, his words muffled against my skin. “Let me hear you. Let
me taste how much you want me.”

My thighs tremble as his fingers curl inside me, hitting that spot that makes me see
stars. His tongue is relentless, driving me closer and closer to the edge. I'm so close,
so fucking close, and then he sucks my clit into his mouth, and | shatter. My entire
body convulses, a scream tearing from my throat as pleasure surges through me,
wave after wave, until I’m gasping for air, my legs shaking uncontrollably.

Landon pulls back, his lips glistening, his eyes blazing with satisfaction. “You taste
like fucking heaven,” he says, his voice rough. He stands, towering over me, his cock
straining against his sweatpants. “But I’m not done with you yet.”

Before | can catch my breath, he's flipping me around, my chest pressing against the
counter as he pushes me forward, my assin the air. His hands grip my hips, and | feel



the fabric of his sweatpants brush against my thighs as he pulls them down. Ilook
over my shoulder, because the temptation to see him, and | mean all of him, has me
practically shaking.

His cock springs free, thick and hard, and | whimper at the sight of it.

“You're going to take every inch of me,” he growls, his voice low and commanding.
He dlides the head of his cock through my dlick folds, teasing me, driving me wild.
“You' re going to scream my name again before I’ m done with you.”

“Please,” | beg, my voice trembling. “I need you inside me.”

He doesn’'t make me wait. He thrusts into me in one smooth motion, filling me
completely, and | cry out, my nails digging into the counter. He's so big, so fucking
deep, and it’s overwhelming in the best way possible. His hands grip my hips as he
sets abrutal pace, each thrust driving me closer to the edge again.

“You feel so fucking good,” he groans, his voice strained. “So tight, so fucking wet
for me. Isthis what you wanted, Peach? To be fucked like this?’

“Yes,” | gasp, my body trembling with each thrust. “Please, don't stop. Please,
Landon, don’t stop.”

He dlaps my ass, the sting only heightening the pleasure coursing through me. “You
take me so well,” he growls, his hands gripping my hips tighter as he fucks me
harder, faster. “Y ou’re mine, Peach. Mine to fuck, mineto use.”
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My moans grow louder, my body arching as he hits that spot inside me that makes me
see stars. He's relentless, his cock damming into me with a force that has me
screaming his name,over and over again, until I’'m trembling on the edge of another
orgasm.

“Cum for me,” he demands, his voice rough and commanding. “Cum on my cock,
Peach. Let me feel you.”

| can’t hold back. My body convulses as | cum hard, my walls clenching around him,
pulling him deeper. He growls, his pace faltering as he follows me over the edge, his
cock pulsing inside me as he spills himself deep within.

He collapses against me, his breath hot against my back, his hands still gripping my
hips. “Perfect Peach,” he murmurs, his voice low and satisfied. “You took me so
fucking well.”

I’m still trembling, my body spent, but the way he says it, the possessive edge in his
voice, sends a shiver down my spine. He pulls out slowly, and | whimper at the loss,

my legs trembling as| try to stay upright.

He turns me around, his eyes dark with satisfaction as he looks down at me. “You're
mine, Jasmine,” he says, hisvoice firm. “And I’m not done with you yet.”

My breath catches as he leans down, hislips brushing against my ear. “Next time,” he
growls, “I’m going to make you scream even louder.”

He lifts me up like | weigh nothing, and my legs instinctively wrap around his waist.



My back hits the fridge with a soft thud as his hands grip my thighs, his mouth
devouring the space between my jaw and shoulder with a hunger that makes my toes
curl.

“Actually,” he mutters against my skin, “I’m going to do that right now.”

“Landon—" | gasp, half-laughing, half-melting. “1 don’t think?—"

“No,” he growls, nipping the underside of my jaw. “You’re going to be a good girl
for me and cum as many times as | want.”

The heat in his voice sends a spark of electricity across my skin. | whimper, caught
somewhere between breathless and hysterical, my hands fisting the back of his messy
hair just as he starts walking us toward his room like a man with a mission.

We don't make it far. My phone rings.

It vibrates on the kitchen table—and we both pause. His lips are on my throat, kissing
up the side like he has no intention of letting go, as he paces us backwards to where

the phone sits.

| fumble for the phone, swiping it off the counter as Landon grumbles in my ear.
“Whoever is calling better have a damn good reason, because | swear?—"

| answer without checking the caller ID, still giggling as Landon’s nose grazes the
curve of my neck. “Hello?’

There s abeat of silence on the other end.

Then: “Hey... it sme.”



| blink, instantly sobering. “Cast?’

“Yeah.” He clears histhroat. “ Are you home right now?’

My brows pull together. “Y eah, why? 'Y ou sound weird.”

Another pause. | hear something in the background—maybe a door closing, maybe
nothing. He exhales hard, like he' s bracing himself.

“You're gonna want to sit down for this.”

My blood turnsto ice.

| pale instantly, heart kicking hard against my ribs as | slide out of Landon’s arms,
my back hitting the fridge for support. “What’s wrong? Is Willow okay?’

“No—she' sfine,” Cast rushesto say. “It’s not Willow.”

“Then what isit?" My voice cracks. “Cast, what?—"

“There’ s no easy way to say this,” he cutsin quietly.

A long silence.

Then: “Tommy’sdead.”
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19
CONNER

Men are so predictable.Guess where a single, decent looking guy from the wrong side
of the tracks is on a Saturday? Church? Nope. School? Funny. I'll tell you. A fucking
club dirty enough to catch tetanus just breathing.

Neon lights bleeding against sticky walls, the smell of sweat and cheap perfume
clinging to every surface like a second skin. And there he is— Xavier King.

| watch him from my corner, swirling the amber in my glass, letting the ice bite my
knuckles. 23 years old. Twenty-fucking-three. And aready sitting pretty close to the
throne his brother's barely still holding onto. In another life, and by that | mean a
couple of years ago, the itch to see how the brain of a guy like this works would've
consumed me.

Even now, it claws at the back of my skull, that old hunger whispering. The scientist
in me — or whatever twisted version of that | am— wants to peel him open, slow and
deliberate. Wants to see if he even bleeds red like the rest of us. | don’t think he does.
A beast like him? Blood's probably black, congealed, an infection to the rest of
society. I'd make the first incision justbelow the ribcage — neat, clinical. Let gravity
do its work. Watch what spills out and take notes. See if something that cold and
calculating can even feel pain.

But | don't move. | won't. I’ve worked too fucking hard to bury that part of me. |
remind myself that I'm not that man anymore. | don’t get my answers with a scalpel,



not these days. Not even for him.

A dancer’s got her legs draped over his lap, laughing at something he said—though
from where | sit, | doubt he’'s said much at all. Doesn’'t have to. Xavier’s got that type
of face. Smooth, sharp lines like a blade; black hair curling just enough to soften the
edge, but not enough to make him safe. The hazel eyes, though — those are the real
tell. Light enough to look warm, calculating enough to gut you while you're still
smiling.

| look over at the small black-haired girl, tapping her fingers against the bar. She's
too young to be at this bar, but this is Raider territory — cops don’t come here. Not
unless they want their cruisers torched and their bodies washing up in the canal two
days later. | put two fingersin the air, and she comes running over like her tail is on
fire.

While | wait for her to come to me, my eyes go back to assessing Xavier. He's not
bulky like most of Marcus's enforcers. Slender, compact, but all muscle. Functional.
Efficient. A blade, not a hammer. Which makes him dangerous. The Raiders don’t
usually breed finesse, but Xavier? He's got it. It'sin how he sits — relaxed but never
loose, always aware of where the exits are. It’sin how he lets the dancer grind on him
while his eyes scan the room every few minutes, like clockwork. He plays young and
wild for the audience, but that mind’ s working overtime.

“Good evening,” | murmur, keeping my eyes on my target.

“How may | help you, sir?’ Her voice squeaks. If | thought she looked young before,
now | know it. Too young to be here, too scared to pretend otherwise.

“That gentleman over there,” | nod toward Xavier. “ Send him adrink.”

She follows my line of sight, and | catch the small tremor that rolls across her bottom



lip as she lowers her voice. “You sure?’

“Top shelf. Whiskey neat.” My tone leaves no room for negotiation.

She nods quickly, the message clear. As she walks off, | watch the way her body
moves — the stiff shoulders, the wince with every step, like she's trying to make
herself smaller. Her gaze keeps darting to the one-way glass office perched above the
main floor, the one that watches the entire club like a goddamn executioner’ s box.

She’'s not afraid of Xavier. Not really.

No — from what | know of him, Xavier’s ruthless, but with reason. He calcul ates. He
plays the long game. That's why, with Marcus bleeding out alliances faster than he
can replace them, half the room’s already whispering Xavier’s name like a prayer. Or
awarning.

She walks over to Xavier who looks at her with weary eyes. A small interaction,
before she points to me and he locks eyes with me.Come on Mr.Ruthless take the
fucking bait.

He grabs the glass and lifts it to me with a stiff nod. | return the movement and watch
him hiss as the liquid burns down his throat. Then | glance up to the office above the
floor and raisemy glass once more. | can’'t see him, but | know Marcus is up there,
watching, smoke practically pouring out of his ears.

Normally, 1I'd keep my distance from the Raiders — and they’d return the favor. |
mean, if | tried to recruit aguy and he surgically sawed off one of my men'sarms, I'd
steer clear too. Those were the good days. When lines were clean, violence was
honest, and monsters like me knew exactly what role we played.

But those days are gone. Now? The power’ s shifting, but | am the beast | have aways



been.

| take another sip, eyes locked on him as the dancer leans in, whispering into his ear.
He smiles— slow, charming, disarming — like he isn't a viper waiting for the strike.

Like | said, men are predictable. But boys like Xavier? They’ re something worse.

Because boys like him grew up swallowing their father’s poison and their brother’s
failures like medicine. And it hardens them. Turns them into something else.

And it'sthat something else, | need right now.

He lifts his glass, toasts the girl in his lap like she’s won something. She giggles like
it means she matters. She doesn’t. None of them do. They're ornaments for him to
decorate his ascension. Temporary warmth while he plots how to gut the people who
he thinks are in hisway.

That's the thing people don’'t get about Xavier King — he doesn’t crave power for
the sake of it. Not like Marcus. He craves control. Quiet, absolute control. The kind
that doesn't scream in your face. The kind that smiles while you put the noose around
your own neck.

And when Marcus finally falls—and he will fall—the vultures will circle. But they
won't realize Xavier's already poisoned the carcass. There won't be anything left for
them to feast on.

After afew moments, Xavier smacks the ass of the girl dancing on him and makes his
way out of the club.
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| finish my drink, set the glass down with a quiet click that barely echoes over the
pulsing bass vibrating through the walls. The dancers keep moving, the men keep
leering, and Xavier's already dlipped out, cutting through the smoke-hazed room like
a ghost who never belonged to the living in the first place.

| rise, rolling my shoulders once as | slide my coat back into place. The leather creaks
faintly — an old, familiar sound — as | move through the floor. Eyes glance my way,
but no one holds my gaze for long. Raiders know better than to look too long at
someone like me.

The bouncer at the door — some overgrown kid trying to look tougher than he is —
steps aside without a word as | approach. | can feel the weight of his nervous stare as
| pass.

The door groans open on rusted hinges, and the music dulls behind me as | step into
the night. Cold air cuts across my face like a blade, sharp and clean compared to the
rot inside. The door thuds shut behind me, sealing the heat and noise away.

The alley stretches ahead, narrow and cracked, littered with broken glass and the
stink of oil pooling under the static lights from the club. Xavier's there aready, athin
line of smoke rising from his cigarette, his silhouette waiting like a promise.

| slip my hands into my coat pockets and step closer, the crunch of gravel under my
boots the only announcement. He doesn’ tflinch, doesn’t turn. Just exhales a stream of

smoke and says, flat, "You follow all your marks this close, doc?"

“Cigarettes are bad for you.” My voice is cam, dry as | dlip ajoint out of my coat



pocket and lean forward against the wall.

Xavier finally glances at me, hazel eyes cutting sharp under the shadows. He smirks
around the cigarette. "So is seria killing."

| snort, can't help it. “ Touché.”

He flicks ash off the end of his smoke, studying me like a cat studies a mouse it
hasn’t decided whether to toy with or kill. After a moment, he slides his lighter out of
his pocket and lights my joint for me.

“Why’ d you send me gasoline?’

| meet his gaze, unblinking. “Whiskey’s good for the spirit.”

He huffs a soft, humorless laugh. "Good for the fire too."

“That depends on what you plan on burning.” | smirk, taking along pull, allowing the
smoke to burn its way across my chest.

He watches me for a moment longer, smoke pooling in the cold air between us. The
faintest twitch at the corner of his mouth—amusement or calculation, | can't tell.

“How are you burning me this time?’

“Nothing like a low one, ain’'t it?" The smoke bellows from my nostrils. “Your
brother is fucking with agirl | am exceptionally fond of.”

“Fond?’ Xavier quirks a smile, teeth flashing under the streetlight. He takes a lazy
drag off his cigarette, but his eyes stay sharp.

“You guys killed her pseudo-father,” | drone, filling my lungs again, letting the



familiar high lace through my blood, steadying the rising pulse beneath my ribs.
Beckoning me forward.

“1 wouldn’t know who you' re talking about.”

“Do you understand that | will put your brother down like the dog he is?’

Xavier snarls— something primal flashing behind his pretty-boy mask. “Not before |
do.”

The space between ustightens, the air heavier now, thick with everything unsaid. Our
shoulders nearly brush as we step in closer, neither of uswilling to blink first.

| can feel his breath now — sharp, clipped — as his hand flexes at his side. One
movement too fast and this could go bad. Fast.

But | keep my voice low, steady. "I let you pass when they killed Kelly." My jaw
tightens as | feel the name drop between us like weight. "But now someone is going
to pay. You. Marcus. Asher. Isaiah — pick one."

At the sound of their names, Xavier's lip twitches again, but this time, there's less
amusement in it. His voice drops to something darker.

"Y ou must be more than fond of thisgirl."

| smile then — cold, mechanical, like the reflex of an old wound pulling tight. The
kind of smile you wear when you're toeing the edge of something sharp, knowing full
well you might slip. My mind lingers on his words for half a beat — more than fond.

What would that even mean?

| turn it over like a specimen under glass, studying it from every angle. Am | capable



of it? Of that kind of softness? When did Jasmine go from a point of interest to a
person of fondness? When did she become a person | want to protect?

My tongue runs over the curve of my lip, and | roll my shoulders back looking
through his foggy gaze. | won't give Xavier the satisfaction of knowing the spiral he
has just unlocked in me. Instead, | hold his gaze and say, flat and deliberate, “His
name was Tommy. Ring a bell?’

Xavier's face hardens, and he takes a slow step back, the cigarette burning down
between hisfingers. “That wasn't us.”
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“You want to lie alittle better?’

“Nah, promise.” Xavier shrugs like it's nothing, like we're talking about the weather.
“It was a gift from the Italians.”

My jaw clicks, heat crawling just beneath the skin of my neck. | run a hand across my
face, forcing my breath to stay steady. “Explain gift.”

“They had to teach us a lesson,” Xavier continues, voice casual, but his eyes never
leave mine. “They got a whiff of Marcus's plan for the Raiders and uniting with the
Cartel. Tommy was their message. Remind us that they can still get into our camp.”
He takes one last drag before tossing the cigarette to the ground, crushing it under his
boot.

| shake my head, a humorless breath slipping out of me. “You're all so fucking
disorganized it’s pathetic.”

“Watch your mouth.”
“Or fucking what?’ | growl, looking down at the animal in front of me.

Xavier's jaw ticks now, his turn to feel the itch under his skin. “Look, | am sorry
about your girl.”

“Don’'t be sorry.” | shrug, tossing the joint onto the alley floor. “She's going to get

even.



“Isthat athreat?”

| step in close, close enough to feel his breath hit my cheek, my voice like steel
wrapped in velvet. “Look mein the eye, Xavier.”

He does. And for a beat, neither of us blink.

“Do |l look like a man who makes threats?”

11 NO.”

“So,l promisemy girl is going to come and get what’ s hers, and you are going to serve
up Marcus on asilver fucking platter.”

“Or what?’

“Or.”l snarl. “I’ll be skinning you alive.”

20

JASMINE

I’ve never feltanything like this before—not even in the worst moments of my life.
Not when my father left with nothing but a suitcase and a head full of lies, not when
Willow vanished without a trace and left me in a silence too sharp to scream through,
not even when | stood in the aftermath of what | did at thirteen, with blood drying on
my hands and the weight of a secret | thought would crush me before morning.

But this... thisisworse.

Thisis grief that doesn’'t howl. It suffocates. | have been paralyzed in my bed for a



fucking week.

It spreads through my body like poison, slow and burning, thickening in my chest
until 1 can’t pull air into my lungs without feeling like I might choke on it. It is a
scream stuck behind my teeth, aching to be released but so tangled with guilt and
disbelief that | don’t know if it'll ever come out. And maybe it shouldn’t. Maybe |
don’t deserve to scream when Tommy can’t even breathe anymore.

I’ ve been sitting in the center of my bed like a broken doll someone tossed there—
knees pulled tight to my chest, arms wrapped around my legs, chin pressed into the
cotton fabric of Landon’s t-shirt that still smells like his cologne and laundry
detergent and the smoke of his cigarettes. I'm rocking slowly, without realizing it at
first, like movement will stop the panic from setting in, as if swaying can somehow
replace the things I’ ve lost or rewind time back to when all of this hadn’'t yet fallen

apart.

| want to peel my skin off. | want to crawl out of my body, claw my way free of this
unbearable grief that has made a home in my ribcage, wrapping itself around every
bone and nerve ending. | feel like if | screamed loud enough | could shake the
foundation of this entire fucking apartment, like | could rip the sky open and demand
Tommy back from whatever cruel force took him.

But | don't scream. | just Sit there, vibrating with grief, caught somewhere between
hyper aware and completely numb.

| don’t see him, but | feel the bed dip next to me and the familiar smell of the ocean.
Landon sighs heavily the same sound he made two hours ago when he made me put
on his shirt and asked if | wanted a waffle. | opted for some coffee that has turned ice
cold on my nightstand, and when he tried to talk to me after that, al | gave him was
silence. | don’t know what to say. There’ s nothing to say.



Tommy’sdead, and | did everything to keep him alive, but none of that mattered.

| followed Marcus's orders like a pawn. | got close to Brooke—not just close,
butintimate. | let myself dlip into her space, into her bed, into her trust, with every
intention of breaking her heart the minute she became easy prey. | was ready to be the
villainin her story if it meant keeping Tommy alive, ready to bear the weight of her
heartbreak, of her hatred, if it meant he would be safe.

