
        
            
                
            
        

    

Finding out you’re the
daughter of a famous serial killer isn’t all it’s cracked
up to be.


My father—the Seattle
Slayer—is charismatic, intelligent, and charming.


He’s also trying to teach
me to kill people, so … his good qualities don’t seem to
matter much.


 



He’s kidnapped my
boyfriend, a guy that I used to hate but grew to love.


Parrish, I’m coming for
you. I’ll do anything—anything—to
keep you safe.


Starting a new life as the most
hated girl in Whitehall Prep was not in my game plan.


 



But when I asked my dad what the
point of all this was, you know what he said?


“It’s payback,
Princess.”


The upper crust families in
Medina have wrongs to answer for, wrongs that will be paid in
blood—by me.


 



Justin Prior is back in town, and
he’s brimming with secrets.


The question is: how far will I
go to uncover them?


 



Parrish is bruised and bleeding;
Chasm burns with violent heat; Maxx is a thundercloud waiting in the
wings. Lumen lies. Danyella knows. Kimber fights back.


Welcome to Medina, bitches.
Love-hate is in the air, and it isn’t just me that feels it.
This town is cursed in blood and diamonds.


 



I’ll win this thing, Dad.


Do your worst.
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this
book is dedicated to:






Minh.


losing you is like losing a
limb.


I’ve never been a
grown-up without you.


let’s pretend you left
so I could have more grief and melancholy to write with.


 



good art comes from pain; it
has to hurt or it’s just product.


so I’ll hurt and paint
with words, just for you.
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  The
    fifteen-thousand-dollar dress, borrowed sneakers, and pink diamond
    tiara that I’m wearing don’t change the fact that I’m
    about to break into a mansion on the shores of Lake Washington.

   The facts
    are these: I either find a way onto these grounds and into that
    darkened house or I go back to that horrible party with those
    horrible people and know that I failed. That, when an infamous
    acquaintance of mine once said that this town was cursed in blood and
    diamonds, he was right.

   Because
    tonight is the night.

   I can feel it.

   Later, when
    I recall that very moment, there are two things that I’ll
    remember most of all. Not the imposing metal gate or the harsh
    panting of our collective breaths, not the brick wall on our right,
    covered in ivy and casting strange shadows in the moonlight. Mostly,
    I’ll recall those silver beams of light streaming across
    Chasm’s blue-black hair and the crisp white of Maxim Wright’s
    suit jacket.

   Those are
    the two images that stick, that burn, that even now make me ache in a
    way that I cannot explain in rational sentences, only flickers of
    powerful feeling and deep knowledge.

   Gamer
    Girl, professional sleuth, petty thief, vandal, and most of all: in
    love.

   That last
    bit sems to be a recurring theme, one that has—and will
    continue to—cause me trouble in ways I never could’ve
    dreamed up. Not even if I were a writer the way my mother is, an
    expert in crafting words and pretty prose.

   And
    killers.

   She’s
    good at making those up, too.

   Only this
    time, the killer is real, and he’s very much interested in one
    thing: me.

   The gate,
    of course, is locked, but that’s never stopped us before.

   “Now
    what?” I breathe as I look up at it, realizing even as I do
    that its presence is metaphorical at best. I can get past this gate;
    we all can. It’s what we’ll find on the other side that
    scares me.

   Maxim—or
    Maxx or X, depending on your persuasion—wets his lips and then
    moves over to the wall, hopping up and grabbing the stone top with
    his fingers. As muscular as he is, as athletic, it’s an easy
    feat for him to situate himself astride it.

   He peers
    down at me, and my entire world shifts. I’m not fully aware of
    it then, but my life is about to change forever. I’ll soon
    suffer irreparable damage and perfect joy, all wrapped up in a single
    moment. I’ll never quite experience duality the way that I will
    in just a few, short hours.

   Pure
    happiness and absolute rage—at the same time, and in equal
    measures.

   Maxx offers
    out a hand.

   “Boost
    her up, Chas,” he says to the other boy, knowing that any one
    of us would sacrifice the world to accomplish our task tonight.

   Chasm
    kneels down, like a dark knight, like the protector I always knew he
    was, and allows me to use his leg as a step. My hand reaches up,
    questing for Maxx’s, and his fingers curl around my wrist,
    lighting me up on the inside, igniting my soul with brilliant flames.

   He yanks me
    up to join him, and it feels like I’m flying, pink tulle skirts
    fluttering around me in the darkness. Once I’m seated beside X,
    he does the same for Chasm, hauling him up to sit beside us. The boys
    very easily hop down on the other side, but I’m left to sit
    there in my expensive dress, staring into the woods and wondering.

   What will
    happen once we’re inside? How will things change? There’s
    a joy to this night, but there’s a sadness, too. I can feel it
    when I look down to find them both waiting for me. A seismic shift is
    about to take place in my relationship with both guys, and I’m
    not the only one who’s dreading it.

   “Here,”
    Maxx says, holding up his arms. “Jump to me. I’ll catch
    you, Kota.”

   “You’ve
    got this, Little Sister,” Chasm agrees, but as much as I
    appreciate their encouragement, I’ve never needed it less.

   I can do
    this; I want to do this.

   I jump into
    Maxx’s arms, ignoring the chemistry between us as he catches me
    and then, very purposefully, reaches up to adjust the tiara for me.
    When he puts his hands on my hips, well, that has nothing to do with
    our little murder mystery party.

   Come on,
    Gamer Girl. If you’re half as clever as you wish you were, this
    could be it.

   There’s
    also an equal chance we’ll be arrested—or hunted—tonight.

   But
    sometimes, assumptions must be made in order to solve difficult
    puzzles.

   As we
    approach the grand staircase of the house, the temptation is there to
    let my imagination run wild. I’ve seen bodies. I’ve seen
    blood. I’ve done terrible things. But, as the world’s
    most famous murder mystery writer, Agatha Christie, once wrote: “You
      gave too much rein to your imagination. Imagination is a good
      servant, and a bad master. The simplest explanation is always the
      most likely.”

   And the
    simplest explanation is this: The Seattle Slayer led me to this spot
    for a reason.

   So in this
    spot, it truly begins.

   A broken
    window, a disabled alarm, a very creepy painting, and the flashing
    blue and red lights of a cop car.

   Yep. Love
    has made me crazy.

   Not once,
    not twice, but three times over.

   Absence
    makes the heart grow fonder, right?

   Guess we’re
    about to find out how true that really is.

   


	  
	  
 
















“Who
  wants to help me catch a serial killer?”

 It’s
  a bold move, announcing to the world that I’m on the hunt for
  the Seattle Slayer.

 It
  certainly catches Justin’s attention. He texts me within thirty
  seconds of ending the live video, my phone buzzing as I slip Chasm’s
  headset off and leave it to rest against the back of my neck.

 Well-played,
  daughter of mine. As I said before: choose your pawns wisely. You
  have a lot of them.

 I stare at
  the message before handing the phone over to Chasm.

 “Fuck,”
  he murmurs, ruffling up his wet hair with his fingers. I’m
  reminded briefly that we just showered together, that we saw each
  other naked, and also that I had absolutely zero capacity to process
  any of it. “I hope you know what you’re doing.”

 “I
  do,” I respond, feeling this strange, cool calmness wash over
  me. Closing my eyes, I do my best to channel some of Maxx’s
  self-assuredness, that cocky confidence that lets him breeze through
  the world like he’s got an instruction manual. “Nothing
  that I said tonight is news to anyone.”

 In my mind,
  I run over everything I said, checking for inconsistencies, for any
  slip that might put Parrish in danger. If I find anything, I’m
  hopping back online and making an excuse.

 “As
  I’m sure you’ve heard on the news, my stepbrother’s
  gone missing. As I’m sure you’ve also heard, there’s
  a serial killer known as the Seattle Slayer. There’s a
  possibility, however slim, that Parrish Vanguard was taken by the
  Slayer.

 Here’s
  why I think that:


  	
     The
      Slayer only kidnaps people between the ages of fourteen and
      twenty-one

  

	
     All of
      his (known) victims are from the Seattle metro area

  

	
   All of
      the bodies were discovered on or after the fourteenth day since they
      went missing

  



 Parrish
  has only been gone for eight days. That means if he really is with
  the Slayer, we have six days to find him. So, will you help me?”

 I open my
  eyes again, watching the comment section explode with speculation. I
  gave every detail that I could—including some that the police
  would be unlikely to release—so long as those clues didn’t
  seem to violate the rules Justin laid out for me. I mentioned the
  security system and the fact that it never went off, that the cameras
  had not been recording, the time when I last saw Parrish, the number
  of people who have access to the house on a regular basis along with
  their occupations, and the time that I woke up and realized he was
  gone.

 To anyone
  watching, I probably seem desperate. That, or they think I’m
  chasing clout on the coattails of my missing stepbrother. Either way,
  it isn’t enough to arouse suspicion in the authorities. What it
  will do is get people thinking, looking for clues, putting together
  theories. I’m not stupid: it isn’t like the FBI is just
  sitting around and twiddling their thumbs over this. But they’re
  also not going to share what they know with some random teenager.

 But the
  internet will. The internet will sleuth the shit out of whatever
  facts they can find. That’s what I’m trying to do here,
  gather my own research, put boots on the ground so to speak.

 “I
  guess so,” Chasm hazards, and I wonder then, as I lean back in
  his computer chair, if we aren’t going to have a conversation
  about the dead guy with the pale blue eyes. What was his name again?
  Mr. Fosser? I do a quick search of the name on Chas’ laptop,
  but as per usual, nothing of interest comes up.

 “We
  saw a guy die today.” I spin the chair around so I can look at
  Chasm. He’s already watching me with those gorgeous amber eyes
  of his, like two polished stones in a handsome face. The yellow
  lightning bolt at the front of his hair is disheveled, yellow strands
  draped haphazardly across the black. I’m used to that: when
  you’ve got dual colored hair, the bits and pieces get tangled
  up on occasion.

 “Not
  a guy, just a rapist,” Chasm says, but then he’s
  scrubbing at his face with both hands. “Little Sister, this
  shit has amped up quick.” He drops his hands to his lap and
  gives me a long, studying sort of look. “Today, we shot a dead
  body. What if he asks us tomorrow to shoot a person?”

 I don’t
  know how to respond to that, so I don’t.

 It occurs
  to me then that I’ve left the phone Tess gave me back at
  Whitehall Prep. It also occurs to me that it’s been about …
  I check the time on the laptop and feel the blood drain from my face
  … five hours since I last texted Tess.

 “Shit.”
  My stomach twists with nerves as I give Chasm a pleading look. “I
  haven’t texted Tess in hours. Has she messaged you?”

 Chasm
  pauses and picks up his phone, glancing at the messages and going
  just as pale as I must be. He looks like a ghost. Not a good sign.

 “Dakota,”
  he starts, which is an even worse sign. He’s not calling me
  ‘Little Sister’ so it must be serious. Chas hands over
  the phone so I can look for myself.

 I know
  that you have my daughter, Kwang-seon McKenna. I can’t begin to
  say how disgusted I am with the both of you. Call me. Now.

 I wet my
  suddenly dry lips, flicking my eyes to the side like I’m
  searching for an escape. Only … there’s no escape from
  this, is there? And it’s intentional. It’s all
  intentional. This is what Parrish’s kidnapper—whoever he
  is—wants. Could he really be Mr. Volli? It seems way too
  obvious. Like, this guy is confident enough to video chat and not
  worry about getting caught.

 Considering
  that even Chasm—a seventeen-year-old boy—could figure out
  how to run the audio from that video through voice recognition
  software, that means that Mr. Volli must be a patsy. He must be.

 Anyway, I
  have—weirdly enough—a more pressing matter to worry
  about.

 My bio mom,
  the queen of true crime and suspense thrillers: Tess motherfucking
  Vanguard.

 Who’s
  scarier? The Slayer or Tess? I’ll leave that up to debate.

 “You
  know Tess better than I do,” I admit, scooting the chair closer
  to Chasm. He watches me in a way that I can’t describe. If I
  were Tess, I might say … Oh, fuck it. I’m using my own
  words. Chasm looks at me like I’m something he wants more than
  anything in the world but won’t allow himself to have. The
  expression on his face, it kills me. “How do you think I should
  handle this?”

 “If
  she hasn’t seen the video you just posted, she will soon,”
  Chasm begins, letting out a long exhale. He’s wearing black
  joggers and no shirt, as per usual. I do my best not to look at his
  tattoos. It’s too painful right now, thinking of Parrish tied
  to a chair and suffering. That’s his art, carved into his
  friend’s flesh by his own hands. He did tell me that some of
  his own ink was done by Chasm, but I haven’t exactly had a good
  chance to ask about that. “We tell her we’re working on
  our own investigation. It sounds stupid as hell, but maybe it’ll
  make us look like dumb teenagers or something?”

 I sit there
  for a moment, tapping my fingers on the edge of the chair. I
    shot a dead body today. Like,
  I actually picked up a fucking gun and fired shots into someone’s
  corpse. That’s … that’s a lot to think about. He
    was a rapist, Dakota, just a rapist. Rapists don’t matter.

 Still, I’m
  going to need mad therapy after this.

 A strange
  sound, like the chiming of a bell, rings throughout the room and
  Chasm frowns.

 “What
  was that?” I ask as he grits his teeth and stands up, scooting
  my chair out of the way so he can access his laptop. He punches in a
  bunch of keys and then squints at a collage of squares, each one
  showing what must be a part of the house. Security cameras.

 There’s
  someone in the house, storming through the front door and taking the
  main steps two at a time.

 Uh-oh.

 It’s
  Maxx—and he looks pissed.

 I stand up
  suddenly, turning to face the door. Without even realizing what I’m
  doing, I’m backing away while Chasm steels himself, rising up
  to his full height with his hands clenched into fists by his sides. I
  have no problem standing up to bullies or assholes or online trolls,
  but … someone that I like or care about? I hate it—especially
  when I know I’m in the wrong.

 Maxx throws
  the door to Chasm’s room open so hard that it knocks a picture
  off the wall, cracking the glass. It’s a picture of nothing,
  really, just some generic floral design that I highly doubt Chas
  chose. But still, holy crap.

 “What
  the actual fuck is
  going on?” X demands, so angry that he’s sweating, his
  dark hair stuck to his forehead. He looks to Chasm first, as if he
  suspects him of being the ringleader in all of this. “Are you
  two insane? Tess is panicking. Her son is missing—after she just got
  her daughter back after fourteen fucking years—and now that
  same daughter is missing again?”
  He whips that sharp emerald gaze of his over to me, and I cringe.

 Can’t
  help it.

 I’d
  hate me for not showing up today, too. Also, I think I’m in
  shock. And traumatized. And scared. Yet, I’m not allowed to
  feel any of those things. Scratch that, I don’t have the luxury of
  feeling those things, not when Parrish is counting on me. His literal
  life is in my hands right now. If that means that I have to make Maxx
  Wright despise me, then so be it.

 “Call
  your fucking mom,” Maxx grinds out, and nervousness overwhelms
  me. I feel fidgety under his stare, like I’m being put under a
  magnifying glass.

 “You
  just said fuck three
  times in a row,” I blurt, and I swear, the way he stares at me,
  it cuts straight through my soul. “And I’m going to. I
  am. I—”

 “You
  had time to get online and play games but not to call your mother?
  Not to attend the press conference to find a guy that you liked
  enough to lose your virginity to?” Maxx moves further into the
  room, but Chasm steps in front of him, cutting him off. The tension
  between the two of them is thick enough to cut with a knife.

 “You
  have no idea the shit she’s going through right now,”
  Chasm growls—like almost quite literally growls. “Go fuck
  yourself, Maxx.” He looks about ready to fight X, but that’s
  not fair. None of this is fair. We’re all being manipulated by
  Parrish’s kidnapper, just puppets on strings.

 Not for the
  first time, I think that he must really be Justin Prior, my sperm
  donor. Who else would stand to gain from tearing our lives apart like
  this? From tearing apart Tess’ life?

 This shit
  is personal.

 Maxx looks
  at me again, like really looks at me, delving into my depths with a
  single stare in a way I’m not sure any person has before. I
  feel naked, vulnerable, and also … there’s that
  sickening urge to tell him the truth. Don’t
    do it, Dakota. Like Justin said, ‘choose your pawns wisely’.
    Maxx is too self-righteous. It isn’t worth the risk.

 “Chasm
  knows, doesn’t he?” he deduces, giving this sexy but
  frustratingly smug laugh as he runs his fingers through his hair. He
  shakes his head like he’s in disbelief. “Chasm knows.”
  He repeats the words, but in a murmur, like he’s talking to
  himself. He’s working his way through this, trying to find the
  truth that I so desperately want to keep from him. “Did the
  kidnapper contact you?” he asks, and I turn away, toward the
  wall of windows that faces the street.

 “What
  are you doing in my house?” Chasm counters, a thread of
  exhaustion making its way into his voice. “Get out and go back
  to Oregon, Maxx. Don’t you have a girlfriend to get home to?”

 There’s
  a long pause, but I know Maxx is still here; I can feel him watching
  me.

 “Maxine
  knows that I’ll do anything to find Parrish. I’m staying
  until he comes back; I’ve already arranged to finish the rest
  of my classes online.” I glance back to see him sliding his
  hands into the pockets of his jeans, honing that stare of his into a
  blade. If he wanted to, X could carve me up and see what’s
  underneath. All he has to do is keep pushing. I have to get rid of
  him. Now. “Maybe I’m right, maybe the kidnapper is making
  demands of you. You don’t have to tell me.” He smiles at
  me, and it’s a cruel, clever sort of expression. There’s
  nothing mirthful about it. “But I’m not leaving this spot
  until you call Tess. In fact, I’ll do you one better and give
  you a ride home.”

 I exhale
  sharply and turn back around, holding my hand out for Chasm’s
  phone. He scowls at his friend but drops the phone into my palm
  anyway.

 “I’ll
  call her,” I assure him, because I have to do it anyway. If
  it’ll get him to stop fucking looking at me like that, all the
  better. “But I’d like Chasm to take me home.”

 That
  chiming sound echoes around the room again and Chas curses, moving
  over to the computer. You’d think the killer was here now based
  on the way his already blanched skin pales even further.

 “Shit,”
  he whispers, and I notice his hands beginning to shake. “My dad
  is home. Shit, fuck, shit.” Chasm shoves back from the desk,
  tripping over one of the legs of the computer chair and scrambling up
  to his feet. He gives me a look that’s built of pure panic.
  “I’m sorry, Little Sister, but …” He pauses
  again and forces himself to calm down, letting out a long, slow
  exhale. “Maxx is going to have to take you home.”

 He rushes
  into the bathroom and slams the door, leaving me alone with X.
  Fortunately, the change in circumstance seems to have mollified him
  slightly. He meets my eyes.

 “If
  Seamus asks, you’re my girlfriend, okay? Chasm isn’t
  allowed to have girls in the house.” He pauses and glances over
  his shoulder, like he expects Chas’ dad—Shaymus, was
  it?—to make an appearance. Maxx turns back to me. “Or
  anyone else for that matter. Let’s pretend we just stopped by
  so the two of you could … work on a project.”

 “How
  about we just tell him that we’re here because of Parrish?”
  I ask, but the way Maxx looks at me, I can see that won’t hold
  much weight with Seamus McKenna. How horrible is that? Chasm is as
  much a member of the Vanguard family as anyone else, but Parrish
  means so little to Seamus that he won’t accept that as an
  excuse for his son to have guests?

 Before Maxx
  can even think to answer the question, the door opens and a redheaded
  man with pale skin and freckles appears. He’s frowning before
  he even sees us, but then his eyes find mine and he freezes like he’s
  seen a ghost. He blinks a few times and the expression disappears,
  but I won’t forget that I saw it anytime soon.

 “Maxim,”
  he says carefully, pausing in the doorway and glancing at his son’s
  friend. His words hold the slightest hint of an accent. “Is my
  son home? I received a call from the school that he left class early
  today.”

 Maxx nods
  his chin respectfully and points at the bathroom where, I assume,
  Chasm is busy applying topical filler to his piercings and spraying
  his hair with temporary dye.

 “This
  is my girlfriend, Dakota Banks,” Maxx begins, pointing at me,
  and I feel this flush of shame at pretending again. First with Tess
  and now here. I know it’s for a greater good, but I can’t
  shake the sense that I’m betraying my sister, and I don’t
  like it. I would quite literally die for that girl. This isn’t
  right. I resolve to tell her the next time we talk, just so she’s
  aware of everything that’s going on. “She doesn’t
  drive, so I brought her over to work on a project. I don’t know
  anything about Kwang-seon missing class.”

 “I
  see,” Seamus begins, but the way he flicks his eyes my way, I
  feel like there’s something more to it. Maybe he’s talked
  to Tess? Maybe he knows that I was missing from school, too? Tess
  seemed to know that I was with Chasm. I wouldn’t put it past
  her to call all of my friends’ parents looking for me. Maybe
  Danyella or Lumen offered up that information to help soften the blow
  for me? “I hate to be rude, but Kwang-seon and I have plans
  this evening.”

 “Yes,
  sir,” X agrees politely, moving over to grab my hand. The
  warmth of his fingers curling around mine isn’t missed, but I
  do my best to shut those thoughts down. I hate, hate, hate that we
  have natural chemistry, but there’s no way for me to control
  that. Like I said, a person cannot control their thoughts, but they
  have complete and total control over their own actions.

 I take
  Chas’ phone with me, surreptitiously dropping it on a random
  side table downstairs before we leave. In the car on the way home,
  I’ll message him on social media and let him know where I
  stashed it. He’ll get my message on his laptop or PlayStation
  or whatever else.

 Maxx’s
  Jeep Gladiator is waiting in the driveway. As angry as he is with me,
  he keeps hold of my hand and escorts me to the passenger side,
  opening the door so that I can climb in. Swallowing a lump of
  nervousness, I hop into the passenger seat and sit with my head
  hanging down. I’m more than aware that I’m wearing
  Chasm’s clothes.

 Not many
  great explanations for that, are there?

 Tess is
  going to fucking kill me.

 “Call
  her.” Maxx tosses his phone to me, and I catch a glimpse of a
  message from my sister.

 Did you
  find her? X, I’m panicking. Have her call me.

 “Maxine
  or Tess?” I ask, and he gives me a sharp look.

 “Tess.
  I’ll let Maxie know what’s going on. You scared the crap
  out of her today, you know that? Parrish is missing; you can’t
  go missing, too.” He crosses his arms over the steering wheel
  and rests his chin atop them, mimicking the pose he took that night
  at the party, the one where I inadvertently ended up ‘dating’
  both Lumen and Parrish.

 It was only
  three months ago, but it may as well have been years.

 “For
  what it’s worth, X,” I start, trying and failing to keep
  my voice neutral, “I’m sorry.” The tears brim then,
  fat and hot, rolling down my cheeks like waterfalls of grief. They
  plop against the screen of the phone as I struggle to pull myself
  together.

 He lifts
  his head up and our eyes meet; there’s a clear softening in his
  at least.

 “You
  don’t owe me an apology, Kota,” he says gently, reaching
  out like he might touch me and then pulling back as if he’s
  thought better of it. “Maybe I owe you one instead?” He
  shakes his head and leans back in his seat, closing his eyes. His
  handsome face is limned in light from the porchlights on Chasm’s
  house.

 Chasm.

 I owe that
  boy bigtime.

 “Owe
  me one?” I query, realizing that I’m not just talking to
  Maxx because, well, I like talking
  to Maxx, but also because I’m avoiding calling my bio mom. “Why
  would you owe me one?”

 He doesn’t
  open his eyes when he answers, giving me a chance to examine the
  straight, proud line of his nose, the fullness of his lips, the
  strong, masculine shape of his jaw. This is exactly the sort of guy
  that I want for my sister—and not just because he’s
  pretty. He’s kind, and he cares so much about others that he’s
  willing to fight dirty to keep them safe. We’re more similar
  than I realized, I guess, considering what I’m willing to do to
  save Parrish.

 Besides,
  even if I like X, even if I’m physically attracted to him, it
  doesn’t matter. I have Parrish. I would never give him up. At
  least, that’s how I feel in that moment. And it’s not
  socially acceptable to date more than one guy anyway. I wet my lips
  and do my very best not to think about Kwang-seon McKenna.

 “There’s
  a mean streak in me,” Maxx starts, and then sighs, like he’s
  so tired he can barely speak. That could very well be true,
  considering how much time he’s spent searching for our friend.
  “I’ve always had it. I do my best to push it back, but
  when someone I love is hurting, it just … sort of comes out. I
  have no right to judge you.” He swipes a hand over his face and
  then opens his eyes, giving me a sharp look. “Although I really
  would appreciate it if you called your mom.”

 My …
  mom.

 Mm. Tess is
  no more my mom than Saffron really. At least not yet. Part of me
  realizes that we’re both struggling with this situation, that
  we both wish we could love each other, but that an emotion as strong,
  as pure, as beautiful as that can’t be forced. It has to be
  cajoled and cared for, nurtured and left to grow; mostly, it has to
  be earned.

 I swallow
  hard and look back down at the phone, pausing briefly when I see that
  the background image is one of Maxx on his bike—or at least I
  think it’s Maxx, hard to say with the helmet—midway
  through some sort of crazy jump.

 When I
  click his contacts and scroll down to Tess’ name, I feel the
  very first vestiges of panic start to take over me. Not only was
  today monumentally bizarre and indescribably dangerous, but I’ve
  also set myself up as Tess’ least favorite person on the
  planet. Rightfully so, I might add.

 I hit her
  number and hold the phone to my ear, eyes closed, waiting with bated
  breath for her to answer.

 “Maxx,
  please tell me you found her.” It’s Tess’ voice,
  breathy and weak, so unlike her ice queen persona. Empathy crashes
  into me like a wave, and even though I’ve been willing the
  tears to stop, begging them to stop really, they increase and I find
  myself crying full-out. “Dakota, is that you?” she asks,
  her voice laced with panic. She gets my name right again which
  doesn’t help calm me any.

 “I
  miss him, too,” I whisper, almost against my own will. It’s
  like the feelings are there, and they just won’t stop. I’m
  supposed to find and rescue Parrish from a serial killer who’s
  so notorious that he’s got his own nickname in the press? I’m
  a sixteen-year-old girl with a video game obsession. How the fuck am
  I supposed to pull this off? Parrish could very well die because of
  me, because I’m not clever enough or crafty enough to save him.
  “I want Parrish back just as much as anyone else.”

 For a
  minute there, I actually wonder if Tess is still on the other end of
  the line. It’s gone completely silent.

 “Okay,”
  she says, which is not at all what I expected. “Come home,
  Dakota. Just come home.”

 I hand the
  phone over to Maxx because I’m not sure what else to say, or
  even if I’m capable of responding. Instead, I sink down in the
  seat, wrapped in Chasm’s hoodie, and I take comfort from the
  peppermint and dark chocolate smell of him. He’s been away from
  me for ten minutes, and I miss him already.

 “I
  found her at Chasm’s place,” X explains, giving me a
  quick glance. I say nothing, wiping the tears from my eyes with the
  ends of the hoodie sleeves. “We’ll be there in five
  minutes or less. Not sure how long it’ll take to get through
  the reporters though.”

 He hangs up
  and we turn around in the driveway, exiting through the gate and
  driving the five or so blocks back to Tess’ house. The crowd of
  reporters has turned into a veritable throng, like a swarm of bees
  surrounding a hive. No, no, scratch that—like a swarm of wasps.
  Bees at least pollinate things; wasps are awful, disgusting, biting
  assholes. That’s how I see the reporters, like something that
  needs to be caught in a trap.

 It takes
  Maxx the better part of fifteen minutes to push his way through them,
  driving at about two miles per hour and basically shoving the
  paparazzi out of the way with his Jeep as I flip up the hood of the
  sweatshirt and try to hide my face from the cameras.

 Once we’re
  inside, Maxx parks inside the garage and I climb out, hands shaking,
  dread filling my entire body. My feet are leaden as I trudge toward
  the door, opening it to find Tess waiting for me in the entryway.

 Much to my
  surprise, she’s crying, too.

 “Don’t
  make me believe I’ve lost you again,” she breathes, and
  then for some inexplicable reason, she’s hugging me. Tess
  Vanguard, queen of crime and thriller novels, bestselling author
  since freaking forever, is hugging me.
  It’s the first time she’s actually hugged me since we met
  back in New York.

 It throws
  me for a loop, and I go completely still. But then, I must still be
  traumatized from seeing a dead girl and watching my sixth period
  teacher shoot a rapist in the face, so I end up hugging her back,
  too.

 “I
  miss him, Tess. I miss him,” I whisper, and she sniffles and
  strokes my hair back, holding me so close that I might actually
  believe she loved me if I hadn’t read that page from her
  typewriter. Am I a tool to be used to further her career? Just a
  pawn? Does she actually care about me? As my grandfather used to say: ‘words
    are worth pennies; follow-through is worth billions’. When
  I asked him what he meant by that, he explained how easy it is to say
  you’re going to do the right thing, but how much it really
  costs to act on those promises.

 I want Tess
  to show me through actions and not words that she cares. As a writer,
  I’m sure that’s hard for her. But it’d mean the
  world to me, it really would.

 “I
  miss him, too,” she tells me, pulling back slightly and looking
  down at me. Her face hardens then, back into that bestselling author
  persona. For once, I’m actually relieved to see it. “We’re
  going to get him back, no matter what.” Tess looks up and over
  my shoulder at X, nodding her chin in thanks. “I appreciate you
  finding her, Maxx. You’re like a son to me, you know that?”

 I can hear
  the sad smile in his voice when he replies.

 “I
  appreciate that,” he tells her, moving up to stand beside me. I
  wish I didn’t notice his presence the way I do, cataloguing
  every movement he makes without even meaning to. It makes me feel
  like such a traitor when it comes to Maxine, but I push that feeling
  aside. Talk is cheap, act like a billionaire. I’m buying
  self-control like it’s going out of style. “I’d
  like to stay in Parrish’s room again if that’s okay?”

 Tess offers
  a small nod, and Maxx gives me a quick flick of the eyes before
  heading up the spiral staircase to the second floor. I start to move
  away, too, but Tess reaches out and puts a gentle hand on my
  shoulder.

 “I
  know you’re probably tired, but we need to talk before you go
  upstairs.”

 I swallow
  hard, but nod my acquiescence, allowing Tess to escort me into the
  kitchen. She prepares a drink for herself and a hot tea for me.
  Somehow, without even knowing, she guesses that my favorite is
  peppermint with a dash of honey.

 “I do
  listen sometimes, you know,” she says as she hands it over to
  me, and I give her a skeptical look in response. “You mentioned
  this was your favorite the first time we met …” Tess
  trails off a moment, and we end up staring at each other. It’s
  like, here we are facing the most horrible situation that anyone
  could imagine, and yet … we’re making progress? They say
  you get to know yourself and others best when under fire, so maybe
  that’s what this is? Growth through crisis. “Shall we sit
  outside?”

 Without
  waiting for a response, Tess heads over to the balcony doors and
  pushes them open. With a single tap of a button, she lowers an
  automatic awning and then tugs an additional shade down on the side,
  blocking us from the view of the reporters without entirely obscuring
  the view of the lake.

 She takes a
  seat as I step out hesitantly onto the balcony, realizing that in the
  three and a half or so months that I’ve been here, that I’ve
  never once sat on this balcony. Mostly, Paul just uses this spot to
  take phone calls during family meals.

 I perch on
  the edge of a metal chair, holding my tea in two hands, like it’s
  a shield that might protect me from whatever it is that Tess wants to
  say.

 She doesn’t
  seem to be in a rush, finishing her drink and then pouring another
  glass from a fifth of scotch that I’m more used to seeing Paul
  drink.

 After a few
  minutes, I decide that I can’t take it anymore and break the
  silence myself.

 “So
  about today …” I start but Tess lifts up a hand to stop
  me before I can even start. Her eyes are a bit glazed as she looks
  past me toward Lake Washington. Her mind is clearly elsewhere,
  wishing for Parrish’s safe return but imagining the worst.

 I bet even
  her crime thriller writing mind couldn’t dream this one up. I
  take a sip of my tea in a futile attempt to soothe my nerves.

 “I
  saw your video, Dakota,” she tells me, once again nailing my
  name. Why she waited until after all of this crap to get it right, I
  have no idea. It only makes things worse to be honest. “And I
  appreciate the effort, but you won’t find Parrish by making
  silly internet videos.”

 And here we
  go, back to the same old, same old. My mouth twitches, but I can’t
  exactly protest, not after destroying her typewriter and bailing on
  the press conference.

 Her next
  response surprises the shit out of me.

 “I
  also just wanted to add that we’re not going to talk about the
  typewriter or the car.” I raise an eyebrow, my cheeks and chest
  flushing red with shame. “You’re hurting; I’m
  hurting. Emotions are running high, and I know you miss your
  brother.”

 My …
  brother.

 The word
  only increases that sense of shame in me. I wish I could tell Tess
  the truth, but I can’t do that without Parrish by my side. He
  has to be here for this; it affects us both but him more so. What if
  he’s changed his mind since? What if … what if he
  doesn’t make it and I destroy Tess’ last memories of her
  son? My stomach roils, and I down the rest of my tea in one go.

 “I
  appreciate that,” I whisper back, ignoring the distant chatter
  of the reporters outside the front gate. Vultures, the lot of them,
  picking at the carrion of others’ feelings.

 “Is
  it okay if I tell you a little story?” Tess asks, finishing her
  drink and pouring a third glass. That’s … a lot of
  alcohol, but I can’t exactly blame her. I’d love a drink
  myself.

 I nod, even
  though I’m a little confused. I still have no clue where she’s
  going with this.

 “Did
  I ever tell you that my grandmother—your
  great-grandmother—wanted to be a writer?” Tess leans back
  in her seat, her espresso-colored hair catching the cool breeze as it
  comes off the water.

 “To
  be honest, Tess,” I start, and she cringes slightly, in much
  the same way that I do when she calls me Mia. Would it be hard for me
  to just try to call her mom? The thing is, mom is an honorific, a
  position that’s earned, and not just a name. I’m not sure
  that I’m ready for that. Part of me still feels a sense of
  loyalty for Saffron. “You haven’t told me many stories at
  all.” I swallow hard and set the mug on the small bistro table,
  rushing to correct myself before she gets the wrong idea. “But
  I’d like it if you did.”

 She sighs
  but more like she’s tired and less like she’s annoyed.

 “You’re
  right,” she says, but more to herself and less to me, like
  she’s making a mental note. Tess splashes more booze into her
  glass and chugs it, slamming the glass down on the table as I wait
  patiently for her to continue.

 God,
  authors are so. fucking. weird.

 “Well,
  my grandma wanted to be a writer so damn bad that she worked her ass
  off as a waitress to buy a typewriter from a secondhand shop. There
  was no chance in hell that she could save up for a computer at the
  time, so she did the best she could.” Tess taps her fingernails
  against the surface of the table in thought. When she finally looks
  at me, I’m struck by the earnestness in her expression. Where
  has this woman been all along when I needed her? I almost like the
  person I’m talking to now. “A 1960 Royal Royalite with a
  brown leather case. And oh, it was beautiful, so damn beautiful. She
  used to let me play with it when I was a kid, you know that?”
  Tess laughs and shakes her head slightly, lifting her drink to her
  lips. “Of course you don’t because I never told you.”

 We both
  pause at the sound of the balcony doors opening. Kimber appears, hair
  disheveled and face red from crying. Without a word, she pads out
  onto the balcony and takes the chair on the opposite side of the
  table.

 Tess
  watches her for a moment and then turns back to me to continue her
  story. Neither of us has to ask why Kimber is crying. We all know.

 Parrish.

 My stolen
  crush.

 I rub at my
  face to push back a surge of emotion.

 “Anyway,
  my grandma wanted to write murder mysteries—just like Agatha
  Christie. It was a hell of a lot harder back then for a woman to
  write anything but romance, so she tried her hand at that, too. No
  luck. She had over a hundred rejection letters from publishers.”
  Tess holds up a hand, running it across the sky like she’s
  seeing something in her mind’s eye. “Every time she got a
  new one, I’d help her pin it to the wall until it was papered
  in them.”

 “You’ve
  never told me this,” Kimber hiccups, looking like a wet kitten,
  all scrunched up and shivering. If Maxine were missing … ugh,
  I can’t even imagine. I don’t want to. Kimber’s going through hell right now. Just
    keep going, I
  think at her, gathering my strength together.

 Today
  sucked ass. Tomorrow has to be better. It just has to be. I want to
  believe that: I need to believe that.

 “I
  haven’t told anyone but Parrish this story,” Tess admits,
  tracing a finger around the rim of her glass. “I’ll
  admit, I’ve always favored him.”

 “Mom!”
  Kimber chokes out, but she doesn’t seem overly upset by the
  admission. She tucks some ratty hair behind her ear and stares at her
  lap. “It never bothered me; he’s the oldest. It makes
  sense.”

 Kimber
  pauses and then both of them are looking at me like they’re not
  sure where I fit into this puzzle.

 Frankly,
  I’m not sure either, but that’s okay. Or … it
  would be if someone we all love wasn’t missing.

 “I’ve
  made a lot of mistakes,” Tess admits, taking yet another drink.
  Before too long, she’s going to be too drunk to talk. Already,
  her words are slightly slurred. “But I’m willing to
  listen and learn. I’m …” She pauses briefly to
  catch her breath, blinking back tears. “After Parrish comes
  back, things will be different. I’m canceling my next book and
  taking some time off.”

 My eyes go
  wide as Kim’s jaw drops open in shock.

 “Returned
  Under the Guise of Night?”
  I breathe, thinking of that awful, horrible page that I found on her
  desk. “You’re canceling it?”

 Tess lets
  out a bitter laugh, her gaze back on the lake again. It doesn’t
  seem like the sound was directed at me though.

 “My
  agent says the publisher’s going to sue me. You know what I
  say? Have at it. Once Parrish comes home, I’m turning my focus
  back to my fictional series.” Tess looks back at me, causing
  all of these strange, conflicting emotions to bubble up inside. “The
  typewriter that my grandma wrote on, she gave it to me.”

 My heart
  drops, shattering to bloody pieces inside my belly. I feel sick. I
  feel so fucking sick.

 “And
  I destroyed it,” I breathe, but Tess is already shaking her
  head.

 “No,
  you didn’t,” she corrects, her lips thinning as she
  purses them in anger. “He did.” She stares at me as I
  shift in my seat, wishing I could run away from whatever it is she’s
  going to say next. I have a feeling that I’m not going to like
  it. “Your father, Justin Prior, he’s the one that
  destroyed it. The typewriter that you broke was a replica that I
  purchased after I sold the rights to Abducted
    Under a Noonday Sun.”
  She sighs as the world tilts strangely all around me.

 That’s
  it.

 That’s
  really it.

 For the
  last eight days, I’ve been telling myself that there was a
  chance Parrish’s kidnapper was just some rando, like a crazed
  fan or something.

 But this
  information changes everything.

 I can’t
  deny it anymore.

 Justin
  Prior, sperm donor extraordinaire, is the man behind the mask. Or …
  behind Mr. Volli wearing a mask? I have no idea.

 I chew my
  lower lip, but the move makes me think of Maxx, so I force myself to
  stop.

 If
  Parrish knows this story, then maybe he told the kidnapper? Maybe …
  maybe … But
  no. This whole setup is too personal; it reeks of personal payback,
  doesn’t it?

 “Anyway,
  I just thought you might want to know why working on the typewriter
  was important to me.”

 “Was?”
  Kimber queries, and it occurs to me then that Tess hasn’t told
  any of her other kids what I did.

 Tess turns
  to her daughter and forces a tight smile.

 “Why
  don’t you go inside for a minute, honey? Dakota and I have
  something to talk about.”

 Kimber
  gives me a strange look, but she doesn’t argue. There isn’t
  enough fight left in her to push back anymore.

 She pushes
  away from the table and heads inside, risking one last glance back at
  us before pulling the doors closed.

 Tess pours
  yet another drink.

 “The
  FBI is getting involved in Parrish’s case,” Tess tells
  me, and my pretend kitty ears perk up at the news. This is more proof
  that The Seattle Slayer and Parrish’s kidnapper really are one
  in the same. And, like, the FBI is good at what they do. They can
  crack this case a million times better than I can.

 Only …
  I feel like Justin isn’t going to give up quite so easily.

 “They’ve
  been so thorough, collecting evidence …” She trails off
  and swigs her drink. I expect her eyes to be even more glazed over
  when she looks at me again only … they’re not. There’s
  a sharpness to her that frightens me. “They went through the
  trash,” Tess continues, and … one, two, three seconds
  later, it clicks.

 The trash.

 The condom
  I used with Parrish.

 I blanch.

 “They
  found a condom in the garbage can in the garage. It was mixed in with
  trash from Parrish’s bedroom.” No,
    no, no, please make this stop. Please gods make this stop. She can’t find out this way; this isn’t what Parrish
  wanted. “But you know what I remember?” Tess continues,
  still staring right at me. “I remember Chasm bringing that
  garbage downstairs and disposing of it.”

 It takes me
  almost a full minute to make the connection.

 Oh.

 Oooooh.

 Shit.

 “So I
  need to know, Dakota: is that Parrish’s condom or is it yours?”
  It never occurs to Tess that it could be ours.
  Fuck. Guilt and relief sweep over me in equal measures, making me
  feel queasy.

 If I say
  that the condom belongs to Parrish, then the authorities might have
  it tested for evidence. Then they’ll know. The whole world will
  know. Tess will
  know.

 “It’s
  mine,” I breathe out, looking down at my lap and remembering
  with a start that I’m dressed head to toe in Chasm’s
  clothes. For a second time. Yep, I can see how this might look.

 There’s
  a long pause there as Tess mulls this information over. Either she’s
  been broken by her son’s disappearance or she’s drunk or
  … she really does want to change. Her response is calm and
  measured which I appreciate, and not entirely unexpected.

 “You
  understand that Kwang-seon won’t be able to come over for a
  while?”

 I nod.

 Silence
  reigns between us, like a princess on a throne. It’s so
  awkward; I can’t even look at her. All I can do is stare at my
  lap and be glad the sweatshirt covers the hot flush on my chest.

 “Do
  you …” Tess starts, stumbling over the words a bit. I
  look up and realize that she’s struggling not because of the
  alcohol, but because she’s embarrassed. “Do you have any
  questions about … anything? Boy bodies can be weird. Penises
  especially—”

 I cut her
  off before this gets any more disturbing.

 “No,
  no, I’m … I’m good. I … thanks but my
  grandmother gave me the talk in junior high. She’s a doctor so
  …” I trail off as Tess nods again, lifting her drink up
  in the direction of the balcony doors.

 “You
  can go,” she tells me, her voice dropping into this distant,
  dreamy thing. I imagine that being an artist is a double-edged sword,
  too, just like love. You can dream up pretty, wistful things. Hell,
  you can create an entire world to your liking. At the same time, the
  nightmares must be so vivid, visions of Parrish bleeding and broken.

 I stand up
  and flee the balcony before things get any heavier.

 It hurts
  too much to look at Parrish’s door or to think about Maxx being
  behind it, so I rush into my room, slam the door closed, and put my
  back against it.

 Without any
  apparent input from me, my body slides to the floor and I end up
  sitting hunched over for a while. Eventually, I gather the energy to
  reach over and open the nightstand drawer, pulling out the drawing
  that Parrish gave me.

 The motion
  causes the nightstand to shake slightly, knocking several yellow
  petals loose from the sunflowers.

 They’re
  dying. After eight days, they’re fucking dying.

 I squeeze
  the drawing in my hands so hard that the page wrinkles.

 “I’ll
  win this thing, Dad,” I growl out, fully aware that he’s
  listening in on me. I might only have theories at this point, but
  there’s no doubt about that. “Do your worst.”



 

  














 

  Maxx
    is waiting for me when I come downstairs the next morning. He hands
    over a cup of coffee without a word, and even though I don’t
    usually do coffee in the morning, I take it with a grateful smile. I
    notice he isn’t drinking any and then remember my sister told
    me hates coffee. So … he made this just for me?

   “I’m
    taking you both to class today,” he explains, glancing over at
    Kimber’s slumped form. She isn’t wearing a lick of makeup
    and her uniform is disheveled, the pieces a bit mismatched. The
    school gives us all these options—blazers, knitted vests,
    shorts and skirts, slacks—but there are only certain
    combinations we’re allowed to wear. Kimber is definitely a
    walking violation today with her shorts and vest and unzipped
    sweater, but I doubt any of the administrators will bother her.

   “Are
    you staying here for a while?” I query politely, adding some …
    caramel chocolate marshmallow creamer? … to my coffee and
    missing the fresh milk from back home. Our neighbor had cows, so we
    always had the good stuff in the glass bottles with the cream on top.

   Maxx gives
    me a wry look, his mouth quirking up sharply at one corner.

   “You’d
    like to me to leave, I’ll bet,” he whispers, turning on
    the sink to help drown out his voice as he pretends to handwash a
    mug. “Or maybe the kidnapper would like that?”

   I stir my
    coffee with quick, angry motions. This
      idiot thinks he’s helping but in reality, he’s trying to
      get us all killed!

   “You’re
    right: the kidnapper told me he’d kill Parrish if anyone
    flapped their big mouth. So maybe can the bullshit, X.” He
    looks askance at me, but my face is stoic and stern. He can’t
    discern if I’m serious or not which is sort of the point.

   Like I
    said: this is all one, long, complicated game. Each move matters.
    There are no restarts or continues, no extra credits or lives to
    bargain with.

   I finish my
    coffee quickly and off we go, fighting our way back through the
    reporters and heading toward Whitehall in near complete silence.

   “I’ll
    be picking you guys up after school, too,” X adds after a
    while, shifting in his seat like he’s a bit uncomfortable. I
    glance his way as we pull up to a stop sign and find him watching me
    curiously, trying his best to put the puzzle pieces together. He’s
    wearing a loose tank today that shows off the impressive muscles in
    his arms and chest. Apparently, wrestling a two-hundred-pound bike
    takes upper body strength. “You said you wanted to join the
    search party tonight?”

   The
    question surprises me for a minute before I remember him telling me
    that he could arrange a meeting with my sister today.

   “I’m
    in,” I agree, feeling this huge surge of relief at the thought
    of seeing Maxine. At the same time, I’m wondering if the move
    puts her at risk of Justin’s wrath. This
      man knows everything Dakota. He didn’t start a game that he
      wasn’t damn near certain he could win. Maxine’s in danger
      whether you see her in person or not.

   When we
    pull into the white gravel loop out front of Whitehall Preparatory
    Academy—I’ve since learned that this spot is generally
    reserved for the students in the lowest social standing—I see
    Chasm waiting with his back pressed against the towering stone walls.

   He’s
    smoking a cigarette, but he puts it out as soon as he sees me,
    tossing the butt into a nearby can.

   “Thanks
    for the ride,” I blurt, scrambling out of the Jeep so quickly
    that I almost stumble. Chas catches me, holding my elbows as I regain
    my footing. He glances over my shoulder as Kimber joins us, giving
    Chas’ hands on my arms an irritated look as she passes by.

   “About
    last night …” Maxx starts as I look back to see him
    watching us. “I’m sorry, Chas. I’m just worried
    about Parrish.”

   Chasm sighs
    and releases me, ruffling up his black and yellow hair.

   “Me,
    too, man. Me fucking, too.” He sounds tired, the expression on
    his face tight and wary. No surprise considering the day we had
    yesterday, but I feel like there’s something else.

   His dad.
    That’s gotta be it. I
    messaged Chasm on Facebook to let him know where to find his phone,
    but he never replied.

   “You
    forgive me then?” X asks, trying to play up the question with a
    cocky smile. He can’t quite hide the hint of need in his voice
    though, this little thread that tells me he truly cares what Chasm
    thinks about him.

   “I
    always do, don’t I?” Chas retorts dryly. X smiles, giving
    the two of us one, last studying look before he rolls the passenger
    window back up and takes off. “We might have to tell him,”
    Chasm adds, surprising me.

   “Tell
    him?” I query back, giving Chas a skeptical look that he
    returns with a raised brow of his own. “I thought the whole
    point was to ensure that he never found out.”

   “I’m
    worried he’s going to dig a hole he can’t get himself out
    of,” Chas muses, leading us toward the front doors of the
    school. I reach out to touch his arm and he shrinks back from me.

   That’s
    not a good sign.

   I stop
    walking, alarm bells going off in my head.

   “He
    hit you, didn’t he?” I ask, and Chasm balks at me.

   “What
  … how would you even make a jump like that? Maybe I just don’t
    like the idea of my best friend’s girlfriend putting her hands
    all over me. Did you ever think of it like that?” He turns away
    from me, but I’m not done.

   Once I get
    a theory in my head, it’s hard to shake it.

   “You
    know I wasn’t touching you like that,” I breathe,
    squeezing the strap of my book bag. I try to keep the hurt from my
    voice, but it comes out anyway, and Chasm falters, cursing and
    mumbling in Korean. It shouldn’t be so cute, but it is. I try
    hard not to like it and fail. Actions
      not thoughts. Actions. “You seem stressed, and you never messaged me back. Your dad
    was visibly upset last night. Now, you seem gun-shy about being
    touched.” I look him straight in those amber eyes of his. “So,
    did he hit you?”

   Chasm lifts
    the edge of his lip up and then growls something out that I don’t
    understand. I’m going to learn this boy’s language
    someday, I swear it—and I don’t just mean Korean.

   “No,
    he never hits me …” Chasm starts, but then he sighs and
    tosses his book bag to the ground, stripping off his blazer and
    undoing the buttons at his wrist. He shoves the left sleeve of his
    black dress shirt up, revealing a sea of tattoos and, upon closer
    inspection, a few finger-shaped bruises. “He didn’t like
    me missing class yesterday.” Chasm doesn’t look at me
    when he talks, but he lets me touch his skin carefully as I inspect
    the damage.

   Fury fills
    me a in a violent wave of heat. I could kill that bastard for hurting
    his son.

   Kill.

   Could I
    though, really? Kill someone?

   Like
    father, like daughter,
    a voice whispers in my head and I shiver, shaking the dreadful
    feeling off and letting it burn beneath the heat of spring sunshine.

   “I’m
    sorry, Chasm.” I trace my fingers over his bruises, and he
    jerks back from me.

   “No
    offense, but I’m not going to class pitching a tent. Stop
      touching me,”
    he breathes out, yanking his shirt down his arm angrily. If he’s
    that upset with me now, wait until he hears about the condom
    situation.

   I feel like
    such an asshole, almost … almost like I made the wrong choice.
    But I know I didn’t. I know that. So what’s this? I’m
    in love with two boys instead of just one?

   Oh.

   Mm.

   Sometimes
    the answer to a tricky problem lies outside of convention.

   “Tess
    never messaged you last night?” I hazard, honestly surprised
    that she didn’t. Actually, if I think about it, that scares me
    even more. What if she’s waiting to talk to him in person?

   Chasm
    throws me a wary look as he pulls his blazer back on.

   “Fuck.
    What happened now?”

   “You
    remember that condom you helped me dispose of?” I begin, and he
    just stares at me.

   “You’re
    fucking shitting me?” he chokes out, making the connection like
    the soon-to-be valedictorian that he is. “She found it?”

   “Actually,”
    I start, watching as he picks his book bag up and tosses it over his
    shoulder like an anime character. Oh yes, Chas would be the
    mean-spirited school bully with a heart of gold who only shows his
    soft side to the heroine. “The FBI found it.”

   More
    staring from him.

   I can only
    imagine what he’s feeling right now. He came over to confess to
    me. More specifically, he brought me flowers. Instead, he ended up
    giving me and Parrish a condom and covering for us not once, not
    twice, but three times now. He’s not the one who had sex, and
    he’s being punished for it.

   I don’t
    just owe him big-time; I’ll give him whatever he wants.

   “Tess
    implied it might be DNA tested unless …” I rub at my
    face with my right hand. “Unless it was mine. She remembered
    you throwing the trash out, and I was wearing your clothes last night
  …”

   Chasm just
    turns away from me and heads for the front doors of the academy,
    shoving his way through them and running right into Lumen.

   “In a
    hurry, Kwang-seon?” she challenges, giving him a cocky smile.
  “Test results were posted today; I’m beating you by a
    fraction. Catch up, kid.”

   He curses
    at her, shoving past and disappearing down the hall while I slip in
    the doors and wish I could just sleep for an entire year. Better yet,
    I’d like to sleep through the rest of high school.

   “What
    the hell is his problem?” Lumen queries, tapping at her glossy
    lower lip with a single finger. I may as well tell her: it doesn’t
    violate any of Justin’s rules.

   “Tess
    found the condom I used with Parrish and since I can’t exactly
    admit the truth, I threw Chasm under the bus.” Was that the
    right choice to make? Maybe I should’ve just told Tess the
    truth?

   Lumen
    pauses for a moment, her perfect full mouth making a small ‘O’
    of surprise. And then, because she is Lumen Hearst, queen of the
    school, she cackles at me. The sound echoes down the hallway, causing
    shifty eyed looks to be sent our way.

   Why didn’t
    I realize until now that I was playing in a pit of vipers? These
    people aren’t nice; I’m a curiosity, protected by Lumen
    and Parrish and Chasm. I need to remember that. Their reactions to
    Parrish’s disappearance are disturbing.

   I can’t
    forget that I screamed to Tess that I was dating Lumen. Now she
    thinks I’m sleeping with Chasm. What a clusterfuck. At least
    she didn’t bring up the former part of that equation last
    night. I can only deal with so much embarrassment in a single
    evening.

   “Oh,
    honey, you should’ve stuck with me.” Lumen leans down to
    whisper in my ear. “You don’t need a condom with a girl.
    No evidence.” And then she licks the shell of my ear, and I’m
    slapping her away while she laughs again.

   “Parrish
    is still missing you know,” I remind her, and she gives me a
    look, reaching up to check her ponytail for perfection.

   “I’m
    sure he’ll be fine,” she says, but some of her usual
    confidence is missing. “How do you know he didn’t just
    take off for some sun and space? Tess is like a wisteria vine, one of
    those ones that strangles the trees it attaches to.”

   I mean, she
    isn’t wrong about the Tess part, and I don’t have the
    energy to argue with her about Parrish, so I let it go.

   At lunch,
    Chasm appears outside my classroom looking annoyed but resigned.

   “You
    made the right choice, Little Sister,” he tells me grudgingly,
    holding out a cold soda can like a peace offering. I take it and pop
    the top, taking a sip so he has time to think about what else he
    wants to say. It’s clear he’s been thinking about this
    all day. “Tess can’t find out. What if she does something
    crazy like … I don’t know, ship you back to New York?”

   I pause
    with the soda halfway to my lips for a second drink. Just a few
    months ago, I would’ve done literally anything to go home. Now,
    Parrish is counting on me, and I cannot fuck this up.

   “You
    think she’d do something like that?” I whisper as people
    pass by us on either side, their assessing gazes and whispers so
    prevalent that Chasm eventually snaps.

   He gives
    this harsh, mean laugh that raises goose bumps on my arms and legs.

   “Y’all
    better keep that shit to yourselves. I know enough to bury each and
    every one of you under a pile of scandals.”

   “Get
    fucked, Kwang-seon,” someone bites out, and I recognize him as
    the boy that tried to throw garbage into the lake near Chas’
    place. “Unlike everybody else, I don’t think Parrish is
    just on vacation. He’s probably lying in a ditch somewhere.”
    The guy makes a slicing motion across the front of his throat.
  “Slayer probably cut him into little pieces. Even the gamer
    geek thinks that.”

   Chasm just
    laughs softly and then, before I can even think to stop him, he’s
    throwing a punch that knocks that guy’s head back, dropping him
    to the floor in a heap. Blood runs from his nose as he clutches
    desperately at his face and groans pitifully.

   Nobody
    steps in to help, not even the guy’s friend. They all just sort
    of … watch?

   “You
    think Parrish needs to come back for you to get your ass kicked,
    bro?” Chas squats down next to the guy, shaking out his hand.
    He purrs something in Korean, but it may as well be the language of
    demons the way it sounds.

   The guy’s
    eyes widen, and he scrambles to his feet, swiping at his bloody nose
    with his tie.

   The crowd
    disperses with a caucus of disappointed grumbling.

   Apparently,
    they expected a better show.

   Apparently,
    I know nothing at all about how Whitehall Prep really works.

   Chasm
    stands up and turns to me, rubbing his knuckles on the front of his
    shirt like they might be sore.

   “I
    have an idea,” he tells me, as if he didn’t just clock
    some dude in the face. He looks down at me and smirks as I gape back
    at him. “I think I can get ahold of Mr. Volli’s keys.”

   “Are
    you insane?” I whisper back, looking around for an
    administrator. No way that guy doesn’t rat Chasm out. He could
    get expelled, suspended at the very least. Assault charges might even
    be on the table.

   Chas blinks
    at me for a moment and then glances over his shoulder at the small
    spatters of blood on the floor. He reaches out with his shoe and sort
    of rubs them away.

   “Better?”
    he asks, almost like it’s a joke. But then he offers up what I
    can only describe as a pitying sort of smile. “Didn’t I
    warn you about Whitehall? I said you had bite, but I wasn’t
    sure if it was enough. Prove me wrong, Little Sister.”

   “Everyone
    warned me about Whitehall,” I murmur back warily, realizing not
    for the first time how damn lucky I was to fall under the protection
    of the school’s royalty. Jesus. As much as I’d like to
    press for more information, we have better things to do. “You
    can get his keys, how?”

   I’d
    really like to head to the theater to help with the rest of the
    cleanup, but Parrish comes first.

   “Follow
    me,” Chas says, heading down the hall toward the elevator. He
    swipes his student badge, and I cock a brow. “Perks of being
    one of Ms. Miyamoto’s favorite students.” He swings the
    lanyard around in his hand and smirks at me, holding out his bruised
    hand when the doors ding open. “After you, Little Sister.”

   I step in
    and he follows after me, pressing the button for the bottom floor and
    sending us back to the office space I saw on my first day here. Ms.
    Miyamoto greets Chasm in Japanese when she sees him, and he responds
    in kind, seemingly fluent in a third language.

   Why does he
    have to be so smart? It’s … undeniably attractive.

   “Miss
    Banks,” Ms. Miyamoto greets, nodding her chin in my direction.
  “What can I help the two of you with?”

   “Well,
    we were actually just hoping to get that volunteer form from you …”
    Chasm begins, gesturing in my direction. “That way I can
    officially record my hours tutoring Dakota. For my college
    applications, of course.”

   My eyebrow
    twitches, but it isn’t a bad excuse for coming down here, and
    he really has helped me with my classes. I’m not failing a
    single one anymore.

   “Absolutely.
    Let me go and grab it,” she says, standing up from her desk and
    disappearing down a stone hallway to the right. Chasm waits for the
    sound of a door opening and then moves around to the back of the
    desk.

   “You
    keep watch,” he murmurs, grabbing her purse and digging around
    in it. I hate to betray a woman who’s arguably the kindest and
    best teacher on campus, but this is life-or-death. It’s
    fascinating how things that once seemed so important mean nothing in
    the face of such drastic consequences. “Bingo.”

   Chas
    pockets the keys before I have much of a chance to contribute,
    waiting at the entrance of the hall until he’s safely back on
    the appropriate side of the desk.

   “Found
    it,” Ms. Miyamoto declares, waving the page around in her right
    hand. “You’d think they’d want this sort of thing
    to be recorded digitally,” she murmurs under her breath,
    scribbling some things down on the form and then offering it up to
    us. Chas fills out a few fields, and I’m left to initial all
    the times that he says he’s been tutoring me.

   Just seeing
    all those hours there on paper makes me realize just how much time
    this boy has invested in me. And all he asked in return was for me to
    keep a secret about how kind he is to drunk girls at parties. That
    doesn’t seem like much of a fair trade at all, does it?

   “Take
    this with you and continue to fill it out for any additional tutoring
    days. I’ll sign off and collect it on the last day of school.”
    She smiles at us, her red lipstick reminding me of my Grandma Carmen,
    and guilt sweeps over me in a wave.

   I’m
    going to have to get used to that, aren’t I? Feeling guilty …
    There’s going to be a hell of a lot more of that before this
    thing is over.

   “I
    appreciate you,” Chasm says, giving a respectful bow before we
    both climb back on the elevator. He’s likely the only student
    in the school whose badge can call the elevator. Guess I really am
    choosing my pawns wisely, huh?

   “What
    happens when she finds her keys are missing?” I whisper as soon
    as we’re off the elevator. Chas just shrugs and slips his hands
    in his blazer pockets.

   “Uh,
    we’ll toss them in a plant and walk away? Let fate decide.”
    He guides us down the hall to Mr. Volli’s classroom, putting
    his back to the security camera before surreptitiously removing the
    keys. “I’ll go check with my CSC girls later to deal with
    the security footage,” he tells me, referencing the computer
    science club.

   “Chasm,”
    I start as he unlocks the door, grabbing my wrist and yanking me
    inside before he closes and locks it behind him. He makes his way
    over to the office door immediately, trying the handle and then
    cursing when it doesn’t unlock. He starts trying keys as I move
    up beside him. “You don’t have to pretend there are girls
    when there aren’t.”

   “There
    are plenty of girls,” he tells me, moving through the massive
    ring of keys in quick succession. “Why wouldn’t there be?
    Just because I don’t sexually assault drunk girls doesn’t
    mean I don’t have friends.” He finally lands on a key
    that works, turning it and giving a little fist pump at the sound of
    the deadbolt sliding free.

   “Personally,
    I think you’re a virgin,” I tell him, and he pauses, one
    hand on the doorknob, his face turning to look at me. We’re
    standing a little too close, but I tell myself it’s because
    we’re on a secret mission to catch a serial killer. Nothing
    else. There cannot be anything else. “I don’t know why,
    but all your slutty guy talk just sounds like bravado to me, like
    cover.”

   I turn
    around, reaching for the knob and expecting Chasm to let me take it.
    Instead, he stays where he is, and my hand closes over his. I can
    even feel his breath stirring my hair against my neck, making me
    shudder and squeeze my hand even more tightly around his.

   “You
    know I love Parrish, right?” he says, and I nod, because I do.
    He wouldn’t be doing all of this if he didn’t. Wouldn’t
    have moved a dead girl’s body. Wouldn’t have tackled a
    man with a gun. Wouldn’t have shot a rapist’s corpse. “If
    you were with any other guy—I mean really, any other guy except
    maybe Maxx—I would try to take you from him. Shit, it would be
    war. I would wage it, Dakota.”

   He exhales,
    and my hair flutters again, teasing me, making me wish it were his
    lips instead.

   I tell
    myself it’s because of all the trauma, like I’m leaning
    into Chasm because I miss Parrish. In reality, it’s because I
    realized yesterday that I liked them both the same. Parrish was
    simply first. If the world were different, if I could have a harem
    like an anime girl, then I would invite Chasm in.

   “I
    would never betray Parrish,” I promise him, and I mean that,
    turning around abruptly and once again, expecting that Chasm will
    step back to make space. Instead, he stays right where he is, looking
    down at me, a boy who brought me sunflowers and ended up giving me
    condoms to use with his best friend. “Never.” This word,
    it’s a whisper.

   “Do
    you want to know what I said to him that day?” he asks me, and
    I vaguely remember Chasm saying something to Parrish in Korean after
    giving us the condoms.

   “I
    do,” I breathe back, but before he gets a chance to speak, the
    door to the classroom opens and there’s Mr. Volli, sweet,
    well-dressed, glasses-wearing Mr. Volli who loves Sylvia Plath and
    constantly quotes Emily Dickinson during his app development lessons.

   “Ms.
    Banks, Mr. McKenna.” He moves into the room, closing the door
    behind him as Chasm steps to the side, pushing me behind him like
    he’s willing to die to protect me. I can’t think about
    that, so I just step up beside him and ignore the angry look he
    tosses my way. “If the two of you would like to search my
    office, go right ahead.” He opens the door for us and pushes it
    aside, holding his hand out in invitation.

   I notice
    right away that there’s a walking stick in the corner. It
    reminds me of that day that I passed by the teacher’s lounge
    and got a glimpse of a walking stick then, too. Was it the same one?
    Is this the one that was used to attack Maxx during our hike?

   Mr. Volli
    notices the direction of my stare and smiles pleasantly. Could he
    really be my father? Could he really be the Slayer? My gamer brain
    tells me there’s no way. You don’t fight the boss on the
    first level. It just doesn’t work that way. Another
      sub-boss. A dungeon boss. Not an endgame boss.

   “Do
    you like the souvenir I took from Mr. Fosser? It’s beautiful,
    isn’t it? I’m fairly certain that the wood is
    blackthorn.”

   “What
    the hell are you playing at?” Chasm snarls, squeezing his hands
    so hard around the keys that I worry he might be hurting himself.
  “What’s the point of all this?”

   The teacher
    turns his head to look at me instead, studying me with those light
    brown eyes that I always thought held such kindness. Either I’m
    a terrible judge of character or Mr. Volli is a consummate actor.
    Maybe both. How could I have sat in his classroom for months and not
    picked up on anything? That other guy—Mr. Fosser—he just
    smelled wrong.

   “If
    you’re looking for clues, you’ll have to be a bit
    cleverer,” Mr. Volli says, moving past us into the office and
    taking a seat at his desk. He rifles through some papers, and then
    turns to his computer, as if we aren’t even there. As if he
    didn’t catch us trying to break into his office. Not that it
    matters anyway. He can’t exactly report us, right? We’ve
    got dirt on him, too. “The Slayer is meticulous. I hope to
    learn from him as well.” He gives me another smile, one that
    feels too genuine to be fake. I start to wonder if he isn’t
    crazy, if he really means what he’s saying. “You’re
    lucky to have such an intelligent and careful man for a father.”

   “I’m
    lucky to have a dad who kills people?” I query back, but Mr.
    Volli doesn’t have much of a reaction. He redirects his
    attention back to his computer and goes about studiously ignoring us.
    With another curse, Chasm grabs my wrist and drags me from the room,
    chucking the keys into a nearby potted plant. Huh.

   “I
    have a better idea,” he tells me, gaze sliding over to the door
    to the classroom. “On Tuesdays, I help with office work for
    extra credit. Why don’t I see if I can’t find this
    fucker’s address, and we check out his house?”

   “What
    the hell would I do without you?” I ask. It isn’t meant
    to be a rhetorical question, but Chasm gives me a slight smile,
    reaches out to ruffle my hair, and takes off down the hall without
    me.

   I still
    don’t know what, exactly, it was that he said to Parrish that
    day.

   But I have
    my guesses.

   

  














 

Whitehall
  Prep is a different place now than it was before Parrish went
  missing.

 As I walk
  down the halls after school with my book bag slung over one shoulder,
  I can feel the other students’ eyes on me. Watching. Hunting.
  Waiting for drama.

 “I’ve
  got it,” Chasm says, catching up to me just before I slip out
  the doors at the end of the hall. He pushes that lightning-bolt
  colored hair back from his forehead. “Mr. Volli’s
  address. Should we check it out?”

 “I’m
  meeting with my sister today,” I tell him, already regretting
  agreeing to this. Of course I want to
  see Maxine, but it feels like we’re on a countdown here. Sure,
  Parrish’s kidnapper—I’m having a really hard time
  thinking of the guy as ‘dad’—told me there was no
  deadline other than Parrish’s personal strength. But that
  fourteen-day thing is killing me. All of the Slayer’s previous
  victims were killed somewhere around the two-week mark. What if he’s
  lying to me and Parrish only has five days left?

 Besides
  that, the awful marks on Parrish’s chest haunt my dreams. He
  must be in so much pain …

 I bite my
  lip, realize I’m imitating Maxx yet again, and huff out a
  frustrated sigh.

 He isn’t
  quite the saint I thought he was. Somehow, that’s intriguing to
  me. Somehow, that makes me hate myself just a little bit more for
  realizing that. I guess I like assholes? And unavailable people.
  That’s my kink, apparently.

 “Ah,”
  Chasm says, tucking his hands into the pockets of his black blazer.
  It kills me that the school uniform matches my hair with the
  lime-green stripes in the plaid of the skirt and the pattern on the
  tie. In the merch shop, there’s even a whole line of lime-green
  joggers, sports bras, and sneakers. “I’m guessing Maxx is
  giving you a ride?”

 “You’d
  be guessing right,” I admit, trying not to dread this
  excursion. Maxine is going to have a lot of questions, questions that
  I can’t answer. And X … well, I’d sort of like to
  avoid the guy as much as I can. He’s too perceptive, too
  focused. Eventually, he’s going to figure it out and I’ll
  have a wildcard on my hands.

 “Consider
  bringing him into the loop.” Chasm reaches out and opens the
  doors for me, holding out a hand to usher me through. I slip outside
  and he follows after. “He isn’t going to let this go, and
  it might do more harm than good if he figures it out on his own.”

 “I’ll
  think about it,” I promise, giving Kimber a look. She’s
  sitting on the ground next to the exterior wall of the school,
  scrolling mindlessly on her phone. She looks a bit like a drowned
  kitten. “Do you think you could give her a ride?” I ask,
  looking back at Chas.

 While I’m
  thinking about it, I slide my Tess-phone from my pocket and send her
  a quick text about the search party—and also about Chasm taking
  Kimber home. She might not like that, but I keep my fingers crossed.