“Peach,” he whispers, his voice rough at the edges, fingertips ghosting over my
exposed knee like he' s afraid | might flinch.
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“You have to eat something.”

| shake my head, too fast, too sharp, and bury my face deeper between my knees. The
ache in my body has settled into something bone-deep. A numb, shaking kind of
stiliness. | fedl like if I move too much, I'll split open.

“Come on, baby,” he murmurs again, shifting across the bed. The mattress groans
beneath him as his weight pulls toward me, and | can feel it—his warmth, his breath,
the tension in him coiled tight like a spring. | shift away, instinctively curling tighter
into myself.

“Say something.”

“1 killed him,” | gasp, the words punching out of me like I've been holding them
down for too long. They sear on the way up, fire behind my teeth. “I killed him,
Landon.”

“No,” he says, soft but certain, shaking his head. “Y ou didn’t kill him.”

But it doesn’'t matter what he says. Not when the truth is aready screaming inside
me. | didn’'t pull the trigger, but something | did—something Ichose—led to this.
Something | did led to this blood on my fucking hands, and | don’t know what it is.
Some crack in the path | took let death seep through. Some misstep, some hesitation,
somestupid fucking trust in Marcus—and now Tommy’s dead.

| look up at Landon, finally, and my eyes burn so hot they feel raw. My cheeks are
wet again and | don’'t remember when | started crying, but the tears are there, heavy



and hot and endless.

“So why is he dead, Lan?’ My voice trembles as | speak, barely holding together. “If
it’s not my fault...howdid he end up dead?”’

His eyes lock with mine, and as soon as the concern erupts, Landon’s face twists. The
muscle in his cheek jumps, and his hands curl into fists at his sides. I’ve never seen
him look murderous and helpless at the same time.

| press on, voice rising, desperate. “The Raiders said—they said—if | did what they
asked, if | manipulated Brooke, if | got close, they’'d let Tommylive.That was the
deal, right? That was the fucking deal.”

“1 know,” he says, voice rough.

“And he's dead.” My voice breaks on the word. | suck in a breath and it comes out
wrong, sharp and uneven, like my lungs can’t hold the weight of it. “So what did | do
wrong? What did | miss?’

He doesn't answer right away, and it makes the silence heavier than anything he's
ever said. And I’'m unraveling.

My body folds in on itself again, knees tucked to my chest, arms shaking as | try to
breathe around the weight pressing into me. The pressure builds like I’'m going to
implode, like grief and guilt and rage are all clawing at my insides for away out. But
there' s no space to scream. No air to cry in.

“You didn’t miss anything, Peach,” he whispers, voice tight. His palm runs slowly up
my thigh, grounding, steady, and he shifts closer, stretching out across the comforter
like he's trying toshield me from everything that hurts. “You did what you were
told.”



“Maybe | wasn't quick enough,” | mutter, but the words feel hollow, even to me.

“That can't be it.” Landon’s voice stays low, careful. “Manipulation takes time.
Marcus knows that. He gave you the order last week—he wouldn’'t have expected a
miracle overnight.”

But the way he saysmanipulationmakes something sour coil in my gut. The word
tastes dirty, violent. It echoes too loud inside me, because | haven't
evenstartedunpacking what I’ ve done to Brooke. What | waswillingto do.

How do | look in the mirror now, knowing | was ready to weaponize her heart?

| was going to let her fall. Not just stumble—I was going topush.

| was going to let her fal in love with me. Completely. Without hesitation. | was
going to smile when she called me hers, | was going to kiss her like | meant it,
whisper things I’ d already decided she wouldn’t get to keep. | was going to make her
want me—needme—and then | was going to walk her straight into the lion’s den.
And al for what?

So the Raiders could rip open her family's legacy, use her name, her access,
herlovefor me, to rob them blind? To crawl into the cracks of the du Pont empire and
pry it open from the inside?

| told myself it was for Tommy. That it was worth it. That this was war, and war
meant sacrifice. That if | carried enough guilt, wore it like armor, | could survive the

wreckage | caused.

| told myself Brooke would be fine.



That she’'d hate me and heal and move on—becauseshe could.Because she's bright
and reckless and full of too much light to be ruined by someone like me.

But 1?1 wouldn’t survive losing him. So | chose.
| made that choice a hundred times, quietly, in the dark.

And now he's dead anyway.
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So what the fuck was the point?

“Landon...” My voice cracks.

He lifts his head, his eyes on me already.

“1 was going to fucking ruin her.”

It comes out hoarse. Heavy. Like a confession and a curse.

His brow furrows, hiswhole body stilling. But he doesn’t pull away.

| a@most want him to.

| almost want to see disgust on his face. Something that matches the rot in my chest.

But instead, he just breathes in through his nose, jaw clenched like he's biting back
the pain for both of us.

“You didn't ruin her,” he says eventually. “Y ou didn’t finish the job.”

“No,” | whisper, eyes burning again. “But | started it. What can | say now? How can |
look her in the eye now?”’

Landon doesn’'t speak for amoment, but | can feel him staring at me—like he'strying
to memorize this version of me too: curled up, hollowed out, barely holding shape. |
wait for judgment. For distance. But what | get is warmth. Steady, pulsing warmth



from the hand still resting on my thigh and the body curled just inches from mine like
he' strying to shoulder the weight of what | can’t say.

He leans forward, pressing his forehead lightly against mine, and when he speaks, his
voiceislow and rav—something torn from deep inside his chest.

“You don’'t get to drown here, Jasmine.”

His words land heavy, but he doesn’t stop. He pulls back just enough for me to see
his face, and there’ s nothing soft left in him. Just fire and grief.

“1 let you have the day. | didn’t touch you, | didn’t push, | didn’t even try to drag you
out of bed. | gave you silence, and space, and al the time you needed to fall apart.”
Hisjaw flexes. His eyes burn. “But that ends now.”

| blink, barely breathing.

“Because | know what it's like,” he says, voice thickening. “To feel like you didn’t
do enough. Like if you'd been faster, or smarter, or more ruthless, maybe they
wouldn’t be dead. I’ve had that guilt in my fucking bones since | was seventeen.” He
exhales hard through his nose, and when he speaks again, it's quieter. But it cuts
deeper. “They killed my sister, Jasmine.”

That stops my heart, and | look at him again as the salt builds in the back of my
throat. “What?”’

“Kelly,” he says, voice like gravel. “They killed her. She was in love with Marcus,
and strung out on drugs, and they...when she was too much for them to control,
Marucs had her killed.” He swallows, hard. “And when | tried to leave they beat me
halfway to death.”



Silence hums around us like static. He's not crying. But | can see the weight of
it—the grief pressed so deep it’s just become part of him. It makes me want to wrap
myself around him, drag him into the dark spiral of my grief. Make him cry with me,
but the look in his eyes tells me that the time to cry is over for him, and for me.

“S0 no,” he continues. His voice is alow gravel that makes me instinctively want to
run and hide. “I’m not going to let you sit here and rot in the wreckage. I’ m not going
to let you give them one more fucking piece of yourself.”

| open my mouth, but no words come out.

“You didenough,” he says, cutting through the air between us. “You did more than
anyone should ve asked of you. You lied, and you kissed someone you were falling
for, and you waked straight into the lion’s den for a man you loved. That
isnotfailure.” He moves closer, brushing his knuckles down the side of my face with a
tenderness that makes my chest twist. “They don’t get your tears, Peach. They’re not
worth them.”

He pulls back, just enough to stand. Just enough to tower over me in the low light of
the room, broad and unyielding, anger rolling off him in steady waves.

“You're going to get in the bath,” he says again, firmer now. “Y ou’re going to wash
off this day. You're going to eat. And then you're going to skip the part of grief
where you cry on the floorand jump straight to the part where youcut their throats
with your fucking teeth.” | stare at him, chest heaving, throat full of fire and | am
enthralled with how much he makes me want to burn myself aive.

“Because they took Tommy. They took someone youlove. And now?’ He leans down,
lips brushing the shell of my ear. “Now, baby, we make them pay.”

| stare at him, chest heaving, throat full of fire, and for a second—just a second—I



can't tell if | want to cry or scream or throw myself into him like he's the last solid
thing left in the world.

“l can’'t,” | whisper, my voice cracking. “Landon... | don’t have anything left. | don’t
even know where to start.”

His eyes soften—not weak, never weak—but with that kind of depth that makes you
feel like you' re beingseen,completely and without judgment.
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“You are the girl who reminded me what it is to feel,” he whispers, and my heart is
caught in my throat. “So now, | am going to teach you how to be numb, baby.”

Before | can protest, he leans down and lifts me effortlessly into his arms. | don’t
fight him. | don’'t flinch. My body folds against his instinctively, like it's always
known how to fit there.

His steps are slow but sure as he carries me down the hall and into the bathroom. The
soft hum of the light flickers overhead. | hear the water turn on—hot, steady,
soothing—and then his hands are back on me, gentle as they tug my shirt over my
head, in a way that makes me feel precious when I've never felt anything but
wrecked.

He helps me step into the bath, the water already steaming and laced with something
that smells like lavender, salt and firewood—Iike him. | sink into it with a sigh that
sounds too broken to be mine. Landon doesn’t leave. He kneels beside the tub,
sleeves pushed up, and picks up the sponge with one hand, cupping water and
pouring it over my shoulders like he’'s washing something sacred. He washes me
carefully, and | take my time being completely sad, feeling every emotion | can.
Holding my breath when | realize that Willow may never forgive me for my crimes.
That | have lost the man | considered my father, and my best friend, but that pain is
held in my chest. I'll unleash it later. | can’t do that now.

After, Landon is quiet. He offers me a towel without a word, wrapping it around my
shoulders when | don't reach for it fast enough. His fingers are careful, always
careful, as he squeezes the water gently from my hair, pressing a kiss to the crown of
my head likeit’s a prayer.



He doesn't ask me to talk.

Doesn’'t expect anything.

He juststaysaround in a way no one has before. Most people leave, but | know he's
not too far away from me. He can’'t handle the distance, and for some deranged
reason it brings me comfort.

By the time | step out of the bathroom, skin flushed warm and clean for the first time
in days, the apartment smells like butter and cheese. The kind of smell that makes
your stomach turn with hunger even when your heart still feels hollow.

He's in the kitchen, barefoot, shirtless, one hand pressed to the skillet handle and the
other holding a spatula like he's preparingfor war. | watch him for a minute. Watch
the way he moves. The way his hair hangs in his eyes, the way his tattoos flex every

time he shifts his grip on the handle.

There's a single plate on the counter—aqrilled cheese, cut diagonally. A glass of cold
water. A folded napkin.

He doesn’t look at me when he speaks.

“Eat all of it,” he says simply. “Y ou need strength for murder.”

| almost laugh. Almost.

Instead, | pad over, pick up the plate, and take a slow bite. The bread is perfectly
crisp. The cheese is gooey and rich and dlightly salty, and it melts on my tongue like

it was made just for me.

| eat in silence while he cleans the pan, wipes the counter, dries his hands on a rag.



Then he disappears into the bedroom for a few minutes, and when | follow, still
chewing the last bite, | find an outfit already laid out on the bed.

Black jeans. My combat boots. One of my cropped tanks. A leather
jacket—hidleather jacket.

Landon doesn’'t say anything when | step into the doorway.

He just nods toward the clothes.

“You're going to give them exactly what they deserve, Peach.”

21

JASMINE

The driveto the Raider’s hangout feels different this time. | don't know what about
this drive makes it harder for me. Maybe it's the weight in my chest, tight and
unmoving, or the way my fingers can’t stop picking at the frayed hem of Landon’s
leather jacket. The one he insisted | wear, as if it could shield me from what’'s
coming. Maybe it's the silence in the car, thick and thoughtful—not heavy, not

uncomfortable, but full of things we aren’t saying out loud.

Or maybe it's because this time, I'm not just walking in as a girl pretending she
belongs.

I’m walking in as a reckoning.
The trees blur past in the dark, tall shadows leaning in like they know something |

don’t. Gravel grinds under the tires as we turn onto that narrow, hidden road, and the
cabin appears like it’s been waiting for me. Like it's always been waiting.



And still—my stomach twists.

My mind spins with doubt, rage, grief, all of it layered and bleeding together. | think
about Tommy. | think about the wayCast’s voice cracked when he told me. The
silence on the other end of the line when | couldn’t respond. The way his death
settled over everything like ash.

| should be on fire. Iwantto be. But beneath the fury, I'm still asking myself the same
brutal question:

Can | actually do this?
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Can | look Marcus in the eye and not break? Or will | freeze the second his life is
truly in my hands? I’ ve never been a murder. Warrior? Sure. Savior? Definitely. But
a murderer? | never thought | would be so certain about murdering a man. So certain
in someone not deserving the right to live.

| press my palm to my thigh, trying to ground myself. My knee is bouncing, and
Landon notices. His hand drifts over mine, anchoring me without a word. The
warmth of it seepsinto my skin and stays there.

“You're shaking,” he says softly, keeping his eyes on the road.

“I’m thinking,” 1 whisper.

“Don't overthink it.”

“I"'m not sure I’'m built for revenge.” | choke, pulling my thighs into my chest and
placing my chin on my knees. | am not sureif | can kill again, especially on purpose.

“You're not built for it,” he says quietly. “Because you were meant to be more.
Y ouaremore.”

| bite the inside of my cheek hard enough to taste metal, eyes fixed on the dark
horizon as the woods thin and the clearing opens up before us.

The Raider’s compound rises out of the trees like something out of a nightmare.
Floodlights glare down on rows of bikes, the air thick with smoke and |leather and oil.
The cabin is still massive. Still looming. But this time the sound of music and



laughter does not engulf me. It is just silence and the heavy weight of the moon
making a shadow out of the cabin.

Thetires crunch to a halt over gravel, and the engine hums into silence.

I’'m still hugging my knees, still fighting the war in my chest, when someone
approaches the driver’s side window.

Landon doesn't flinch. He just reaches for the door handle and mutters, “ Showtime.”

The door swings open with a groan, and a shadow leans into the light.

At first, | barely register the shape—tall, broad-shouldered, hands buried in the
pockets of a black bomber jacket. But then the porch light hits his face, and my
stomach does something violent.

Blonde hair, tousled like he ran a hand through it a hundred times in frustration.
Sharp green eyes that never blink long enough like he's too meticulous to miss a
thing. He's in all black: fitted tee that hugs the lean, muscled cut of his torso, slim
tactical pants tucked into scuffed black boots, and the craziest thing is he iswearing a
bomber jacket. A too casual, out of character, kind of hot bomber jacket. | have never
seen him in something so casual.

| can’t believe my fucking eyes. Because standing outside the car—here, in front of a
fucking biker fortresslike it’ s totally normal—isProfessor Kilgore.

My mouth parts. “Wait—what thefuck?’
Landon’s already out of the car, so | scramble after him, slamming the door shut and

rounding toward the front. “Is that—are youserious right nowis that...Professor
Kilgore?’



Professor Kilgore turns around with a stoic expression and nods. “Just Conner
tonight.”

My brain flatlines. Did he just—ConnerAVhat? No. No. Absolutely not. | am going
to have a fucking aneurysm. Or maybe I’ve hopped timelines. Yeah. That makes
more sense. Grief’s finally cracked me open and tossed me into a paralel dimension
where my forensic psych professor moonlights as a gun-toting antihero in biker gang
drama.

Because there isno waythat’'s real life. “You teach forensic psychology. You wear
loafers and assign reflection essays about guilt.”

“Still do,” Conner says dryly, arms crossed like thisisjust aregular office-hours chat
and not a literal biker compound meeting. “Also, you' ve missed six classes, Miss
Rivera. And your first lab analysisis due next Wednesday.”

“Um...great,” | squeak, mortified beyond measure, clutching Landon’s jacket tighter
around me like it might somehow make me invisible.

| whirl on Landon, whose smug grin is doing absolutely nothing to help my rising
blood pressure.

“Why is myprofessorhere when I'm supposed to be getting revenge forTommy?’ |
hiss, voice climbing an octave.

“Who do you think got you the chance at revenge?’ Landon shrugs like he's talking
about picking up takeout. “Besides,Conner Kilgore is my best friend... who has also

seen your face when you cum.”

|choke.



“Dude, what the fuck?’ | snap, taking a step back like the sheeraudacityof this man
might be contagious.

“Dude?’ Landon takes a slow, lazy step toward me, that same cocky glint in his eye
as he leansin close—too close. “I think you meanthank you.”

“No, | mean this is the lastmotherfucking straw,Landon. | don’t want myprofessorto
see me murder a guy! And yeah, Marcus is a piece of shit, but you—youare
anassholefor justinviting himhere!”
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“You really don’t have any manners, Peach.”
“Yeah? Well I’ [Ishoveyour manners up your stupid?—"
“Wow,” Conner cutsin, and | spin around so fast | amost give myself whiplash.

He's smirking.Smirking.The color drains from my face so fast | might pass out right
here on the gravel like a goddamn Victorian debutante.

“I—I"m so sorry, Professor?—"

He raises a hand. “Conner.”

“l—Conner—I just... | don't think it’ sappropriatefor you to be here,” | stammer,
words tumbling over themselves as | try to recover some level of dignity, which is
laughable at this point.

Conner cocks his head, stepping just close enough that | feel the heat radiating off his
all-black outfit, every inch of him givingoffdangerous older man who' s too composed

to panic and too smart to miss a thingvibes.

“1 think we're a little past appropriate, don’'t you, Miss Rivera?’ he murmurs, voice
low and smooth.

My spine straightens like it’ s been yanked by a string.

“W-What?’' | stammer, blinking too hard, too fast.



Conner leans in—not enough to touch, but enough that | can smell him. Smoke.
Clean soap. Gunmetal. Trouble.

“1 mean | use your panties amost every night,” he says, low enough that only | can
hear it. “Now | have organized a murder for you. | don’t think you should argue about
what is or isnot appropriate. | think you should just saythank you.”

My brain does this twitchy static thing like an old radio trying to find a station as |
feel my pussy clench around the air, because holy shit he’'s been...to my...fuck |
can't breathe.l think | black out for a second because when | blink again, he's still
standing there, too close, too calm, like he didn’t just casually drop that he jerks off
with my underwear and arranges hits like it's Wednesday brunch.

“This is—" | gasp, hands flailing as | try to find a sentence that will not get me
immediately arrested or committed, “This is still—unacceptable behavior! There are

rules! Boundaries! Ethical—things!”

Conner chuckles, slow and deep like he's amused by a particularly feisty pet. “Say
thank you.”

| blink again. “l—what?’

“You heard me.” He leans just a little closer, voice like silk-wrapped steel. “Say
thank you.”

“For what?’ | breathe, heart hammering.

“For cleaning up your messes, sunshine.” The nickname breaks something in me, and
my knees almost give out.

My mouth opens, closes. Fires up again. “I—thank you,” | grit, because what else am



| supposed to say to a forensic scientist who apparently moonlights as my personal
goddamn assassin?

His green eyes flick over my face, and for a moment they darken, satisfied. “Good
girl.”

“Fuck,” Landon chuckles, sliding an arm across my shoulders. “If | knew all | had to
do was steal your panties to make you behave. | would have done it awhile ago.”

| growl, elbowing Landon hard in the ribs.

He grunts, grinning like an idiot as he stumbles half a step away, clearly enjoying
himself far too much.

| roll my eyes and shift toward Conner, who's far more composed—though the faint
twitch in his jaw suggests he might be two seconds away from losing his patience
with both of us.

“Okay, so how are we doing this?’ | ask, licking my lips. My voice comes out steady,
but my fingers twitch at my sides. The adrenaline is already crawling up my spine.

“I’ve arranged for Xavier to move up his plans,” Conner says calmly, like he's
reciting a grocery list and not outlining a coup. “He's going to chalenge Marcus
tonight. Publicly. Loudly. When things start to unravel, you movein. You end it.”

| raise a brow. “So what—you want me to knock on the door and just put a bullet in
the guy’ s skull?’

“Preferably between the eyes,” he says with a shrug, then glances at Landon. “But
I’m not picky.”
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Landon steps closer, diding the cold and heavy gun into my palm.

He clicks the dide into place, that wicked grin spreading across his face like war
paint. “Yeah,” he says, voice low and dangerous. “But, if you want, you can have fun
with him first. A little payback. A little fear.”

I’ve killed by accident, not knowing truly what | was doing. But this is different, |
have never killed on purpose, but the ghost of Tommy is standing somewhere behind
me, whispering that | don’t need to knowhow.I just need todo.

“Let’sgo,” | whisper, throat dry.
The three of us move like a unit—Conner calm and clinical, Landon humming with
rage just under the surface, and me, somewhere in between grief and fury, because

with each step the fear slips away and red replaces my gaze.

The front porch creaks under our boots as we step up to the door. There’s a dull thud
of music inside, voices arguing over something | can’t make out.

Conner knocks once. Silence. Then the dooryanks open.

Xavier's wild eyes meet mine, bloodshot and glassy, and for a second | think he
might lunge at someone again. But he just stands there, chest heaving, jaw tight.

He doesn’'t say anything—just steps aside and nods once. | watch the quiver in his
jaw and the tense grip of his body, a part of me wants to run, hide and tell him
nevermind but Conner is aready walking deeper into the house.



Landon brushes his fingers along my spine as | pass through the doorway, grounding
me with the touch, but it's Xavier who leads the way. He doesn’t look back as he
moves down the hallway, his boots thudding against the worn floorboards with
purpose.

“Comeon,” he mutters.

We follow him through a narrow corridor past the living room, through a rusted metal
door that groans when he shoves it open. Inside is a stairwel|l—cracked cement walls,
flickering light bulb above, and a steep descent that smells like damp concrete and
rot.

The moment | step inside, the temperature drops.

The air turns colder, heavier. It clings to my skin like damp cloth, seeping into my
clothes. My footsteps echo too loud against the stairs as | follow Xavier down into the
dark. Each creak and shift of wood behind me reminds me that Landon and Conner
are still there, silent shadows at my back.

The basement is wide, unfinished. Exposed beams line the ceiling. The walls are
made of old, pitted stone, and the ground is slick in places—dark stains | don’t want
to name are crusted into the floor. Chains hang loose from a support beam in the far
corner, like a haunted prop from a horror set, and there's a metal table with what
looks like old restraints bolted into the sides.

| stop in the middle of the room, shivering.

“What the fuck isthis?’ | murmur.

Xavier doesn't answer right away. He walks to the far wall and flips a switch. An
overhead bulb crackles to life with a flickering buzz, casting everything in harsh



yellow light.

And then | seeit. Marcus King.

Strapped to a reinforced chair with duct tape and chains, shirtless, bloodied, but still
breathing. His jaw is bruised, one eye swollen, and his lip split in two places—but his
grin? His grinis still there. Crooked. Wild. Unapologetic.

“You're fucking dead, Xavier,” Marcus spits, jerking against the restraints with a
metallic rattle. “Y ou hear me? Y ou’'re a fuckingtraitor.They’ll eat you alive Xav. Kill
you for fucking dog food.”

“God, do youevershut up?’ Xavier snaps, pulling a cigarette out of his front pocket
and dliding it between hislips.

Marcus throws his head back, laughing through blood-stained teeth. “You think
you're thefirst little bitch to try and take my seat? I’ veburiedbetter men than you.”

In the corner, Asher stands shirtless under a heat lamp, long blonde hair tied back, his
pale chest streaked with smudges of dried blood. His expression is
blank—emotionless—as he carefully cleans off a gleaming, curved blade. Beside
him, an assortment of tools glint on a steel tray: pliers, clamps, knives, things | can’t
name butknowaren’t for anything gentle.

He growls low, a sound more animal than human, as he tests the edge of a blade with
his thumb.

Marcus keeps going, voice rising like arrogance alone will shield him. “What, gonna
let this little slut do your dirty work?’ His eyes cut to me and widen with fera
delight. “Oh, you' re here?Perfect.Y ou’ re the cherry on top of this pathetic mutiny.”



“You killed Tommy,” | snap, stepping forward. The words fed like venom on my
tongue. | raise the gun, my grip tightening until my knuckles ache.

Marcus rolls his eyes and spits blood to the side. “I didn’t fucking kill Tommy.”

My jaw clenches. My vision tunnels.

“It was the fucking Italians,” he adds, eyes burning. “They found out about the cartel
talks—about us trying to split off. Tommy was a warning shot.”
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My hand trembles, but | don’t lower the gun. “Y eah, Iheardthat,” | bite out. “But if it
weren't for you—if you hadn’t dragged us into this psychotic turf war—he'd still be
aive.”
“Spare me the guilt trip, sweetheart,” Marcus growls. “Y ou think you're the only one
who' s lost something? This game doesn’t care about blood. It doesn’t care who raised
you or who kissed you goodnight—it just takes. And if you're dumb enough to think
you can stand on the board and not be sacrificed?>—"
| fire. The bullet hits the wall just inches from his head.
Marcus laughs.
It's not loud. Not manic.
It's low—rotten—and it slips under my skin like a parasite.
The sound alone makes my stomach knot.
Because the way he laughs... it reminds me ofhim.
The one who used to smile just like that. With that same curling of the lip, like the
cruelty was something private and sweet tohim. The way he’d smirk right before his

hand dlid lower—right before hegripped tighter.

The man who haunts my nightmares. The man | killed when | was thirteen.



Marcus has hiseyes.That same cold glint. That same hunger masked as power. He
wears that same steel-edged exterior, the same ego made of blood and dominance and
rot.

He's everything I've spent my whole life trying to claw away from. Everything |
loathe in myself. Everything that turned me into someone who lies. Who manipulates.
Who betrays.

He' s the echo of the worst parts of me.
And suddenly | can’t breathe.

“Shut up!” | scream, the gun shaking in my hand now—not with fear, but with a
chaos | don’'t know how to name.

But Marcus only grins wider.

He leans forward, teeth bloodstained, eyes locked on mine with a terrible, knowing
glint. “Be agood little pick-me, sweetheart,” he hisses. “Pull the trigger. Prove you're
one of us.”

Conner steps forward sharply. “ Shut your fucking mouth,” he snaps, and it’s the first
time I’ve heard that sharp, razor-clean edge in his voice. “You've already said too

much.”

| can barely hear them. Because I'm still looking at Marcus. I'm still seeinghim.My
abuser. My shadow. The one whose light | watched die in his eyes. And |
feelfilthy.My soul feelsfilthy.Like no matter how many times | wash my hands, my
skin will never be clean again.

“Peach,” Landon murmurs, stepping behind me, his hands dliding up my arms,



anchoring me in his warmth. His voice is low, graveled with something soft and
sacred. “You don’'t have to do this.”

| freeze. Because | thought | did. | thought | had to be the one. That it was justice.
That it was closure. That killing Marcus would erase something inside me. That it
would bring something back. But all | feel now isweight.And | can't.

| let the gun lower, slow.

“1 would kill you, but | think Xavier would do a better job,” | ook over at Xavier and
watch the smoke bellow from his nostrils.

“Nah, its because you' re afucking coward,” Marcus crackles.

| shrug, “Maybe, but you should be more concerned with those weapons over there.
They look pointy.”

My hands shake, but | turn and practically run up the stairs taking a deep breath like |
wasn't breathing down there and for the first time in awhile | feel those eyes on me
again, and a part of me wants to scream.

22

CONNER

| never thoughtJasmine would end up in my arms. Statistically speaking, it didn’'t
track. She's volatile. Independent. Not the kind of person who lets others carry her
weight—Iliterally or otherwise. And yet, here she is. Pressed against my chest, eyes
half-shut, body too tired to keep holding itself up. Her breathing is uneven. She's not
fully asleep, not fully awake. A gray area. I'm familiar with those.



There's a tremor in her fingers. Subtle, but consistent. She's not built for this. Or
rather—she’s not conditioned for it. Not the way Landon is. Not the way | am. The
moral boundaries are still intact for her, even if they’ve started to erode. That makes
her rare. Fragile in away most people misunderstand. She doesn’t enjoy the kill. She
doesn’t romanticize the blood. That’s what makes her valuable.
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| adjust her weight carefully, shift her onto the mattress. She doesn't resist. Limbs
loose. No defense mechanisms. That in itself is... noteworthy.

| pull the blanket over her and take a step back, watching as she curls slightly in on
herself. Protective posture. Instinctual.Trauma does that—rewires the nervous
system. Trains the body to expect pain in moments of stillness.

| don't touch her again. | just watch her for afew seconds longer.

In another world, she would be mine—uncomplicated, public, permanent. There' d be
no secrets. No power imbalances. No ethical linesto toe. | would have carved Marcus
open the moment he spoke Jasmine’s name, sliced him end to end for what he did to
Kelly. I still think about it. About the mess I’ d make of him. But Landon—always the
moral compass in wolves clothing—asked meto let him handleit. So | did. | waited.
Watched. Calculated.

But in this world, | have to play the long game. In this world, Jasmine's a student,
and I’m the professor who's supposed to ignore the way her lips part when she's lost
in thought. Who's supposed to grade her essays and not think about how she moans.
I'm standing in a teenager’s bedroom—pastel sheets, chipped furniture, some
ridiculous candle burning on the nightstand that smells like vanilla and sex and
safety.

And the girl sleeping in that bed is failing my class. Not because she's stupid.
Because she's been too busy surviving. Too busy navigating death threats and secret
missions and the tangle of violence we' ve al dragged her into.



The optics are catastrophic, but at least her apartment building is off campus even if it
just five blocks away from my fucking office. | exhale hard through my nose, rub the
heel of my palm against my jaw, and walk out before | do something irreversible.

The living room is dim, washed in blue from the TV screen still playing some muted
sitcom. Landon’s stretched out on thecouch, boots off, a cigarette tucked between his
fingers. The second he sees me, he lifts the pack and flicks it once.

“Y ou want one?”’

| hesitate. Then | nod. “Y eah. Fuck it.”

| don't say thank you but | take the cigarette Landon offers and slide it between my
lips. He holds his out, till lit, and | lean in, catching the flame with a clean inhale.
Smoke fills my throat and sharply coats my lungs.

| drop down next to him on the couch without a word. The leather groans under my
weight, the silence between us thick with the kind of history no one talks about out
loud. The TV’s still playing something muted and ridiculous—blue light flickering

across the room like static, like ghosts. | don’t look at it.

Landon leans his head back, cigarette trailing a thin ribbon of smoke toward the
ceiling fan. “I guess pigs are flying.”

| drag from mine, slow and deep. “What?’

He chuckles, that lazy, low sound that always makes me want to break his nose or
buy him adrink. Sometimes both. “Y ou’ re taking care of my girl.”

“You could ve carried her if you wanted.”



“You bolted out of the car like your ass was on fire,” he mutters. “Wasn't a damn
thing | could do.”

| exhale through my nose, the smoke helping mask the heat crawling up my spine. |
don’t say anything, but Landon chuckles to himself.

“You weren’t even this concerned about Kelly.”

| roll my shoulders back, the tension coiling up my arms as | flick the cigarette ash
into the frog ashtray on the coffee table. Landon kicks his feet up.

“She was like a sister to you,” Landon goes on, his voice curling with humor. “But
you never looked at her the way you look at Jasmine. Never chased after her when

she was hurting.”

| grind my teeth, pulse thumping against the side of my neck. “I would fucking hope
not, she was a sister.”

“Look, I’'m just saying?—"

“Don't, Landon.”

He flicks ash into the tray, sighs. “I’'m not trying to fight. But fuck, man. The last
time | saw you thisinvested in someone was...”

He doesn’t finish the sentence. Doesn’'t have to.

Landon shifts beside me. “I didn’t mean to?>—"

“Yeah, you did.” My voice dlices through the room.



| flick my cigarette into the ashtray, sparks biting the rim, and stand up too fast. My
nerves feel too close to the surface, hot and twitching. | move to the window without
thinking, needing the glass, the dark, the distance from his voice and everything it
drags out of me.

| plant my hands on the sill and stare out at the city—Dblack, cold, indifferent. Lights
buzz and blink like dying nerves. A thousand lives happening all at once. And here |
am, still haunted by just one.
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Lindsay.

| see her when | close my eyes. The mess of her honey brown hair. The scar at her
collarbone. The way she laughed when she killed someone she hated. The way |
loved her for it. The way she made me believe that darkness could be art if you
painted it right.

She made me a monster with a scalpel and a smile. Taught me how to gut a man with
precision and sleep like a baby after. | didn’t just follow her—I worshipped her. | let
her hollow me out, scoop the softness from my ribs until al that was left was
calculation and obedience. | let her love me like a weapon.

And when | wrapped my hands around her throat, | didn’t hesitate. | watched her eyes
widen, felt the tremble in her fingers as she reached for me. | held her down as she
kicked, as her breath stuttered and stopped, and | didn’t cry. | didn't scream. |
counted the seconds it took—documented the pressure, the resistance, the sound of
the final gasp that escaped her lips.

And then | ran. Not because | was afraid of what I’d done. But because | was young,
and that was the first time I’ d killed someone alone. And it felt—god help me—it felt
like I'd finally earned something. When Landon found me, | could have peeled my
own skin off from the pressure, and the onset of emotions that broke me down.
Landon is right. There hasn’t been anyone since Lindsay and | don’'t know what
Jasmine did to catch my eye but she should rue the day she ever crossed paths with
me.

“Y ou should be more concerned about my attraction,” | say, voice low, eyes fixed on



the window—~but | feel the weight of his presence behind me. “To your girl.”

Landon doesn’t flinch. “Y ou won't hurt her.”

| cough out a bitter laugh. “Y ou know that’s not true.”

“She’'sastrong girl.”

“That’s questionable,” | snap, turning slowly, the air between us crackling.

Landon stands now, back straight, reflection sharp in the glass. “You're not going to
hurt her.”

| whirl around fully, my chest tight, my hands clenched. “How do you fucking
know?’ | breathe. “I loved Lindsay, Landon. | loved her, and | still killed her. What
do you think is going to happen if | love Jasmine?’

Hisjaw flexes. His voice drops, low and lethal. “If you love her,” he growls, stepping
close enough that our foreheads nearly touch, “you will watch yourself. You will
walk the fucking line. Or | will put you down.”

“You're going to put me down?’ | murmur, half a challenge, half a prayer. | step
closer, close enough to smell the smoke on his breath. “Y ou really think you can kill
me? | taught you how to dismember a body.”

His eyes gleam, cold and bright. “And | taught you how to throw a punch, Con.” His
fists tighten. “I don’'t need a weapon for what I'll do to you if you so much as make

her cry.”

We stare at each other for a beat too long. No blinking. No backing down.



The second | hear the scream, something in my chest locks up. It's sharp. Rattling.
Too real to be from a dream, and too familiar to ignore. | know fear when | hear
it—I’ ve caused enough of it. My hands curl at my sides, and for a breath, | just stand
there, frozen in the living room with the sound echoing down the hall.

Then Landon bolts. He doesn’'t think. Doesn’t hesitate. He moves like he's done this
before—Ilike she' s his to protect.

| follow, slower. My legs fed stiff, heavy with something | don’t want to name. Guilt,
maybe. Dread. Hunger. | don’t know.

By the time | make it to her door, it's open. Light spills out into the hallway like a
throat of gold, and there he is—Landon—already on the bed, already got her wrapped
in hisarms. Jasmine’s curled up in hislap like she was made to fit there. He' s holding

her like he' s the last thing keeping her from breaking apart.

She's shaking, clutching at his shirt, tears streaking her cheeks. Her breath stuttersin
and out like it hurts her to keep going. | can’t look away.

Her shaky voice shoots into me like a bullet. “H-he w-won't go away. I-1 needed to
get him to stop.”

Landon’s murmursin alow, soft voice. “He stopped. | promise he stopped.”

“Y -you stopped him,” she whimpersinto his chest.

“No Peach,” Landon clicks histongue. “Y ou stopped him. Y ou’ re so strong.”

She shakes her head no. No words. No breath. Just that slow, fractured denial, and |
know exactly what I'm looking at.



This isn't some random nightmare. This is memory wearing a mask. It's shame
soaked in sweat, clawing its way up her throat until she can’t breathe through it. I’ve
lived that. | still do.

Whoever she isin that dream—whatever she did—she believes it defines her. | can
see it in the tremble of her lip, the way she digsher fingers into the sheets like she's
trying to anchor herself to something that isn’t swallowing her whole. That’s not just
fear. That's self-damnation.

And fuck, | know that monster.

The one sinking its claws into her chest, pulling her down into some place darker than
dreams. | know it too well. I’ve let it crawl up my spine and settle in my brain like
smoke. I’ ve listened to its lullabies. I’ ve let it teach me how to breathe in agony and
call it discipline.
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But watching it unravelher—watching Jasmine twist and writhe in silence, trapped in
a nightmare that clings like wet smoke—does something to me. Not pity. Not
compassion.