 Maxx let
  me know you’d be with him but thank you for keeping me
  informed. I appreciate that. If your plans change at all, please tell
  me right away. Open communication is vital. Chasm can drop Kimber
  off, that’s fine, but he needs to go home after.

 Right.
  Because of the whole condom debacle.

 I sigh as
  Chas reads the text over my shoulder, hoping he doesn’t get his
  feelings hurt by Tess’ curtness. If he does, he makes no
  mention of it.

 “Yeah,
  I’ll take care of her.” He licks his lower lip, like he
  might be gearing up to add something else to the conversation.
  There’s a tension between us that wasn’t there before.
  It’s the sort of tension that comes with realizing you’re
  attracted to someone. Not just physically either. I’m attracted
  to everything about Chasm. His love for Parrish, his quick wit, his
  intelligence, his surprisingly generous nature. None of which would
  be a problem if I hadn’t just slept with his best friend, if I
  wasn’t in
    love with his
  best friend. And, also, if his best friend wasn’t missing, tied
  up by a famous serial killer who also claims to be my bio dad. “Stay
  safe, Little Sister.” Chasm reaches out and grabs my tie,
  yanking me a step closer to him, until our mouths are nearly
  touching.

 My breath
  releases in a rush and Chasm inhales sharply, giving a little shudder
  in response.

 “Why
  the fuck do you smell like strawberries and sugar all the time? Even
  your breath smells sweet.”

 “Chasm,”
  I warn, because my hands are this close
  to reaching out and touching his pretty face. “Please let go of
  me.”

 He gives me
  a sharp look, his amber eyes burning with intent.

 “Don’t
  do anything reckless without me, okay? If he contacts you, you call
  me right away. I’ll be camping my phone, just in case.”
  Chas releases me suddenly, his eyes sliding over to Kimber. I glance
  her way and find those dark eyes of hers boring into the pair of us.

 It’s
  no secret that she has a crush on Chasm; she won’t like it if
  she realizes that I do, too.

 “I’ll
  call you,” I promise, just as Maxx’s orange Jeep rolls up
  to the curb. I take off before I get in anymore trouble with Chasm
  and hop in, dropping my book bag to the floor with a heavy sigh.

 “Chas
  has Kimber covered, so we don’t need to drop her off.”

 “Everything
  okay?” X asks as we roll away from the school and head down the
  white gravel road toward the gate. “Anything new to report?”

 I give him
  a look.

 “If
  there was any news on Parrish, you’d probably know before I
  did.” I shrug my shoulders and keep my gaze focused out the
  windshield. Looking at Maxx is too hard. There’s just something
  about him that makes me want to tell the truth. I can’t explain
  it. He inspires honesty in me, and honesty is something that could
  get Parrish killed.

 As we
  drive, I work through scenarios in my head. Mr. Volli’s home
  address is a good start; we might be able to find some clues there.
  It’s too obvious of a spot for Parrish to actually be held
  captive, but that doesn’t mean we can’t learn anything
  from going there.

 A DNA test
  might be nice, just to see if Mr. Volli is my father. If he might
  actually be Parrish’s sole kidnapper, and he’s just
  screwing with us. But where am I going to get money for a DNA test?
  From Tess? Would I have to send it into a private lab, or could I
  just order a few kits from some mainstream site and see if Mr. Volli
  and I end up as family matches?

 Then again,
  how would I get him to spit in the little plastic tube? Not a great
  solution.

 Besides,
  this guy, Parrish’s kidnapper, whoever he might be, is too
  careful. He’s too smart. He’s so confident that he won’t
  get caught that he plays games. Someone like that wouldn’t work
  at the school of the student he’d just kidnapped.

 It’s
  too obvious.

 I bite my
  thumbnail and X flicks his gaze my direction.

 “Maxine’s
  really excited to see you,” he explains, clearly doing his best
  to make harmless small talk. I glance over at him, still nibbling on
  my nail. “She’s been worried.”

 “I’m
  not the one she should be worried about,” I reply absently,
  trying and failing to ignore the bundle of nerves I’ve become.
  Rather than focus on Maxx any further, I get out my phone and start
  going through the comments on my video.

 There are thousands. Not only that, but I’ve gotten plenty of video replies as well.
  More than I could ever watch or respond to in a million years. How am
  I supposed to filter through all of this stuff?

 I scroll
  the comments, looking for anything that stands out.

 Most of
  it’s crap—I mean, it’s the internet, of course it
  is—but there’s something that catches my attention right
  away.

 The
  Vanguards’ security system is provided by Fort Humboldt
  Security, Inc. Anybody else think that’s sus as hell that the
  footage is missing, and the alarm never went off?

 Fort
  Humboldt Security?

 A quick
  search reveals that Fort Humboldt Security is a multi-billion-dollar,
  privately-owned security firm. Off I go again, sleuthing through the
  copious depths of the internet for more information. Nothing catches
  my attention until I see that one, the company is based in Seattle.
  And two … the current CEO is Seamus McKenna.

 The blood
  drains from my face as I click the link and follow it to a photo of
  Chasm’s father.

 How …
  why didn’t Chasm tell me about this?! I mean, there’s a
  chance he wasn’t aware that his father’s company provided
  the security for the Vanguards’ house. But come on! This is a
  huge fucking deal.

 “You
  look like you’ve just seen a ghost,” X comments, one hand
  on the top of the steering wheel, the other tap-tap-tapping a nervous
  rhythm on his door. He glances at me and raises a dark brow in
  question. The interior of the vehicle is permeated with his scent,
  that vibrant, sporty citrus smell that makes me feel fidgety.

 I shove
  those feelings down as hard as I can, backing away from them like the
  monstrous things they are.

 “Why
  didn’t anyone tell me that Chasm’s father’s company
  provided the security systems and cameras for our house?”

 “Does
  it matter?” Maxx queries, cursing under his breath as he takes
  in the parking situation outside the café. He’s going to
  have to circle the block a few times to find a spot or else use one
  of the nearby parking garages. Seattle is sort of … ehh to me. I miss the Catskills.

 “I
  guess not,” I reply, slipping my phone back in the pocket of my
  blazer. But it does matter.
  Because that commenter is right, and they’ve brought up
  something that’s been on my mind since that night. The security
  cameras just happened to
  be recording to a full drive? They also just happened to be
  disconnected from the network and unable to upload the videos to the
  cloud? That isn’t accidental.

 Somebody
  messed with them.

 But who?
  The kidnapper? Paul? Chasm? Delphine? Shit, it could’ve been
  Tess herself.

 I’ve
  made myself a spreadsheet on my phone to keep track of clues—I
  know, I’m too much sometimes even for myself—and write
  that tidbit down to explore later. I’ll talk to Chasm about it
  tonight.

 Maxx
  finally snags a space not too far away, using the automatic parallel
  parking feature on his car to squeeze us into a disturbingly small
  spot.

 We climb
  out together and walk the two blocks without talking. There just
  isn’t a lot to say right now. He thinks I’m a liar; I
  know I’m a liar. But we can’t really reconcile those two
  things without causing harm to Parrish.

 Parrish.

 I swallow
  past the hurt and open the glass door to the café, stumbling
  back when Maxine appears out of nowhere and throws her arms around my
  neck.

 “Oh,
  Kota, I’ve been so worried,” she murmurs, squeezing me so
  hard that she nearly hugs the tears right out of me. I want so badly
  to curl up in her arms and pretend I’m twelve all over again,
  that I’ve just gotten my period and I’m weeping while she
  pets my hair and murmurs comforting things for hours. “How are
  you doing?”

 “I’m
  okay,” I manage to choke out as Maxine pulls away and puts her
  hands on my shoulders, looking me over with an assessing eye.
  “Really, Maxie, I’m fine.” She lifts her gaze up to
  stare at X over my shoulder.

 “Does
  she look okay to you?” she asks him before immediately
  returning her gaze to me. “You look skinnier. Have you been
  eating? X, I told you to make sure she was eating.”

 He holds up
  his hands in protest as he moves out of the way of the door so a
  couple can scoot past us.

 “I
  made her coffee this morning,” he promises as my sister narrows
  her eyes at me. “I watched her drink it.”

 Maxine
  purses her lips and then puts an arm around my shoulders, guiding me
  over to the table. It is, coincidentally, the same table that we sat
  at the day we were caught by Tess. Not only does it hurt to sit down
  on the same bench that Parrish used when he was here, but it also
  gives me a bad feeling.

 This is an
  omen. I mean, I don’t really believe
  in omens, but it’s hard not to take this as a sign of bad
  things to come.

 Ugh, I hate
  being right.

 “How
  are you holding up?” Maxine asks, pushing over an iced double
  chocolate mocha with extra whip and chocolate drizzle. I smile as I
  tuck the drink between my hands and drag it close; my sister knows me
  so well. Most small problems can be solved with coffee and chocolate.

 This …
  isn’t exactly a small problem. Still, the gesture warms my
  heart.

 “Stressed-out.
  Sad. Angry,” I admit, taking a drink as X settles into the seat
  on my right. There’s a watermelon Italian soda waiting for him
  because Maxie is just awesome like that. She’d take care of the
  whole world if she could.

 Maxine
  reaches out and takes one of my hands in hers, giving it a warm
  squeeze before rubbing her thumb across my knuckles in a soothing
  motion. Her eyes, so much like Saffron’s, so much like mine,
  study me carefully. I know she can see the dark circles under my
  eyes, the sallow color of my skin. It’s no secret that I’ve
  been having trouble sleeping.

 “None
  of this is your fault, you know that, right?” she tells me,
  unaware that her gentle words are like a knife to the heart. Nearly
  all of this is my fault, actually. If the kidnapper is to be
  believed, he’s my father. And he chose Parrish for a reason.
  Because of me. Because I fell in love with him? “This whole
  mess isn’t on your shoulders, Kota.” Maxine exhales and
  casts a wary glance over at X. He isn’t looking at her,
  however. Instead, he’s staring at me like he thinks he can dig
  up all my secrets. “I saw your video,” she explains,
  forcing a smile. “I’m glad you’re back on social
  media; you have a ton of followers now.”

 I do. I
  really, really do.

 It’s
  amazing how important all of that seems, the likes and the comments,
  the followers and subscribers. It can easily consume your entire
  world; it feels like it is the
  world. But when it comes down to it, none of that matters at all. You
  start to realize that you’d trade the world for just one more
  smile from the person you love, that you’d give up the internet
  forever just to hear them laugh again.

 “It
  isn’t your job to find Parrish,” Maxine says softly.
  Everything she’s saying would make sense in almost any
  situation but for the one that I’m in. See, the thing is, it
  really is wholly and completely up to me to find my missing …
  boyfriend? Considering what happened between us the night before he
  went missing, and the conversation we had after, I think it’d
  be fair to call him that. “This isn’t all on you, baby
  sister. Don’t feel like you have more responsibility just
  because the two of you—”

 She stops
  talking suddenly, her gaze flicking to Maxx before I lift up a hand
  and wave it absently in her direction.

 “It’s
  okay. Chasm already opened his big mouth and blurted out the truth.
  Maxx knows.”

 “Wait,
  wait, what?” Maxine chokes, scooting her chair even closer to
  me. I stick my straw between my lips and pretend like I’m not
  embarrassed. The café is so cozy, so homey, it’d be easy
  to pretend that we’re just two sisters having a completely
  normal conversation here.

 And oh god,
  how I wish I could talk to Maxine about what happened. The sex was …
  well, it was amazing. An entire world of possibilities unfurled
  before me. I feel so connected to Parrish, so in love with him. I
  couldn’t stop smiling the entire time. All I want is to see him
  again, to have him hold me, to find out where we can take all of
  these wonderful feelings.

 It’s
  all so new, so tender, so strange, I want to talk to Maxine about it.
  I want to tell her every detail and get her opinion on all of it. But
  I can’t. And not just because her boyfriend is sitting at the
  table with us.

 It might
  smell like croissants and espresso in here, there might be soft jazz
  music playing against the gentle clink of porcelain mugs against
  saucers, but this isn’t a normal day. I’m standing on a
  tightrope, and if I’m not hypervigilant, I will fall. I’ll
  tumble down a dark hole that I’ll never be able to crawl out
  of.

 The feel
  of the gun in my hands, the way Mr. Fosser’s body jerked as I
  fired several shots into his chest.

 I nearly
  throw up right there on the antique table.

 “How
  does Chasm know about that?” Maxine wonders aloud, giving X
  another surreptitious look. This time, he meets her gaze and shakes
  his head slowly. He doesn’t know either. But I’m sure
  he’d like to understand. “So he does like
  you,” she murmurs, and I recall vaguely that Parrish mentioned
  that to her last time we were at the café.

 Maxine
  looks back at me.

 “You’re
  not in a thruple, are you?” she asks, and I balk. “I
  mean, I’m not judging, but … are you?”

 “No!”
  I blurt, feeling my cheeks, forehead, and tits turning crimson. “He
  just … he happened to be standing outside Parrish’s door
  when we were on our way out to find condoms. He’s actually the
  one who gave us the condoms in the first place.”

 “Well,
  I’m relieved to hear you used condoms,” Maxine offers up
  as X cringes and rubs at the back of his neck with his right hand.
  Does my sister know that he’s a virgin? She must, right? She’s
  been sexually active with all of her previous boyfriends; she’d
  definitely wonder about X since he isn’t, uh, putting out. Or
  however you want to phrase it. “Does anyone else know?”

 By anyone
  else, I’m assuming she means Tess.

 “Lumen
  and Danyella, but that’s it.” I tap my fingers on the
  side of my cup, teasing droplets of cool condensation. “Tess
  can’t … well, Parrish wanted to tell her, but we were
  going to do it together. She absolutely cannot find out while he’s
  missing.”

 It feels
  imperative to me that we keep this a secret from her for the time
  being. Not only out of respect for Parrish, but because I don’t
  want the full force of that woman’s wrath to fall on me. If she
  knows that, the night before he disappeared for nine
    freaking days,
  we had sex for the first time, she’ll blame me.

 I don’t
  know how I know that, I just do.

 “I’ll
  … excuse myself,” X offers, looking like he’d
  rather crawl into a hole full of black widows than sit here and
  listen to me talk about sleeping with Parrish. He starts to stand up
  when I feel a familiar buzzing in my pocket.

 My phone is
  ringing.

 I slip it
  out of my blazer pocket, eyes widening as I see a familiar number on
  the screen.

 Daddy’s
  calling.

 I stand up
  so suddenly that the bench slams into the window behind me and
  several people turn to look our way.

 “No,
  no, I’ll … I’ll excuse myself,” I blurt,
  even though that makes no sense, excusing myself from a conversation
  about my own sexual conquests. “I have to take this. It’s
  my … it’s Lumen.”

 Without
  waiting to see what either of the Maxes thinks about my crazy
  behavior, I take off for the back patio. Coincidentally, it’s
  the same spot where Tess caught me talking to Saffron. It’s
  thick with bad juju, but where else can I go to have a private
  conversation with a serial killer and his hostage?

 Thankfully,
  it’s raining again, so the patio is unoccupied. I tuck myself
  beneath the eaves and answer the call just before the last ring.

 The wine
  cellar—one of my only good clues—appears on the screen,
  but I don’t see Parrish. Instead, there he is, the man in the
  black sweater, slacks, and stag mask with real antlers, sitting in a
  chair with his legs crossed at the knees, hands folded neatly over
  them.

 “Mr.
  Volli?” I query dryly, and he smiles at me. Well, I guess most
  people smile when they’re happy. This smile looks more like an
  admonishment than anything else. It almost stings to look at.

 “Mr.
  Volli is a pet who knows the length of his own leash; he knows how to
  respond when I tug on it.” The words are creepy enough as is,
  but since they’re quite literally coming out of Mr. Volli’s
  mouth, they’re beyond disturbing. My sixth period teacher
  delivers his self-proclaimed master’s words without skipping a
  beat. Either he’s got an earbud in or something and is
  listening to Justin Prior talk through it, or else he’s just a
  crazy person who refers to himself in the third person.

 Either way,
  I want to see Parrish.

 “Where
  is he?” I ask, anxiety making me feel dizzy. The rain comes
  down in sheets, cutting me off from the rest of the world. The brick
  wall at my back doesn’t help. I feel trapped. Just … not
  physically. I’m trapped in a game I never asked to play, one
  where I’m not sure that I understand all of the rules.

 “He’s
  here, of course,” Mr. Volli explains calmly as I kick myself
  for not recognizing his voice the first time we talked. He leans to
  one side, and my heart stops.

 Parrish is
  there, as promised. He is not, however, looking at the camera.

 Instead,
  he’s still sitting in that goddamn chair, his head hanging
  down, his body limp and motionless. A cry escapes me as I step
  forward into the rain. I don’t even mean to do it; it just
  happens. The rain is coming down all around me, soaking my
  (thankfully) waterproof phone, plastering my hair to the sides of my
  face.

 “Parrish!”
  I call out, but he doesn’t stir. “Parrish, wake up.”
  This time, my words are more of a sob than anything else. There’s
  so much blood, I can hardly stand the sight of it. He’s
  shirtless, his chest and belly drenched with red-brown patches of
  dried blood. I can hardly tell where his tattoos are underneath all
  of it. “Parrish.”

 A pleading,
  a desperate cry.

 This time,
  he blessedly, thankfully, mercifully responds.

 His head
  lifts up like he’s coming out of a daze, blinking glassy eyes
  at me. I’m not sure what he’s watching me on, a monitor
  of some sort I’m assuming, but he shakes his head like he’s
  having trouble focusing.

 “Gamer
  Girl,” he whispers with cracked lips. “I’m so
  tired.” Even though he told me multiple times to let him go, to
  tell the police, to save myself from all of this, I can see in his
  gaze that he wants to live. His expression cuts straight through the
  screen of my phone and hits me like an arrow to the heart.

 I’m
  hurting and aching and crying for him all at once. My tears blend
  with the rain as it falls in a silver wave all around me. How could
  his condition have deteriorated so quickly since yesterday?

 “If
  you really are my father, you must hate me,” I choke out,
  forcing myself to take a step back so that I’m out of the rain
  again. Doesn’t matter anymore, I guess. I’m soaked to the
  bone already. “Why are you doing this? I don’t
  understand.”

 “I’ve
  already explained as much to you, Mia. Do you really believe the
  world runs on compassion and love? On empathy and kindness? That’s
  ignorance at its finest. The world runs on blood. Blood is power. I’m
  giving you all the tools to take some of that power for yourself.”

 “I
  don’t want it,” I snap back at him, my eyes still on
  Parrish. He’s watching me, but he looks like he’s on
  death’s door. No matter how strong he is, how strong he wants
  to be, how hard he fights, we all have our limits. Our bodies are
  organic, not robotic. Eventually, his will give out.

 Parrish
  Vanguard will die.

 He will be
  as limp and lifeless as JJ was inside that awful, awful box.

 “I
  just want Parrish back; I just want you to fuck off and die.”

 Mr. Volli
  sighs heavily, adjusting his chair so that Parrish and I can see one
  another more clearly.

 “If
  you’re so worried about the boy, come and find him. Daughter,
  I’m giving you all of the tools necessary to accomplish your
  task.” Mr. Volli shakes his foot absently, tapping it in midair
  as if he’s lost in thought. “As I said before, I’m
  only doing this because I care for you. If I didn’t, I wouldn’t
  bother.” He stands up and moves over to the chair, putting his
  hands on the back of it. “Go on now. Tell her what she needs to
  do next.”

 Parrish
  starts to cough then. It gets so bad that his body strains against
  the ropes holding him to the chair. For a second there, I really
  think this is it, that he’s going to die in front of me, today,
  now.

 “I
  love you,” I tell him, because he needs something more to get
  through this. A glimmer of hope to grasp in his hand and hold onto
  like his life depends on it. “I love you, Parrish. I know we’ve
  only known each other for three months and … well, fuck I
  don’t care. I don’t care if my feelings are hormonal or
  immature or stupid. It’s how I feel right now. It matters. It
  means something.”

 He looks up
  at me again, breathing heavily, and attempts to wet his lips. They’re
  dry, his tongue is dry, and the move does nothing to help him.

 “I
  love you, too,” he tells me, wasting what little energy he has
  left to deliver the news. “I feel the same. I …”
  he trails off as Mr. Volli puts a hand on his shoulder and squeezes
  hard enough to make him wince. “Dakota, you need to tell Maxine
  that you don’t want to see her anymore.”

 The blood
  drains from my face and I’m forced to lean my body back against
  the wall to keep from falling over. No.
    Please no. Anything but this. Fucking anything but this.

 “You
  need to tell her that she isn’t your real sister, that she
  never was, that you don’t love her like you thought you did.
  You can’t see or talk to her anymore. Not on the phone, not via
  text, nothing. No more contact.” Parrish exhales sharply,
  closing his eyes and letting his head fall back. “Fuck, I’m
  so sorry, Dakota. I’m so sorry.”

 “Wait,”
  I call out, before the video call ends, and I’m left drifting
  in the hateful winds of my own fate. “Just … wait. I
  want to make a deal.”

 “A
  deal?” Mr. Volli queries, and I wonder yet again how I never
  realized that his behavior was just that of a puppet. The more I look
  at him, the more I see it. I can’t entirely rule out the
  possibility that he’s just crazy, but I really don’t
  think so. “What sort of deal, sweet daughter of mine?”

 “I
  want you to give Parrish a bed and unchain him. I want him to have
  access to a shower. Clean water. Food. Ointment.” I lift my
  chin up and square my shoulders, gathering my resolve together into a
  single blow. The thought of saying those horrible things to Maxine is
  … it’s staggering. Like my soul is being drawn and
  quartered. But I can live through that hurt. I can apologize and
  explain things to my sister later.

 Parrish
  cannot be brought back to life. As much as I love necromancers in
  video games, as much as I enjoy the fantasy and mysticism of that, it
  isn’t real life. This is. Death does not come with the option
  of a continue or a new game, a restart, a do-over. It’s the
  great equalizer, the final act.

 “That’s
  quite the ask,” Mr. Volli tells me, releasing Parrish’s
  shoulders and moving around him to stand in front of the camera
  again. He looks right at the screen, his gaze penetrating straight
  through me. Even though I know this
  is the same man that I saw at school today, the vibe is completely
  different.

 Justin’s
  vibe. The Seattle Slayer’s vibe. My bio dad’s vibe.

 “I
  will not give you all of those things at once. I will, however, allow
  you to choose a few in exchange for an equal return on your end.”
  He nods at me, the glittering black stag mask stuck firmly to his
  face. “Which of those items do you want: his freedom and a
  bathroom, the bed and some ointment, or the food and water. Granted,
  he is being nourished and hydrated through IVs currently.”

 I swallow
  hard, trying not to get too excited.

 As I said
  before, I do enjoy a good idiom. And if it sounds too good to be true
  … Whatever I offer up in return is going to hurt. Badly.

 I run
  through my options for a minute.

 Food and
  water are, ironically, the least important of my requests. Justin has
  already agreed to keep Parrish alive, so he has to provide those
  things. I’m certain that Parrish isn’t getting nearly as
  much food as he should, nor do I feel that an IV is equivalent to
  actual food and drink, but it isn’t as important as the other
  items.

 A bathroom
  would be nice, especially since infection is a concern. But again,
  antibiotic ointment would help with that.

 So …
  the bed and the ointment or his freedom and a bathroom?

 “If I
  choose the bed, how will he be restrained on it?” I ask, and
  Mr. Volli pauses for a moment. I recall the first time we spoke, the
  way he kept pausing and glancing offscreen, as if he were
  communicating with someone else. It lends credence to the idea that
  he’s receiving instructions from someone else.

 “On
  his back. Bound by his wrists to the headboard.”

 I consider
  that.

 “If I
  choose his freedom, he’ll be able to move as he wishes around
  that room?”

 Another
  pause, a nod.

 “An
  empty room with no windows, but he will be free to move around, yes.”

 I lick some
  of the cool rain droplets from my lower lip.

 Being able
  to move around freely is a huge deal. Not just for Parrish’s
  physical state, but for his mental and emotional well-being as well.
  Only … he doesn’t seem to have enough energy to keep his
  head lifted, let alone do jumping jacks or something in a cold, empty
  room.

 “The
  bed,” I say, trying and failing to keep my hand from shaking as
  it clutches the phone in stiff fingers. “But it has to be a
  proper bed with a real mattress. In exchange …” I run
  through all of the things that I’ve had to do thus far,
  searching for something appropriately terrible to offer up. May as
  well be something this bastard would make me do anyway at some point.

 But what?

 “I’ll
  … I’ll tell Danyella that I’m the one who set the
  fire.” Even as the words are coming out of my mouth, I’m
  regretting them. Oh god, I’m regretting them. The thought of
  telling Danyella what I did, destroying our burgeoning friendship,
  opening myself up to the possibility of punishment, expulsion,
  criminal charges.

 It’s
  a lot.

 For a
  second there, I can’t get a read on whether I’ve
  suggested a good or a bad thing. Mr. Volli is as blank as a porcelain
  doll. Once he receives confirmation from either his crazy other half
  or, more likely, Justin Prior, he seems pleased. A psychotic smile
  takes over his lips.

 “I
  like the way you think, princess,” he says, nodding again.
  “Yes. I accept. You will tell Danyella that you set the fire in
  the theater. If you’re asked why—by her or anyone else—you will
  explain that your homelife is a mess. That Tess is a terrible mother.
  That she drove to you to do it. Is that clear?”

 “It’s
  clear,” I whisper, hoping that the bed provides at least some
  small amount of relief for Parrish. “Once I do that, I’d
  like to bargain for the other items.”

 “As
  you wish,” he replies, and then the video cuts off.

 I slip the
  phone back in my blazer pocket and head inside.

 There’s
  not a patron in that café that doesn’t stare at my
  sopping wet form as I trudge back to the table and sit down hard in
  my seat. Maxine is gaping at me; X is gritting his teeth. He looks
  pissed off again. At me? Or did he and Maxine have a conversation
  while I was gone? I have no idea.

 “K-kota?”
  Maxie asks, blinking big, beautiful eyes at me. Her auburn hair is in
  a French braid and slung over one shoulder, a single strap of her
  overalls hanging loose over her PNW t-shirt. She looks so calm, so
  cool and collected, so worried about me.

 It hits me
  then that Justin’s tasks are not so random as they seem.
  They’re calculated, intended to drive a wedge between me and
  everybody that I know and love. He wants me isolated and desperate,
  lonely.

 Chasm.

 I need to
  call Chasm.

 I am not
  alone, no matter how much it feels that way.

 He asked me
  to contact him before taking on any new tasks, but this is …
  it’s too personal. There is no body for him to shove in his
  trunk, no pervert with a gun to tackle, no fire to set. This is
  between me and Maxine.

 “Maxine,”
  I start, swallowing hard. I’m shaking so badly that I might
  very well give away the ruse, but there’s no way for me to stop
  it. Not only am I freezing cold and wet, but my heart is as soggy as
  my clothing. It feels so fragile, like a dandelion puff waiting for
  the breeze so it can scatter to the ends of the earth. “We
  can’t keep doing this.”

 “Why
  are you wet?” X asks me, his tone dark with suspicion. “Kota,
  if there’s something going on, you need to tell us. We can help
  you.”

 I ignore
  him.

 As much as
  I don’t want to do this, it might help with the Maxx Wright
  problem I’m having. He says he believes me, but after this,
  he’ll be too angry to think straight. He’ll start to
  despise me, and he’ll leave me alone. At least … I hope
  so. I have to pretend there’s some silver lining to all this,
  or I’ll break.

 My sister
  has always been my rock. She’s the most pure and perfect person
  I have ever met. Blood related or not, she’s a genuine human
  with a soul crafted of all those things that the Seattle Slayer just
  mocked. Compassion and love, empathy and kindness.

 This is
  going to destroy her.

 I close my
  eyes.

 My words,
  when they do come, are wooden and disconnected, like parts of a
  puppet as easily manipulated as Mr. Volli.

 “You
  are not my real sister.”

 There it
  is. The phrase drops from my mouth like an atomic bomb, decimating
  everything in its path. I cannot bear to open my eyes right now. I
  cannot bear to see Maxine’s face.

 “Wha…
  Dakota, what’s going on?” She sounds panicked, desperate.
  One of her soft, warm hands touches my arm and I jump. I hear the
  sound of chair legs scraping across the floor. It’s X, I know
  it is, even without looking.

 “Why
  would you say something like this?” he breathes, but I don’t
  care about him right now. Only Maxine. My sister comes first.

 “You
  never were. Maxine, I thought I loved you, but really, I was just
  obligated. We were family; I had no choice but to feel that way. But
  now, I do. I have a choice.” Open
    your eyes, coward, my
  heart hisses. Because if my sister’s hurting then I deserve to
  hurt, too. I deserve that and more. I flick my eyes open to find
  Maxine sitting there, staring at me with huge, fat tears streaming
  down her pretty face. “I don’t want to see you anymore.”
  Here my voice cracks, shatters, twists into something ugly and
  hateful. I’m crying now, too. I fling her arm off of me. “I
  don’t want to talk to you; I don’t want to see you.”

 “Why
  are you … why would you say those things to me?” she
  asks, struggling to catch a breath. She’s starting to pant,
  putting her hands on the table and staring down at the well-worn
  surface. Maxx is just … he’s quivering with anger,
  looking at me like I’m a crazy person.

 I must’ve really exceeded
  his expectations today.

 Wonder if
  he’s as confident in me now as he was last night? Or if he’s
  regretting apologizing to me. I would be, if I were him.

 I’ve
  done what I needed to do; there’s nothing more to say. I stare
  Maxine down, keeping our gazes locked, hoping beyond all hope that
  she’ll let this go, that she’ll walk away and keep
  herself safe. I couldn’t bear it if she ended up like Parrish,
  tied to a chair and bleeding to death. I need her to walk away until
  this is over.

 “Dakota,
  this is bullshit. I’ve told Maxine everything that I know, all
  the strange things you’ve been doing since Parrish went
  missing. Neither of us believes that you mean any of the things
  you’ve been saying or doing. Whatever’s happening, you
  can trust us.”

 “Leave
  me the fuck alone,” I grind out, realizing suddenly that Maxx
  is the one that brought me here. I need to call Chasm for a ride. I
  ignore them both, pulling my phone out and sending a quick text. Please
    come get me quickly. At the coffee shop.

 He responds
  so fast that I catch the message before slipping the phone back in my
  pocket.

 OMW
  Little Sister.

 “I
  don’t know why you’re saying these things to me, but for
  the record, I don’t believe any of them.” Maxine rises to
  her feet, tears still streaming down her face. I do my very best not
  to look at her. There’s nothing I can do about the tears on my
  own face, but I keep my gaze focused on the table, as if I truly
  don’t care that I’ve just hurt the person I love the most
  in all the world. “We’ll talk about this later, but I’m
  … I’m hurt right now. I just … I need to go.”

 She grabs
  her canvas bag and takes off; X follows after like the good boyfriend
  that he is. He truly cares about my sister, that much is obvious. I’m
  glad that she has someone to take care of her right now; she deserves
  that.

 I put my
  elbows on the table and my face in my hands. Every time I think that
  things can’t get any worse, they do. This is harder than
  finding a dead girl in a box, than delivering her body to her
  murderer’s house, than discovering Mr. Volli is on this, or
  shooting a corpse. This is the worst of all.

 Several
  minutes later, the door to the café opens again and I look up,
  hoping for Chasm but finding Maxx.

 Crap.

 My eyes
  widen as he storms over to me, slamming his palms down on the table
  so hard that the employees start murmuring amongst themselves.
  Factoring in my luck—or lack thereof—as of late, it
  wouldn’t surprise me if they kicked us out and told us to never
  come back.

 “She’s
  devastated, Kota. She climbed in her car and took off like a bat out
  of hell. What if she gets into a wreck? Can you handle having your
  sister’s death on your conscious?”

 I grit my
  teeth, but what can I do? If I call her now, it’ll only make
  things worse. Maxine really might crash; Parrish could die.

 “I
  feel sick.” I shove up to my feet and take off for the women’s
  bathroom, assuming that X won’t follow me. He does anyway.
  Luckily, it’s just the two of us in there, but if the employees
  hadn’t considered kicking us out before, they might now.

 I try to
  escape him by slipping into a stall, but he reaches his hand into my
  blazer pocket and snatches my phone before I can stop him. I whirl
  around, but it’s too late. He’s turning the phone on and
  …

 “What
  are you doing?!” I choke out as he grabs my hand and presses my
  finger to the screen, unlocking the phone with my fingerprint. “X,
  stop!” I don’t even bother to try to keep my voice down.
  If somebody comes in here to check on us, great. I want to be kicked
  out. I really need
  him not to look through that phone.

 I recorded
  that last video call so Chasm could see it before I deleted it. I’ve
  been making sure to factory reset the phone every night; this proves
  to me exactly why
  that’s necessary.

 Maxx
  presses play just before I tackle him. Like, I mean, I really tackle
  him. I throw my full body weight into his, but he’s a hell of a
  lot taller than me and thick with muscle. There’s just
  something about that chiseled motocross body that makes it feel more
  like I’m tackling a rock than a person.

 He just
  grabs my arm and forces me back a step, his eyes on the screen and
  not on me.

 I consider
  screaming, but I don’t want anyone else to walk in here and
  accidentally see the video.

 It starts
  to play, and his eyes widen, the sound of my voice and Mr. Volli’s
  echoing around the bathroom. X uses his thumb to scroll farther into
  the video until … he sees Parrish.

 “What
  the actual fuck?!”
  he snarls, his wide-eyed gaze flicking down to mine.

 Without
  thinking, I throw myself at him again, but this time, I don’t
  tackle him. I wrap my arms around his waist in a huge hug, and I
  squeeze him as tightly as I can. I put every ounce of love I feel for
  Parrish and Maxine into that hug, just so he’ll know, so he’ll
  listen to me.

 “Please,”
  I whisper, my voice cracking, my cheek pressed against Maxx’s
  citrus-smelling t-shirt. I fist my hands in the back of his unzipped
  windbreaker. “Please, Maxx. You can’t tell anyone about
  this. You can’t. If you do, Parrish will die.”

 I can see
  Maxx’s face in the mirror to my right. His eyes are even wider
  now, his mouth half-open in surprise. He’s shaking, too, and
  the video’s still playing. My love confession a heart-wrenching
  echo against the pink-tiled walls.

 “I
  love you, too,” video-Parrish
  replies in his sad, broken voice. “Dakota,
    you need to tell Maxine that you don’t want to see her
    anymore.”

 “What
  the … fuck?” X repeats, turning the video off and
  setting it on the edge of the sink. He very carefully reaches out and
  grabs my arms, forcefully extricating himself from me like I’m
  crafted of poison and hate, a toxic monster to be removed and cast
  aside. He keeps my forearms in his strong grip and pushes me back a
  step. “Please don’t touch me,” he chokes out.

 His words
  hurt, but I try not to let them puncture my soul too deeply. He has
  every right to hate me, to feel disgusted by me.

 “Maxx,
  I need you to listen to me,” I start, just before the bathroom
  door opens and a freaked-out looking employee in an apron pops his
  head in.

 “Hey,
  um, could you take your lovers’ quarrel outside? You’re
  upsetting the other customers.”

 “Yeah,
  sorry, sorry,” Maxx mutters, snatching my phone and shoving it
  into his own pocket before I get an opportunity to steal it back. He
  snatches my hand in his, and the employee gives me a look.

 “Are
  you okay? Do you need me to call the police?”

 “No,
  I’m alright. We just …” I glance up at Maxx, but
  he won’t look at me. Instead, he’s swallowing hard and
  staring at anything and everything but me.
  “We just broke up. But I’ll be okay.” I make myself
  smile. What’s another forced smile? I’m sure they number
  in the trillions by now.

 We skirt
  past the employee and out the front door, pausing beneath the awning
  as rain pours down like a waterfall on three sides.

 “I
  need you to give me my phone back,” I tell him, trying to
  maintain my calm. On the inside, I’m a hot mess. Maxx Wright
  knows. He knows. And what he does with that information will
  determine all our fates, one way or another.

 “Here,”
  he says, ignoring my statement and slipping out of his Wright
    Family Racing windbreaker.
  He hands it over to me. “Cover your head, and let’s run.”

 I bite my
  lip, torn about what I should do here and totally and utterly
  forgetting about Chasm in the chaos.

 “Little
  Sister!” It’s Chas, running through the rain down the
  sidewalk. He skids a bit on the wet pavement, coming to rest beside
  me, panting and soaking wet. His yellow and black hair is stuck to
  his forehead, and when he reaches up to push it back, my heart skips
  a whole beat. He has that much of a pull over me, and I just didn’t
  realize it, the power to adjust my internal rhythm with a simple
  gesture. “Are you fucking with her again, X?”

 “You
  know about this,” Maxx accuses, his voice thin and husky as he
  tosses the windbreaker at my chest and pulls my phone from his jeans
  pocket. He shakes it at Chas for emphasis, and then grabs my hand
  again. I try to yank out of his grip, but he’s like, stupid
  strong. Handling that bike has given him corded forearms of steel.

 He presses
  my finger to the screen and unlocks it again before thrusting the
  phone into Chasm’s hands.

 Chas looks
  around, but there’s nobody out here. Traffic streams by in a
  slow but steady wave, but nobody can hear or see us in the rain,
  under the awning.

 “Are
  you okay with me watching this?” Chasm asks, and Maxx scowls at
  him.

 “Seriously?!”
  he snaps, pointing at the screen with a finger. “Fucking watch
  it, McKenna!”

 “Go
  ahead,” I agree, my voice this distant, floating thing, like a
  helium balloon that’s escaped the bunch. Up, up, up I go,
  twisting away with the breeze, joining the clouds … popping,
  falling, probably killing some sea life. Ugh. I definitely was not
  born with Tess’ gifts for words and metaphors. “The
  damage is already done.”

 “What
  the hell?” Chas murmurs under his breath, but then he hits
  play, his face paling as Maxx moves up beside him to watch the video
  call play out. I can’t stand to look at it again, so I step
  back, leaning against the brick exterior of the coffee shop and
  closing my eyes.

 I can’t
  hide from the sound though. The sound of my voice. Of Parrish’s.
  Mr. Volli.

 “Oh
  god,” Chasm groans, and I open my eyes to see him biting his
  knuckles. “Parrish.” He lifts his amber eyes to look at
  me. “He doesn’t look good, Little Sister. He looks
  really, really fucking bad.”

 “I
  know,” I whisper, using the wall to hold myself up. “I
  know he does.”

 “So
  you did know about it? All of it.” This last part is a
  definitive statement, one threaded through with deep-seated anger and
  betrayal. Maxx is mad but … because we kept this from him? A
  small flicker of hope fires to life inside of me.

 “We
  need to find Danyella,” Chasm says suddenly, looking up at me.
  “We have to find her now and tell her so Parrish can get out of
  that goddamn chair.” He thrusts the phone back at me and then
  starts to mutter in Korean. He’s talking so fast that I
  couldn’t understand him even if I did speak the language.

 “Chasm.”
  Maxx grabs his friend’s arm and shakes him. “Kwang-seon.”

 Chas looks
  up at him.

 “What?!”
  he snaps, switching back to English. He asks that question two more
  times, once in Korean and once in Japanese. I recognize those words
  from my K-drama and anime obsessions. “I don’t think you
  quite understand what’s happening, so let me give you the
  recap: Parrish dies if you open your fat trap. He dies if Dakota
  doesn’t obey this psycho. And he dies if we don’t get him
  a bed to sleep in or a chance at a goddamn shower.”

 Maxx
  pauses, withdrawing his hand slightly. He looks chagrined, but only a
  little.

 “I
  got the gist, Chas.” His emerald eyes swing over to me. “I’m
  not going to say anything. I’d like a better explanation of
  things, but … what do you need me to do right now?” He
  exhales heavily as I cuddle his windbreaker against my chest. I just
  need something to hold onto.

 “Danyella,”
  I say, dreading my next move. I’ve already made my sister hate
  me today, so what’s one more person added to the list? “Let’s
  just get that over with so Parrish can sleep.” I close my eyes
  again, gathering my emotions into a tangled ball of twine and then
  shoving that stupid fucking ball down my own throat.

 I have to
  stay calm and focused here.

 Maxx is …
  he looks okay right now. Maybe Chas was right? Maybe we should’ve
  told him?

 “You’re
  not going to tell anyone anything, right?” I repeat, and even
  though his nostrils flare, he nods once.

 “I
  would never do anything to hurt Parrish,” he tells me, looking
  directly into my eyes. Somehow, I feel like he’s telling me
  more than one thing in that moment, giving me a secret that he’s
  only just found out about himself.

 It’s
  a secret that’ll take me a few more days to figure out.

 But when I
  do, I’ll hate myself even more for it.

 That’s
  Justin’s goal, right? To destroy my character. If so, he’s
  doing an admirable job of it.

 

  














 

The
  Schaeffers’ house is dark when Chasm and I pull into the
  driveway. I’m sitting in the passenger seat of his car,
  listening to the Emerald City Murder Podcast—because clearly, I
  am a masochist. Maxx has left to join the search party, helping me
  field texts and phone calls from Tess.

 Yes, I’m
  with him. Yes, I’ll be home by ten. Yes, I’m safe.

 He takes my
  Tess-given phone with him, too, so that if Tess tracks it, it’ll
  be exactly where it’s supposed to be.

 “Do
  you trust him?” I ask Chas as he turns off the ignition and I
  stare down at my Maxine-provided phone. Maxine. Oh god. What have I
  done?

 “I …”
  Chasm starts, cursing in Korean again. “I do. Like I said, he
  has strict morals. They’re not always what you think they’d
  be, but he doesn’t lie. If he says he won’t tell anyone,
  he won’t.” Chas glances over at me, his amber eyes
  catching the light from the car’s screen and turning them gold.
  “But we will have to give him a full rundown.”

 He looks
  back toward the house as I check my phone one more time. Danyella
  isn’t responding to calls, texts, or social media messages.
  This is a last resort.

 With one
  last deep inhale, I open the passenger side door of Chas’
  sportscar and climb out. He stays right behind me, a comforting and
  simultaneously confusing presence at my back. I hate that I’ve
  realized I have a crush on him while Parrish is missing. It’s a
  weird feeling, crushing hard on two people at the same time. How do I
  deal with it? As of right now, I guess I just … don’t.
  Parrish is my only concern at the moment.

 We knock on
  the front door and wait. Knock again. Chasm hits the doorbell several
  times.

 “She
  isn’t home,” I realize with a sinking feeling in my gut.

 “Don’t
  give up that easily,” Chasm tells me, gesturing with his chin
  toward the gate that leads to the backyard. “Come on.”

 He guides
  me through the yard, reaching up and over the fence to grab the
  latch. The gate swings open and we slip through, getting drenched
  once again by the unrelenting downpour. Oh well. We were both soaked
  to the bone anyway, so what does it matter?

 From the
  front, it really did appear that the house was dark and empty. From
  back here, I can see that Danyella’s bedroom light is on.

 Huh.

 Chasm
  doesn’t skip a beat, climbing the steps to the deck and
  brazenly grabbing the handles on the French doors that lead into the
  dining room.

 They’re
  unlocked.

 He makes a
  frustrated sound under his breath.

 “Fucking
  serial killer in town and the door is unlocked? Come on.” He
  shoves the doors open, but I’m not quite so comfortable with
  breaking and entering into my friend’s house. I figure it’s
  best if we just call her name now so that she knows we’re here.

 Chasm
  reaches out to grab my arm, squeezing hard and stopping me before I
  can say anything.

 “What
  the hell did you want me to do?!”

 It’s
  Lumen. And she’s pissed. And also … scared? Frustrated,
  maybe.

 The
  faintest murmur of another voice drifts down the stairs, and I figure
  that must be Danyella.

 “Yeah,
  well, he didn’t exactly offer that up as an option, now did
  he?” she growls out. “I don’t have a lot of
  choices, Danyella.”

 The sound
  of footsteps on the stairs makes my stomach bottom out, and the urge
  to run is overwhelming. Chasm holds his ground, waiting as Lumen
  appears in the kitchen, swiping tears from her face and snatching a
  bottle of liquor from Danyella’s parents’ stash.

 She takes a
  huge swig before her eyes drift our way and widen. She chokes on the
  alcohol, sputtering and coughing as she swipes an arm over her mouth.

 “What
  the hell?” Lumen asks, looking between me and Chasm, both of us
  soaking wet and standing in Danyella’s dining room. “Um.
  Did you guys just break in?”

 “Did
  you just ignore us hitting the doorbell a hundred times for fun? I
  know you saw us on the doorbell cam. Just didn’t give a shit
  that we really needed to talk to Danyella?”

 Lumen looks
  at Chasm and then swings her brown eyes over to me.

 It occurs
  to me then that she woke up in a field with supposedly no memory of
  how she got there. Sort of … like how I woke up in my bed
  after being attacked by two men in the woods? Woods that looked
  suspiciously like the ones outside of Chasm’s dad’s
  guesthouse.

 Oh.

 The Fort
  Humboldt Security thing.

 Shit.

 I need to
  sit down and gather my thoughts, go over my spreadsheet again.
  There’s so much going on; I feel completely overwhelmed. Which,
  I think, is sort of the point of all this.

 “Maybe
  you just didn’t give a shit that Danyella and I needed a moment
  alone?” Lumen counters, switching her gaze back to Chasm and
  sighing. She dangles the liquor bottle by the neck. “You guys
  want something to drink?”

 “What’s
  going on down here?” Danyella asks, appearing in the kitchen
  entrance with her hot pink glasses perched on the end of her nose.
  She doesn’t seem overly surprised to see me and Chasm in her
  dining room. “Are you guys okay? I’m sorry we didn’t
  answer the door, but we’re sort of in the middle of something.”

 “We
  just broke into your house,” I say, but she doesn’t seem
  fazed. “We’re the ones who should be sorry.”

 It won’t
  be the only thing I’m apologizing for tonight. Mr. Volli—via
  the Slayer—told me that if asked, I had to blame my reasons for
  setting the theater on fire on Tess. He never said that I couldn’t
  tell Danyella how genuinely sorry I am for doing it.

 “You
  must really need to talk to us then,” Danyella says, giving
  Lumen a look. They exchange a long, intense sort of stare before
  Danyella redirects her gaze to me. “Should I order in? We could
  have dinner.”

 “I
  need to talk to you,” I say as Chasm closes and locks the back
  doors.

 “We need
  to talk to you,” he corrects, and then turns around to level a
  dark stare on both girls. “Also, are you guys nuts? Parrish is
  missing, the Seattle Slayer is in town, and you left the back door
  unlocked?”

 “Yeah,
  sorry, that was my bad,” Lumen admits with a loose shrug of her
  shoulders. Her blond hair waves gently around her face, and her
  makeup is flawless as usual, but there’s something else in her
  expression, a darkness in her gaze that bothers me. “What’s
  up?” She saunters over to the table and pulls out a chair,
  flopping into it with the alcohol bottle still in her hand.

 Danyella
  watches her for a minute before grabbing a seltzer water from the
  fridge.

 “You
  guys sure you don’t want anything?”

 I can’t
  take it anymore. The words are crouched just behind my lips, clawing
  at my heart and soul with wicked fingers. I just need to get this out
  there or else I won’t be able to do it at all.

 “I
  set the fire in the theater,” I blurt, adrenaline spiking my
  blood as I step forward and curl my hands over the back of one of the
  dining chairs.

 “We
  set the fire,” Chasm corrects yet again, taking responsibility
  when he really doesn’t have to. Why is he being so …
  great? I mean, I like it. But I like it too much. That’s not
  okay. He moves to stand beside me, shoulder to shoulder.

 “I’m
  sorry, what?” Lumen queries, setting the bottle down hard on
  the table as she blinks at us in confusion. “What are you guys
  talking about?”

 “We
  poured gasoline on the props, and we flicked the wheel on a lighter,
  and we started the blaze.” I’m looking at Danyella, not
  Lumen, but she hasn’t moved since I made my statement. She’s
  still standing with one hand on the handle of the fridge door, the
  other clutching the cold can of her seltzer. “I’m so
  sorry, Danyella. I …” I trail off, tears pricking at my
  eyes. I really don’t want to cry yet again today, but it’s
  been a bit of an emotional rollercoaster. “I didn’t want
  to do it, and I’m sorry. More than I could ever say with
  words.”

 Lumen
  stands up from table so suddenly that her chair falls over and hits
  the floor. She’s just … staring at
  the pair of us like she’s never seen us before.

 “Why
  would you do that?” she breathes, searching my face, searching
  Chasm’s face. “Kwang-seon, what the hell? Danyella worked
  her ass off all year for that production. So many people had their
  dreams crushed by that fire.”

 Chasm
  exhales and glances down at me, but I can’t tear my eyes away
  from Danyella. She offered me friendship within seconds of meeting
  me. Non-judgmental friendship with no strings attached. She’s
  been kind and inclusive and generous with her time, offering me a
  part in the drama club, letting me stay over here and use her to lie
  to Tess.

 How did I
  repay her? By burning down everything that mattered.

 “We
  don’t expect you to believe how sorry we are,” Chasm
  tells them, tucking his hands into his blazer pockets and looking
  down at the table’s shiny surface. I finally break my stare
  with Danyella and glance his way. If I’m hurting, he must be
  doubly in pain. He’s known these girls since he was nine years
  old. They were his friends far before they were ever mine.

 “Please
  leave,” Danyella chokes out finally, slamming the fridge door.

 “I’m
  sorry, and I love you,” I tell her, putting my hands over my
  chest as she turns suddenly and then throws the seltzer as hard as
  she can against the far wall. It hits and dents the wall, exploding
  and spraying fizzy liquid everywhere.

 “Get
  out,” she seethes, her voice low and weird and dangerous. “Just
  get out.”

 “Little
  Sister.” Chasm grabs my arm and gives me a shake, dragging me
  toward the front door. Lumen watches us go with an inscrutable
  expression, her brown eyes tracking me as I pass. She blinks once,
  hard and intentional, and I swear, it feels like she’s trying
  to tell me something. I have no idea what it is, but I file the
  expression away for later.

 As soon as
  we get outside, Chasm closes the door behind us, and I hear the dead
  bolt click into place a few seconds later.

 “Jesus,
  that was messed up,” he breathes, but I don’t respond.
  I’m too shell-shocked to form any sort of reply.

 I’ve
  just lost my only female friends in all of Whitehall. One of whom is
  the queen bee. And the king of the school? He’s still missing.

 I might be
  in trouble here.

 “Thank
  you,” I tell Chasm, looking up at him and wishing that I had
  more to say, more to offer.

 “You’re
  welcome,” he replies, sighing heavily and then moving around
  the car to open my door for me.

 I should
  ask him about his father’s security firm. About the woods.
  About …

 Instead, I
  push all of that aside and text Justin Prior immediately.

 It’s
  done. I told Danyella. I want to see a picture of Parrish in the bed.

 The
  response comes almost immediately.

 And
  you’ve added another pawn to this game. Maxx Wright.
  Interesting choice. You’ve managed to surprise me more than
  once this week. That is not something that is easily done.

 I turn the
  phone screen off and lay my head back against the seat.

 I must fall
  asleep without realizing it because the next thing I know, I’m
  waking up and we’re pulling into the Vanguard’s garage.

 Crap.

 Crap, crap,
  crap.

 Chasm was
  supposed to take me back to Maxx so that he could bring me home. Chas
  isn’t supposed to be here. Tess isn’t exactly thrilled
  with him at the moment.

 “It’s
  okay,” Chasm tells me, putting the car in park and turning off
  the engine. He glances my way as I struggle out of a thick, heavy
  cloud of exhaustion. “This was unavoidable.”

 He climbs
  out of the car, and I follow after, heading into the house to find
  Tess in the living room. She has a bottle of wine in her right hand,
  her eyes dazed and staring at nothing. I’m not the only person
  in this house who had a hard day, that’s for sure.

 She lifts
  her head up like she’s climbing out of a mental fog, her
  attention focusing immediately on Chasm. A frown flits across Tess’
  pretty mouth.

 “Kwang-seon.”
  Just that. His name and nothing else. He’s in huge trouble.
  “What are you doing here?” Tess turns her attention over
  to me. “You were supposed to come home with Maxx.”

 “I
  was helping with the search party,” Chasm explains, holding up
  both hands, palms out, as if he knows how dangerous this scenario is
  becoming. “I offered to take Dakota home so we could talk.”

 “And
  nobody thought to inform me about what my daughter
  might be doing?” Tess asks, sounding a bit hysterical. She
  takes another swig of the wine, staining her teeth purple for a brief
  moment. “A text or a phone call letting me know about the
  change of plans would’ve been appreciated.”

 “That
  was my fault,” I offer, stepping forward and hoping to defuse
  the situation somewhat. “I fell asleep as soon as I climbed in
  the car. I’m just … I’m exhausted, Tess.”

 There must
  be something in my voice that catches a bit of that strange sympathy
  Tess showed me last night. But just a bit.

 “Every
  time the two of you are together, I lose my daughter.” She
  points at Chasm with the wine bottle. “You took her from the TV
  studio and disappeared; you cut class together yesterday and nearly
  gave me a heart attack. Now this?” She gives a harsh, strangled
  sort of laugh. She’s very clearly drunk and suffering right
  now. I can’t hold any of this against her. “Kwang-seon,
  I’ve known you for a long, long time now. You’re
  practically one of my children.”

 “I
  know,” he says, sounding hurt, needy in a way I’ve never
  heard before. He really does love this family, and I’d never
  forgive myself if I ever did anything to mess that up. He moves
  forward to crouch beside Tess, putting his hand on her knee. “I’m
  sorry, Tess. I really am. The last thing in the world I’d ever
  want to do is hurt you or anyone else in this family. You know that I
  love you guys.”

 “How
  could you do that?” Tess demands, getting sniffly as she
  reaches out and cups the side of Chasm’s face. “Treat my
  daughter like … Well, like you treat all the other girls you
  date. She isn’t a conquest, another notch on your belt.”

 God, the
  way Chas’ shoulders tighten up, the way he hangs his head, I
  want to scream. I want to just cup my hands around my mouth and yell
  it out for the world to hear: I
    slept with my stepbrother, and I don’t care because I love him,
    and I miss him, and he’s dying right now. He’s dying and
    there are more important things to worry about.

 But I
  don’t. Because it won’t help. I know Chasm would rather
  endure this than hurt Tess or Parrish or … me. I’m okay
  with sacrificing myself, but I can’t do that to Tess and
  Parrish, not now.

 “I
  promise that I don’t think of her like that, Tess,” he
  says, adopting a cajoling tone that I’ve never heard before,
  soothing some of her drunken anger away with his voice. “I
  really like Dakota. She’s smart, and she’s a fast
  learner. She cares about other people in a way that blows my mind.”
  He glances back at me, but I can’t decide if he’s just
  saying those things to appease Tess or if he means them.

 I swallow a
  lump of pain, and squeeze my hands into fists in the wet pleats of my
  skirt.

 Chasm turns
  back to Tess as she puts her face in her hand and starts to cry.

 “I
  just want my son back,” she sobs, and my heart shatters.

 All this
  time, I’ve been so focused on DNA and blood and legalities and
  … I didn’t give enough credence to the fact that Tess
  loved me. That she carried me inside of her, gave birth to me, cared
  for me for nearly two years, and then lost me through no fault of her
  own. It isn’t just DNA that convinced her to uproot my life and
  drag me here: it was love.

 Parrish is
  not Tess’ biological son and yet …

 “Oh
  god, Chasm.” Tess is weeping now, completely and utterly
  stripped bare. It’s such a contrast to her mood from last
  night. I didn’t recognize her then, and I most certainly don’t
  recognize her now.

 I don’t
  know this woman at all, do I?

 Paul comes
  into the room with a bag of takeout in his hand, his eyes widening
  when he sees the state his wife is in. He drops the bag to the floor
  and rushes over to her as Chasm stands up and moves aside. Paul
  sweeps Tess into his arms, and I look away.

 This isn’t
  something we need to see.

 Chasm and I
  leave the room and then pause awkwardly together near the stairs.

 Should I
  invite him up? Is Tess still going to be angry with him in the
  morning or will she forgive him?

 “My
  dad will lose his shit if I don’t get home soon,” he
  explains, and I exhale a small sigh of relief. Not because I want him
  to leave. Quite the opposite, in fact. But at least his admission
  saves us the uncomfortable conversation.

 “I
  really appreciate everything you’re doing for me,” I tell
  him earnestly, wishing I could express myself in a more eloquent way.
  Wishing I could tell him how sad I am that those sunflowers are
  dying. Or how much the sight of his face outside of Parrish’s
  bedroom that day haunts me.

 Before I
  can second-guess myself, I throw my arms around him and give him a
  Banks family signature squeeze. That’s our thing back home,
  big, strong hugs that envelop the body as well as the soul. I’m
  pretty sure that Chasm doesn’t get hugged nearly enough.

 Or maybe at
  all.

 “God,
  Little Sister,” he chokes out, putting his hand on my upper
  back. “You’re going to make me get all teary and
  whatever.” He rubs my back in slow, comforting circles as we
  both shiver in our damp clothes and miss our friend so bad that we
  ache in unison, that we hurt together. It still isn’t fun to be
  in this much pain, but it’s a hell of a lot more bearable when
  there’s someone around to share it with.

 “Keep
  being you. It works.” I pull away from him only to find that
  he’s looking down at me with an expression that I feel like
  I’ve seen before on someone else. On Parrish. Chasm is staring
  at me the way Parrish did on that last day, when I kissed him and
  reluctantly slipped away to my own room.

 The sound
  of a car pulling into the garage draws us both out of whatever trance
  we were just in.

 Maxx comes
  in fairly quickly after, tossing his keys in the air and catching
  them. He pauses when he sees us both waiting there.

 “I
  have to get home; Seamus is not in a great mood today.” Chasm
  looks away sharply, and I remember the bruises I saw on his arms
  earlier today. The thought of that man throwing Chas around makes me
  see red. “Don’t bother Dakota too much, okay? We can all
  sit down together tomorrow and talk.”

 “Take
  care of yourself,” Maxx tells him, which isn’t so much an
  agreement as it is a careful avoidance of the subject. “Drive
  safe and text me when you get home, okay?”

 “Sure,
  Mom,” Chas says with a roll of his pretty amber eyes. He offers
  me up another half-smile before disappearing out the door and into
  the garage.

 Now, it’s
  me and Maxx having a weird, uncomfortable rendezvous at the base of
  the stairs.

 He meets my
  eyes without flinching.

 “I
  knew you were good,” he says, which makes me smile. That exact
  line is in the English dubbed version of Spirited
    Away which,
  as we know from my soot spirit pen, is one of my favorite movies of
  all time. In a strange way, Maxx reminds me of the dragon in that
  movie. “I knew it.”

 I raise a
  brow but then find myself forced to stifle a yawn because I’m
  exhausted beyond all reason.

 “You
  knew it, so it must’ve been true, huh?” I ask, and Maxx
  gives me a loose shrug of his shoulders. His face is relatively
  impassive, but I can see the desperation just behind his eyes. He
  deserves to hear about what’s happening. He deserves to know. I
  lean in to whisper, even though I can still hear Tess sobbing far too
  loudly to hear me. “If I agree to tell you what’s going
  on, do you agree to keep the information to yourself? You won’t
  tell another soul?”

 “As
  long as I feel that keeping this a secret will benefit you and
  Parrish more than telling it would be,” Maxx whispers back,
  leaning in close to me. Our faces are within inches of one another.
  If I turned sharply to the left, I’d …

 Fuck.

 Gross.

 I retreat
  back a step and turn, gesturing for Maxx to follow me up the stairs.

 I invite
  him into my room and lock the door. As soon as I do that, I realize
  how awkward it really is having him here. Sort of like when Chasm’s
  in here.

 Actions
  and not thoughts. Actions.

 If the
  universe knows anything to be true, it’s that I love Maxine
  more than life. Even if X is attractive and perceptive and fiercely
  protective of those he loves, even if he has a good sense of humor
  and says really wise things at the base of waterfalls, I am not
  interested in him. Because, even if he and Maxine don’t end up
  together, she had him first.

 He will be
  forever forbidden, forever off-limits, and I’m okay with that.

 I am.

 “Sit.”
  I point at the chair beside my desk, the one that I got for twenty
  bucks at a yard sale and helped my grandmother refinish. X raises
  both brows at me, but he does what he’s told, pulling out the
  chair and sitting facing me on it, his arms crossed over the back.

 I take a
  seat on the edge of my bed and immediately remove my wet shoes and
  socks, my blazer, my tie. Maxx watches me so intently that I start to
  feel uncomfortable, and then he glances away sharply, as if he’s
  just realized what he’s doing.

 “Let’s
  start from the beginning,” I say, sighing and running my hands
  over my green and black hair. It’s still wet. That’s what
  happens when you drag ass-length hair through a rainstorm. More than
  once. Oh well. In the scheme of things, it isn’t important in
  the least.

 I start
  with the dream that wasn’t a dream, then the mysterious
  bloodstain on my bed, the ATV accident. Maxx listens patiently,
  waiting for me to get to the relevant portions of this story, with
  the video call, the demands, the fact that … that …

 “So,
  I guess you heard the part about him being my father,” I start,
  closing my eyes and wishing I could melt into the floor. I open them
  again, watching as Maxx exhales and sits up straight, bringing his
  folded arms in against his hard chest. “The really fucked-up
  part of this all is that he’s not only my bio dad, but …”
  I sigh, lift my chin, and then make myself say it, accept it,
  understand that this is real and that it isn’t going away.
  “He’s also the Seattle fucking Slayer.”

 

   

  

  
















As
  soon as I open my eyes the next morning, I realize that I’ve
  missed something so obvious that it may as well be plastered across a
  billboard outside my window, one covered with neon signs and blasting
  air horns.

 If Mr.
  Volli—does the dude even have a first name?—were the real
  Justin Prior, Tess would know just by looking at him. There’s
  an easy way to confirm this part of the story.

 I fling
  myself out of bed, scrambling to get to my Tess-phone where it’s
  seated on the mini-tripod atop my dresser. A quick glance at the
  footage shows nothing unusual other than me thrashing around like a
  crazy person in my sleep.

 I’m
  still yawning and blinking sleep from my eyes as I head down the
  stairs, searching for Tess. I find her sitting at the kitchen table,
  staring at her phone screen. There’s no easy or natural way to
  go about this, so I just dive in.

 “Good
  morning,” I say softly, doing my best to pretend that she
  didn’t have a drunken meltdown on me and Chasm last night.

 Tess lifts
  her head up from the screen, but you’d never know by looking at
  her that she lost her shit just twelve hours prior to this moment.
  Her makeup is flawless, hair coiffed, red power suit in place. She is
  completely and utterly terrifying.

 “Can
  I show you something?” I ask, making sure the Whitehall
  Preparatory Academy webpage is still open on my phone. Mr. Volli’s
  staff photo is pulled up, just this adorable image of him smiling and
  wearing a gold and burgundy bowtie with his thick-rimmed glasses and
  easy demeanor. Apparently, his first name is Amin.

 What a load
  of shit.

 He shot a
  rapist to death the other day and then forced two of his students to
  blow holes in the guy’s corpse. He is far from the innocent
  bookworm that he looks, even if he is refined and well-spoken and
  likes to quote poetry.

 I flip the
  phone around before Tess can answer. She looks at the photo with
  absolutely zero recognition in her face before lifting her dark eyes
  to me.

 “Dakota,
  I’m tired, and I’m upset with you. Would you care to
  explain why you’re flashing your phone in my face this early in
  the morning?”

 Whelp.

 There goes
  that.

 Despite my
  revelation last night, and Tess’ breakdown, it’s clear
  that her self-defense mechanisms are still locked firmly in place.
  She isn’t going to give in that easily, now is she?

 Oh, and
  also.

 I was
  right. I was fucking right.

 Amin Volli
  … is not Justin Prior.

 “Just
  … never mind,” I murmur, turning the phone off as Tess
  goes back to whatever it is that she’s working on. So much for
  thinking we’d broken through some sort of emotional wall last
  night. She either doesn’t remember what happened last night or
  doesn’t put as much stock in it as I did.

 Also, Tess
  hasn’t mentioned any arson charges which means that Danyella
  hasn’t told anyone about the fire. Yet. She hasn’t told
  anyone yet. But
  she could.

 I head
  upstairs, letting myself mull that over.

 Somehow, I
  get the idea that she isn’t going to. Whether it’s
  because she cares about me or some other reason, I don’t know.
  Getting me locked up wouldn’t exactly suit the Slayer’s
  plans, now would it? Maybe he knows something that I don’t
  about Danyella Schaeffer and Lumen Hearst.

 “Good
  morning,” Maxx says, catching me in the upstairs hallway. It’s
  weird, seeing him standing in the doorway to Parrish’s bedroom.
  I pause beside him, thankful that he wears a shirt at least some of
  the time, unlike Chasm and most especially Parrish. The guy is like,
  allergic to wearing clothes.

 “Good
  morning,” I reply, trying not to let this be weird. But it is.
  It’s weird. Now Maxx knows and there are three of us in this
  terrifying loop. “Are you going back to Oregon then?”

 He lifts a
  dark a brow at me.

 “Why
  would I go back to Oregon?” he asks, a small thorn of hurt in
  his voice.

 “I
  guess I just thought since you know the search parties are bullshit
  …” I trail off and Maxx sighs, resting a forearm against
  the doorjamb.

 “Kota,
  do you really think I’d leave after learning what’s
  actually going on? It’s more important than ever for me to be
  here. Whatever you need from me, just ask. Rides. Money. Lies.”
  He licks his lush mouth, and I find myself feeling supremely
  uncomfortable all over again.

 I want to
  talk to Maxine so badly that it hurts. I hate that this crap is
  keeping her boyfriend here with me, instead of in Oregon with her
  where he belongs. And I hate that I’m attracted to him even
  though I don’t want to be, even though I love Parrish, and I’m
  crushing on Chasm, and I would never betray my sister like that.

 “So
  you’re not going to tell anyone?” I clarify for the
  hundredth time, glancing down the hall to make sure there’s no
  sign of Kimber or Ben, Tess or Paul. Luckily, we’re at the very
  end, past the staircase, with a straight view from one end of the
  upstairs to the other. It wouldn’t be easy to sneak up on us.

 “Based
  on everything you told me last night and what I saw on that video,
  no.” X sounds frustrated, almost trapped. I can understand
  that. It’s how I feel, too. It’s like, all I’d have
  to do is show one of those videos to the FBI and the manhunt would be
  on.

 But no
  matter how fast they moved, how good they are, how much tech and
  people power and weaponry they put into their search, it wouldn’t
  be enough to save Parrish. He would die, and maybe the Slayer would
  be caught, but it isn’t worth it.

 The life of
  someone you love is worth the weight of the world.

 It presents
  a bit of a moral conundrum, right? How many people will the Slayer
  kill while I’m trying to save Parrish? I’m essentially
  trading all of those lives for his, aren’t I?

 I’m
  still going to do it. Whether it’s right or wrong, I’ve
  made my choice.

 “Do
  you really believe Parrish is here?” X asks, studying my face
  as I bite my lower lip in thought. Again. Imitating him. Gah. “In
  the Seattle area, I mean?”

 “Sometimes,
  to solve puzzles you have to start with an assumption or else you get
  lost in possibilities,” I reply, crossing my arms and leaning
  my back against the wall. “If the Seattle Slayer is truly
  committed to this game, there’ll be a solution. Otherwise,
  what’s the point? He could clearly kill Parrish any time he
  wants. There has to be a meaning to all this. If there’s not,
  and we’re just running around like headless chickens, then …
  there was never a way to save him in the first place.” I exhale
  past the hot tight feeling in my chest and stand up straight. “So
  … we play to win.
  We assume that
  at some point we’ll win.”

 “Oh,
  we’ll win,” X says, getting a bit of that arrogant, cocky
  asshole persona of his that makes me feel prickly. “Now that
  I’m in the game.”

 He takes
  off down the hall and I watch him go, trying to convince myself that
  having him around is a good idea. Maybe, for Parrish’s sake, it
  is. But for mine? Well, I’m not so sure about that just yet.
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Once
  I’m dressed in my uniform, I head back downstairs to find Tess
  and Paul embroiled in a hushed conversation with a pair of women that
  I don’t recognize. The four of them glance my way, and I
  freeze, hands clenched around the handle of my book bag.

 “Um,
  hi?” I say, as if it’s a question.

 “Maxx
  is taking you to school today,” Tess tells me, her voice tight
  and strained, but her makeup flawless. She’s pushing through,
  but I imagine that if Parrish stays missing for much longer, she’s
  going to break and there’ll be no coming back from the edge of
  psychosis.

 If I don’t
  manage to save Parrish, then Tess is also lost.

 Kimber is
  broken. Ben, Amelia, and Henry grow up bathed in trauma. Chasm will
  never be the same again; Maxx will be devastated.

 I …
  well, I don’t know what I’ll do. Carry on, I suppose, but
  I’ll never be the same again. Losing Parrish would be like
  losing a limb. You can figure out how to get along without it, can
  even thrive and prosper without it, but that doesn’t mean your
  life will ever look the way you originally imagined it.

 “And
  Dakota,” Tess continues, giving me a sharp stare. “No
  deviations from the plan today. No search party. And especially no
  Chasm.”

 I just
  stare back at her, wondering what the hell I’m going to have to
  do to break through that shell. Last night was so promising and now
  we’re back to this? Chasm is hurting so damn bad. Who cares if
  we actually did have sex? He doesn’t deserve to be ostracized
  from what is, essentially, his family, too.