Hunger.

Something raw curls low in my gut as | watch her. Her chest jerks with each breath,
like she’s choking on air. Her hands clutch the sheets like they’re the only thing
anchoring her to this world. The delicate muscles in her jaw twitch as she grinds her
teeth, and | can see tears slipping from the corners of her eyes, catching on the pillow
like glass.

She looksbeautiful.

Devastated and delicate in a way no one else sees. Stripped of all that fire she wields
like armor. Just her, soft and open andreal.

And that’ s what terrifies me.

Because llikeit.

| like her like this. | like seeing her cracked down the center, emotions leaking
through in flashes no one else would ever be allowed to witness. | like the sound of

her breathl ess sobs.

Which means | am not safe.



Which means | could hurt her.Would,if | let myself.

Her eyes snap open.

Wide. Luminous. Soaked in panic and something softer, something
worse—recognition.They lock on me like she expected me to be there. Like I’'m part
of the nightmare but she’ s still reaching anyway.

Her lips part, trembling. Her fingers twitch toward me.

Just the smallest movement—barely more than a plea. An instinct. A signa for
comfort.

For me.

Asif | could offer it.

Asif | wouldn't break her in half just to see what she looks like ruined.

| should step forward. Should go to her, wrap my hands around her wrists, murmur
something that’ll ground her in the present.

But | don't.

Because I’ m not Landon.

I’m not the one who soothes nightmares.

I’ m the one who dissects them.

Who marks the blood patterns on the floor and notes the angle of the fracture, not



how it feels to be the onefractured.

So | stay frozen. Hands aching from restraint. Guilt boiling in my throat. | drink her
in one more second—one more too-long beat—and then | turn on my hesl.

Because if | stay, I’ll want to touch her.

And if | touch her, Iwillhurt her.

23

BROOKE

Brooke:Okay so you rock my world and then disappear off the face of the earth --
rude.

Brooke:Hello? Y our wife is worried about you.
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Brooke: Seriously Jaz, where are you?

| stare at the unanswered messages, jaw tight, thumb hovering over my phone like it
might bring her back if | just tap it hard enough. It’'s been three weeks—three whole
weeks—since that date that felt like it cracked something open in my chest, since the
kind of kiss that makes you believe in second chances, and hands that made me feel
wanted in away | didn’t know | needed.

And now? Nothing. Jasmine Rivera has up and vanished like a ghost—no texts, no
replies, no trace of her in class or on campus. It's like she got what she wanted and
dipped, and I'm left feeling like a damn fool for believing in anything else.

I’m no stranger to being let down. Hell, I’ ve been ghosted by better liars and cheated
on by boys who didn't even pretend to be careful. But this? This hits different.
Because Jasmine didn't just flirt and leave—she saw me. She held the parts of me |
usuallyhide. She kissed me like | was worth every breath. And then she left like none
of it mattered. Like | didn’t matter.

And | hate how much | still care. Hate that | keep checking my phone like agirl in a
bad country song. Hate that I'm still hoping for something—anything. But the worst
part? The part that makes me sick to my stomach in the quiet? If she walked through
that door right now, with her soft grey eyes and that kiss-me mouth and that goddamn
low voice that says my name like a secret—I’ d still want her.

I"d still forgive her.

Maybe that makes me naive. Maybe it makes me afool. But | was raised to ride out



storms, not run from them. And Jasmine? Jasmine's a hurricane. Wild, magnetic,
devastating in ways | didn’t know | could crave.

I’m not gonna lie to myself—I’m obsessed. Not in the scary way. Just in the “every
time | laugh | wish she was there” kind of way. In the “I still hear her voice when I'm
trying to pray” kind of way. | haven't felt so... mysalf with anyone before. Not
Timothy. Not Taylor. Not even my best friends, who love me to pieces but don’t
alwaysseeme.

Jasmine didn’t need all the details to understand the parts I’ ve never said out loud.
She saw who | want to be—who | am when I'm not carrying everyone else’'s
expectations.

And now she’'s gone.

| don’'t know if she's ghosting me or if something worse happened, but the ache in
my chest doesn’t care either way. | stare at our old messages, rereading her last
emoji-laced flirt like it might crack open a portal.

Finally, | type what I’ ve been too proud to say:

Brooke:At least send me an emoji so | know you're alive.

| tuck my phone back into the little white purse hanging off my wrist and take a deep
breath. The bathroom smells like lavender soap and old church tile. I smooth my
hands down the front of my dress, blink hard at my reflection, and step out of the
stall. The sound of the choir rising from the sanctuary beyond echoes faintly through
the hallway, and | brace myself.

It's the second Sunday of the month. Which means I’ ve got a pew to sit in, asmile to
fake, and a post-service dinner with my parents and Timothy—my beard boyfriend,



handpicked and parent-approved. The golden boy of our church circuit. The one
every mom at Sunday brunch insists will be the next savior of Texas football.

Timothy, with his perfect smile and quarterback shoulders. Timothy, who says things
like“you're too pretty to be gay”and thinks quoting Corinthians counts as flirting.
He's sweet enough in that store-bought pie kind of way—~bland, safe, easy to digest.

But the thought of sitting next to him in that pew, holding his hand under the hymnal
while the preacher talks about sin, makes my skin itch.

Because all | want is to be somewhere else. With someone else. Someone who hasn't
texted me in three weeks.

The door slamming open startles me and | grip the sink roughly taking a sharp inhale.

“Brookie?” My mother’ s smooth southern belle accent curls around me and | relax at
the soothing tenor of her voice. “Ohthere you are. Dad and | are going to run home to
get the roast out the oven. Timmy iswaiting for you in the lobby.”

“Alright mama,” | call out, slapping the water on and pushing my hands under the
lukewarm water.

She walks up to the mirror, the soft click of her heels echoing through the empty
church bathroom, and | catch her reflection before she speaks. My mother. Always
impeccable. Always composed. Her honey-blonde hair is curled just right, not a
strand out of place, and even in the shaky fluorescent lighting, it glows like it was lit
from within. She's still wearing the pink silk church dress she’'s had since | was in
middle school—the one with the delicate buttons down the front and a matching belt
cinched perfectly at her waist. It hugs her like it was tailored yesterday, not a decade
ago, and somehow, she still looks exactly the same. Timeless. Untouchable.



She has my eyes—those golden hazel ones—but hers flash with specks of green and
something sharper behind them. Judgment. Precision. A gaze that has always felt like
an x-ray, like she's looking for the fault line before | even open my mouth. And as |
stand there in front of the mirror in my sensible kitten heels and this stupid soft-pink
cardigan she insisted | wear over my sundress, | feel about two inches tall. Just like |
did when | was twelve and she told me not to slouch because “good posture is a
reflection of a good upbringing.”

Even now, she'sflawless. And I'm still the crooked picture on her perfect wall.

She tucks a strand behind her ear, and her eyes dart to mine in the mirror. “You
aright, darling? Y ou've been biting at the bit all day.”

| pull my hands from underneath the water and shake my hands dlightly. “I'm
aright.”

She hums—a soft, disbelieving sound that says more than words ever could—and
pulls a paper towel from the dispenser with crisp, practiced grace. When she hands it
to me, | snatch it from her so fast she tuts under her breath, that familiar sharptskthat
used to meantry again, Brooke.

| keep my gaze fixed downward, pretending to blot my hands dry, hoping she'll just
walk away. But the second my eyes drop to my rose-gold heels, she moves—quick
and precise—pinching my chin between two manicured fingers and tilting my face up
until | have no choice but to meet her eyes.

“You want to tell me anything, you know, before your daddy can see through your
lies.” Hers squint to aline and | swallow.

| shake my head slowly. “No Mama, | promise. It’s just midterm season. | really want
an A in my political science class.”
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“Oh honey,” she drawls, her fingers diding off of my chin as a smile spreads across
her face. “You don’'t need no politics when Timothy is good and ready to take care of
you.” She looks at her reflection one more time and fluffs up her hair. “He's going to
be arich man.”

| nod, tossing the paper towel into the trash. “1 know, Mama. | keep him happy.”

She looks me up and down, before turning to the door with a small chuckle. “I know
you do. Now hurry, future rich men don’t wait. No matter how pretty the girl is.”

The door clicks shut behind her, and | turn back to the mirror, swiping on athin layer
of lip gloss with hands steadier than Ifedl. | have to remind myself—every time | step
into this place—that thisisn’t really me. This is the version of Brooke du Pont that
fits the frame.

The Brooke who recites Bible verses like lullabies, who plays piano at garden parties
to make the ladies sigh and the men smile. The Brooke who once snuck cigarettes
with her best friend Taylor behind the barn, and still knows how to dlip awallet from
a jacket without making a sound. The Brooke who pretends to love Timothy Keiths,
football, and God—always in that order.

This girl in the mirror, draped in ivory and pale pink, her dress reaching mid-calf, her
red curls cascading perfectly down her back—she's not me. She's the du Ponts
masterpiece. Their pride. Their polished doll.

I’mthe one underneath. The one they don’t see. The one they wouldn’t want if they
did.



| rub my lips together and paste on my Sunday best smile—the kind that stretches just
wide enough to look polite, just soft enough to keep people from asking
guestions—and push open the bathroom door.

The foyer is humming with post-service chatter, the faint notes of organ music
drifting through the air like smoke. My rose-gold heels click against the marble floor
as| step into the light, spine straight, steps measured.

| spot him instantly.

Timothy’s standing near the entrance to the sanctuary, shoulder propped against a
column, that easy golden-boy grin plastered across his face. He's laughing at
something Michael Richardgust said, probably some outdated joke dressed up as
Southern charm.

Timothy looks like every Southern mama's dream come to life. Broad shoulders,
sandy-blond hair that sweeps across his forehead in just the right way, ajaw so sharp
it could cut glass. If | didn’'t know better, I'd say he was carved in alab to sell varsity
|etterman jackets and church marriage retreats.

He glances over his shoulder as | walk up, his eyes skimming over me like I'm the
love of hislife. He doesn't say anything, but the way his mouth tilts says enough to
the onlookers -- it saysl am irrevocably in love with Brooke du Pont. | smile back, the
perfect little church girlfriend that loves him back.

“Mr. Richards,” | say sweetly, stepping up beside Timothy like I’ ve always belonged
there. “It’s been awhile.”

Michael’s eyes rake over me, not even bothering to hide it. “Miss du Pont,” he says,
voice smooth like bourbon left out too long. “Looking like springtime itself.”



| laugh softly. Not because he’ s funny—Dbut because | was raised to laugh at men like
him. Because it’s easier than making a scene. | push slide a strand of my hair behind
my ear and flash a smile that looks like heaven to aguy like Micheal Richards.

“l am so sorry to interrupt you two gentlemen, but you know Mama doesn’t allow
people to be late to her dinner table.”

They both chuckle politely, and Micheal grabs his belly with one hand as his hand
points a pudgy finger at me. “Y ou better get then. A du Pont woman is no joke.”

Timothy slides an arm around my shoulders and nods. “Don’t | know it.”

We turn to walk away, as Micheal calls after us. “ I’'ll be betting on you boy! Go
Tigers!”

Timothy puts afist up as we cross the threshold to the church, yelling. “Go Tigers.”

The people loitering outside yell in approval, and my stomach drops at the attention.
Timothy Keiths is this town's golden boy and | am the golden church girl. People are
biting their nails in anticipation for our future wedding. | should be happy.

Timothy opens his car door for me and | slide in. The minute | buckle in he slidesiin,
slams the door, and sighs out aloud.

“Your daddy is going to kill meif | don’'t propose soon,” Timothy mutters, tugging at
the knot of histie. His fingers work it loose with practiced ease, but he glances at me
from the corner of hiseye like he's only half-joking.

“I'll kill you if you do propose,” | grumble, kicking off one rose-gold heel and
rubbing at the sore spot on the side of my foot. He dlides a piece of gum between his
teeth, grinning like the menace heis.



“You know back at UT, I’'m hot stuff, du Pont. There's a line of ladies just waiting
for meto say yes.”

| roll my eyes so hard I’m surprised they don’t stick. “Please, you say that like you're
not hot stuff here.”

He smirks. “Yeah, but here | gotta behave. Over there, I’m king of the frat basement
and the photography darkroom.”

“If | was straight,” | say, waving a hand like I’'m setting up a dramatic monologue,
“Timothy Keiths would be the dream. Nice country boy with a truck and a six-pack

of morals, can tie atie and make a mean apple pie. You' d be unstoppable.”

He chuckles. “ Say it louder. Boost my ego, Brooke.”
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“You are hot stuff, Keiths,” | moan playfully, dragging my fingers up the back of his
neck in mock seduction. “I mean just—ugh!” | fake-swoon against the seatbelt.

“Alright, aright. Cut the theatrics.” He groans, swatting my hand away.

“I’m just saying, in another life?” | drop my voice low and throaty, “Y ou’d be mine.
I’d make an honest man out of you.”

“You'd ruin me,” he says with a dry laugh, blowing a bubble and letting it pop loud.
“And you know it.”

We giggle as his hand drifts to the gearshift as we make the final turn, and | brace
myself.

Because here it comes. The gates swing open on their own—of course they do—and
the gravel crunches under the wheels of his truck like the earth is wincing. The
driveway curves in that way that's meant to be elegant, but all it does is stall the
moment before impact.

And then it’ sthere. The du Pont house.

All white brick and black iron. Columns tall enough to scrape the sky. Wraparound
porch with hanging ferns that are watered more consistently than some of our
relatives. The kind of house people write songs about. The kind of house that’s

supposed to be alegacy.

To everyone elsg, it's perfect. To me? It’s home, and my personal prison.



Timothy pulls up to the front steps, the truck easing to a stop like it knows we're
about to step onto a stage. Before | can evenunclasp my seatbelt, he leans over with
that lopsided grin of his and murmurs, “Tuck in that bottom lip and smile, baby. We
got three hours of pretending we' re the poster children for Southern love.”

| smirk, rolling my eyes but falling right into step like we always do. “We only gotta
do it forty-seven more times.”

He lets out a low whistle. “Forty-seven,” he repeats, shaking his head like it’s both a
curse and ablessing. “Then we're home free.”

| giggle, the familiar rhythm of our little pre-dinner mantra softening the tension in
my chest—right up until the heavy front door creaks open and Henderson steps out,
as poised as always in his pressed black jacket and polished shoes.

“Welcome home, little du Pont,” he says, sweeping into aformal bow as he opens my
door.

“No, Henny,” | say quickly, sliding out of the truck and shaking my head with a soft
laugh. “We've been over this.” | pull him into a hug before he can protest. “You
don’'t bow to family.”

His body stiffens like always, but after a heartbeat, his arms wrap around me with
quiet affection. Henderson might wear the uniform, might call me Miss du Pont like
it's written into his bones, but outside of Mama, he's the one who raised
me—~brushed the tangles out of my hair, taught me how to make sweet tea, slipped
me candy when | cried over scraped knees and high expectations.

Timothy drums his knuckles against the roof of the truck. “What’s up, Henny!”

Henderson sighs, stepping back just enough to glance over my shoulder at Tim.



“Mister Keiths, must you make so much noise?’

“Henny,” Tim drawls, already hopping down from the driver’s seat with that cocky
swagger, “I’ve been noisy since the womb. You'll have to take that one up with my
mama.”

A weary shake of the head. “Mister and Missus du Pont are waiting for you both in
the dining room. But I’ ll be seeing you later.”

“You better,” | smile—one of the rare, real ones that doesn’'t feel carved out of
obligation—and he presses a soft kiss to my forehead before slipping back up the
stairs.

We follow him into the dining room, and he opens the door announcing our presence.
“Timothy Keiths and Brooke du Pont.”

| walk into the room first and almost moan at the scent. The dining room smells like
rosemary and butter—Mama's roast glistening at the center of the long mahogany
table, flanked by crystal dishes piled high with mashed potatoes, golden biscuits, and
roasted carrots and parsnips. The silverware gleams beneath the chandelier, and the
white linen napkins are folded into delicate swans— because of course they are.

Timothy helps me into my chair right next to Daddy before taking the seat beside me,
ever the perfect Southern gentleman. | can fedl the eyes on me, even before grace is
said. My father, Howard du Pont, looks like a salt and pepper aged gentleman in a
full three piece suit, but when he looks at us he smiles past me at Timothy.

“Now that's a roast,” Timothy grins, trying to lighten the mood. “Mrs. du Pont,
you'’ ve outdone yourself again.”

Mama beams, dabbing her lips with her napkin. “Well thank you, sweetheart. It's an



old family recipe.”

Daddy hums in agreement, and after a quick grace, he carves into the roast with slow,
deliberate movements. The silence stretches for a bit, save for the clink of silverware
and the occasional polite comment on the weather. Eventually, Daddy glances toward
Timothy, his voice calm and measured.

“S0, how’ s football treating you, son? Heard you’ ve got scouts sniffing around UT’s
spring game.”

Timothy straightens with that easy charm of his. “Yes, sir. Coach says I’ ve got good
chancesif | keep my head down. Got a meeting with a recruiter next week.”

Daddy nods, clearly pleased. “Good. Discipline, focus—that’s how you win in this
world.”
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The silence creeps back in like a thick fog, wrapping around my chest, pressing
heavily.

| clear my throat and flash a smile, alittle too wide, alittle too bright. “Well, Daddy,
college is going great for me too. Mr. Johnson said I'm basically a shoo-in for?—"

“l know how college has been for you,” he cuts in, not even looking at me as he
passes the gravy boat to Mama.

The blood drains from my face. “You didn’'t ask.”

He looks up now, and the room gets cold. “Didn’t need to. Word travels fast when
my daughter’ s out on the quad making out with other girlsin broad daylight.”

Timothy chokes on his water.
“And don’'t get me started on what the security cameras picked up at the ranch,”
Daddy continues, cutting into the roast like it's done something wrong. “Y ou think

we wouldn’t find out?’

Mama's lips twitch in panic, but she keeps her tone soft. “Let’s not do this right now,
darling?—"

“No, let's,” he snaps, glaring at me like I’ve dragged mud into his cathedral. “Y ou
want to act grown? Let’ s talk about grown consequences.”

Timothy sets hisfork down. “Sir, | don’t think that’s fair?—"



“This doesn’'t concern you, Timothy,” Daddy barks, voice sharp enough to dlice the
air. “You're doing your part. It's my daughter who can’t seem to remember where
she comes from.”

| sit there, stiff in my pale pink dress, my fingernails biting into my napkin under the
table.

“God didn’'t make you this way,” he says, low and venomous. “Y ou're choosing to
spit in the face of everything this family stands for.”