 It occurs
  to me in that moment that if Tess is this upset with me and Chasm,
  how is she going to feel when she finds out that it was actually me
  and Parrish instead? Maybe telling her isn’t a good idea at
  all. If—no, no when—I
  get Parrish back, we’ll have to talk it over.

 “Okay,”
  I reply, trying to keep my voice as neutral as possible. As annoying
  as Tess is sometimes, I also know the amount of stress and pressure
  she’s under right now. I’ll save my protests for later.

 Kimber and
  Maxx come down the stairs one after the other, and the three of us
  slip quietly into the garage.

 “Those
  women are from the FBI,” Maxx says, opening both the front and
  back passenger doors for me and Kimber.

 “How
  do you know that?” I ask, and he gives me a tight, sad smile.

 “They
  were at the press conference,” he explains as Kimber leans
  forward, putting one hand on the back of my seat.

 “The
  one that you missed,”
  she hisses at me, her voice thick with hatred. Uh-oh. Goose bumps
  prickle across my skin, but I know better than to react. Based on
  everything she’s seen, it makes sense that her hatred of me
  would double, triple, quadruple. If I were actually behaving the way
  I am of my own volition, I’d deserve every ounce of it. “Nice
  subscriber count by the way. I’m sure you’ll make a
  lovely influencer.”

 “I’m
  not trying to be an influencer, Kimber,” I explain, checking my
  notifications. There are so many that it’s overwhelming, but
  I’m convinced that if given enough time, the collective
  resources of the internet can solve nearly any mystery.

 Has
  anyone else noticed that all of the Slayer’s victims are from
  privileged families? Like, is this some sort of class warfare thing?

 I pause and
  think about that for a minute. I know more than I ever cared to about
  the other victims thanks to that annoying Emerald City Murder Podcast
  that the boys like to listen to. Could I use the other victims to
  gather clues? Is there something there that I’m missing?

 “Then
  why did you bail to make a shitty video? Was there a point to that?
  Did you actually think a bunch of TikTokers and Twitch fanboys were
  going to solve a kidnapping?”

 “Kimber,
  lay off, okay?” Maxx says after climbing in. He turns around to
  look at her with a decidedly ‘big brother’ sort of
  expression on his face. Does he have younger siblings? I know about
  his older sister, but that’s about it. We’re almost
  strangers, if I’m being honest with myself. “Dakota is
  suffering, too.”

 “How
  so?” she snaps, her voice a derisive slice to my heart. Her
  words shouldn’t bother me, but they do. They really fucking do.
  I’ve been telling myself all along that I don’t care if
  anyone in this family likes me, but that day at Blockbuster, I
  realized what a goddamn liar I really am.

 I care.

 Too much.

 “You
  never liked Parrish. You convinced me for a minute there that you
  actually did care, but everything you’ve done since then has
  proven that you don’t. You probably want him dead so that you
  can profit off of his—”

 “I
  love Parrish, too!” I snap at her, whirling around angrily in
  my seat, my phone clenched so tightly in my fingers that they hurt.
  “I care about him just as much as you do, if not more.”

 Crap.

 I shouldn’t
  have said that. I really shouldn’t have said that.

 “Kimber,
  I’m—”

 “Oh
  my god,” she whispers, her eyes getting wide as something
  occurs to her. “You’re … you have a crush on him.
  On your own stepbrother.” She pauses for a minute as we stare
  at each other. I should deny her words vehemently, laugh and snort
  and shake my head. Instead, I just find myself paralyzed beneath her
  stare. “Does Tess know?”

 “That’s
  enough of that, Kimber,” X says, keeping his voice soft.
  “You’re both hurting, and taking that pain out on each
  other feels like it helps now, but you’ll regret it later. When
  Parrish gets back, he’ll be pissed at you both.”

 “He
  isn’t coming back,” Kimber says, her voice this strained,
  sad, broken thing. The rage is still there, but it simmers
  underneath, barely contained by melancholy. One small thing and it’ll
  tip over, flood the world with righteous ire. “Nobody believes
  that. He’s gone, Maxx. He’s dead.”

 She drops
  her face in her hands, and my heart breaks. I want to comfort her,
  but she won’t want that, not from me.

 Instead, we
  all sit in silence as X backs us out of the driveway and takes a deep
  breath before braving the gate and the ever-increasing crowd of
  reporters. There are ten times as many as there were when I first got
  here.

 This is so
  much worse though. They’re here because they smell blood.
  Parrish’s blood.

 I do my
  best to ignore them, thankful for the police presence near the gate.
  They’re here because a couple of reporters already tried to
  scale the fence. Fun stuff. Did I mention that Tess has also hired a
  private security team to patrol the property? They’re all
  muscular, dressed in black, and sporting FHS logos—I take it
  that stands for Fort Humboldt Security.

 Interesting.

 I focus on
  my phone, looking up the previous victims of the Slayer to see if
  there are any clues that I might’ve missed. I start by grabbing
  a map of the city and putting little dots on the places where the
  bodies were found. In movies, there’s always a pattern of some
  sort. In this case, it looks like a jumbled mess of nonsense.

 I frown and
  study the locations.

 A park, an
  old train station, the dumpster of a Seattle restaurant, a foreclosed
  home, an empty field. No rhyme or reason there.

 Once we’ve
  pulled up to the school, Maxx and I wait for Kimber to disembark and
  then turn to each other.

 “Pretty
  sure I’m on school pick up and drop off duty for you and Kimber
  for the foreseeable future,” X explains, and I nod, studying
  him. He’s the all-American guy, that’s for sure.
  Handsome, athletic, charismatic, intelligent. Having him on our side
  is a good thing. It is. Even if I have inappropriate thoughts towards
  him sometimes. “Is there anything I can do to help today?”
  he asks cryptically, raising a single brow in question.

 “You
  have schoolwork, too, don’t you?” I ask, and he gives me
  a look.

 “Schoolwork
  doesn’t mean shit to me right now. How can I help you and
  Parrish? Like I said, I’m finishing the rest of my courses
  online. The schoolyear is nearly over anyway.” He shrugs his
  shoulders loosely. “My parents are trying to convince me to
  work part-time at their barcade, but other than that, I don’t
  have any responsibilities. Just tell me what you need.”

 “Your
  parents own a barcade?” I ask, trying not to laugh. Not that
  the idea of a barcade doesn’t sound fun. A bunch of vintage
  arcade games and alcohol, that sounds like an intriguing mix. “That’s
  … an interesting business to get into.”

 X grins at
  me and sits back in his seat, crossing his arms behind his headrest.

 “Yeah.
  They bought it just before they moved to Portland. They ended up
  selling their house here but kept the business. It actually makes a
  decent amount of money.” He gives me a sideways smile, one that
  would absolutely catch my attention in a crowd. “You should
  stop by sometime during off-hours. I’ll make you a cherry soda
  from the soda fountain and you can kick my ass at Pac-Man or
  something.”

 “You’re
  assuming that my gaming skills extend to vintage games,” I
  tease, and Maxx pokes his tongue against the inside of his cheek, a
  dry expression on his face.

 “They
  don’t?” he queries, cocking his head to one side.
  “According to Maxine, you can plop down in front of just about
  any game and kick its ass.”

 Maxine.

 The sound
  of my sister’s name is like ice water. I shiver and look away,
  and the mood in the car immediately shifts. Here we are having a
  normal conversation like normal people when the world is anything but normal.
  Parrish is dying; my sister is heartbroken; Danyella and Lumen
  probably despise me. What is wrong with me?

 “Anyway,
  what can I do to help?” X offers up again, and I exhale sharply
  through my nose.

 “I’ll
  send you all my social media logins,” I tell him as I open the
  door and glance back. “You can start combing through my
  notifications and see if anything stands out.”

 I hop out
  of the vehicle and close the door just as Chasm comes outside to look
  for me.

 “Morning,
  Little Sister,” he says, sliding his hands into his blazer
  pockets. He looks stunning, as always, dressed in the all-black
  blazer, slacks, and shiny dress shoes of the Whitehall Prep uniform.
  His tartan plaid tie with the lime-green stripes is stuck in his
  pocket; he only wears it when he gets yelled at by the
  administration. His amber eyes glide over me, making me shiver.
  “Anything new?”

 “Nothing,”
  I reply with a dramatic sigh, giving him a hopeful look. “Lumen
  and Danyella?”

 Chasm
  shakes his head slowly, reaching up to brush bright yellow strands of
  hair from his forehead.

 “They
  haven’t said a damn thing to me today. As far as I can tell,
  everything is normal.”

 Huh.

 I don’t
  like that. For some reason, it unnerves me. Why hasn’t Danyella
  told anyone about our confession? I think about Lumen’s odd
  expression last night, but I have no idea what it could possibly
  mean.

 She woke up
  in a field with no memory of having gotten there. Is it possible that
  what happened to me also happened to her? But why? And if so, would
  the Slayer aka Justin aka my bio dad really have just let her go?

 “I’ll
  see if I can talk to them today,” I say as Chasm and I head
  back for the side doors of the school. I’m tempted to ask him
  about his dad, but I don’t want to stir shit up unnecessarily.
  We both have enough going on.

 Once we’re
  inside the building, I can sense it.

 Something
  is different.

 People are
  looking at me, but not in the way they did before, like I was some
  sort of amusing curiosity. The mood has shifted dramatically—but
  mostly from the girls.

 Crap.

 Chasm
  notices, too, pausing and glancing down at me before lifting his gaze
  up and letting it trail down the length of the hallway.

 “Lumen,”
  he says immediately, and my stomach drops.

 What was it
  that Kimber said? That I got lucky at Whitehall, that Parrish and
  Lumen were keeping the rest of the populace in check.

 But …
  what happens if Lumen actively sets out to destroy me? And Parrish is
  gone? What happens then?

 Seems like
  I’m about to find out.

 Chasm and I
  separate for class. Nothing actually happens to me. Nobody says
  anything. I can feel the shift though. It’s like everyone is
  waiting for something.

 By the time
  we get to break, I feel like I’m on a tightrope, flailing
  around to keep myself from falling.

 “Danyella,”
  I call out, jogging up to her outside the ruined theater. She’s
  tacking the yellow Caution tape
  back up, but as soon as she hears my voice, she goes completely
  still.

 “Mia.”

 A cold
  voice from behind me draws my attention before Danyella gets the
  opportunity to respond, and I turn around nice and slow, like I’m
  facing off against a wild animal.

 May as well
  be, considering the look on Lumen Hearst’s face.

 “Hey
  Lumen,” I start, almost faltering as she walks up to me with a
  substantial portion of her posse in tow. She smiles at me, but it
  isn’t one of her usual smiles. Instead, it’s an
  expression that I’ve only seen a handful of times, namely that
  day she beat the sophomore girl up in the parking garage.

 Great.

 Just …
  great.

 She called
  me Mia which she knows I hate, so we’re clearly off to a very
  terrible start.

 Lumen
  reaches up to twirl a strand of lime-green hair around her finger,
  studying it with a careful intensity before her brown eyes lift up to
  mine. Without warning, she wraps my hair in her fist and yanks me
  toward her, hard enough that I cry out, lifting my hands up to my
  scalp.

 It’s
  a matter of seconds before
  my ass is on the ground and Lumen’s girls are on me. She stands
  back and watches as they quite literally kick the shit out of me.

 The pain is
  … it’s hard to describe. My body feels like it’s
  trapped inside a dryer, flopping around and smacking against the
  metal sides. I see white; it shatters across my vision like a
  starburst as I hear a voice yelling in the background. A cracking
  sound snaps through my brain, like I can physically see a bone being broken.

 One of my
  fingers explodes in agony and then very quickly goes numb as shock
  rolls over me. Did
    I just … break a finger? And
  then another one. It’s so unexpected, so strange, that I can
  hardly fathom what’s going on.

 A body
  covers mine, but I’m in far too much pain to figure out who it
  is. I’m groaning and rolling onto my side, clutching my belly
  and hurting all over. I’ve been kicked and stomped by a good
  half-dozen girls, and I’m feeling it. Blood is pooling on the
  floor next to my face as I lick my lips with my tongue, tasting
  copper.

 It reminds
  me of JJ, of that poor dead girl in that horrible box, and I start to
  choke, coughing up yet more red.

 “Stop
  it!” Danyella screams, cradling me against her as she casts a
  look of sheer terror in Lumen’s direction. “What are you
  doing?!”

 “By
  the end of the day, the whole school will know that you set that
  fire,” Lumen says, her voice like ice as she leans down toward
  me, blond hair sliding over her shoulders and swinging in my face. I
  do my best to focus on her, but my brain is hazy and all I can
  concentrate on is the taste and smell of my own blood.

 I expect to
  see malice in her eyes. Or disgust. Instead, I don’t see any
  emotion at all. She’s gone completely blank.

 “This
  is too much, Lumen,” Danyella murmurs, stroking my hair back.
  “This is far too much.”

 Lumen
  stands up straight and shrugs nonchalantly.

 “By
  the way, you and me”—here she gestures between us with a
  single finger—“we’re over. Not only am I dumping
  your ass, but I’ll let everyone know that the crap you said
  about Parrish being bad in bed is bullshit. You are
  the problem, Dakota. Always have been. Besides,” and here Lumen
  offers up another of those disturbing smiles, “Parrish and I
  have been sleeping together since sophomore year. I can attest to his
  skills.” Lumen pokes me in the nose with the toe of her shoe as
  Danyella reaches up to slap her foot away.

 “Get
  out of here, Lumen!” Danyella screams, shaking so hard that I
  can feel her trembling body as I lie in her lap. Why is she taking
  care of me? Why does she care, after what I did to her? Did
    Lumen just say she slept with Parrish? “I
  don’t want this! I never wanted this!”

 “Sorry,
  Danyella,” Lumen calls out, spinning in a swirl of pleated
  skirts and blond hair. “But there are consequences to our
  actions, aren’t there?” Her words are cryptic, but I’m
  in too much pain to try to decipher them.

 I groan and
  struggle to sit up, but my arms feel like jelly and my left hand is
  on fire. When I move, it hurts so bad that my vision blacks out
  briefly, and I’m certain that I’m about to pass out.

 “Goddamn
  it,” Danyella curses, and I feel the sting of hot, salty tears
  on my cheeks. “Dakota, I’m sorry.” She helps me sit
  up, rubbing my back as I cough and spit up blood.

 “Dakota!”
  a voice yells from down the hall, just before Chasm appears, running
  so fast that he actually slips in my blood and nearly crashes to the
  floor. He manages to make it look intentional, hitting his knees hard
  in front of me in a way that must hurt, but that he doesn’t
  acknowledge.

 His hands
  reach out for my face, fingers smearing the blood on my cheeks. I can
  see his friends down the hall, watching but not interfering, just
  like they did when Chasm punched that guy yesterday.

 “What
  happened?” he asks, eyes searching my face. I can’t stop
  looking at his friends though, the way their eyes narrow in on him,
  as if he’s a traitor to the whole of Whitehall. “Danyella,
  what the fuck?”

 “I
  didn’t ask Lumen to do this,” she says, but her voice
  warbles, and there’s a tremendous amount of guilt hidden
  beneath her words. “I never wanted this. I don’t want any
  of this.” She turns her attention to Chasm. “She’s
  telling everyone that Dakota set the fire.”

 Chasm
  curses, standing up and doing his best to help me to my feet.

 I manage to
  get up, but that’s about as far as I go. My body lilts to one
  side and I slam into Chasm as he starts cussing under his breath
  again. He ends up picking me up like I don’t weigh a damn
  thing, hefting me into his arms.

 I’m
  amazed at how much damage those girls were able to inflict in such a
  short period of time.

 Did she … did
  she really say that she and Parrish have been sleeping together?

 I groan and
  lay my head against Chasm’s chest. I want so badly to cry in
  that moment, but I’m afraid to do it where anyone else can see.

 “I
  need to get you to the nurse’s office,” he murmurs,
  giving Danyella another look. “You and I will talk soon.”
  He takes off, and even the easy movement of his stride makes me hurt.
  I’m cradling my hand against my chest as I struggle to breathe
  through the pain. “Don’t tell the nurse about Lumen,”
  he whispers to me. “Rules at Whitehall are pretty clear: if you
  do, you’re dead.”

 I wouldn’t
  tell, even if he hadn’t mentioned that to me.

 Lumen
  thinks she’s getting justice for Danyella. I don’t agree
  with her use of violence, but I understand her thought process.
  Besides, I … something is going on. I need to talk to Lumen in
  private as soon as possible.

 Chasm gets
  me to the nurse’s office without complaining, without stumbling
  or setting me down. He lays me on one of the beds as the nurse runs
  over, dropping her Kindle on the desk and reaching out to brush my
  hair back from my bloodied face. She’s asking him questions,
  but the pain is so intense that I barely hear her.

 What I do
  recognize at least, is that Chasm is refusing to go back to class
  even when he’s been threatened with suspension.

 “Go,”
  I tell him, reaching up with my right hand to grab his. “Please.”
  I give him a pleading look that I hope he recognizes. “You
  can’t get suspended this close to the end of the year. Chas,
  please. Please.”

 He
  hesitates, but the nurse is already on the phone calling for an
  ambulance.

 An
  ambulance?

 Holy shit,
  this is escalating fast.

 “Don’t
  lose your reputation over me,” I whisper, licking the blood
  from my mouth. It seems to all be coming from my nose, draining down
  the back of my throat like snot. Gross. “We might need it to
  help Parrish.” I whisper this last part while the nurse is
  talking, and Chas grits his teeth. “If you get suspended, your
  dad—”

 “Okay,
  okay, just stop talking and try to rest.” He touches his hand
  gently to the back of my head, the rage and anguish on his face a
  strange source of joy for me. If the sunflowers weren’t enough,
  I’d know how Kwang-seon really feels about me.

 “Leave
  Lumen alone for now. Trust me on this.” I flick my attention
  over to the nurse as she hangs up, and then look back at Chasm.
  “Promise me.”

 He grinds
  his teeth briefly and mutters under his breath in Korean.

 “Fine.
  But I’m not happy about this, Little Sister.” He leans
  down and presses a kiss to my forehead before adding something that
  sounds like an affectionate term in his native tongue. The nurse
  yells at him again, and he snaps right back in Korean—I think
  what he said means ‘fuck off’—before stepping
  outside and slamming the door behind him.



 

  














 

Tess
  arrives at the hospital not long after I do, fussing needlessly over
  me as I sit there waiting for the results of my x-rays. The doctor
  who examined me agreed that I’ve broken at least two fingers.

 “I
  don’t understand what happened,” Tess says as she paces
  in the hospital room beside me.

 “I
  fell down the stairs,” I tell her, which is one of the dumbest
  lies I’ve ever uttered in my life. It’s the only somewhat
  believable solution to my current problem, however. “I’ll
  be okay, really.”

 Physically,
  I’m alright. Emotionally … emotionally, I’m a
  mess. I hold it together for Tess’ sake, for Parrish’s
  sake, but …

 God.

 Oh God.

 What has
  happened to my life? I had one that I loved, lost that, started over,
  and managed to create something new. I had Danyella and Lumen, X and
  Maxine, Chasm and … Parrish.

 A sob gets
  caught in my throat, but I choke it back down. I cannot let myself
  fall apart now. In fact, I need to be ready for the next video call
  or message from the Slayer so that I can bargain for more luxuries
  for Parrish.

 No matter
  what the cost.

 Tess
  doesn’t look like she believes me anymore than the school nurse
  or the doctor does, but they can’t force me to talk. In the
  end, I have two broken fingers, a possible concussion, a fractured
  nose that thankfully doesn’t require any medical intervention
  other than gauze shoved up my nostrils, and a body that’s
  bruised to high hell.

 “This
  is the absolute last thing that I needed,” Tess whispers to
  herself on the way home, briefly turning her attention my way. I
  huddle against the window with a Whitehall Prep hoodie as a pillow,
  feeling so sick and sad and lonely that it’s hard to breathe.
  “I’m sorry. I … I wasn’t meaning to put this
  on you. This isn’t your fault. I’m just … with
  Parrish …” She trails off, refocusing her attention on
  the road.

 Tess gets
  me settled into bed before offering a rare kiss to my
  forehead—coincidentally touching the same spot where Chasm’s
  warm lips settled—and then apologizes profusely about leaving
  me alone.

 “We’ve
  decided to suspend the help until their background checks clear, so
  it’ll just be you and Maxx here for now.”

 “Thanks.”

 I swallow
  past the pain, relaxing into the pillows and closing my eyes as Tess
  disappears out my bedroom door and down the hallway.

 I just …
  need a minute to collect myself.

 I end up
  with my face in my hands, wincing as I bump my broken nose. I tear
  the bloody gauze from my nostrils and chuck it on my nightstand
  beside the dead sunflowers. With Delphine on temporary leave, there’s
  no one to clean up after the Vanguards.

 A soft
  knock at the door precedes Maxx. He opens it and then, when he sees
  the state of me, his eyes go wide and he comes over to sit on the
  edge of the bed.

 “What
  happened?” he asks, his eyes chasing across my face before
  dropping down to my fingers. The middle and ring finger of my left
  hand are in splints. Fun stuff.

 “Lumen’s
  friends beat the crap out of me,” I whisper, knowing that my
  face is bruised and puffy and misshapen. I’m sure I look
  terrible right now, but what does it matter? Everything else has gone
  to shit.

 “What?!”
  Maxx snarls, and when I flinch, he softens his voice. “I don’t
  understand. What happened? Aren’t the two of you friends?”

 I stare
  down at my lap before looking up and pointing at my book bag on the
  floor.

 “Would
  you mind grabbing my phone?” I ask, and X nods, retrieving it
  from the pocket of my bag and passing it over to me. I’m
  tempted to ask him about Maxine, but I’m not sure that I can
  handle whatever he might say. “You know that I set the fire in
  the theater,” I admit, and X nods. I told him as much last
  night, so he’s up to speed. “And that I told Danyella it
  was me.”

 “So
  Lumen kicked your ass on behalf of Danyella?” Maxx asks with a
  tired sounding sigh. He turns toward me, resting the knee of one leg
  on the bed. “I told you they were rich assholes. Being mad at
  you, I can get. But having her posse kick the shit out of you? That I
  don’t understand.”

 I shake my
  head.

 “I
  feel like there’s something else going on. I need to talk to
  her, but I don’t know if she’ll answer when I call. Could
  I use your phone?”

 Maxx
  studies me a minute and then reaches into his jeans to extract his
  phone, passing it over to me.

 “There’s
  no guarantee that she’ll answer me either. We’re not
  exactly friends.”

 I try
  anyway—with my phone, with Maxx’s phone. No answer. I
  send over a simple text—call
    me so we can talk—but
  I don’t have much hope that she’ll return my messages.

 “Is
  there …” I start, already frustrated with myself for
  even asking this question. “Is there any chance that Lumen and
  Parrish slept together?” I’m sure it was an evil barb
  meant to pierce my heart. There’s no way that Parrish would lie
  to me like that, about being a virgin. Besides, Chasm and Maxx both
  thought the same thing.

 “Did
  she say that?” X asks, this look of pure revulsion crossing his
  pretty features. “What a bitch. There’s no way in hell. I
  mean, they’ve gone through phases over the last two years where
  they’re pretty friendly with one another, but nothing at that
  level.” He exhales sharply and looks me over. His green eyes
  are sympathetic, his full mouth turned down in a sharp frown. “This
  isn’t fair to you, Dakota.”

 “It
  isn’t fair to Parrish or Tess or Danyella or anybody else
  either.” I glance down at my phone and check for messages. The
  only one I have is from Chasm. Because only Chasm is left. Maxine is
  gone. Lumen is gone. Danyella is gone. Parrish is gone. My
  grandparents are off-limits and might even hate me after what I did
  to Maxie.

 So this is
  it.

 I’m
  coming over to check on you after school whether Tess likes it or
  not.

 My heart
  warms at his words and my gaze drifts over to the vase of sunflowers.
  Maxx follows my eyes and takes note of the way I’m staring at
  them; he’s that perceptive.

 “From
  Parrish?” he asks, his voice decidedly neutral.

 I shake my
  head.

 “Nope.
  Chasm.” I tap out a response—I’m
    okay, don’t get yourself in trouble—and
  look back up at Maxx. He has a strange expression on his face, one
  that I can’t quite decipher. “He brought me these the day
  before Parrish went missing.”

 “Huh.”
  X runs his tongue across his lower lip before looking back at me.
  “Can I get you anything? Something to eat or drink? An ice
  pack? A heated compress? Some narcotics.”

 I chuckle,
  remembering that he said he was on his way to studying sports
  medicine.

 “This
  isn’t the first time you’ve tried to take care of me,”
  I tell him, smiling. “You helped me with my ankle, too. I never
  properly thanked you for that.”

 Maxx smiles
  back at me, but it isn’t a real smile. It’s too sad to be
  real.

 “No
  thanks needed,” he says, slapping his hands on his thighs and
  then standing up. “Okay, so. You’re bedridden. We need to
  find Parrish. I’ve been combing comments and videos all day
  looking for anything that might help.”

 “Hey
  X,” I start, tracing my finger across the surface of my phone.
  I can’t bear to look at him and ask this question, so I keep my
  gaze averted. “How’s Maxine doing?”

 He stops
  pacing and turns to look at me. I can feel his stare, even with the
  painkillers I gobbled down like candy making my body feel light and
  fuzzy. It’s intense, the way he’s looking at me.

 “She’s
  upset, but determined,” he tells me, his voice edged with
  worry. “She doesn’t believe that you said what you said
  of your own free will.” My heart spikes with hope, but then
  plummets just as fast. If Maxine knows I’m lying, then she’ll
  start looking around for reasons. I don’t want her to dig into
  this and get herself into trouble.

 I look up
  and meet that pretty green gaze of his. The color is exquisite,
  almost too rich for the human condition. I blink a few times and then
  look away again.

 “What
  did you tell her?” I ask, wondering what the two of them talk
  about, if they stay up late whispering to each other on the phone the
  way Parrish and I talked when we had no doors.

 “As
  close to the truth as I could.” Maxx comes back over to the bed
  and sits down on it again. “That you love her, no matter what
  you say. And that she should just give you time to figure things
  out.”

 I look up
  again, fatigue sweeping over me in a wave. I’m so tired, but I
  know I need to work on Parrish’s case. If I’m this
  exhausted, how must he feel right now?

 “Did
  she buy it?”

 X purses
  his lips and looks away, giving a slight shake of his head.

 “Nope.”

 Of course
  she didn’t. Because she’s Maxine Banks, and she loves and
  trusts with her whole heart. She’ll drive herself into an early
  grave looking for reasons on why I said what I said. I can’t
  let her down.

 I exhale
  and try not to let worry overwhelm me. The faster I solve this, the
  safer Maxine will be. I think. Actually, what will happen
  if I do find Parrish? The Slayer will give him back to me and then
  what? How will he stop us from going to the authorities then? Parrish
  will be grilled by the FBI, the detectives, by Tess, by the world.
  What will he say?

 One
  problem at a time, Dakota. One at a time.

 “Do
  you have a laptop with you?” I ask, because I still have yet to
  get mine back.

 “I’ll
  go grab it,” X says, disappearing into Parrish’s room.
  When he comes back, he settles himself down at my desk and turns to
  look at me. “I made a spreadsheet with some of the comments
  that stuck out the most. Do you want to go over it?”

 I stifle a
  small smile. We might have opposing interests, but we’ve got
  similar styles of organization it seems.

 “Let’s
  do it.”

 “First
  off,” Maxx begins, using his trackpad to scroll on his laptop
  for a minute. “Did you know that the teacher Mr. Volli took
  over for was in a hiking accident?”

 I did know
  that, actually. But I’d forgotten. I hadn’t made the
  connection.

 “Holy
  shit, you’re right.”

 Maxx gives
  me the guy’s name, and I do a quick search on him. The man is
  still in the hospital and hasn’t woken up yet. Apparently, he
  fell off a trail near a waterfall in Gold Bar and ended up in a coma.

 “Does
  that sound like a coincidence to you? That guy was pushed.”
  Maxx turns the rest of the way around in the chair to stare at me.
  “Just like we were attacked on the trail.”

 “By
  Mr. Fosser,” I start, mulling the information over. This is
  interesting, and very telling, but it doesn’t help much with
  the Parrish situation. Clearly, the man was targeted so that Mr.
  Volli could get the job at Whitehall. “I wonder if he pushed
  the teacher or if it was someone else?”

 That night
  I was attacked in the woods, there were two men. Thinking about it
  now, I imagine one was Mr. Volli. Could the other have been Mr.
  Fosser?

 Only …
  no. That’s not right. Mr. Fosser exuded a certain sense of
  perversion. I feel like I would’ve recognized him—even in
  the dark with a mask on. The first attacker had a calm, collected
  energy, like he had all the time in the world. If I think too hard
  about the way he chased me—the way he walked—after
  me, I get the chills. He was determined, focused, brimming with
  confidence.

 Could that
  have been Justin Prior?

 It’s
  a question that I’m going to get the answer to whether I like
  it or not.
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Chasm
  comes over after school, even though Tess specifically banned him
  from the premises. That worries me.

 “You’re
  going to get yourself into trouble,” I tell him as he pauses
  beside the nightstand, his eyes dropping to the sunflowers in the
  vase. The very, very dead sunflowers.

 “You
  don’t have to keep these, you know,” he says, gathering
  the vase up and ignoring my previous statement. Maxx watches as Chas
  takes the flowers into the bathroom, dumps them in the trash, and
  proceeds to wash the vase out in the sink.

 I don’t
  have to keep them? Is that what he thinks, that they’re still
  here out of some strange sense of obligation?

 He comes
  back out, polishing the vase with a washcloth and setting it back on
  the nightstand before scooping the stray petals into his palm. His
  amber eyes lift up to my face, a frown etched across his perfect
  mouth.

 “How
  are you feeling?” he asks, his voice thick with anger. I hope
  like hell he didn’t do anything to get himself into trouble. We
  have about three weeks of school left; there’s no sense in Chas
  risking his grades or his social standing.

 “Two
  broken fingers, a broken nose, a possible concussion …”
  I trail off as his fury climbs to new heights. I can see it simmering
  in the way he curls and uncurls his fingers, rolls his head on his
  neck, lets out an exasperated sigh.

 “If
  Parrish were here, he would kill Lumen,” Chasm tells me without
  flinching. I’m not even sure how hyperbolic he’s actually
  being. “And you want me to let her walk away from this with
  zero consequences?”

 “We
  only have three weeks of school left,” I tell him, setting my
  phone aside as he takes a seat on the end of my bed. Chasm looks at
  the wooden post nearest him, running his fingers up the length of it
  and touching the carved flowers near the center. My grandmother made
  this bed, so his appreciation of her work makes me happy.

 Or, as
  happy as I could possibly be considering the extenuating
  circumstances.

 “So?”
  Chas queries back, looking over at me with an inscrutable facial
  expression. “You want her to own the school next year, too?
  She’ll make your life a living hell. Little Sister, I get that
  you’re a nice person. Too fucking nice. She had her minions
  beat the shit out of you.”

 “If
  you’re going to retaliate, don’t make it so obvious,”
  Maxx offers up, rising from the desk chair to come over and stand
  beside us. “You can’t just walk up to her and punch her
  lights out in the middle of campus.”

 “Why
  not?” Chas asks dryly, shoving yellow and black hair from his
  forehead. “That’s exactly what she did to Dakota.”
  He shrugs his shoulders. “I know all the best places to deck a
  fucker without getting caught.”

 “No.”
  I scoot closer to Chasm, reaching out to take one of his hands in
  mine. As soon as our skin makes contact, fire shoots through my
  veins. I know I’m not the only one that feels it, based on the
  way Chasm’s hand trembles in response. “There’s
  something going on with Lumen and Danyella.”

 “Yeah,
  you’re finally seeing their true colors,” Chasm
  continues, giving Maxx a look. “She’s gotten lucky thus
  far, you know that. Don’t tell me you’ve already
  forgotten what Whitehall is like?”

 “I
  could never forget what Whitehall is like,” Maxx offers up
  cryptically, exchanging a long, studying look with Chasm before he
  turns back to me. “You think they know something about
  Parrish?”

 “Remember
  how Lumen went briefly missing the day before Parrish disappeared?
  Then she woke up in a field with no memory of how she got there?”

 “Which
  isn’t unusual at all if you know Lumen,” Chasm inserts,
  which is basically what Parrish had said to me before.

 “Maybe
  not, under usual circumstances. These are anything but. I just …
  I’d like to talk to her.”

 “I’d
  also like to talk to her,” Chasm murmurs, pausing at the sound
  of footsteps in the hall outside the door. We all halt our
  conversation, waiting as the person approaches and then opens the
  door.

 It’s
  Tess.

 As soon as
  she sees Chasm, her entire demeanor shifts.

 “Please
  don’t kick me out,” Chasm offers up, rising to his feet.
  Tess says nothing, her hand still on the bedroom doorknob. Her eyes
  flick to Maxx before turning back to Chasm again. “Parrish has
  been missing for ten days.” His voice breaks slightly. “My
  … girlfriend fell down the stairs today. I just want to be
  here, Tess.”

 If she
  kicks him out right now, I will never forgive her. Never. Chasm
  thinks of the Vanguards as his family. Shit, they’re more his
  family than they are mine. He’s hurting, too. She should
  understand that.

 “I’ll
  call your dad,” Tess says finally, blessedly, exhaling and
  reaching up a hand to her forehead. She looks about ready to
  collapse. At least the three of us know that Parrish is alive—for
  now. Tess doesn’t know anything; I can’t imagine what
  she’s going through. “But I have a few rules: no sex.”

 Maxx
  actively cringes, but Chasm just stands there and takes a bunch of
  crap for something he never even did in the first place. And on the
  day he brought me sunflowers? That he … I slept with Parrish,
  and I don’t regret anything about that except for the fact that
  Chasm is suffering because of it.

 “No
  sex,” Chasm promises, lifting up both hands, palms out. “I
  won’t even be alone with her.”

 “You’ll
  sleep downstairs on the couch,” Tess warns him, but there’s
  not a lot of strength left in her voice. Whatever she was up to
  today, clearly it yielded zero information about her missing son. I
  realize suddenly that my Maxine-phone is on the bed.

 As if he
  can sense the direction of my thoughts, Chasm reaches down and picks
  up the phone, slipping it into his own pocket … just as it
  begins to ring.

 Oh god.

 Oh fuck.

 “I …
  that should be my dad,” Chasm offers up, giving Tess a little
  bow. “Let me get this.” He turns and disappears into the
  bathroom before Tess can respond. She gives the door a strange look,
  but then shakes her head, whether in confusion or disappointment, I’m
  not sure.

 “You’re
  feeling alright?” she asks, and I nod, forcing a smile that I
  don’t feel just so that I can get rid of her. It isn’t
  that I don’t appreciate her concern, but I need to get to that
  goddamn phone. Now.

 “I
  feel amazing—the painkillers have finally kicked in.” Lie. I
  mean, they’re working on some of my physical aches, but it’s
  the emotional ones that are killing me.

 “Well,
  if you need anything, just call or text and I’ll be right
  here.” Tess retreats, but she leaves the door open. I can hear
  her heels as she walks down the hall to her office.

 I wait only
  as long as it takes her door to open and then close again before I’m
  scrambling out of bed and closing my own bedroom door. Both Maxx and
  I head for the bathroom, opening it to find Chasm looking down at the
  phone screen.

 He doesn’t
  acknowledge us as we move up on either side of him.

 Parrish is
  there, shirtless and bloodied, lying on his back on a mattress. His
  legs are covered with a blanket, but his arms are shackled to the
  headboard. He isn’t moving. Fear ripples through me, and I
  swallow back a surge of raw terror. The only positive here seems to
  be that his chest is shiny with some sort of salve or ointment, just
  like I asked for.

 The masked
  person—Mr. Volli again, it seems—is sitting beside him.

 “I
  always keep my promises, princess,” he tells me, and my blood
  runs hot then ice cold. Mr. Volli reaches back and strokes the length
  of Parrish’s jaw. At least the gesture spurs Parrish to move,
  proving that he at least has enough energy left to grit his teeth and
  turn his head away. His breathing, however, is labored and ragged.

 How much
  longer can he really last?

 How many
  more slices to his pretty skin?

 How many
  more days without eating solid food or drinking actual water?

 “I
  want him unchained,” I demand as Mr. Volli laughs, turning back
  to the camera.

 “You’re
  learning to ask for what you want,” he continues, pausing
  briefly, likely listening to the Slayer’s words in his ear.
  “You deserve nice things, Mia.” I ignore his use of my
  birth name—there’s no point in even trying here—but
  I’m not going to ignore the fact that Parrish needs my help.
  Desperately. “It’s important to speak up for yourself.”

 I think
  about the comments online, about how all of the Slayer’s
  victims were wealthy.

 “What
  if I … take a baseball bat to the headmistress’ car?”
  I offer, because he seems to like that, forcing me to destroy things.
  Both Maxx and Chasm turn to look at me, but I ignore them. The
  headmistress of Whitehall Prep drives a Lamborghini, kid you not. I
  saw it earlier today, and it stuck out at me.

 “Not
  good enough,” Mr. Volli replies almost immediately, his mask
  catching the light. I see that he’s still in the wine cellar.
  So the bed was brought down to Parrish, rather than the other way
  around. That tells me something.

 Regardless
  of what I bargain for, this is the room where Parrish will remain.

 I study the
  bed, the sheets, the blanket, the mattress, looking for clues.

 “Aren’t
  you upset about what happened today?” he asks me, and I hate
  that he somehow seems to know everything that’s going on in my
  life. Justin’s watching me, obviously. Through hacking? Was
  there a camera in the school hallway today or did he get that
  information some other way? “You were attacked, by your own
  girlfriend.”

 “Attacked?”
  Parrish’s voice is weak as he turns his face back in our
  direction. He blinks a few times, seemingly gathering himself
  together enough to look at me. “Maxx?” Now that seems to
  surprise the shit out of him. “What are you …”

 “I’m
  here to help,” X promises, the strength in his voice a
  comforting addition to a horrible situation. “Whatever it
  takes, Parrish. I’m here.”

 “You
  can’t let people walk all over you, Mia,” Mr. Volli
  continues, lounging on the bed like this is a typical father-daughter
  conversation. Only … Mr. Volli is not my father. If my bio dad
  is actually in there, then he’s a coward. A fucking coward. “If
  you’re feeling angry, take a baseball bat to Lumen’s car.
  Danyella’s. The students at that school are not your friends,
  they never were.” He turns back around to look at Parrish
  before adjusting his gaze to mine. “Destroy as many cars as you
  can, but don’t get caught. Then I’ll unchain him for you.
  He can have free reign to do whatever he wants inside this room—I’ll
  even let him use the bathroom across the hall twice a day. It has a
  lovely, tiled shower with a bench seat. Isn’t that nice?”

 Fuck.

 How am I
  supposed to pull something like that off?

 “If
  you don’t want to, that’s alright. This isn’t a
  directive from me, Mia. If you need to rest, make sure you do so.
  You’ve been through a lot today.”

 The call
  ends and Chasm curses.

 “This
  is insane,” Maxx breathes out, turning away toward the window
  that looks out at the lake. He stares through the upper half of the
  glass; the bottom half is frosted and opaque for privacy. “How
  are we supposed to do this? There are cameras all over that garage.”

 “I’ll
  take care of the cameras,” Chasm offers, and I feel my stomach
  drop. If he keeps doing things like this, he’ll get caught. His
  entire future is at risk here. “We’ll hit the garage
  together.”

 “No,”
  I snap, my voice far more forceful than I intended. I give him a
  look. “You can help with the cameras, but you’re not
  coming out there with me. If I get caught, oh well. My grades are
  only passable because of you, and I’m not destined to rule the
  world the way you are. I’ll deal with the fallout.”

 “Don’t
  do that,” Chasm warns me, moving so close to me that I’m
  forced to take a step back, my ass bumping into the bathroom counter.
  “Don’t put yourself down like that. Parrish is my best
  friend, remember. This isn’t all on you.”

 “This
  isn’t just on either of you,” X inserts, stepping between
  us and forcing Chasm back a step. Chas scowls at him but moves away
  from me. “I know a way to get into the school through the hedge
  maze. I’ll bring a bat and take care of it. Just coordinate
  with me, okay?”

 “I
  can’t let you do that,” I start, but he gives me such a
  sharp look that I stop talking. Maxx has a bit of that … I
  don’t know, dominant alpha male thing going on? I’m not
  sure how I feel about it, to be honest. Do I like it? Do I want to
  slap him? Both?

 “I
  don’t go to Whitehall anymore; I won’t exactly be a
  primary suspect. Just let me handle this.”

 He takes
  off out the bathroom door and disappears into the hallway as Chasm
  and I exchange a look.

 “I
  told you he was weird,” he explains, eyes flicking toward the
  door. “Maxx is a fucking wildcard.”

 Chasm grabs
  my hand, and then pauses, as if he’s just realized what he’s
  doing.

 His eyes
  lift up from our joined hands to my face.

 “Let’s
  get you into bed. You could use some rest.”

 “There’s
  no time for rest, Chas,” I start, but the look he gives me is
  cutting.

 “Work
  smarter, not harder. You have me and Maxx now. Use us.”

 He yanks me
  into the bedroom and encourages me to climb under the covers,
  covering me up and sitting on the edge of the bed. I fully intend on
  placating him for a minute before snatching my phone and trying to
  work beneath the covers, but I’m out before I even get the
  chance.

 In my
  dreams, all I see are sunflowers spattered with blood.

 

   

  

  














 

Tess
  gives me the option to stay home the next day, but there’s no
  way in hell I can do that. I already feel guilty for the amount of
  time I wasted sleeping last night.

 Chasm ends
  up taking me and Kimber to school since Tess is already gone by the
  time we get up. As soon as we step out of his car and into the
  parking garage, I turn to Chasm and wait for Kimber to give us some
  space. She keeps looking at me in the strangest of ways, but I don’t
  know how to interpret her stares, so I choose to ignore them. I’ve
  got enough other shit to worry about.

 “When
  we’re at school, ignore me,” I tell him, but Chasm’s
  already shaking his head.

 “No.”

 I slap him
  in the chest, and he lifts a brow, teasing one of his lip rings with
  his tongue.

 “Like
  I said before, we might need your reputation. We can’t both be
  outcasts, Chas.”

 He gives me
  a look.

 “Dakota,
  on what planet do you think I would ever be an outcast?” He
  lifts his gaze up, looking past me down the length of the parking
  garage. “Half the girls at this school owe me favors.” He
  gives me a look, hooking a sharp smile that has my skin prickling
  with goose bumps. It’s a reaction that I can’t control
  but that makes me feel guilty anyway.

 I cannot be
  crushing on Chasm while Parrish is missing.

 “I
  was saving those favors for the bedroom, but if I have to pull
  strings to keep you safe, that’s what I’m going to do.
  Besides, do you think Parrish rules this school by himself?”

 “I
  know that he doesn’t,” I agree, retrieving Chasm’s
  tie from his pocket. His entire body stiffens up as I hook it around
  his neck, tying it the way my grandfather taught me when I was
  little. “I’ve been calling him The Prince of Sloths in my
  head, and you his trusty Knight.”

 “His
  knight, huh?” Chasm asks, letting me tuck his tie beneath his
  blazer. I run my palm down the length of it to smooth it out and he
  catches my wrist in his fingers. “It’s not that I don’t like you
  touching me,” he starts, and I draw my hand back.

 “Sorry,”
  I murmur, but he’s already shaking his head, reaching out to
  touch the side of my face in a way that gives me chills. I lift my
  gaze up to meet his.

 “I do like
  it, Little Sister. Too much. You can’t keep touching me
  casually like that; I can’t take it.”

 I almost
  smile at that, but there’s too much weight pulling down on my
  mouth, making me frown.

 “You
  never did admit what you and Parrish talked about in Korean that
  day,” I continue, and Chasm grits his teeth like he’d
  forgotten that he teased me with that information.

 “Maybe
  it’s better if you don’t know?” he offers up, but
  I’m already shaking my head. I have to know. Somehow, it seems
  important. Chasm sighs and reaches up to rub at his forehead. “As
  soon as I saw you, I knew you’d be trouble,” he admits,
  and this time, I can’t help it. I do smile a little. He drops
  his hand and looks down at me. “I told him that I really liked
  you.”

 I swallow
  hard past a sudden lump in my throat, remembering the expression on
  both of the boy’s faces as they stared at each other over my
  head.

 “That
  he better be sure you were what he wanted, because there isn’t
  much that could come between us. But this,” Chasm gestures
  between me and him with a single finger, “if he fucked this up,
  I was going to kick his ass.” Chas reaches out and puts a hand
  on the top of my head. “I’ll stay away from you if that’s
  what you want, but I won’t put up with anymore violence. Lumen
  is lucky that
  we’re close to summer break; I’ll wait to kick her ass
  then.”

 He releases
  me and takes off before I can even figure out how to respond to any
  of that.

 My heart
  feels both full and disturbingly empty, all at the same time. The
  lack of Parrish’s presence is a gaping wound that seems to
  bleed more freely with each passing day. How can things have gone on
  this long?

 I feel like
  such a failure.

 What sort
  of Gamer Girl am I if I can’t even beat the first level?

 With a
  curse, I take off for the school, pausing at the edge of the upper
  courtyard. Everyone there turns to look at me, and none of them are
  happy to see me.

 I lift my
  chin up and strut past them as best as I can, ignoring the small bits
  of rolled up paper they throw at me, laughing and whispering and
  smiling pretty shark smiles. My entire world feels like it’s
  been flipped on its head, and I’m struggling to stay upright.

 A girl I
  don’t recognize puts her leg out and trips me, laughing as I
  fall to my knees on the white stone, my broken fingers hitting the
  ground so hard that pain ripples through me in a violent wave. Before
  I know it, they’re all around me, hauling me to my feet and
  dragging me over to the edge of the walkway.

 My heart
  shoots into my throat as several of the girls take my arms and wrench
  them behind my back with no regard to the splints on my hand or the
  bruises peppering my body. Before I can even register what it is
  they’re planning on doing, I’m hanging over the wall that
  lines the walkway, staring down at the pretty green lawn below.

 “Rumor
  has it that you fucked Parrish the night before he went missing,”
  one of the girls hisses in my ear. “There isn’t a person
  on this campus that doesn’t believe you had something to do
  with his disappearance.”

 “You
  want us to help you catch a serial killer?” one of the others
  asks, mocking my video with a laugh as I try and fail to remain calm.
  They’re just trying to scare me; they wouldn’t actually
  throw me over. I might not survive. That’d be murder. “How
  do we know you aren’t one? The Slayer started killing right
  before you showed up here.”

 “There
  are cameras all over out here,” I breathe, closing my eyes
  against the dizzying drop below me. “If you push me over,
  you’ll be charged with the crime. Why bother? I’m not
  worth it.”

 The girls
  around me laugh. I notice they’re the ones taking the
  initiative. The guys are just standing back and watching. This is
  clearly on Lumen’s behest. The school seems to run on a binary:
  Lumen controls the girls; Parrish controls the boys.

 Or …
  he did.

 But he
  isn’t here.

 And Chasm …
  wasn’t Chasm just ahead of me? I know him. He might have agreed
  to give me space, but he wouldn’t go far. He wouldn’t
  intentionally leave me like this; he’d step in.

 My feet
  leave the ground, and I end up kneeling on the edge of the wall as
  the girls release me and step back. I very slowly, very carefully
  turn around, intending on hopping off into the courtyard.

 “You
  know about your dad, right?” one of the girls asks, pressing in
  close to me. They’re not letting me off this wall, and I’m
  not about to start a fight. I might end up accidentally falling over.

 “I
  really don’t know anything about him at all,” I admit,
  wondering where this is going as my eyes scan the crowd of students
  around me, all of them dressed in their preppy Whitehall uniforms and
  horrible, glittering smiles. They are all fucking smiling at
  me.

 This whole
  town is insane.

 “He
  beat your mother and cheated on her,” one of the girls says. I
  recognize her red hair and lightly freckled face; she’s
  definitely one of Lumen’s nameless groupies. “He
  embezzled money from his startup, stole research from his partners,
  and got chased out of town. He’s a fucking disgrace, and so are
  you.” The girl nods her chin at me. “Stand up.”

 My mind is
  reeling with her words—whether they’re lies or not, I
  don’t know—but mostly I’m trying to understand the
  last part of what she just said.

 “Stand
  up?” I repeat, feeling adrenaline spike through me. “Are
  you insane? Class is starting. Just leave me alone before you end up
  doing something that you’ll regret later.”

 “Who
  says I’ll regret this?” the redhead asks as the others
  stand around and watch, a sea of black blazers, pleated skirts, and
  finely pressed slacks. “You’re the child of a liar and a
  thief, the most disgraced man to ever step foot in Medina. Your
  mother is lucky trailer trash, a shitty writer who pays for reviews,
  who got people to read her books because they felt sorry for her. You
  show up here and Parrish goes missing? A Vanguard, of all people. You
  should be ashamed of yourself.”

 I hesitate,
  but only for a second.

 The
  situation is escalating, and I’m not taking any chances.

 My right
  foot comes up and I nail the redhead in the face. Blood spurts out of
  her nose as I scramble off the wall and shove my way through the
  briefly disoriented crowd. The guys stand aside as I run past,
  unwilling to get involved just yet, as several of the girls give
  chase.

 Without
  thinking twice about it, I yank the door open to Mr. Volli’s
  classroom and throw myself inside, slipping on the floor and hitting
  my knees hard as I scramble to get up. The girls come in just behind
  me, pausing as Mr. Volli rises from his desk and adjusts his glasses.

 “What
  on earth is going on here?” he asks as the redhead at the front
  of the pack swipes her arm across her bloody nose.

 “Nothing
  at all,” she says, sniffling. “We just bumped into each
  other is all. I was trying to catch up to Dakota to let her know it
  was okay; I’m not mad.” The girl smiles, and I shiver,
  grabbing the edge of one of the desks to get myself to my feet.
  “Here, let me help you,” she offers, taking my arm and
  putting her mouth up against my ear.

 “Next
  time I get you alone, you’ll be sorry.” The redhead
  releases my arm and exits the classroom with the rest of the girls.

 Meanwhile,
  I stand there with both hands braced on one of the desks, trying and
  failing to catch my breath.

 What …
  what the hell is happening here?!

 “You
  must be very upset,” Mr. Volli offers, coming up to stand
  beside me. I see that he’s got Mr. Fosser’s walking stick
  in his hand.

 “Upset?!”
  I choke out, spinning around to look at him. I was already in enough
  pain this morning, but now my whole body is on fire. My broken
  fingers ache, my knees are bleeding, and I’m shaken down to the
  very base of my core. “They tried to fucking kill me!” I
  throw my arm out to indicate the other students.

 Every
  warning I ever received about Whitehall comes roaring through me.

 It only
  gets worse from here on out.

 You’ve
  got bite, but is it enough?

 Welcome
  to hell.

 Maybe
  not stereotypical, but rich assholes? Oh yeah. Don’t let them
  intimidate you.

 What is
  wrong with this school, this town, these people? I grew up in a
  normal family, a normal house, a normal neighborhood, a normal city.
  This is anything but normal.

 “Many
  people in this town still harbor hatred for Justin Prior,” Mr.
  Volli tells me, tapping the stick against the floor absently.
  “Unnecessary hatred, considering that Medina’s elite
  conspired against him and took everything he had—including
  you.”

 “Including
  me?” I echo, thinking of Saffron and Tess and their weird
  conversation outside of the coffeehouse.

 “The
  redhead’s name is Veronica Fisher; she drives a white Tesla.
  It’s parked on this very floor.” Mr. Volli holds out the
  walking stick, and I find myself staring at it as I struggle to bring
  my racing heart under control. “You must be very angry right
  now. You came into this school wanting to make friends, and look what
  they’ve done to you. How they’ve treated you. Your
  stepbrother is missing and instead of having sympathy for you, they
  blame you. Insult you. Attack you.”

 I just
  stare at the stick, wondering how far those girls would’ve
  taken things if given the chance.

 “They
  conspired against him?” I ask, hating that I’m taking Mr.
  Volli’s bait. Why should I believe anything that he or the
  Slayer has to say? They’re hurting Parrish, holding him
  captive. They kill people and keep souvenirs. But those girls …
  the looks in their eyes, the things they said … Why would I
  trust them either?

 “Your
  father is a brilliant man. It was his work that made many of today’s
  apps possible. His work, his coding, his tech. The people of this
  town used his personal issues with your mother to steal everything he
  had and drive him into the shadows. Now, they’re going to do
  the same to you.” He continues to hold the stick out toward me.
  “You go to school with the children of those same crooks, those
  wicked opportunists. Even now, they’re working against you.
  Your mother’s publisher is dropping her; they’re suing her.
  In fact, they’ve managed to get an injunction against her to
  keep the rights to much of her older work … like Abducted
    Under a Noonday Sun. Did you know that Veronica’s mother is one of the lawyers at
  the publishing house?”

 Mr. Volli
  is baiting me. He wants me to take this stick and …

 My hand
  shakes as I reach out and wrap my fingers around it. It doesn’t
  matter if he’s baiting me. This has to be done anyway. For
  Parrish.

 For
  Parrish.

 For fucking
  Parrish.

 I wrench
  the stick away from him, wondering where Chasm is now, ignoring the
  ringing of the bell that signals the start of today’s first
  class.

 “This
  is my administration period, so don’t worry. If you wait a
  moment, the hallway will clear and you can head straight into the
  parking garage. I’ll take care of the cameras this time,
  considering Kwang-seon is occupied.”

 “Where
  is he?” I ask, squeezing the stick in my hand and wondering if
  it’s the same one that Mr. Fosser might’ve used on Maxx.
  I don’t want to know what his plans were for us that day.
  Considering what he did to JJ … I shake my head to clear it.

 “Speaking
  to the headmistress. Don’t worry: he isn’t in trouble.
  Just business.”

 I don’t
  like the sound of that. I also don’t trust that Mr. Volli will
  be able to help with the security cameras, but I don’t
  particularly care in that moment. I’m upset. I’m hurting.
  I’m frustrated. I’m confused.

 I peek out
  the door, finding an empty hallway as promised, and then I take off
  for the parking garage.

 The white
  Tesla is parked exactly where Mr. Volli suggested it’d be.

 I walk
  right up to it, lift the heavy walking stick in my hand and smash the
  clubbed end of it into the windshield. It cracks, but doesn’t
  shatter, so I do it again, until shards of safety glass are all over
  the ground, just like they were in the garage that day.

 The first
  few swings don’t make me feel any better. If anything, they
  only make me angrier and more frustrated. Hefting the stick with both
  hands, I smash it into the door of the car, denting it. Again. Again.
  Again.

 With sweat
  pouring down the sides of my face, I turn and spot Lumen’s BMW,
  moving over to it and then hesitating briefly. There must be a reason
  she did what she did yesterday. I know it; I can feel it.
  But Parrish isn’t going to make it another three days on
  feelings and beliefs.

 I start
  with Lumen’s headlights, destroying those before I move onto
  the shiny surface of her hood. A hand on my shoulder makes me choke,
  and I whirl around to find a man in a mask. Before I get the chance
  to swing the club at his head, he peels it up, revealing his face.

 It’s
  Maxx.

 “Dakota,
  what are you doing?” he asks, his voice strained. In his right
  hand, he clutches a baseball bat.

 “Don’t
  worry about that. Just … help me.”

 X seems a
  little torn, but he must decide that it’s too late to undo the
  damage I’ve already done. He yanks the ski mask back into place
  and turns around, hopping up on the hood of another car and bringing
  the baseball bat down on the windshield.

 An alarm
  goes off, but we both ignore it. I know for a fact that you can’t
  hear any car alarms inside the building. A few weeks back, after
  leaving Mr. Volli’s class, I headed into the garage with
  Danyella only to hear a good half-dozen alarms going off in unison.
  One of them must’ve been set off by a bird or something, and
  the sound of it started another five cars nearby.

 While we
  don’t have a lot of time, we have some.

 I beat the
  shit out of Lumen’s car, conflicting emotions chasing each
  other through my damaged psyche. I
    shouldn’t be doing this, but … she hurt me. She let her
    friends break my bones. Speaking of, my broken fingers are killing me,
  but the adrenaline keeps the pain at the edges of my brain, a
  distant, sparkling thing that I can ignore with little effort.

 I refuse to
  let myself think about how disappointed Maxine would be if she knew
  what I was doing.

 Instead, I
  search out Danyella’s car next, swallowing hard as I pause next
  to it and think about the first day I met her, right here in the
  parking garage. She gave me her blazer; she gave me her shoes; she
  offered me a place in her production.

 And how did
  I repay her?

 By burning
  the entire thing to the ground.

 I close my
  eyes and adjust my grip on the dead rapist’s walking stick,
  wondering how the hell I ended up here. Just six months ago, I was
  helping my grandparents hang Christmas lights and debating on whether
  I should get Nevaeh and Sally the same gift or try to pick more
  personal items and risk Nevaeh’s jealousy.

 Now …
  here I stand, in ultimate disgrace.

 Love, wow.
  A double-edged sword that bleeds both the wielder and their opponent
  dry.

 With a
  scream, I smash the walking stick into Danyella’s driver’s
  side window. I’m swinging so wildly now, knocking dents into
  the rusted old Geo that I don’t notice Maxx coming up beside me
  again. He grabs my right arm so hard that I cry out, yanking me along
  with him and pulling me into a dark space.

 At first,
  it seems like a closet, but then I realize we’re in a stairwell
  of some sort. It’s in the center of the parking garage; I don’t
  recognize it. It must not be open to students, like a maintenance
  corridor or something.

 “Come
  with me,” X whispers, dragging me up the stairs. We’re
  moving so quickly that I stumble a few times. I might’ve gone
  rolling down the steps if it weren’t for his ironclad grip on
  my arm, his fingers burning me through my blazer. I’ve only
  been touched by Maxx Wright a handful of times, and now I see why.

 We’re
  explosive.

 Self-hate
  pours through me, but I push past it, focusing on the immediacy of
  the situation.

 Maxx leads
  me up to the roof of the parking garage, and we emerge into the
  sunlight, blinking against the brightness as he tears his ski mask
  over his head and stuffs it in his pocket. He drags me across the
  parking lot over to the door.

 Mr. Volli
  is waiting.

 We both
  pause there as he smiles at me.

 “Well
  done, Ms. Banks,” he says, nodding his head at me. “Come
  with me.”

 Maxx and I
  exchange a look, both of us panting and shaking from the adrenaline
  rush.

 “Do
  we trust him?” he asks me, but I’m already shaking my
  head.

 “Not
  at all.” But I take off after my sixth period teacher anyway.
  I’m assuming he has a plan to keep me from getting into
  trouble. That doesn’t seem to be his or the Slayer’s aim
  here.

 Once
  inside, I realize that we’re in an empty classroom, one that
  takes up the entire top floor of the building. It’s massive,
  and there are telescopes all along the far walls.

 “This
  used to be the astronomy classroom,” Mr. Volli explains,
  leading us over to an elevator on the far side of the room. “But
  Whitehall hasn’t offered that class in years.”

 I step into
  the elevator, but Mr. Volli puts his arm out, blocking Maxx before he
  can climb in beside us.

 “What
  are you doing?” I choke out, but the teacher simply shakes his
  head.

 “You
  are your father’s only concern. Maxx Wright is unimportant and
  inconsequential.”

 My eyes
  lift up to meet Maxx’s green ones. He’s scowling but he
  nods at me.

 “Go.
  I’ll figure my own way out.”

 “I’m
  not leaving you,” I tell him, but as soon as I try to exit the
  elevator, he steps forward and puts the end of the bat against my
  arm.

 “You
  need an excuse for why you’re not in class right now. I can get
  out the way I came in and nobody will even think to look for me.”
  He meets my eyes with his beautiful green ones, and I see that he’s
  telling me the truth. He really and truly believes he can get out of
  here. “Trust me.” He puts the bat on his shoulder and
  takes a step back.

 The
  elevator doors close, cutting off my view of his beautiful emerald
  eyes.

 With a
  groan of pain, I lean back against the wall of the elevator, feeling
  every bruise, every scrape, every broken bone.

 Mr. Volli
  takes the walking stick from my hand while my eyes are still closed.

 “I’ve
  already let your first period teacher know that you’ve been
  with me this whole time.” I open my eyes just in time to see
  him glance back at me with a smile. “If anyone asks, you were
  seeking counseling; you’re distraught over your brother’s
  disappearance.”

 “I
  hate you,” I breathe, and Mr. Volli laughs at me.

 “You
  won’t, once you understand,” he says, with as much
  confidence in his voice as X.

 Unlike X,
  however, there is no doubt in my mind who the true villain is here.

 I head to
  my second period class like nothing at all happened this morning.

 Nothing …
  when in reality, it was everything.

 Fucking
  everything.

 

   

  

  














 

Chasm
  finds me right after class, grabbing my arm in the hallway and
  pulling me into the handicapped bathroom. He locks the door and turns
  the sink on before coming back over to stand in front of me.

 The entire
  school is up in arms about the car situation, but the administration
  is doing their best to keep everyone quiet and calm. The police have
  been called in, but I’m not worried. Vandalism doesn’t
  often warrant crack teams of investigators. Besides, everyone who
  attends school here is loaded beyond all reason. Paying to repair the
  cars—or simply buying new ones—is not a hardship for any
  family whose child attends Whitehall Prep.

 It’s
  an annoyance at worst. This exercise wasn’t to punish them: it
  was to test me.

 To see how
  far and how easily I could be pushed, how quickly I might let anger
  get the best of me. Even though I succeeded in doing what I needed to
  for Parrish, I feel like in the grand scheme of things, I failed
  myself worst of all.

 “What
  the hell happened this morning?” Chas asks me, his voice tight
  and strained. He sounds disappointed, but not in me. In himself, more
  like.

 I cross my
  arms, dropping my chin to my chest and inhaling slowly. I could feel
  every person in my last class staring at me, studying me, searching
  for weaknesses. How did I not see this side of Whitehall sooner?

 Oh, that’s
  right. I had Lumen to protect me. Parrish. Chasm.

 “I
  got jumped,” I whisper, and he lets out a snarl. I hear the
  sound of breaking glass and look up just in time to see Chasm’s
  fist in the mirror. He pulls his hand back, shaking it and snarling
  in Korean as he picks out a few shards and chucks the bloody pieces
  in the sink.

 “Oh
  my god, Chas,” I start, grabbing a wad of paper towels from the
  dispenser and dabbing at the wound. It isn’t as bad as it could
  be, but he’s bleeding quite a bit. “Why the hell did you
  do that?!”

 “I
  should’ve stayed with you,” he growls out, his voice this
  dark, dripping thing, full of rage. Chasm … it occurs to me
  that Chasm is the exact opposite of Parrish in so many ways. On the
  outside, Parrish is a complete and total asshole. On the inside, he
  cares so much that it breaks him down, it cripples him. Chasm tries
  to affect a pleasant presentation, to smile and laugh and flirt, but
  on the inside, he burns.

 “You
  can’t be with me every minute,” I say with a sigh,
  putting his hand under the running water as he winces and tries to
  pull away. I tighten my grip, squirting a generous amount of soap
  into my palm and gently washing his hand. He stays where he is,
  letting me lather the soap around his knuckles, prodding my fingers
  against the myriad little wounds to make sure there aren’t any
  remaining shards of glass. “And I already told you: I don’t
  want you making yourself a target with me. Stay on the boys. They
  didn’t seem willing to get involved; it was only the girls.”

 “Lumen,”
  Chasm says, which I already knew. “I don’t care if she is
  a girl, I’m going to kick her ass.”

 “You’re
  not going to touch her,” I tell him, rinsing the soap off of
  his hand and then letting the warm water run over the cuts for a
  minute. I look up, forcing him to meet my eyes. “Chasm, promise
  me. You beating her up won’t help me or Parrish, not at all.”

 I release
  his hand and some of the strange tension leaves the room. I pass him
  another wad of paper towels and watch as he dries himself off. As he
  does, I pull my phone from my pocket, finding a text from Maxx.

 Made it
  out safe. Let me know if you need anything.

 I let out a
  sigh of relief and lean my back against the wall, wishing for nothing
  more than Parrish’s warm arms around me, and a cozy bed we
  could both drift off in together.

 “The
  headmistress grabbed me as soon as I walked in the door this
  morning,” he explains, which isn’t at all the promise
  that I was looking for. He shakes his hand out with a curse, tears
  his tie off, and wraps it around his bloodied knuckles. “I’m
  sorry that I wasn’t there.”

 “What
  did the headmistress want?” I ask with a frown, watching as he
  stains the expensive silk tie with his own blood.

 “She
  wanted to know what I thought about carrying on with plans for prom.”

 “Prom?”
  I ask, realizing absently that they haven’t had one here since
  I came to Whitehall. Back home, junior prom usually happened late
  February while senior prom happened during March. Then again, they do
  things entirely different here at Whitehall. “What did you
  say?”

 “I
  told her that I don’t give a shit about prom either way. Have
  it or don’t. It won’t bring Parrish back.” I cringe
  a little at the bitterness in his voice, but fully understand the
  source of it. I’m feeling a bit broken myself.

 The eternal
  optimist is starting to buckle under the weight of the world.

 “Why
  did she ask you about the prom?” I wonder aloud as Chas turns
  toward the urinal on the wall.

 “I
  really have to pee, but I don’t want to leave you alone in the
  hall …” he starts, and I flush ten colors of crimson,
  turning around to look at the wall. I’m sure my boobs are
  flushed, too, but what can you do? The thought of Chasm taking his
  dick out with me in the room is … it’s weird.

 I reach
  over and turn the sink on to give him some privacy, waiting for him
  to finish.

 He rejoins
  me at the sink, washing his left hand while his right remains wrapped
  in the tie and stuffed in his pocket.

 “Did
  you just pee one-handed?” I ask, and he laughs at me. The sound
  is pleasant, echoing off the walls of the bathroom. For the briefest
  of instances, I almost forget why we’re in here, hiding from
  the world at large.

 “Like
  a boss,” Chas confirms, turning back around to rest his ass
  against the sink’s edge. “You do know that I’m the
  student body president, right?” he asks, glancing over at me. I
  raise both my brows at him, and he laughs at me again. “Does
  not compute, am I right?”

 “It’s
  just … where do you find the time?” I wonder, and he
  shrugs his shoulders at me.

 “I
  don’t sleep much. When I sit down to focus on something, I
  don’t let myself get distracted. What does it matter? Anyway,
  I’m sorry I wasn’t there. What did they do to you? Who
  was in on it?” He sounds almost disturbingly interested in the
  information.

 “They
  tried to throw me over the edge of the third-floor courtyard wall,”
  I whisper, and Chasm goes completely still. “There was a
  redhead leading the pack. Veronica something? Chas, they said a bunch
  of stuff to me about my dad. That, and … I honestly couldn’t
  tell if they were trying to … kill me.
  I mean, that’s insane, right? It’s insane.”

 Chasm says
  nothing, staring at the opposite wall of the bathroom as the bell
  rings to signal the end of break. Frankly, the idea of making it
  through the rest of the day makes me feel unstable on my feet. How
  many days of school do we have left? Eleven?

 It feels
  like an eternity.

 “What
  did they say to you?” he asks, looking over at me, seemingly
  unconcerned with getting to class on time. It bothers me that he
  doesn’t deny the idea that his classmates might’ve
  actually been trying to, you know, murder me.

 “A
  bunch of stuff about Justin. They called him an embezzler, a thief,
  they …” I trail off because the words that Veronica
  threw my way hurt. They shouldn’t. I mean, she was clearly trying to
  get a rise out of me. But for whatever reason, I’m bothered by
  them. “She claimed he stole a bunch of money and research and
  was driven out of town. I never found anything when I looked him up
  online.”

 “There
  won’t be anything online about it,” Chas offers up,
  turning to me with a sympathetic look in his eyes. “Any news of
  Justin Prior was scrubbed a long time ago.”

 “You
  know about Justin?” I ask, feeling suspicion rise hot and
  unwelcome in my chest. “You didn’t act like you knew
  anything about him when I first mentioned his name.”

 Chasm
  shakes his head at me.

 “I
  didn’t. I mean, I’d heard stories of your dad, but I
  didn’t know his name. Nor did I think it had any bearing at all
  on this.” He gestures randomly, seeming to indicate the
  situation with Parrish. “Look, we … we’ll talk
  later.” Chasm puts his hands on my shoulders, squeezing hard
  enough that we both wince from our injuries. “I’m going
  to walk you to and from every class from now on. Do not go anywhere without
  me. Not even to the bathroom.”

 “I
  already told you—” I start, and he gives me such a sharp,
  punishing look that I stop talking.

 “I
  don’t give a fuck about
  my reputation,” he says, and then he grabs my arm and yanks me
  into the hallway. Most of the students have disappeared into their
  classrooms already, but the few that are lingering cast strange looks
  our way.

 Chasm takes
  me to my technical writing class, dropping me off at the doorway. The
  way he pauses there, his hands on either side of the doorjamb as his
  amber gaze tears across the classroom, worries me. He looks like he’s
  declaring war with a single look.

 As
  promised, Chasm finds me after and guides me to computer science and
  then, later, keeps me by his side during lunch. Everyone is staring,
  but nobody dares bother us.

 “They’re
  afraid of you,” I realize after a while, watching the crowd. I
  glance Chasm’s way, but he doesn’t bother to acknowledge
  my statement. Neither of us in the mood to eat, but we’re in
  the cafeteria anyway, sitting at a table in the corner by ourselves.

 “Maybe,”
  he offers up, sighing and putting his elbows on the table. Chasm lets
  his head hang down for a minute before looking up at me. “Or if
  they aren’t, they should be.”

 “Tell
  me what you know about my father,” I start, sitting up straight
  and wondering why I have to get this information out of a friend
  instead of my own bio mom. I mean, she told me about the typewriter,
  but nothing about … a startup or embezzlement or anything like
  that. “What’s the story there?”

 Chasm’s
  gaze sweeps past me, searching the crowd for, I think, either Lumen
  or that Veronica girl.

 “My
  father and your father were close friends,” he offers up
  finally, looking back at me. “Your dad gave my dad the money he
  needed to start his company.”

 “Fort
  Humboldt Security,” I offer up, and Chasm’s brows go up.

 “Uh,
  that’s part of it. How do you know about that?”

 “Because
  Fort Humboldt Security installed both the security system as well as
  the cameras at the Vanguard house,” I offer up, palms flat on
  the table. I hate that I’m even making the accusation, but
  there it is.

 “Yeah,”
  Chas offers up, looking down at the surface of the table. “I
  already thought about that actually.” He lifts his gaze again.
  “It wouldn’t be impossible, I guess, for my father’s
  company to have fucked around with it.” He sits up straight
  again, his mouth in a grim line. “I didn’t want to
  mention this, but maybe we should check the lake house? My dad has a
  ‘friend’ staying there, and he doesn’t want me over
  there. Doesn’t that seem like a weird coincidence?”

 “It
  really does,” I reply, thinking of everything else we know. “It
  just feels sort of obvious.
  I’m wary of anything that seems too obvious. I did …
  well, that day I saw you with that drunk girl …”

 Chasm gives
  me a sharp look, but he doesn’t stop me from talking.

 “I
  felt like I recognized the woods near your house, like maybe that’s
  where I was when I woke up that night and started walking. Is there a
  skatepark nearby?”

 “I
  guess there could be? I don’t know.” Chasm pulls out his
  phone and sets it on the table, opening up a map and then typing in
  the address of the house. He zooms out and looks around the edges of
  the property, his body going still as he spots a nearby park. Emerald
    City Skate is
  what it’s called. “Jesus.”

 We exchange
  a look across the surface of the table.

 “We
  have two field trips we need to take then,” I continue,
  cradling my left hand with the broken fingers in my lap. “Mr.
  Volli’s house, and the lake house.”

 “We
  could maybe swing one on the way home today and one tomorrow, without
  Tess realizing it. That is, if you can get Maxx to grab Kimber for
  me.” He glances her way, toward the table where she’s
  sitting with her friends. She looks our way, but her expression
  doesn’t give anything away.

 Does she
  know that I was jumped this morning or why? Does she care? What does
  she think of me sitting here with Chasm?

 “It
  might have to be vice versa,” I amend, looking back at him.
  “You’ll have to take Kimber, and I’ll go with
  Maxx.”

 Chasm
  frowns heavily at that, but he doesn’t argue. He knows as well
  as I do that this is a better solution to the problem. The very last
  thing I need is another enemy under my own roof. Keeping Kimber calm
  is paramount.

 “Maybe
  it’d be better if I just went with Maxx myself, after we
  dropped you off?”

 I give him
  a look that he returns with an unrelenting stare of his own. That’s
  not happening, but we don’t have to argue about it just this
  second. I need to know about Justin.

 “Tell
  me everything you know about my father,” I demand, and Chasm
  sighs.

 “It’s
  not a lot. All I know is that he had some unicorn techie startup
  thing going on.”

 “Unicorn?”
  I ask, and Chasm shrugs.

 “Venture
  capitalist slang for ‘worth a billion dollars’. Your dad
  was creating a series of apps that he was going to sell to the
  military for a buttload of money. All I know is that some sort of
  scandal went down, and he was stripped of his title in the company,
  his assets were seized, and he was run out of town.”

 My stomach
  drops and I feel a little dizzy.

 Not only is
  my father the Seattle Slayer, but he’s a thief? A disgrace?

 “A
  lot of people in this town hate him. But nobody’s seen or heard
  from him in like … fourteen years?” Chasm offers,
  tacking a question mark onto the end of that sentence.

 Fourteen
  years.

 Since I was
  stolen from a daycare center.

 Fourteen
  years … fourteen days that the Slayer holds his victims. And
  Parrish is on day eleven.

 We’re
  running out of time, and I don’t feel any closer to an answer
  today than I was nearly two weeks ago.

 Where
  are you, Parrish? I
  wonder as the bell rings and Chasm rises to his feet. Where
    the hell are you?

 

   

  

  














 

“Let’s
  go through a drive-thru or something and get a coffee,” Chasm
  suggests as he meets Kimber in the hallway after class. “Dakota
  can catch a ride with Maxx, so we can have some peace.” He lets
  a warm, inviting smile slide across his lips, and I feel myself
  shifting uncomfortably.

 “I’d
  like that Chas,” she offers up, returning his smile with one of
  her own. Hers is about as false as his, tinted with melancholy and
  pain, but neither of them acknowledges the other’s performance.
  Instead, Chasm walks me outside where X is already waiting outside of
  his orange Jeep Gladiator, arms crossed over his chest, his mouth
  turned down in a deep frown. Not unsurprising, considering the way
  the two of us spent our morning.

 Anyway, I’m
  just glad that I managed to convince Chas to let me go with X to the
  house; I appreciate the boys’ help, but this whole situation
  very clearly rests on me and my ability to perform the Slayer’s
  wishes. Chas can’t save me from everything, and poking around a
  vacation home near a lake isn’t a big ask.

 He grabs my
  arm just before I peel away from him and Kimber.

 “Be
  careful, Little Sister. Don’t get yourself into trouble.”
  Chasm releases me, but I can’t respond with Kimber stepping
  closer to listen, so I just nod and move over to X instead.

 He opens my
  door for me before climbing in, that stupid podcast playing as he
  turns the car on. I very quickly turn the volume down to zero.

 “How
  was school today?” he asks, his voice tight and strained. We
  both know why, but there’s no point in talking about it. We did
  what we had to do; Parrish will be unchained from the bed and given a
  chance to shower. What next? What the actual fuck are we going to
  have to do to buy more time?

 “I
  was jumped again this morning,” I offer up, and Maxx slams on
  the brakes at the gate so hard that I almost go flying, bracing
  myself against the dash with my right hand. I glance over to see him
  staring at me. “Keep driving, please.”

 With an
  even sharper frown, he does, taking off out the gate and onto the
  road.

 “What
  do you mean by ‘jumped’?” he clarifies. Dressed in
  a black wifebeater and jeans, Maxx looks … really, really
  fucking good. I make myself not notice any of it and turn back to
  look out the windshield. My mind drifts to my sister as it always
  seems to do in every single freaking down moment that I have. If I
  didn’t have so many balls up in the air right now, I’d be
  obsessing about it.

 “A
  bunch of girls tried to throw me off the third floor of the parking
  garage,” I explain as calmly as I can, trying and failing to
  not be afraid of that statement. Would they have actually hurt me or
  was it all for show? I have no idea. It shouldn’t be a hard
  question to ask, should it?

 “Are
  you fucking kidding me?” X growls out, his voice darkening in
  the way it did when he was worried about me trying to pull one over
  on the Vanguards. A protective streak. For me. I bite my lower lip
  and then find myself even more annoyed because I’m doing it.

 “Lumen’s
  got them on the attack, apparently,” I explain. I didn’t
  see her or Danyella once today, but that’s the only explanation
  that I have. Why else would they come after me so suddenly and so
  aggressively? The whole school now knows that one, I set the fire.
  And two, that Parrish and I slept together the night before he went
  missing.

 A rumor
  that only Danyella or Lumen could spread.

 Gods
  help me if they learn about the car situation, too.

 “This
  is getting dangerous, Kota,” X tells me, his expression grim as
  he stares out the window. Rain begins to fall, spattering gently
  against the windshield as Maxx flicks on the wipers. “Parrish
  is important, but so are you.”

 “What
  does that even mean?” I ask him, glancing over to see him
  clenching his jaw.

 “It
  means that you need to be more careful.” He gets that sort of,
  like, dad voice or whatever the hell it is on again.

 “You’re
  nineteen, not ninety. You’re supposed to my ally, not my
  parent. Chill out.” I turn back to the windshield, but if Maxx
  is that worried, and Chasm is that worried, I should probably be
  worried, too, shouldn’t I?

 He grits
  his teeth at me but decides to keep the rest of his thoughts to
  himself.

 “Let’s
  do the lake house first,” I suggest, and he nods, heading in
  that direction.

 More
  specifically, we drive to the skatepark I’ve pulled up on my
  phone’s GPS. I can see why Chasm wasn’t aware of it. It
  might be close to his property, but it’s in a completely
  different direction than anyone would normally drive if they were
  heading to Whitehall or Medina proper. It’s off the main road,
  buried in a small neighborhood at the edge of the woods.

 As Maxx
  pulls up to the curb beside the park, I look out the window and catch
  sight of the house with the wind chimes.

 “Holy
  shit,” I breathe, staring at the home across the way before
  turning back to the park. “I was here that night. I was …”
  The words die off as I stare at the scene out the window and wonder
  why I didn’t think to look this up before. If I had, and I’d
  known that my dream wasn’t really a dream at all, how different
  would things have been? Would Parrish be safe? Would he be here with
  us even now?

 “Kota.”
  Maxx’s soft voice draws my attention back over to him. He’s
  watching me, his face drawn up with genuine concern. I try not to
  notice how muscular his arms are and fail miserably. The entire cab
  of that car is permeated with his scent, that fresh grass and
  drinks-by-the-pool smell that makes me fidgety. “Don’t
  blame yourself.”

 “I’m
  not,” I protest, but then that weird urge to tell Maxx the
  truth grabs hold of me and refuses to let go. “But how can I
  not? I mean, I woke up in the woods and didn’t think twice
  about it. X, I was here. I was at this park. If I’d pulled up a
  map on my phone at any point and searched for a skatepark nearby, I
  might’ve been able to answer my own questions.”

 “Why
  would that be your first conclusion? You said your pajamas were clean
  when you woke up,” he explains calmly, and that’s when it
  occurs to me how strange that scenario was in regards to my clothing.

 So …
  someone stripped my pj’s down after and replaced them with an
  identical pair?

 Or else
  they washed them, and then redressed me. Either scenario is, quite
  frankly, horrifying.

 “Figuring
  this insanity out,” X continues, circling his finger around.
  “Isn’t something any normal person would ever be able to
  do.”

 He’s
  right. I know that. But it doesn’t make it any easier to
  accept. Guilt sweeps over me as we make the drive to Chasm’s
  lake house. He’s given us the code to get in the front door,
  but we can only do that if the place is unoccupied.

 When we
  first pull into the circular gravel driveway, it appears to be. There
  aren’t any other cars parked there, and all of the lights are
  off. Maxx pulls up to the house and then leans his forearms on the
  steering wheel, his mouth downturned in thought.

 “Do
  we go in?” he asks, glancing over at me. “The chances of
  Parrish being in there are pretty slim. You’d think Chasm would
  know if his house had a wine cellar in it.”

 “We
  have to go in,” I tell him, aching and wanting so badly for
  Parrish to be inside this building. It can’t be that easy, I
  know, but I also can’t stop myself from hoping so hard that my
  chest aches. “We’ll make it quick.”

 I climb out
  and Maxx follows, catching up to me and grabbing me by the upper arm
  in a similar way to how he did in the parking garage this morning. I
  look down at his hand before lifting my gaze to his face. His
  expressions are always open and honest, even when they’re
  brutal.

 The look on
  his face now is the same way: determined, resolute, immovable.

 “We
  can go in there together, but if something bad happens, I want you to
  run.”

 I give him
  a look, dropping my gaze to his hand where it’s wrapped around
  my arm again. Chasm’s words come filtering back to me. Stop
    touching me. I’d
  say that to Maxx right now, if the words weren’t also an
  admission of something else.

 Of
  interest.

 It hits me
  hard and fast then, something that I’ve known all along but
  that I didn’t care to admit to myself.

 I have a
  crush on Maxx Wright.

 I have a
  crush on my sister’s boyfriend.

 Reaching
  out with my left hand—but careful to avoid my broken fingers—I
  extricate X’s grip from my arm in a manner similar to the one
  he used on me at the café. I go still with my three good
  fingers on his skin, heat pulsing through me.

 The way he
  looked at me in the bathroom, with wide eyes and an impossible
  expression on his handsome face. Is he … is he feeling the
  same way right now?

 Our eyes
  meet as X cautiously extracts his hand from mine.

 “I
  can be dense sometimes,” I admit, and he gives me a strange
  look before hooking one of those all-American smiles of his.

 “I
  highly doubt that. If anything, you’re too smart for your own
  good. Maybe you just overthink things?” he offers, looking up
  at the house. I’m not keen on the idea of going in there with
  some unknown guest supposedly in residence, but it’s too big of
  a clue to look past.

 The
  skatepark is nearby. The woods are familiar. Chasm’s father
  knew (knows?) my bio dad.

 Shaking out
  my hands, I start for the front door, rolling my eyes a bit as X
  takes the lead. If it makes him feel better, I’ll let him do
  it. He’s bigger and stronger than me anyway, particularly with
  the broken fingers, nose, and myriad bruises I’m sporting
  currently.

 X pounds
  his fist on the door like a cop or something.

 “Is
  there anyone in there?” he calls out, raising his voice enough
  that it echoes around the quiet, wooded property. Birds trill, and
  insects buzz, but those are the only sounds beside the gentle patter
  of the rain as it starts up again. I scoot closer to Maxx beneath the
  safety of the awning as he tries again. “If you’re
  inside, just let us know. We’re coming in.”

 He punches
  in the door code and opens the door.

 An
  unfamiliar living room stretches before us. The house itself has a
  Pacific Northwest vibe: lots of raw wood, cool colors, and stone
  elements. But the furniture is decidedly modern, very mid-century and
  out of place. It’s fancy as hell, too, all that white leather
  and glass.

 Last time I
  was here, I came in the side door, so I didn’t get a great view
  of the house.

 Everything
  looks normal though, like you’d expect a freshly made-up
  vacation rental would look. There’s a binder on the coffee
  table that I flick open with a single finger, noticing laminated
  pages filled with information about local hiking trails, restaurants,
  and activities.

 There are
  no coats on the coatrack, no shoes tucked beside the front door. The
  kitchen is clean, the sink free of dishes, and the back door is
  locked. X moves with pure confidence, lacking any scrap of the
  anxiety that pumps through my blood like poison.

 He moves
  like the world is his to conquer, like he doesn’t owe anyone a
  damn thing. Make
    space for yourself. That’s
  what he told me at the waterfall. He isn’t worried about what
  might happen if someone stumbles on us here, not in the way that I am
  anyway. His only concern is our actual safety, but here I am
  wondering what I’d say to Chasm’s father’s friend
  if they were to show up unexpectedly. I’m worried about awkward
  social interactions.

 Annoying.
  Get it together, Dakota.

 I follow
  Maxx up the stairs, catching a glimpse of those family photos in the
  hallway that I took note of before, the ones of little Kwang-seon
  with his grandmother. Too
    cute. We
  head up, past the potted plant I knocked over last time, and make
  quick work of the bedrooms. The beds are made, the bathrooms have
  freshly folded towels on the counters, and the only thing in the
  entire house that catches my attention is … a white rabbit.

 “What
  the hell?” Maxx asks as he opens the last door at the end of
  the upstairs hallway. The bunny is in a relatively small cage atop a
  chest of drawers that sits against the far wall. It looks at us with
  pretty pink eyes as we step into the room together.

 “I
  take it that Chasm’s family doesn’t keep pets in their
  rental houses?” I query as Maxx turns a perplexed look in my
  direction.

 “Seamus
  hates animals. He told me once that he thinks companion animals are
  better off dead than living as slaves.” X turns back to the
  bunny as I cringe inwardly. Yikes. Chas’s dad is batshit, isn’t
  he? “So, no, I don’t think this is his bunny.”

 My
  phone—and not my Tess-phone mind you—buzzes in my blazer,
  and my eyes go wide. I slip it from my pocket and unlock the screen
  with my thumb, my eyes narrowing as I remember Maxx grabbing my hand
  and forcing it against the phone screen. Asshole.

 I stare
  down at the text, but it takes my mind a minute to decipher the words
  there.

 Princess,
  you are more than I ever could’ve imagined. I’m so proud
  of you. You’ve made great strides in the last few weeks. Now,
  you are not to leave the cabin until a bunny lies dead at the bottom
  of that cage.

 X reads the
  words over my shoulder and starts cursing immediately.

 “Shit,”
  he breathes, lacing his fingers together behind his head. “He
  wants us to kill the rabbit.”

 I lift my
  head up from the phone to stare at the tiny, innocent animal
  twitching its whiskers at me from inside the cage. It doesn’t
  appear to be frightened, more curious than anything else. My stomach
  twists into impossible knots and my head spins with the implications
  of that text.

 You are
  not to leave the cabin … until a bunny lies dead at the bottom
  of that cage.

 So many
  things come crashing down on me all at once, and I end up sitting
  down on the edge of the bed, the phone still clutched in my right
  hand.

 Spoiler
  alert: I’m not murdering a fucking bunny.

 It feels
  like … like I’m being primed for something so much
  bigger than this, and I don’t like it. I don’t like that,
  this very morning, I let my anger get the better of me and gave into
  the rage I was feeling. Yes, the cars needed to be destroyed in order
  to protect Parrish, but did I have to do it with gusto? Did I have to
  take Mr. Volli’s bait and chuck the plan Maxx, Chasm, and I
  came up with right out the freaking window?

 “I
  can’t kill a bunny,” I whisper, looking up at Maxx. “I
  can’t kill anything or anyone. I just can’t do something
  like that.”

 X stares
  down at me with that gorgeous emerald gaze of his, the color similar
  to freshly budding sprouts or leaves in spring, alive and vibrant and
  brimming. He turns his attention to the cage before moving over to
  unlock it.

 I find
  myself shooting to my feet, still squeezing the phone in my right
  hand.

 “I
  don’t want you to do it either,” I blurt out as he
  collects the small, furry creature in gentle hands and holds it
  against his chest. Maxx strokes his right hand over the rabbit’s
  ears, flattening them against its delicate skull. It’d be
  quick, and easy, to end the bunny’s life. In the scheme of
  things, it wouldn’t exactly stop the world from spinning.

 But it
  would change my world entirely. It would end the bunny’s. It
  would cause a seismic shift in someone as kind as Maxx.

 “What
  do you want to do then?” he asks me, carefully stroking the
  rabbit’s head as he watches me. I start to pace, lifting the
  phone to my lips and tapping it against my mouth.

 If it came
  down to it, between Parrish and the rabbit, of course I’d
  choose him.

 But I
  really, really don’t want to have to do that. If I give up
  everything about myself in the pursuit of Parrish, then there won’t
  be anything of Dakota Banks left to give him when he comes back. I’ll
  have sacrificed myself in exchange for him.

 That isn’t
  the Slayer’s goal though, is it? He’s mentioned more than
  once that I need to ask for the things I want, that I think too much
  about others and not enough about myself.

 “The
  text is worded in just such a way to put distance myself and the
  actual act of killing.”

 Maxx raises
  his brows as I continue to pace, mulling the words over in my head.

 “Until
  a bunny lies dead at the bottom of that cage,” I breathe,
  looking up at Maxx again. “So we just need a dead bunny to put
  inside the cage, right?”

 “Without
  you ever having left the cabin,” X clarifies, thinking on the
  subject for a minute. “But how do we get a dead bunny without
  killing one? Isn’t the result the same either way?”

 “Not
  really,” I argue, shooting a quick text over to Chasm. “There
  are certain lines that should never be crossed; this is one of them.”
  I look back up at X, but he doesn’t seem convinced. “Pet
  stores sell frozen rabbits for captive snakes. If Chas can bring us
  one of those, we’re golden. There’s a bunny lying dead in
  the bottom of the cage, just as I was instructed. It isn’t my
  fault if the Slayer isn’t more careful with his words.”

 “And
  if you’re wrong?” Maxx queries, staring down at the
  bunny. I can see it in his face, that strange, twisted morality that
  Chasm mentioned. If I don’t convince him right here and now, he
  will snap that rabbit’s neck to save Parrish. I’m not
  sure how I feel about that. “Parrish dies because of a bunny.”

 “Parrish
  will not die over this,” I confirm, feeling some of my
  self-confidence and control come back. These last few weeks have been
  … gods, they’ve been awful, but I can’t let myself
  get lost in the minutiae. I have to remember why I’m doing
  this. A response comes from Chasm almost immediately.

 I’ll
  be there in thirty or less.

 “Let’s
  check out the rest of the house; I’d never forgive myself if I
  found out we were walking on top of Parrish this whole time.” I
  take the bunny from Maxx’s arms and cuddle it close while he
  watches me. I can see that he’s torn on this. He wants to trust
  me, but he doesn’t know if it’s worth the risk.

 To be fair,
  if he’s right and I’m wrong, the consequences are
  unimaginable.

 “Okay,
  Kota,” he says finally, and I heave a sigh of relief. He
  reaches up a hand, like he’s about to tuck some lime-green hair
  behind my ear and then redirects his course at the last minute,
  giving the rabbit a scratch behind the ears instead.

 The bunny’s
  presence in this house gives us a much-needed clue.

 The
  Slayer—or his minion, Amin Volli—was here.

 So is the
  Slayer the houseguest that Chasm’s father mentioned? I look
  around the carefully made-up room as chills creep up my spine like a
  ghost’s wicked cold fingers. Was he in here, my bio dad? Did he
  sleep in this bed? Did he walk these halls?

 With a
  shake of my head, I push away the thought and put the bunny back in
  its cage. Maxx is already at the closet, tearing things out and
  throwing them on the floor. I give him a look.

 “Clearly,
  the guest that was staying here is gone or else the Slayer is the
  guest,” he tells me, almost apologetically. “He can clean
  up the fucking mess.” X doesn’t alter his course, tearing
  apart the room. But he has a good point.

 I move into
  the next room and do the same, checking under the bed, in the closet,
  opening the attic access in the hallway and climbing up to peer
  inside.

 There
  doesn’t appear to be a basement to this house or anything else
  that might have stone walls and bottles of wine lined up in careful
  order on wooden racks. We search the house together, and then Maxx
  scouts the yard while I watch from a window, so as not to violate the
  specifics of the Slayer’s order. He moves back inside just in
  time for Chasm to show up.

 He’s
  got a plastic bag in one hand, a frown on his pretty lips.

 “Kimber’s
  in the car,” he says, lifting up the bag as I move over to take
  it from him. Our eyes meet and my breath releases in a rush. There’s
  so much tension between us, it feels like the world might snap on the
  fine, thin length of that garrote. “We grabbed a coffee and
  headed straight to the pet store; I told her Maxx was bringing home a
  bunny.”

 “I’m
  assuming she doesn’t know what, exactly, it is that you
  purchased in that store,” Maxx offers dryly, leaning one elbow
  against the counter, his body slouched comfortably against it. All
  around us is a sea of chaos, pillows strewn everywhere, closets torn
  apart. Chasm lets his eyes trail over it all and then looks back at
  me.

 “Not
  exactly.” He exhales and releases his grip on the bag. “But
  I assume you’re going to make the lie right and take the damn
  rabbit home?”

 “Tess
  won’t like it,” Maxx offers up, giving a loose shrug of
  his shoulders. “But we’ll make it work. Maybe we’ll
  name it Kota?”

 Chas’
  lips twitch as he shakes his head.

 “Little
  Sister seems more apt,” he offers, and I give him a look.

 “How
  about Gamer Girl?” I quip, but as soon as the words leave my
  mouth, the small, tiny shred of joy we’ve managed to find in
  the situation is gone. Everything we’re doing is for Parrish
  and yet, with every day, he drifts farther and farther away from us.
  The ache for him in my chest has gone from a gushing wound to a
  throbbing pulse, and I hate that. I hate that time is passing by
  without him, that I’m forming a new friendship with Maxx, that
  … whatever Chasm and I sparked before he went missing is
  starting to burn.

 “Gamer
  Girl,” Chasm agrees, running both of his palms down his face.
  “I like that.” He drops his hands by his sides. “You’re
  sure about this, Little Sister?”

 “I’m
  sure about it,” I say, squeezing the handle of the bag and
  doing my best to distance myself from the dead thing contained inside
  of it. If I’m wrong, Parrish will be as still and quiet as this
  rabbit. But I don’t think so. Regardless of who the Slayer
  actually is—that is, if he truly is my bio dad, a man named
  Justin Prior—nobody would go to lengths this great without an
  ulterior motive.

 The
  ulterior motive here is very clearly me.

 Killing
  Parrish over a technicality would destroy everything he’s
  worked to build with me over the past eleven days. Do I believe he
  really will kill Parrish if I refuse his demands or break his rules?
  I do. Because it means that I’m a person who can’t be
  directed, controlled, or modeled into whatever it is that he wants me
  to be.

 A
  killer, just like him.

 I ignore
  the thought—even though it’s undoubtedly, undeniably
  true—and head up the stairs.

 Maxx
  follows me up, getting far too close to me as I approach the cage.

 “This
  is a lot for me, I’ll admit,” he says, his voice low and
  tense. “For me to trust you like this.”

 I turn to
  look at him, but I don’t know how to respond to that.

 “Maxine
  trusts me, isn’t that enough?” I ask, redirecting his
  focus back to my sister. To his girlfriend. He waits for a moment and
  then shakes his head slightly.

 “I’m
  choosing to trust you for you, not because of Maxine,” he
  admits, and then he takes the bag with the frozen rabbit out of my
  hand. “Take the bunny and go, I’ve got this.”

 I scoop her
  up in my arms, deciding that we really will call her GG for now—short
  for Gamer Girl—and worry about Tess’ reaction later.

 I wait at
  the bottom of the stairs, watching out the open door as Chasm turns
  his car around and takes off down the gravel road that leads to the
  street. I don’t dare step a foot outside of that cabin until
  Maxx rejoins me.

 “It’s
  done,” he promises, and I exhale, moving out into the rain and
  rushing over to the Jeep. He’s right behind me, reaching past
  me to open the door. I don’t look at or acknowledge him as I
  climb in. Our world is already messy and broken enough.

 Whatever is
  going on between us is impossible and not worthy of putting words to.

 X climbs in
  with me and off we go. A few minutes later, a text comes in on my
  phone. I cradle the rabbit with one hand, cringing a bit at the
  pressure on my broken fingers, and check the message.

 Well-played,
  Princess. As always, you are your mother’s daughter, a master
  of words.

 “Parrish?”
  Maxx asks, his voice tense and his hands white-knuckled on the wheel.

 “Safe
  … for now,” I offer up, but I can’t shake the
  feeling that things, as bad as they are, are about to get so much
  worse.
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Luckily
  for all four of us, Tess is far too distracted with Parrish’s
  ongoing investigation to get too upset about the fact that we’re
  about an hour late coming home. She isn’t happy, but the fact
  that I was with Maxx while Kimber was with Chasm seems to appease her
  somewhat. The coffees in their hands assure her that the excuse is at
  least somewhat relevant.

 “Thank
  you for texting to let me know the situation,” she tells Chasm
  as he slips a hand into the pocket of his blazer and gives a polite
  nod. “I’m not sure how I feel about … this.”

 She looks
  at the rabbit in such a way that I imagine she’s never had a
  pet before, like she doesn’t even understand the concept.

 “It’s
  my rabbit,” Maxx says, speaking up and forcing a smile. “After
  Parrish comes home, and I leave, I’ll take it with me.”

 Tess
  doesn’t look entirely convinced, but again, with her son
  missing, an unwanted bunny is sort of small potatoes. The words those
  girls hissed at me this morning, about Tess buying reviews, about
  getting people to read her books out of sympathy, they echo like
  nightmares in my skull.

 “Well,
  I suppose if you clean its cage and …” Tess just waves
  her hand absently at us. “I honestly don’t even have the
  headspace for this. It’s fine. Just … do whatever you
  need to do.” She turns and heads back to the living room. There
  are quite a few people in there, some of whom I recognize from the
  last two weeks. The pair of FBI agents, a couple detectives, a
  private investigator that Tess hired.

 If their
  collective efforts can’t locate Parrish, it seems impossible
  that the three of us could pull off the impossible.

 Only …
  they’re not being groomed by a serial killer. He wants me
  to find Parrish. I’m being given clues and information that
  they don’t have.

 “Come
  on, GG,” I say, looking down at the bunny with a smile. “Let’s
  get you settled.”

 Chasm grabs
  a cage from his car, one that he grabbed while at the pet store, and
  I find that strange heat permeating my body all over again. I never
  asked him to grab a cage or food or chew toys for the bunny, but he
  also figured I wouldn’t leave the rabbit where I found it. So
  of course it had to come home. Of course we needed supplies.

 “This
  is so weird,” Kimber grumbles, but she follows us up the stairs
  anyway, watching as we assemble the cage and get it ready. The other
  kids—Ben, Amelia, and even shy little Henry—join us in
  Parrish’s room, oohing and aahing over the new pet and stroking
  gentle fingers along its back.

 The entire
  scenario is … well, it’s warm and comforting in a way
  that I’ve been wanting since I got here. For once, I actually
  feel like I’m a part of the family. Considering I just lost my
  only friends, that I got jumped by my classmates (twice), that Tess
  is as cold and distant as always, it’s a miracle.

 But that
  miracle, it’s bittersweet and broken on my tongue.

 “Can
  I hold the bunny?” Ben asks, and I nod, scooting over on
  Parrish’s bed and patting the mattress with my right hand.

 “Take
  a seat.” I pass the rabbit over as he flashes me a huge grin,
  stroking his hand over its ears. All around us, Parrish’s art
  hangs on the walls, fills the sketchbooks atop the desk, decorates
  the silicone hands and feet in the drawers. I can smell him, too, and
  the words dewy
    clovers come
  to mind, and then I start thinking about the conversation we had
  while lying on this very bed.

 “Why
  do you always wear that perfume?”

 “Me?
  I’m not wearing any perfume. You’re the one that douses
  himself in freaking dewy clovers and citrus every day.”

 “Dewy
  clovers? I’m not sure what, exactly, a ‘dewy clover’
  smells like. But I can promise you this: I’m not wearing
  anything either.”

 “Excuse
  me,” I blurt suddenly, shoving up to my feet. I end up in his
  bathroom, slamming the door closed before Chasm or Maxx can stop me.
  I flick the fan on, turn the sink on full blast, and sit atop the
  closed lid of the toilet with my face in my hands.

 I’d
  heard that falling in love hurts, but I never realized how badly it
  could make you ache. Love is a gift that opens up the heart and soul,
  but it’s also a curse, waiting for one, awful tragedy to turn
  that beauty into so much glorious decay.

 Tomorrow
  will be day twelve of Parrish’s disappearance; the Slayer’s
  victims are always found on or after the fourteenth day since they
  went missing. And, according to that stupid podcast, their time of
  death—when possible to calculate with any accuracy—always
  points to day fourteen. Like those teens on the side of the milk
  carton, a picture, a missing smile, an empty chair at the dinner
  table.

 Covering my
  face with my hands, I allow myself a moment to shore up.

 This time,
  Parrish isn’t here to grab me, to wrap me in his arms and hold
  me.

 And he
  never will be again, if I don’t figure this out.

 Come on,
  Gamer Girl, you’ve got this; you can do this.

 I lift my
  head, take a deep breath, and force a smile before stepping out of
  the bathroom door.

 

  














 

I
  don’t get much sleep that night, despite Chasm and Maxx’s
  dual protests. Instead, I stay up for hours researching the Slayer’s
  previous victims, marking the map on my phone with the places they
  were last seen, researching their families and friends for possible
  connections, and combing social media to get a read on their likes
  and dislikes.

 I check my
  notifications yet again, kicking myself for even bothering to make
  the video in the first place. Other than the few random comments I’ve
  already taken note if, there’s nothing there.

 I feel like
  I’m hitting my head against a brick wall at this point.

 Except …
  what about the obvious? Chasm’s dad’s rental house, his
  security team, his past friendship with my father, his wine cellar.

 When I head
  downstairs, just on the off chance that Chasm is still awake, I find
  him shirtless on the couch, his elbows on his knees, his head hanging
  down. I’m so relieved that Tess let him stay. If she’d
  banished him yet again, I’m not sure that I ever could’ve
  forgiven her.

 “Hey.”

 Chas lifts
  his head up to look at me, his eyes red-rimmed, mouth pressed into a
  thin line. He does his best to affect a smile when he sees me, but it
  falls flat.

 “You
  should be asleep,” he admonishes with a snort, shaking his head
  and then lying back against the couch. Chasm digs his fingers into
  his hair, giving it a small tug as he closes his eyes. “Although
  I guess I’m being hypocritical here.”

 “I
  want to take a look at your father’s wine cellar,” I say,
  and Chas cracks his eyes to look at me. A huh sort
  of expression on his face.

 “You
  think Parrish is in my house?”
  he asks, blinking at me like I’m a crazy person. I move over to
  sit beside him, unashamed of my Pikachu pajamas. Hell, I wore these
  to a party, so the entire school knows about them. How I survived
  that night without being torn apart is almost beyond me. I guess when
  Kimber told me that Parrish and Lumen ruled the school, I didn’t
  quite understand the extent of their influence. “Don’t
  you think I’d recognize the wine cellar from my own house?”
  He sounds annoyed, but I know it’s not with me. It’s just
  the situation.

 His father
  really is starting to look guilty as hell.

 “I’m
  not accusing him of anything, I just feel like we need to check it
  out.”

 Chasm
  frowns, giving his hair another yank before he sits up. I notice that
  his lip rings have been taken out; they’re sitting in a cup on
  the coffee table. Beside them, there’s a small plastic bag with
  two black studs. As I watch, he opens the bag and then goes about
  trying to put the new piercings in.

 It’s
  a similar process to putting earrings in, it seems, and probably much
  easier with a mirror.

 With a
  sigh, I move over to him and take the black metal stud from his
  fingers. It has a sharp point on the end of it, like a cone. I
  imagine these will look really good on him.

 “Let
  me do it,” I say, getting on my knees and leaning over him.
  Chasm looks like he’s been sucker-punched, but he doesn’t
  fight me as I slip the piercing in through the hole on the side of
  his lip. Tucking the backing between the unbroken fingers of my right
  hand, I slide them into his mouth and fit the tiny piece of metal to
  the back of the stud.

 My heart is
  pounding, and my pulse is so loud that I can’t really hear much
  else. The light trickle of music from Chas’ phone disappears as
  I fiddle with the other piercing. The backing accidentally drops from
  my fingers and falls to his lap. Without thinking, I reach down to
  pick it up, fingers brushing over the hard bulge between his legs.

 My eyes
  flick up and I realize with a start how damn close our faces really
  are. And also, that I just stuck my fingers in Chasm’s mouth.
  And then touched his dick without meaning to.

 With a
  grimace, he reaches out and takes me by the shoulders, pushing me
  back a safe distance from the surprising heat of his body.

 “Little
  Sister,” he grinds out, but even if he calls me that, it
  doesn’t help. It doesn’t put distance between us or hide
  what’s going on. They say you grow closer to the people around
  you in a crisis. I just didn’t expect how quickly it would
  happen or how hard I would fall. “Give me the backing.”

 I pass over
  the tiny piece of metal, careful to drop it in his palm so that our
  hands don’t touch.

 He fiddles
  with the piercing for a moment and then slides his tongue over his
  lower lip, poking at the two metal studs before finally looking back
  at me.

 “I’m
  sorry,” I say as Chasm drags a pillow over his lap and rests
  his hands atop it, drumming his fingertips against the fabric. I’m
  not sure what I’m apologizing for. Touching him yet again when
  he asked me not to. Or because I’m essentially accusing his
  father of being involved in Parrish’s disappearance.

 What he
  can’t see, however, is the proof of my own arousal.

 Even though
  I don’t want it, even though it makes me feel guilty, I can
  feel a warmth between my thighs, a throbbing pulse that seems so much
  worse now that I’ve awoken the sleeping dragon of my sexuality.
  Being with Parrish was amazing. If he hadn’t gone missing, I
  imagine we’d have recreated that night over and over and over
  again.

 “Sorry
  for what?” Chas asks, turning away from me toward the windows
  on his left. Across the lake, the lights of Seattle burn like
  fireworks in the night, blinking and flickering, proof that there’s
  life out there in the darkness. Is Parrish across the lake somewhere?
  Is he within walking distance of us even now? “For me getting a
  hard-on every time you’re around? How is that your problem?
  That’s on me, Little Sister.”

 I shift
  uncomfortably, tucking one leg up on the couch and wrapping my arms
  around my knee.

 “Maybe
  … you shouldn’t call me Little Sister anymore?” I
  suggest, and he snorts.

 “Maybe
  I should keep
  calling you that and something about it will stick?” he
  suggests, but we both know that it won’t help. We’re
  attracted to each other. We have been for quite a while, I think. My
  mind strays back to the very first party I attended here in Medina. I
  remember how Chasm came up to me right away. At the time, I figured
  he was just looking to tease me. From my current perspective, it sure
  seems like he was offering me company when I didn’t have anyone
  else to turn to.

 He looked
  ticked-off that night when I asked about Parrish, like something
  about the question was borderline offensive. Again, new perspective,
  maybe he was jealous? I also can’t help but think about the
  bikini-clad brunette who cozied up to him. Was he helping her the way
  he helped that other drunk girl at the lake?

 “Are
  you a virgin?” I ask, and Chasm lets out a snorting laugh. I
  glance his way, but he still isn’t looking at me, staring out
  the window instead. My eyes trail across the tattoos on his bare
  feet, his arms, his chest. Basically, his neck, face, and hands are
  the only parts of him that have been spared the kiss of ink. “I’m
  sorry. I don’t know why I asked that.”

 My face
  flushes crimson—as do my boobs—and I turn toward the
  electric fireplace embedded into the wall. It’s set to purple
  right now, the flames an eerie, unnatural color that bathes us both
  in strange light. The only other light on down here is the one above
  the stove; it’s dim and does little to push back the shadows in
  the room.

 “That’s
  a weirdly personal question to ask,” he says, and then he adds
  something very softly in Korean. “What do you care anyway? I
  thought you were in love with Parrish.” His mouth twitches as
  he turns back to me, sorrow and fatigue burning their way into his
  expression. “I mean, I hope you are. Don’t fall out of
  love with him while he’s gone. I … he doesn’t
  deserve that.”

 “I
  don’t think I could ever fall out of love with him,” I
  add, and then groan, putting my face into my hands. “We’ve
  only known each like … three and a half months? And he’s
  been missing for that whole half bit. If he were still here, I’d
  think I was a crazy, hormonal teenager. But knowing that I could lose
  him, I … it’s like when lightning strikes and everything
  in the world is limned in that strange, white light. As if the whole
  universe is outlined in stark relief; everything is both obscured and
  also disturbingly clear.”

 Chasm lets
  out a sharp whistle and another expletive in his native language.

 “Damn,
  did Tess even need that DNA test? You might suck at learning
  languages, but you sure have a pretty way with English words.”

 I give a
  small, disbelieving laugh. I’ve always wanted to do something
  creative with my life, but I never felt like I had the proper outlet.
  Painting. Pottery. Digital art. Game design. Writing.

 “I
  don’t think so but thank you anyway.”

 “Don’t
  do that,” he says with a scoff, shaking his head in
  frustration. “Don’t diminish yourself like that.”
  Chasm turns so that his back is against the arm of the couch,
  stretching his long legs out just enough that his toes almost touch
  the side of my thighs. “Look, I’ll show you the wine
  cellar tomorrow if that’s what you want. But I’ve been in
  there recently, and I guarantee that Parrish isn’t there.”

 I nod and
  move to stand up, but Chasm surprises me by poking my arm with a
  tattooed foot and drawing my attention back to him.

 “You
  already know all my secrets anyway,” he says with a small sigh,
  reaching up to ruffle his hair. “Would it make you happy if I
  just admitted it?”

 “Admitted
  what?” I ask, my heart leaping into my throat. He gives me a
  look that very clearly says come
    on, Little Sister, you’re smarter than that.

 “Never
  mind. Get out of here and go to bed.” He turns onto his side to
  face the fireplace, pillowing his head on his hands like he’s
  half ready to fall asleep himself.

 “Admit
  what? That you’re a virgin. Chasm, I’ve suspected that
  ever since that day at the lake.”

 “I
  already told you: just because I don’t take advantage of drunk
  girls doesn’t mean I don’t have other shit going on.”

 I snort and
  stand up, turning to face him and putting my hands on my hips.

 “Right.
  With all that free time of yours, when you’re not going to your
  own tutoring sessions, tutoring me, spending time with Parrish,
  getting or giving tattoos, being student body president and
  valedictorian, and rescuing drunk girls, you have plenty of time for
  earthly conquests.” I wave my hands around dramatically to
  punctuate my words, and he gives me a sly look with those gorgeous
  amber eyes of his. “All I’m going to say is, saranghae.”
  I blow him a kiss as he shoots up into a sitting position on the
  couch.

 “You
  have no idea what you just said!” he calls out to me, but I do.

 At least …
  I think I do.

 Chasm comes
  skidding into the hallway as I turn to face him. He’s so much
  taller than me that I have to crane my neck to look up at his face.

 “What
  do you think it means?” he demands, parking his hands on his
  hips. I’ve never seen his face take on the cast that it has
  now, an odd mixture of tenderness and anger and … hope?

 “Good
  night?” I query, and he just stares at me like I’ve lost
  my mind, letting out a long sigh.

 “Yeah,
  sure, it means good night. Nado
    saranghae,”
  he replies, reaching out to tuck a strand of hair behind my ear.
  “Now.” Chasm braces his forearms on either side of the
  doorway and leans in close to me, close enough to kiss. You know, if
  it wouldn’t be a huge fucking betrayal and a slap in the face
  to Parrish. “Go to bed and stop watching so many goddamn
  K-dramas. If you’re going to learn Korean, I’ll teach it
  to you.”

 Neither of
  us seems ready to leave just yet, but we can’t stand here all
  night and stare at each other. I’m the first to break away, but
  I swear, I hear Chasm murmur that phrase again as I’m walking
  away.

 If it
  doesn’t mean good night … then what does it mean?

 I decide
  not to look it up; some things are better left a mystery.

 

  














 

Day
  twelve of Parrish’s disappearance and we’re no closer to
  getting him back it seems.

 “For
  every day that you take, I make a mark. Just one mark. But
  eventually, it’ll be too much for him. Your time limit is
  entirely dependent on this boy’s strength.”

 Getting a
  long slash down one’s chest every day for twelve days would be
  a lot for anyone to handle, even someone as young and healthy and
  strong as Parrish Vanguard. I consider begging Tess to let me stay
  home today—it’s Friday, after all, and I did have an
  ‘accident’ this week—but then, school gives me
  access to Mr. Volli, who’s obviously deeply involved in all of
  this.

 It also
  gives me access to Lumen and Danyella.

 There’s
  no guarantee that either of them know a damn thing. Lumen’s
  violence could very well just be the result of the fire I set in the
  theater, but I don’t believe that. I don’t know why, but
  I don’t.

 Chasm gives
  me and Kimber a ride to school; Tess seems to realize that we can’t
  exactly stop and have sex with my younger sister in the car, so she’s
  appeased. For now. I have a feeling that if—when, I have to
  keep saying when—we get Parrish back, all of the things she’s
  angry with me about will come rushing back.

 For now,
  she’s too distracted by Parrish to give me more than a passing
  glance. If she could trade me to get him back, I believe in my heart
  that she’d do it.

 As soon as
  we walk in the doors of the academy, I sense another cosmic shift.

 Lumen is
  standing there, shaking and bleeding, her uniform torn and
  disheveled, her beautiful, honeyed hair a tangled mess around her
  angry face.

 “Kwang-seon,”
  she breathes, nostrils flared, hands clenched into fists on either
  side of her. I flick my gaze over to Chasm, but he’s affected
  that lazy, bored, bad boy expression of his. He stares her down
  unflinchingly, amber eyes dark with barely contained rage. “This
  is your doing.”

 “Is
  it?” he asks as Lumen pants, squeezing her fists so tightly
  that droplets of blood actually fall and hit the stone floor beneath
  her feet. “How do you figure that?”

 Lumen’s
  earth-colored eyes swing over to mine. In them, I feel like I see a
  flicker of … something, but it’s impossible to place.
  Everybody here is brimming with secrets and bullshit; I can barely
  stand it. She returns her attention to Chasm, stalking down the hall
  as people move hurriedly out of her way.

 “You
  have no idea
  what you’re doing,” she hisses at him, tall enough to
  look him directly in the face in a way that I can’t. Chasm
  doesn’t flinch, holding his ground as Kimber gapes openly,
  gazing between the two of them with a look that’s part fear,
  part awe. Meanwhile, I just stand there with my broken fingers and
  nose aching, every bruise on my body a throbbing splotch of purple
  betrayal.

 “Not
  only did you unleash that pack of bitches to beat Dakota’s ass,
  but did you know they also tried to chuck her over the wall of the
  third-floor courtyard?”

 Something
  strange flickers in Lumen’s eyes. If I didn’t know any
  better, I’d say it was surprise, but it’s hard to tell
  beneath the blood and bruises.

 “Who?”
  she demands, her voice cool and even. “I’ll have to send
  them thank you cards.”

 Chasm lets
  out a harsh laugh and shoulders past her, knocking his body into hers
  so forcefully that she actually stumbles. Unwilling to be caught
  alone with the girl I thought not only liked me as a friend, but was
  also crushing on me, I chase after him and Kimber follows along.

 “Did
  you get your friends to beat her up?” Kimber whispers, but
  Chasm just shakes his head, strolling down the hall as people move
  out of our way. How long will this social pressure hold for him? How
  long before he becomes a pariah and an outcast right alongside me? I
  meant it when I told him he should leave me alone to deal with this.

 Then again,
  I wasn’t aware that my life was at stake on campus.

 “Go
  to class, Kim,” he says, opening the door to a classroom on our
  right. She gives him a sharp frown but takes the coffee he bought her
  on the way here and slips inside anyway.

 “She’s
  head over heels for you,” I tell him, and he turns a look on
  me.

 “Yeah,
  I know, but … eww?” Chasm cringes slightly, lifting a
  single brow. “I’ve known her since I was nine; she was
  six. We’re basically family. Also, she’s fourteen.”

 “Maybe
  you should be calling her Little
  Sister then?” I offer, my gaze sliding past him toward the end
  of the hallway. Lumen is gone. I assume she slipped into a bathroom
  to clean up. I turn back to Chas. “Anyway, did you
  send your friends to beat Lumen up?”

 He leans in
  toward me, so close that I can smell him. Peppermint
    and dark chocolate. Ugh.

 “All
  those girls I’ve helped over the years? I called on some old
  debts.” Chasm stands up straight, eyes scanning the students
  behind him.

 “Didn’t
  I tell you to leave her alone?” I grind out. “You’re
  risking everything for … for …”

 “You?”
  Chasm queries, looking down at me with an inscrutable expression.
  “You and Parrish, more like. Is that a problem? I won’t
  apologize, Little Sister. What Lumen did to you was fucked-up,
  regardless of the situation with the fire. She got what was coming to
  her.”

 He grabs my
  hand and drags me after him, depositing me at my first period class
  before lifting up a finger in warning.

 “Do not go
  anywhere without me. You hear me?”

 “Yes,
  sir.” I roll my eyes at him and then, just to gauge his
  reaction, I try that phrase again. “Saranghae.”

 “Stop saying
  that,” he grinds out at me with a roll of his eyes.

 “It
  doesn’t mean good night, does it?” I query, but he’s
  already turning and walking away, throwing up two middle fingers over
  his shoulders as he heads to his own class. With a sigh, I take my
  seat, engrossing myself in my phone to keep from noticing the myriad
  stares of my classmates.

 They’re
  all very, very careful to keep their feelings about me to themselves
  when staff members, teachers, or administrators are around it seems.

 I’ve
  not been sitting there for more than five minutes, working on my
  Parrish research, when a fresh text comes in. Right away, I’m
  annoyed. I want to see Parrish on video.

 Then I
  actually read the text, and the entire world goes hazy around me.

 Good
  morning, princess. I’ve asked a lot of you this week, but don’t
  worry, my next request is just for you. You’ve done well this
  week, learning to voice your wants and needs. It’s important to
  always maintain initiative and control of oneself and one’s
  underlings.

 It’s
  also important to give into one’s desires.

 Here’s
  what I’d like to see next from you.

 Act on
  your feelings for Kwang-seon McKenna; get him to act on his. I can
  see them, as plain as day, even from the great distance that lies
  between us. But fear not, everything will change on Sunday. I think
  you’ll be quite pleased.

 I just sit
  there for several minutes, trying to process what I’ve just
  read.

 Everything
  will change on Sunday? How so? That’s the fourteenth day. Does
  he mean to kill Parrish? Have we taken too long?

 My stomach
  is in my throat as our first period teacher begins her lecture. But I
  can’t breathe. I can barely even see straight. The world is
  swimming around me, and I feel unsteady, even in my seat, like I
  might topple over.

 With my
  phone resting on my thighs beneath the desk, I surreptitiously read
  the message over again.

 Act on my
  feelings for Kwang-seon?

 How so? I
  don’t understand. I don’t understand this at all.

 I thought
  I’d had Justin pegged: he’s grooming me to … hurt
  people. Isn’t he? Isn’t that the reason he had me destroy
  Tess’ typewriter and ruin the car? Why he asked me to set that
  fire? To kill the white rabbit?

 But …
  act on my feelings? What the fuck?

 I start to
  text him back, careful to keep my movements hidden from the teacher.
  Whitehall is a strange school; they encourage us to keep our phones
  on us at all times. The school even sends out official announcements
  via text. The teachers, on the other hand, will take your phone and
  stash it for the remainder of the day if they catch you using it in
  class.

 Since I
  really, really don’t
  need that sort of complication in my life right now, I go slow,
  looking up frequently, and even raising my hand to answer a question
  that, thanks to Chasm’s tutoring, I actually know off the top
  of my head. It takes some time, but I carefully word and send over my
  response.

 I might
  argue that I already have acted on my feelings. My feelings are
  these: I love Parrish, and I made a commitment to him before you
  stole him away. Whatever is between me and Chasm is exactly what I
  want it to be.

 The reply
  comes almost immediately.

 That
  game might’ve sufficed yesterday, but it will not suffice
  today. You will act on your feelings for Kwang-seon, or I will take
  the steps necessary to clean up what little is left of your previous
  conquest.

 The words
  sting; they burn. Even before the Seattle Slayer sends his next
  message.

 If you
  think I cannot see every little thing you do, think again. If you
  believe I am stupid enough to be fooled by nonsense, try me. Preserve
  one boy’s feelings by keeping the other at a distance, and see
  how it affects his overall health. If you prefer to learn hard
  lessons, my sweet daughter, then I will teach them to you by whatever
  means necessary.

 You
  deserve happiness; take it where you can. Be honest with yourself.
  Anything less will displease me.

 I lift my
  gaze up from the phone, barely registering the lesson that’s
  taking place right in front of me. The week after next, we have our
  final exams, but at this point, I couldn’t possibly care any
  less.

 Instead, I
  end up sitting there like a statue, my body chiseled of stone and
  just as immovable.

 As soon as
  the bell rings, I’m up and out of my seat, scrambling for the
  door so quickly that my shiny dress shoes slide on the stone floors.
  Luckily for me, Chasm’s class isn’t far from mine, and he
  appears almost immediately.

 Once he
  sees the look on my face, he’s running. His hands grasp my
  shoulders and he steers me away from the crowd, putting me in a
  corner next to a row of lockers.

 “Little
  Sister, talk to me,” he says, his voice frantic. He’s
  shaking now, too. Terror lances through his features as he swallows
  hard and looks into my eyes. Guilt and self-hatred pour through me in
  equal measures, slicing me right down the middle.

 I keep
  thinking that this is it, that I’ve officially hit rock-bottom,
  that I couldn’t possibly hate myself anymore than I do in any
  given moment. And yet, there’s always more distance to fall,
  always more space for that sticky, dirty self-loathing to creep
  through my veins like poison.

 I hand over
  the phone and Chasm snatches it up, looking through the text messages
  with a sharp fear in his amber eyes. As he reads, that fear changes
  to something else, something that I well-recognize: disbelief.

 “No,”
  he says, thrusting the phone back at me. He’s shaking even
  harder now. “No.” His voice is breathless and high, laced
  with shock. “I can’t do that to him. I won’t.”

 Before I
  even get a chance to reply, Chas is snatching me by the hand. He
  drags me across the hall and around the corner, escorting me to my
  second class without giving me a chance to talk this over. We’re
  both already late anyway, but it doesn’t matter.

 Chasm drops
  me off and disappears, leaving me to slink into the room and take my
  seat with my heart threatening to pound its way right out of my
  chest.

 Act on my
  feelings?

 What are my
  feelings for Chasm, exactly?

 Be
  honest with yourself. Anything less will displease me.

 The words
  of that text hammer against the sides of my skull until I’m
  nursing a terrible migraine, one that seems to pulse right through
  the broken bones of my nose and fingers, making me hurt so bad that I
  just want to break something. I just want to tell the world, so I
  don’t have the burden of this secret any longer.

 If I were a
  weaker person, I just might. It’d be so easy to march up to
  Tess and give her the phone, explain to her all the things that have
  been happening, and let her relay all of that information to the
  authorities. Then it wouldn’t be my problem anymore, would it?

 It’d
  be everyone else’s fucking problem.

 Parrish.

 I close my
  eyes and think about the way his lips felt against mine, like he was
  communicating all of the things he ever wanted to say to me through
  his kiss. I think about the way he looked in the basement that day,
  with tears brimming in his eyes, his jaw clenched tight, crammed with
  so much emotion that he didn’t know what to do with any of it.

 Mostly, I
  think about our naked bodies entwined together on his bed, the feel
  of his cock inside of me, how I felt so close to him, so complete, so
  happy.

 Gamer Girl
  versus Serial Killer … and I am currently getting my ass
  handed to me.

 If I was
  aiming for the high score in this game, I’m failing miserably.
  Instead of anticipating and getting ahead of each of the Slayer’s
  moves, I’m simply reacting. The best I’ve been able to do
  is earn Parrish a bed and a chance to be unchained. That’s it.
  But he needs so much more than that.

 I want
  to see him, I
  text back. Video
    chat me so I can make sure you’re keeping your word.

 Surprisingly,
  my demand seems to please my bio dad. Again, if he even is my
  bio dad at all and not some crazy rando off the street.

 Let’s
  see how today goes, shall we? Dig deep, Mia. Ask yourself what you
  want and then let yourself have it. The only feelings you should
  consider are your own.

 Once again,
  I spend the entirety of class trying to get myself together.

 I’m
  not an idiot.

 I
  understand what this means; I know what the Slayer wants.

 Because I
  know what I want, what I’d …

 I’ve
  had these thoughts before, about Parrish and Chasm. If I could, I’d
  have them both. I’ve known that for a long time, even if I
  tried my best to deny and ignore it. That isn’t how the world
  works. Or rather, it isn’t how the world is supposed to
  work. The guy you love isn’t supposed to disappear the night
  after you lose your virginities to each other. He isn’t
  supposed to be tied to a chair and bleeding. He most definitely
  shouldn’t have to suffer through all of that while his best
  friend and his girlfriend …

 I shoot to
  my feet as soon as the bell rings, unsure if Chasm is even going to
  show up to get me.

 He does,
  thankfully, but he isn’t happy about it. This time, he refrains
  from touching my hand at all.

 “We
  need to talk,” I tell him, but he won’t look at me.
  Instead, he just starts walking away, and I follow. We end up back in
  the handicapped bathroom all over again. The mirror has already been
  fixed, unsurprising considering the elite nature of the school, but I
  really hope that Chas doesn’t punch it again. His hand is still
  sliced up and a tad swollen.

 “I’m
  not doing it,” he tells me, but we’ve been through this
  before, with the maid and the box. He’ll do it, even if he
  hates himself for every action he takes. Same for me. We’re in
  the same boat here, hating ourselves so badly that we’re
  burning up to ash on the inside. He crosses his arms over his chest
  and shakes his head violently. “I can’t do that to him.”

 “Kwang-seon,”
  I start, and his eyes snap open. He stalks toward me, and I end up
  backing up until I’m pressed against the shiny white tiles that
  cover the bottom half of the wall. He slams his palms on either side
  of me, leaning down so that our mouths are a hairsbreadth apart.

 “Don’t
  call me by my real name,” he snarls out, angry but with no
  outlet for his rage. Just me. Only me. “And don’t bow at
  me. Don’t speak to me in Korean. Don’t touch me. Don’t
  compliment me. Don’t—”

 My hands
  come up, my fingers resting on either side of his face. In every
  place we touch, my body aches. I’m pretty sure I’m
  crying, but the tears are silent, creating salty tracks down my
  cheeks. Closing my eyes, I lean in, pressing my lips softly against
  his.

 We’re
  both trembling, both hurting, both flooded with guilt.

 A sob
  escapes me as I dig my fingers harder into Chasm’s cheeks,
  pressing my mouth to his again, kissing him the way I’ve wanted
  to since that day at the lake when he said fuck
    it and
  brushed his lips across mine.

 I lean
  against him, but he doesn’t move, doesn’t deepen the
  kiss, doesn’t even open his mouth for me. Still crying, still
  shaking, I open my eyes to find that he’s watching me.
  Everything about him says tense,
    angry, upset, but
  he doesn’t move either closer to me or further away.

 “I’m
  so sorry, Parrish,” I sob out, pressing my mouth even harder
  against Chasm’s, feeling him soften just slightly against me.
  He draws back suddenly, breathing hard, his face a broken, anguished
  thing.

 “Be
  careful of your nose,” he tells me, and then he’s tilting
  his head and sliding his lips against mine. His tongue pushes against
  my mouth, encouraging me to open for him. He’s so skilled at
  this, so experienced, I immediately figure that I must’ve been
  wrong about the virgin thing. Chasm … might be telling the
  truth about his dating prowess.

 He takes
  over the interaction, working his tongue against mine, taking my lips
  like he’s tasting me, like he’s drinking me in and
  absorbing my very essence. I do the same, allowing myself to taste
  him behind the wall of guilt I’ve built around myself.

 The Slayer
  has given me little choice in the matter.

 I know it.

 Chasm knows
  it.

 It’s
  the most exquisite form of torture, being given something you want so
  badly, but at a cost that’s far too great to swallow. Parrish
  is the one who will pay this cost, who will hurt the most, and in
  turn, Chasm and I will hurt.

 Well-played,
  asshole, I
  think at the Slayer, sliding my hands along Chasm’s jaw to rest
  in his silky hair. If this were a chess game, I’d be in check.
  But is there a way out of this? Can I move my piece? Capture his? If
  this were a video game, and I was down to my last life, could I
  figure out how to get another? How to gain more points? How to beat
  the level?

 My fingers
  play with Chas’ hair, twirling it around my fingers as he works
  his mouth against mine, a deep groan building in his chest that seems
  to reverberate the very air molecules around us. I can feel him all
  over me, even though he’s only touching me in one place. His
  lips continue to work diligently against mine, his tongue delving
  deeper, the male sounds in his throat huskier and more desperate.

 He does
  not, however, move his hands from their position against the wall.
  Instead, he seems to be doing everything in his power to keep that
  distance between us.

 My own
  hands drop down to Chasm’s shoulders and that’s when he
  pulls back, his mouth glossy from kissing me. He steps away, removing
  my hands and pushing them against my chest. We’re both
  breathing heavily, faces flushed, lips swollen.

 “This
  isn’t right,” he says, but almost like he’s
  pleading. “Parrish is my best friend. He’s always been
  there when I needed him, always. He’s hurting, and he’s
  all alone, and … fuck. Little Sister, this is …”
  He gestures between us with a single finger. “This is so
  messed-up. It’s so fucking fucked.”

 “I
  know,” I choke out, putting my hand over my mouth and closing
  my eyes. I can’t help but feel like this is my fault. If I
  didn’t … if I hadn’t developed feelings for Chasm,
  the Slayer’s directive would hold little power. If I hadn’t
  made those feelings so goddamn obvious, he might not have seen the
  opportunity. “I’m so sorry. I’m sorry.”

 Chasm slams
  his palm into the wall again, so hard that the tile actually cracks.
  I open my eyes to look at him, his face just inches from mine again.

 “This
  isn’t your fault, Little Sister. Not at all. Don’t you
  dare blame yourself for this.” He draws back from me,
  straightening out his blazer and releasing a long, slow breath. I
  notice that his slacks are slightly tented again. He stares down at
  that bulge for a minute before looking back up at me. “You’re
  not allowed to feel more guilty than I do.”

 He holds
  his hand out for me, and I step forward to take it. Our fingers curl
  together and then he’s dragging me close again, staring down at
  me with an expression that’s equal parts hopeful and crushed.
  He likes me—that much was obvious from the sunflowers—but
  we both knew that we could never, ever act on it. Not especially
  while Parrish was missing.

 Now? All of
  those barriers have come tumbling down. In their place, invisible
  forces push us even closer together.

 “I
  hate myself, Chasm,” I admit, and he gives me an almost smile
  in response. It’s too bitter, though, to actually be one.

 “How
  can you say that? How many people would go this far out of their way
  to save a guy they’ve only known for three months? Who treated
  them like shit for most of that? Dakota, it’s your compassion
  and empathy that’s getting you into trouble. It’s because you’re
  a good person that you’re suffering.” He yanks me even
  closer, squeezing both of my hands in his but being careful to avoid
  my broken fingers.

 His
  expression breaks into something strangely tender, and I find myself
  looking away. He continues talking, his voice a soothing echo in the
  small, tiled room.

 “But
  it doesn’t matter because I am not a
  good person. I make the effort, but the need to be cruel, the want to
  hurt, to dominate, to bring others into submission … I feel it
  in me. If I have to direct that energy and that focus to keep you
  safe, then I’ll unleash it with pride.”

 “You
  don’t even know what you’re saying,” I whisper, but
  he rubs his thumbs along my palms and makes me shiver anyway.

 “Sure
  I do. I tried to keep my distance from you because I didn’t
  want to hurt Parrish. Well now, I’m being told that if I don’t
  act on my desires, he’ll hurt. Worse than that, he’ll die. Let the blame fall on me for this. Make it my fault.” He gives
  me one, last squeeze before releasing my hands and then unlocking the
  bathroom door.

 I don’t
  quite understand what he means, but I hope this was enough.

 Even as my
  heart sings with guilt, as it brims with self-hatred, a small, tiny
  part of me feels warm.

 And I hate
  myself even more for noticing it.
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When
  I step into the hallway for lunch, I see Danyella. She notices me and
  her eyes go wide, but she can’t quite scramble away from me
  quickly enough.

 “Please
  don’t run from me,” I call out, trying to grab her arm.
  She wrests it away from me, storming down the hall so quickly that I
  have to decide whether to full-on run after her and risk Chasm being
  unable to find me, or let her go.

 I choose
  the latter, wringing my hands as I turn around to find him striding
  toward me with angry purpose.

 “Little
  Sister, come on. You want to get chucked off the third-floor
  courtyard again?” I give him a look, but there’s no
  apology in his eyes. He’s dead serious right now.

 That
  gods-forsaken phone buzzes in my pocket, and Chas and I exchange a
  look as I pull it out and turn it on.

 If you’d
  like to see Parrish, you’ll need to do better than that. A
  lukewarm kiss hardly satisfies those sick little desires you’re
  harboring. I’ll give you until Sunday to impress me. Please
  don’t make me alter my plans, princess. I’ve worked hard
  to achieve these ends.

 We study
  the text together and Chas curses in Korean.

 I haven’t
  quite allowed the meaning of that particular message to sink in.
  Instead, I’m caught on something else. On several somethings,
  actually.

 There are
  no security cameras in the bathroom to be hacked and observed. Chasm
  didn’t have his phone on him. My phone was inside my pocket. At
  best, if the Slayer was watching me through tech—as I’ve
  suspected from the beginning—he might’ve heard the barest
  of rustling. Nothing that Chasm or I said to one another would betray
  the fact that we were kissing and only kissing—a lukewarm kiss
  to be exact.

 So how
  would he know that? How could he know that?

 My hand
  slides down the strap of my bag and bumps into the metal heart pin
  that Tess gave me. I stare down at it, and several things happen at
  once. It’s like there’s an avalanche in my brain, like
  I’ve just figured out how to keep that check from becoming a
  checkmate.

 And it
  isn’t by moving my king.

 It’s
  by attacking with my knight.

 I look up
  at Chasm, always the knight to Parrish’s prince. Now, he’s
  the knight to my queen. Let
    the blame fall on me for this.

 “What?”
  he asks, blinking at me and waiting for an explanation. “You’ve
  got that look on your face. What have you just figured out?”

 I’ve
  been searching for you for a long time, my sweet princess.

 In this
  box, you’ll find my heart. Wear it always, or you’ll
  break it.

 I’m
  not sure either of us would survive that.

 That’s
  the note that I found with this pin, inside my nightstand drawer.
  It’s a gift that Tess never mentioned to me. Of course, at the
  time, I didn’t think anything of it. How could I? I’d
  just met Tess. She’d given me the tennis bracelet, and I
  already found her behavior odd. Later, on my birthday, she shoved
  that pink envelope in my hand and took off, never to mention it
  again.

 It didn’t
  seem entirely out of left field that she might leave a gift and a
  note like this.

 The
  skeleton key.

 How could I
  have forgotten the skeleton key?!

 I look up
  at Chasm again.

 “I
  need to stop by my locker,” I tell him, doing my best to keep
  my voice neutral. I cannot give away the fact that I know this. One,
  I’m not sure if that note constitutes an order. If it does, and
  I chuck the camera, Parrish could suffer. Two, it’s now a tool
  in my box.
  There are plenty of places in the world where the all-seeing eyes of
  technology can be hidden from for a brief moment.

 Tess has
  taken away all of my electronics. At present time, all I have are the
  phones—the one she gave me, and the one from Maxine. If I’m
  careful about where I use and place those items, and I strategically
  move the bag with the heart pin where I need it, I can orchestrate
  things specifically for the Slayer to see.

 “O…kay,”
  Chasm hazards, giving me a weird look. But he escorts me down the
  hall anyway, waiting patiently as I dump my bag as well as my phone
  inside my locker. I give him a look, reaching out with my right hand
  for his phone as well. With a slow reluctance, he extracts his own
  phone and gives it to me to lock inside.

 “Parrish
  mentioned the hedge maze,” I start, and Chasm’s eyes go
  wide. See, he’s one step ahead of me on one subject while I’m
  a step ahead of him on another. My assumption is that, because the
  hedge maze near the school’s side entrance is a popular hookup
  spot, there must not be any cameras there.

 “Uh,
  yeah,” he says, shaking his head. “I just need to grab
  something real quick.” He moves down a bit to his own
  locker—I’ve not seen the guy touch his locker once the
  entire time I’ve gone to school with him—and opens it,
  digging around for something and then stuffing it into his blazer
  pocket. “Come on.”

 We head
  downstairs and out the side door where I’m most often picked up
  and dropped off.

 Without
  hesitation, Chas jumps over the edge of the stone patio area and
  lands in the grass, reaching up to offer his hand. I take it and land
  with an ooph beside
  him, straightening out my skirt and hoping like hell we don’t
  have a lot of company down there.

 He leads
  the way without a word passing between us, guiding me between two
  large statues near the front of the maze, and then winding his way
  into it. After a good dozen turns, I’m officially lost.

 “I
  hope you know how to find your way out of here,” I say, letting
  my fingers brush against the leaves of the ‘walls’ to
  either side of me. “I’m assuming there aren’t
  cameras out here?” I ask as Chasm pauses in a dead end. The
  circular garden area is lined with white columns, a birdbath sitting
  pretty in the middle, surrounded by flowers in full bloom.

 Chas turns
  to look at me.

 “No
  cameras,” he agrees, studying me. The expression on his
  flickers briefly, like he’s torn by indecision.

 “Perfect,”
  I say, exhaling and reaching up to push my hair back from my face. “I
  just realized that the heart pin on my bag is not only from the
  Slayer but also a camera—”

 “What?!”
  Chasm chokes out, taking a step closer to me. My eyes snap up to his,
  finding him wide-eyed and panting. His shoulders heave with his heavy
  breaths, and his hands are clenched into tight fists. “That’s
  why … ah shit.”

 “Why,
  what?” I ask, frowning as his amber eyes slide to one side.

 Then I
  remember the actual content of the text.

 The kiss …
  was not enough.

 My breath
  catches and I take a step away from him, bumping my back into one of
  the white stone columns that surrounds the edge of the clearing. The
  sun is shining brightly, but the walls of the maze cast deep shadows
  over the pretty little garden area; I’m standing in one of
  those shadows now, looking at Chasm and trying not to feel all of the
  horrible things that I’m feeling.

 I shift
  slightly, rubbing my thighs together.

 He purses
  his lips for a moment and then slides his tongue along his bottom lip
  to flick against one of his lip studs.