“Howard,” Mama warns again, voice breaking.

| lift my chin.”Y ou’re wrong. God loves me, and he made who | love.”

“Y ou have no right to speak on God!” Daddy roars, slamming his pam down so hard
the silverware rattles. My body jolts like a bullet’s just been fired. The room shrinks,
spins, then freezes—all while my hands stay tucked neatly in my lap, like a good

little doll.

“l was made in Hisimage,” | say, voice rising before | can stop it. “I am His child. |
am yours.”

The silence breaks with the sharp, unforgiving crack of Daddy’s hand across my
cheek.

The sound echoes louder than the cry that rips from Mama' s throat.
“Howard!” she gasps, flying to her feet, but I’'m aready stumbling backward, the

sting spreading down my jaw like fire, my vision blurred by tears | won't let fall
here—not here.



Timothy stands, but he's too late. His chair screeches across the tile as | push mine
back, napkin fluttering to the floor like a flag of surrender.

“You will never see that girl again. You hear me? Or | will cut you down where you
stand, girl. Y ou will not bring shame to this family!” He speaks through his teeth, spit

flying out the corner of his mouth and | back away.

“1 see that girl again and you will be dead to us.” He snarls, and | turn before anyone
can stop me.

My heels pound against the marble. My breath chokes in my throat. My skin itches
with shame. | don’'t even hear what they shout after me—Mama's voice soft and
broken, Timothy’s loud and panicked. | don’t stop.

Not until I'min the foyer.

Not until I’m out the door.

Not until I’'m alone behind the barn, sitting on the cold stone steps in the pink dress |
used to love, clutching my sideslike I’m trying to hold myself together.

The tears come hard now, full and ugly. | can’t breathe through them. My face throbs.
My ribs ache from holding everything in.l cry like | haven’t cried in years, like I'm

mourning someone—maybe | am. Maybe it’s me.

| don’t know how long | sit there, head against the siding, lip trembling, heart broken
and pulsing in my throat.

And then my phone buzzes.
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| blink through the tears, hand fumbling into my purse.
Jasmine:Life’ s been hectic. But | miss you.
That’sit. Oneline.

But it's the one | needed. Because somehow, that girl—the hurricane, the soft and
sharp storm | haven’t been able to stop loving—is still out there, and that is the one
thing right now | can hold on to.

24
JASMINE

The last monthhas been a slow, gnawing kind of pain. The kind that doesn’t announce
itself with screaming or sobbing, just settles deep into your bones and makes a home
there. I’ve been pushing Brooke away—not outright, not cruelly, just with silence.
With distance. With excuses that sound thin even to me.

And outside of the occasional meme exchange that makes me exhale a little harder
than usual, nothing’s made me smile.

| know because Landon’s been trying like it’s his goddamn mission in life. Like if he
stacks enough dumb jokes and soft touches on top of each other, they’ll finally be
enough to break through whatever shell 1've grown around myself. He's been a
walking disaster—shirtless dance routines, dramatic readings of cereal boxes, turning
my darkest hours into his personal stand-up set—and still, it's not enough.



There's an emptiness inside me, and it’s growing by the day. Expanding like a bruise
that keeps getting hit. A silence that keeps getting louder. And Conner? He's a ghost.
| haven't even tried to reach out. | don’t know if | can see him again after he ran away
from me. | reached for him, clouded by the darkness of thenightmare and he ran. |
can’'t face him now, because | can barely face myself.

The nightmares have come back worse than ever. That night has become clearer than
ever.

| am thirteen. My shorts are torn. My hands are shaking and red—red like rust, like
ruin, like rage. Boyfriend number four is dead at my feet. His eyes are open, lips
parted like he's about to crack one of his disgusting jokes, but nothing comes out
except a slow, wet breath that never finishes. My fingers still clutch the handle of the
kitchen knife, slick with blood, like I'm afraid to let go or maybe afraid of what I’ ve
becomeif | do.

| can’'t hear anything except the throb of my own pulse. The kitchen light flickers
above me, casting everything in yellow. My mother’'s scream is just white
noise—distant and sharp and useless. The whole trailer smells like metal and fear,
and | just...stand there. Eyes empty. Face blank. | am hollow and wide-eyed and
gone.

And then I'm screaming.

The dream fractures with the sound of it. My throat rips open with the force of the
scream as | jolt upright, breath ragged and shallow. | don’t know where | am at first,
only that the sunlight peaks through the blinds and there’'s warmth all around me. |
thrash before | register the weight holding me in place—strong arms, solid chest, the
steady beat of a heart not my own.

“Peach,” Landon whispers, groggy but urgent. “It’s just a dream, you' re here—you’'re



safe.”

He's behind me, his chest pressed to my back, one of his arms coiled tightly around
my waist, the other hooked under my neck like a makeshift cradle. My legs are
tangled with his, our bodiesmolded together like we were built to fit this way. His
breath is warm against the nape of my neck, hisvoice low and heavy with sleep.

“You're safe,” he repeats, firmer now, as he presses a kiss to my temple and gently
rocks us, like he can sway the memory out of me.

But | still feel the blood on my fingers. | still hear the knife clatter to the floor. | still
see those lifeless eyes. | till wonder who that night has made me become.

Landon kisses my temple, the grip around my waist loosening as he whispers in my
ear. “Peach, you can’t keep these nightmares up.”

“You don't have to deep in here with me.” | whisper, pulling his hand up to my
mouth.

“1 will stay here as long as you want,” he grumbles into the crook of my neck before
placing a chaste kiss there. “And when you're ready, you can tell me why you have
nightmares.”

| shift Slowly, carefully turning in his arms until I’m facing him. His ocean-blue eyes
blink down at me through the low light, <till heavy with dSeep, but aert
now—searching. My fingers graze the curve of his jaw, rough with stubble, and for a
moment | just breathe him in. Salt and smoke. Something like pine. Like safety.

“1 killed him,” | whisper, voice barely audible over the whir of the ceiling fan. “When
| was thirteen.”



His brows knit together, lips parting—but he doesn’t interrupt.

“My mom'’s boyfriend,” | go on, the words scraping their way out of me. “He... he
touched me. Hurt me. | told her. She didn’'t care.Or she didn’t believe me. Or maybe
shedid and just... didn’'t want to deal withit.”

| pause, blinking back the tears that threaten to rise again. My fingers dig into the soft
cotton of his shirt. “So one night, he cornered me in the kitchen. | got scared, grabbed
aknife, and | stabbed him.”

Landon doesn’'t say anything. His whole body goes rigid—Ilike every nerve inside
him ison high alert. His arm tightens around my waist, protective and still.

“1 didn't even cry. Not then. | just stood there while he bled out on the crappy carpet.
And you know what the worst part is?’ | shake my head, a bitter smile tugging at my
lips. “I didn’t feel bad. Not really. | felt... relief. Like | could breathe for the first
time.”

| drop my gaze, ashamed, my breath catching in my throat.
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“I"m amonster, Landon.”

“No,” he says immediately, voice like a growl. He shifts, one hand cradling my face,
forcing me to meet his eyes. “Y ou are not a monster, Peach.”

“You don’'t know that.”

“l do,” he snaps, and there’s something raw behind it. “1 know monsters, Jasmine. |
see them in the mirror every goddamn day. | live with one inside me. A beast that
wants blood and chaos and revenge. And the only time he’'s quiet—the only time |
can fucking breathe—is when I’m with you.”

His thumb traces the edge of my cheek, soft but grounding. “Y ou were a child. You
did what you had to do to survive. That doesn’tmake you a monster. It makes you the
bravest person |’ ve ever met.”

My lips part, but nothing comes out. The breath I’ ve been holding slips out in a shaky
exhale, and | press my forehead to his. Landon doesn’t pull away. He just breathes
with me, his hand still holding the back of my neck, his thumb tracing slow, soothing
circles against my skin like he knows | need the world to slow down.

| relax into his grip. My limbs are heavy with the kind of exhaustion that doesn’t just
come from lack of sleep—it comes from surviving. His warmth is the only thing

anchoring me right now.

Then his phone buzzes once on the nightstand.



Neither of us move.

It buzzes again.

Landon exhales through his nose like he's considering ignoring it, but after the third
buzz, he leans away just enough to grab the phone, still keeping one hand on my hip
like he's afraid I'll vanish.,

He answers, voice low and scratchy. “Y eah?’

There’s a pause. Then a smile curves across his lips.

“No0o,” he says, dragging the word out. “She’s with me now. Y eah, she's safe.”

| blink up at him, confused, but the glow in his eyes makes my stomach flip.

He chuckles. “We' |l be therein thirty. Tell her not to be dramatic.”

My brows pull together. “Who?’

He doesn’'t answer—not right away. Just hangs up and sets the phone back on the
nightstand. Then he shifts, tugging the blanket off my shoulders and easing me up
into a sitting position.

“Comeon,” he says, that secret smile still lingering on his face. “Get dressed.”
“Landon—what’ s going on?’

He leansin, brushing his nose against mine. “| have a surprise for you.”

My pulse jumps. “What kind of surprise?’



“The best kind,” he winks, sliding out of the bed. “Meet me in the living room in five
minutes.”

| slide into the elevator,eyes narrowed on Landon’s smug face. He has been humming
“Old McDonald” and winking at me whenever he sees me looking at him. My
irritation has been at an all-time high, which is saying something given that | have
basically been giving him googly eyes and finding comfort in his presence more than
normal. | fling my fishtail braid over my shoulder and look at his annoyingly cute
face.

“So we're back to you kidnapping me and dragging me to Cast’s penthouse in the
city? | mock, tucking my hands into his leather jacket—which I've now

commandeered as my own—and |leaning against the far wall.

He clicks his tongue and yawns. “I have never kidnapped you, Peach. Y ou followed
me here of your own free will.”

“Did 1?7’ | snort, kicking one foot up. “Because if | remember correctly, you said if |
didn’t get into your car, you would throw me over your shoulder and carry me. Isn't
that correct?’

“Mmm,” he hums, moving closer to me. “You really like me.”

“1 thought | did,” | suck in air between my teeth and shrug. “But you just keep pissing
me off.”

Landon’sin my space again, a smug look on hisface. “I like you pissed off.”
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“1 bet you do,” | lean in closer. “Now do you want me to knee you in the balls or just
scratch your eyes out?”’

“Both, baby,” he smiles so bright | want to punch him in his stupid face. “Besides,
you won’'t mess up your boyfriend’ s face.”

“B-boyfriend?’ | stutter, just as the elevator door dings open, and he slides out with a
large grin—because not once has Landon ever asked, nor have | ever said, that
Landon Heart is my fucking boyfriend. |1 don’'t want that. | mean, yeah, we spend
every day together, and he makes me feel safe, and | stole his jacket, and | love the
way he smells, and—holy shit—Landon Heart is my boyfriend.

“What's up, Casty?’ Landon sings as | follow him out of the elevator.

Cast glares at him, nostrils flared in annoyance. “Don’'t call me that, Landon, unless
you want your teeth knocked in.”

Landon chuckles, looking around with a look of pure amusement. “Damn, does
everyone have to be so touchy today?’

| twist up my face, trying to gather the little bit of anger | can muster. “I don’'t care
who the hell you think you are, Landon. Y ou can't just drag me wherever?—"

| hear a sharp inhale and my eyes dart up to the balcony—then my heart basically
stops in my chest. My platonic soulmate. The love of my fucked-up life. The only
person | wanted to call when Tommy died is staring at me with her big hazel eyes,
already welling up with tears.



“Jasmine?’ she whispers my name like it's a prayer, and | answer it by smashing her
body into mine.

We collide in the center of the room, arms wrapped around each other in a tangle of
desperation and disbelief. Her fingers grip the lapels of Landon’s leather jacket. My
arms crush her closer. A sob rips through my chest, raw and ugly, and she's crying
too—but it’ sthe kind of crying that’s so full of relief it makes you dizzy.

“God, I’'m going to kick your ass,” | choke into her shoulder. “Y ou—Willow, you
can't just disappear like that.”

“Don’t,” she whispers, voice breaking. “Please. Just et me have this.”

She nods against me, and we hold on tighter. It feels like home. It feels like a part of
my soul that left when Tommy died—and | failed to kill Marcus—came back to me. |
feel like | can breathe for the first time in a long fucking time, and it hurts. It feels
like acollision.

When we finally pull apart, | drink her in like I’ ve been drowning. She looks older,
but not in atired way. Like she's earned every edge. Her curly hair is shorter, and she
looks like she's seen things. She doesn’t look like my innocent Willow whofreaked
out about amini skirt just two years ago. She looks so strong, | can barely stand it.

“1 thought I’ d never see you again,” she whispersin a choked voice.
| take a step closer, my fingertips tracing the smooth curve of her jaw, asif | have to
make sure sheisreal. “I didn't think I’d see you either. But here you are. And that’s

enough for me.”

She nods, pulling me in to bury her face in my hair, and | inhale sharply to get that
purely Willow scent of coconuts during winter. After a moment, she pulls back and



analyzes my face. Her eyes take in my hair, the bags under my eyes—if | wasn’t such
a good liar, she would be able to smell the depression on me. But luckily for me, |
don’t want her to look too close. To see how her being gone broke me so much. So |
arch abrow and try to suck in the tear curling around my eyelashes.

“What? Never seen a badass before?”

She sniffles out a laugh and shakes her head. “Not one who still dresses like she's
about to fight the Devil and win.”

| push out alaugh and tug Landon’ s jacket tighter. “Damn right.”

Landon sighs, followed by his shitty little snort, and | turn around to growl at him.
Because did he take care of me for the last month? Yes. But does that make me any
less of a badass ready to win against the Devil? Fuck no.

| narrow my eyes on him. “Jackass. Y ou are so on my shit list.”

A snort escapes Willow and | turn to see her rocking on the balls of her feet. “Um...
S0, life updates, yes?’

My eyes widen—because fuck, how do | tell my lifelong bestie, who knew | was a
lesbian since middle school, that I’m not a lesbian anymore? More like bisexual, but
that shouldn't matter. Sexudlity is a spectrum—constantly changing and
evolving—and Willow is my bestie, so | can tell her everything. Like how Landon is
my new maybe-boyfriend, I’'m having a minor affair with my cop professor Conner
Kilgore, and oh yeah—I'm completely obsessed with Brooke du Pont, despite not
seeing two out of three of my people in the last three weeks. | have no doubt they’re
mine. Even if we haven't talked about it yet, because it feelstrue. It feelsright.

| take a deep breath and point to the smug British bastard. “Landon, meet my



runaway bestie, Willow. Willow, meet one of my partners, Landon.”

She blinks, smacking her lips twice before saying, “Excuse me?’

| roll my eyes a her dramatics, because this girl hasthreeguys. Three guys who
tormented her in high school. Three guys she tried to rob, and | am a hundred percent
sure one of them—Damien—ijust hate-fucks her. So there should be, like, zero
judgment.

“Don't start?>—"

“No, hold on.” She cuts me off, pointing between Landon and me. “He’'sa guy. And
last | checked, you were a lesbian. Like, from birth. You swore off men before we
even knew how to spell compulsory heterosexuality.”

| snort, crossing my arms, because of course my bestie would never judge the poly
thing—more theyou’' re not gaything, which would shock most people. “First of all,
rude. Second ofall, | wasbicurious—" | wiggle my fingers dramatically, “—which
means | had a question, and | sought an answer.”
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She tilts her head, a small smirk of judgment on her lips. “And?’
| sigh. “And then your asshole of aman?—"
“Jasmine,” Cast growls, but | flip him off and continue while making eye contact.

“Asshole,” | repeat. “ Assigned this guy to shadow me, like a bodyguard or some shit,
which means | had to deal with himallthe time. And one thing led to another... | tried
it out, and surprise, surprise—I liked it.” | let out arushed sigh and shrug, shooting a
sideways glance at Landon, who just grins like the fucking smug bastard heis. “Well,
him and Conner.”

Conner Kilgore, who is avoiding me like the plague, and who | have not fucked
yet—but I’'m pretty sure my underwear being his main jerking-off pal constitutes a
sexual relationship. Right?

She blinks again, shaking her head. “So, no girls?’

| grip my chest and gasp. “Yes girls! Do you think | could ever abandon the fairer
sex? The last and love of my lifeis Brooke.”

Landon raises a brow, his smug smile deepening. “Hey, | thought | was your
favorite.”

“Not right now, Lan.” | hiss, narrowing my eyes on him and placing my hands on my
hips. “You areridiculous. And pushy.”



Landon just chuckles and reaches out, curling a hand around the nape of my neck, his
fingers threading into the short undercut—which makes every spark of electricity
there fire off like it's the Fourth of July. He leans in, murmuring in my ear, “You
weren't saying that when you were begging me to fuck you deeper andharder against
the kitchen table. | think | was your favorite then.”

The air catches in my throat and | jerk back, smacking him in the chest. “Company,
Lan!”

He laughs, looking entirely too pleased with himself. “Right, right. Behaving now.”
But the wink he gives me makes my thighs clench, because three weeks of depression
means three weeks with no sex—and | am regretting that choice very much right
now.

“See, thisis why | need Brooke.” | turn back to Willow and roll my eyes. “Anyway,
you need to tell me everything—Iike, | literally want to know every time you pissed.
Everything.”

She giggles. “That may be TMI, but I'll tell you just about everything.”

“Good enough.” | lace her fingers with mine and pull her in the direction of the stairs.
“No boys allowed!”

We disappear up the stairs like we' re teenagers again, like nothing and everything has
changed. And rush to her bedroom, which strangely looks like a copy of her
childhood home, and | file that to ask about later.

We collapse onto my bed like we used to—Ilegs tangled, hair messy, laughter still
echoing in the bones of the room. | don’'t even care that there are unfolded clothes on
the duvet or that my brais poking out from under a pillow. It'sjust us, like always.



Willow lies back, arms flopped out like a starfish, and | follow suit, turning my head
toward her on the pillow. The silence that settles now isn’'t awkward. It's familiar. A
guiet only best friends understand. This feels like home.

Her eyesflick toward me, and | see it—the crack beneath the smile. The place where
grief lives when you' ve shoved it too deep to speak aloud. It’s like the giddy humor
of seeing each other has faded and the reason why she is home, and | have been
distraught is coming to a head between us.

| push up slowly, resting on one elbow. “I didn't know if they told you but--" | say
softly.

“1 know,” she whispers. Her voice is so hollow it sounds like it’s been rung out and
hung up to dry.

Willow curls into herself in the middle of the bed and doesn’t look at me. Just keeps
staring at the ceiling like it might swallow her whole, or resurrect our father. | mean |
know he’s not myrealfather but heisas closeas| will get.