 “Mm,”
  Chas starts, studying me as I stare up at him. He mutters several
  things in Korean and then looks straight at me. “Fuck it.”

 He steps
  forward and gathers me into his arms, dropping his mouth not to my
  mine, but to my neck. His lips brush over my pulse point, his tongue flicking out to taste
  the faint saltiness of my skin. My own hands betray me, mimicking my
  rebellious heart as they fist in the front of Chasm’s blazer,
  drawing him closer to me, encouraging him to be the bad guy, just the
  way he asked me to.

 My dark
  knight.

 Parrish’s
  dark knight.

 Even if he
  has to do awful things to keep his title.

 Chasm licks
  and kisses the side of my neck, his own sounds of pleasure mimicking
  mine. If he’s that excited just by touching me, then what will
  he be like once I touch him?

 My hands
  undo the button on Chas’ blazer, fingers fumbling with the
  buttons on his shirt next. He lets out a deep, almost
  agonized-sounding groan as I finally break through his clothing,
  pressing my fingertips to his taut belly and then dragging them up to
  his chest.

 He drops
  his own hands down to his slacks, undoing them with frantic
  efficiency before he reaches into his pocket and withdraws the item
  from his locker.

 It’s
  a condom.

 A fucking
  condom.

 Just like
  the handful he gave to me and Parrish that day. Parrish. Even as that traitorous little piece of my heart dances with joy at
  finally being able to explore my feelings for Chasm, the rest of me
  breaks and shatters.

 I come
  apart that day; I transform into a different person.

 I’m
  not sure that it’s a person that I’ll ever truly be able
  to like.

 I’m a
  cheater. I’m cheating on Parrish. I’m betraying Parrish.

 But I’m
  doing it to save his life.

 Chasm opens
  the condom wrapper and carefully rolls the lubed latex down his shaft
  while I watch, panting and shaking, my hands still on his chest. He
  does it easily, like this is something he’s done before. But
  then he looks up at me and meets my eyes with a stare so powerful
  that it nearly staggers me.

 “You
  were right,” he says, his voice husky and dark, so different
  than I’ve ever heard it before.

 “Right?”
  I reply, my own voice strange and rasping. “About what?”

 “About
  me. I’ve … I’m a virgin.” Chasm just stares
  at me as I blink back at him in disbelief.

 “The
  way you kiss, the way you …” I trail off and gesture
  down at his cock. He’s holding it in his right hand, the condom
  slicking his fingers as he squeezes just a bit and then lets out a
  ragged exhale.

 Without
  another word, Chasm slides his hands up and under the pleats of my
  skirt, his fingers curling around the waistband of my panties. He
  yanks them down, and I help him, watching as he squats and pulls them
  off one foot and then the other.

 He stands
  back up and then reaches around me, grabbing me by the ass and
  hefting me up with a surprising amount of strength. My legs go around
  him as he presses the combined weight of our bodies into the column.
  Our mouths clash as I wind my arms around his neck, holding him close
  and gasping against his lips as he reaches between us with his right
  hand.

 Chasm
  guides himself to that aching wet heat between my thighs, and I have
  a sudden, horrible flickering memory of Parrish in this exact same
  position. Without warning, Chasm thrusts forward, pushing himself
  inside of me so deeply that I forget how to breathe for a minute.

 All I can
  do is cling there, cling to him, my hands grasping at the back of his
  blazer, his hair. My broken fingers ache, but not as much as that
  sore spot between my thighs. It’s brand-new all over again, and
  I’m free-falling. I’m so full of emotions that I don’t
  know what to do with any of them.

 Part of me
  wants to cry, part of me wants to laugh. The rest of me gives into
  that brimming heat, into the tension that’s been stretching
  tighter and tighter with each passing day. Chasm adjusts his hands so
  that he has a firm, hard grip on my ass, and then he starts to move,
  slamming our pelvises into the column.

 He’s
  so warm, pressed up against me like that. I squeeze him even harder,
  nuzzling my face against the side of his neck and making him moan. He
  turns his head slightly, putting his lips near my hair, and he says
  such wonderful, sweet-sounding things in Korean.

 My legs
  tremble as I keep them wrapped around him as best I can, the pleasure
  making me feel weak and boneless. I wish we were at home in a bed
  together, with all the time in the world to explore. Like
    I did with Parrish.

 I fling
  that thought as far and hard as I can, grinding my pelvis against
  Chasm’s. He feels so good that it’s hard to remember that
  we’re actually at fucking school right
  now, that we’re in a hedge maze where anyone could walk in and
  see us.

 That we’re
  cheating on Parrish.

 That we’re
  doing this at the whim of a serial killer.

 None of
  that matters as much as the feel of his fingertips digging into my
  ass, the fullness inside of me where our bodies are pressed together,
  the way his breath fans my hair when he groans with each thrust. Chas
  licks my ear, murmurs to me in Korean, pulls me as close to him as he
  can get me.

 I lift my
  head up, pressing my own mouth against the side of his neck, licking
  and sucking and biting him in just such a way that I know we’re
  both going to struggle to hide the marks. Still, I can’t stop.
  My hungry mouth teases and tastes him before I turn my head and find
  his lips waiting there to meet mine.

 Our bodies
  grind and writhe, pressing into each other, claiming one another.

 “Tell
  me what you need,” Chasm finally chokes out in English. I’m
  fairly certain he asked that same question three or four times in
  Korean first before remembering that I don’t speak his language
  just yet. “What do you need, Little—”

 He stops
  himself from finishing that nickname with visible effort.

 He’ll
  never be able to call me that again after this, will he?

 “My …
  my clit,” I manage to get out, even though it’s
  embarrassing and admittedly a little bit weird to be telling Chasm to
  touch me like that. We’re supposed to be friends. Not … whatever this is becoming.

 He pulls
  back from the column, taking the entirety of my weight into his arms
  and then moves us just a few steps to the grass. Chas falls to his
  knees before pressing me into the lawn with his body. He adjusts
  himself so that he’s just a tad higher than he might need to
  be, using each movement of his hips to slide his shaft down and into
  me.

 The
  movement is just enough to stimulate me where I need it most.

 “Just
  like that, Dakota,” Chas whispers, moving more quickly, his
  breath coming faster and more ragged. Little beads of sweat form on
  his forehead as we drive each other closer to the edge, my hands
  desperately clawing at the back of his blazer, as if I’m
  simultaneously trying to bring him close and also shove him away.

 The
  pleasure crests and then breaks, and my entire body goes completely
  stiff. My fingers dig into Chasm’s back as I let go, shuddering
  as the intensity of the climax washes over me. It’s almost too
  much. I almost want it to stop. But it takes hold of me anyway and
  sweeps me under.

 Subconsciously,
  I recognize Chasm groaning deeply, his body just as stiff as mine as
  he presses into me hard enough to drive my ass into the soft dirt. He
  thrusts a few final times and then collapses, barely managing to
  catch his weight on his elbows.

 “Holy
  shit,” Chasm moans, dropping his head against my shoulder. I’m
  almost shell-shocked beneath him, staring up at the blue-blue sky
  with its fluffy white clouds and its almost annoyingly brilliant
  sunshine. Somewhere in the distance, I hear the bell ringing to
  indicate the end of lunch.

 We’re
  going to be late for class.

 Chasm draws
  back, looking down at me as if to check that I’m truly okay
  with this. Whatever he sees seems to freak him out a little.

 “Little
  Sister,” he starts, and then cringes visibly. “Dakota.
  Are you okay?”

 “I’m
  …” I start, sucking in a sharp breath as Chasm pulls
  away from me. My body feels almost instantly cold and bereft, and I
  hate that. I hate that I loved being with Chasm just as much as I
  enjoyed being with Parrish. “I’m okay.”

 He turns
  away from me to remove the condom, tying it off and then, with a
  slight cringe of his own, tucks it into the pocket of his blazer.

 “I’m
  going to hell,” he mutters again, just like he did the day we
  delivered the box. “Yep. All the way to the bottom of the fiery
  pit.” Chasm turns back toward me again, holding out a hand to
  help me up.

 I almost
  don’t want to touch him. What’ll happen if I do? Will it
  spark all of that fire again? Or will I just drown in my own guilt.

 Shoving
  those thoughts aside, I reach up and take it. He yanks me to my feet
  with such force that I stumble into him, my hands on his chest, his
  amber eyes gazing down at me.

 “I’ll
  …” he starts, but then his voice just trails off and
  we’re staring at each other again. “Shit, this is weird.”

 “It
  doesn’t have to be,” I choke out, curling my fingers in
  his undone dress shirt. Chasm’s arm curls around my waist,
  drawing me close. He nestles his head against my hair, and I realize
  with a sudden sharp stab of fear what, exactly, it is that’s
  off about this.

 The fact
  that it isn’t actually weird at all; it feels too natural.

 “I
  like this too much,” he murmurs against me, his arm banding
  even more tightly around my waist. “It might be an order from
  the Slayer now, but … what if I don’t want to give this
  up?”

 I have no
  answer to that question.

 Also …
  I didn’t bring the pin camera nor my phone with us. As
  comforting as that idea is in so many ways, it also means that the
  Slayer won’t know what we’ve done. He won’t see
  that we’ve taken things beyond a kiss.

 We’ve
  just betrayed Parrish in order to save him, and yet we didn’t
  offer any proof of it all.

 Fan-fucking-tastic.

 

  














 

Tess
  is furious about my being late to fifth period. Apparently, the
  automated system that calls parents when students are marked as
  absent goes off about ten minutes into class, sending a text message
  to the number on file. I, unfortunately, was fifteen minutes late.

 Between
  retrieving my panties, combing my hair with my fingers, and picking
  grass off my uniform, I’m lucky I made it to class at all. I
  sat there shaky and disoriented and completely uninterested in
  anything but the memory of what I’d just done.

 Now here I
  am sitting in Chasm’s sportscar—in the backseat by
  choice—and wishing that Kimber wasn’t chattering away in
  the front. Chas gets us all drinks at a drive-thru, his eyes flicking
  up to the rearview mirror every so often to search for me.

 I find that
  it’s hard to look at him, so I don’t return the favor,
  staring down at my phone and trying to figure out a way to sort of …
  let the Slayer know what happened in a way that implies that I’m
  not aware that he couldn’t see us in the maze.

 Are you
  happy now? That was one of the hardest things I’ve ever done.

 Being
  honest can’t hurt in this scenario, so I let some of that raw
  anger flow through me.

 You’ve
  turned me into a cheater. Like father, like daughter, I guess.

 The words
  fly off the tips of my fingers before I can rethink the strategy in
  actively insulting the man who holds Parrish’s life in his
  hands. Fortunately, it seems to work well enough.

 Has your
  mother mentioned what happened between us? he
  asks, and then in comes a request for a video chat.

 Fuck.

 No!

 “Pull
  over!” I snap, and Chasm startles a bit, jerking the wheel a
  little as he overcorrects, and then steers us to the side of the
  road. My seatbelt is off and I’m scrambling for the driver’s
  side door as Chasm moves out of the way to let me out. “Keep
  Kimber occupied,” I whisper, stumbling away from the car and
  answering the call.

 Parrish is
  sitting on the edge of the bed, a bottle of wine in one hand. I’m
  not sure how he got the cork out, but he lifts it to his lips and
  swigs some of it as I watch. He seems marginally better today, but
  it’s impossible to miss the mess that his chest has become.
  It’s a bloody swath of scars, some of them oozing, some of them
  dark with scabs.

 His
  beautiful brown eyes are dull and glassy, and the wine bottle seems
  to weigh about a million pounds as he lifts it to his lush, full
  lips. As if he can sense me watching him, Parrish lifts his gaze up
  to the camera. My breath catches and my eyes shimmer with unshed
  tears.

 I betrayed
  him in the worst possible way today.

 I’ve
  become one of the things I hate the most in the world: a cheater.

 With that
  slow, lazy indolence that I’ve come to love and expect, Parrish
  lifts a single tattooed hand and flips off the camera.

 “Go
  fuck yourself, you stupid, cowardly prick,” he growls out,
  throwing the wine bottle at the wall so hard that it shatters.
  Parrish turns around and crawls back into the bed, yanking the covers
  over his head to obscure himself from view.

 The call
  ends, and I’m left sitting there on the side of the road,
  staring at a dark screen.

 Chasm comes
  over after a few minutes to check on me.

 “She
  isn’t an easy one to fool, I’ll give her that,” he
  offers, crouching down beside me. “Were you able to …
  did it work?”

 Did it
  work? That’s what it is now, an ‘it’, an
  experiment. That’s what it has to be, in order for either of us
  to keep feeling human. We can’t admit that we had a hot fuck,
  and that we both loved it, and that I’m wondering what it
  wouldn’t be like to fall asleep in the warm circle of Chasm’s
  arms.

 “You’re
  lucky,” I whisper, using the passing traffic as cover for our
  conversation. The very last thing in the world I need to do is piss
  Kimber off today. She’s vicious on her best days. On her worst?
  I don’t even want to know. “You might not need to have
  sex with me ever again.”

 Chasm
  doesn’t respond to that, and I rush to fill the silence, just
  to make sure that he doesn’t get the opportunity.

 “Parrish
  looks much better. He was up and moving around, drinking a bottle of
  wine.” I almost smile at that, but the expression just slides
  right off. “He even flipped the camera off and threw the bottle
  against the wall.”

 Chas lets
  out a sharp exhale and groans in relief. The sound is far too similar
  to the ones he made with me in the maze, and I shift uncomfortably.

 “Thank
  fuck,” he murmurs, rising to his feet and helping me up again.
  This time, he doesn’t yank quite so hard on my hand, and I
  don’t end up falling into his chest. Still, his hand lingers on
  mine until I very carefully draw it back, cradling it against my
  chest. Chas frowns at me, looking me over for a moment. “Are
  you sure you’re okay?” He hesitates briefly, looking back
  at the car to make sure that Kimber’s still occupied with her
  phone before turning back to me. “Because you seem …
  off.”

 I give him
  a look.

 “I
  cheated on Parrish today, Chas. I … He’s sitting in a
  fucking torture chamber waiting to be rescued, and I screwed his best
  friend.”

 Chas’
  nostrils flare and a muscle in his jaw ticks with anger. I notice him
  clenching and unclenching his hands by his sides. His eyes take me in
  with an entirely different glint than before.

 “Is
  that really it?” he asks as I gape at him.

 “What
  do you mean is
    that really it?
  It’s everything, Chasm. You said it yourself: it’s beyond
  fucked-up.”

 He exhales,
  making his yellow and black hair flutter a bit against his forehead.

 “I
  get that. I do. But what else were we going to do? Let Parrish die
  for propriety’s sake?” Chasm takes a step closer to me,
  but I don’t have anywhere to back up seeing as I’m not at
  all interested in stepping into traffic and getting hit by a car.
  “I’d rather he were alive and heartbroken than sliced up
  and dumped in a field.”

 I cringe a
  little at that. I know Chasm’s right. I do. We did what needed
  to be done. That isn’t the part that I’m upset about.

 I decide to
  tell him that.

 “Did
  we have any other valid option? No. But I …” I start,
  pausing and jogging back over to the car. I lean into the backseat,
  stuffing my phone into the pocket of my book bag. Kimber gives me an
  odd look, but I haven’t exactly decided how to explain this
  whole thing just yet.

 I move back
  over to Chasm, grabbing his hand and drawing him away from the road
  and closer to the fence that lines a green field to my right.

 “We
  didn’t bring any phones with us to the maze,” I explain,
  and he blinks at me. The thing is, he’s just as smart as I am.
  Smarter, actually. Our minds work a little differently sometimes, but
  in general, he’s the cleverer of the two of us. He’ll see
  where I’m going with this. “Oh, and also … we
  forgot the heart pin on my bag, the one that’s a camera.”

 He stands
  there for a second, putting the pieces together.

 “How
  did you figure that one out?” he starts, and I sigh, reaching
  up to rub at my face. We should really get going. Like I said, Tess
  is furious about me being late to fifth period. Speaking of periods,
  I told her that I started mine and bled everywhere and that’s
  why I was tardy. She seemed to accept that readily enough, but she’s
  not happy with me.

 I give
  Chasm a quick rundown of my ideas on the heart pin and why I believe
  what I do about it. He listens carefully, and then clenches his jaw
  in understanding.

 “We
  didn’t give the Slayer proof that we followed his
  instructions,” Chasm offers, and then he sighs heavily. “How
  did you convince him otherwise?”

 “I
  played dumb,” I explain, shrugging my shoulders and then
  slipping my hands into the pockets of my blazer, as if this moment
  isn’t one of the most significant ones of my entire life. “I
  basically asked him if he enjoyed turning me into a cheater.” I
  look down at the toes of my shiny dress shoes. “He bought it.”
  Keeping my attention on the ground, I do my best to explain myself to
  Chasm. He deserves to understand the situation from my point of view.
  “I’m glad it worked, but if we were really doing that
  just for Parrish, I should’ve been more aware of the situation.
  Instead, I let myself get lost in you.”

 Chasm says
  nothing. In fact, he goes completely still; I think he might even be
  holding his breath.

 When he
  finally does release it, there’s an agony in the sound that I
  didn’t quite expect.

 I force my
  eyes up to meet his gaze.

 “Parrish
  is … he’s a good person,” Chasm explains, putting
  his own hands in his blazer pockets and mimicking my pose. “It
  makes sense that you chose him. I just can’t help wanting what
  I want, Dakota. I don’t even give a shit that I’m second
  place. Somehow, that doesn’t matter.”

 I shake my
  head violently, because I can’t allow him to believe that, not
  for a single second.

 “He
  was the person I met first, that’s the only difference, the
  only thing standing between him and you. I care about you both the
  same. I realized that even before I slept with him.”

 Chasm
  closes his eyes and lets his head fall back. My eyes are drawn to the
  strong column of his throat, the lip piercings on either side of his
  full mouth, and his hair as it catches the sunlight and glimmers
  blue-black. My entire chest feels tight; it hurts.

 “We
  might be following orders, but I like it too much. That’s the
  problem. Not you. Not what we did. Just … Parrish.”

 He drops
  his chin back down and opens his eyes to look at me.

 “If
  you keep talking to me like that, Dakota Banks, I’m going to
  forget that this is all for show.”

 Chasm takes
  off for his car, and I follow along.

 “What
  the hell was that all about?” Kimber asks as I climb in, and
  Chasm readjusts his seat.

 “It
  was Lumen,” I say, and then I leave it at that. Kimber knows
  that I had my ass kicked. Every student in Whitehall knows. That
  seems to satisfy her enough to get her to leave me alone.

 I check my
  phone again, and then stare out the window, my mind straying back to
  Parrish.

 I promised
  I’d do anything to save him. At this point, I’ve gone too
  far to turn back now.

 I’ll
  keep forging ahead until he’s here, and he’s holding me,
  and then I can tell him everything that happened.

 Hopefully,
  he can find it in his heart to forgive us.
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In
  a strange twist of fate, I actually do start my period in the car on
  the way back. By the time I climb out of Chasm’s backseat, I
  really am bleeding down my legs.

 Chas
  pauses, cocking his head to the side and staring at me.

 “This
  has nothing to do with …” he whispers, trailing off. I
  give him a very dark sort of look.

 “Coincidence.”

 At the very
  least, when I walk inside and Tess appears to confront me, she looks
  down at the redness on my pale legs and blushes profusely.

 “Oh
  goodness,” she breathes, and then her eyes flick to Chasm. He
  keeps his gaze steadfastly focused on anything but me.
  “You should get upstairs and clean up.” Tess gives a soft
  smile, directing the expression Chasm’s way. “I’m
  so sorry, Chasm. I know how boys feel about periods.”

 My eye
  twitches, but I’m not in the mood for a feminist rant right
  now.

 “Oh,
  it’s so icky,”
  Chasm drawls, and I clench my jaw. I’m going to punch him in
  the balls later, mark my words. I take off up the stairs as quickly
  as I can, in such a hurry that I actually slam right into Maxx. He
  steadies me with those big, calloused hands on my shoulders, his gaze
  drifting down immediately to the blood that even now is dripping on
  the floor.

 “Oh
  shit,” he says, and I groan, pushing past him and locking
  myself in my bathroom to clean up.

 This is …
  well, it’s a fantastic sort
  of day. Not only did I cheat on my kidnapped boyfriend, but I also
  managed to include Chasm and Maxx in the ‘hot guys I’m
  crushing on who’ve seen my period’ list.

 Even though
  it’s a totally normal process that every girl has to go
  through, it doesn’t mean I enjoy having them watch me bleed all
  over the floor.

 I wash up,
  insert a tampon, and then change into sweats and a tank top, fetching
  a roll of paper towels from under the sink before heading out to
  clean up the blood. Chasm and Maxx are both waiting for me, sitting
  on the edge of my bed together.

 What a pair
  they make.

 My heart
  skips strangely, and my breath catches. It’s not a usual sight,
  to see two Instagram model worthy boys cuddled up on one’s bed.
  If only Parrish were here, I’d probably suffer a heart attack
  and die.

 “I
  cleaned it up already,” Chasm offers casually, tilting his head
  to one side as I stand there with the paper towels in hand. My heart
  starts up again, but the beats are coming much more quickly than they
  should, almost frantic. That feeling of free-falling sweeps over me
  again.

 “You
  didn’t have to do that,” I whisper, and he gives me one
  of his sultry bad boy smiles, the ones he affects while lounging
  casually against lockers in the hallway, watching over Parrish and,
  apparently, me.

 “You
  know how boys feel about periods,”
  he retorts, and I narrow my eyes, chucking the paper towels at him.
  Annoyingly enough, he catches them between his palms and sets them
  aside. Maxx looks between the two of us with a quizzical expression
  on his face.

 I feel
  suddenly terrified that he might find out what happened between me
  and Chasm.

 Then, of
  course, I realize that we sort of have to tell Maxx. He can’t
  help if he doesn’t know the full story. My eyes drift over to
  his, and he turns back to me, as if he can sense me watching him. He
  give me an easy, confident smile, like the hero to Chasm’s
  villainous smirk.

 “Anything
  interesting happen today?” I ask it first, so that I can have
  time to get myself together.

 “Well,
  first off, I’m pretty sure that GG is a boy,” X offers
  up, leaning back on the bed on his palms. He’s wearing another
  wifebeater today. This one’s white, and it strains across his
  broad chest in a way that’s disturbingly distracting. Not to
  mention it leaves both of his arms bare, his thick biceps and corded
  forearms exposed.

 “How
  do you figure that?” Chasm asks, slipping out of his blazer and
  then reaching down to unbutton the top few buttons of his dress
  shirt. As he goes to do so, he realizes that a few are already undone
  and the rest are crooked. His eyes lift up to mine, and I swallow
  past a lump of anxiety.

 “He
  tried to hump me for one,” Maxx starts, and I let out a
  snorting laugh, clamping a hand over my mouth. Chasm gives me a look,
  one that’s absolutely dripping with innuendo. Like
    I humped you today? That’s
  what I imagine he’s saying, but maybe I’m just a crazy
  person. “Second, he sprayed the inside of his cage and also
  quite a few of Parrish’s hardcover books in the process.”

 “He’s
  going to be so fucking pissed when he gets back,” Chasm says
  with a sharp grin, but then the expression freezes on his face and
  slides right off, leaving him with a pained grimace instead. “Fuck.”

 Maxx
  exhales and sits up, trying to move past the sickening sadness that’s
  just permeated the room. He forces another pretty smile.

 “Anyway,
  I looked it up. It’s possible that GG’s a girl, and still
  doing those things, but it’s far more likely that he’s …
  well, he’s a he.”

 “Isn’t
  it, like, obvious?” Chasm asks, giving Maxx a side eye.

 “How
  so?” X queries back, turning to look at his friend. The way
  they’re sitting and staring at each other reminds me of
  Parrish, that easy, comfortable friendship the three of them share.
  It’s something I thought I had with Sally and Nevaeh back home,
  but I’ll be honest: I don’t think that anymore. Not only
  could they not be bothered to return my texts or resist dating my
  crush, but I highly doubt my old besties would ever load a dead maid
  into the back of their sportscar and dump it off at a rapist’s
  house in order to save me.

 “How
  so? Man, don’t make me say it. Does the rabbit have a dick?”

 “Were
  you home all day with GG? Did you do an online search on how to sex a
  rabbit? It isn’t as easy as it sounds, and I’m not
  fucking doing it.” Maxx turns back to me, his eyes dropping to
  my chest before lifting back to my face. I know that I’m
  blushing. He knows it. I have no idea why because we’re talking
  about freaking rabbits here, but …

 I did screw
  Kwang-seon McKenna in a hedge maze today, so my mind is in the
  gutter.

 “Well,
  whatever. Your rabbit, your problem,” Chasm says with another
  smirk. The expression doesn’t reach his eyes, but that’s
  okay. We’re all trying our best here.

 “So,
  what about you two?” Maxx asks, standing up and moving over to
  the desk. He’s already brought his laptop in here, sitting down
  in the desk chair in front of it. I wet my lower lip and glance over
  at Chasm. It isn’t like we didn’t know that the Slayer
  could watch us through tech, but at least now we know he’s been
  watching us another way.

 “Let’s
  go see the bunny,” I suggest lightly, grabbing Maxx by the arm.
  His eyes drop down to my fingers on his bicep, and he cringes
  slightly, so subtly that I might not have noticed if I wasn’t
  looking for it. He stands up in just such a way that he dislodges my
  grip without being obvious about it.

 Much to his
  surprise, I actually reach my hand into his sweats pocket and snatch
  his phone, chucking it on the desk beside the laptop.

 You’d
  think I straight-up punched the guy.

 “What
  are you doing?” he asks me, his tone of voice a subtle warning.

 I ignore
  him. I do not have the headspace to deal with … whatever this
  is.

 “Just
  shut up and show us the rabbit,” Chasm snaps, tossing his own
  phone onto my nightstand. We head into Parrish’s room, and I
  take a quick moment to comb over it, searching for a spare iPad, a
  Kindle, whatever. I have no idea how extreme the Slayer’s
  hacking skills are, but I’m not willing to risk it.

 “We
  found a hidden camera,” I blurt as soon as Maxx closes
  Parrish’s door. With his back to me, I can see the edges of
  those angel wings tattoos peeking out near his shoulders. He turns
  around to look at me with his brow raised. The thing is, to explain
  this, I have to … explain everything.

 “We
  had sex today,” Chasm adds unhelpfully, sitting on the edge of
  the bed and yanking one of his dress shoes off.

 If I were
  Tess, I would describe Maxx’s face like this: The
    world was rended and remade in an instant. Everything he knew became
    dark, twisted, like a clone of the life he once lived but one that
    was birthed wholly from shadows. He understood that his friends had
    little other choice, but he did not envy them the heavy decision that
    they’d had to make.

 I bite my
  lower lip and X notices, his nostrils flaring slightly.

 “I
  assume there’s good reason for that?” he asks very, very
  carefully.

 This
  somehow feels as difficult a conversation as the future one I’ll
  need to have with Parrish, as if the stakes are that high. When we
  went hiking, Maxx confided in me that he was a virgin. At the time,
  so was I, a fact that I also chose to blurt out.

 “The
  Slayer demanded I act on my feelings for Dakota,” Chasm says,
  wording the story in just such a way that he really does come across
  as the villain. He glances casually up at Maxx and then shrugs. “And
  that she allow me to do so.”

 “And
  you thought fucking during the school day was the prime place to
  start?” Maxx asks with a harsh, dry laugh. He reaches up with
  his right hand and rakes his fingers through his wavy hair, his eyes
  closed in frustration. To be quite frank, he looks like he’s
  within an inch of losing his shit.

 “We
  tried kissing,” I start, rushing to explain before Chasm makes
  this any harder for me. “But we were in the bathroom, and the
  Slayer still knew about it. Well, there aren’t any cameras in
  there, Chas didn’t have his phone, and mine was buried inside
  my pocket. We never spoke aloud about what exactly we were doing. Yet
  he knew anyway. Then I remembered the circumstances of how I actually
  got the heart pin: someone left me a note that said princess and
  then tucked it in my drawer. Tess never brought it up, and she
  certainly never calls me princess. It was the Slayer. That fucking
  pin is a camera.”

 “That’s
  a pretty big jump of logic to make,” X says, opening his eyes.
  They bore into me, demanding the truth. Is there something to it,
  like in the shape of his eyes? The pretty soft striations of moss and
  billiard green in his irises? Or is that citrusy, grassy smell of his
  like a truth serum?

 “Maybe.
  But it doesn’t hurt to be cautious. Let’s just assume
  that all tech—and that stupid heart pin—are his eyes.”
  I’m doing my best to steer the subject away from the actual
  ‘having sex’ portion of the equation, and luckily, it
  seems to be working.

 “There
  could be cameras all over this room,” Maxx explains, gesturing
  loosely with his hand. “All over the house. It’s clear
  that the Slayer has no problem getting in and out of this place
  without being seen and without triggering the alarm.” He lifts
  up an arm toward me in placating gesture. “But I do agree that
  the pin could be a spy cam; he can’t possibly plug the entire
  world with hidden cameras.”

 “It’s
  too late now,” Chasm says, unbuttoning his dress shirt the rest
  of the way and tossing it aside. Without breaking stride, he rises to
  his feet and moves past me, his right arm brushing across my back and
  making me shiver. I glance over to see Chas prowling through the top
  drawer of Parrish’s dresser.

 He goes
  still all of a sudden, curling his fingers around the edge of the
  drawer and closing his eyes. His inked body is rigid, his muscles
  stiff with tension.

 “Fuck,
  I’m sorry,” he says all of a sudden, letting his head
  hang down. “I just need a minute.”

 I find
  myself rooted to the spot, gazing at Chasm’s back and wishing I
  could go to him, throw my arms around him, hug him close and promise
  that everything’s going to be okay. But there are no cameras in
  here—at least, I don’t think so—and that means I’d
  be holding Chasm just for me. For him. And it would have nothing to
  do with Parrish.

 “It
  is too late,” X agrees softly, some of the anger leaking from
  his face. “But we haven’t broken any rules. If the Slayer
  knows we’ve discovered his camera, what does it matter? He’s
  actively challenging us to plot against him; it’s what he seems
  to want.”

 Chasm
  returns to life like he’s been kicked. He slams the drawer back
  into place so hard that the dresser—luckily not the one that
  GG’s cage is resting on—wobbles like it might fall over.

 “You’re
  going to yell at me,” Chasm accuses, turning some of that anger
  and frustration onto Maxx. The latter raises one chocolate colored
  brow.

 “Yell
  at you? Not while Dakota’s present,” Maxx says, and that
  really does it. Chasm curls his lip up in a snarl and moves over to
  Parrish’s nightstand, stealing a pack of cigarettes and a
  lighter before climbing out onto the roof to smoke in nothing but his
  academy-issued slacks.

 “Don’t
  provoke him like that; he doesn’t deserve it,” I say,
  giving X my harshest glare. I try to borrow a little from Maxine.
  Since he’s dating her, he must be somewhat familiar with that
  look she gives when other people are being total dicks. “What
  happened today was hard on both of us.”

 “Doesn’t
  look hard enough on
  him,” X says, turning away from me and sliding his hands into
  his pockets. He stares at the rabbit instead of me.

 “Can
  he help it if he has feelings for me when he isn’t supposed
  to?” I snap, and only when Maxx turns very, very slowly around
  to look at me do I realize the words that have left my mouth. “It
  isn’t like he wanted to act on them. I mean, he did. But he
  wouldn’t have without …” I just trail off because
  all I’m doing right now is making word salad. Sucking in a deep
  breath, I try to collect myself. “He—”

 “He is
  sitting right here,” Chasm says, turning around to put his feet
  in through the window. He slouches over, the same old tattooed
  asshole I saw from the very beginning. “Dakota and I have a
  thing. Parrish and I even talked about it. You know I’d never fucking
  betray you guys”—I get a small thrill at the term you
    guys because it sure as hell feels like I’m included in that—“but
  my choices were to let him die or screw his girl. If our positions
  were reversed, do you know what I’d say? Go to town, bro.”

 “Go
  to town, bro?”
  Maxx repeats, looking back at his friend and shaking his head. “I
  know you far too well to believe that shit.” X lifts a hand
  from his pocket and points at me. “When he gets back, the two
  of you are going to fight over this girl and butt horns like mountain
  goats or some shit.”

 Chasm just
  stares at his friend, but he doesn’t deny the statement. His
  eyes drift over to me, and chills break out across my body. Somehow,
  I don’t think that Maxx is right. Chasm is too … he’s
  as self-sacrificial as Parrish and me, maybe more so, but only when
  it comes to certain people.

 Parrish, of
  course, being one of them.

 “I
  also get a say in this, by the way,” I remind them, moving over
  to GG’s cage and taking him out to cuddle. I press a kiss to
  the bunny’s soft head and his nose twitches.

 “Maxx
  is just cranky because he’s missing his girlfriend,” Chas
  snaps out, taking a drag on the cigarette and leaning out the window
  to blow smoke into the wind.

 Tension
  snaps taut in the room as Maxx turns his gaze down to the floor
  beneath his bare feet. He looks like he might be physically ill.

 “Maxine
  and I broke up,” he growls out, and then he turns and throws
  open the bedroom door so hard that it slams into the wall. My eyes go
  wide, and I flick a glance back at Chasm. He’s staring at the
  doorway with a frown on his pretty lips.

 “Is
  that cigarette smoke that I smell up here?” Tess’ voice
  rings out, and now Chasm’s eyes are just as wide as mine. He’s
  snarling in Korean and stabbing the cigarette out in the ashtray,
  shoving it to the side and climbing in the window as quickly as he
  can. He slams the window closed and then snatches up a can of body
  spray, soaking himself with it and chucking it aside just before Tess
  appears in the doorway.

 She stares
  at us, standing in her missing son’s room together. Him,
  shirtless. Me, holding a bunny. That’s what saves us, I think.
  The rabbit. We couldn’t possibly be having sex while I’m
  cuddling our new pet.

 “I
  believe I specifically asked the two of you not to be alone
  together,” she starts, frowning hard as she looks between us.
  My cheeks and chest flush red, but I don’t know how to respond
  to that. All this time, poor Chas has been taking shit for something
  he never did. Now that we’ve actually, you know, done it, I’m
  even less sure how I should react. “Any news?” Tess
  sounds tired and hopeless at this point.

 Part of me
  aches to tell her the truth, to let her know that Parrish is okay,
  that he’s actually looking much better today than he did two
  days ago. I … it looked like he might actually die that day. I
  choke on my own feelings and look down at the bunny, shaking my head
  slightly.

 “Nothing,”
  Chasm says, and I hear Tess sigh tiredly.

 “Please
  put on a shirt, Kwang-seon,” she admonishes, but there’s
  no bite to her words. No fire. It’s easy to be hopeful on day
  two or three or even seven or eight. But day twelve? Things aren’t
  looking good. “Your father’s agreed to let you stay until
  Sunday, but I will kick
  you out if I suspect that anything is going on.”

 Tess turns
  and leaves, and we hear her office door close just a few seconds
  later.

 Chasm
  glances over at me.

 “At
  least if I’m going to get chewed out over this, I’m
  getting some.”

 “Really?”
  I snap, putting the bunny back in his cage, and then turning to head
  back into my room. He follows me, even though he was just warned
  against exactly that. Chasm shoves my door closed and then flicks the
  lock.

 My
  sister broke up with X? Why? Or did he break up with her?

 Based on
  Maxx’s reaction, it’s clear that he doesn’t want to
  talk about it right now. I just hope it doesn’t have anything
  to do with … me.

 “Why
  are you shirtless and in my room?” I ask, pausing next to the
  desk and looking down at Maxx’s laptop. I should get back
  online, make another video, another plea. Keep searching for clues in
  the comments. My eyes slide to one side, catching on the cover of Fleeing
    Under a Summer Rain, the
  book that Tess says is entirely fictional.

 The one
  where a girl murders her abusive father. I reach out and tug it off
  the shelf. Flipping through, I try to remember some of the events in
  the novel, searching for some grain of truth in it. I might have to
  reread this, just to see.

 What if
  there are clues here?

 All of a
  sudden, Chasm is standing right behind me. I can feel him. I ache for
  him.

 My eyes
  close and goose bumps spring up all over my exposed flesh.

 He takes
  his hands and then runs them just a hairsbreadth above my skin,
  trailing down my arms and then stopping with his fingers just barely
  grazing my hips.

 I turn
  around suddenly which I don’t think he expected and use the
  book as a shield between us.

 His amber
  eyes are dark as he studies me before taking a step back.

 “What
  do you want me to do tonight?” he asks, turning away and acting
  like he didn’t almost just grab me. “How can I help?”

 I swallow
  hard and do my best to shake off the throbbing ache between my
  thighs. It seems impossible that we actually, like, fucked each other
  at school today. It’s weird. I won’t lie.

 “Why
  don’t we take a look at the skeleton key?” I offer up,
  moving past him to set the book on my nightstand. I go to withdraw
  the key from the drawer and Parrish’s drawing falls out, the
  one with the green rose on it.

 Chasm reads
  the note over my shoulder, speaking Parrish’s words aloud.

 “I
  know I told you to think about what you wanted, but here’s an
  idea to get you started. Roses are a symbol of forbidden love. Also,
  it’s the state flower for New York. Thought you’d
  appreciate that.”
  He finishes and then curses, stepping away from me. When I turn to
  look at him, he seems like he might be on the verge of puking.

 I fold the
  note back up and press it against my chest, using my other hand to
  withdraw the skeleton key. Turning it over in my fingers, I look for
  markings and see a faintly stamped symbol near the bow-like shape at
  the base of the key.

 “Let’s
  work on identifying this,” I say, feeling queasy at the faint
  scent of blood that surrounds the key. I’m aware that it’s
  made of iron, that I’m not actually smelling blood, but I can’t
  seem to escape it. Whether it’s a dead maid, a murdered rapist,
  Parrish’s naked chest, or my goddamn period, I can’t seem
  to get a break from the stuff. “This could be big for us.”

 Looking
  back at Chasm, I watch as he visibly tries to extricate himself from
  more personal thoughts. Believe me, if I could, I’d lay in bed
  beside him all night and talk. More than talk, probably. But we can’t
  do that. Only the bare minimum to satisfy the Slayer.

 Speaking of
  …

 I snatch my
  phone off the nightstand as it begins to buzz and find myself staring
  down at the newest text.

 You
  still haven’t learned your lesson. I asked you to be honest
  with yourself, to take what you deserve. Instead, you’re still
  too wrapped up in your head. Princess, you will never be truly free
  or truly happy while you cater to the whims of others.

 Then
  again, perhaps I don’t know the true whims of your heart. I was
  wrong once. Maybe Parrish is simply not enough motivation? We’ll
  see, come Sunday.

 My blood
  chills as I put the phone down.

 “Anything?”
  Chasm asks, voice strangely hopeful. I pass the phone over to him and
  then take a seat at Maxx’s computer. This key is our best shot
  right now.

 I grab my
  lime-green headset from one of the desk drawers and connect the
  Bluetooth to the laptop. Shaking my hair out, I plaster a smile on my
  face and start another live video.

 “So,
  who likes to play with antiques?” I ask.

 

  














 

  Several
    hours later, I wake up sprawled across my bed. My phone—the one
    that Tess isn’t supposed to know about—is clutched in my
    hand, and I curse myself for my carelessness. I don’t remember
    falling asleep, sometime between making that video, and following
    several good leads to information about the key.

   The mark on
    the side of it is, apparently, a maker’s mark.

   Our
    particular key is labelled with the word Avant. It’s
    apparently a pretty famous manufacturer from the early 1900s. A few
    of my followers pointed out the fact that the key itself is a bit
    uneven, likely meaning that it was made by hand rather than created
    in a factory. That helps date it a little.

   In short,
    the key is old as fuck.

   I
    cross-referenced the homes we found in Medina that had wine cellars
    to see if any of them were built prior to 1940.

   Not a
    single fucking one was.

   Eventually,
    I made it over to my bed and collapsed, intending on doing more
    research on my phone. I must’ve fallen asleep. Chasm seems to
    be gone, and neither of us saw hide nor hair of Maxx since he
    disappeared earlier.

   The room is
    dark, but I can see the city sparkling on the opposite side of the
    lake.

   I force
    myself up, heading into the bathroom to deal with my period. When it
    comes time to decide what sort of feminine product I want to use, I
    select a menstrual cup, acting like I don’t notice or care that
    it advertises the opportunity for mess-free intercourse on the
    package.

   Once I’m
    all cleaned up, I head back into my room to find that I’m not
    alone.

   Chas is
    sitting on my bed, staring down at his lap. He looks up at me as I
    come in, his pretty golden eyes catching what little light leaks in
    from outside.

   “What
    are you doing in here?” I ask, and even though he looks pained
    as hell, he stands up and moves over to me. He puts his hands on
    either side of the doorjamb and leans down toward me, mimicking his
    pose from the bathroom earlier.

   “Do
    you know why I was here that day?” he asks, and I don’t
    need to clarify. I know exactly what day he’s referring to: the
    day that I slept with Parrish. “Why I brought those stupid
    fucking sunflowers?”

   “Why
    are you doing this?” I ask, feeling myself begin to tremble. I
    know what we have to do. It’s quite clear that our adversary is
    an intelligent and perceptive man. He’s also fucking crazy. It
    seems absurd that he’d actually ask me to do something like
    this, that he’d actually care. But trying to decipher the man’s
    motivations will not save Parrish; following his orders is what’s
    saving Parrish.

   “I
    came here to tell you what I was feeling. I knew you were crushing on
    Parrish; he fucking told me
    that he was crushing on you. Still, I had to see. I wanted to try.”

   “Kwang-seon,”
    I start, and then he’s grabbing my chin and tilting my head up.
    His mouth meets mine and all of that fire from the maze comes raging
    back through me, lighting my blood on fire and making me react like
    I’m roiling in an inferno.

   He wraps an
    arm around me and yanks me close, sliding his left hand down to rest
    against my lower back. Our mouths work against one another, tongues
    tangling, heat blazing. Chas licks my lower lip and draws back a bit.

   “Even
    though I knew what you were doing, I stayed. Just in case. In case
    maybe you changed your mind. In case he did. I waited there until I
    couldn’t take it anymore, then I went downstairs and jumped in
    the pool with all my clothes on.”

   A small
    sound escapes me, but I’m not sure if it’s a laugh or a
    sob.

   What he’s
    saying is … it’s heartbreaking. At the same time, it’s
    miraculous. I’m drowning in it. I want more, even as I know
    that every sip I allow myself to have of Kwang-seon McKenna will
    poison me from the inside out.

   “Why
    did you have all of those condoms on you?” I whisper, and he
    lets out a small, caustic little laugh.

   “I
    pass them out. At parties. At school. Wherever.” He pauses and
    lets out a small sigh. “Everybody just assumes it’s
    because I sleep around so much.”

   “Are
    you really a virgin?” I whisper, and he lets out another little
    laugh.

   “Was a
    virgin. It’s stupid, isn’t it? The way I act, the way I
  …” But he doesn’t need to say anything else. It
    isn’t stupid, not to me. I see him for what he is, someone who
    likes to help, but who doesn’t dare allow himself to be
    vulnerable. Someone who claims to be a bad person while behaving the
    exact opposite. I see a person who isn’t sure who, exactly, he
    is just yet.

   Chasm
    kisses me again, and butterflies take over my belly, making me feel
    weightless. My palms press against his bare chest, the beat of his
    heart a steady rhythm against my skin. He weaves the fingers of his
    right hand into my hair, pulling me closer with his left arm. My
    entire body throbs, and I squeeze my thighs to help fight the
    overwhelming need.

   “I
    brought a towel,” he offers up, and it takes me a second to
    realize what he’s saying.

   “Chas,”
    I warn, but then I think about the cup that I just put in. The
    reviews online were pretty good—not that I was thinking about
    sex when I bought it—but people seemed to think you really
    could, um, go all the way without any mess or without the dude
    feeling much but a brush of silicone if he was really deep.

   Really
    deep.

   Blood
    rushes to my face, and I’m thankful for the darkness permeating
    the room. I don’t need him to see my reaction to my own, pervy
    thoughts.

   “I
    don’t …” I start, referring to the towel. But
    Chasm cuts me off, like he thinks he needs to convince me further.

   “I
    don’t want to pressure you into anything you don’t want
    to do, but I have to be honest. I won’t let Parrish die because
    some nutjob can see me holding back. And Little Sister, it’s
    obvious as fuck. I’m sure anyone with half a brain could see
    it. There’s a reason why Tess believed you and I were a couple
    so easily. Or why Maxx is angry with me.”

   “Or
    why Parrish brought you up just before we touched each other for the
    first time,” I add, and Chasm goes still.

   “What?”

   “Chasm
    really likes you. Maybe …”

   “He …
    he didn’t think we could be together. He was worried about
    Tess. When he basically told me no, I asked what was going to happen.
    He suggested …”

   “Parrish,
    you fucking idiot,” Chasm grinds out, and then he’s
    drawing me against him and kissing me yet again. This time, his
    movements are more forceful, like he’s committing us both to
    this unless I explicitly tell him no.

   We end up
    on the bed with me on top. I’m aware that my Tess-phone is on
    the tripod atop the dresser, its usual space when I’m at home.
    Even now, there could be eyes on us. But I can’t allow myself
    to think about that. This is what has to happen.

   But how it
    happens? And the things that I feel, those are all on us.

   As we kiss,
    I tangle my fingers in Chasm’s hair, experimenting with his lip
    piercings. I tug on them with my teeth, swirl my tongue around them,
    suck them into my mouth. He seems to like all of that, groaning and
    sliding his hands down my back. My thighs spread naturally, my pelvis
    cushioned against his. When I rock my hips, I can feel everything,
    the hardness beneath his academy-issued slacks that promises he’s
    enjoying this as much as I am.

   He fists
    his fingers in my shirt and carefully pulls it up, tearing it over my
    head and then chucking it onto the floor. The move very nearly breaks
    me as déjà vu slams into me like a train, but I ignore
    all of it. I ignore the possibility that Parrish could die, that I’m
    doing this for nothing, that the Slayer has zero plans to let any one
    of us live a normal life.

   I sit up
    and Chasm lets out a sharp breath.

   “If
    only we had more time,” he whispers, because we’re doing
    exactly what Tess warned us not to do. If she goes downstairs and
    sees that he isn’t on the couch, we’re in big trouble. I
    locked my door, but that won’t do much. She can unlock it
    easily, and she’ll just assume that I’ve got something to
    hide.

   Still …
    that text hangs heavy in both of our minds.

   Chasm runs
    his hands up my bare sides, trailing fire in his wake, and then
    closes the warmth of both palms over my breasts. He kneads them
    gently as I tuck my lower lip between my teeth to control the sounds
    I so desperately wish I could make.

   He teases
    my nipples with his thumbs next, stroking them until I’m
    squirming on his lap, and he’s admonishing me gently in Korean.
    Chasm abruptly rolls us over so that I’m on my back and he’s
    staring down at me. He kisses me yet again, trailing his lips down to
    the edge of my jaw.

   My right
    hand slides between us, finding his hardness through his pants and
    stroking my fingers across it. Chasm makes a sound that’s
    caught somewhere between a curse and a prayer, and then he gives my
    hair a little yank, just enough to draw my head back.

   “You
    feel so good pressed against me like this,” he whispers, moving
    his mouth down and pausing with his breath fanning against my nipple.
  “This is exactly what I was waiting for.”

   “This?”
    I ask just before he flicks his tongue out to taste me, and I writhe,
    thrusting my chest up against his mouth.

   “You.
    I was waiting for you.”

   I squeeze
    him with my hand and he grunts, retaliating by biting my nipple. I
    cry out, and he very quickly slides a warm hand over my mouth.

   “If
    you bring Tess down on us, I won’t see you until after you
    graduate,” he murmurs, kissing his way across my breast and
    then downward. His lips are hot, his tongue teasing electrical
    currents in my muscles. They clench of their own accord, so hard that
    I just know they’re going to be sore in the morning.

   “Chasm,”
    I warn as he takes his hand away from my mouth, drawing his fingers
    down my body until they curl around the waistband of my pants. He
    pauses there for a moment to look up at me.

   “What
    should we do about …” he starts, and I realize that he’s
    referring to my period. Chasm slides my pants down my hips anyway,
    without bothering to wait for an answer. I catch my breath as he sits
    up and stares down at me, completely and utterly naked under his gaze
    in more ways than one.

   “Um.”
    I prop myself up on my elbows, green and black hair sliding over my
    shoulders to cover my breasts. Chasm frowns and reaches out, sweeping
    the strands away so that he can look at me. My stomach hurts as I
    take in the expression on his face. It’s almost indescribably
    tender, and that scares me a little. “I’m wearing a
    special sort of menstrual cup that …”

   My words
    trail off because while sex is one thing, this feels like a whole
    other element. This is so much more than that. It’s a personal
    subject to be sure.

   “Did
    you arrange this in advance?” he asks, dropping back over me
    with his palms on either side of my body. His smirk is annoyingly
    self-assured, even in the dark. “Just admit it: you planned
    this, Little Sister.”

   “I
    did not plan
    this; I have a heavy period, and this had really good reviews!”

   “Uh-huh.
    Reviews about how easy it was to fuck with it in?”

   “You
    are two seconds away from being thrown right the hell out of this
    bedroom,” I whisper back, sliding my right hand along the side
    of Chas’ face to tangle my fingers in his hair. It’s
    unbelievably silky, and it slides over my skin like water. “Just
    consider yourself lucky and let it go. You won’t even notice it
    unless you get …” I almost say ‘too deep’,
    but the words get stuck in my throat.

   “Mm,
    guess we’ll test it out? If you like it, we should write a
    couple’s review.”

   I yank his
    hair hard and pull him closer to me, kissing him to get him to shut
    up. Unfortunately, I can taste the
    fucking smirk on his pretty mouth. Even though I initiated the kiss,
    once Chasm has me, he won’t let me go, pushing his lips against
    mine and claiming me with his tongue.

   I relax
    back into the pillows and he follows me down, sliding his fingers
    along my bare belly and brushing them across the aching spot between
    my legs. He dips a single finger inside, and I bite his lip in
    response.

   “Fuck,
    I like this,” he whispers back at me, teasing my body with his
    hand and exploring me unashamedly. He strokes me, grazing fingertips
    over every part before he inserts two fingers in and curls them
    slightly, gentling them against my core with easy, confident strokes.
  “Look at me,” Chasm commands, and I realize that I’ve
    turned away, unable to bear the weight of his stare. I shift my gaze
    back, catching his, feeling him in so many more ways than just the
    physical. “If we’re going to do this, we do it right. No
    bullshit.” Chasm slows the movement of his hand and then, in a
    surprising move, grinds the heel of that same hand into my clit.

   My lip
    catches between my teeth, and I swear, every bone inside my body
    turns to jelly. I’m weightless and sinking into the mattress.

   “Give
    the Slayer whatever he wants and then … when Parrish comes
    back …” Chasm pauses, and seems to choke on his own
    emotions. “We end this. We cut it off, no matter what, and we
    focus on him.”

   “You’d
    give me up that easily?” I whisper, wondering why I’m
    even asking such a stupid question. Of course this
    thing between us would end when Parrish comes back. It only makes
    sense. I want Parrish. Nothing has changed about the way I feel for
    him. The only thing that’s changed is that my feelings for
    Chasm have grown so much stronger.

   “Not
    easily, no,” he replies, kissing me again and working his hand
    against me in just such a way that any further words I might want to
    say fade behind a warm blanket of need. It sweeps over me as I dig my
    fingers into his hair, massaging his scalp and enjoying his natural
    scent as it takes over my senses. Dark chocolate and peppermint with
    the faintest hint of tobacco. It gives him this edge, reminds me that
    he isn’t quite so sweet as he seems.

   He had his
    female friends beat Lumen up, punched a guy in the face for me, was
    willing to deliver a dead girl’s body.

   There’s
    an iron core inside of this boy that I find myself drawn to like a
    magnet.

   Now that
    Parrish’s life literally depends on me exploring these
    emotions, I let it all go. I gather Chasm against me as he withdraws
    his hand, making a small sound of protest that causes him to chuckle
    in a dark, hazy sort of way, like he’s drunk or something.

   “One
    second, naekkeo,”
    he growls out, sitting up and undoing his pants. He doesn’t
    bother to take them all the way off, just unbuttons and unzips them,
    shoving them down his hips with impatience. He pauses only briefly to
    withdraw a condom from one pocket.

   I can so
    easily see it now that he’s said something. Him, at all those
    parties, taking care of drunk girls and passing out condoms. And he
    thinks he’s a bad person? Oh,
      Kwang-seon.

   “What
    does that mean?” I ask, my voice a little shaky, a little
    desperate sounding.

   “Naekkeo?”
    he asks with an annoyingly cocky smile. It’s almost too dark to
    see, but the faint light from outside catches on the edge of one of
    his lip studs, making it sparkle. “It means mine.”
    He hands me the condom package, purposefully curling my fingers
    around it. “Even if that can’t be true, I can pretend. At
    least for right now, I can fucking pretend …”

   His words
    are an odd echo of what Parrish said to me: “It
      was easier to pretend, Dakota.”

   Although I
    feel like this situation is the exact opposite. Pretending like this,
    allowing us to truly fall for each other, it’s a dangerous,
    dangerous thing.

   I’m
    going to do it anyway.

   I open the
    condom package, taking the sticky ring into my fingers, and then I
    give Chasm a look.

   “Put
    it on,” he says, waiting for me, watching me. He licks his
    lower lip as I put my hands around him, unrolling the condom so
    slowly that he actually makes this frustrated hissing sound. “And
    this is exactly why I begged you to stop touching me.” Chasm
    snatches my wrists as soon as I finish, bringing my hands to his lips
    for a kiss but taking great care with my splinted fingers. He presses
    his mouth to either of my pulse points before releasing me. “I’d
    love to taste you, but I guess that can wait until after …”
    He gestures randomly, and I raise my brows.

   He assumes
    that we’ll be doing this for the length of my period and then
    some.

   I guess it
    all depends on how quickly we find Parrish.

   Chasm drops
    his mouth to mine again, covering my body with his own and shivering
    as I trace my fingers down his bare back. I’d love to see his
    ink, to ask about it, but I’m not sure if I’m ready to do
    this with the lights on just yet.

   There’s
    just enough mystery in the dark, just enough quiet to pretend that
    our feelings for each other exist in a wholly separate world, one
    where there is no taboo. Where we’re doing nothing wrong. Where
    we can let ourselves have this.

   My thighs
    spread for him as Chas settles himself against me, kissing the side
    of my neck again, his fingers playing with my hair. He takes his time
    warming me up, turning my body to molten fire before he lines himself
    up with my opening.

   It’s
    the polar opposite of what we did in the maze earlier.

   He enters
    me slowly but completely, not stopping until we’re pressed
    together, and I forget how to breathe all over again. He stays where
    he is, stroking my hair back, pressing his cheek to my head. We relax
    like that for a minute, fitted together, our hearts beating rapidly
    against one another. I can feel the thrumming of his pulse as I trace
    my fingers down his neck, drawing them down his back to ass.

   I grip him
    there and pull him closer, and he makes another frustrated sounding
    noise.

   “Shit.”
    Chasm moves back and then pushes forward again, filling me all the
    way up. With each slow, easy thrust, he gets deeper, until he’s
    suddenly pausing. I can feel him smiling against my hair. “I
    can feel it,” he says with an impertinent little chuckle. “The
    cup.”

   “Shut
    up,” I growl back at him, forcing our mouths together so he
    can’t talk and annoy me anymore than he already has. Of course,
    as soon as he relaxes again and finds a comfortable rhythm for both
    of us, I’m far from annoyed.

   I’m …
    something else entirely.

   If you’d
    told me—the Dakota Banks from upstate New York—that I’d
    end up in bed with two different guys within four months of arriving
    here, I’d have laughed my ass off. If you’d told me that
    I’d be battling my serial killer father … well, I
    would’ve been far more likely to believe in the double romance
    scenario.

   “You’re
    thinking too much,” Chasm whispers, adjusting one of my legs
    and wrapping his arm around it so that he can push himself even
    deeper. The sensation makes us both gasp, our mouths brushing, the
    motion evolving into a kiss. He gets me with that, with this new
    position, with the heat of his tongue, and the rest of the world
    falls away.

   With the
    city lights twinkling in the distance, we work our bodies together
    until his is stiffening slightly, his fingers tightening against my
    leg. He pushes it back just a little further and continues to move
    until his breathing is ragged and broken. The motion of his pelvis is
    rubbing my clit, but I can tell that he’s going to come first.

   I dig my
    fingers into his back as he moves harder and faster, muttering dark,
    quiet things in his native tongue. His pelvis slams into mine over
    and over again, until he’s giving one, final thrust and
    groaning against my hair, grinding into me and shuddering with
    release.

   My breath
    exhales in a rush as I hold his trembling form against me, enjoying
    the aftermath of his pleasure, the way he tenses up, trembles, and
    then goes completely limp.

   “Fuck.”
    Chasm is gasping, struggling to catch his breath as he pulls out and
    lays beside me. He removes the condom, tying it off and sticking it
    into his pants pocket before relaxing with one arm behind my head.
    With the other, he takes my right hand and guides it to my clit.
  “Show me how you like it.”

   Somehow,
    this seems harder to do than actually having him inside of me. When
    he’s like that, he’s working his own pleasure, lost in it
    the same way that I am. Like this, he’s just observing. Chasm
    keeps his hand over mine as I work my body with my fingers, closing
    my eyes so that I can’t see the limned outline of his face.

   He presses
    a kiss to my forehead and then slips two fingers inside at just the
    right moment, making me shudder and clamp around him.

   “Oh,
    I like that,” he breathes, feeling my body squeeze and caress
    his fingers as the climax finally takes hold of me. It’s deep
    and heavy, unfurling from my belly and launching itself into my
    limbs, into my fingers, making my broken bones throb. They don’t
    hurt though. Nothing does. All I can feel for a brief moment is pure,
    unadulterated pleasure.

   I see stars
    flicker across my vision, blinking them away as I tremble and then
    melt into a puddle on the mattress. That’s it. My lids feel
    suddenly heavy, and Chasm chuckles, cuddling me close.

   “I
    thought guys were the ones who’re supposed to fall asleep right
    after sex,” he murmurs, and I snort, my eyes still closed, my
    body sparkling. He has yet to remove his hand, but I don’t mind
    it. Actually, I like it where it is.

   “Stereotype,”
    I murmur, and he snorts, pressing his face into my hair. I remember
    that he told me I smelled like strawberries and sugar, that even my
    breath was sweet. That’s how he smells to me, how he tastes. “A
    lot of people fall asleep after sex. Orgasms release a chemical
    called prolactin; it makes you sleepy and relaxed.”

   Danyella
    taught me that, but I don’t really want to talk about her or
    anyone else right now.

   Chasm takes
    his hand away, wrapping his arm around me and pulling me close. We
    both know we can’t sleep in here together. He’s right: if
    Tess catches him in here, it’d be nearly as bad as her catching
    me with Parrish.

   Eventually,
    Chas will have to head back downstairs to the couch.

   For a while
    though, we let ourselves have this quiet place all to ourselves. He
    strokes my bare skin with his knuckles, teasing my breasts, my
    nipples, making my belly muscles clench. I could easily go again, but
    I don’t know that it’s worth the risk.

   I can’t
    lose him.

   And I will,
    if Tess finds out.

   Apparently,
    I’m not the only one thinking about that.

   “I
    should go,” he says, his voice thick with reluctance. “But
    I really don’t want to.”

   “I
    need to um, deal with my cup. Can you stay here until I’m
    done?”

   He nods,
    and I get up, rushing into the bathroom. I’m pleased to find
    out that the cup has done its job, keeping the mess of my period
    contained. I climb into the shower just in case, clean up, and
    reinsert it. When I head back into the room, Chasm is standing up and
    looking out the window at the lake. Fortunately, the reporters near
    the front gate have been forced to move their camp to the end of the
    street. There are two cops just inside the gate, but there’s no
    way they can see us in here in the dark.

   My eyes
    flick to the Tess-phone on its tripod, but I turn away and grab
    myself some fresh pajamas. I just won’t think about who else
    might be able to see us right now. It’s a disturbing thought,
    but I don’t get the feeling that the Slayer is a pervert.
    That’s not what his interest in me is. He has other
    motivations. Sinister ones, sure, but not sexual ones.

   Mr. Fosser,
    on the other hand, I could smell his perversion from a mile away. Kinda
      glad the fucker is dead to be honest.

   I step up
    beside Chasm, staring out at the water and the slices of silver
    moonlight across its surface. He says something to me in Korean, and
    I give him a look.

   “Please
    teach me,” I beg, and he smiles, giving a small shake of his
    head.

   “Finish
    your Japanese class with an A, and I’ll consider it. But we’ve
    got finals coming up, and neither of us has studied for shit. Me, I’m
    not worried about. You … we should probably take some time
    tomorrow …”

   “I
    don’t care about finals,” I admit, and Chasm purses his
    lips. He doesn’t either, at least not in comparison to Parrish.
    But then I think about Chasm’s father, and how strict he can
    be. If he doesn’t complete the schoolyear ahead of Lumen, it
    might hinder our investigation. He might not be able to come over
    here anymore. “But okay. Just a few hours though. Mostly, I
    want to keep looking into the key. It’s our best clue for the
    time being.”

   “Mm.”
    Chasm turns around, letting his lean body rest against the glass. He
    tucks his hands into the pockets of his slacks and then pauses,
    pulling the condom out as I cringe. “I’ll get rid of
    this,” he says, more to himself than to me, I think. He puts it
    back and then crosses his arms. “Meanwhile, do you want to talk
    about anything?”

   “What
    do you mean?” I ask, playing dumb. We pretty much just …
    no, not pretty much, we actually did make love, didn’t we?
    There’s no doubt about that.

   “I
    mean,” he starts, reaching out to tuck some hair behind my ear.
  “Our entire relationship will be different from this moment on.
    I’m okay with that. How about you?” I nod, and then find
    myself surprised when he reaches out and pulls me into his arms,
    smoothing his hand down my back.

   He smells
    fucking amazing right
    now, his usual scent mixed with the faint saltiness of sex and the
    musky tang of … well, other things. He exhales, like he’s
    releasing much of his stress with that single breath.

   “You
    fit nicely here, I think,” he says, resting his chin on my
    head. “I could get used to this.”

   I don’t
    respond to that. There isn’t a great solution for any of this.
    Somehow, someway, someone is going to get hurt. Maybe multiple
    someones.

   We hold
    each other for a while before he pulls away, leaning down to press a
    lingering kiss against my mouth.

   “I’ll
    see you first thing in the morning, okay?” he says, and I nod,
    my throat suddenly tight with emotion. Chasm and I separate
    reluctantly, and he starts for the door. I let him get close enough
    to put his hand on the knob before a sense of panic overwhelms me.

   I end up
    padding across the floor before I truly realize what it is that I’m
    doing.

   “Don’t
    go,” I whisper, throwing my arms around him from behind. “Last
    time this happened, and he left …” I trail off and Chasm
    reaches down, placing one of his hands over mine. “Just don’t
    go.”

   “Come
    downstairs with me,” he replies, giving my hand a squeeze.
  “I’ll put on a shirt and sleep in the chair.”

   So we do
    exactly that, and I end up falling asleep on the ugly white couch
    with that strange purple fireplace flickering against the opposite
    wall. Mostly, it’s Chasm’s peppermint and dark chocolate
    smell that permeates the pillow I’m using that lulls me into a
    heavy, if uneasy, sleep.

  

   

  














 

Delphine
  surprises me the following morning by gently shaking me awake with
  her hand on my shoulder.

 “Tess
  has asked that you move upstairs to your bedroom for now,” she
  says, giving me a sad, heavy sort of smile. I’m assuming that
  since she’s back, she must’ve passed her background
  check. I sit up suddenly, a little sore, a little guilty, but …
  I glance over to find Chasm awake in the chair, one elbow propped on
  the arm, his head in his hand.

 He’s
  just fucking staring at me, and I can barely deal with it.

 I look back
  at Delphine, dressed in her black and white maid uniform, the apron
  pressed and fresh, the frilly little headband nestled in her mousy
  brown hair. It falls around her face like a shield, her thick-rimmed
  glasses sitting on the tip of her nose.

 She
  seriously looks like an anime character or something. Also, her
  outfit makes me think of JJ. The girl who’s missing, who isn’t
  accounted for. The girl who, I suppose, wasn’t actually a
  victim of the Slayer at all, but that pervert, Mr. Fosser.

 Tess sweeps
  into the room, an earpiece in as she talks to someone on the phone.
  She doesn’t skip a beat, making herself a flat white as she
  carries on her conversation. It’s hard to hear over the
  steaming of the milk, but I don’t need to hear what she’s
  saying to know what it’s about.

 Parrish.

 “I
  honestly don’t know what to say to you, Caroline,” Tess
  snaps as soon as I can hear her again. She slams her mug down on the
  counter as I sit up the rest of the way and swing my legs over the
  edge of the couch. “Yes, well, he is your
  biological son.”

 Biological
  son?

 My head
  snaps over to Chasm, and I find him frowning in Tess’
  direction. He lets his gaze slide over to me and raises his brows. I
  get the idea that he doesn’t know anything about this either.

 Caroline?
  Is that really the name of Parrish’s mom? I’d heard
  off-handedly from Tess that she ran off when he was a baby. But
  that’s about it. She clearly has no bearing on his life; he
  said as much himself.

 “Yes,
  well, when you decide to start caring that your son might be dead,
  give me a fucking call!” Tess hangs up and then leans over the
  counter like she’s about to have another breakdown. Eventually,
  she gets herself together and turns around to find the three of us
  staring at her. “Delphine, if you could start with this room,
  I’d appreciate it. We’re having another press conference
  tomorrow, and it needs to be spotless.”

 Hearing her
  order Delphine around rankles me a bit, but Delphine gives a simple
  nod of her head and goes about clearing Chasm’s nest of dishes
  and food wrappers off the coffee table.

 “The
  two of you up and out,” Tess says, waving randomly in Chasm’s
  and my direction. “We need to get this placed cleaned up. You.”
  She points at Chasm. “You can sleep in Parrish’s room
  with Maxx tonight.”

 “Yes,
  ma’am,” Chas grumbles, pushing himself up and out of the
  chair. He helps me gather the blankets and pillows off the couch, our
  elbows bumping together. We glance over at each other, and I can’t
  help it. I smile. A real smile.

 It feels
  like a knife going straight into Parrish’s fucking back.

 Chasm
  smiles back at me, but I can’t handle it, so I look back down
  at the blankets, bundling some into my arms before taking off for the
  stairs. As per usual in this house, it’s an ungodly hour—even
  though it’s Saturday. Not that it matters since we’ve got
  work to do today.

 We head
  upstairs together, dumping the bedding on the floor of my bedroom.
  Neither of us is brave enough to wake Maxx up just yet. My heart
  aches with the thought that I can’t talk to Maxine, can’t
  ask her how she’s doing, if she’s hurting, if she misses
  X already.

 If she
  misses me.

 God, what
  my grandparents must think of me right now … I wonder if they
  hate me, if they’re glad I’m no longer a part of their
  family, if Maxine has even told them.
  It’d be like her not to, in order to spare everyone else’s
  feelings.

 “Good
  morning,” Chasm says finally, glancing my way. I look back at
  him, and my heart thumps strangely, making me feel lightheaded.

 “Good
  morning.” I glance over at my bed, and my cheeks heat with
  memories of last night. “Do you, um, know anything about
  Caroline?”

 Hearing
  Tess speak to Parrish’s bio mom was weird as hell.

 It takes me
  back to all those early feelings, those strange musings on what makes
  family, family. I’m here because I’m Tess’
  biological child; she’s desperate to find Parrish because she
  loves him more than she loves me. And yet, from the sound of it, his
  bio mom isn’t concerned with his disappearance?

 It’s
  all so fucked-up.

 “Even
  less than I know about Justin,” Chas admits, scratching
  absently at his lower belly muscles and wrinkling up his black tee
  enough that I can see a tantalizing strip of flesh above his pants.
  “She hasn’t had any contact with him since Tess came into
  the picture. Like, none at all. Zero.” He makes a circle shape
  with his fingers, and we both pause as Maxx opens the door to
  Parrish’s bedroom.

 He looks
  slightly chagrined, his chocolate hair fresh and clean, dressed in
  tight jeans and a disturbingly tight red t-shirt with a bike on the
  front. His lush mouth is twisted to one side in thought. He seems
  almost surprised to see us standing there.

 His emerald
  eyes take us both in before dropping to the pile of bedding on the
  floor.

 “Tess
  kicked me out of the living room; she wants me to sleep with you
  tonight.”

 Maxx nods,
  reaching up to rub at his chin for a second. If he knows that Chas
  and I slept together again last night, he doesn’t let on.

 “I’m
  sorry about yesterday,” he admits, sighing and then running the
  fingers of both hands through his hair. “My emotions are a
  goddamn mess, and I’m struggling with my classes. I …”

 “No
  explanation needed,” I say, lifting both hands up, palms out.
  “We’re all struggling with a lot here. And I … I’m
  sorry about Maxine.” The words come out in a near whisper. I
  haven’t been thinking about my sister much with everything else
  that’s going on. My thought is, if I can get Parrish back, if I
  can figure out how to deal with the Slayer, then I can tell her
  everything, apologize properly, and then grovel for forgiveness.

 As of right
  now, I’m shit out of luck. I cannot have her involved in this
  like, at all. I don’t want her anywhere near this mess. She’s
  better off in Oregon, buried in her studies. In the summer, she
  always goes back to New York. Soon enough, she’ll be in the
  Catskills with our grandparents and maybe, if the winds are blowing
  just right, Saffron as well.

 X drops his
  arms by his sides and gives me a tight nod and an even tighter smile.

 “It’s
  okay. It’s not your fault.”

 “What
  happened?” Chasm asks, and I cringe slightly, giving him a
  look. The guy has absolutely no shame. X moves into the room with us
  and closes the door. The atmosphere in my bedroom changes
  substantially, and I’m not sure, exactly, how to process it.

 “She
  broke up with me,” X explains, sweeping past me and pausing
  briefly to flip off the phone on the tripod. I almost smile at that,
  thinking of Parrish, but then, there’s not a lot to be happy
  about when it comes to our situation. He stares out at the window,
  craning his neck to try and get a glimpse of the reporters down the
  street before he scowls. “Fucking vultures. I’d kick all
  their asses if I could find a get out of jail free card for the
  assault charges.”

 “What’d
  you do to make her break up with you?” Chasm continues, sitting
  on my bed and tucking one leg up against his chest. He’s got a
  bag of chips that he must’ve snatched from the coffee table on
  his way up here. He starts eating them on my bed, and I give him a
  look that can only be interpreted as do
    not get crumbs in my bed, or I will never let you call me naekkeo
    again.

 Maxx turns
  a look over his shoulder that’s half-threatening, half-bemused.
  He very clearly, um, ‘daddies’ the other boys. They
  barely have a two-year age gap, but the dynamic seems to work
  somehow. He and I are exactly three years apart; I know from Maxine’s
  ramblings that his birthday is just three days after mine.

 “Why
  do you assume it was something that I did?” he asks, sounding
  annoyed. He turns the rest of the way around, wetting his lips and
  then sighing. “She … kept defending Dakota.”

 “Defending
  Dakota?” Chasm asks, offering me the bag of chips. I wave him
  away, too focused on Maxx’s story, too curious for my own good.
  I’m far more emotional over this than I thought I would be.
  Maxx Wright isn’t the first boy that my sister’s broken
  up with. He’s also the only one I’ve ever been remotely
  attracted to.

 The thing
  is, whether he’s dating Maxine or not, he’s completely
  and utterly off-limits, and always will be. Even if I
  were inclined to investigate the natural chemistry between us, I’m
  already dealing with some sort of screwed up love triangle between
  Chasm and Parrish.

 I don’t
  need any further romantic complications.

 “She
  kept telling me that she knew something was wrong,” Maxx says,
  his voice heavy with melancholy. I keep thinking about my sister and
  how devastated she must be, but it looks like X is hurting pretty
  badly, too. My heart aches for them both, and also, selfishly, I get
  a jealous tummy ache that makes me furious with myself.

 I’m
  jealous that X is upset to be broken up with Maxine?

 What is
  wrong with me?

 Actions,
  not thoughts. Actions, actions, actions.

 “She
  was insistent that Dakota was lying to her, that she was in danger of
  some kind, that she needed her …” He trails off and my
  throat closes up. Oh,
    Maxie, I’m so sorry. You’re right, as always. Once
  that girl gives trust, it’s permanent and unyielding. She’ll
  believe in me to the very end. X huffs out a sigh and narrows his
  eyes, his mind clearly focused on the conflict between them. “What
  could I do about that? I don’t want Maxine here; you don’t
  want Maxine here. She needs to stay out of this shit.”

 “I’m
  guessing you pissed her off then?” Chasm continues, eating the
  chips and watching my face rather than X’s. Does he know that
  we sort of have a weird thing between us? A thing more taboo than
  anything going on with him, than anything going on with Parrish. Out
  of the three of them, Maxx is the most dangerous, the most
  restricted, a literal impossibility.

 Not that it
  matters. I’ve already let myself get twisted up in two boys.
  There’s no way in hell I’m adding another to my imaginary
  harem.

 “I
  told her that Dakota”—here he pauses to glance my way,
  his green eyes dark with emotion—“sorry, but I told her
  you meant what you said. That you’d changed since coming here.
  That maybe she didn’t know you the way she thought she did.”

 “Yikes,”
  Chas says as he grits his teeth and I cringe.

 Yep. That
  would do it.

 “One
  time, Maxine’s boyfriend told her I was an annoyance that he
  didn’t want around when they were hanging out. She dumped him
  and blocked him on everything; they never even spoke to each other
  again after that.”

 That makes
  X smile, and the expression it just … cuts right through me. I
  blink past the feelings and cross my own arms. We have a ton of work
  to do this weekend. That, and I’m dreading tomorrow.

 Not only
  did the Slayer make several references to Sunday, but Tess is having
  another huge press conference right here at the house. Most
  importantly: it’s day fourteen of Parrish’s
  disappearance.

 “Your
  sister’s an amazing person, and I just fucked everything up for
  myself.” He sighs again and moves over to snatch the chips from
  Chasm. “Maybe she’ll stay single long enough that I can
  get her back after this is all over?”

 “Knowing
  Maxine, she’ll be single for a while. She doesn’t just
  date anyone. She’s picky, and she falls hard, but never harder
  than I saw her fall for you.” I stop talking suddenly as X
  looks at me with an almost pained expression on his face. He looked
  at me that same way in the bathroom at the coffee shop when I threw
  my arms around him.

 He feels
  the same chemistry that I do, and he wants nothing to do with it.

 I don’t
  blame him; this is bad for both of us.

 “You
  did the right thing, man,” Chasm agrees, pulling his other leg
  up onto the bed and wrapping his arms around his knees. Just looking
  at him, long and lean, inked and muscular, makes me want to crawl
  into the circle of his arms.

 I lick my
  lips.

 I’m
  supposed to be giving into my feelings, aren’t I? That’s
  quite literally the directive we were given. What if the Slayer or
  Mr. Volli is watching us even now? What if they can tell that I’m
  holding back?

 What if I’m
  just trying to make excuses for my own selfish wants?

 In the end,
  I give up and approach the bed, climbing on next to Chasm and leaning
  my head against his shoulder. He shudders and closes his eyes, but he
  puts an arm around me anyway and squeezes me tight.

 X watches
  us with an agonized and totally confusing expression on his face.

 He then
  grabs my Tess-phone off the dresser, holds out his palm in silent
  offering for my other one, and then dumps them in Parrish’s
  room so we can talk more privately. When he returns, he takes up his
  same position, one shoulder leaning against the post of my bed.

 “I
  didn’t completely waste away last night crying over my
  fucked-up relationship,” he says with a slight smile, and I get
  the idea that he didn’t cry at all. Not because he doesn’t
  care about Maxine, but just because he seems to process his emotions
  in a different way. “I made a list of all the people who
  would’ve had access to the house that day, people who knew the
  code. If that girl you, uh, ‘delivered’, worked here for
  any period of time, she’d have keys as well as the gate code.
  Her attacker could’ve gotten those things from her any number
  of ways. Maybe he gave that information to the others?”

 I’m
  already shaking my head.

 “I’m
  not saying he didn’t do that, or that he didn’t have that
  information, but you didn’t see the look on his face when I
  started making connections. When he started
  making connections and realized that I was the Seattle Slayer’s
  daughter.” I pick up the book on my nightstand—Fleeing
    Under a Summer Rain. I need to read or at least skim this today, just to see if there’s
  anything real contained in its pages.

 Tess
  primarily writes true crime which means that her work is based on
  real-life events. This is one of her very few exceptions to that
  rule—supposedly. It could very well be just a revenge fantasy,
  one where her estranged daughter murders the man that she blames for
  so many of the wrongs in her life.

 But I have
  no idea.

 It’s
  worth a few hours of my time anyway.

 “What
  about the other maid?” Chas asks, gesturing with his head
  toward the door. “Delphine or whatever her name is. She skeeves
  me out, I won’t lie.” He snatches the chip bag back from
  Maxx, and the two of them glare at each other for a second. “She
  has access to the whole house, moves around like she’s
  invisible. How easy would it have been for her to let the Slayer in
  or fuck with the cameras? Better yet, maybe she’s the one that
  dragged Parrish out of here? Stabbed a needle in his neck the same
  way she could’ve done to you the night you ended up in the
  woods.”

 It’s
  a good theory, one that I’ve entertained myself. At this point,
  everyone’s a suspect. Even Paul.

 “That’s
  all true. But she did just pass a federal background check.”

 Chasm
  snorts.

 “Just
  because she’s clean on paper but doesn’t mean she’s
  an angel with a halo. How do we know she isn’t working for the
  Slayer? It’d make perfect sense. She didn’t start working
  here until like, two weeks before you moved in.”

 I think
  about that for a minute. Delphine really does look guilty, doesn’t
  she?

 “Let’s
  keep digging into her then,” I say, wondering if we might be
  able to follow her when she leaves at the end of the day. “Also,
  I’m sorry, but Chas, your dad looks guilty as fuck.” I
  give him a look and he sighs, his body sagging against me. Before I
  can fully register what he’s doing, he’s handing Maxx the
  chip bag and then dragging me into his lap.

 “Let’s
  check him out, too. I’ll go home today and video chat you so
  you can see the wine cellar.” Chasm scrubs a hand over his
  face, his gaze getting this faraway sort of look to it when he
  mentions going home, like it’s some poisonous, terrible thing.

 “I
  want to go; I want to see it for myself,” I say, but he looks
  down at me like I’m a crazy person.

 “How
  do you propose getting out of this house and back without Tess
  realizing you’ve left?” he asks dryly, giving Maxx a look
  next. The two of them turn back to me. “I mean, you’ve
  seen her, right? She can be sort of … insane. Especially now.
  And with good reason, honestly.”

 I nibble on
  my thumbnail for a second, but I already know that Chasm’s
  right.

 “You
  deal with your dad,” Maxx says, voice confident and
  self-assured, like he’s the leader of our little group. “And
  I’ll track Delphine when she leaves today. I have to work at
  the barcade tonight anyway.” He looks around briefly,
  considering the possibility of more cameras, ones that we don’t
  know about. But we have to have somewhere in this house to talk; it’s
  worth the risk. “Do you think the Slayer might’ve
  collected any extra cameras he had around here in preparation for the
  police search? He had to know they’d go over this house with a
  fine-tooth comb. They would’ve used a fancy-ass bug detector
  for sure.”

 “Let’s
  hope so,” I say, happy to have some sort of plan in place—and
  also wondering if we might
  be able to get hold of a bug detector. I’ll have to research
  that and see if it’s feasible. “Shall we start with our
  classwork? Get that out of the way first. Then you two can take off,
  and I can keep looking into the key situation. Also.” I pick up
  Tess’ book again and tap my knuckles against it. “I’m
  going to go over this. On Tuesday, we can head over to Mr. Volli’s
  house after school for a quick look. Don’t forget that Monday
  is Memorial Day.”

 It’s
  highly unlikely that Parrish is there. Or that there are any clues at
  all, for that matter.

 The Slayer
  seems to want me
  to find Parrish, but he isn’t making it easy.

 “Japanese
  first,” Chasm instructs, pressing a kiss to the side of my head
  that has me flushing from head to toe. It’s one thing to do
  these sorts of things alone, in the dark. It’s a whole other
  ballgame to do it during the day with X’s sharp gaze on us. “He
  warned you not to fail your classes, didn’t he? I have a
  feeling we wouldn’t enjoy the consequences if you did.”

 I nod,
  scooting to the edge of the bed and then heading into the hall before
  crossing into Parrish’s bedroom. There aren’t any new
  messages, no missed video chats. My stomach twists into knots
  imagining what might happen tomorrow.

 Whatever it
  is, I don’t think a single one of us is going to like it.
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Focusing
  on our studies for a bit helps all three of us, I think. It lends a
  sense of normalcy to the situation, and it also serves to please Tess
  when she pops into the dining room to observe us. She comes by about
  every fifteen minutes which is far more frequent than usual. If I’d
  thought her hourly check-ins were annoying, this is next level.

 Of course,
  Chasm is right.

 She has
  good reason to be afraid.

 Her son was
  literally stolen out from under her in the middle of the night. What
  she doesn’t know is that her stolen daughter, the one she’s
  just recently gotten back, was also taken in the middle of the night.
  I just happened to have been brought back.

 Maxx is the
  first to go, glancing up from the table as he notices Delphine
  preparing to leave for the day.

 “Shit,
  I’m late for my shift at the barcade,” he grumbles, his
  acting skills on point. He shoves up quickly from his seat, leaving
  his laptop where it is, his phone beside it. I’m guessing he’s
  going to leave it here, just in case. Which means we won’t be
  able to check in with each other until he gets back.

 “What
  time will you be home?” I ask, as if this is his home anymore
  than it is mine or Chasm’s. Somehow though, it feels more like
  home with them in it than it did before. The only missing piece is,
  of course, Parrish.

 “Last
  call is two-thirty,” he says, pausing beside me. Maxx sat on my
  left for the majority of the day while Chas sat on my right, at the
  head of the table. He’s a taskmaster, that’s for damn
  sure. He didn’t let me slack for even a second.

 Not even
  after making love to me last night.

 My cheeks
  heat—my boobs, too, but luckily, I’m wearing a pullover
  sweater with a black cat on it and a Hocus
    Pocus quote—and
  Maxx cocks a brow.

 “Probably
  around three or so,” he finishes, and then he sweeps past me,
  pausing briefly to tousle my hair. Not sure how I feel about that for
  so many reasons. Chasm, too, seems to notice, glancing over his
  shoulder as Maxx heads for the garage.

 Delphine
  rides a bike to work every morning, so it shouldn’t be hard for
  him to follow her.

 Chas and I
  both wait until they’re gone before turning back to each other.

 “You
  want to sneak upstairs and fuck real quick?” he whispers as he
  leans in toward me. I just stare at him.

 “Are
  you insane?” I whisper back, but I know I’m blushing even
  harder than I was before. “With Tess coming in to stare at us
  every fifteen minutes?”

 “We
  don’t have to do it in your room,” he suggests, glancing
  over his shoulder. There’s nobody in the kitchen or living room
  right now. Just us. Kimber is holed up in her bedroom; Tess is
  working on details for the press conference; Paul has been tasked
  with keeping the little ones entertained.

 Just after
  we moved our study session downstairs—at Tess’
  insistence, mind you—I heard Amelia wailing, crying for her
  ‘Pear-Pear’. The sound of her pained cries hit me so hard
  that I had to slip into the bathroom and cry myself out for a few
  minutes.

 “We
  could get in the pool,” he starts, leaning back in his chair
  and crossing his arms behind his head as he looks me over. I do the
  same, returning his stare, studying the beautiful almond shape of his
  eyes, the rare golden color, the pink fullness of his mouth. The
  black studs on either side of his lip add just enough edge. With the
  colored hair, the plugs in his ears, and the tattoos, there’s
  just enough gritty to balance out all his prettiness. Also, he has
  like perfect skin. Fucking perfect. I’m jealous. “I’m
  just trying to give this all I’ve got, Little Sister. It isn’t
  my fault that we have to operate under a certain someone’s
  rules.”

 “Don’t
  call me Little Sister anymore,” I whisper back at him, flicking
  his iPad’s stylus across the table toward him. He catches it
  with one hand and then brings it up to his mouth, chewing on the end
  while he watches me. He’s making light of this, but I know what
  he means.

 I’ll
  give you until Sunday to impress me.

 That was a
  crystal clear message if I’ve ever seen one.

 “Mianhae,”
  he says with a bit of a laugh. I know for sure that one means I’m
    sorry. At least, I think it does. I really have no idea what I’ve been
  saying when I keep meaning to say good night. Chasm keeps saying it
  back to me, so it must be at least somewhat relevant. “Should I
  say naekkeo instead?
  I like it, but there’s not much ring. Little Sister flows off
  the tongue.” He leans in toward me, putting his palms flat on
  the table. “Besides, it helps ground me.”

 He sits
  back up, tapping the stylus against one of his lip studs.

 My body
  aches when I look at him, even as I’m swamped with guilt.

 “You’re
  doing it again,” Chas warns me, pointing at me with the stylus.
  “You’re drowning in your own thoughts. Stop it. Stop
  thinking about how pissed off he’s going to be with us and
  think more about how we can get him back here so that he can be
  pissed off at us.”

 “It
  feels like you’re just trying to get me into bed,” I
  whisper back, and Chasm offers up a naughty smirk in response.

 “What
  can I say? I’m addicted now. Apparently, I’m as much of a
  manwhore as I always pretended to be.” He puts a hand to his
  chest, and even though his expression is cocky, it’s tainted
  with heavy melancholy. “I’m not trying to pressure you,”
  he adds, face softening slightly. “If you don’t—”

 “But
  I do,” I breathe, pushing my iPad away from me. When I close my
  eyes, I can see the shapes of the Japanese alphabet, the hiragana and katakana swirling around with a handful of basic kanji thrown
  in. I’ll ace this last final, that’s for sure. Then he
  can teach me Korean, and he won’t be able to have special,
  secret conversations with Parrish anymore.

 My throat
  gets tight again, but I toss lime-green hair over my shoulder with a
  nonchalant flick of the wrist.

 “I
  do. If we’d just, like, hooked up on our own, before all of
  this, I wouldn’t be able to keep my hands off of you.” As
  soon as the words leave my mouth, I full on cringe, looking askance
  at Maxx’s laptop. At his phone lying on the table beside it. On
  my Tess-phone resting next to my elbow. My Maxine-phone hidden in the
  pocket of my sweats. “Shit.”

 “Fuck,”
  Chasm agrees, and then he’s standing up from his chair and
  tossing his stylus onto the table. “Now we sort of have to do
  this.” He gives me a look and another half-smile. “I’ll
  go get changed. Choose your bathing suit wisely.”

 He
  disappears out of the dining room and up the stairs as I struggle
  internally and then curse my big, fat mouth, leaving the rest of the
  devices behind and taking only my phone along for the ride.

 As soon as
  I get into my room, I close the door and lean my back against it. I
  shut my eyes for a second in an attempt to wrangle my emotions.
  Having sex with Chasm might fulfill an order, but it doesn’t
  bring us any closer to Parrish.

 I can’t
  do it.

 Not right
  now.

 I open my
  door and head across the hall, not bothering to knock before I open
  Parrish’s door and slip inside. Chasm has just dropped his
  pants and underwear to the floor. I turn around to catch a nice, long
  glimpse of his naked body.

 It’s
  still light outside, so there’s plenty to see by as I gape at
  him, my eyes tracing the ink on his chest and arms, his legs, his
  feet. His cock is … well, it’s very big, and very
  well-shaped, and very distracting.

 “Couldn’t
  wait that long?” he offers up, like it’s a joke. But then
  our eyes meet, and there’s nothing at all funny about this. My
  hand reaches back to push the lock on the doorknob in, and I find
  myself crossing the room like I’m trapped in a hazy spell, one
  crafted of lust and need and the aching burn of guilt.

 My arms
  twine around Chasm’s neck while his hands find my waist.

 He crushes
  his libidinious lips against mine, sweeping his tongue into my mouth
  and gathering me close. His hot fingers knead my hips, digging into
  my pelvic bone and making me moan in a low, husky voice.

 We start to
  move toward the bed together when it occurs to me that this is
  Parrish’s room. His bed. The bed where we both lost our
  virginities to one another. I can’t do that to him. I won’t.

 “Chasm,”
  I start, pulling back slightly. Just in time, actually, for the sound
  of a clicking lock to slam into my skull like a knife. I whirl
  around, but it’s too late. The door is swinging inward and
  there’s Kimber.

 Fucking
  Kimber.

 Kimber, who
  already hates me. Kimber, who’s in love with Chasm. Kimber, who
  can very easily contribute to the living hell my life at Whitehall
  has become.

 “Oh
  my god,” she chokes out, her eyes on Chasm’s dick rather
  than my face. He very quickly snatches his black joggers from the
  floor, yanking them on as Kimber’s raven-black eyes swing my
  way. “You.”

 Her
  accusation reminds me once again of Parrish, that first night when I
  confronted him in the living room.

 “How dare you?”
  she snarls at me, using the doorjamb to rise to her feet. “How
  fucking dare you?!”

 She
  surprises me by flying into the room, a maelstrom of nails and
  cursing.

 Chasm
  intercepts her. Actually, he flings her right over his shoulder
  before moving over to the door and heeling it closed. He sets Kimber
  down in front of him and then grabs her by the shoulders, bending
  down to look into her eyes.

 “I
  need you to calm the hell down, Kim,” he says as she sniffles,
  tears running down her face. Her teeth are gritted, jaw clenched,
  hands squeezed into tight fists. She flicks her gaze away from Chasm
  and over to me.

 “So
  you’re just another one of his easy fucks, huh?” Kimber
  throws out, but her words hit me and bounce right off. I know Chasm
  better than that now. Better than her, too, apparently. I try to
  remind myself that she’s only fourteen, that she’s
  hurting, missing Parrish. Let her say whatever she needs to say.

 “Knock
  that shit off,” Chasm snaps, and Kimber flicks her gaze back to
  him, pain brimming in her eyes. “You know better than that.
  You’ve been a bitch to Dakota since moment one.”

 “Like
  you and Parrish haven’t!” she shouts back at him,
  flinging her arm out to indicate me. “You both bullied her,
  too. Don’t act like you’ve forgotten.”

 “Of
  course I haven’t forgotten. I was … I didn’t
  listen to myself, Kimber. I got swept up in Whitehall’s
  bullshit the way everyone else does. Come on, you’re better
  than this.”

 “Parrish
  is probably dead, and here you guys are, fucking in his room. It’s
  disgusting.” She directs her glare at Chasm this time, rage
  burning in her eyes. I can see the embers from here, ire that’s
  just waiting to be fanned into monstrous, roaring flame. “You’re
  both pathetic.”

 “Listen
  to me,” Chasm says, reaching out to grab her arm. Even though
  she just saw me kissing him while he was butt-ass naked, she blushes
  a bit at the contact. A tiny spark of jealousy fires in me, but I
  clamp down on it. There’s no need for it here. “Nobody
  wants Parrish back more than we do. Nobody.”

 “Whatever,”
  Kimber says, yanking her arm from his. “You two deserve each
  other.”

 “You’re
  like a baby sister to me,” Chasm explains, trying to get her to
  look at him again. We both know what’ll happen if she tells
  Tess what she just saw. “There was never going to be anything
  between us, whether Dakota was around or not.”

 Kimber
  turns one, last look on me, and I see it in her face: it doesn’t
  matter what Chasm fucking says, I am dead to her. Dead.

 I’ve
  lost one sister already this week and even though Kimber and I have
  yet to find any common ground, I hate this. I hate it so damn much.

 “Don’t
  worry,” she says with a saccharine smile, reaching up to push
  some of that pretty blond hair back. “I won’t tell Tess.”
  Kimber bats her lashes at me and then shoves Chasm aside before
  storming out the door. He watches her go and then closes it again,
  giving me a nervous look in response.

 ‘This
  is gonna be bad,” he says, grinding his teeth for a minute.
  “Mostly for you. Goddamn it.”

 “It’s
  alright,” I promise him, yanking on the ends of my hair until
  my scalp stings. “What’s one more person trying to kill
  me?”

 The joke is
  dry, and it’s not particularly funny, but Chasm laughs anyway.
  It’s not a nice laugh. Actually, it’s a very, very dark
  laugh.

 “Kimber
  might be a freshman, but she’s a Whitehall student, Little
  Sister. I’m going to have to watch your ass even more closely
  than I’m doing now—and not just on campus. Here, too. Be
  careful with her. She’s a much bigger threat than you’d
  think. Everyone at Whitehall wants to impress a Vanguard. They’ll
  go to crazy lengths to accomplish that.”

 “I’ll
  be careful,” I promise him, but I hate to see that one of my
  greatest fears is coming true. Kimber lives here under this roof with
  me. That gives her ample opportunity to fuck with my life in a way
  none of the other students at WHPA can. Damn, damn, damn. Fuck.

 I look back
  at Chasm, but even though he’s shirtless and gorgeous and
  everything I’ve ever wanted in a lover, I can’t give into
  him. Even more so now that Kimber’s on the warpath. The Slayer
  can clearly see that we’re into each other, that we’re
  not holding back.

 I’m
  sure he’ll just love the
  idea of Kimber hating on me.

 One of his
  primary objectives seems to be to drive me away from everyone that I
  care about.

 I hate how
  easily it’s worked thus far. Maxine. Danyella. Lumen. Tess.
  Kimber. Even Parrish might not want to be around me when he finds out
  that I screwed his best friend. I won’t be able to blame him
  either.

 “Fuck,
  I guess I’ll go to my dad’s,” Chasm starts, moving
  back over to me. He takes a moment to thread his fingers in my hair,
  kissing me with such deep, mournful longing that my knees go weak,
  and I end up grabbing onto the waistband of his pants to keep myself
  standing upright. “I’ll have my phone so … you
  know, call me if anything goes down before I get there. Otherwise,
  I’ll be the one calling you.”

 I nod and
  release him reluctantly. Our hands touch, and our fingers stay
  tangled until the last possible second. I let my hand fall by my side
  before I step into the hallway and close the door behind me.



 

  














 

I’m
  already waiting on my bed, legs crossed, phone in my lap, when Chasm
  calls. I answer immediately, relieved to see his smirking face on the
  opposite side of the screen.

 “Okay,
  so,” he says, panning the phone around so that I can see the
  room he’s standing in. With beige stucco walls, heavy dark wood
  shelves, and a slate floor, it’s quite clear that Chasm’s
  wine cellar is not the wine
  cellar at all. “It’s definitely not what we’re
  looking for.”

 “Definitely
  not,” I agree, bringing my thumbnail to my lips and nibbling on
  it. “No hidden doors, right? Anyplace to put a skeleton key?”

 He says no to
  me in Korean. At least, I think he’s saying no.

 “Negative,”
  he repeats in English. “You’ll be pleased to hear that
  one, my dad isn’t home so I’m not about to get my ass
  busted. And two, he hasn’t mentioned the lake house to me at
  all.” He stares at me through the screen for a minute before
  snagging a bottle of wine and tucking it under his arm. “We
  deserve this,” he adds, leaving the wine cellar and locking the
  door behind him.

 “I’m
  relieved that it isn’t your dad’s wine cellar, but I’m
  also disappointed. We have nothing, Chas. Nothing at all.”

 He pauses
  in the hallway, setting the wine bottle down on a side table for a
  second. The sheer size and luxury of the house behind him blows my
  mind, even having lived with the Vanguards all this time. I’m
  aware that Parrish’s grandmother is, supposedly, one of the
  wealthiest people in the entire country. And that Paul is her only
  son. So, assuming neither Laverne nor Paul blow the inheritance,
  it’ll eventually become Parrish’s.

 As of right
  now, it appears that Seamus McKenna wins the money game.

 “Each
  time we eliminate a possibility, we open up three more. Remember
  that. Also, we don’t know for sure that my dad isn’t involved.
  I mean, the lake house, the fact that he and Justin were friends once
  upon a time, the Fort Humboldt Security thing. I’ll see if I
  can’t dig up more information about that.”

 “I
  don’t know what I’d do without you,” I tell him
  honestly, and he gives me a genuine smile in response.

 “Anything
  you want me to grab on my way back? I could get supplies and teach
  you to make kimchi or something.” He notices the look on my
  face and frowns heavily at me. “Don’t do that. Yes, we
  have to find Parrish. We also need to eat.”

 “What’s
  kimchi?” I ask, since I can’t seem to find the energy to
  make myself address the rest of what he’s just said.

 His eyes
  widen and he curses under his breath.

 “Jesus
  Christ, where did you grow up again? The middle of butt-fuck nowhere?
  I thought you watched a ton of Korean TV!”

 “I
  have like, an idea of what kimchi is, but I don’t know what’s
  in it, what it’s made of, what it tastes like.” I tick my
  fingers off with each statement, my phone nestled in some pillows in
  front of me. “I never got around to looking it up or trying it.
  Give me a break here: I’m a kidnap victim for crap’s
  sake.”

 He rolls
  his eyes at me.

 “I’ll
  stop at the store on the way back. We’ll make some side
  dishes.” Chasm hangs up the phone, and I let out a huff, my
  hair billowing around my face. Readjusting myself, I get comfortable
  in the pillows, and then crack open Tess’ novel, Fleeing
    Under a Summer Rain. I’m a quick reader, so I’m already a quarter of the way
  through, using the time while I was waiting for Chasm to call to get
  started.

 So far, it
  reads like pure fiction. A man mistreats his wife and daughter, so
  the wife attempts to flee and take their child with her. Her husband
  murders her (this isn’t revealed until later in the book, but
  I’ve read it, like, ten times before) and then raises the child
  himself. Eventually, the daughter learns the truth and stabs her dad
  to death.

 I’m
  at the part in the story currently where a big time skip happens,
  jumping from the scene where the mother dies, to a sunny day during
  the daughter’s junior year in high school. So far, all I feel
  is guilt for reading this when my time might be best spent somewhere
  else.

 Then I read
  the next line and my heart skips a beat.

 “I’d
  love to take you to dinner, princess,” my father, Jesse
  Peckham, says, giving me a kiss on the forehead before he slips out
  the door for work.

 Princess.

 It’s
  not an uncommon name for a father to call his daughter, but the sight
  of it there on the page bothers me anyway.

 I keep
  reading.

 The main
  character goes to school, gets picked up by her father, and then
  visits a diner in … North Sultan. I blink a few times at the
  name of the town. It stuck out to me before, when the GPS led me and
  Chasm there to drop off JJ’s body. North Sultan is just such a
  weird name for a town, particularly one in Washington state. That’s
  where the diner was. That’s where this diner is.

 It’s
  listed in the novel as Gabbi’s
    Diner and Drive-In, but
  when I use that name to search online, nothing comes up that isn’t
  related directly to the novel itself. I try again with the address
  that Chasm and I used—it’s saved in my phone’s GPS
  history—and see what it says.

 Last
  Chance Diner and Grill.

 Huh.

 I pick the
  novel out and pad downstairs in search of Tess. She’s currently
  sitting at the table with the two female FBI agents, tears drying on
  her cheeks. She tries desperately to swipe them away when she sees me
  coming.

 “Tess?”
  I ask, going completely still. My fingers dig into the cover of the
  book so hard that I’m probably bruising them.

 “Mia,”
  she whispers, and then she starts to shake. Paul is sitting beside
  her, his head in his hand, staring at the table with glassy eyes. I
  take a step back, feeling my own hands beginning to tremble. I’m
  so upset that I don’t even notice or care that she’s used
  my birthname.

 “What’s
  going on? Is it Parrish? It isn’t Parrish, is it?” I ask,
  and Tess just stares at me, her own eyes wide, her mouth open but no
  words coming out. I glance to the two FBI agents, recognizable only
  because of their badges. One of them has long, shiny blue-black hair,
  and the other is redheaded and sort of angry looking. “He’s
  not dead,” I say it because I won’t allow myself to
  believe something that heinous. “Tell me he isn’t dead.”

 “They’ve
  discovered two bodies today,” Tess whispers, shaking so hard
  that when she tries to stand up and come toward me, she stumbles. The
  dark-haired agent grabs her by the arm to steady her.

 “Easy,”
  she breathes, glancing over at me briefly before looking back at
  Tess.

 “A
  girl and a boy,” Tess starts, sniffling hard and then covering
  her mouth with her hand. I can’t think of a thing to say. I
  can’t move. I’m not sure that I’m even capable of
  breathing in that moment.

 I glance
  over at the clock on the screen of the double oven. It’s
  midnight. Actually, it’s about fifteen minutes after but close
  enough.

 It’s
  Sunday now.

 It’s
  day fourteen.

 It’s
  … this isn’t happening. This can’t be real. I
  don’t believe it.

 I close my
  eyes and I reach for that red thread of fate, the one that I swore
  wrapped both my pinky finger as well as Parrish’s. Giving a
  metaphorical tug on it, I swear that I can still feel him
  out there somewhere. I want to believe that. I have to
  believe that, or I’ll break.

 “We’re
  going down to take a look at the body. I need you to watch your
  siblings—”

 I don’t
  hear the rest of whatever Tess is saying. Instead, I’m running
  as fast as I can. So fast, in fact, that I actually slip on the floor
  at the bottom of the stairs and hit my knees so hard that I see
  stars. I’m up and moving in an instant, scrambling up the steps
  and flinging myself into my room. The door slams shut, the lock
  clicks into place, and I wind up in the bathroom with that door
  locked, too, the shower blasting to provide a noise barrier.

 I
  immediately call that burner number, the one that’s responsible
  for all the texts, all the video chats. When nobody answers, I call
  it again. And again. And again.

 Nothing.

 Fucking nothing.

 I end up
  sitting on the floor beside the toilet, my arms wrapped around my
  legs, Tess’ book still hanging from my fingers. I can’t
  seem to let go of it just now. It’s like I have rigor mortis or
  something.

 Oh gods.

 Rigor
  mortis?!

 The
  bathroom door swings open abruptly and scares the shit out of me. I’m
  so startled by it that I actually jump and then let out a small
  scream.

 “Dakota,
  what the fuck?! I’ve been yelling for you.” Chasm covers
  the length of the giant bathroom in three strides, squatting low in
  front of me. “What the hell is going on? It’s not …”
  He trails off, and when my addled brain takes too long to answer, he
  steals the phone from my pocket. After a quick check, he sees there’s
  nothing on it and looks back at me. “What? Kimber said she was babysitting, but she had no idea why.”

 I make
  myself look at Chasm, trying to pull some rational thoughts together
  behind the haze of my panic.

 “The
  authorities discovered two bodies …” I start, and
  Chasm’s eyes go wide. He sits down hard on his ass, our feet
  tangled together. His in sneakers, mine bare. “A male and a
  female. Tess and Paul went to … see if they could identify the
  boy.”

 Chasm says
  nothing, he stares at nothing, but his eyes aren’t blank.
  Instead, I see gears and cogs moving, turning, rationalizing,
  puzzling, observing, analyzing. He’s so goddamn smart, it’s
  remarkable. He looks up at me.

 “He
  can’t be dead,” he says to me, and not just like it’s
  a wish, a hope, or a prayer, but like he’s actually figuring
  something out. I scoot a little closer to him and we put our
  foreheads together. “Because his kidnapper picked him or a
  reason, right? Because he knew you’d fight for him. Well, he
  hasn’t even started with
  you yet. You didn’t even kill the goddamn bunny. What do you
  think the endgame is here? He’s going to want you to kill
  people.”

 “Don’t
  say that,” I choke out because if there’s one thing I
  might not be able to do to save Parrish, that’d be it. I guess
  … it depends on who he asked me to kill. Chills take over my
  entire body, and I feel suddenly like I’m spiraling. This is
  exactly what the Slayer wants, to make me question everything about
  who I am. Everything.

 “Do
  you think he’d really make us fuck and then not tell
  Parrish about it? I mean, what’s the point if we don’t
  all suffer?”

 I think
  about what Chasm’s saying. I also figure that the Slayer
  could’ve recorded us last night, could’ve shown Parrish
  the video, and then killed him. And if he recorded the whole thing
  and then made us watch
  him, watching us. That’d be … that’d be the
  pinnacle of true evil.

 Don’t
  let your mind go there. Just don’t. Don’t imagine
  terrible things before they happen.

 “Little
  Sister, look at me,” Chasm says, but I’m staring at my
  toes, my mind spinning wildly. He reaches out and takes my face
  between his hands, forcing me to meet his eyes. “Naekkeo,”
  he adds, stroking his thumbs along the sides of my jaw. “He
  isn’t dead. This is too … I mean, there’s no
  fanfare at fucking all.”

 I let out a
  low, shaky laugh, but none of my tension leaves with it.

 I want to
  believe Chasm, but I’m terrified. More so than I’ve ever
  been in my entire life.

 “You’re
  right,” I tell him, because even if he isn’t, it doesn’t
  hurt to hope, right? I can’t let it hurt. I have to believe
  that Parrish is going to be okay so that we can continue our search.
  If Chasm is right, and that male body doesn’t belong to
  Parrish, then we’ll have wasted precious time.

 How many
  slices to the chest can one boy handle?

 I feel
  something cresting inside of me, like I’m on the verge of a
  breakthrough. I have to follow through with that.

 “I …
  there’s a diner in this book, one that’s located in North
  Sultan.” Even though my voice quavers, Chasm keeps his warm
  hands on my face, anchoring me to this moment. His amber eyes, gods,
  they fucking burn. “The same town where we picked up JJ’s body from.”

 “Yeah?”
  Chas asks, like he’s trying to follow my train of thought. “You
  think the diner’s important?”

 “I
  need to ask Tess if the diner in the book is somehow related to the
  one we visited. If so, then maybe that’s a clue that we can
  use.” I reach up and place my hands over his. “Only, I
  can’t exactly ask her right now.”

 “Do
  you think she’ll be able to tell right away if it’s
  Parrish?” Chasm asks, careful to keep any shred of uncertainty
  from his voice.

 “I
  don’t know,” I whisper back.

 With a
  huff, Chasm removes his hands from my face, standing up and pulling
  me along with him. He bends down to pick up the discarded book and
  passes it back to me.

 “Keep
  reading,” he tells me, “and I’ll do some digging.
  Emerald City Murder usually has the most up-to-date information.
  They’ll have heard about this on the police scanner for sure.”

 We settle
  down together in my room, but god, is it hard to focus. I read the
  same sentence five times over before finally grasping its meaning.
  With a sharp exhale, I shift into a more comfortable position and
  make myself keep reading. Even when tears begin to fall, staining the
  page, I don’t stop.

 I’m
  not going to stop.

 Parrish is
  going to be okay. Because he has to. Because I’ll …
  without him, I’ll …

 I have no
  idea what I’ll do.
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Maxx
  arrives home before Paul and Tess do.

 He seems
  perplexed when he steps into my bedroom, glancing over at me before
  looking up at Chasm. Chas pauses his podcast and removes his earbuds,
  dropping his hands in his lap.

 “Why
  is Kimber asleep on the couch with Henry and Amelia?” he asks,
  his voice thick with suspicion. He looks … well, he looks
  incredible dressed in tight jeans, a plain white t-shirt, and a long,
  white apron with the words Wright
    Turn Barcade and Adult Fun Center scrawled
  across it in green embroidery thread.

 “The
  authorities,” I start, swallowing past a hard lump of emotion.
  “They discovered two bodies tonight, one male, one female. Tess
  and Paul went to see if one of them might be …” I stand
  up suddenly as Maxx’s eyes go wide, wanting to comfort him the
  way Chasm comforted me. “But we really don’t think it’s
  him.”

 “It
  can’t be,” Maxx whispers, putting a hand up on the
  doorjamb to steady himself. His green eyes are wide and staring at
  the floor. He flinches when I put my hand on his arm, lifting his
  gaze up to mine. “How can you be so calm?”
  he manages to grit out, exhaling sharply.

 “There’s
  no way that the Slayer would put Dakota through all of these hoops
  only to kill Parrish. Like, what has he made her do? Set a fire where
  nobody got hurt? Smash some car windows? Fuck me? So what? That’s
  nothing. He’s warming her up.” Chasm shoves up to his
  feet. He’s angry again, but just like last time, there’s
  nobody who deserves to have that energy unleashed on them. “Maxx,
  don’t be an idiot. This guy is going to expect Dakota to kill
  someone at some point. He’s carefully chipping away at all her
  barriers, her relationships, her morals.” Chasm ticks off the
  words on his fingers, just like I did earlier when I was talking to
  him about kimchi. “It’s a slow, careful game. Parrish is
  perfect leverage. It makes zero sense to kill him now.”

 Maxx just
  stares at Chasm for a minute before giving a slow, tired nod. He
  swipes his hand over his face before collecting our phones and
  briefly dumping them in the bathroom so we can talk. Shower on, fan
  on, mirage complete. I wonder if it pisses Justin off or if he simply
  finds our small methods of rebellion amusing? I’ve decided I’ll
  be leaving my book bag in the dining room downstairs. I mean, it is
  our study area, so it makes sense.

 “This
  is … I just can’t even believe this is happening. I feel
  useless. And helpless. And I fucking despise every second of it.”
  X spreads his hands wide in apology. “Even Delphine was a dead
  end. She lives in a little two-bedroom mother-in-law unit with her
  ancient-looking grandmother. While I was there, she did exactly
  nothing. Through the window, I could see her loading the washing
  machine. Then folding clothes from the dryer.”

 “Whose
  mother-in-law unit?” Chasm asks because, even though it’s
  across the lake from Seattle, Medina has a small-town sort of feel.
  More like, it has an exclusive country club/nobility/royal court sort
  of vibe. Like everybody that lives here thinks of themselves as
  superior to the rest of the planet.

 “Uh,
  I don’t know. I’m not a blue blood baby, remember? I
  don’t have every asshole in Medina’s address memorized.”

 Chasm curls
  his lip at Maxx and then sits back in the desk chair, crossing his
  arms and scowling.

 “Think
  you could draw me a map, smartass? This could be important.”

 X storms
  over, snatching a notepad from the corner of my desk and scribbling
  out a crude map with my soot spirit pen. Might be nice to use Google
  maps, but then Justin would know what we know.

 “Oh,”
  Chas frowns sharply. “This place is owned by some old dude that
  plays golf with my dad.”

 “Your
  dad?” I ask, my heart beating ferociously. I swear to god,
  we’re close. I can taste it on my tongue. The look that Chasm
  throws my way is not encouraging.

 “My
  dad plays golf with everyone in Medina. Like, I mean everyone. The
  headmistress, Ms. Miyamoto, Tess, Paul. That isn’t much of a
  clue, I’m sorry to say.” He taps his fingers against the
  map. “I still say Delphine’s a suspect.”

 “Maybe,
  but we’re going to have to watch her doing laundry for weeks to
  find anything. Which, you know, I’ll do. But it isn’t a
  promising lead to begin with. Don’t forget: the gardener is on
  that list, the Fort Humboldt security guards that are on rotation in
  the neighborhood, the pool guy. Just because you don’t see all
  these people on a regular basis doesn’t mean they don’t
  exist. Any one of them could be involved.” X takes his apron
  off, draping it over one muscular arm. “I’m not sleeping
  tonight.”

 “Neither
  am I,” I agree, and Chasm nods, stealing the soot spirit pen so
  he can tap it against his lips.

 “Let’s
  stay up all night and keep working on this. There’s got to be
  something here that we’re missing. Between the videos you
  posted, the key, the list of victims, whatever. We’ve got a lot
  of information here. We just need to sift through it.” Chas
  gets up to retrieve both his phone and mine from the bathroom,
  turning the fan and the shower off as he goes.

 As soon as
  Chas hands mine over … we get an incoming call.

 Perfect
  timing, as usual.

 

  














 

Maxx
  quickly closes and locks my door, cursing as he flicks the bathroom
  fan and the shower on yet again—but for the opposite reason
  this time. We can’t let anyone in the Vanguard household know
  about these calls, and we can’t let the Slayer know what we’re
  plotting. What
    a mess.

 I ignore
  him, answering the call with my heart in my throat. There’s
  only one thing that matters right now, and that’s Parrish’s
  well-being.

 As soon as
  I see him on the screen, a small sob escapes me, and I slap my hand
  over my mouth. He isn’t looking at me, however. Clearly, the
  camera that’s watching him right now doesn’t include a
  monitor. He can’t see me.

 “Is
  this a live feed or something that was prerecorded?” I wonder,
  because it truly could be either. It’s clear that the
  Slayer—who at this point is almost certainly my bio dad—is
  an expert hacker. Figures, considering where we’re at. Seattle
  is a startup and technology hub.

 “Don’t
  know,” Chasm murmurs, his eyes fixated on the screen as he
  settles in beside me. As soon as Maxx comes back, he climbs right up
  on the bed and wedges himself between me and the wall. All three of
  us watch in silence as a man enters the room with Parrish.

 His
  shoulders go tense, but I notice that his chest, at least, is clean
  and shiny with some more of the salve. His wounds have been tended.
  He looks so much better than he did on the day I confessed my love
  for him. There’s relief there, but not a lot. Again, how do I
  know this is really a live feed?

 How do I
  know if Parrish is still alive?

 The man
  moves further into the room, wearing that same black stag mask on his
  face.

 Parrish
  turns to face him, his hands clenched tightly by his sides, those
  gorgeous eyes of his, the color a delectable mix of golds and brown,
  narrowed in open defiance.

 “What
  do you want?” he asks, his voice rough but so much stronger
  than it was before.

 The man
  passes over a phone, and Parrish stiffens up even further, taking a
  step back from the man. He isn’t wearing his pajama pants
  anymore, but a clean pair of sweats and nothing else.

 “Here,”
  Mr. Volli says, his voice easily recognizable at this point. “This
  is for you. Don’t bother trying to make any calls with it; I’ve
  disabled that option.” Since he’s facing away from us, I
  can’t see his mouth, but it sure sounds like he’s
  smiling.

 The idea of
  that just infuriates me, and I feel adrenaline coursing through me
  with no outlet. I’d love nothing more than to kick the crap out
  of my sixth period teacher, I won’t lie about that.

 Parrish
  accepts the phone from Mr. Volli’s hand with a respectable
  level of wariness. He side-eyes the man as he looks down at the
  screen and then frowns heavily. He ends up sitting down on the edge
  of the bed before tapping play on whatever video it is that’s
  waiting for him.

 It doesn’t
  appear that there’s any sound to it, and the picture is pretty
  dark, but when I feel Chas go completely still beside me, an inkling
  of cold suspicion trickles through me.

 No. No,
  please.

 The screen
  on my phone splits in half, and the video—the one that Parrish
  is watching—starts to play beneath the feed of him watching it.

 Just that
  little extra bit of mortification that we all needed.

 It’s
  a video of me and Chasm from last night, making love. The images are
  dark, sure, but there’s just enough light coming in from
  outside my window that it isn’t hard to fill in the blanks. I’m
  particularly obvious, what with the dual-colored hair and all. Even
  in the dark, you can spot the color difference between the left and
  right side.

 Not only is
  Parrish watching the whole thing, but so is Maxx. He also goes
  completely stiff and still beside me, and I wish fervently that our
  bare arms weren’t pressed so tightly together, and that he
  wasn’t sitting on my bed. On the very same bed from the video.

 “I
  knew it,” Chasm groans, putting his hands over his face. “I
  fucking knew this was going to happen!”

 He did. And
  so did I. I just hope I’m not right about anything else. I hope
  … Parrish doesn’t end up dead at the end of this.

 I’m
  shaking now, my own eyes wide as I stare at the beautiful shirtless
  boy on the screen, the one that I fell so hard for that I feel as if
  I’m gripping a dual-edged blade, making myself bleed even as I
  struggle to hold on for dear life.

 Parrish is
  so tense; I can see a muscle ticking in his jaw. His hands are
  white-knuckled, and his face … oh god, if ever I needed Tess
  around to spin this story with pretty words, it’d be now.

 Parrish is
  cataclysmic.

 He
  watches the screen with an oil painting for an expression, a work of
  woebegone art, heartsore and heartsick, crafted by the hand of an
  angry god. The paintbrush that swept those features across the canvas
  is surely cursed, an anathematized monstrosity never meant to see the
  light of day.

 I clamp a
  hand over my mouth. I might very well throw up watching this.

 One of the
  worst parts of it all is how quiet he is, how still, how his eyes
  bore into the screen even as the muscles in his neck tighten
  painfully and he grinds his teeth. The video is so fucking long, too.
  I mean, Chasm and I were at it for a while …

 “I
  want to die,” Chasm whispers, his fingers pressed so hard
  against his eyes that he’s making his skin red. “This is
  so fucked. It’s so fucked. It’s so goddamn fucking
  fucked.”

 Even as
  he’s doing his best to blind himself to the images on the
  screen, I can’t bring myself to look away. I’m frozen in
  place, fixated to Parrish’s expression but fully aware of what,
  exactly, is going on in the video.

 “This
  is hard to watch,” X chokes out, closing his own eyes and
  resting his forehead against his hand, his elbow propped against his
  knee. He does, however, open his eyes almost right away, focusing
  mostly on Parrish rather than the video of me and Chasm. But that
  doesn’t mean he can’t see it. That he can’t see us
  kissing and rubbing on each other, stroking each other, rocking our
  bodies together, gazing at one another.

 I could’ve
  lived my whole life without ever watching myself have sex.

 I could’ve
  lived a hundred lives without hurting someone I care about the way
  we’ve hurt Parrish.

 In a sudden
  flurry of motion, Parrish rises to his feet and throws the phone as
  hard as he can against the wall, the same way he did with the wine
  bottle the other day. It shatters as Chasm drops his hands to his lap
  to gape, the expression on his face mirroring his friend’s
  hurt.

 We both
  know why we did it. We both know we had little choice. That doesn’t
  seem to matter at all in the moment.

 “You
  forget that I know you’re controlling her,” Parrish
  grinds out, shaking so badly that I wouldn’t be surprised if he
  threw a punch Mr. Volli’s way. I really hope he doesn’t.
  Even if he were to somehow get the upper hand in this fight, where
  would he go from here? On the infinitesimally small chance that the
  Slayer isn’t actually my bio dad, I still truly believe there’s
  at least one more person involved in this. Mr. Fosser was not one
  of the men chasing me in the woods that night; I would’ve smelt
  that sickness and perversion on him, I’m sure of it. “And
  anyway, I don’t care.”

 He says
  that, but it’s a lie. It’s such a dirty, fucking lie. His
  face is open and raw the way it was that night in the basement of his
  grandmother’s house. His jaw is clenched, and he looks goddamn
  heartbroken.

 “I’m
  going to fucking die in here anyway, so what does it matter? I want them
  to be together,” he hisses as Mr. Volli just stands there, and
  the split screen on our phone switches back to a full screen view of
  Parrish. “I’ve said it before, and I’ll say it
  again.”

 He turns
  around and looks right up at the camera. It’s as if he can see
  me through the screen, even though I’m aware that he probably
  can’t.

 “You
  hear me? You have nothing to
  feel guilty about. Nothing at all. I … I love you guys.”

 Parrish
  looks down, realizing suddenly that he’s standing in the broken
  glass; his feet are bleeding.

 Mr. Volli
  says nothing else, turning as if to leave the room. Parrish watches
  him go and then moves over to the wine rack, grabbing a hefty bottle
  by the neck. He moves up behind the man, lifting the bottle like a
  club, like he fully intends on bashing the man over the head with it.

 But at the
  last minute, he stops, closing his eyes and swallowing hard, like
  he’s trying his damnedest to reign in those pesky emotions of
  his, the ones he feels so hard and so heavily that they consume him
  the way they do me.

 Thankfully,
  he slowly, agonizingly, brings the bottle down to hang by his side.
  His eyes blaze, the gold flecks turning to fire as he stares at Mr.
  Volli’s retreating back.

 After a
  moment, Parrish sits down on the edge of the bed, and the bottle
  slips from his fingertips. It hits the stone ground but doesn’t
  break, rolling away and out of view of the camera. His expression is
  far away and distant, a twisted, sad, broken thing.

 He looks up
  at the camera again, like he’s considering whether or not we
  can still see him. He must know that we saw some of that, at least.
  There was no point to showing him the video unless we were aware of
  him watching it.

 Parrish
  says something in Korean and then makes a peace sign with his
  fingers. Chasm chokes beside me, and even Maxx frowns hard. Does he
  understand Korean, too? Oh my god, can you imagine? The ultimate
  bromance. The thought of all three of them conversing in Chasm’s
  native language pushes back at some of the dark feelings inside of
  me.

 The call
  cuts out, and a text message follows swiftly along behind it.

 I do not
  lie, princess. I have told you that. I am also a generous and loving
  man. You’ve done well allowing yourself the things you deserve.
  Kwang-seon, as well. I’ve arranged for luxury food and drink to
  be brought to the boy’s room thrice daily, just for you, to
  show my appreciation with your dedication to your schoolwork.

 If your
  end of the year grades are good, I’ll treat you to something
  nice.

 I hope
  you’re excited for tomorrow.

 “Excited
  for tomorrow?” Maxx says aloud, his voice strained and wary.
  “Excited about what?”

 I’m
  still in shock, and there’s no energy left in me to answer. I
  feel emotionally drained. And sick to my stomach. And so in love that
  I forget for a moment what it was like before, before I was forced to
  come here, before I met Parrish and Chasm and Maxx.

 “He
  isn’t dead … right?” I ask, thinking about the
  feed, hoping and wishing and praying that we’re right about
  this.

 “I
  don’t know,” X offers up while Chasm stares straight
  ahead like he’s in another world altogether. I glance at him
  before turning back to X. He looks down at me with a gentle frown on
  his face, and I can see that he’s keeping himself together for
  the two of us. “I’d like to think so. It sure seems that
  way.”

 “What
  did Parrish say at the end?” I ask, looking back at Chas. But
  he doesn’t seem to have heard me. X reaches out, hooking a
  strong finger on my chin and turning me to look at him. His eyes are
  dark with unspoken emotions, but I feel like there’s something
  else there, too, something that neither of us cares to admit to.

 Attraction.
  Interest. A mutual like for one another.

 He can’t
  have just watched me make love to Chasm and not felt anything at all.
  What it is, exactly, that he’s feeling, I’m not sure.

 “He
  said …” X pauses a minute and then rubs at his forehead.
  “Something like ‘only
    you could steal her out from under me; take care of this one for
    me’.”
  He pauses abruptly, looking away.

 “Take
  care of this one for me, asshole,”
  Chasm corrects, his face falling as he drops his head into his hands
  and then lets out a violent sounding snarl. He shoves up from the
  bed, pacing the floor and yanking at clumps of his hair in
  frustration. “Take care of this one for me … asshole,”
  he breathes. “Or at least, the Korean equivalent to an insult
  like that.”

 We all
  pause as a car’s headlights sweep across my window. Chas moves
  over to check on it, peering out at the yard before moving over to
  grab the heavy drapes. He drags them closed before turning around to
  face me and Maxx again.

 We’re
  still sitting pressed together in the corner of the bed, and I find
  myself hyperaware of his skin touching mine. I hate that he had to
  see that, that he had to watch Parrish’s reaction to it. In
  fact, there isn’t much about this moment that I don’t
  despise.

 “I
  can’t wait,” Chasm says suddenly, taking off for the door
  and wrenching it open.

 Maxx and I
  exchange a look before scrambling off the bed to follow.

 The three
  of us nearly end in a traffic jam when we come down the stairs to
  find Tess and Paul dragging their tired bodies through the door.

 “Is
  it him?” I choke out, Chas in front of me, X just behind.

 Chasm seems
  paralyzed, standing on the bottom step of the curving staircase with
  his fingers clenched around the metal railing. I’m two steps
  above him, peering over while Maxx does the same. The tension in the
  air is thick, cloying, stretched so taut that it threatens to snap
  and sink us all.

 Tess looks
  up at me, a very tired, very drained sort of half-smile on her face.

 “That
  poor boy … it was hard to see much …” She looks
  away like she might be sick. And for someone who writes true crime,
  it must take a lot. I can’t even imagine the state the body
  must’ve been in for her to look like that. I know for a fact
  that she actually spent an entire week at the body farm—this
  place in Knoxville, Tennessee where researchers lay corpses around
  the property and then study their rate of decomposition—as
  research for one of her books. “But he didn’t have any
  tattoos.”

 A sigh of
  immense relief escapes me, and I sag against the railing. Chasm is in
  such shock that he actually ends up sitting down so hard and fast
  that his teeth actually clack together and he cringes. X reaches out
  to put a comforting hand on my shoulder, and I pretend like it
  doesn’t affect me much at all.

 “I
  never thought I’d be so happy to see you boys ruin your skin,”
  Paul says with a soft, sad smile of his own. Under any other
  circumstances, I’d find his comment annoying, but tonight, I
  let it slide. Nobody in this family needs to be sniping at each other
  right now.

 “It
  isn’t him,” Chasm repeats, yanking on his hair yet again.
  I need to figure out a way to stop him from doing that before he ends
  up ripping a hunk out. “Thank fuck.”

 “Thank
  fuck is right,” Tess says, turning back to us. There’s a
  new fire in her eyes, a fresh surge of hope. I wish I could
  reciprocate that feeling, but I keep thinking about the Slayer’s
  words: I
    hope you’re excited for tomorrow. Whatever
  happens, it’s going to change everything. That much I know for
  sure. “I’m sorry that I worried you all like that …”
  she trails off, reaching up to rub at the side of her face.

 If I ever
  felt anything even remotely close to love for Tess, it happens in
  that moment. It’s just a tiny, distant spark, but we could have
  a relationship if we really tried.

 I just have
  to get Parrish back first.

 And, you
  know, hope that she doesn’t kill us when she finds out we slept
  together.

 “We’re
  never going to stop searching for him,” Tess adds, glancing
  over at Paul as he twines his fingers through hers. She turns back to
  look at me, her eyes blazing. “Because no matter how long he’s
  gone, there’s always hope. Always.”

 Tess pulls
  Paul’s hand to her lips and presses a kiss to his knuckles.

 Kimber
  wanders in from the living room, her attention darting to me and
  Chasm before she narrows her eyes. She looks back at Tess, completely
  unaware that she almost got the news that her brother’s body
  had been found.

 “What’s
  happening?” she asks warily, putting aside her newfound
  vendetta for a brief instant.

 “Nothing,”
  Tess assures her, forcing a smile. “Blissfully, thankfully,
  nothing at all.”

 She slides
  her hand from Paul’s and scoots past us up the stairs. After a
  moment, I follow her, pausing near the staircase as she moves into
  her office and closes the door behind her. Just a few moments later,
  I hear the pleasant clacking of her laptop keys.

 She’s
  writing to calm herself down.

 “Shall
  we continue our research?” Chasm asks as he comes up behind me.
  I turn to look at him, but he’s got these huge, black circles
  beneath his eyes. What he really needs right now is sleep. X joins
  us, a similar expression on his own face.

 His gaze
  flicks past Chasm to land on me, a contemplative, thoughtful
  expression behind his gaze.

 “You
  guys go ahead,” I tell them, padding down the hall to Tess’
  office door and knocking softly on it. The clacking keys continue for
  a while and then fall silent.

 “Come
  in.”

 I step into
  her office, closing the door carefully behind me and putting my back
  against it.

 She’s
  sitting in her chair facing me, her espresso-colored hair hanging
  loose and slung over one shoulder. It feels weird being in here since
  last time I came into this room I found that horrible page and then
  Parrish and I …

 Anyway, I
  was getting sick of Tess’ presence before all this, and now it
  feels like we never see each other. I’m not sure how I feel
  about any of it. It’s as if the Dakota-Mia struggle I was
  experiencing before has been washed away in a tide of other, more
  dangerous emotions.

 I can’t
  begin to process anymore of the feelings associated with my
  kidnapping, not until Parrish is safe and sound. Until I’m not
  being watched by a serial killer. Until things are as close to normal
  as they ever were.

 Not that
  living in a house with a famous author, an inked stepbrother, and a
  world-famous plastic surgeon was ever all that normal to begin with.

 I wring my
  hands slightly, trying to figure out how to phrase this without
  sounding like a crazy person. We all almost believed Parrish was dead
  tonight; the very air feels tender and raw.

 The glow
  from Tess’ laptop limns her in white light, a document open on
  the screen that I can’t quite read from here. Not that I’d
  want to read it at all after what happened last time. Also, I really
  do feel guilty about the typewriter, even though I didn’t have
  much choice in the matter.

 “I’ve
  been rereading Fleeing
    Under a Summer Rain to
  distract myself,” I say, and it’s only about half of a
  lie. I hate lying. Each time a lie leaves my lips, a little part of
  me goes with it. The truth, as hard as it can be at times, is a
  million times more rewarding. I shift slightly, annoyed that my tits
  and cheeks are on fire with a blush. It feels oddly intimate to tell
  Tess that I’m reading her book, especially after I swore to
  myself that I was done with anything she ever writes.

 Like, she
  can be so goddamn horrible. But then, so can I. We’ve been
  horrible to each other.

 Anyway, I’d
  almost forgotten what a talented writer she is.

 “That’s
  great, honey,” she says softly, looking down at her lap. She
  fiddles with her nails for a minute—these perfectly smooth
  acrylics with nude polish—before looking up again. “I’m
  flattered that you like my books so much. I’ll admit, there’s
  nothing like knowing someone you love is invested in the stories you
  create.”

 I make
  myself smile back, even though both of our smiles are sad, almost
  soggy, tainted with fear for Parrish.

 “Do
  you mind if I ask: is the diner in that book—Gabbi’s—real?
  Based on anything in particular?”

 Tess tilts
  her head slightly to one side, clacking her nails together as she
  thinks about her answer. She’s remarkably calm right now; I
  wonder if she isn’t in shock from the whole ordeal. It can’t
  be easy to be asked to identify a teenager’s body. That guy
  might not have been Parrish, but he was somebody’s son.
  Somebody’s boyfriend, perhaps. Their brother or cousin or best
  friend or whatever else.

 “Gabbi
  is my grandmother’s name—your great-grandmother.”
  Her smile gets a little sadder, but a little more real all at once.
  “The murder mystery writing grandmother …” She
  tapers off, and I can sense there’s something more to this. If
  I have to, I’ll pry, but I wait patiently to see if she won’t
  provide the information herself. “The diner itself is …
  based off the place where your father asked me to marry him.”
  Tess blinks a few times before turning back to her laptop.

 My stomach
  drops to my feet; I feel queasy and excited all at once.

 “It’s
  about forty-five minutes from here, in a little town called North
  Sultan. I’ll tell you the story some other time,” she
  says, her voice drifting. And then her fingers are on those keys,
  expertly clacking away, even with the acrylics.

 Bingo.

 I watch her
  for a minute before I turn and leave her office.

 Maxx and
  Chasm both look up at me as I step inside my room and carefully close
  the door behind me.

 “Well?”
  Chas asks, popping out a single earbud. He’s sitting in my desk
  chair while X takes up nearly my entire bed. It’s a little
  weird to see him on it, but I make myself not care. Like, who gives a
  shit if my friend is sitting on my bed? It doesn’t matter; it
  makes no difference.

 Chasm,
  maybe, is avoiding that spot on purpose. As he looks at me, I feel
  the emotions brewing between us like a storm. The easiest way to push
  through it is to put my gamer girl brain on. My puzzle solving brain.
  My kick-the-boss’ ass brain.

 “The
  diner in the book is based on the one where Justin asked Tess to
  marry him; she said it’s in North Sultan.”

 “Holy
  shit,” Chasm chokes out, kicking up from the chair and pulling
  his other earbud out. “That’s huge.” He thinks on
  that for a minute as Maxx pushes his laptop away and crosses his
  arms.

 “You
  said the place was out-of-business, right?” he queries, and I
  nod. “It’s far too obvious of a location for Parrish to
  be staying—and I highly doubt an old diner has a fancy wine
  cellar anyway. But maybe that’s not the clue here? I know my
  parents get weird about all their ‘special places’.”
  He makes quotes with his fingers and then gives an adorably
  exasperated expression. “The Slayer asked you to push Tess on
  the Justin Prior thing. He had you smash your birthday gift with the
  typewriter that meant so much to her. Now this diner thing? I wonder
  if we shouldn’t look into other places that have significance
  to their relationship?”

 It’s
  a good idea, actually. A great one.

 “I
  still think we should check the diner out, just in case.” Chasm
  gives me a look that’s hard to interpret. “My dad wants
  me home on Sunday,” he adds sourly, pushing his hair back from
  his forehead. “But if X wants to come with me, we can scope the
  diner out beforehand.” The two of them exchange a look. “We’ll
  stop by Mr. Volli’s place while we’re out.”

 “I’d
  rather go with you on Tuesday,” I tell him, but then he turns
  those gorgeous eyes of his on me and shakes his head.

 “You
  need to stay here and figure out a way to get Tess to talk.” He
  points at the book on my nightstand. “At the very least, you
  need to keep reading and see if there’s anything else that
  stands out. If we’re going with this theory, we need a list of
  places to search. The location where they first met, where they first
  kissed, where they first—” He stops suddenly, and our
  eyes meet. X lets out an annoyed sigh.

 “Do
  you two need a minute?” he asks dryly, but I shake my head.

 We do,
  actually, but I’d rather not waste any time tonight on messy
  feelings.

 We have
  work to do.

 “No,
  we’re good,” Chasm says, looking away before I can think
  up an appropriate answer. “It’s all good.”

 But neither
  of us is going to forget the look on Parrish’s face anytime
  soon.

 I settle
  back down on the bed with the book while X turns and leans his back
  against the wall. Our feet bump together, and we both go still, but
  neither of us acknowledges the strange, electrical currents we feel
  when we touch.

 Even if
  he’s technically Maxine’s ex, he’s still hers.

 He will
  always be hers.

 “Okay,
  Tess, let’s see what you’ve got,” I murmur,
  flipping the book back open.

 I stare
  at my father across the table, a plate of ham and eggs in front of
  me, and I smile at him with all the ignorance of a girl who has no
  idea that the man she loves the most is a cold-blooded killer.

 I’ve
  always enjoyed idioms.

 This one
  seems most appropriate to describe what happens next: speak
    of the devil, and he shall appear.

 

  
















Delphine
  wakes me up the next morning. Nothing unusual about that, but I can’t
  help but be suspicious of her and anyone else that had access to this
  house that night.

 “Breakfast
  is ready and on the table,” she tells me with a smile as I
  climb out of bed and head straight for the bathroom to deal with my
  period. I’m not about having a conversation with her right now.
  I just couldn’t bear it if I was friendly with her and it
  turned out she was like, an accomplice or something.

 Once I’m
  dressed in jeans and a Whitehall Prep hoodie that either belongs to
  Chasm or Parrish—I truly don’t know since it’s been
  washed and smells like soap and only soap at this point—I head
  back into my room to find Delphine folding clothing from a basket and
  slipping it into the top drawer of my dresser.

 The pajamas
  I wore that night when I woke up in the woods are in her hands.

 That’s
  a puzzle I’m still having trouble figuring out. Like, did the
  Slayer buy a second set and put me in them? Or were the ones I was
  wearing washed, dried, and put back on me? Delphine would have
  easy access to the laundry, right? I’m just struggling to
  figure out how she’d be capable of drugging me and then
  dragging my body outside by herself. She’s so tiny and thin,
  and it doesn’t look like she works out much more often than I
  do.

 I decide to
  push that thought aside for the time being, heading down the stairs
  just in time to see the pool guy leaving out the front door. I’ve
  seen the dude in passing before, but he never stood out to me much.
  Same deal with the man outside on a riding lawn mower, dealing with
  the slightly overgrown grass.

 Guess the
  Vanguard household is back to running on all cylinders.

 I don’t
  like that.

 It makes it
  feel like Parrish doesn’t matter, like he isn’t coming
  back.

 “Come
  eat,” Maxx says, standing in the doorway between the living
  room/kitchen area and the hallway. I glance over, finding him dressed
  in … oh. Wow. X is cloaked head to toe in this slick
  lime-green, black, and white jersey and pants. Even his boots match,
  hitting him at mid-calf, and strapped tight against his muscular
  legs.

 I must be
  staring like a crazy person because he hooks a confident smile my
  direction.

 “What
  do you think?” he asks as I finally remember that I’m
  supposed to be doing something other than gaping at my sister’s
  ex like a cringe-worthy tit-faced asshole. I make my heavy feet move
  forward, but Maxx doesn’t move back, and then we’re just
  standing way too fucking close together. “My parents made a
  surprise trip into town and basically ordered me down to the track.”
  His mouth twitches. “They don’t think I should draw
  attention to myself by participating in another press conference.
  Worried the Slayer might get me next or … something.” He
  sounds supremely annoyed.

 “You’re
  going riding today?” I query, wishing circumstances were
  different so that I could go with him. Not only would I love to see
  Maxx Wright in his element, but I’d love a ride on the back of
  his bike … I mean, on my own bike. Maybe he could give me
  lessons or … something. Anything less disturbing than my
  brief, flickering fantasy of wrapping my arms around his middle and
  taking a ride.

 He cringes
  just a bit, reaching up to scratch at the back of his head.

 “I
  know it’s fucked, but my parents are on my ass; they don’t
  appreciate that I’m finishing the school year here instead of,
  like, actually at the university.” He offers me a pretty smile
  to make up for the perceived slight to Parrish. “Besides, I
  have to get on their good side. I need to convince them to let me
  keep the humping rabbit.”

 “He
  jizzed all over Maxx this morning,” Chasm offers up from behind
  him, stuffing a small square of watermelon into his mouth. He talks
  while he chews sometimes. Well, more like mumbles around his food.
  It’s annoyed me when other people do that in the past, but not
  him for some reason. I actually find it … cute?

 Then it
  hits me what he just said.

 “Seriously?”
  I choke out, completely skeeved at the idea. I think it might be time
  to get poor GG neutered. X snorts as he stalks past me, this tall,
  imposing presence that I don’t even need to look at to
  appreciate; he has a strong, impactful aura about him.

 “He
  didn’t jizz on me; he pissed on me,” X corrects as I look
  over and notice the varied assortment of foods on the table. Eggs,
  bacon, sausage, pancakes, toast, a bowl of fruit, orange juice. It’s
  a very pretty spread. Frankly, I can barely keep my eyes open. Giving
  Maxx a sidelong look, I try to imagine what it’d be like to be
  with someone who gets up early every day and enjoys cooking breakfast
  while simultaneously prepping himself for a day of riding bikes.