“I"'m sorry,” | whisper back, trying to catch her eye.

| reach for her, dipping an arm beneath her neck and pulling her close until her
temple is tucked against my collarbone. | hold her there, tight. A fierce, protective
hold. My chin finds the top of her head and | don’t realize how tightly my eyes are

squeezed shut until my throat threatens to collapse.

“He was like--" | whisper ready to call him mine too, but the words die on my lips.
“I’m sorry about Tommy.”

“You can say it, you know?’ She doesn’t move from my embrace.



| shake my head no. “He was yours, and |-"

“You are his daughter as much as| am...was.” | let out a shaky breath as she quickly
exhales.

God, my chest caves at that. Tommy will never know how much he means to me. |
never told him that he was like a father to me. | never said | love you to him, like

really said | love you to him.

Willow kisses my knuckles. “He loved you.”
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| inhale sharply, and Willow turns around, cooing as her arms wrap around my neck.
“No more crying. You know Dad hated to see us cry, and | physically think | can't
cry anymore.”

“l don't know how to stop,” | say, a light chuckle comes through the thick line of
tears.. “Itjust... it won't stop.”

| swallow against the lump rising fast in my throat and press my mouth to Willow’s
hair.

“He would' ve been proud of you,” | whisper. “Y ou hear me? Tommy would’ ve been
so fucking proud of you.”

Willow shuddersin my arms, and | feel the breath stutter out of her. Not a sob. Just a
fragile, broken kind of exhale. Like she's been holding in something sharp for too
long.

| hold her tighter, and for along while we don’t cry, or talk. We just hold each other,
two daughters mourning the death of their father.My father. God, | never thought |
would say that -- my father.

25

CONNER

“Midterm season is rough for everyone,”l announce, voice flat, as students file into
the lecture hall with the grace of the damned. “That said, there will be no extensions.



No exceptions. Unless you—or an immediate loved one—is actively dying, your
paper isdueintwo daysat 11:59 PM.”

A groan rolls through the classroom like thunder—expected, uninspired, and entirely
unoriginal.

“Excellent,” | murmur, brushing chalk dust from my palms. “A chorus of mediocrity.
Just what | needed to start the day.”

The projector hums to life behind me, the title of today’s lecture glowing across the
screen in stark serif text:

“Deviant Psychology: Understanding Compulsion, Control, and the Making of a
Killer.”

| let it hang there for a moment, watching as afew heads pop up, eyes narrowing with
interest. The rest still look mildly concussed from lack of sleep or too much caffeine.
A boy in the back opens aMonster. He' s already |ost.

“l trust you've al read the assigned profiles. Bundy, Dahmer, Gaskins, and the
McDonald Triad framework. If you didn’'t, pretend you did and try to keep up. |
won’'t slow down for you.”

Someone coughs nervously. Another student mutters something under his breath. |
ignore it. My attention is already shifting toward the seating chart, mentally tracking
who showed up today—and who has been steadily dlipping. There's an empty seat
where Jasmine Rivera usually sits. She hasn't sat there in about a month. Normally,
she would be manually dropped from my class, and | wouldn’t entertain the idea of
her passing, but for some ridiculous reason that | can't seem to get rid of, | want to
see her again.



| mean, sheis still completing al the work online, and sheisridiculously brilliant in a
way that makes me want to listen to her for hours. | am not holding on well with the
distance, and it has only been a week since she reached for me—and like the cold
animal | am, | turned my back on her. | am afucking monster, and not for the reasons
| am comfortable with. Killing men who | believe deserve to die. Hunting killers who
are sloppy enough to warrant attention. Doing what | had to survive after the death of
my mother. | am amonster for those things, yes.

But for what | did to Jasmine—well, even most monsters have a limit on what type of
beast they will be.

| clear my throat and turn back to the room. “Today, we're going to discuss what
separates the fantasist from the actor. What turns obsession into action. What makes
someone... break.”

| pause long enough for the silence to take root. This is the part of the semester most
students are fighting to get to. What they think this class is really about -- serial
killers. Such a romanticized idiotic thing. If anyone in this room was a truemonster
hunter they’ d wonder about the killers we haven’t caught and not about the ones we
have. They’d wonder about me.

“Despite what the public thinks, killers don’t wake up one day andsnap.They build to
it. Layer by layer. Thought by thought. Most of them don’t want blood. Not at first.
They want control. And they find it, more often than not, by studying people who
never see them coming.”

| clear my throat and turn to my first file on Ted Bundy. “Here is your trigger
warning for the people who need it.” | announce, before turning to the class with a
smile that feels as unnatural and unsettling as | bet it looks. “Now what is Bundy’s
victim profile?’



Hands shoot up across the room, and just as | am about to call on a redhead who
keeps flashing her bare pussy at me from underneath her desk, the door to the
classroom creaks open, and | am staring at perfect storm grey eyes.

“Miss Rivera, late again.” | comment, quirking an eyebrow at her.

She looks better than she did the last time | saw her. The side of her head is freshly
shaved, the red highlights in her hair have faded into a soft pink again, and she's
wearing knee-length jean shorts with an oversized black hoodie I’d bet all the money
| have belongs to Landon. Her socks are thick, and her Birkenstock sandals ook too
new to be anything but recently purchased. She' s dressed to be inconspi cuous—but to
me, sherings like a breath of fresh air.

“Sorry, Professor Kilgore,” she calls out as she dlides into the seat right by the door,
like she’s planning to make a quick exit the moment the clock hits the end of class.
“Traffic.”

| pause, lips pressed into a thin line. | can’'t confront her the way | want to in a room
full of students, but did my little sunshine just lie to me? Her apartment is a twenty-
minute walk from campus. Traffic, my fucking ass.

“Well, most students know it’s proper to prepare for traffic,” | say, voice clipped as |
move behind the podium. “1 take it you' re also not prepared for class?’

| hear her bag thump to the floor and the soft, annoyed exhale that follows. The
audacity.

“l never said that, Professor Kilgore,” she bites out, putting unnecessary emphasis on
my title like it’s something vulgar. | grip the edges of the podium, lean forward just
dlightly, enough to angle past the projector’s glare and catch her face in the glow.
She'sglaring at me. Good. | missed that fire.



Page 96

Source Creation Date: August 15, 2025, 10:29 am

“Then tell me,” | say, folding my arms across my chest, my voice smooth but
pointed, “what was Ted Bundy’ s victim profile?’

The room stills instantly. A few students shift, a few murmur, but Jasmine doesn’t
flinch. Doesn't blink.

“White women between the ages of fifteen and twenty-five. Brunette. Thin. Pretty.
Often perceived as educated or ‘ clean’ —respectable enough to warrant headlines.”

| nod once. “Almost.”

Her jaw twitches, and | watch her process the information like she’'s skimming
through amental file. She's close. So fucking close.

“What' s the missing factor?’ | push.

She narrows her eyes, lips curling into something between a smirk and a dare. Then
she tilts her head, her smile going shark-sharp. “They al reminded him of a woman
who rejected him. Sounds like most men, Professor.”

There's a ripple of laughter across the classroom. The kind that’s nervous but
entertained. My mouth parts—ready to retort, to assert control—but | find nothing
waiting on my tongue.

She's not just answering the question. She's challenging me. And for the first timein
thisroom, | feel cornered.



“Well,” | say findly, straightening and adjusting my cuff with deliberate calm, “I
wouldn’t know about that, Miss Rivera, would |7’

She slumps back in her chair, arms crossed tight over her chest, exasperation written
across her face like a red flag. That scowl—that searing contempt—it should put
distance between us.

But instead, it does the opposite.

Because that flicker of rage. The spark of the girl who held Marcus King at gunpoint.
The girl who bled fear and fury the night she reached for me—begged for
comfort—and | turned my back. That’sthe girl | want to pull out and lay bare in front
of me.

And likethe sick bastard | am, | want more of it.

| want the feral version of her. The version on the edge of a breakdown. | want to peel
back every perfect layer until she bares her teeth at me. Until she snaps. The scowl
she throws at me lights a hunger low in my gut. | want to dismiss this class. | want to
bend her over this podium, fuck her until she is toocummed out that al she will be
ableto say is fucking “thank you.”

| clear my throat, low and deliberate, letting the tension settle like dust in a room too
tightly sealed. A few students shift uncomfortably in their seats. One coughs. Another
pretends to jot something in their notebook just to avoid the heavy silence curling
between me and the girl in the back row.

“Now,” | say, finally—quiet, but sharp enough to cut through the noise. “Miss Rivera
brings up a compelling point.”

Jasmine doesn’t look up, inside she pulls out her laptop. The blue light illuminates the



cool contour of her face.

“Regection,” | continue, folding my arms slowly behind the podium, eyes scanning
the rows of exhausted, barely-holding-it-together undergrads. “Let’s discuss what it
does to the human psyche—particularly when an individual is not taught to accept it
asanormal, inevitable aspect of life. When they aren’t given the tools to processit.”

The rest of the hour passes in a slow, aching grind. Every second drips like sap from
a wound. When the projector clicks off and the lights hum back to life, there's a
breath of relief that moves through the room.

“Don’'t get too excited. | have your forensic lab reports.” | announce, eliciting a wave
of anxiety throughout the room.

| pick up the stack of papers from the corner of my desk—Ilab reports from the
midterm forensic lab rotation—and flip slowly through the top few. My pen’s aready
in my hand.

Then | see her name. Jasmine Rivera

Top corner:A-.Tight margins. Annotated references. Surgical-level precision in her
comparative analysis of wound patterns. It’s excellent. Of courseitis. But | stare at it
for abeat longer than | should.

| let myself imagine her writing it. Curled up somewhere late at night, hoodie Sleeves
pulled down to her knuckles, chewing on her pen while she tries to explain why a
woman was carved from collar to hip like she was meat.

| imagine her biting her lip in concentration. | imagine her scent—cinnamon and
vanilla bourbon—clinging to the pages.



And then | take the pen in my hand, and with one clean, deliberate stroke, | drag a D
across the top of the paper. | press the report back into the stack and hand them to my
TA.

“Make sure each one goes to the correct student,” | say, voice quiet but firm, barely
more than a breath.

My TA nods and begins the pass-through. Row by row, the stack thins. The usual
noise returns—backpacks unzipping, chairs scraping, a few half-hearted
conversations. The classroom settles into its end-of-period hum.

Hands folded behind the podium. Spine straight. Eyes cast downward, but not blind. |
don’t need to look to know where sheis. | don't need to breathe to feel the annoyed
click of her pen as she awaits her grade.
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The moment she sees the grade. Not the A she earned. The D | gave her.

The sharp inhale she's going to take when she sees that grade—I can already fed it
before it happens. The shift in her shoulders, the rigid set of her jaw, the way the fire
she's been smotheringbeneath that oversized hoodie starts to flicker back to life. She
thinks she's hiding it well, but | know better. That hoodie isn't just comfort—it’'s
armor, and | just cracked it. Her eyes snap up to mine, but | don’t return the look.
Instead, | shift my gaze to the rest of the classroom, addressing the group with
practiced ease.

“If you have an issue with your grade,” |1 announce evenly, “please come to office
hours next week.”

| clap twice, sharp and final, and let my eyes linger on the grim expressions scattering
across the room like bruises. I'm not thrilled by failure—this isn’t about enjoyment.
But | meant what | said on the first day: this course is not for the weak. And now the
reality is settling in for most of them.

“Class dismissed.”

The moment the words leave my mouth, chairs screech against the floor and
backpacks are slung over shoulders in a frenzied exodus. Students spill out like a
flood—eager, defeated, some murmuring complaints under their breath. My TA,
Tyler, tosses me a lazy peace sign on his way out the side door, already halfway to
his next class or maybe his next nap. The room empties fast.

Except for her.



Jasmine doesn’t move. Doesn't flinch. She stays planted in her seat like a storm on
pause, eyes narrowed into dlits as they lock on me from across the room. Her foot
taps relentlessly against the tile floor, a steady, violent rhythm that mirrors the tension
radiating off her body.

| walk over to the desk and start to exchange my things for the next class, but the
minute the last student slams the door, her voice roars across the classroom.

“What the fuck is your problem?’

| click my briefcase closed. “Miss Rivera, as | said if you have an issue with your
grade we can speak during office hours next week.”

“The fuck we will.” She shoots out of her seat. “Y ou changed my grade with a cheap
red penfroman A toaD.”

| slide my briefcase off the desk, and look up at her with the blankest face | can
muster. “| rethought your grade, which is appropriate given your attendance.”

“My attendance,” she snaps, making her way down the stairs and closer to me. “Y ou
know what happened. Y ou were fucking there!”

“l don’t believe in specia treatment, Miss Rivera.”

“Oh, so you jerk off to al your students?’ She tosses her arms up increduloudly.

“Just the ones who cum in my classfirst,” | counter, and the anger rolls off of her like
steam.

Her eyes blaze. “You're unbelievable,” she snarls, storming closer until the space
between us is practically charged. “I am the best student in your fucking class, and



you know it.”

| keep my voice level, smooth despite the pounding in my chest. "I grade what's
submitted, accurately. If you do not likeit, that is not my problem."

"Bullshit,” she spits, stepping into my space. "You're mad | didn’t fall into your lap
the way you wanted me to. Y ou’ re punishing me because | made you feel something,
and now vyoure playing God with my academic record. That's
lowConner,fuckinglow."

| tilt my head, still not letting her see what she does to me. Not here. Not in front of
anyone who might walk back in, but fucking hell if she keeps saying my name like
that | might happily lose my job. "Careful, Miss Rivera. Accusations like that could
get you in trouble.”

She leans in, voice low and venomous. "You want trouble? I'll give you fucking
trouble. Because the only reason I’'m not on your desk right now getting my back
blown by you is because | have self-respect, and you are an effing coward."

The words hit harder than they should. | clench my jaw, balling my hands at my side,
trying not to reach for her when | don’t think my grip will be as caring as she is used
to.

"That’s enough,” | say, though my voice comes out more gravel than command.

She laughs without humor, stepping even closer, so close her breath skates across my
throat. "What's wrong, Professor? Can't take it when a girl tells the truth? Can’t take

it when a girlknowsyou?'

"Sunshine—"



"No. You don't get to give me a fucking nickname, and you don’'t get to say it like
that," she whispers. "Y ou forfeited that when you turned your back on me."

We're eye to eye now, breath to breath, the tension pulling so tight between us it
could snap.

| clear my throat and step back, breaking the invisible thread, even though it hurts
like hell. "We're not doing this here," | say, voice stripped of anything but cold
control. "We're going to talk about this. But not like this. Come to my office."

She crosses her arms. "Why? So you can humiliate mein private?'
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| take a step toward the door, not trusting myself to look at her. "So | don’'t lose my
job for the way | want to make you choke on my fucking cock."

Her breath catches. | open the door, nod once, for her to exit. "l will meet you in my
office after my classin exactly 83 minutes."

“And if I'm not there?’ She counters, crossing her arms across her chest.

| laugh humorlessly, my eyes darkening as | let my mask dlip. “Then | will hunt you
down, Sunshine, and take you how | fucking please.”

26
JASMINE

Against my better judgment,I’m pacing outside of Conner Kilgore's office like a
woman with something to prove and nowhere to place the fire clawing at her throat.
From the outside, | probably look like any other pissed-off student, too wired up over
agrade, but thisisn't about a fucking grade. This is about control. About him. About
the sick, burning thing between us that neither of us can seem to walk away from.

He gave me a D. A D. After | aced that goddamn report with citations, tight logic,
and a better thesis than half the PhD candidates in this building. And for what? For
disappearing while | grieved? For getting too close? For letting him see the softest,
ugliest pieces of me and then still wanting to touch him anyway?

Faill me? He wants me to fight him. He wants me pissed, loud, unhinged—and God, |



want to give it to him. | want to storm through that door and pin him to the wall with
my words, make him admit he's punishing me because he can't stand the power |
have over him. Because | got too close and now he doesn’'t know how to hold that
without snapping it in half.

My feet won’'t stop moving. My hand clenches the strap of my bag so tightly it aches.
| can feel the weight of everything we haven't said pressing down on my spine. He's
in there, behind that heavy door, probably cam and cold and smug—probably
waiting.

He wants this to end in fire. And | don’t know what terrifies me more: that | might
burn him down, or that I'll let him burn me. | spin on my heel to start pacing the other
direction—because motion is the only thing keeping me from exploding—and that’s
when | see him.

Striding down the hallway like the problem he is, dressed in a black suit that fits him
like sin. His black jacket hanging loosely around his crisp, tailored dress shirt rolled
up at the sleeves, the top button undone as his long fingers work at the knot of histie
like it's personally offended him. His briefcase swings from his other hand, steady,
measured, like he’'s not on his way to war but to church. Like he doesn’t know he's
about to be screamed at by the girl who is barely holding her bones together.

My breath hitches.

Because he looks unfair like this—too composed, too sharp, too cold. Green eyes
locked ahead, jaw tight, the same way it was the night | told him my darkest truth and
he couldn’t even bring himself to stay in the room.

And still—still—my body reacts to him like it’s instinct. My pulse surges. My hands
itch. My skin tightens. He's a black hole in motion and | am so fucking tired of
orbiting him.



He doesn’'t speak when he reaches me. Just stops, inches away, the scent of him
hitting like a wave—clean linen and cool air and something darker underneath it, like
smoke and heat. The tie ishanging loose now, collar gaping just enough to show the
edge of that tattoo crawling up his collarbone. The one | asked about once and never
got an answer.

He looks down at me, eyes unreadable.

| square my shoulders, jaw tight. If he thinks he can intimidate me into silence, he's
got another thing coming. “ Professor Kilgore, you wished to speak to me?”’

“Office,” he says flatly, voice low and clipped like a command. Then he brushes past
me and unlocks the door. Doesn’t ook back.

| stand there for half a second—Ilong enough to remember that | am not afraid of
Conner Kilgore.

But maybe... | should be. | follow himin.

The door clicks shut behind me like the beginning of a countdown, and | swear | can
feel the air tighten with it. His office is neat—sickeningly so. Every book lined up
like asoldier. Desk clear, except for alaptop, a single pen, and a thick, manila folder
sitting in the upper right corner.

He doesn’'t sit. Just drops his briefcase beside the desk and walks behind it, still
undoing the last of histie like it's strangling him. He meets my eyes like I’'m already
wasting his time.

“S0?7’ | snap, arms folded across my chest like armor. “Am | here to watch you
change my grade again in front of me this time? Or are we just playing this fun little
power trip out in private?’