 My heavy
  lids sag and I slap both hands against my face to wake myself up,
  cringing when I smack the splints of my broken fingers on accident.
  Where Maxx Wright gets his energy from, I have no idea. He really is
  perfect for Maxine. My sister’s an early riser, and she’s
  always puttering around doing something, always eager to go out on
  some adventure or another.

 I wet my
  lips as Chas shrugs and slumps into a chair at the table. It’s
  just the three of us in here currently. No sign of Tess, Paul, or the
  other kids just yet.

 “However
  it happened, it was hilarious,” Chasm continues, snacking on
  another piece of cubed watermelon from the bowl of fruit. His eyes
  shift over to mine, and my cheeks pinken slightly. He takes note even
  as he looks away, a small smirk claiming his lips for a brief moment.
  “All down his bare chest, soaking into his sweatpants.”

 I try not
  to think too hard on that image—because of the rabbit pee as
  well as the memory of Maxx
  Wright’s naked chest—as I glance back at X.

 He stuffs a
  piece of toast in his mouth, letting it hang out as he snatches a
  windbreaker off the chair next to me. In order to reach it, he
  actually has to reach around me, his arm brushing against mine and
  making me shiver.

 “Glad
  you found it amusing,” he mumbles around the toast, pausing on
  his way out the door to take it from his mouth so he can point at
  Chasm with it. “I’ll be back in a couple of hours and
  then we’ll do our thing?”

 Chasm lifts
  up a fist with his thumb up and X grunts, stuffing the toast back
  into his mouth before he takes off. He seems to realize something and
  scoots a few steps backward to look through the doorway. This time,
  it’s me he gestures at with his toast.

 “I’ll
  see you later, Kota,” he says, and then he’s taking off
  again and disappearing into the garage.

 I pull out
  the chair next to Chasm’s and sit down, our legs bumping
  together and giving me a wild thrill, one that stokes the heat
  between my thighs and makes me feel like a crazy person. Now that
  I’ve had sex, I just … kind of want to keep having sex.
  It’s fun. It feels good. It makes me feel close to Chasm.

 And to
  Parrish.

 “He
  likes you,” Chasm says, wrinkling his nose like he’s just
  bitten into something sour. The thing is, he isn’t eating
  anything at all right now. Apparently, it’s the idea of X
  liking me that’s given him that facial expression.

 “Of
  course he likes me. We’re friends,” I say, reaching for
  the fruit bowl at the same moment that Chasm does. Our hands brush
  together and he catches my attention with his eyes again. Sometime
  last night, I fell asleep. When I woke up in the very early morning,
  I was alone, covered with my blankets, my Tess-phone recording from
  its tripod. It occurred to me then how ironic it was that I’d
  been using my phone to protect myself while the Slayer was happily
  watching me through that very same camera.

 I thought
  about seeking Chasm out. I did. Inviting him into bed. My body.

 In the end,
  I just went back to sleep, but I can see now that this tension
  between us is going nowhere. Parrish.
    Parrish. Oh god, I’m so sorry Parrish. If
  I even remotely let my mind stray back to last night, I feel a
  terrible sadness that clings like early morning dew to the sleeves of
  a wool coat.

 Oddly
  specific imagery, Dakota. Really nice. If you do end up becoming a
  writer, you’ll fill your books with meaningless but very pretty
  purple prose.

 “Not
  like that,” Chasm says, shaking his head as if to clear it. “I
  think he likes you in a different way. Did you see his face when he
  was watching us do it on the video last night? I thought he might
  punch me.”

 “You’re
  being ridiculous,” I snort, but I can’t quite get past
  the idea that he’s telling me the truth.

 Our
  conversation comes to an abrupt halt as Tess enters the kitchen. She
  looks stunning with her dark hair in a topknot, her white business
  suit like something one of the Kardashians might wear on a magazine
  shoot. She looks … wow. I guess it isn’t all bad,
  sharing DNA with her.

 “The
  press conference is in a few hours,” she tells us, looking over
  the spread on the table with a small frown. “Have Delphine come
  in here and clean this up when you’re done. Then Dakota, I’d
  like you to get dressed up in something nice.” She actually
  uses my correct name for once which I appreciate. Tess grabs a mug
  and then gestures loosely in Chasm’s direction with it.
  “Kwang-seon, your father doesn’t want you to participate
  in the filming, so you’ll need to go home before then or stay
  out of view of the cameras.”

 “Yes,
  ma’am,” he says, but there’s no hint of mocking or
  sarcasm in his voice. He knows we’re both on thin ice with
  Tess. Add in the wild card of Kimber Celeste and things could get bad
  if we don’t toe the line.

 The
  doorbell rings, and Tess pauses, glancing over her shoulder in that
  general direction.

 “What
  on earth?” she asks, setting her mug on the counter and heading
  that way. Chasm and I exchange a look. There shouldn’t be any
  surprises knocks on the door here; we have a gate with a keypad and
  two police officers for a reason. Did a reporter sneak over the
  fence? Is it the lawn guy telling us that he found something? The FBI
  agents?

 However I
  imagine things working out—that is, not at all the way they
  actually do end up turning out—I could never have dreamed of
  this.

 Even if,
  one day, I were to become a famous novelist like Tess, I could never
  come up with this plot. Not in a million years.

 I move up
  beside Tess, but a few steps behind her. Chasm is trailing just
  slightly behind on my left, and my entire world is about to shift in
  indescribable, inexplicable ways.

 Tess
  doesn’t bother checking the front door cam or peeping out the
  window. She must, like me, figure that whoever is waiting on the
  other side is a friendly party. Or, at the least, a neutral party. At
  worst, a reporter overstepping their boundaries. She looks like she
  wouldn’t mind punching an inappropriate paparazzi.

 The front
  door here is actually two front doors, a very grand sort of entrance.
  Tess opens the left side and looks out. As soon as she sees whoever’s
  on the other side, her hands slips right off the handle, and the door
  swings wide, bumping into the wall.

 A man
  stands on the front porch, his hands tucked casually into his
  perfectly creased slacks. He’s wearing a dress shirt with the
  top few buttons undone, a loose tie that highlights the strong column
  of his neck, and a smile

 A genuinely
  beautiful, open, adoring smile.

 His eyes
  are a brilliant blue, his hair a glossy black, his skin a slightly
  tanner version of my own.

 He looks
  right past Tess and straight at me.

 My blood
  goes cold, and if I hadn’t put a hand on Chasm’s shoulder
  to steady myself, I might’ve fallen over and cracked my head
  open on the white marble floor.

 “Justin?!”
  Tess chokes out, her voice high and reedy. She sounds like she’s
  about to faint. She looks at the man the way someone might stare at a
  corpse risen from the grave.

 Justin.

 Did she
  just … did she say Justin?!

 “Justin?”
  Chasm repeats, making the name ring in my head like a curse. I’m
  just staring at the guy. He looks like a model or a rock star or
  something. His face is handsome but not too pretty, his lashes long,
  his hair full and slightly wavy. If I had to guess, I’d say
  he’s probably in his mid to late thirties.

 “Hello,
  princess,” he says, and his voice is exactly how I might’ve
  imagined my biological father’s voice to sound. Smooth,
  confident, adoring. He gazes at me like I’m the most precious
  thing he’s ever seen in his life. “A hug for your old
  man?”

 I hope
  you’re excited for tomorrow.

 My mind
  goes completely blank right then and there. I mean, like really. I
  see stars, and I can barely remember my own name.

 Is this
  seriously happening right now?

 “What
  are you doing here, Justin?” Tess asks, looking like she’s
  about to hyperventilate. Justin barely flicks his gorgeous blue eyes
  in her direction before turning back to me. He fixates on me with
  this … this horrible stare. He’s looking at me like I am
  the be-all, end-all of his existence.

 Just like
  Tess does.

 I consider
  vomiting onto the toes of his shiny dress shoes.

 “Well, Mrs.
  Vanguard,”
  he purrs, managing to make the greeting sound both sincere and
  mocking all at the same time. He gestures loosely with one hand, an
  expensive watch strapped to his wrist. “May I come in? I’d
  like to discuss the fact that you found our daughter and didn’t
  think to contact me.”

 For an
  entire minute, there’s nothing but silence.

 It’s
  broken only by the distant murmur of reporters at the end of the
  road, and the buzz of the lawn mower as the landscaper meanders
  around the edges of the property.

 “You
  … you’re not supposed to be in Medina,” she
  whispers, but Justin comes inside anyway. Tess scrambles to close the
  door behind him, looking like she might be sick. There’s too
  much going on for any of us to even give a second thought as to how
  Justin managed to get past the front gate and the pair of police
  officers on either side of it, without anyone noticing.

 “Yes,
  well, extenuating circumstances,” he says, still looking at me,
  still smiling. “Hello, Mia.”

 “Do
  not talk to her,” Tess growls out, stepping between us. Justin
  doesn’t seem at all concerned by the move, looking up and into
  her face. I see something flash there that, oddly enough, reminds me
  of the way Chasm and Parrish look at me. And
    Maxx. Him, too. But I won’t think about that. “And get out my house
  before someone sees you here.”

 The sound
  of footsteps on the stairs draws my attention around. Chasm, on the
  other hand, is just staring at Justin like he wants to kill him. He’s
  quick up on the uptake, that boy. He’s already figured out who
  this is: Justin Prior, my biological father, Tess’ ex-husband,
  the embezzler, the cheater, the … serial killer.

 As nice as
  he looks, as handsome as he is, as pretty as his words are, I can
  feel it.

 This is a
  very, very dangerous man in a very, very expensive dress shirt and
  slacks.

 This is the
  man that’s keeping us both from Parrish Vanguard.

 “Oh,
  Paul,” Justin calls out, smiling even prettier than he was
  before. He’s like, almost disturbingly handsome, but in the
  same way an artifact looks behind glass, like it isn’t meant to
  be touched, only observed. He doesn’t seem real to me. Just a
  figment of a perfect person. “I was hoping we’d get to
  see each other today.”

 My
  stepfather is now the one staring at Justin Prior like he’s a
  ghost, a mystical monster come to life out of the pages of an epic
  fantasy novel, a multi-headed nightmare who grows more heads each
  time one is chopped off. That is Justin Prior.

 “What
  is he doing here?” Paul chokes out, reaching up to adjust his
  glasses. If I’m not entirely mistaken, his hands are shaking.
  “He isn’t supposed to be here; we have a restraining
  order.”

 Justin just
  laughs, this good-natured chuckling that gives me the chills.

 Chasm and I
  exchange a look. What if we just, I don’t know, stabbed this
  guy right now? Would that save Parrish? Would we be able to send the
  FBI after him and get there before Mr. Volli did? Or, with this man
  dead, would Amin Volli abandon this endeavor altogether?

 I have no
  idea.

 But I do
  know one thing: this is the same man that I’ve been speaking to
  for two weeks. Via text. Through Parrish. Through Mr. Volli. This is
  him. Justin Prior. The Seattle Slayer. Parrish’s kidnapper. All
  one and the same.

 “No,
  I don’t think you do have a restraining order anymore,”
  Justin suggests, looking Tess over while he waits for her to move out
  of his way. “I made some calls.”

 “You
  son of a bitch!” Tess snaps, and then Paul’s right there
  and he’s physically pulling her back.

 I kid you
  not.

 My stepdad
  is physically restraining my bio mom right now.

 Mind blown.

 “Tess,
  don’t let him get to you,” Paul is murmuring, wrapping
  his arms around his wife in a way that reminds me of his son. My eyes
  flick back to Justin. He can see me now that Tess is out of the way,
  and he’s studying me all over again. He takes a step closer to
  me, and the smell of spicy aftershave tickles my nose.

 It smells
  like cedar and wet earth mixed with pepper and spiced rum.

 It makes me
  sway on my feet. I know instantly that I’ve smelled that scent
  before. Not just once, but multiple times. As it did when I met Tess
  for the first time, the smell of that man’s aftershave hits me
  like a freight train, and I know without a doubt that we’ve met
  before.

 Then I
  think about that night when I woke up in the woods, the way one of my
  attackers smelled just like this and how, after I escaped from him,
  he didn’t chase me. He strolled. He prowled.

 Justin.

 “I
  know you don’t remember me, princess,” he starts,
  reaching out a hand that Chasm very quickly slaps down, inserting
  himself between me and Justin. The man doesn’t let on that the
  move bothers him at all but for the most minute crinkling of the skin
  beside his eyes.

 It’s
  that small tell that scares me the most.

 I push
  Chasm aside and step forward.

 More than
  anything, I want to talk to this man in private.

 If he’s
  here, then everything we’ve suspected thus far must be correct:
  the Slayer has a personal interest in seeing me submit to his will,
  interact with him, learn from him. He’s here for me, and I’m
  here for Parrish.

 There has
  to be a way to work this out.

 “You
  might not remember me, but I’m your father, Mia,” Justin
  repeats with all due seriousness. He’s like, the dream dad that
  every girl wishes for her, and I’m goddamn terrified of him.
  “I’ve been wanting to come and see you for some time
  now.”

 “Do
  not respond to him, Dakota,” Tess repeats, tearing from Paul’s
  grasp and running her palms down the front of her white power suit.
  “He’ll be leaving now, and if he wants to see you, he can
  take it to court.”

 “You’d
  do that to me?” he asks, giving her a crushed sort of look
  that’s so genuine I almost believe it. “That’s
  sick, Tess. I’m the girl’s father. I was given as little
  choice in losing her as you were.” He casts a look in his
  ex-wife’s direction that makes her look
  to be the enemy in this scenario. He turns back to me yet again. “As
  soon as I heard you’d be found, I started preparing things for
  you.” He reaches out to touch my face, and Chasm goes
  completely stiff beside me.

 I grab
  Chas’ wrist when he tries to move forward, squeezing it tightly
  enough that he stops in his tracks. We cannot piss this man off. I
  know that much within five minutes of meeting him.

 “Nobody
  wants a disgraced father living in exile.” He tilts his head at
  me, blue eyes sparkling. I’d say we looked nothing alike, but
  that’s only if you take in basic details like hair and eye
  color. Our faces are structured in a very similar way: same nose,
  same mouth, same eye shape. Even his jawline is just a masculinized
  version of my own. “But I’m here now.” Justin turns
  his attention back to Tess. “If you have a problem with that,
  we can certainly get the law involved.”

 “That’s
  exactly what we’re going to do; you are not talking to my
  daughter without a judge’s order.”

 “Your daughter?”
  Justin asks incredulously. “You mean our daughter.”
  He looks at me again and smiles. “Give me a hug, princess.”

 Shit.

 My eyes
  slide over to Tess; she’s looking at me, Paul’s looking
  at me, Chasm’s sending a heated death glare directly through
  Justin’s skull.

 When he
  holds out his arms like he’s offering me a hug, I know that I
  have to take it. The unspoken command rests behind the friendly
  glimmer in his ice blue eyes.

 Even though
  it kills me to reach out and hug the man who’s responsible for
  Parrish’s suffering, who orders him to be cut, to bleed, who
  traumatizes me, ruins my life, destroys my relationships with people
  I care about, I embrace him like he’s the most important person
  in the whole wide world.

 Because as
  long as he has Parrish, he is.

 And he
  knows that.

 Nothing
  he’s done thus far is accidental—especially not this.

 I love
  tight hugs. I really do. It’s a Banks’ family tradition
  to give big, tight squeezes.

 What Justin
  does to me however … feels more like an anaconda circling
  prey. He hugs me so tightly that it actually hurts; he crushes the
  breath from my lungs and makes my bones ache. I don’t let any
  of it show through.

 I can’t
  afford to do that.

 And we both
  know it.

 “Tell
  them you want to come with me. Beg them. Scream. Do whatever you have
  to do,” he whispers against the side of my head. And then he
  kisses me on the cheek and strands up straight, putting his hands on
  my shoulders and looking me over like, well, a long-lost relative.
  “You have turned out beautifully, you know that?” he
  says, gazing at me with the same level of desperation that Tess often
  displays toward me. Only, his isn’t sad like hers is. It’s obsessive.
  “What did I do to deserve such an incredible daughter?”

 “Don’t
  act like you’re responsible for this girl in any way, shape, or
  form, other than a small contribution of semen.”

 My mouth
  gapes open at Tess’ boldness—she’s usually, um, way
  more WASP-y than this.

 Tess moves
  between me and Justin again, pointing at the door with a shaking
  hand.

 “Get
  out,”
  she snarls, but Justin isn’t afraid of her. That much is clear.
  He puts his hands back in the pockets of his slacks.

 “Tess,
  don’t be like this. I won’t want things to get ugly, but
  Mia is my daughter, too.” His voice takes on this cold,
  domineering tint, so at odds with his appearance. The two of them
  stare at each other, close enough to touch.

 There’s
  a disturbing level of tension between them.

 “How
  did you react when you first found your child after fourteen fucking years?
  I’m sure you wept and shook, kissed her forehead, held her
  close.” Justin reaches out like he’s going to tuck a
  loose strand of Tess’ hair behind an ear. Her hair was perfect
  when she got up this morning, but all her flailing around just now
  has knocked some of that carefully arranged hair loose.

 She knocks
  his hand away.

 “I’m
  taking her out for a few hours. Just a few. I’ll bring her
  right back.”

 Tess lets
  out this high, quaking laugh. It’s hysterical, is what it is.

 “You’re
  not taking my goddamn baby anywhere,” she snarls right back at
  him, and I’m stunned by the deeply protective note to her
  voice. I know I shouldn’t be, considering her crazy coddling
  and keeping tabs on me and all that, but … wow. It sounds like
  she’d quite literally kill to keep me safe.

 My throat
  tightens up.

 She loves
  me, I think. Even if she doesn’t like me.

 She really
  would die for me, right then and there, I’m sure of it
  suddenly. As sure as I know the sun will rise tomorrow. Damn
    it, Tess.

 “What
  do you think, Dakota?” Justin asks, turning to me.

 God.
  Damn it.

 I exhale
  sharply, squeezing Chasm’s wrist for support. I haven’t
  let go of him this entire time; he’s anchoring me to reality.
  His smell is soothing away some of my violent, crippling anxiety.

 Focus,
  for Parrish. For Parrish. Anything for Parrish.

 “I …
  I’ve never had a father,” I admit, lifting my right palm
  up and out in a placating gesture. Tess’ eyes go wide as she
  snaps her gaze back to me, like I’ve betrayed her somehow. She
  immediately switches that expression to one of terrible fear and
  desperation.

 “Dakota,
  before you even think about going with this man, we need to talk.”

 “Oh,
  come off it, Tess. Harping about he-said, she-said bullshit from
  fourteen years ago is not going to help our daughter. You heard her:
  she’s never had
  a father.” There’s an unspoken implication in his words,
  and it’s exactly this: she
    may never have had a father, but she did have a mother. Ouch.
  “Don’t stand in the way of a man and his child.”

 “I
  said no. Last chance to leave before I call the police,” Tess says, her
  voice wicked cold. “Get out.”

 Justin
  takes a few steps back and then carefully peeks out the window beside
  the front door.

 “Like
  those police out there?” he asks, turning back to her. “How
  do you think I got in the front gate? Things are about to change in
  Medina, Tess. You forget: I was born and raised here. You were invited.”

 “Alright,
  I’ve had it,” she says, taking her phone from her pocket.
  She turns back to me and Chasm. “Go upstairs and lock
  yourselves in a bedroom.”

 “Don’t
  be dramatic,” Justin chides gently, his voice absolutely
  patronizing. He doesn’t even acknowledge Paul’s existence
  as the other man moves up beside his wife, his face reddened with
  anger. “And here I was, ready to offer you a way to save your
  missing son.”

 My heart
  breaks in half as my attention flicks over to Chasm. He catches my
  gaze before turning back to Justin. Did he … did he really
  just admit to kidnapping Parrish?!

 “Don’t
  you dare bring up my son,” Tess whispers, her voice dark with
  rage. “Don’t you fucking dare.”

 “Tess,
  calm down for a minute,” Justin offers patiently. But like,
  when has one person ever told another to ‘calm down’ and
  not intended to be an asshole. I’m still stuck standing here in
  total disbelief.

 “What
  the hell is he doing?” Chasm grates out, pulling me just a
  little closer to him. I want so badly to just turn and hug him right
  now. I feel like I could use a hug. A real one, not one where it
  feels like a man is trying to choke the life out of me.

 “You
  know that I’ve been working on my facial recognition software
  since high school.” He gives her a charming smile to go with
  the memory. “Well, we’re gearing up for a big launch.
  This product is going to change the world.” He gestures with a
  hand, sliding his palm through the air like he’s imagining his
  name in lights. “We even turned down an offer from the US
  military.” He gives Tess a look, his hand still lifted up in
  the air. “My company would like to offer to track Parrish
  Vanguard, free of charge. We can search traffic cams for his face,
  gas station surveillance cams, even the dark web. If there’s
  footage of your son out there, we’ll find it. We’ll find him.”

 Tess’
  mouth is practically hanging open, but she shakes her head like she
  knows how crazy Justin sounds right now. Facial recognition software
  is a thing, sure, but I thought like, only the CIA and shit had
  access to anything even remotely credible or useful on such a large
  scale as Justin’s describing.

 “Justin,
  you’ve officially lost your mind—” Tess starts,
  pausing at another knock on the door. Justin doesn’t skip a
  beat, just steps back and opens it.

 “Sir,
  I’ve got the judge on the line,” a man says. He’s
  also dressed in a suit, much shorter than Justin, with curly hair and
  huge oversized glasses with a bold zebra pattern

 “I’ll
  take care of it, thank you,” Justin says with a curt nod, and
  the man retreats, closing the door on his way out. Justin turns back
  to our gaping group and pulls his phone from his pocket. He presses a
  few buttons and then lifts it to his ear, affecting another gorgeous
  smile. “Judge Valentine,” he says with a companionable
  laugh. “I’m doing wonderfully. She’s …”
  He looks over at me, and his beaming smile manages to get even wider.
  “She’s everything that I hoped she would be.” A
  pause. “That’s wonderful, thank you. You can email it
  over, that’s fantastic.” Justin hangs up before turning
  back to a very suspicious looking Tess. “That was Judge
  Valentine; he’s a good friend of mine. He’s going to send
  over the emergency custody agreement that I filed for.”

 “Excuse
  me?” Tess blurts out.

 “The
  emergency order will grant me temporary full custody,” Justin
  explains casually, slapping his phone against the palm of his hand.
  “Forgive me, but as soon as I was able, I filed the motion. The
  hearing was held ex
    parte,
  but you can understand why. Not only did you lose our child once,
  you’ve just lost another one. Face it, Tess: you’re a
  shitty mother.”

 Oh my
  fucking god.

 Oh my god.

 Did he
  really just say that to her?!

 “I
  won’t allow you to speak to my wife like that—especially
  not inside the four walls of my own home!” Paul roars. I didn’t
  think he had it in him, I’ll be honest. I step even closer to
  Chasm, and Justin’s eyes flick our way. “If you don’t
  walk out that door right now, I will hit you.”

 “Oh,
  Paulie, don’t kid yourself,” Justin says with a mirthful
  twist of his lips.

 “Don’t,”
  Tess warns her husband, glancing back at him. “That’s
  what he wants.” She turns back to Justin, letting out a long,
  heavy exhale. “If you hit him, he’ll press charges. He’ll
  push this custody thing.” Tess points at her ex. “Forward
  that custody order to my lawyer now. You
  sure as hell aren’t taking my child without a fight. And, might
  I add, for you to come in here knowing that my son …”
  Her voice cuts off in a choking sob, and I swear, I see Justin
  shudder with pleasure.

 He gives
  her a falsely sympathetic look.

 “I
  would never think
  to rip a child away from her family,” he says, stepping close
  to Tess as Paul bristles and then turns away, putting his hands on
  his hips in a way that reminds me of Parrish. His face is crimson at
  this point. “That’s your specialty, isn’t it?”
  Justin leans in close to Tess, even as she seethes on the inside, her
  dark eyes burning. “If you’d never stolen my daughter
  away from me in the first place, none of this would’ve
  happened. I wouldn’t have lost fourteen years with my child.”
  Justin turns to look at me abruptly, snapping his fingers. “Go
  pack your bags, princess. You’re coming with me. You’d
  like that, wouldn’t you? To spend some time with your father.”

 “I …”
  I start as Tess looks at me with that same pleading expression she
  was wearing before. I can see in her eyes that she’s scared for
  me, for herself, for both of us right now. I don’t know much
  about Justin Prior just yet, but I do know a bit about Tess at this
  point. She can be a prickly person at times, but she isn’t
  evil. If she ran from Justin, if she took me away from him on
  purpose, there’s probably a solid reason behind it. “I’d
  like to make my own opinions, Tess.” I nearly choke on the lies
  as they ooze out between my lips. “And maybe his software
  really could—”

 Tess
  ignores me, whipping her phone out and making a quick call. Whoever’s
  on the other line must be paid well because they answer immediately.

 “Check
  your email. Justin is here, and he’s supposedly gotten an
  emergency custody agreement from Judge Valentine.” She turns
  her glare on Justin, but he simply hands his phone over. Tess types
  something in—her lawyer’s email address, I believe—and
  then hits send. “Did you get it?” she asks after a few
  seconds. “Well?”

 “You
  are not going
  with this guy,” Chasm growls against my ear. His angry lips
  stir my hair, and goose bumps break out across my entire body. Oh,
    that feels good. And
  this is most definitely not the time to be thinking about things like
  that. I turn toward him, looking up into his gaze and wishing …
  No, there is no wishing involved here, is there?

 My arms
  slide around his neck, and I lift up on my tiptoes, letting him press
  his forehead against mine. He wraps his hands around my waist and
  gives my belly a small squeeze.

 “No,
  Little Sister,” he breathes, his mouth so close to mine that I
  can practically taste him. “You aren’t risking your
  life—not even for … his.” Chasm presses his lips
  to mine, and I swear, the entire room goes silent.

 “Well,
  now, I’m not sure how I feel about you dating boys before
  graduation,” Justin muses, as if the stupid asshole didn’t
  force me to sleep with Chasm in the first place. When we finally
  break away from one another, I look back to see that Tess is just … staring at
  me in that way of hers again.

 Disappointment
  is plain on her face, just like Parrish warned me about so seemingly
  long ago.

 Has it
  really only been about three and a half months since I got here?

 Tess is too
  busy with her phone call, however, to deal with me and Chasm.

 “I
  want to go with him,” I reiterate. “What if … what
  if we just go out for an hour? Just one. Then he can bring me right
  back. In time for the press conference.”

 “Oh,
  you’re having a press conference today?” Justin queries,
  but almost like he already knew about it. “Let me help. I have
  a press release prepared. I could announce the launch of the app and
  pledge every resource our company possesses to help you bring your
  son home.”

 “You’re
  an opportunistic monster,” Tess breathes, her eyes brimming
  with angry tears. She still has her phone pressed to her ear but
  whatever her fancy-pants lawyer is saying on the other side must not
  be very hopeful. I look at her and I feel simultaneously hopeful and
  vindictive. This
    is exactly what you did to the Banks. Exactly this. You swept in with
    your lawyers and your DNA tests and you took what you wanted with no
    regard to anyone else.

 Just like
  Justin is doing now.

 “Let
  me in on the press conference, Tess, and I won’t take Dakota
  tonight—even though it is my
  legal right. We’ll meet up tomorrow for lunch, won’t we,
  princess?” He doesn’t even wait for me to answer because
  he doesn’t care; this is what’s happening, and we both
  know it. “We can work up to the overnights.” He gives me
  a look and then lets his gaze drag over to land on Chasm. “I’m
  currently staying in a vacation rental, so I don’t exactly have
  a permanent address of my own just yet.”

 “How
  long have you been planning this?” Tess asks, so angry that
  even though there are tears on her cheeks, she looks like she’s
  about to say damn it all, and deck Justin Prior right in the face.
  “Since the moment you heard my son was missing? Is that why you
  crawled out of the woodwork, just to ruin my life? To ruin your
  daughter’s life?”

 “I’m
  just here to help, and to form a relationship with my child. I’d
  never consider ripping a girl away from her mother.” Justin
  moves over to me, putting his hand on my shoulder and leaning down
  again on the pretense of kissing my cheek. He lowers his voice to the
  barest of whispers. “We’ll have fun together, I promise.
  I’m not as scary as Amin makes me seem. He’s a terrible
  actor.” Justin pats my head as he stands up, giving my
  lime-green hair a little rub between his thumb and forefinger. He
  smiles again and releases me, his eyes snagging briefly on Chasm’s
  before he turns back around. “Well? Do we have a deal?”

 Tess brings
  the phone away from her ear, her gaze locked on me. She looks like a
  woman who’s losing her daughter for the second time. I feel so
  guilty that I could scream. And tomorrow, I really am going to lunch
  with this guy. I’m going to leave this house with the Seattle
  Slayer.

 And then
  what?

 Then
  fucking what?

 “I
  don’t give a fuck what
  she says: you’re not going with this nutjob. Parrish wouldn’t
  want that.” He might be whispering, but Chasm sounds so firm in
  his statement, like he thinks either of us has much say in this. At
  this point, I have exactly two options. The first is that I go with
  Justin as he wants, and both Parrish and I have a chance. The second
  is that I get ahold of those female FBI agents and tell them
  everything, give Parrish up, and try to save myself.

 That second
  option … isn’t really an option at all, is it?

 “What
  choice have you given me, Justin?” Tess asks, her voice like an
  icy stalactite that’s just dropped from the ceiling and is
  plummeting straight at my bio dad’s face. I know that Tess grew
  up poor, but that she got a scholarship to attend Whitehall Prep when
  she was in tenth grade. Is that where she met Justin? He said he was
  born and raised in Medina, so that’d make sense.

 No wonder
  Tess lied about my father, why she tried to keep his story from me.
  So … how the hell did Saffron know that the guy was bad news?
  Bad enough that she felt it necessary to warn me … and kidnap
  me?

 Looking at
  them both now, all I see is the adult versions of the monsters that
  attend school with me. Guess it’s just endemic in this area.
  Plotting, scheming, cruelty, power plays, money, sex … control.
  It all comes right back to that, doesn’t it?

 “You’ve
  been imagining me as the broke, homeless, lunatic you dumped in a
  facility all those years ago.” Justin just keeps on smiling as
  he delivers the verbal blows, one after the other, but the longer he
  holds the expression, the more that it begins to look like a grimace.
  “But things have changed, Tess. I’m the one with the
  money and the power, just like I used to be. You’re going to
  have to get used to being the lucky piece of trailer trash all over
  again.”

 I bite my
  tongue so hard that it bleeds.

 I want to
  tear this guy down so bad—even if Tess sort of deserves this
  moment.

 Paul takes
  off down the hall, heading into his office and then slamming the door
  behind him.

 “Dakota,
  go get dressed,” Tess says quietly, but she isn’t looking
  at me. She’s staring at Justin instead.

 I don’t
  say a word, slipping past her up the stairs.

 Chasm
  follows after me, and even though Tess actually breaks her stare with
  Justin to look at him, she doesn’t stop us as we flee into my
  bedroom.

 “Look
  at me, Little Sister,” he says as I try to yank my arm from his
  grip. “You cannot go with that man tomorrow. If you do, I’ll
  …” His voice cracks as he whirls me around and slams me
  into the wall beside the bathroom door. My breath releases in a rush,
  and my heart is beating so fast that I feel dizzy. “I’ll
  never see you again.”

 “It’s
  not his goal to hurt me, Chas,” I start and then pause,
  adjusting my words so that they actually make sense. “Not
  physically hurt me, I mean. He isn’t trying to kill me. If he’d
  wanted to do that, I’d be dead already. I’d be long dead.
  He wants me to like him. Didn’t you see the way he was looking
  at me?”

 Chasm
  narrows his eyes and shakes his head, still holding my wrists against
  the wall—still as cautious as ever about my broken fingers
  though.

 “I
  love Parrish, but I’m not letting you commit suicide in an
  attempt to save him. He told me to take care of you.”

 “Yes,
  and he also said I should leave him to die and save myself. Are we
  taking his instructions literally now? You have to let me do this.
  Maybe this is part of Justin’s plan. He clearly wants to use
  Parrish to promote his new app. Maybe we were never actually meant to
  find him, and Justin was just messing with us. We could … what
  if we got him back soon?”

 “You’re
  grasping at straws here, Little Sister. That’s not how it’s
  going to go down. If you let Justin Prior take you away, you’ll
  never be the same again.” He releases my wrists with a huff,
  and I rub them together to brush away the ache. His fingers left
  slight red marks on my flesh, but I actually don’t mind.

 I just wish
  he’d kissed me before he let me go.

 “It’s
  worth the risk,” I tell him yet again, and I mean it.
  Eventually, I’m sure I’ll find out that Chasm was right.
  It might not be the first visit or the second, but at some point, I
  know that I’m going to have to face a trial or two to get out
  of this on the other side.

 Because
  this isn’t ‘just’ about getting Parrish back. It’s
  about me. Justin Prior isn’t going to simply let me go. Oh no.
  Just like before, I’m not simply trying to sidestep his pieces
  in a drawn-out chess match: I need to checkmate his king.

 “I
  know what I’m doing,” I say aloud, but I’m pretty
  sure it isn’t just Chasm that needs reassuring.

 

  














 

I
  can hardly breathe for the duration of the press conference. There
  are so many people crammed into our house, so many cameras, so many
  flashing lights and shouting voices. The way everyone talks about
  Parrish—like he’s already dead—infuriates me.

 That, and
  I’m struggling with the normal anxiety that comes with being in
  front of a crowd of people. It’s a lot to deal with. Especially
  when Justin introduces himself for the camera. His assistant with the
  zebra glasses is in here coordinating things for him.

 It’s
  all so … seamless.

 Tess is
  absolutely right: this wasn’t something he thought of on the
  fly.

 Oh no, he’s
  been planning this for some time—since the day I arrived in
  Washington state. Maybe before. But what I can say for certain is
  that the heart pin was in my drawer the moment I walked into that
  bedroom, just waiting for me.

 Justin
  knew. He already fucking knew. And on top of that, he must’ve
  already had a plant in the house to get that pin inside my nightstand
  drawer.

 When he
  introduces the name—and purpose—of the app, I almost lose
  my shit.

 “Fortunately,
  my daughter is already returned safely to me,” Justin says,
  sitting beside Tess and Paul on the couch. “But I’ve
  spent the last fourteen years of my life developing this very tech:
  tech that’s meant to bring lost children home through facial
  recognition. If we hadn’t had such luck locating Dakota, I’d
  intended on using our new app to bring her home.” He turns to
  the sea of reporters with such a genuine expression on his face that
  I’d likely believe him—you know, if he hadn’t
  kidnapped my crush and tortured him by cutting giant gouges in his
  chest every day for fourteen days. “Instead, I’m
  dedicating every resource that my company has at its disposal to help
  my ex-wife find her son.”

 He reaches
  out and puts a hand atop Tess’. To her credit, her expression
  doesn’t change one bit. She’s got that power bitch
  neutral thing going on.

 “I
  dream of a world where no child is ever separated from their parents,
  where no child ever goes missing.” Justin accepts a milk carton
  from his assistant, setting it on the table and turning it around so
  that a child’s smiling face is beaming at the camera. The words
  above her head read MISSING
    CHILD.

 She is … me.

 I recognize
  the baby picture as one of the ones that was on the Netflix
  documentary that changed—and ruined—my entire life. But
  also … my eyes slide over to where Chasm’s standing at
  the edge of the crowd. He’s full-on slouchy bad boy today, one
  foot kicked up against the wall, the sleeves of his Whitehall Prep
  dress shirt rolled up to reveal inked forearms. He’s even got a
  cigarette stuck between his lips, unlit and hanging.

 Our eyes
  meet.

 If I had
  the chance, would I rewind time and turn that documentary off, start
  up a K-drama while Nevaeh bitched and Sally sighed dramatically?
  Would I do all that knowing what I was giving up?

 The answer
  to that question terrifies me.

 I turn my
  attention back to Justin.

 “We’ve
  come a long, long way since grainy black and white photos and simply
  hoping for the best. That’s why my new app—Milk
  Carton—was created: not just for peace of mind, but to dig into
  dangerous situations and discover the truth. Whether Parrish Vanguard
  is alive or dead, we’ll find him.”

 I cannot be
  the only person in that room who shudders at the way he says it.

 The crowd
  is abuzz with chatter and shouted questions, but I don’t pay
  attention to any of it.

 All I can
  think is: what the hell happens next in all of this?

[image: ]

“What
  the fuck did I just miss?” Maxx asks, staring at Justin Prior
  from across the hallway. He’s just come back from the track,
  and there’s a fine layer of dust on his green, black, and white
  riding gear. He’s a bit sweaty, and his dark hair is mussed up
  from being stuck inside a helmet all day.

 He must’ve
  rushed back here after getting Chasm’s text about Justin—he
  didn’t even stop to shower.

 I refuse to
  allow myself to appreciate any of that, either his appearance or his
  dedication.

 “This
  is my … biological father, Justin Prior,” I explain,
  gesturing to the man standing near the front door. Maxx, Chasm, and I
  are clustered near the garage door watching the man with unbridled
  suspicion. Tess and Paul are out front, finishing up with the last of
  the reporters.

 Justin,
  thankfully, is on his way out. His assistant is helping him into what
  appears to be an absurdly expensive suit jacket.

 Maxx just
  stares at the man with a gaze so dark that it gives me chills. When
  he turns it over to me, I shiver involuntarily.

 “This
  is the bastard who has Parrish?” he murmurs as Chasm studies my
  bio dad with an expression very similar to the one X is wearing. If
  given the chance, I think any one of us might just stab the creep. If
  I at all thought it would be that easy to solve our problems, I’d
  do it. But I don’t know where Parrish is. I don’t know
  how many people like Mr. Volli are working for Justin. I also really
  don’t want to spend the rest of my life in prison. All of that,
  of course, depending on me actually getting the opportunity to kill
  the guy without him retaliating and killing me instead.

 “That’s
  him, alright,” Chasm mutters, flicking his tongue against one
  of his black lip studs. “I’ll give him this: the
  bastard’s got balls.”

 “Balls?”
  Maxx asks, cracking his knuckles. He’s actually still wearing
  his riding gloves. Yep. He must’ve seen the text and then just
  taken off in his Jeep without hesitation. “He’s
  psychotic. What does he think he’s going to accomplish by
  coming here?”

 The
  assistant with the zebra glasses exits through the front door as
  Justin turns back to the three of us—fully aware even as he’s
  smiling at us that we all know the things he’s done, that he’s
  made us do, that he will do if given the chance.

 That he’ll
  kill Parrish.

 “I’ll
  tell you what he hopes to accomplish: taking Dakota out for a
  daddy-daughter luncheon tomorrow.” Chasm keeps his voice low
  when he says this, even as Justin holds out his arms like he’s
  offering me another hug.

 “A
  goodbye squeeze for daddy?” he offers, and I swear, it’s
  like I can feel those words whiplash through Maxx like a storm. He’s
  moving before I can even think to stop him, and then he’s
  throwing a hard punch and clocking Justin Prior right in his pretty
  face.

 The Seattle
  Slayer stumbles back against the wall, his hand over the lower half
  of his face. I can already see blood. It blooms on the white marble
  floor beneath his feet like a sea of wild roses.

 “Maxx,
  stop!” I shout at the same time that Chasm curses, and then
  we’re both grabbing X by the arms and hauling him back. When
  Chas first touches him, he jerks his arm away with enough strength to
  send the other boy stumbling, but when I touch him … he goes almost disturbingly still. His green eyes
  flick down to mine, and I think about all the warnings that Chasm
  gave me regarding Maxx.

 X turns his
  attention back to Justin as my bio dad pulls his hand away from his
  mouth, staring down at the red in his palm with a placid expression
  that scares me about a hundred times more than a scowl or a sneer
  might have.

 This man is
  goddamn terrifying.

 I see now
  that everything I’ve done for Parrish thus far was absolutely
  necessary. Looking at Justin now, do I really think he’d kill
  Parrish if I disobeyed him?

 Oh, yeah,
  you bet I do.

 “You
  really shouldn’t have done that,” he remarks casually,
  lifting his cold blue eyes up to Maxx’s face and smiling. Maxx is shaking right now, his hands squeezing into fists so tight
  that I can hear the creak of his riding gloves. I keep my tight grip
  on his arm as Chasm hovers on X’s left, ready to grab him again
  if necessary. Justin turns his attention to me. “Did I not tell
  you to choose your pawns carefully?”

 He shakes
  his hand out, splattering yet more blood on the floor.

 “If
  you kill Parrish, I will hunt you down,” X says, his voice this even, dark, dreadful
  thing. “And you won’t like what I’ll do to you when
  I find you.”

 Justin
  laughs, removing his pocket square to dab at the blood streaming from
  his nose.

 “That’s
  cute, Maxx Wright. Very cute.” He lifts his gaze up to mine
  again.

 “What’s
  the point of all this anyway?” I whisper, squeezing X’s
  arm even tighter when I feel him tense up. He’s on the verge of
  losing his shit completely; I can feel it. If any one of us were
  going to kill Justin, I can easily see who the most likely candidate
  would be.

 “It’s
  payback, princess,” Justin says easily, pulling his phone from
  his pocket. “Raúl, I need a new shirt and jacket. I seem
  to have experienced an unfortunate nosebleed.” He hangs up and
  puts his phone away, studying the three of us with undisguised
  interest. “Surely you’ve heard stories about me already?”

 “Not
  many,” I admit, knowing that the honest truth will upset him
  the most. He wants me
  to know about him. He wants me to know everything there is to know
  about his and Tess’ relationship, everything about his past,
  about his exploits. “When I asked Tess who my dad was
  initially, she said he was just some old boyfriend that she didn’t
  remember. I never even heard your name mentioned until you made me
  ask about it.”

 That does
  it.

 A muscle in
  Justin’s jaw ticks, but he calms himself with a deep exhale.
  His eyes find the framed birth certificate on the wall nearby and he
  taps at the glass with his knuckles, giving a low, dangerous sounding
  laugh. I wonder why the field for father has
  been left blank? Is this not my real birth certificate? Did Tess have
  him removed from it? Or was Justin Prior never on it at all?

 “Well,
  I’ll tell you this right now: the people in this town are not
  who you think they are. They’re filthy, greedy liars who care
  more about themselves than the relationships they forge. I’m
  sure you’ve noticed how easily they’ll turn on you? Lumen
  Hearst, for example. Little more than animals.” Justin pauses
  as his assistant, Raúl apparently, reenters through the front
  door with a fresh jacket and dress shirt in hand. “Even if you
  don’t see it now, you will. I’ll make sure of that.”

 Justin
  doesn’t seem to care that his assistant is standing right
  there. He continues to talk freely. That gives me yet another clue to
  work with. Mr. Fosser was clearly in his employ as is Mr. Volli.
  Apparently, so is Raúl. And I don’t just mean that the
  man collects a paycheck.

 “This
  town and its horrible, horrible people stole everything that I had
  and then some. Now, they’re going to see what happens when
  karma gets involved.” Justin motions down the hall. “I’m
  assuming there’s a bathroom somewhere in this lovely Vanguard
  home?” He very nearly scowls when he says that, offering up yet
  another intentional clue.

 Justin
  doesn’t like Paul; I could see that right off the bat. And I
  don’t just mean that he doesn’t jibe with him. I think
  he’s jealous of his relationship with Tess.

 “Down
  the hall to your left,” Chasm remarks dryly, and Justin nods,
  giving me one, last look before he strides off.

 “I’ll
  see you tomorrow, Mia.” He moves away from us with his
  assistant in tow as X turns his attention down to my hand on his arm.
  He looks stricken as he reaches down and carefully untwines my
  fingers from his thick bicep.

 “I
  can’t believe I just did that,” he murmurs, but more to
  himself than to either me or Chasm.

 “Dude,
  what the fuck is wrong with you?” Chasm snaps, gritting his
  teeth as he turns his attention in the direction Justin disappeared
  to. I’m sure Tess would balk at the idea of her ex freely
  roaming her house. Not that he, apparently, has any issues getting in
  here. He left the heart pin, the skeleton key, kidnapped me,
  kidnapped Parrish. What is he not capable of? “You’re
  lucky that prick never explicitly asked us not to
  hit him. I have a feeling he’s a stickler for rules. This
  honesty thing is a kink of his.” Chas turns back to X with a
  sharp expression on his face. “But if what you did affects
  Parrish in any way, I’ll be the one hunting you down.”

 “He
  won’t hurt Parrish for that,” I say, weirdly confident in
  the whims and choices of a deranged serial killer. “But god
  only knows what else he’ll do.” I bite my lower lip.
  There’s no way we’re getting away with this scot-free.
  Not a chance in hell.

 “I’m
  sorry,” X says, running both hands over his messy hair. “That
  was stupid as fuck.”

 “Yeah,
  it was,” Chasm snaps back, sliding his hands into the pockets
  of his slacks.

 “You’re
  not actually going to go with that guy, are you?” Maxx asks me,
  and I can see that he’s in the same camp as Chasm. “You
  can’t be alone with him, Kota.”

 “He
  won’t hurt me,” I repeat, and both boys give me dark
  looks thick with frustration.

 We all
  pause when the front door opens and Tess and Paul come back inside.
  Right away, I see Tess’ eyes flick to the blood on the floor.

 “Justin
  got a nosebleed and excused himself to the bathroom,” I explain
  as she looks back at me. There’s the slightest hint of betrayal
  in her gaze. She hates that I begged to go with him. But she has no
  idea that I’m protecting her son with everything I have, giving
  up little parts of me with each of the Slayer’s directives.

 “I
  need that man out of my goddamn house,” she murmurs, exhaling
  sharply and reaching up to rub at her temples. Paul remains her
  silent bodyguard, as usual. But I don’t miss the way his brown
  eyes—so similar to Parrish’s—flick in the direction
  of the downstairs bathroom. He despises Justin Prior in a way that’s
  more than just ‘my wife’s ex’. There’s
  something personal there, that’s for sure. “And
  Kwang-seon McKenna, do not think I missed that cigarette hanging out
  of your mouth earlier. I know how your father feels about smoking.”

 “Please
  don’t tell him,” Chasm begs, giving a curt, little bow in
  response. He stands up and locks his hands together in a prayer
  position. “I have to spend Memorial Day with that man.”

 “Speaking
  of,” Tess continues, giving Chasm a once-over. “You
  should get ready and head home before he starts blowing up my phone.”

 I have to
  give her credit for not telling Chasm’s dad that he covers his
  lip piercings and his hair; she also clearly keeps her mouth shut
  about his ink. See, Tess has plenty of redeeming qualities. Nice that
  I’m seeing them now, since Justin is determined to make me look
  like a heartless douche in front of my bio mom. So
    much for that spark of a relationship we’ve been kindling …

 “On
  it,” Chasm agrees, exchanging a quick look with Maxx.

 That’s
  right.

 I’d
  almost forgotten their plan to check out both the diner and Mr.
  Volli’s house.

 “I
  stink,” Maxx mutters with a slight cringe. But I don’t
  think that at all. Actually, he smells amazing. Goddamn
    it, Dakota. You’re so fucking cringe sometimes. “I’m going to shower and then I need to grab food for the
  damn rabbit.”

 “You’re
  not staying with your parents tonight?” Tess asks him and Maxx
  pauses on his way toward the stairs.

 “Nah.
  They’re staying in one of Seamus’ rentals out in Gold
  Bar. I’d much rather stick around here in case …”
  he trails off, but he doesn’t have to finish that sentence.
  Tess knows exactly what he means. She waves him away, and both Maxx
  and Chasm head for the stairs, casting glances back at me.

 But they
  can’t protect me from this.

 Nope, this
  is all on me.

 “I’d
  like to have a conversation with you tonight,” Tess tells me,
  her voice simultaneously hard and soft all at once. Her expression
  reminds me a bit of a wounded tiger. Like, she’s bleeding, but
  she can still crush skulls with her teeth. “About your …
  Justin.”

 “Of
  course,” I reply, taking the brief lull in conversation to
  snatch my chance at an exit.

 Tomorrow,
  I’ll have lunch with the guy and see what I can’t do
  about Parrish.

 But if I
  don’t have to see him again before he leaves right now, that’d
  probably be best for both of us.

 

  














 

The
  boys leave a short while later, but only after Maxx apologizes to me
  about a million times over. At this point, there’s nothing we
  can do about what happened. So far, so good though. Killing Parrish
  because Maxx punched him in the face wouldn’t serve Justin’s
  purposes at all.

 Actually,
  the whole Milk Carton facial recognition app thing has made me feel
  slightly better about the situation. It seems to me that Justin wants
  his stupid software to ‘find’ Parrish, so that he can
  launch his new product to fanfare and praise.

 That means
  that Parrish cannot die … right?

 How,
  exactly, he might keep us all gagged once we get Parrish back is a
  problem for another day.

 I take an
  hour or so to go over my social media, once again looking for clues
  that seem frustratingly out of reach. What I can’t ignore,
  however, are texts from Sally and Nevaeh telling me that Maxine is
  desperately trying to reach me.

 That, and a
  text message from my grandparents begging me to call them.

 With a
  groan, I put my phone up against my forehead. What a mess. My easy,
  average, boring life has become a twisted tangle. Everywhere I turn,
  there are thorns and shadows. Nothing is simple. Nothing is what it
  first appears to be.

 While I
  can’t avoid my grandparents—or Maxine—forever, I
  don’t have the emotional energy to deal with that right now. I
  drop the phone to my lap and stare at the dark screen for a moment. I
  remember Grandma Carmen telling me to give my new situation three
  months. Just three months, she’d said, and if it doesn’t
  work out, we’d look for other solutions.

 Well, it’s
  been more than three months. While my fish out of water feeling isn’t
  gone, I have much more important things to worry about. At this
  point, if I can just get Parrish back safely, I’ll swallow down
  the rest of my pain and forge through. I’ll stay here, because
  staying here means I can be with him—whether Tess and I form a
  mother-daughter bond or not.

 A firm
  knock sounds on my door and I very quickly open my nightstand drawer,
  chucking my Maxine-phone inside before Tess comes in without
  bothering to wait for my confirmation.

 “How
  are you holding up?” she asks, which seems like a strange
  question coming from someone whose son has been missing for two
  weeks.

 “I’m
  perfectly fine,” I say, which maybe isn’t the best
  response. But I have a feeling that if I let on in any way that I
  dislike Justin, Tess will fight him with everything she has. She
  might still do that, but I can’t give her any fodder. I cannot
  be the reason that she goes after him, not with Parrish’s life
  on the line.

 “May
  I sit?” she asks, but then she’s sitting down on the bed
  anyway, like her body’s too heavy to hold up any longer. She
  closes her eyes for a minute, digging her nails into the blankets
  like she’s struggling to bring a surge of wild emotion under
  control. “I’m sorry that you had to see and hear all of
  that today.” Tess opens her eyes back up and glances over at
  me.

 I fidget
  slightly beneath her stare, swinging my green and black hair over one
  shoulder so that I can braid it. It gives me something to do, at the
  very least.

 Tess looks
  over at me, an unsure expression crossing her face. This is her
  ‘dorky author’ look, the one that she affects when her
  hair is mussed and she’s puttering around the kitchen mumbling
  plot points. Sometimes, she’ll forget to fully close her office
  door and I’ll hear her having conversations with her characters
  out loud.

 Those are
  the parts of her that I really like.

 But then,
  you can’t choose which parts of a person to accept.

 Tess is
  that person, but she’s also the cold power bitch that comes
  down on me like a hammer.

 “Dakota,”
  she starts, and I feel a small rush of pleasure that she chooses the
  right name. “I’m sorry that I lied about your father.
  When you asked me about Justin Prior that day, I should’ve …
  I should’ve been honest with you.”

 I shake my
  head. Even though she did lie to me, I understand why.

 She likely
  has no idea that Justin Prior is a serial killer, that he’s the
  Seattle motherfucking Slayer. But she knows he’s a bad man. She
  was trying to protect me from that.

 Saffron,
  too, seemed to know so much more than she should. I’d love a
  chance to speak with her privately. There could be clues there as
  well.

 “While
  I don’t appreciate being lied to, I can see why you did it.
  He’s … intense.” I grit my teeth at the memory of
  his smile after Maxx punched him. There’s something even more
  unsettling about his charming, almost placid demeanor. If he’d
  flown into a rage, I could’ve understood that. But that quiet
  calm? Dear god, what have I walked into here? “To be fair
  though, Tess, you can’t just tell me he’s a liar and a
  cheater and expect me to hate him.”

 She lets
  out a small sound, turning away from me toward the darkening sky
  outside the window. Even though I can only see her profile right now,
  there is no mistaking the intense sense of longing in her eyes, the
  sorrow in the shape of her mouth, the love in her shaking hands.

 She’s
  thinking about Parrish.

 A line from Abducted
  Under a Noonday Sun comes
  back to me with a rush of pain. Losing
    a child is like losing a piece of your soul. On the outside, you’re
    still you. On the inside, you’re nothing but aching regret and
    bountiful memories. Every small moment you shared becomes larger than
    life; it becomes everything.

 I finish my
  braid and then reach into my pocket, searching for a stray hair tie.
  I have a tendency to collect them in my pockets. Once, I counted
  fifteen hair ties shoved into the pocket of a denim jacket.

 Instead of
  a hair tie, I find my Tess-phone. A thought occurs to me, so I slide
  it out and pretend to check my notifications. Instead, I
  surreptitiously start recording our conversation. If Tess is going to
  give me any clues about my father—or any of their ‘special
  places’ as Maxx put it—it’ll be now.

 “Why
  don’t we start with … how you two met?” I begin,
  adding a question mark onto the end of that sentence. At least I
  don’t say ‘question mark’ aloud. Guess I’m
  not twelve anymore. A small flicker of sadness chases through me. My
  childhood is most certainly in the rearview mirror. I will never be
  the same after the things the Slayer has made me do.

 And I
  imagine this is only the beginning of his demands.

 My hands
  twist in my sheets as I wait for Tess to reply.

 She keeps
  her gaze focused out the window, but her expression shifts from one
  of longing to one of long-buried pain.

 “We
  met at Whitehall,” she says, and then she finally glances back
  at me. “I’m sure you didn’t miss Justin’s
  little dig about me being trailer trash.” Tess cringes
  slightly, as if she’s ashamed about that. My mouth flattens
  into a thin line. I hate billionaires with unabashed passion, but I
  do not hate people for being poor. There’s nothing to be
  ashamed about here.

 “Tess,”
  I start, but it’s like, now that she’s started, she isn’t
  ready to stop.

 “Anyway,
  my grandmother worked hard to make ends meet while still trying to
  chase her dream of becoming an author …” Tess pauses
  again, turning fully to face me. There’s regret written plainly
  all over her face. “I should’ve told you all of this
  sooner. Not just you, but all of you kids.” She reaches out to
  touch my face, hesitates, and then flattens her mouth into a thin,
  determined line. Tess closes that distance between us, cupping the
  side of my face and stroking her fingers into my hair. “You
  kids are my heart,” she whispers, voice cracking. “My
  whole entire heart.”

 I look
  away. I can’t help it. I’m not ready for this
  conversation with her, not after she hurt me in too many ways to
  count. But I also feel for her, ache for her, want to cry for her. I
    will save Parrish for her. For Chasm. For Maxx. For Kimber and Ben,
    Amelia and Henry. Even Paul. They all need him back, no matter what
    it costs me.

 Tess drops
  her hand back to her lap, and I look back, wishing I’d had the
  strength to maintain that eye contact with her.

 “I
  worked as a waitress in the very same diner I was working in when you
  were … stolen from me.”

 She’s
  shaking now, and I can see that this conversation is pushing her to
  the edges of her emotional limits. The thing is, if I can get this
  out of her, I might be able to save Parrish. It’s absolutely
  vital that I keep her talking; this is my chance. The longer Parrish
  is missing, the harder it will be to get her to talk to me so
  frankly. She’s already starting to crumble. Yes, she’s
  been pulling herself back together, but how long until she breaks? We
  all have our breaking points, whether we care to admit to that or
  not, but losing a second child after just recovering
  the one you lost for fourteen years? That would break anyone—even
  a big shot bestselling author like Tess Vanguard.

 “Anyway,
  I was working there and attending Whitehall on a scholarship. Justin
  … He and I met at school, and he asked where I worked. He
  started coming there daily after class, just to talk to me.”
  She smiles a little at the memory, but it’s tinged with
  bitterness. “He used to leave me hundred-dollar tips. Not just
  once in a while, but every time.”

 I can’t
  tell if I’m supposed to be impressed by that or not. Maybe, in
  some circumstances, I would be. But knowing Justin Prior the way that
  I do now? It comes across as patronizing, controlling, and obsessive.

 “Last
  Chance Diner and Grill,” I say, realization making my skin
  crawl. “That’s where he proposed to you, too.”

 Tess
  startles like she’s been slapped, blinking at me in surprise.

 “How
  do you know the name of the diner?” she asks me, but I can’t
  exactly say, ‘hey,
    remember your maid, JJ? Well, Chasm and I picked up her body in a
    wooden box from that location. That was just before we shoved the box
    into his trunk, bungeed it down, and delivered it to her
    rapist/murderer’s house.’

 Yeah no.

 “You
  told me last night that the diner in Fleeing
    Under a Summer Rain was
  based on a place in North Sultan. Didn’t take much internet
  sleuthing to find it.”

 My
  explanation mollifies her slightly, and she sighs, reaching up to
  pull pins from her coiffed hair. It tumbles over her shoulders in an
  espresso-colored wave.

 “Well,
  you’re right,” she says, giving a slight smile. I’m
  so excited by this turn of events that I start to tremble, forcing my
  hands beneath the covers to hide my reaction. “He gave me a
  ring as a tip one day.” She gives a harsh laugh, reaching up to
  rub at her forehead. “Can you even believe that? The arrogance
  of it?” She shakes her head and sighs. “But that’s
  one of the things I liked most about him. He just dropped a
  million-dollar diamond onto the bill and looked at me with that
  charming smile of his. I was sold.”

 Tess gives
  me a look that I can’t quite interpret, half tender, half
  admonishing.

 “I
  was still a senior in high school. Actually, I was still a senior in
  high school when I got pregnant with you.” My cheeks flush,
  even though I had nothing to do with that decision whatsoever.
  Somehow, I still feel guilty for ruining Tess’ last year of
  high school. “That’s why I’ve been so hard on the
  sex thing. Kwang-seon, he’s a nice boy. I should know,”
  she says, giving a little laugh. “I practically raised him.
  Seamus, he’s not a bad man, but he never could cope after
  Ji-hyun died.” Tess pulls her hair over one shoulder and,
  offering me another smile, starts to braid it in a similar fashion to
  mine. “I just don’t want you to end up like me.”

 “A
  millionaire author married to a plastic surgeon set to inherit
  billions?” I query back, and she lifts both brows. I shouldn’t
  be a tease right now. This is a serious conversation, but I can’t
  help it. I was never meant to live in eternal darkness. I’m
  somebody who craves the light. Fun, easy conversations, lazy
  afternoons, movies with laughter and popcorn. That’s me.

 “Married
  too young, made a mother too young, lacking in options. That’s
  what I mean.” She finishes her braid and then points at me.
  “You’re funny though.” I give her a small grin, but
  it’s lacking in presence. I need to steer the conversation in a
  different direction.

 Although …
  I don’t dislike the one we’re having now. I once thought
  that having a heart-to-heart with Tess Vanguard was my worst
  nightmare. Guess losing the guy I’m in love with to a serial
  killer has really put things into perspective for me. This isn’t
  nearly as bad as I expected. Actually, I’d love to know
  everything there is to know about Tess’ backstory, her
  relationship with Justin, all of it.

 But I need
  more specific information right now.

 “What
  about, um, special places?” I suggest gently, wondering if the
  change in subject is too abrupt. “Like … your guys’
  first kiss? Or … the hospital where you had me? Anything like
  that?”

 Tess looks
  askance at me, like she’s not sure where I’m coming from
  with this. Her guilt must win out though because after a moment of
  thought, she decides to answer.

 “First
  kiss?” she asks, thinking on the subject for a moment. “Well,
  not that I want to encourage this sort of behavior or anything, but
  Justin and I used to sneak into the prop room of the theater to make
  out.” Tess gives a mischievous little smile at the memory and
  then frowns hard.

 Meanwhile,
  there I sit, hyperventilating and wondering if we’ve just
  stumbled on the key to finding Parrish.

 Places.

 Places that
  matter to Tess and Justin, specifically.

 “As
  for the hospital you were born in, it was actually a birthing center
  called Medina Mothers and Infants. I had a midwife and a water
  birth.” This time, when she smiles, it’s much more real
  than when she was reminiscing about Justin. “I love that you’re
  asking me these questions actually. In the beginning, I dreaded it.
  But now, my only regret is that we can’t have this conversation
  under more ideal circumstances.”

 She wants
  to talk about the reasons why I shouldn’t go with Justin.

 And I’m
  going to have to sit here and listen to all those very valid reasons
  and then still insist that I go with him. After rejecting Tess, after
  rejecting this easy but sanitized life she was offering, only to
  embrace a man that I’ll have been warned about in advance.

 Not a good
  look for me.

 Once again,
  Justin has carefully arranged everything so that I look like the bad
  guy. So that my relationships with everyone around me suffer and
  fray. Fuuuuck.

 Also, I
  need more places. A diner, a theatre, and a midwifery center will not
  solve this puzzle. Likely, it’s going to be something more
  personal, much harder to dig out of Tess. Say, the first place they
  had sex. Or the place where I was conceived. The place they were
  married.

 I need all
  of that info, and I need it now.

 “Dakota,
  when I first started seeing Justin, he was attentive and kind. He
  lavished me with gifts and attention. But over time—particularly
  after we were married—he became abusive. In small ways at
  first, like controlling where I went or what friends I was allowed to
  hang out with. Later, the abuse became physical. He hit me. He …
  he …” She trails off and puts a hand to her throat,
  staring down at the floor with glassy eyes. My own throat closes up,
  and I feel like I could scream.

 I don’t
  want to go to lunch with the bastard tomorrow. I really don’t
  want to acknowledge that we share DNA. But I have to. I have to make
  hard choices here.

 “He
  raped me. Marital rape is a real thing, you know?” she says, as
  if she needs to justify that or explain herself to me.

 “I
  know that it is,” I whisper, and then I find myself reaching
  out and putting a hand on her arm. “I believe you.”

 She sags
  slightly in relief, and then covers my hand with her own.

 “When
  you were a baby, he would jerk you around so roughly that you had
  bruises. Dakota, I left him because he was turning into a monster
  before my very eyes.” Tess turns fully around to look me in the
  face, clasping my outstretched hand in both of hers. “He was
  escalating every single day. He gave me little choice.”

 Little
  choice.

 A phrase
  I’ve been uttering myself so much as of late.

 I bite my
  lower lip, think about Maxx, despise myself yet again for doing so.

 “Maybe
  he’s changed?” I offer up, choking on the words, hating
  myself for that, too. Seems to be one of Justin’s tactics here,
  to make me hate myself. It’s working, too, even though I know
  he’s doing it, and I hate that, too. I hate it so goddamn much.
  “I didn’t give you a chance when we first met. Don’t
  I owe him an opportunity to show me his true colors?”

 I feel
  disgusting even saying that. But the directive was clear: Tell
    them you want to come with me. Beg them. Scream. Do whatever you have
    to do.

 “He
  hasn’t changed a bit,” Tess says with a barking laugh.
  “Using Parrish’s disappearance to market his new app?
  Barging in here with a court order from a buddy of his. He’s
  exactly the same. Worse, actually, because he had to fall and crawl
  his way back to the top.” She narrows her eyes, staring down at
  the comforter instead of my face. “He was arrested for
  embezzlement, stripped of his position in his own company. When I
  took him to court for a divorce and then later, a restraining order,
  word got around town. He was driven out of Medina with pitchforks,
  broke and alone. My very last act as his wife was to have him
  committed, but it didn’t last long. He’s a very
  convincing actor.” She lifts her dark gaze up to mine, and my
  breath catches.

 She’s
  telling me the truth about a lot of things … but she’s
  also lying.

 I can sense
  it; I can feel it.

 I wet my
  lips as she squeezes my hand in desperation, unintentionally digging
  her nails into my skin.

 “I
  can’t stop you from going with him. He has a court order. He …
  appears to have remade a lot of the powerful friends he used to have
  back in the day. But if you tell him no, if we go to court and you
  tell the judge that you want to stay with me, we might be able to
  mitigate some of the damage.”

 Fuck.

 This is …
  this is awful. I feel like I might vomit, to be honest.

 “Tell
  me more,” I say instead, trying to change tactics. “Tell
  me … where you had your first date.”

 Tess gives
  me a strange look, but she’s so desperate to convince me that
  she finally gives in.

 “Our
  first date … well, he started pursuing me at school and at the
  diner. But as for an actual date? I believe it was the winery.”

 “The
  winery?!” I choke out, sitting up straight, heart thundering.
  “Which winery?”

 Again, I
  get a very confused look in response to my outburst. I have
  absolutely zero chill apparently. With a concerted effort, I make
  myself relax. Tess just admitted that Justin hurt her, that he hurt
  me, that he … raped her. Here I am inquiring about the place
  they had their first date?

 I’m a
  fucking monster.

 Just like
  he is.

 “Um.
  Secret Cache is the name of it, I believe,” she offers gently,
  as if she’s struggling to understand my motivations but wants
  to believe the best of me. She and I clearly have our issues. We do
  not like each other on a basic level, but there really is a spark
  here, something that I could build on.

 If only I
  didn’t have to douse it with cold water right now.

 The winery
  is a huge clue. But still, I feel it’s too obvious. I need
  more. But how far can I push right now?

 Tess
  releases my hand and turns away again; I sense that this conversation
  is coming to an end. After all, she has a missing child to look for.

 “If
  you want to go with him, I truly can’t stop you, but Dakota.”
  She looks back at me and once again uses the correct name. Why does
  she always do this, use my name when it matters most? Why can’t
  she call me Mia right now, so that this hurts a little less? “I’d
  hate for you to find out yourself what a horrible man he can be.”

 “I’ll
  … I’ll think on it,” I say, but even that’s
  a lie. I won’t think on it. I’ll go. For Parrish.

 The sheer
  look of disappointment on Tess’ face staggers me. God, Parrish
  was so right about this. So damn right.

 “Well,
  if you have anymore questions …” she starts, heaving a
  tired sigh and standing up.

 “I’d
  love to know all the places that were special to you back then. It
  might … it’ll help me to understand your relationship
  better.”

 Tess blinks
  down at me, frowning heavily.

 “This
  entire town is peppered with our memories,” she admits
  reluctantly. “The cemetery where my grandmother is buried, the
  hotel we spent our wedding night in, the house he bought for me.”

 Vague
  locations, but all possible clues. A cemetery … what if it
  isn’t a wine cellar we’re looking for, but a tomb? I
  shiver at the thought. Wouldn’t that be tragic, if Justin
  staged that stone room to look like a wine cellar when, in fact, it
  isn’t at all? A fancy hotel could have a wine cellar, as could
  a house.

 These are
  all options.

 I just need
  to know which cemetery, which hotel, and which freaking house.

 I have
  pretty good social graces though, and I can tell that asking those
  questions right now won’t win me anything but more disturbing
  looks from Tess. She isn’t going to answer if I push anymore
  today.

 Might have
  to do some internet sleuthing. How many cemeteries can there be in or
  around Medina? Hotels? It’s a pretty small area. As far as
  houses go, that’s a matter of public record, right? Justin’s
  name might be scrubbed from the internet, but surely there are
  records on the house purchase somewhere out there. The county tax
  assessor’s office, the county recorder, or city hall maybe?

 “Thank
  you,” I tell her honestly, and that, at least, seems to soften
  her a tad. She touches her hand to my head gently.

 “Please,
  Dakota. I know we’ve had trouble getting along thus far, but
  with Parrish missing, I need some help. I can only be so strong on my
  own.” She drops her hand to her side before leaving and closing
  my bedroom door softly behind her.

 I almost
  start crying.

 How can I
  do this to that woman? How can I hurt her by leaving with a man who
  mistreated her so badly?

 With a
  growl, I turn off the recording on my phone and put my face in my
  hands for a minute.

 But only
  for a minute.

 The
  internet, and its endless possibilities for answers, awaits.
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Maxx
  and Chasm video chat me a short time later, prowling around the
  abandoned diner together. It’s actually Maxx who grabs one of
  the boards on the rear window and yanks it off like it’s
  nothing, chucking the piece aside before climbing through.

 “Told
  ya he was weird at times,” Chasm murmurs, following after with
  his phone in hand. The inside of the diner is relatively free of
  debris, set up with laminate-topped tables and red booths with holes
  and tears in the faux leather coverings. Here and there, a silver
  napkin dispenser sits, a pair of salt and pepper shakers, a small
  stack of dirty plates. But that’s about it.

 There’s
  no cellar, nothing even remotely like a cellar. The place is one
  floor, relatively small, and completely inconspicuous.

 “Another
  dead end,” X remarks, hands on his hips. He’s wearing
  jeans and a white tank that shows off every muscle in his shoulders,
  chest, and arms. It’s absurdly distracting. Also, it makes me
  think of Maxine. This is her man, not mine. Hers to ogle, hers to
  talk to, hers to snuggle. Even though it was never my intention, I’ve
  taken her away from him.