He leans back against the desk, arms crossed to match mine. “You're here,” he says
calmly, “because you made a scene.”

“You made a scene.” My voice lifts, sharp and vicious. “| got every question right on
that report and you know it. You dropped my grade because you're mad | didn’t beg
you to stay that night.”

Hisjaw ticks. Just afraction. But | seeit, and | want to dig my teeth into the pulsing
veins.

| take a step forward, not backing down. “Y ou think you can punish me academically
for your own emotional constipation? Get over yourself, Conner Kilgore.”

His eyes darken, just aflicker. But it’ s there. “Watch your tone.”
“Or what?’ | hiss, stepping closer and placing both palms on his desk. “You'll flunk

me again? Humiliate me in front of your whole damn class? Y ou already did that. So
what now, professor?’
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His full name in my mouth feels like a curse. He doesn’t flinch—nbut his posture
shifts. Subtly. Like aweapon being drawn.

“You are one inch from insubordination, Miss Rivera,” he says, low and deliberate as
he circles around the desk invading my space.

“And you are one inch from violating every ethics code this school has,” | bite out.
“You want to play God with my GPA? Fine. But don’t pretend this is about academic
integrity. This is about you. You couldn’'t stomach that something was happening
between us, and it was great. It was glorious, and you ruined it.”

“lI didn’t ruinit,” he hisses, slowly peeling his jacket off of his broad shoulders. “Y ou
are my student.”

| let out an humorless laugh, fully throwing my head back like this was the joke of the
century. “We are way past student and teacher, Conner.”

His name rolls off my tongue and | hope it burns but really it tickles like the best
forbidden fruit. He chuckles lowly, yanking his tie from around his neck fully, as he
leans back on his oakwood desk.

| can feel it building between us—the growing volatile energy that seems too big for
thisroom. But | don’'t care. I'm done letting him hold all the cards. Done pretending
I’m not furious. That I’'m not hurt. That | didn't reach for him in the dark and get
frostbite for it.

“l am not your little pawn,” | say, breath catching. “And if you think I’ll let you ruin



everything I've worked for just because you're scared of how | make you feel, then
you'’ ve really underestimated me.”

His eyes flash—sharp and brilliant, like emeralds catching flame in the sun. “You
think you scare me, sunshine?’

“1 know | scare you.”

He doesn’t blink. Doesn’t move back. Instead, he closes the distance between us like
he's daring me to flinch. “No, baby girl,” he murmurs, voice low and dangerous, the
syllables curling around me like smoke. “I’m not scared of you. I’'m scared of what |
could do to you.”

The words strike like thunder. | inhale sharply, the scent of him—mint and leather
and something darker—flooding my senses. It's overwhelming. Familiar. Addictive. |
hateit. | craveit.

| drop my gaze, refusing to meet his eyes even as | feel them burning into me.
They’re searching—for weakness, for want, for anything I’'ll give. And | won't. |
can't.

“You don't scare me,” | say, voice barely above a whisper.

“No?’ His voice is al mockery and silk. He leans closer, breath ghosting across my
cheek, and my eyes betray me, slipping to the hollow of his throat. To the slow shift

of his Adam’s apple when he swallows.

“1 should scare you, little Sunshine,” he murmurs, his lips brushing against my ear.
“Compared to me, your lover Landon is akiddie meal.”

| snort, trying to bite back the flutter in my chest. “You're so full of yoursdf, it's



amazing you don't float away.”

He doesn't flinch. Doesn't blink. Just lifts one brow, and then—soft but edged—he
says, “Give me your hands.”

| freeze. “What?’

“If you're not saying stop... or red,” he says evenly, tone flat and final, “then | don’t
want to hear another word from that mouth.”

My breath hitches, and my eyes widen. | don’'t move. | don’t lift my hands. The air
between us crackles like it’s been struck by lightning.

So he reaches out and he takes my wrists—not rough, not gentle, just enough to prove
a point—and brings them forward between us. “Are you against being tied up?’

| swallow hard, my pulse racing as his fingers tighten around my wrists. “N-no,” |
stammer, the word barely audible.

“Good girl,” he purrs, his voice dripping with approval. He releases one wrist to
reach into his desk drawer, pulling out a length of soft black silk. My heart skips a
beat as he begins to bind my hands together, the fabric cool and smooth against my
skin. He ties the knot with practiced ease, testing the tightness before letting go.

“There,” he says, stepping back to admire his handiwork. “Now you' re mine.”
| shiver at the words, my body betraying me as heat pools low in my belly. He circles
me slowly, his gaze raking over me like a predator sizing up its prey. “You're

trembling,” he observes, hisvoice low and teasing. “Isit fear... or anticipation?’

| bite my lip, refusing to answer. He chuckles darkly, stopping behind me. His hands



settle on my shoulders, and | can feel the warmth of his body pressing against my
back. “You're going to learn to obey me, Jasmine,” he whispers, his breath hot
against my neck. “Every word. Every command. And you're going to love every
second of it.”

His hands slide down my arms, sending a jolt of electricity through me. He grips my
bound wrists and pulls them back, forcing me to arch against him. “Do you feel
that?’ he growls, his lips brushing against my ear. “ That’ s the power | have over you.
The control. And you're going to beg for more.”

| whimper, my body responding to his words despite my best efforts to resist. He
releases my wrists and spins me around to face him, his eyes blazing with intensity. |
hear the slow roll of his zipper as his eyes run over my face, focusing in on my
mouth.

“Kneel,” he commands, his voice leaving no room for argument.
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My knees hit the floor before | even realize I’ve moved. He towers over me, his
presence overwhelming. He reaches down and tilts my chin up, forcing me to meet
his gaze. “Look at me,” he orders, his voice firm but not unkind. “Y ou’ re mine now,
Jasmine. And I’m going to take care of you.”

His hand moves to the back of my head, fingers tangling in my hair. He pulls gently
but firmly, guiding me closer to him. My breath quickens as | realize what he wants.
“Open your mouth,” he says, hisvoice alow rumble.

| obey without hesitation, parting my lips as he steps closer. He groans softly as he
guides himself into my mouth, his grip on my hair tightening. “That’'s it,” he
murmurs, hisvoice thick with desire. “Takeit all.”

| moan around him, the sound muffled as he pushes deeper. His other hand cups my
cheek, thumb brushing against my lips as he moves in and out of my mouth. “You're
so good at this,” he praises, his voice rough with need. “Such a perfect little
submissive.”

The words send a thrill through me, and | can feel myself growing wetter with every
passing second. He pulls back dightly, allowing me to catch my breath before
pushing in again. “You're going to make me come,” he growls, his hips moving
faster now. “And you’ re going to swallow every drop.”

| whimper in response, the sound only encouraging him further. His grip on my hair
tightens, and | can feel him throbbing in my mouth as he gets closer to the edge.
“That’sit,” he groans, his voice strained. “Just like that.”



With afinal thrust, he comes hard, his release filling my mouth. | swallow obediently,
savoring the taste of him as he pulls backwith a satisfied sigh. He looks down at me,
his eyes dark with lust. “Good girl,” he murmurs, stroking my cheek. “You did so
well.”

He unties my hands and helps me to my feet, his touch surprisingly gentle. “Now,” he
says, hisvoice low and commanding once more. “It’s your turn.” He leads me to his
desk, pushing me down onto the surface with a firm hand on my back. “ Spread your
legs,” he orders, histone leaving no room for argument.

| obey without hesitation, my body trembling with anticipation as he steps between
my thighs. His hands dlide up my legs, hooking his hands around my shorts and
yanking them down my thighs. “You're so wet for me aready,” he observes, his

fingers brushing against my soaked panties. “ Such a needy little thing.”

He pulls the fabric aside, exposing me completely. His fingers tease my entrance,
drawing a gasp from my lips. “Beg for it,” he demands, his voice rough with desire.

“Please,” | whimper, my hips bucking against his hand. “Please, Conner...”

“Please what?’ he taunts, his fingers circling my clit with maddening slowness.
“Please fuck me,” | beg, my voice breaking with desperation.

He smirks, clearly enjoying the effect he has on me. “Since you asked so nicely...”
He steps back long enough to pull me back up to my feet, quickly positioning himself

at my entrance.

“Conner, but you just--ahhh! With one swift motion, he thrusts into me, filling me
completely.



| cry out at the sudden intrusion, my nails digging into the desk as he begins to move.
His pace is relentless, each thrust driving me closer to the edge. “Y ou feel so good,”
he groans, his hands gripping my hipstightly. “ So tight... so perfect.”

His words only fuel my arousal, and | can feel myself spiraling out of control. He
leans over me, his breath hot against my ear. “Come for me, Jasmine,” he commands,
his voice low and urgent. “Let go.”

The command is all it takes to push me over the edge. My body convulses around
him as | come hard, waves of pleasure crashing over me. He follows soon after, his
release filling me as he groans my name.

He pulls out slowly, helping me sit up as we both catch our breath. His hands are
gentle now as he brushes the hair from my face. “You did so well,” he murmurs,
pressing a kiss to my forehead. “But we're not done yet.”

27

JASMINE

Conner Kilgore fucks like a god—no,a demon. No, a corrupted deity who has no
business doing what he does to me. Every part of me still hums, sated and electrified,
like I’ve been rewired. My legs are jelly. My brain is static. And my mouth? Useless,
whichisafirst.

We walk in silence, the kind that says everything. Conner’s hand hovers near mine,
not quite holding it, not quite letting me go. He waks like he aways
does—measured, precise, all black suit and cold composure like he didn't just drag
me across the edge of the universe with nothing but his hands and his mouth.

My hoodie is zipped hafway up, hiding the bruises blooming like dark fingerprints



along my collarbone. I'm not ashamed. I'm... unsettled. Addicted. | don’t know what
the hell | am.

We step into my building like nothing happened. Like he didn’t just ruin me in every
imaginable way. The lobby light flickers once, and | shift closer to him without
thinking. He doesn’t touch me, doesn’t speak. Just walks with the same unhurried,
calculated pace like I’'m something delicate he could destroy with one wrong
move—and maybe already has.

| press the elevator button harder than necessary, trying to steady my breathing, but
the second the doors close, the silence tightens. The tension between us isn't
awkward. It's electric. Heavy. Conner doesn't face me, but | feed him
everywhere—like he's still inside me, beneath my skin, stitched into my bones.

“Someone could've seen you,” | murmur, zipping up my hoodie hafway like it’ll
hide the flushed heat in my skin. “Y ou’'re still my professor.”

He hums like the idea barely registers. “Please. After the way you were screaming? |
doubt any of my colleagues will be surprised.”

My cheeks flare with heat. | look down, clutching my keys like they might anchor me
to the floor. And still—under the humiliation, under the electric aftershock—there's
thiswarm, dizzying flicker.

He called me his. He called meMine.lt wasn't just agrowl. It wasn't just dirty talk. It
was... something. My heart kicks hard in my chest and | hate myself for even
wondering, even caring, but?—
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What did he mean by that? Did he mean it? | know there is this pull between us. |
know he scares me in the same breath that brings me euphoria, but | also know
people say crazy things during sex, and stress. Things like mine and | love you.
Things that could make me believe that Conner Kilgore mayreallywant me, despite
the fact that | am practically married to his best friend and falling for Brooke. He may
look at all those things and still want me. He may be finesharingme, but | can’t hope
to want more than what | have right now.

“Jasmine.” His voice cuts through my thoughts.

| glance up, startled, and find his green eyes locked on me, that look calmer than |
have ever seen. A chillingly easy shade of clear green that reminds me of pictures of
the Florida Everglades |’ ve seen in textbooks. Fucking hell, Conner Kilgore could be
the end of me, and it would be fitting.

“The answer’s yes,” he says, like he's been listening in on my thoughts the whole
time. “To whatever you' re thought is making your nose twitch like that. There is no
uncertainty between us.”

My breath catches. | don’t even try to hide the way my lips part, or how my chest
rises too fast at the sure tone of his speech. “You don't even know what I'm

thinking,” | whisper.

“1 do,” he replies, stepping closer—close enough that | feel the heat off his body. “I
aways do. | watch you.”

My pulse jumps and | turn, exiting the elevator before he can see what that does to



me. | hateit. | loveit. | don’t know what the hell I’m doing anymore. He's hot on my
tail, with a lazy swings of his legs as | make my way to my apartment door. My
fingers shake as | dig my fob out of Landon’s hoodie pocket.

Conner leansin, his breath feathering over the shell of my ear. “Don’t be scared now,
Sunshine. Y ou like how | watch you.”

| cough, flipping the fob over in my hand. “I’ ve never said that.”

“Mmhmm,” his finger grazes over the pulse point in my neck, and for a second |
don't breathe, completely lost in the way the heat of his fingertips burns into my
flesh. “You don’'t haveto. A lot of your body language givesit away.”

| let out a shaky breath and swipe my fob across the handle. “Y ou areridiculous.”

A soft chuckle escapes Conner—Ilow and indulgent—as | swipe my fob over the door
handle and push open the door. My voice is still caught in the haze of post-orgasm
satisfaction, light and teasing. “I’m home with Mr. Grumpy, and today heis extra—"

The smell hitsfirst. Copper. Wet. Thick.

My throat clamps shut. My body follows.

Landon is bound to one of my chairs, the rope digging deep into his wrists and
ankles, his body slumped but still twitching with pain. His shirt is soaked through,
clinging to him in torn patches. Blood leaks from his mouth in slow drips, trailing
down to the floor in lazy splatters. His eye is nearly swollen shut. One of his shoesis
missing. His chest heaves as he struggles to lift his head—panic flashing wild in
what’ s |eft of his gaze.

“JASMINE—run! Get the fuck out!”



My heart lurches so violently | nearly drop my bag. A sound claws out of me, raw
and animalistic.

Conner’s aready reacting, moving in front of me, his stance low and lethal, hand
gliding toward the weapon tucked at his backside, but before he can reach it, alarge
figure tackles him to the ground.

“Conner,” | screech.

“Jasmine run--" He growls and before | can turn around a chilling voice wraps around
me.

“Don’t you dare. | would hate to kill your men in my attempt to apprehend you.”
Footsteps echo down the hallway—slow, measured, purposeful.

Marcus emerges shirtless, a white cloth in one hand, lazily wiping a knife still red at
the tip. His tattoos ripple across his chest like warpaint. The corners of his mouth curl
in satisfaction, and the smile that meets meisn't joy. It reeks of psychotic energy.

“Well, well, well,” Marcus drawls, stepping into the light of the living and dropping
down onto the couch like he owns the fucking place. “What a happy reunion. Thanks
for not killing me, sweetheart. Really. Y ou gave me just enough time.”

| stare at him, breath caught in my throat, rage crawling under my skin. “I thought
your brother was going to finish your bitch ass off.”

“Oof | would watch your mouth if | was you.” He chuckles, motioning lazily toward
Landon. “No one hereisin the shape to save you, if you piss me off.”

“I will skin you alive,” Conner growls, trying to twist free, and Marcus sighs,
nodding toward Asher.



“Keep fighting and he’ll crush your ribs, Kilgore. And I'd hate to ruin Jasmine’s little
throw pillows.”

| look over at Conner, and try to communicate with my eyes to stop, as | continue to
talk to Marcus. “Again who let your little dick ass free?’

“1 love that wit, Jazzy Boo.” Marucs hums, kicking his feet up on my pink robot
themed coffee table. “I’ll answer your cute little question. My loyalists broke me out
two weeks ago. Turns out some people still remember who built the Raiders in the
first place.”

“Well, congratulations.” | give him some jazz hands and a blank, very bitchy smile.
“But if this is how you thank someone for saving your life you need some work on
it.”
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Marcus chuckles. “Jazzy boo, | think you haven't been honest with us.”

“What?’ | snap, my voice shaking from fury. “ | don’t have anything for you. Just et
my men fucking go and leave my goddamn house, Marcus.”

He laughs—Ilow, guttural. “ Still mouthy. Still beautiful. Still think you' ve got choices
here.”

Landon groans behind him, coughing hard, and | can’t move. My body’s frozen. Not
with fear. With hate. Pure, acidic hate. Because | almost killed this man. | had the
shot. And now he's standing in my living room, bleeding al over the floor | used to
cry on, acting like he owns me again.

“Sit,” Marcus says with a lazy flick of his wrist, like I'm a dog he's already
housebroken. | don't move fast enough, so the guy holding Conner down with his
boot shoves me forward until | stumble into one of the couch chairs across from
Landon.

Landon’s still bleeding, barely holding his head up. Every breath he takes is rough
and uneven, and rage burns through me like wildfire. But | sit. Because if | don't, |
don’t know what the man will do next.

Marcus leans back against the back of the couch, arms spread across out, leaving his
bare chest exposed, that knife balancing on his knee.

“l wasn’'t gonna do this, you know,” he says finaly, voice light, like we're catching
up over fucking coffee. “I was going to letLandon go. Wasn't even gonna chase you.



Could' ve walked away, started fresh.”

My eyes narrow, lips pressed into atight line. “Then why didn’t you?’

“Because, sweetheart,” he says, pushing off the and strolling closer, “I found
something. Did a little digging into our star girl. And imagine my surprise when |
found out who your mother is.”

My blood runs cold, but | bare my teeth and continue. “The trailer park whore? Not
really special, Marcus.”

He leans in, eyes glittering. “Y es, but her name isBettyCollins. Ain’t that interesting,
Josh?’

The man holding down Conner, who | am assuming is Josh calls back. “Yeah, so
interesting.”

Marcus leans in closer, his nicotine stench breath invades my nostrils and | recail, but
Marcus pinches my cheeks with one hand and drags me back to his wretched breath.
“And guess what, baby? Betty was the last woman to fuck my daddy before he ended
up dead in aditch.”

A laugh rasps out of him, humorless and jagged.

“So | went to go ask her some questions, and you know, she didn’t even hold out that
long. Just took thirty minutes, one lost pinky toe and a kilo of crack before she spilled
every dark little secret.”

| hiss out a growl, because my mother sucks so fucking much, but hey she lasted a
fucking pinky toe and had the time to sweeten the deal with a kilo of crack, before
giving me over to the fucking Raiders.



“And you know what she told me?’ He mocks, spit flying out of his mouth as he
searches my eyes with histar black eyes. “How her little girl got angry. How her little
girl stabbed my daddy dead in the middle of the goddamn woods.” His voice drops,
venomous. “That’'s what happened, right? One night you got pissed and stabbed my
daddy down in the dead of the night, right after he feel adeep fucking your whore
mother.”

“No,” | whisper, shaking my head, the words barely there. “1 was a child, and he--"
The flashes of that night run across my mind. That man’'s tar eyes, and calloused
touch. The rip of my clothes. The way | screamed. And the knife--fucking hell the

knife. Boyfriend number four was the leader of the Raiders.

“But you did it.” Marcus shrugs. “Child or not—you took his life. And do you know
what that means, doll?’

Landon tries to move, but the ropes hold him too tight. “Marcus—don’t.”

“Reciteit,” Marcus barks at him. “Come on, Romeo. Y ou know it.”

Landon clenches his jaw. His swollen mouth opens anyway. “Raider Law, Section
Four,” he grits out. “If you kill a Raider, you give your life to the Raiders... either in
blood or in service.”

Marcus claps, slow and mocking. “Very good.”

He looks at me again, that twisted smile back on his face. “ So, Jasmine. Here's your
choice. You give me his life,” he nods toward Landon, “or you give me yours.

Service. To the Raiders.”

“No,” Landon growls. “Y ou touch her, Marcus, and | swear?—"



“I"'m not touching her,” Marcus cuts in smoothly. “I’'mofferingher a future. She
belongs to me now. Either as aghost or asoldier. It's her decision.”

“No,” Conner growls, his voice sharp from where he's restrained against the wall.
“Don’t do this, Jasmine. Don’t give him anything.”

But the room fades. All | can hear is my own heartbeat. Loud. Violent. Thudding
against my ribslikeit’'strying to get out of me.
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| look at Landon.

At Conner.

At Marcus.

Then | lower my head, bite down the scream in my throat, and say, “I’m sorry.”
Landon flinches.

Conner curses.

And | raise my eyes to Marcus and whisper, “I’m yours.”

Marcus' s smileis dow and victorious, like awolf sinking histeeth into itskill.

“Good girl,” he purrs. “Now let’s see what kind of Raider we can make out of alittle
murderer like you.”

Thankyou for reading Jasmine's story, if you enjoyed it, please help me grow and
write more stories by sharing it with your fellow readers and leaving areview now.

More coming soon. . .Vaentina's story followed by the conclusion of Jasmine's
story.

Follow me on Amazon so you don’t miss your next obsession.



If you haven't read Willow’s story, you're in for atreat, she has three ruthless kings
who vow to punish her, spoil her, and worship every inch of her, start will Lords of
Ruin.

Hereisasneak peek...

Willow

Don't say you wouldn't do the same thing. If your father was drowning in debt from
your hospital bills, I know you would also find yourself standing naked before three
gloriously beautiful guys with a proposition and a check for one hundred thousand
dollars.

Trust me, no one in my situation would turn that cash away, no matter how proud
they are. But in this case, you're me, and your pride left you when you saw the
foreclosure notice on your front door.

Y our morals disappeared when you saw your giant teddy bear of afather crying as he
held the only items you have left of your mother. Y ou became fearlessly stupid when
you heard him contemplate in hush whispers to your Aunt Nikki whether or not to
sell your mother’ s engagement ring to cover a couple of nightsin amotel.

When you're desperate to protect the only person in this world you love and have no
other options, you'll do whatever it takes, even if it means selling your soul to three
guys who despise you more than anything, just like | did.

Chapterl

Willow

“This is a stupid idea, Will,” Jasmine mutters, fixing her mascara in the rearview



mirror.

“Never said this was a smart idea; | just said it was an idea.” | mess around with the
faux septum ring in my nose.

Now that I'm eighteen, | want a real septum piercing, but Dad won't let me in case |
get an infection. | have had this new heart in my chest for sixteen months, and most
heart transplants are considered a success after four months, but my body can reject
this heart at any time.

| will never truly be out of the woods. This heart saved me, but it will haunt me for
therest of my life.

“You want to steal from the King, Willow.” Jasmine enunciates every syllable in my
name, and | flinch, looking away from her and at my reflection.

My black hair with washed-out pink tips fallsin loose curls around my shoulders, and
my smokey eye makeup brings out the green in my hazel eyes. My skin has lost most
of its vibrant complexion, and | am just getting some of my curves back after barely
eating during my two years of hospitalization.

Jasmine' s voice breaks me out of the trance I’'m in. She cocks her head at me as if to
emphasize how stupid of anideaitis. “We're going to get killed.”

| roll my eyes. “No, wewon't.”
“Okay, so what’s the plan, superstar? Are we just going to waltz up into the King of

Thornhaven's place and enter like it’s nothing when we weren’t invited, and you're
here to stea 7’
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| shrug, “He won't miss anything | take, and we look good. They aren’t going to turn
away two hot girls.”

“Honey,there are like hundreds of hot girls walking up to the party right now.”

| turn to look out the window at all the partygoers strutting up the driveway and into
the 800 acres of the Beaumont estate for Vincent Beaumont’s annual and last ABC
party -- Anything But Clothes -- Birthday party.

There is a group of guys standing shirtless, displaying their toned and chiseled
bodies. Some dressed in duct tape, plastic bags, and strategically placed cardboard
pieces, while others have wrapped Saran Wrap around their torsos, leaving little to
the imagination, or just some duct tape with a box covering their private areas,
exposing the rest.

The girls, on the other hand, take it to the next level. Their outfits are works of art:
newspaper dresses and bubble wrap that perfectly hug every curve. One girl
confidently walks by in an ensemble made entirely of silk ribbons that barely hold
together, leaving little to the imagination. Another boldly rocks a patchwork design of
neon post-it notes, held together by body glue, revealing her long legs and smooth
shoulders.

| am wearing four boxes of cereal cut up into atube top stuck so close to my body the
tape nips at me, a micro skirt that is so small my ass falls out of it, and my platform

white leather boots.

| just hope the guard at the front, who is making sure everyone is following the strict



anything but clothes rule, doesn’t make me take off my underwear. Jasmine doesn’t
want to be here and sports a pair of black Converse and a black trash bag with three
holes: one for her head and two for her arms. Her blonde mohawk has red highlights
today.

“Look, I'll walk confidently, and you' [l walk in with that glare you have permanently
on your face, and boom! No one will turn us away, okay?’ | nod at her before taking
a deep breath and pushing the car’ s passenger side door open. My sparkly silver purse
IS swinging on my arm.

Jasmine quickly follows me, pulling on my elbow to whisper in my ear. “Did | forget
to mention that Damien Sterling hates your fucking guts? Wait, in fact, al of the
Chessmen hate you: The King. The Knight, even the fucking Rook. They al hate

youl.

“1 thought best friends were supposed to be supportive?’ | roll my eyes, pulling her
forward towards the giant golden doors.

Jasmine isn’t wrong; they all hate me.

Vincent Beaumont, also known as the King of Thornhaven, is the heir to this massive
estate and finance genius in his own right. He has black hair that is always styled
perfectly, piercing blue eyes that see into my soul, and a tailored school uniform that
fitshim like aglove.

Juan “Cast” Castillo, the Rook, is said to have ties to the cartel, but you wouldn’t
know he was crazy unless you saw him like | did. To everyone else, he is the silly
class clown with messy, curly brown hair and a lazy smile that soaks panties and
makes hearts do backflips. To me, he is a sadist who would love nothing more than to
break me and happily lick the tears off my face.



But the one that really hates me and would love to see me fucking dead is the Knight,
Damien Sterling. He isn't as rich as the other two; in fact, his mother worked as a
maid for the Beaumonts and the Castillos, and he met Juan and Vincent while he
tagged along with his mother as she worked for them over the weekends.

He shares a bond with the Chessmen through their mutual affection for Rosemary
Sterling. Despite their reputation for not caring about anyone or anything, | know
they loved Rosemary dearly. It was evident in their actions when she was diagnosed
with cancer; they spared no expense and visited her every day.

When my myocarditis was so bad | couldn’t leave the hospital, and everyone said |
was a heart attack away from death, | would hang out with Rosemary in the hospital
garden. She would give me her cherry jello and hug me tightly when no one else
would in fear of breaking me. Her heart overflowed with kindness, making it almost
overwhelming to be around her.

Damien’s mother was perfect and the center of the Chessmen’s worlds. So when he
found out she died for me, that was it; he hated me. | was the reason he was now
alone in the world.

| am the reason the only mother they ever had is dead, and they have al rights to hate
me. | hate me. If | knew it was hers, | would have never taken it, but | didn’t know
until after the transplant was finished that Rosemary Sterling donated her heart to me.
| didn’t even know she was being tested to see if we were compatible.

Jasmine doesn’t know any of this; she just thinks they’re cruel, and | guessit is better
to assume they are evil than to know how kind they can genuinely be. It only makes
the looks they give meeven more painful. It only makes me take my punishments at
school like | deserve them because | do.

As we approach the sprawling 800-acre estate, | can't help but feel a mix of awe and



anxiety wash over me. The Greek-inspired mansion looms before us, its towering
white columns flashing different colors from the party lights, and intricate carvings
decorate the sides.

The golden door at the entrance sparkles, invitingly like the gates of heaven—yet
intimidating because | know nothing heavenly exists on the other side of that door.

A security guard, his muscular frame like a fortress, looms next to the golden doors,
scanning the crowd of partygoers with hawkish intensity. He barely dodges a guy
wrapped in atoga-like ensemble as he assesses the crowd. “Can’t let you in, man,” he
declares, his voice cold and unyielding.

“What? Come on, man—these are not clothes; these are bed sheets!” the guy protests.

The guard shrugs dismissively. “Rules were changed: no bedsheets, curtains, or
clothes-like fabric.”

“Seriously?” The guy’svoicerisesin disbelief, and | can sense the tension crackling
intheair.

“Yeah, go change and come back,” the guard retorts, a glint of satisfaction in his eye
as he watches the guy's shoulders slump. With a groan, the rejected partygoer turns,

stomping away, frustration radiating off him like heat waves.

| feel the weight of the guard's gaze shift to us as if he can smell the uncertainty
wafting off our skin. Jasmine and | exchange a quick look, and | swallow hard.

A smarmy smile curls hislips, and | can feel my stomach churn with disgust. “Spin,”
he commands, and my heart races, aflash of anger igniting within me.

“What?’ | snap, my eyebrows furrowing and fists balling up at my sides.



He leans in dlightly, the smugness radiating off him like a foul odor. “No underwear
allowed. It’s part of the rules because it’ s technically clothes.”
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A pulse of heat surges through me, and | instinctively bristle, ready to tell him off.
“Are you serious?’ | demand. This guy must be a creep; there's no way he can be
Sserious.

But then, he looks off to the side, and | follow his gaze to the clear bin beside
him—overflowing with an array of colorful panties from other partygoers. “Sorry,
sweetheart. | don’t make the rules.” He smiles, leveling his obsidian eyes with mine.

“Don’'t call me sweetheart.” | roll my eyes, my heart thundering in my chest and my
gut twisting in annoyance -- only the Chessmen would want every girl at this party
commando. With a dlight shimmy, | tug my cute white satin underwear with a dainty
bow in the front, the sexiest underwear | own, down my thighs and over my boots.

| feel ridiculous and angry as | drop the delicate fabric into the bin with an
exaggerated sigh, shooting the guard with a sarcastic look of compliance.

“There, happy?’ | snarl, trying to mask the wave of vulnerability threatening to wash
over me.

The guard’ s grin widens as he moves out of our way, “Enjoy, ladies.”

“You didn't ask for my underwear,” Jasmine narrows her eyes on him and places
both hands on her hips.

The guard shoots both eyebrows up in confusion and looks around him as if sheisn’'t
talking to him. “Girl, 1 can tell by your face if anyone touches you, you will stab
them.”



Jasmine' s grin sharpens, transforming her delicate features into something fierce and
predatory. She laces her fingers through mine, squeezing tightly. “And you'd be
absolutely correct!” She shoots back, her voice laced with playful menace. “Aren’t
you observant?’

Jasmine tugs me forward, and we step into the chaotic whirlwind of the party; the air
Is heavy with laughter, alcohol, and music. The moment we cross the threshold, I'm
hit by awave of noise and color, overwhelming my senses.

A group of our peers swirls around us, their bodies glistening under the vibrant lights,
some already stumbling under the weight of drinksin their hands.

A couple nearby islocked in a passionate kiss, oblivious to the world, with their trash
bags ripped open, exposing both girls' breasts, while naked acrobats twist through the
air above, defying gravity in their silks.

“Welcome to the jungle,” Jasmine whispers in my ear as she scans the room, rocking
back on the heels of her feet.

My mind races as | assess the opulence surrounding us. Gold-plated fixtures shine
like beacons, and clusters of expensive bottles are lining tables draped in silk. Art
pieces worth thousands hang on the walls, and the laughter and chatter of
Thornhaven's elitefill theair.

But | can’'t focus on the luxury right now; | need to think strategically. My eyes dart
around the room, searching for the perfect item to steal—something that would fetch
at least twenty grand, enough to keep our house from foreclosing. Just one thing, and
| can figure out the rest later.

“Let’sdo alap and see what | can grab,” | whisper to Jasmine, suddenly distracted by
the two girls grinding on each other.



“Just don’'t get caught,” she warns, her voice low. “The Chessmen are going to be
around here somewhere, and if they catch you...”

“I’ll cross that bridge when | get there,” | retort, trying to shake off the rising anxiety.
I’'m so close to saving my father and pulling us out of this mess. | just need to be
smart about it.

Jasmine pulls me deeper into the crowd, and | can’'t help but marvel at the sheer
absurdity of the party. A group of girls flits by in elaborate dresses made of bubble
wrap, giggling as they bounce on their heels. The pulsating music seeps into my
bones, blending with the energy of the people around me, and for a brief moment, |
almost forget why I’'m here.

“Look at that,” Jasmine whispers, tilting her head to the right where an ornate silver
vase is perched atop a marble pedestal near the entrance. It glimmers tantalizingly in
the light, and | can already envision the price tag it must carry.

“That’s a steal-worthy piece. But it’s too exposed. Anyone could see us lift it.” | huff,
continuing to survey the room. | need to go upstairs to the jewelry, something small
like a watch that | will probably have to hide between my butt cheeks, but it'll be
worth it. Right when | am going to turn to Jasmine and tell her, that’s when | see the
first Chessman, Juan “Cast” Castillo.

Cast stands across the room, a figure carved from shadows and light, his emerald-
green eyes glinting like polished gemstones. The flickering party lights catch the
glitter dusted across his bare chest, making him shimmer like an earth bound god. He
moves with an effortless grace, his body coiling and uncoiling like a serpent ready to
strike, each motion smooth and deliberate as he dances.

His tousled and wild brown hair frames his chiseled features, drawing attention to his
high cheekbones and the mischievous glint in his eyes. A playful smirk dances on his



lips; one that looks inviting and sweet. He's dressed in a daring ensemble that barely
conceals his toned physique—just a few strategically placed foil patches, duct tape,
and an ornate belt hanging low on his hips.

The chaos of the party swirls around him--his presence demanding attention asif he's
the sun and everyone else are mere planets caught in his orbit. | can feel myself
drawn to him like prey to the colorful trance of their predator.

As soon as our gazes connect, everything else blurs out of focus. My heart races in
my chest, and | can almost feel the electricity crackling between us. His intense stare
bores into me, sparking a tingling sensation that runs through my body. He is no
longer smiling, and my stomach drops, knowing that | am the reason he doesn’t ook
so carefree anymore.

| pull my gaze away and whisper into Jasmine's ear. “I'll distract the crowd. You
keep an eye out for the guards and the Chessmen. If anything goes sideways, bail.”

Jasmine raises an eyebrow. “Don’'t get in trouble, Will, promise?’

“Trouble is just another word for opportunity,” | smirk as | grab a shot off of a
passing waiter’s tray and down it, flashing her a huge grin. “Make sure Cast doesn’t
follow me.”

Vincent

She locks eyes with Cast,but | saw her first. Willow Cater, in my house, wearing four
cereal boxes that barely cover her breasts and definitely don't cover her ass. | must
thank Cast for his no-underwear rule; it'll make what | want to do to her so much
easier.
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| know we hate her, but there is a thin line between hate and lust, and fuck does she
not teeter on the line of making me want to fuck her every day.

When we first met her, she had been sick for three years prior, and she looked hollow
and broken, just like Rosemary looked the last time | saw her. She was a shell of a
girl that | wanted to fill.

| wanted to make her our little slave for the rest of her life for taking away the only
woman who has ever loved me, but Damien wouldn’t have it.

Just looking at her made him sick, and since he was the one left alone in a broken-
down apartment in the shitty part of town, he made the call on what we would do to
Willow.

He decided we hated her, that we would make her wish she died instead of Rosemary,
and while | think that’s a waste of a perfect ass and hourglass figure, | wasn't the one
who lost their biological mother.

| watch her from the balcony, shrouded in shadows, leaning forward on my throne
with ajoint hanging out of my mouth. I’'m up here away from everyone because I'm
not likable like Juan, or in love with the limelight like Damien.

| hate parties.
| only have this fucking party to reestablish what everyone knows: | am King of

Thornhaven, and | keep my subject satiated. At every party | make a grand entrance,
pick the girl | want in my bed tonight, fuck her and then go to sleep.



Willow whispers to her friend and then snakes her perfect ass through the crowd,
looking cautiously over her shoulder when she reaches the grand staircase leading up
to the private rooms upstairs. She slides past the velvet rope with a distinct ‘Do Not
Enter’ sign hanging onit.

A low chuckle rumbles through my chest—naughty girlsneaking into forbidden areas.
She will need to be punished, and | know the perfect way to do so.

| stamp the joint out on the railing and move through the dark hallways to the other
side of the house, which is too fucking big for me, my stepmother, Angie, and her
two children, both under the age of ten, both in boarding school.

My father and Angie are on their annual February trip to England on my birthday,
and unless you count the silent servants, | live here alone most of the time.

| have twenty-five bedrooms, fifteen bathrooms, six half-bathrooms, three pools, a
music room with a professional-grade recording studio, a tennis and basketball court,
a mini-museum, Rosemary’s untouched art studio, a library, and, of course, a
greenhouse all to myself.

| would like it if Damien also lived here, but he refuses to leave the apartment he
lived in with his mother. Juan and | take turns paying the rent, and sometimes we stay
there, too, because it feels more like home than either of our houses.

| keep walking until | see atiny dliver of light flooding the hallway, and my lips quirk
because the little devil found my room out of all the rooms in this house.How lucky
am|?

| lightly push the door open, and she doesn’'t notice. Her body is hunched over the
glass case in the corner, filled with watches, cufflinks, diamond earrings, and a
platinum, diamond-encrusted, Jesus-piece chain Cast got me as a joke. | may be old
money, but ...