 The guilt
  is crushing, almost suffocating.

 “Mr.
  Volli’s place then?” Chasm suggests, and Maxx nods.

 “You
  need to be extremely careful over there,” I warn them, and Chas
  gives me a smirk in response.

 “Worried
  about me, Little Sister?” he teases, but I’m not playing
  around here.

 “Yes.
  I’m terrified actually. For both of you.” I sigh and
  shove my fraying braid over one shoulder. “I wish I could be
  there.”

 “I’m
  supremely relieved that you’re not,” X interrupts,
  kicking a random pinecone across the floor. “Apparently, Mr.
  Volli lives in a three bed, two bath rambler on Tenth Street. He paid
  almost two million for it a few months ago. Doesn’t that seem
  odd, that a teacher—even a Whitehall teacher—can afford a
  house for two mil?”

 I wish
  fervently that I had the address for the house Tess mentioned so that
  I could look it up online. Might not give me all the details I need,
  but it would help.

 At the
  beginning of the video call, I filled the boys in as quickly as I
  could on the things I learned from Tess.

 The theatre
  was a huge clue. The winery, too. I feel like this ‘place’
  idea is really something.

 If only I
  could place the skeleton key, maybe match it to one of those
  locations?

 “Maybe
  Justin bought it for him?” Chasm responds, his voice a caustic
  mess. “Fuck, I hate that man. I’ve never hated anyone the
  way I hate him. Maybe it wasn’t such a bad idea to sock that
  bitch in the face?”

 X cringes a
  bit, ruffling up his dark hair. It’s a similar tone of brown to
  Parrish’s, but without the sun-bleached bits. Also, it’s
  about three shades darker, remarkably similar to my natural hair
  color. To Maxine’s natural
  hair color.

 I give a
  small huff to clear my head.

 “No,
  I shouldn’t have done that,” Maxx reiterates, narrowing
  his eyes slightly at the pinecone before he looks back up at the
  phone screen, his intelligent gaze slicing right through and straight
  into me. “But I’ll make up for it, whatever I have to do.
  If there are going to be consequences for that, they should fall on
  me.”

 “Enough
  with your dark knight/white knight bullshit,” Chasm interrupts.
  “My dad is breathing down my neck.” He subconsciously
  reaches up with the hand that isn’t holding the phone to prod
  at the spot beside his mouth where his lip ring is supposed to go.
  It’s so smooth and perfect, you never would know he had a
  piercing at all. Paired with his long-sleeved black and red sweater,
  black slacks, and sprayed black hair, he looks like the perfect
  upstanding Whitehall student. “We need to get over there and
  get this done.”

 “We
  won’t call you while we’re there,” Maxx tells me,
  and I frown. “We won’t be able to talk freely anyway. If
  there’s something to take note of, we’ll message you.
  Otherwise, I should be home within a few hours.”

 “At
  least text me right when you get there, and right when you leave,”
  I offer, and X nods.

 “Will
  do,” Chasm replies, giving me a slight smile before he ends the
  call.

 I tap the
  phone against my hand before diving back into my research.

 The closest
  cemeteries appear to be in Bellevue or Kirkland, so not exactly the
  easiest thing to pin down. I try searching for Gabbi
    Patterson burial location next.
  No results. Patterson might not be her last name. Tess has never
  mentioned her parents like, at all. But she might still have had one
  of their last names. Again, I don’t know if Gabbi was Tess’
  mother’s mother or her father’s mother.

 Ugh.

 If only I
  could talk to Tess a little bit more, this would be a million times
  easier. I try searching for other things about Tess, to see if there
  are any biographies or articles online that mention anything
  relevant. I mean, there are tons of hits for Tess Vanguard, but
  nothing of interest.

 Eventually,
  I give up that line of searching and focus on hotels.

 I figure
  I’m searching for a luxury hotel—it appears that Justin
  Prior was a very wealthy young man. I get a bit of a lead on this
  one: there’s only a single hotel with a Medina address. It’s
  a very exclusive five-star location right on the water. Just a single
  night in their most basic room starts off at around a thousand bucks
  a night.

 I write the
  address down in my spreadsheet. It’s worth checking out for
  sure, especially since Secret Cache’s wine is advertised as
  being served in their on-site restaurant. But could Justin really
  keep a teenager trapped in a wine cellar on such a busy property?

 Regardless,
  this seems the most likely option. The next closest hotels are, once
  again, in Kirkland and Bellevue. Not all that far, but the distinct
  lack of a Medina address makes them much harder to figure out. Just
  as Tess’ grandmother could be buried in any one of the
  surrounding cemeteries.

 As far as
  the house … well, there’s nothing I can do to search for
  that now. I need the address. I can’t just march down to the
  county clerk’s office and tell them to dig up any and all
  information on Justin Prior … can I?

 “Mm.”
  I grumble to myself and switch back to my social media platforms.
  There’s nothing of use pertaining to my original video, but the
  skeleton key one yields a very promising start.

 My
  grandfather had a key just like that when I was little. Not for his
  house though, but for the mental health facility that he worked in.
  It could open any door in the
    building—even the patients’ rooms. He used to wear it
    around his neck. I remember asking to play with it as a kid and being
    given a very firm no. Maybe I’m showing my age here (I’m
    definitely what you kids might call an ‘ok boomer’) but I
    hope this helps.

 I just
  stare at the comment for several seconds before switching back to an
  online search.

 Mental
  health facilities in Medina, Washington is
  what I type in first.

 The closest
  location that’s still in operation is in Lakewood—about
  an hour away from here. Founded in 1871. Hmm. But if it’s a
  working facility, I highly doubt they’re using ancient iron
  skeleton keys. I need something … less occupied, somewhere
  Parrish could be hidden away from the world.

 Mental
  health facility is a more modern term; I switch tactics.

 I try again
  with this search: out
    of business insane asylums Washington state.

 A
  cemetery/insane asylum in the nearby town of Sedro-Woolley, opened in
  1909, pops up. It was abandoned in 1973 but was operational up until
  that point. Patients from King County—the county that Medina is
  located in—were sent there.

 “You’ve
  been imagining me as the broke, homeless, lunatic you dumped in a
  facility all those years ago.”

 Justin’s
  words from earlier. Tess also mentioned having had him committed. But
  where? He’s far too young to have been held in the
  Sedro-Woolley location. But could Parrish be at the abandoned
  property anyway? Again, the possibility of Justin staging a
  stone-walled room to look like a wine cellar comes to mind.

 So many
  options.

 But I feel
  like we’re on the right track.

 My heart is
  racing, and I pause as a text message comes in from Chasm.

 The back
  door was unlocked. Felt like a fucking trap, but we went in anyway.
  Volli was there having a glass of wine. He invited us to have a look
  around. Kinda guessing this isn’t what we’re looking for.

 Dear god.
  Both Volli and Justin are nuts. Like, certifiable.

 I pause.

 Right.
  Certifiable. Abandoned insane asylum. Seems kind of cliché,
  but then, so was the dead maid. Ugh. How the hell am I supposed to
  get the opportunity to drive an hour north, explore the facility, and
  then come all the way back here while under Tess’ watch?

 I’ll
  have to send the boys which I really don’t like. I know that in
  reality they’re no more or less safe with me present, but it’d
  make me feel better if I could go with them.

 I whittle
  away the rest of the time while Maxx is gone to dig deeper into the
  insane asylum theory.

 When he
  comes back and knocks on my door, I barely let out a grunt to welcome
  him in.

 “I
  take it you’ve found something interesting?” he says, his
  face painted with clear annoyance. But not at me. At Mr. Volli,
  probably. I pause to look up at him, trying and failing to suppress
  the small flutter in my belly at seeing his gorgeous face.

 He really
  is the all-American boy, athletic and gorgeous, kind and charming. I
  guess he’s also a bit of a dick, but only when he feels that
  someone he cares about is threatened. It isn’t off-putting in
  the least to me.

 “I
  take it Mr. Volli pissed you off?” I query as Maxx flops down
  on my bed, kicking off his shoes and then lying back on the mattress.
  He closes his eyes and throws an arm across his forehead.

 “He
  mocked us relentlessly. I almost punched him, too. I’m just
  lucky Chasm was there to chill me out.”

 I give a
  little chuckle at that, scooting closer to him to show off my
  findings.

 Like a
  clumsy anime character, I actually end up getting caught on my own
  blankets and falling face forward to land right on top of Maxx’s
  muscular body. My forehead hits his chin, and he grunts, his arm
  coming up automatically to grab me.

 That
  muscular limb wraps my waist as I curse and struggle to sit up. Only
  to find myself locked down by his strength. Trapped, essentially,
  lying half on top of him. I lift my head up and we stare into each
  other’s eyes for a moment that seems to stretch into forever.

 “What
  are you doing?” he whispers, his voice rough. There’s a
  duality to it, half longing, half repulsion. I understand it
  implicitly. We’re both thinking about Maxine right now. “I
  can’t do this, Kota,” he ends up choking out. All of a
  sudden, that pressure on my waist releases and I’m scrambling
  back against the headboard as he sits up and swipes both hands down
  his face. “I’m so sorry,” he says for the millionth
  time that day.

 It occurs
  to me then that he isn’t just apologizing for hitting Justin.

 He’s
  apologizing for … feeling however it is that he feels about
  me.

 Crap.

 Chasm was
  right. Maxx likes me. I like Maxx. I’ve liked Maxx since I met
  him at the coffee shop.

 “I
  wasn’t …” I start, pausing to swallow my feelings
  down. I’m full of them now. I couldn’t possibly eat
  another bite, and yet Justin keeps offering plate after heaping
  plate. This conundrum however is only partially his fault. Nobody
  forced Maxx Wright and me to have natural chemistry with one another;
  it just is. A fact. Something that we can’t do a damn thing
  about. “I wasn’t trying for anything. You’re …
  you belong to Maxine.”

 He drops
  his hands back to his lap and glances over at me.

 “And
  you belong to …” He pauses and bites his lower lip. The
  expression almost makes me smile, since you know, I’ve taken it
  for myself. But the moment is far too serious and totally weird. I’m
  not usually like this, I swear. I’ve only ever had like three
  crushes in my whole life and one of those was when I was eight, so it
  totally doesn’t count. This thing with Parrish, Chasm, and Maxx
  is brand-new. “Well, you don’t belong to anyone, really,
  but … are you dating Parrish or Chasm?”

 The
  question makes me physically ill.

 “I
  never wanted to be a cheater,” I whisper, and Maxx’s
  green eyes go wide. He lifts up two hands in my direction, palms out.

 “I
  didn’t mean it that way, Kota,” he rushes to explain. “I
  know that. I know you didn’t have a choice. If I were Parrish,
  and I had to share my girl with my best friend to have any chance of
  seeing either of them again, I’d do it. All I meant was: what
  happens when he comes back?”

 Maxx’s
  question is loaded. Like loaded AF. But it’s a valid one, one
  that I haven’t allowed myself to obsess over. But I like his
  confidence, the way he says when Parrish
  comes back. Not if. Never if.

 “I
  don’t know,” I admit, my heart cracking in half. I can
  feel it. I’m bleeding on the inside. I put both hands to my
  chest to stifle the pain. “I’ll be with Parrish if he
  still wants me.” I turn away, certain that my cheeks and
  breasts are crimson with an annoyingly telling blush. Why do I have
  to quite literally wear my heart on my sleeve all the time? It’s
  annoying. “I think. But I really like Chasm, too.”

 Maxx lets
  out a small chuckle, and I look back at him. He’s still
  watching me, but there’s no judgement there.

 “This
  is … at least there’s no chance of … us.”
  He points between us, his expression open. He’s just willing to
  lay it all out there apparently. Oh, to have such confidence. As he
  said to me before, I need to carve space for myself. X just takes it
  whenever he needs it, no apologies, no qualms. Well, except for the
  ones he keeps giving me today. “I like you, Kota. I really do.
  You’re smart and funny, empathetic and adorable.” He
  gives me that brimming smile of his, the one that gleams like gold,
  that’s crafted of self-assuredness and glittering aplomb. “But
  because of Maxine, I couldn’t … this could never happen.
  I’m attracted to you, I won’t lie. And it kills me to see
  you with Chasm. To hear about you and Parrish.” He tapers off,
  but he doesn’t look away. He holds my gaze, and he slays me
  with it. I can barely breathe.

 “But
  we are an impossibility,” I promise, even though the words are
  gutting. Why, I’m not sure. I have two amazing guys in my life,
  my feelings for them both so strong that I can’t bear even the
  vaguest idea that I have to choose between them. Adding a third is
  nuts. This isn’t a reverse harem anime or some crazy romance
  novel; this is real life. “I love Maxine more than my own life;
  I would never do anything to intentionally upset her.”

 My voice
  thickens with unshed tears and Maxx’s face softens.

 “I
  know that,” he says, making himself smile. “I could see
  that the moment the two of you hugged in the coffee shop.” He
  turns away slightly and chews on his lower lip again. There’s a
  fresh bruise on his arm that he rubs at before looking back at me. I
  wonder if he fell off his bike today? He pauses and looks down at the
  phone on my bed, grabbing both it and the Tess-phone that’s
  lying beside it. “Give me a minute; I just need to use the
  bathroom.”

 I say
  nothing as he leaves the room, dumping all the electronics on
  Parrish’s desk before I hear his footsteps retreat downstairs.
  When he comes back, he has my book bag on one arm, a shopping bag on
  the other.

 I’m
  not sure what he’s up to, so I just wait.

 Maxx
  nonchalantly sets the book bag down and then knocks the throw blanket
  at the end of my bed over the top of it. He puts a finger to his
  lips, and I nod, watching as he pulls out a small device from the
  bag. It looks a bit like a walkie-talkie with a long antenna on the
  top of it and a bunch of colored light indicators on the front and
  back.

 I have no
  idea what it is, but Maxx seems to.

 He starts
  in one corner of my room, moving slowly and carefully along one wall,
  aiming the device inside each dresser drawer, under the desk, in each
  shelf of the bookcases. He continues on until he gets near the book
  bag, and the device flashes with a red light. He frowns and then
  looks up at me.

 The meaning
  in his gaze is clear: get rid of the bag.

 I fling my
  body out of bed, snatching my book bag up by the handle and making
  sure that when the blanket falls off, the heart pin is facing the
  empty bathroom and not looking at Maxx.

 I head into
  the bathroom, close the door, and very purposefully set a box of
  tampons in front of the heart pin. I strip my shirt off and chuck it
  over the camera, turning both the bathroom fan and the shower on for
  privacy—this is sort of standard operating procedure at this
  point.

 Then I head
  back out to see Maxx.

 It isn’t
  until I’m standing in front of him and his eyes drop to the
  lacy black bra—not the one with holes for once, thank god—that
  I’m wearing.

 Oops.

 X swallows
  hard and turns away, acting as if he isn’t affected by the
  sight while I scramble to find a new shirt. I yank it over my head,
  and he smiles when he turns around, noticing that it’s another
  Ashnikko tee.

 Like Chasm
  said, I’m a simp.

 “I’m
  not a huge fan of her music, but she’s a cutie,” he says
  after I’ve shut the bathroom door behind me, hopefully cutting
  Justin’s eyes and ears off at the source. “You remind me
  of her, actually.”

 I blink a
  few times in surprise, but maybe he didn’t mean that quite the
  way it sounded.

 X continues
  his sweep of the room and the closet, paying extra special attention
  to nooks and crannies. I still haven’t received my laptop, TV
  power cord, or PlayStation back from Tess. She hasn’t even
  returned my Kindle. All I have now is the new phone she gave me, the
  one Maxine gave me, and my academy-issued iPad. The prior two items
  are now in Parrish’s room while the latter is in my book bag
  inside the bathroom.

 We are
  officially tech free now.

 “This
  is a bug detector,” Maxx explains, once he’s confident
  enough in the fact that we’re safe to talk. “A hundred
  and fifty bucks. I looked it up online and picked it up while I was
  out today.” He studies the device in his hands for a minute.
  “We were right: if there were other cameras or mics in here,
  they’re gone now. Makes sense, considering the FBI could sweep
  this place again at any time.” He lets out a dry laugh. “That,
  or Justin has such advanced tech that it can’t be found with
  one of these. If so, we’re screwed either way.”

 He sits
  down on the bed with the device in his lap. We don’t have a lot
  of time. Too long like this and Justin will know what we’re up
  to. But I love the idea that we might actually be able to have
  private conversations from time to time.

 “Sorry
  about bringing the bag back up here; I didn’t want Justin or
  Tess or anyone else to see me doing a sweep in the dining room.”
  X taps the device against his palm in thought, as if he’s
  considering whether or not to say the thing he needed all of this
  privacy for in the first place. “I talked to Maxine today,”
  he finally adds, and my heart jumps. “She wants to come down
  here tomorrow and see you.”

 “No!”
  I shout, that bouncing heart of mine getting stuck in my throat. “She
  cannot come here, not with Justin around like, in person now. He’s
  a freaking serial killer who cuts teenagers into pieces.”

 “I
  know,” X agrees softly, playing with the bug detector some
  more. “I asked her not to, but she was insistent. She might
  very well just show up here. If she does, I’ll deal with her.”

 I nod, even
  though the thought of spurning my sister at the gates to the Vanguard
  mansion makes me queasy inside. I need to distance myself from her
  and not just because Justin told me to. I don’t want him to get
  any ideas regarding Maxine. If she died, I would probably break into
  a million pieces. Nothing would ever be the same again.

 I’d
  die to keep her safe, if I had to.

 “Thank
  you,” I tell him, and he looks up, chewing that pretty lower
  lip all over again. We stare at each other, and it gets awkward as
  hell all of a sudden. I decide that reverting back to the business at
  hand is the best option to keep things from getting weird. “You
  will never believe what I just found,” I begin, and even though
  the change of subject is abrupt and unnatural, we both roll with it.

 Because to
  do anything else would be to hurt Maxine.

 And I
  won’t.

 Not unless
  I absolutely have to.

 

  














 

Maxx
  and I spend several hours organizing my spreadsheet and making a list
  of places to check out. How, exactly, I’m going to get to any
  of them is beyond me, but we’ll figure it out. Eventually, my
  lids get so heavy that I start falling asleep and dropping my phone
  on my face.

 “Alright,
  Kota, it’s time to get some sleep.” X takes the phone
  from me and puts it on the charging pad inside the nightstand drawer,
  even as I grumble protests at him.

 “I’m
  sure Parrish is tired, too,” I murmur, but X flicks the lights
  off anyway.

 “I’m
  sure he’s just fine in that department seeing as he has nothing
  better to do with his day. You, on the other hand, cannot find him if
  you collapse from exhaustion.” He retrieves the throw blanket
  from the floor and covers me up with it even as I groan in protest.
  But I know he’s right. I really do need to sleep. “I’ll
  be just across the hall if you need me.”

 My eyes are
  already drifting shut. I barely hear him. I do, however, feel his
  warm, calloused hand brushing my hair back before he leaves. His
  touch makes me shudder, but I shove the feeling away and turn toward
  the wall. Within minutes, I’m out like a light.

 Unfortunately,
  about two hours later, my phone buzzes from inside the nightstand
  drawer. Seeing as my Tess-phone is back on the mini-tripod atop my
  dresser, I snap out of a deep sleep knowing exactly which phone it is
  that’s just received a message.

 I roll
  over, yanking the drawer open, even as I’m still blinking sleep
  from my eyes.

 My
  stomach’s in knots, and my pulse is racing, my palms are
  sweaty. Being woken up in the middle of the night like this is never
  good. Even were the texter to be someone other than Justin, I’d
  be worried.

 But it is,
  of course, Justin.

 Princess,
  wake up.

 That’s
  the first message. As I’m staring at the screen, another comes
  in.

 Oh good,
  you’re up. That’s a relief. I wouldn’t have enjoyed
  coming over there to wake you myself.

 My mouth
  twitches. I’m not sure if he’s telling the truth or if he
  has an agent to do it for him. Either way, he’s made it
  perfectly clear through his actions that getting access to this
  house, to this room in particular, is not an impossible feat. I
  imagine that even with the new cameras in all the common areas, the
  live monitoring of the feed, and the police officers and security
  guards that Tess hired prowling the property, that Justin could
  figure out a way to me.

 I sit up
  with the phone in my hand, so tired that I could cry. Maxx was right:
  I really did need to sleep. I still need to sleep.

 What do
  you want? I
  text back, even though I know that antagonizing the man is not a very
  smart idea.

 Want? He
  queries back, probably staring at me through the phone on my camera.
  I frown at him, certain that he can see me. I
    had intended on giving you today and tomorrow off. It is, after all,
    Memorial Day. Besides that, you had a very busy afternoon.

 Can you
  please just get to the point? I
  shoot back, wondering how the hell I’m going to survive
  tomorrow’s luncheon. What if Maxx and Chasm are right? What if
  I don’t survive
  it? Then again, Justin had me in the woods all alone in the middle of
  night. Why not kill me then? He certainly wouldn’t reveal
  himself to the public the way he did today and then murder me on our
  first father-daughter outing together, not unless he really, really
  wanted to get caught.

 I warned
  you more than once to choose your pawns carefully. People can be
  useful tools, but they must be managed carefully. If you’ll
  recall Mr. Fosser. He disobeyed me and needed to be punished.

 Adrenaline
  rockets through me. Is he … is he going to ask me to kill
  Maxx?! What if he does? Then what? I could never do that. I’d
  have to give up on Parrish right then and there, run and tell Tess as
  quickly as I could. But Parrish would still die and everything I’ve
  done thus far would be for naught.

 Maxx
  Wright was not a good choice. He’s impulsive but also morally
  righteous, in his eyes. He cares much for little things. You allowed
  him to react toward me today in an inappropriate way, and I would be
  remiss if I didn’t use this opportunity to impart my parental
  wisdom.

 I’m
  shaking so hard right now, but all I can do is wait for his
  directive. I’m essentially helpless in this moment. And I hate
  that. I hate it so fucking much. Rage fills me, bright and hot, but
  there’s no outlet for it. Just a screen and a series of text
  messages that are so goddamn vague, they’d never hold up in a
  courtroom.

 Sure,
  Justin’s mentioned Mr. Fosser and Mr. Volli, but they aren’t
  him. Sure, he’s said things like ‘parental wisdom’
  but so what. It could be anyone on the other end of this phone.
  Anyone. I’m sure he’s covered his tracks with all due
  care.

 I’ve
  heard word that he values his virginity.

 That last
  message throws me a bit. I blink a few times, but apparently, I’m
  dense as hell. That, or I’m just too exhausted to think
  clearly. I don’t understand why that’s a relevant piece
  of information. Where did he hear that from? From Maxine? Oh god, I
  hope not. More than likely, he was listening to Maxx and me talk
  through our phones while we were on the trail.

 It’s
  effortless, the way this man hops from one device to another.
  Seamless. No wonder he was able to craft an app like Milk Carton, a
  facial recognition app that can be used by anyone, anywhere. This
  isn’t military stuff; this is for the public. How terrifying is that?

 As much as
  I despise Justin Prior, I must admit: this technology could change
  the world.

 For the
  worse, more than likely. What good will facial recognition technology
  do in the wrong hands? Stalkers, murderers, opportunists, sexual
  predators, they’ll all use the app in a way that Justin either
  didn’t intend or doesn’t care about. Milk Carton will not
  just bring lost children home, and everyone knows that.

 Here’s
  what I’m going to do. I’m feeling generous tonight. Maxx
  took something from me today, so I will, in turn, take something from
  him. It’s a small thing, tit for tat. And you will not like it.
  But as a parent, we sometimes must do things that our children don’t
  like.

 I’m
  still trying to figure out his aim when the next text comes,
  obliterating me emotionally, physically, mentally. Ruining me in a
  single sentence.

 Tonight,
  you will have sexual intercourse with Maxx Wright.

 Bile comes
  up in my throat, and I know before he even continues talking that I’m
  going to be sick. I end up on my knees in front of the toilet,
  retching over the bowl and throwing up nothing but feelings. I
  haven’t eaten in hours, not since breakfast this morning. My
  feelings were in too much of a tangle to eat.

 Not only
  did I meet my biological father for the first time: I met the Seattle
  Slayer.

 Gasping and
  choking, I pick up the phone to read the newest messages.

 You will
  complete the act before the sun rises in the sky, or I will finish
  what I started. He took a piece of my dignity today, so I will take
  something from him. He values his virginity, and it now belongs to
  me.

 I furiously
  text Justin back, tears brimming in my eyes. What I did with Chasm
  was one thing. It almost broke us both, but at least there was some …
  I don’t know, understanding there. Parrish already knew that
  Chasm liked me. That, and he wasn’t my sister’s
  ex-fucking-boyfriend.

 You must
  really hate me, to turn me into a cheater like you. Why would you
  order your own daughter to keep having sex with guys?!

 I can
  barely see through the haze of my rage. What if he asks me to sleep
  with some other random person next? Someone old or gross, someone I
  hate? What then? Will I do it? How far will I go?

 The body
  is a tool to be used, princess. In this case, you will use yours to
  exact punishment. Perhaps you’ll learn to control your pawns in
  the future. As for the cheating, I was never the cheater.

 Your
  mother was—with
    Dr. Paul Vanguard. Ask her about that next time you’re having a
    heart-to-heart.

 He calls me
  almost immediately, and I answer, tears streaming down my face.

 Parrish is
  sitting cross-legged on his bed, and he’s eating a meal. A real
  meal from a plate. He stabs a piece of broccoli and stares at it
  quizzically for a minute, like he doesn’t trust that it isn’t
  poisoned.

 “Not
  that you couldn’t kill me anytime you wanted, you stupid fuck,”
  he mutters, and then he sticks the broccoli in his mouth and chews. A
  satisfied groan escapes him, one that makes my heart hurt. Tears
  prick his eyes and then he’s stabbing another floret with
  vigor, shoving it between his pretty lips and chewing so quickly that
  he almost chokes.

 The call
  ends, and another text comes through.

 I’ve
  been generous. More than generous. I have given Parrish these meals,
  asking nothing in return. But I very easily will poison this boy’s
  food. Or slit his throat. I’ve often fantasized about killing
  Paul’s firstborn son. It would bring me immense joy, princess.
  But for you, I stay my hand.

 If
  privacy is a concern, fear not. Mr. Volli attends to these
  situations, and he is asexual. You are my precious daughter, and I
  won’t allow perverts to access you.

 I just
  stare at those messages for a while.

 I’m
  not even going to bother with that last statement; I can’t deal
  with that right now. I try to focus on something else to ground
  myself.

 Tess was a
  cheater? She cheated on Justin with Paul? Even if she did, I imagine
  it was in the middle of Justin’s abuse. In no way do I blame
  Tess for that. Her ex is a literal murderer.

 But …
  it also means that she lied to me.

 Assuming,
  of course, that Justin is telling the truth. As Chasm suggested, it
  does seem to be a kink of his. Like, his morals are twisted but
  solid.

 Like
  Maxx’s.

 I groan and
  bring my knees up to my chest.

 I don’t
  think I can do this.

 Maxine,
  she’ll be devastated. I think of the overwhelming love in her
  eyes when she looked at X. How upset he was when he broke up with
  her. I think about all the things we said to each other tonight,
  about the possibility of anything happening between us to be
  nonexistent.

 I think
  about Parrish and Chasm and how much I care for them both. I think
  about the way Parrish grit his teeth as he watched me and Chasm make
  love, how he threw the phone against the wall, the way angry tears
  pricked his eyes.

 This is
  insane.

 Beyond
  insane.

 Justin
  Prior is fucking insane.

 Now I’m
  certain that the skeleton key comes from the insane asylum. Why
  wouldn’t it? This man needs to be locked behind steel doors and
  evaluated by a team of specially trained psychologists.

 I stand up
  and I start to pace, my mind whirling as I search for a solution, a
  trick, some wordplay that I can use the way I did when he told me to
  murder the bunny. I grab my phone off the floor, flush the toilet,
  and set it beside me while I brush my teeth and swish mouthwash
  around until I feel clean again.

 Tonight,
  you will have sexual intercourse with Maxx Wright.

 That’s
  … very specific.

 I check
  today’s sunrise, just to see how much time I have.

 Five-sixteen
  in the morning. It’s currently three-thirty. That … does
  not leave me much time.

 I strip
  down and turn the shower on, removing my cup and cleaning it out
  before I put it back again. All the while, I’m plotting and
  planning, working things out in my mind.

 Accepting
  the inevitable.

 I consider
  playing with the rules a bit. What if we just did, like, hand stuff?
  Does that make it any better? Is it worth the risk?

 Justin
  warned me against playing more word games with him.

 I brush my
  hair out and head back into my room, my phone in hand. Never in my
  life have I wanted to call Maxine so badly. I miss her so much that
  it becomes a physical pain, this burning inside of me that chokes me
  up, that makes my eyes burn with tears.

 Sitting
  down on the edge of the bed, I check the time again.

 It’s
  nearly four. I’m running out of time. Should I call Chasm and
  talk this over with him?

 I make the
  call before I can talk myself out of it.

 “Little
  Sister?” he murmurs, voice groggy but quickly sharpening with
  alarm. “What’s going on? Are you okay?”

 “He
  wants me to sleep with Maxx,” I whisper, and Chasm goes
  completely silent on the other end of the line.

 “What?”
  he breathes, anger making the word roll off his tongue like a growl.
  “What do you mean?”

 “Maxx
  took something from him, and he wants me to take something from
  Maxx.” I’m almost crying right now. A battle of morality
  wages inside of me, one that I’ve questioned over and over
  again since this started. How far will I go? How low will I sink? Is
  there any price that’s too great to pay to save someone you
  love?

 Even if I
  hate myself, and everyone I know hates me just the same, Parrish will
  be alive. He’ll be able to placate Ben when he gets carsick;
  he’ll be able to play hide-and-seek with Amelia and Henry. He
  can hug Tess and save her from total emotional collapse. He’ll
  be here to walk across the stage to graduate high school with Chasm.
  He’ll be there for Maxx when he gets married to a girl that’s
  so much better than me. He can talk Kimber down from the edge.

 “You’re
  kidding me?” Chasm whispers, and I hear his bed creak as he
  moves around. “What did he say exactly. Word for word.” I
  do him one better by screenshotting the conversation and sending it
  over.

 “Make
  sure you delete those when you’re done,” I choke out,
  watching the minutes tick by. I really am running out of time here.

 “Fuck.
  Motherfuck. Bitch. Fuck.” I can hear Chasm start to pace, his
  footsteps loud even through the phone. He starts muttering in Korean,
  and I just let him go. Five minutes later, he finally calms down, but
  he struggles to speak English the way he does when he’s really
  upset. “I … Why … Fuck.”

 Well, not
  that word. He never forgets that word.

 I almost
  smile.

 Doesn’t
  happen, but the spark is there.

 “Sunrise
  is at five. Chas, I don’t have a lot of time.” I’m
  practically pleading with him, but that isn’t fair. He can’t
  do anything to change these circumstances. “What do I do? What
  if … what if his demands just keep getting worse? I almost
  thought he was going to ask me to kill Maxx tonight. What if he tells me to sleep with someone I hate next?
  I … I’d do it for Parrish, but I’m going to lose
  myself in the process.”

 Chasm is
  completely silent for a moment, and I hear his bed creak as he sits
  back down on it.

 “We
  have to find him. Soon. This can’t wait anymore. I …”
  Chasm trails off. “If you don’t want to do this, Little
  Sister, Parrish would understand. He’d … he’d be
  okay with it.”

 A choking
  sob escapes me, and I clamp a hand over my mouth as I close my eyes.

 Am I worse
  a monster if I sleep with my sister’s ex than if I let the man
  I love die?

 I’m
  not.

 This is the
  lesser of two evils.

 Oh,
  Maxine, I’m so sorry. I’m so sorry.

 When my
  sister finds out about this, will she be able to forgive me? What
  about Parrish? What if he doesn’t want me when he comes back? I
  wouldn’t blame him.

 “I
  love him too much to give up now,” I whisper, wondering what
  might happen if we actually find Parrish. Maybe then, it’d be
  better if I … if I just gave into Justin. I could agree to go
  with him, to do whatever he wanted me to do, so long as he left the
  people I love alone. Tomorrow, I’ll talk to him about that. I
  don’t have the time to have a long conversation now. That, and
  I might have more sway face-to-face.

 He can let
  Parrish go, and I’ll move in with him. I’ll beg the judge
  to give him full custody. I’ll just give him what he wants, so
  nobody else has to hurt because of me.

 “Little
  Sister,” Chasm starts, and I’m not sure if he’s
  crying, too, or if his voice is just thick with emotion. “Saranghae … doesn’t mean goodnight. It means …” He
  trails off, and now we’re both choked up and sniffling. “It
  means ‘I love you’.”

 I squeeze
  my eyes shut tight.

 “Nado
  saranghae means
  ‘I love you, too’. So … saranghae. I’m
  here for you, naekkeo.
  No matter what. This won’t change anything between us.”

 “Thank
  you,” I whisper back at him, even though I know he’s
  lying. It’s impossible for this not to change anything between
  us, and we both know it. “Nado
    saranghae.”

 I hang up
  before I lose my nerve, taking my phone in hand and pausing as I
  realize I don’t have a condom. I need to find one, and quick.

 I move over
  to my dresser, dragging the drawer open and finding a plastic bag
  with all the loose items from inside. There’s a condom there,
  one that I got during sex ed last year. There’s also a yellow
  sticky note stuck to it that I didn’t notice before.

 I pull it
  out and nearly lose my shit when I read it.

 Make
  safe and comfortable choices. I love you, Grandma Carmen

 Closing my
  eyes, I let my head fall back and allow the emotions to run wild
  through me.

 Safe and
  comfortable choices. It was a safe and comfortable choice when I was
  with Parrish. Chasm and I … I wanted that even if it was
  wrong, even if I refused to admit it.

 Maxx …
  If he didn’t belong to my sister, I might’ve made this
  choice long-ago. I might’ve asked him out at the coffee shop.
  Might’ve dated him. Might’ve chosen to do this all on my
  own. Even now, my body reacts when I think about what I’m
  supposed to do, and I feel sick.

 I’m
  not going to hate this, just as I didn’t hate it with Chasm.

 That’s
  the worst part.

 With soft
  footsteps, I pad into the hallway, testing Parrish’s door to
  see if it’s unlocked.

 It is.

 Whether
  because Maxx knows that locking the door is pointless against the
  Slayer or because he left it open in case I needed something, I’m
  not sure. I move into the room as quietly as I can, and then I pause
  beside the bed.

 He’s
  asleep, shirtless and only half-covered by the blankets. With gentle
  fingers, I reach out and brush some of his dark hair back from his
  forehead. He stirs, but only a little, sighing and turning his head
  before falling fast asleep.

 I put my
  phone on Parrish’s desk, positioning it in such a way that I
  know we’ll be seen enough for this to count, but not so much
  that I won’t be able to go through with it. I get that Justin
  doesn’t watch the videos himself, and he says that Mr. Volli
  doesn’t get off on them, but … it’s still
  horrible.

 It’s
  horrible, and it shouldn’t be.

 This should
  be fun.

 It should
  be …

 I move back
  to the bed, climbing in beside Maxx and lying on my back so that I
  can look up at the glow-in-the-dark stars on the ceiling. He stirs
  again, rolling over and wrapping an arm around me.

 Almost
  immediately, his body stiffens and he sits up in alarm, blinking
  through the hazy gloom at me.

 “Kota?”
  he asks as I keep my gaze on the ceiling. “Are you okay? Did
  something happen?”

 I close my
  eyes and breathe in his comforting scent, squeezing the condom in my
  right hand.

 “Yes,”
  I say as he stares down at me in the dark, his face a shadow amongst
  shadows. “But don’t worry, it’ll be okay.” I
  turn over and then sit up. Before I can stop myself, I reach up with
  my right hand, sliding my fingers along his chiseled jaw in a way
  that I’ve wanted to since I first saw in him in line at the
  coffee shop.

 I’m
  leaning forward for a kiss when X grabs my wrist in a firm grip and
  draws away from me.

 “What
  are you doing?” he asks, alarm clear in his voice. “We
  just talked about this. I can’t, Kota. We can never be anything
  more than friends. You said you understood that.”

 I take the
  condom and press it into his hand. He looks down at it and then up at
  me.

 “Fuck.”
  Just that one word, as pretty falling from his lips as it is from
  Chasm’s. “What are you even doing? I told you: I’m
  saving it until engagement—”

 “You
  shouldn’t have hit Justin,” I tell him, dropping my hand
  to my lap. “You really shouldn’t have done that.”

 Maxx
  squeezes the condom in his hand, sitting beside me in silence. I can
  feel the tension between us, this sticky, hot longing that’s so
  taboo that I can barely put a name to it. Sleeping with my
  stepbrother was one thing. His best friend, another. This is …
  something different altogether.

 “Tell
  me,” he commands as I look away, toward the phone on Parrish’s
  desk. Is Justin listening even now? How much time do we have? Not a
  lot, considering I came in here with about an hour to spare.

 “Justin
  knows that your virginity is important to you. He said you took
  something from him today, and he wants something in return.” I
  look back at Maxx and, even though it’s dark, I can see enough
  of his face to watch as it falls to devastation. “You heard
  him: I need to choose my pawns carefully, control my own pieces on
  the board.”

 “No,”
  Maxx breathes, and then he’s throwing his feet off the bed and
  standing. I watch as he storms around the foot of the bed to grab my
  phone. He comes right over to me, grabbing my hand and pressing my
  finger against the scanner to unlock it. This time, I don’t
  fight him. I just let him do it.

 He stands
  there, reading the text messages, his body getting tenser and tenser
  by the minute.

 “It’s
  four-twenty,” he whispers, his voice stricken. “It’s
  nearly sunrise.”

 I sit up
  all the way, draping my arms over my legs.

 “It’s
  nearly sunrise,” I agree, and watch as Maxx precedes to go
  through the same series of reactions that I did.

 “I
  can’t do this,” he warns me, putting the phone back down
  on the desk. “Not just because of Maxine. Not just because of
  Parrish or Chasm. Dakota, you’re sixteen; I’m nineteen. I
  won’t do it.”

 Oh. That
  thought hadn’t occurred to me.

 Shit.

 “Parrish
  is going to die,” I tell him, choking on the words. “You
  met that man today: does any part of you believe he’s
  bluffing?”

 Maxx just
  stares at me, and then he turns and storms out of the room. I
  scramble out of the bed to chase after him, but he isn’t going
  very far. He ends up in my room, chucking my phone on the desk as he
  moves over to the wall of windows. I make sure to close the door
  softly behind us.

 Maxx puts
  his palm up against the glass and looks out, at the very beginnings
  of a sunrise.

 There’s
  just enough light for me to see his face by.

 “We’re
  technically only two years and three-hundred and sixty-two days
  apart, that’s less than the four-year legal limit. There’s
  an age gap provision; you couldn’t be charged. It’s
  called a Romeo and Juliet law, and besides all that, the age of
  consent in Washington state is sixteen.”

 He turns
  his head very slowly to stare at me like I’m a crazy person.

 “First
  off, how do you know that?” he whispers, still clutching the
  condom in his opposite hand. “Second, do you think it was only
  the legal ramifications stopping me? It isn’t right. You’re
  in high school; I graduated last year. It’s not right.”

 “Parrish
  dying isn’t fucking right either!” I snap back at him,
  cheeks and boobs flushing red. “And I know that because
  Danyella wrote up an opinion piece about age of consent; she thinks
  it should be a federal law rather than one that varies state by
  state.” I’m blushing so badly right now that my face
  feels like it’s on fire. “Don’t let the boy we both
  love die over your stupid morals.”

 “Stupid
  morals? Not wanting to sleep with a sixteen-year-old isn’t
  stupid: it’s normal. Normal people don’t want to sleep
  with sixteen-year-olds!” He growls this out at me as I grind my
  teeth together in frustration.

 “Chasm
  warned me about you,” I toss out at him, so frustrated that I
  could scream. “He said you had weird morals, and that once you
  decided something, there was nothing that could be done to change
  your mind. So I guess Parrish dies then. He dies because of you!”

 I’m
  whisper-yelling which is totally a thing.

 “Whoever
  said he was going to die?” Maxx snarls right back at me,
  stepping forward and fisting his hand in the back of my hair in a way
  that makes me gasp. He isn’t pulling hard, just putting
  pressure on my scalp in such a way that my body buzzes at the
  contact. “Do not wake
  up Tess. She’ll kill me. Literally. I won’t even have to
  worry about the Slayer.”

 “You’re
  … you’ll do it?” I whisper, and then, because I’m
  an idiot, I add, “you’ll do me?”

 Why did I
  say that? What a weird thing to say. Fuck.

 Maxx blinks
  at me, licking his lips and releasing my hair so suddenly that I
  nearly stumble. He turns away from me sharply and stalks across the
  room, pausing briefly to flip off both phones.

 “You’re
  a sick fuck,” he says, still clutching the condom as he flicks
  the lock on my door, and my pulse goes into hyperdrive. Maxx turns to
  look at me, studying me with a hungry gleam in his gaze that wasn’t
  there before. “To be clear: this is a onetime thing.”

 He huffs
  out a breath and closes his eyes, turning away from me for a moment
  to catch his breath.

 The angel
  wings tattooed down his back catch my attention. He’s so
  goddamn muscular. Like, his muscles are some of the stupidest muscles
  I’ve ever seen in my life. He looks like a fitness model or
  something. And those arms? Those calloused hands?

 Every
  single impulse I’ve ever had toward Maxx ‘X’
  Wright, the ones that I’ve tamped down through sheer willpower,
  the fires that I’ve doused over and over again, it all comes
  raging through me like an inferno.

 When he
  turns back, I can see it. He’s decided. Actually, he knew right
  away that he was going to do this, didn’t he? He just needed a
  chance to process it, to explain himself, to protest.

 There’s
  a strange sense of freedom in letting go of everything and giving in
  like this.

 It’s
  inherently selfish, I think, to just release the world around you and
  take what you want. The thing is, Maxx and I aren’t hurting
  each other. We aren’t hurting anyone else. At least …
  not physically. Was Chasm hurting when I talked to him on the phone?
  Yes. Will Parrish hurt when he finds out? Undoubtedly. But they’d
  both make the same choice to save me, to save each other. I know
  that.

 Maxx knows
  that.

 “I
  like you in spite of everything,” he says, spreading one hand
  wide for emphasis. “In spite of Chasm and Parrish, in spite of
  … Maxine.” He takes a step toward me. “I see a
  young woman with a quick wit, and a hell of a lot of heart.” He
  touches the fist that clutches the condom to his chest. “This
  isn’t just going to be mechanical for me.”

 “Or
  me,” I breathe, and then Maxx is closing the distance between
  us, lifting his eyes to the brightening sky in the distance. We’re
  running out of time. And fast. He sweeps past me, making me shiver
  with the heat of his body as it brushes past me, and he grabs the
  drapes, dragging them closed.

 When I turn
  around, he’s just there, and he’s grabbing my hair again,
  dropping his mouth to mine.

 Our first
  kiss is … impossible.

 I can’t
  breathe; I can’t think. Everything else around me becomes hazy,
  like smoke. I can’t see it. I don’t care. The only thing
  in the world in that moment is Maxx Wright. My mind goes
  blank—whether because of the intensity of my attraction for him
  or because I just can’t bear to think of the implications, I
  don’t know.

 Defense
  mechanism meets unrelenting passion, and then we’re stumbling
  back and I’m bumping against one of the posts of my bed.

 His tongue
  is hot and vicious, almost controlling. But then I feel him pull back
  just a bit, clamp down on that urge to dominate. He doesn’t
  want to do that to me. I almost wish that he would.

 And oh
  gods, his lips are so soft with one small exception: the center of
  his lower lip where he bites it on occasion. I decide to bite it for
  him this time, grazing my teeth over the plump shape. He groans and
  pulls my hair a little harder, his tongue diving deeper.

 A warm
  sound escapes his lips, feathering against my own. Very male, very
  possessive.

 Oh.

 This is
  what he’d want if he had me all to himself, I imagine. Too bad
  for him that’s not an option.

 But we can
  play a game. Just for tonight. Some fucked-up fairy tale that should
  never see the light of day.

 “Quickly,”
  I tell him, and he groans, putting his forehead against mine. My
  fingers come up, almost tentatively, and he reaches down, cupping
  them in his hand and then pressing them firmly against his chest.
  He’s as careful of my splinted fingers as Chas is.

 “Feel
  me,” he commands. “Touch me. All of me.”

 I almost
  hesitate there; I almost break. I almost think of my sister.

 “No,”
  he growls out, and it’s not a request. “Don’t go
  there. She and I, we never … we didn’t do things like
  this.” I pull back slightly, giving him the side-eye. I’ll
  do this because I have to, because Parrish’s life hangs by a
  thread. But I will not be lied to.

 “Bullshit.
  You never kissed her? Never made out?”

 He shakes
  his head violently.

 “No.
  Because I don’t trust myself.”

 “You
  don’t trust yourself?” I ask, trying to understand, to
  imagine how they could’ve dated for months in college and never
  once kissed each other. “What do you mean?”

 He pulls
  back enough to stare at me.

 “Do
  you want me to show you?” he asks, his grip on my hair
  tightening just a little. Oh. Is this what he’s talking about?
  I swallow past the emotions, my body tingling, flickering, dancing. I
  feel like I’m glittering, on the inside and the outside.

 He wants to
  take charge.

 And I don’t
  care because then I can pretend that I’m not orchestrating this
  mess.

 “Do
  it,” I tell him, letting my gaze drift toward the closed
  curtains. “And hurry.”

 Maxx
  releases my hair and picks me up. I let out a small sound, my legs
  going around him automatically. He crawls onto the bed with me still
  clinging to him, and I have to say, I’m impressed.

 “You’re
  strong,” I whisper as he kneels there on the bed and looks down
  at me.

 “Mm.
  The wet weight of my bike is like, two hundred and fifteen pounds.
  So, like, a hell of a lot more than you.” He tosses me into the
  pillows, and I let out another small gasp.

 “Wet
  weight?” I ask as Maxx puts his palms on either side of me. We
  make eye contact, and that zing goes through me all over again, just
  like the one I felt initially inside the coffee shop. My heart aches;
  my soul aches. This is the worst sort of betrayal for Maxine, for
  Parrish, and yet it’s all that I can think to do to save them
  both.

 If Justin
  kills Parrish, will he stop there? What if he kidnaps Maxine next?

 No, I have
  to find Parrish, and then I have to surrender to Justin completely.

 My soul
  shatters to pieces and tears prick my eyes. I blink them away, hoping
  beyond all hope that Maxx doesn’t notice. He doesn’t need
  me weeping for his first time; that isn’t fair to either of us.
  Especially not when the touch of his hand makes my back arch and my
  eyes flutter closed.

 He runs his
  palm down my waist, and my lower stomach muscles clench tight.

 But still,
  knowing that I might have to give up my life to save everyone else’s
  is terrifying.

 As long as
  there’s sunlight in the sky, I’ll plot against Justin,
  work secretly to find a way out, a solution to this monumental
  problem. Still, it feels like I’m running on borrowed time
  here.

 And it
  hurts.

 “Wet,”
  Maxx says, drawing his eyes down my body. I wish we had more time to
  examine each other, to get comfortable with one another’s
  bodies. But both of our moral posturing and hair pulling has taken
  all of that time away. We must be running short right now, pushing
  this moment down to the wire. “Means with fuel.”

 “Right.”
  The word is short and sharp. Everything inside of me feels pulled
  taut—both physically and emotionally. I’m liable to
  break. This … this release should help, although it’ll
  come at a massive cost to both of us. “It also means …
  other things.”

 X lets out
  a sharp breath, dropping his head down and closing his eyes again. I
  can see that he’s struggling, but I can’t let him do
  that, taint his first experience that way. My hands slide up, fingers
  curling over his shoulders. He’s so goddamn hard—his
  chest and arms and shoulders I mean.

 Although …

 I squeeze
  him a little more firmly around the waist, drawing our bodies
  together until I can feel other parts of him that are just as hard as
  his upper body.

 He’s
  quivering now. All over. His body is hot and slicked with a thin
  sheen of sweat.

 “Other
  things,” Maxx murmurs, and then he’s sliding the hand
  that’s on my waist underneath my shirt. His rough palm makes my
  body prickle in all the right ways, and I can’t hold back a
  gasp as he makes contact with my breast, squeezing hard.

 My hips
  buck up against his of their own accord, and he clenches his jaw so
  tight that I can practically hear his teeth clacking together.

 “Are
  you wet, Dakota?” he whispers, so quietly that I barely hear
  it. I can’t decide if he’s teasing me or if he’s …
  well, unsure? But no, that can’t be. Not Maxx Wright, Mr.
  Confident and Outgoing.

 “Even
  though I shouldn’t be, I am,” I whisper right back.

 He removes
  his hand and then carefully, slowly, helps me out of my shirt. It
  gets tossed over the lamp on my nightstand and then Maxx is covering
  me with his big body again, kissing the breath out of me with sure,
  confident strokes of his tongue. I knead his muscles with my fingers,
  delighting in the perfection of his body.

 He asked me
  to feel him, didn’t he? So I do. I feel him all over, trailing
  my fingers down and then smoothing my palms across his taut belly. He
  makes a slight growling sound that has the fine hairs on my arms
  raising up in warning.

 Is he about
  to do it, to show me what he was so afraid of unleashing before?

 He pulls
  away from me, grabbing onto my sweatpants, and yanking them down my
  hips, my underwear going right along with them. These, too, join the
  shirt atop the lamp. I don’t even think he means to do it.

 Maxx stands
  up suddenly, moving over to the phone on the dresser and checking the
  time.

 He curses
  under his breath, turning around and, with a long exhale, shoves his
  sweatpants to the floor, kicking them off as he moves back toward the
  bed.

 I’m
  gobsmacked. Absolutely gobsmacked.

 He’s
  … very, very pretty. Also, muscular everywhere. His hips have
  that gorgeous ‘V’ that drives girls nuts. Also, um. He’s
  … big.

 He notices
  me looking and pauses beside the bed.

 “Everything
  okay?” he asks, but not like he thinks it won’t be. Just
  like he’d love to hear confirmation. I lift my gaze up to his
  face, but he isn’t smiling. Neither of us is smiling. This has
  become something so much more than a simple exchange between two
  people.

 It’s
  changed from the impossible to the imperative.

 “How
  much time do we have?” I ask instead, and he licks his lower
  lip again.

 “Thirty
  minutes.”

 Maxx climbs
  back on the bed and opens the condom. He doesn’t seem to have
  any trouble putting it on, but who would? It’s not exactly a
  difficult process.

 He leans
  down and kisses me again with a deep, heavy sort of longing, one that
  makes me squirm beneath him.

 “I’m
  sorry that your first time has to be like this,” I whisper
  against his lips. He takes my hair in his hand again, but then
  relaxes his grip, massaging my scalp with his fingertips.

 “I’m
  not.” He adjusts our bodies so that he’s lying between my
  legs, the condom-covered tip of him brushing against me and making me
  gasp. “I just wish we didn’t have to rush it. That we
  didn’t have to feel guilty. That you’d chosen me, and I’d
  been brave enough to choose you from the get-go.”

 I have no
  idea what, exactly, that means, but then he’s kissing me and
  thrusting in hard and deep enough that I gasp against his mouth. Our
  lips and tongues work together fervently as his muscles tighten up
  and he shudders like he’s just experienced the most amazing
  thing in the entire world.

 Me.

 Not the
  sex, not my body, but me.

 “X,”
  I breathe, and he shudders again. His right hand grabs my wrists,
  pinning them above my head. He lifts up to stare at me, and I forget
  about everything else. It’s just us, doing something we’ve
  wanted to do all along—even if neither of us was brave enough
  to admit it to ourselves.

 “Kota.”

 He keeps my
  wrists pinned and then starts to move, slow at first, which is
  helpful, because he’s thick. I make myself breathe nice and
  easy which is good because after just a few thrusts, X is pushing
  into me so hard and fast that my head spins.

 Pleasure
  twists up inside my body, making my muscles tense, and I’m
  forced to turn my head to one side to bite down on a pillow. Now my
  body’s just as slick with sweat as his, and it feels way too
  hot in this damn room.

 “Is
  it terrible,” he whispers, slowing after a few hot and heavy
  moments, “that I want to do this meanly, just so you’ll
  never be tempted to do it again?”

 “That’s
  ridiculous,” I reply, but I can barely talk. Words seem damn
  near impossible.

 X doesn’t
  seem bothered by that, pulling away from me, out of me. I let out a
  choking sound of protest, but then he’s grabbing my hips and
  flipping me over. He
  grabs one of my pillows and offers it up to me.

 “For
  your hips.”

 When I make
  little move to do anything with the pillow at all, he takes it and
  pushes it beneath me, propping me up. I stay where I am, on all
  fours, and close my eyes, taking slow, calming breaths.

 He grabs me
  with one hand, guiding himself to that aching pulse between my legs,
  and driving all the way in with a single thrust. It feels so
  different like this, so much deeper, so much more intense.

 I drop down
  so that one forearm is pressed into the bed. With the other, I reach
  between my legs, intending on working my clit with my fingers. What I
  find is the strange sensation of Maxx’s body pressed into mine,
  the two of us melded together in the most intimate way possible.

 Maxx grips
  my hips with both hands, and then he starts to thrust again, fast and
  furious.

 I manage to
  make my rebellious fingers—those very same rebellious fingers
  that refused to open the door inside Maxx’s Jeep at the party
  that seems so damn long ago—work against my clit. Just a single
  touch, and I’m falling apart.

 It’s
  too much.

 I bite my
  lower lip—again—but it seems appropriate for the moment.

 “Oh
  god, Kota,” he chokes out. “Don’t do that to me.”

 Whatever it
  is that I’m doing, I have no control over. I rub my clit
  harder, faster, and that pleasure begins to break like a wave. Maxx
  curses, and then he’s grabbing my hair and yanking on it hard
  enough that I actually come up to all fours again, my palms pressing
  into the mattress.

 He rides me
  furiously, slamming me into with so much vigor that even without my
  fingers on my clit, I come apart. I shatter. I melt. I let myself
  have him in that moment. Maxx is mine, and nobody else’s. We
  live in a fantasy world where we become a couple, and everything is
  bright and beautiful—even if this moment is dark and twisted.

 I’m
  groaning, even though I’m trying not to, and I’m worried
  the sounds are too much.

 Maxx
  tightens his hold on my hair and my hips, pushing deep enough that he
  must feel the cup inside of me. I should’ve warned him about
  it, but it’s too late now, and I don’t care either way.
  He lets out a sharp, hot sound and then collapses forward, releasing
  my hair and slamming his palms atop mine just in time to keep the
  full force of his weight from pinning me to the bed.

 He curls
  the fingers of our right hands together, squeezing hard; he’s
  surprisingly gentle with my injured left hand, even now.

 “Shit,
  the condom,” he murmurs, and then he’s reaching down and
  gripping it so that he can pull out. I let my tired body collapse on
  the bed, too worn out to even move as Maxx gets up to dispose of it.

 On his way
  back, he checks the time and then moves over to the window to look
  outside.

 We’re
  facing the west, so it’s a bit difficult to see the sunrise
  from my windows, but there’s definitely a decent amount of
  light outside.

 “What
  time is it?” I whisper, studying the dark angel wings on Maxx’s
  back. Parrish’s work. I’ve been scratching at and digging
  my fingers into Parrish’s art. Goddamn it.

 “Five-ten,”
  Maxx says, turning back around and grabbing his sweatpants from the
  floor. He yanks them on, and I get this sick, nervous feeling when it
  seems like he might leave. He doesn’t though. He actually
  climbs back into the bed with me, curling up behind me and sliding
  his arm around my waist. He pulls me against him with a
  possessiveness and a need that I’m not sure we can do anything
  about, that we can’t assuage. “Was I too rough?” he
  whispers against my ear, but I shake my head.

 “Not
  at all.”

 For a
  while, we just lay there together. Him in his sweats, me naked. After
  a minute, X helps me adjust myself so that I’m beneath the
  covers. He joins me, resuming his position. His body is warm and hard
  and big, and I love the feel of it pressed into me.

 Even though
  I shouldn’t.

 Even though
  this cuddling stuff isn’t part of the deal; we don’t have
  to be doing this. Parrish is safe. For now, anyway.

 I close my
  eyes and breathe in that fresh grass and sporty citrus scent.

 “God,
  this is gonna be weird,” he murmurs, putting his face up
  against the side of my neck. His breath fans across my skin and makes
  me squirm a little. “Why did I think I could do this and just
  …”

 “Just
  what?” I ask, turning enough so that we can look at each other.
  Maxx’s gorgeous eyes bore into mine, and my heart begins to
  race. If we had another condom, we might … But we don’t.
  And we’re not going to. We’re not.

 “Just
  do this once and let you go,” he says, his voice thick with
  emotion. “God, I didn’t expect to feel like this. I mean,
  I thought I might … but I didn’t want to.” He
  closes his eyes and shoves the fingers of his right hand through his
  hair.

 I turn my
  face back toward the dresser because I can’t look at him right
  now. And I can’t comment on what he’s saying. I don’t
  have words to respond to that in a way that’ll make this better
  for either of us.

 Maxx puts
  his arm around my waist again. When his palm slides down my belly
  between my legs, I let out a small gasp, but I don’t stop him.
  He presses his fingers against my heat, and I close my eyes, relaxing
  back against him.

 He rubs and
  strokes and caresses me until I’m biting the pillow again and
  writhing against him. Then he sticks two fingers in, and I come apart
  all over again, shivering and trembling as another climax tears over
  me. It’s too much. It feels too good. I can’t take it
  anymore.

 I grab his
  hand and put it back against my belly as I struggle to catch my
  breath.

 He presses
  a tender kiss to the side of my head, and I keep my eyes squeezed
  tightly shut. This isn’t supposed to be about feelings. This
  was … it was an assignment. And yet, it doesn’t feel
  like one at all.

 Just as it
  didn’t with Chasm.

 Chasm.

 I carefully
  slide out from beneath Maxx’s arm, even though it kills me,
  even though there isn’t anywhere in the world I’d rather
  be in that moment.

 I grab my
  clothes off the floor, snatch my phone, and slip into the bathroom.

 Right in
  the nick of time. Well-played, my protégé. Well-played.
  Get some sleep. We have much to do today.

 I’m
  tempted to throw the phone against the wall, the way Parrish did the
  other day. But I know that I can’t. Instead, I put my clothes
  down and nestle the phone atop them, showering and changing my cup
  yet again. I don’t hurry out of the shower either, taking my
  time and wondering if Maxx won’t be gone by the time I get
  back.

 It’s
  probably better that he is.

 Because I
  can’t think around him.

 Actually, I
  won’t allow myself to think at all right now.

 It isn’t
  worth it, to let my mind wander like that.

 Once I’m
  out, dried off, and dressed, I call Chasm.

 “Is
  it over?” he whispers as soon as he answers the phone. “Is
  he … is Parrish alive?”

 “He’s
  alive,” I reply with a small sniffle. But I won’t cry.
  Because I didn’t hate what happened. I only hated that I was
  hurting people I cared about when I was doing it. “He’s
  alive.”

 There’s
  a long, horrible moment there where I’m imagining all the awful
  things that Chasm might think about me.

 “Anything
  you want to know, I’ll tell you,” I promise him.
  “Anything.”

 Another
  pause.

 “Was
  it … did he … was he a gentleman?”

 “Not
  really,” Maxx replies, and I nearly drop my phone in surprise
  as he comes up behind me.

 “You
  better not have hurt her,” Chas growls out, but I’m
  already shaking my head. Then I remember this isn’t a video
  call, and he can’t see me. When I glance up and catch sight of
  my reflection—dark eyes, green and black hair wet and hanging
  in loose waves over my shoulders, my lips swollen and slightly red,
  I’m glad. I look like someone who’s just had a night of
  good sex, and I don’t need Chas to see that when he isn’t
  the one who’s giving it to me.

 “He
  didn’t hurt me; it was … I’ll tell you about it
  later,” I add, deciding that this might be easier in person.
  Maxx watches my face in the mirror, standing tall and gorgeous behind
  me, his dark hair mussed, his shirtless abdomen a testament to his
  time spent on the track.

 “Maybe
  not,” Chas replies finally, and then he sighs. “I’m
  exhausted. I’m sure you guys are, too. Just … get some
  sleep. We need to hit that list of places hard. Don’t expect to
  get a lot of rest for the remainder of the week.”

 “Aye,
  aye, captain,” Maxx says, his eyes half-lidded as he continues
  to watch me. His words are playful, but there’s a heaviness to
  this morning that we can all feel.

 “Don’t
  talk to me for the rest of the day, okay? I know it isn’t your
  fault. Just … I only want to talk to Dakota.” Chasm
  hangs up before either of us can respond, and I sigh, pulling up
  Justin’s text so that Maxx can see it.

 “Guess
  we saved the day, didn’t we?” he asks, but there’s
  not a lot of joy in his voice. “Or … I guess we just
  undid the mistake I made when I punched Justin.” He puts his
  hands on my shoulders and kneads my flesh with strong fingers, making
  me shiver. It feels damn good to be touched like that. “I’m
  so sorry.”

 “No,
  I’m sorry,” I tell him, turning around and finding myself
  in the circle of his arms. He rests his hands on my hips as I look up
  at him. “You were … that was your first time. I know you
  were saving yourself until after you were engaged.”

 Maxx licks
  his lips, playing with the small bite mark that I left there.
  Hopefully nobody will notice or, if they do, they’ll think he
  did it to himself.

 “I’m
  worried about how intense I can get. Not just physically—through
  there is that. I really tried to keep it contained tonight.” He
  sighs and sweeps some of my hair back behind my ear. “There’s
  an intensity to the way I feel about people. I get swept up. I get
  overwhelmed. I commit hard and fast. Even as a kid. Just ask Chasm or
  Parrish what I was like when I was eleven.” He offers a small
  smile, but it’s different than his usual ones. “Kota, I
  …”

 “Maxx,
  don’t.” I push away from him, taking the phone with me
  back into the bedroom. One look at the mussy covers on my bed, and
  I’m flushing all over again. He comes right out of the bathroom
  to stand behind me, putting his hands on my hips and pressing a kiss
  to the top of my head.

 “I’ll
  leave, because I know Tess will be up soon. But … we should
  talk later.”

 “Why
  don’t we talk after we
  get Parrish back?” I quip, because it’s the easiest way
  to put distance between us when all I want is for him to hold me. I
  glance back and flip some hair over my shoulder, forcing a smile.
  “It’ll happen soon. I know it; I can sense it.”

 X studies
  me with a careful expression before nodding and then stepping away
  again. He glances back one, last time before opening my bedroom door
  and disappearing into the hallway. Massive anxiety floods over me,
  and I find myself obsessing over that last night with Parrish.

 Our
  lingering goodbyes, our goofy smiles, the fresh love brimming between
  us.

 “Fuck.”
  Now it’s my turn to use Chasm’s and Maxx’s favorite
  word. I put my phone back on the charge pad, crawl into bed, and fall
  asleep much faster than I expected, worn out and well-loved at the
  hands of Maxx motherfucking Wright.



 

 

  

  














 

  For
    once in my life, I’m allowed to sleep in at the Vanguard
    household. When I do finally wake up, it’s at Delphine’s
    insistence as she gently shakes me awake.

   “Mrs.
    Vanguard suggested you might’ve had a hard day and needed some
    extra rest.” She releases my shoulder and stands back up,
    smiling fondly, if not a little sadly, down at me. “Justin
    Prior will arrive in an hour to pick you up.”

   Oh.

   Great.

   I get to
    spend the day with the man who’s holding my boyfriend hostage
    and then leveraging that against me to sleep with his two best
    friends. Awesome. Totally the way I’d intended on spending
    Memorial Day.

   With a
    sigh, I climb out of bed, grab a lime-green sweater with the words Gamer
      Girl on
    the front—subtle, I know—and a pair of jeans. A quick
    rinse, a good fifteen minutes of fiddling with my wavy hair, and a
    dash of pink eye shadow with a bit of liner, and I’m ready to
    go.

   My timing,
    as always, is impeccable, and I end up running into Maxx in the
    hallway.

   He’s
    all dressed-up, too, and I find that I can’t take my eyes off
    of him.

   He, on the
    other hand, just frowns at me.

   “You’re
    really going to do this?” he asks, studying my outfit with a
    gleam in his eyes that either wasn’t there before last night or
    that he did a very, very good job of hiding. Then again, I think back
    on certain moments, like the one in this very hallway when Parrish,
    Maxx, and I were discussing Antonio’s party. Parrish and I
    started throwing insults at one another, and I remember that Maxx got
    this look of pure irritation on his face that I didn’t
    understand at the time.

   Was he
    already into me then?

   I can be
    denser than a box of rocks when it comes to love interests, I’ll
    give you that.

   “I’m
    really going to do this,” I admit, nodding and tucking a loose
    strand of hair behind one ear. I’m wearing the tennis bracelet
    that Tess bought me on that same wrist, just to see if I can’t
    get a rise out of Justin when he sees me wearing it.

   I want to
    see if he’s pleased—meaning that he might care about Tess
    more than he’s letting on. Or annoyed, in which case, he might
    reveal the true extent of his hatred for her. At this point, I can’t
    decide if he’s just trying to ruin her life or if he wants her
    back.

   The whole
    Milk Carton app scenario is making me lean toward the latter.

   “It
    makes me nervous,” X admits, letting his big body slouch
    against the doorjamb. For a second there, things are almost normal
    between us. “Seeing the girl I just slept with walk out the
    door with a murderer.”

   And there
    we go.

   It gets
    weird again.

   I stare at
    him, and I try not to think about how damn big he was, or how I’m
    a tiny bit sore, or how much I liked it. Because it’s
    fucked-up. This is all so damn fucked-up.

   Exactly the
    way Justin Prior likes it.

   My plan
    today is to offer myself up in exchange for Parrish, no-holds-barred.
    I’ll testify against Tess, live with Justin, do whatever
    stupid, horrible things he has planned.

   Except for
    kill people.

   I will
    never do that.

   If it comes
    down to killing someone in exchange for someone I love, I know the
    choice I’ll make.

   I’ll
    take myself out first.

   The thought
    is depressing as hell, and dark as pitch. Actually, everything about
    today is dark because I can’t decide what’s going to
    happen. Will Justin let Parrish go in exchange for me? Will he
    challenge me to find him still? If I do find him, will he then take
    me under his dark wing?

   Before I
    can think better of it, I move forward and throw my arms around
    Maxx’s neck, squeezing him tight. Normally, I wouldn’t do
    this. I wouldn’t test fate this way. But I’m nervous, and
    frankly, if Justin does accept my proposal, Parrish could be home by
    dinner … but I’ll never be coming back here again.

   “If
    anything happens to me, you have to find him,” I whisper, and
    Maxx grabs me, dragging me back into Parrish’s room and kicking
    the door closed. He presses me back against it, grabs my face in both
    hands, and kisses me with that same heavy longing from last night.

   I kiss him
    back, like a goodbye kiss, like this is our final parting. It hurts
    so goddamn bad.

   I wish
    Chasm were here, so I could say goodbye to him, too.

   Just in
    case.

   “You’re
    scaring me,” X growls against my mouth. “I’m not
    letting you do this.”

   “If
    you don’t, then last night will have been for nothing. We’ll
    have betrayed Parrish and Maxine for no reason at all.” I put
    my hand on his chest and force him back a few steps. “I
    shouldn’t have kissed you.” I exhale and force a smile,
    acting as if I didn’t have good reason for what I just did.

   But Maxx
    isn’t so stupid as all that.

   “You
    kissed me like you were saying goodbye,” he snaps, and I curse
    myself vigorously for letting him see that deeply into my plans for
    today. “This thing with Justin isn’t happening.”

   “You
    might be able to play pretend in the bedroom, but you’re not
    telling me what to do now.” I lift my chin, and his expression
    cracks a little. I know he’s just worried about me, that he’s
    just trying to help, that there’s all this weirdness between us
    that wasn’t there before and neither of us knows what to do
    about it.

   We both
    pause at the sound of footsteps, and I scramble over to GG’s
    cage to pretend like I’m in here because of the damn rabbit.

   “Dakota.”
    There’s a slight whisper from the hallway, and Maxx opens the
    door to reveal Delphine. She looks nervous, wringing her hands
    slightly in front of her. “There’s a girl at the gate,
    saying that she’s a classmate of yours. I thought I’d
    better tell you before Tess finds out.”

   Maxx and I
    exchange a look.

   “Want
    me to check it out?” he asks, and I nod. I have a bad feeling
    about this. Who would come to see me that wouldn’t think to
    message or call first? That’s right: fucking no one. Even under
    ideal circumstances, there are only two classmates who would ever
    come over here, and I don’t think either Danyella or Lumen are
    up for paying me a visit.

   Please
    tell me it isn’t Maxine, I
    think, but even as X peels away from me, I know that’s who it’s
    going to be. Didn’t he say he tried to talk her down from
    coming over?

   I feel
    nauseous, clutching a hand against my chest as I pace past Delphine
    and into my room. She joins me at the window, looking out and toward
    the gate at the end of the drive. It’s hard to see many details
    from here, but I can make out three figures on the other side of the
    gate. Two cops and a girl. With long dark hair. Wearing what appears
    to be overalls.

   No, no,
    no, no, no.

   Not only
    does my sister’s presence risk Parrish’s life—Justin
    forbid me from having any contact
    with her—but it also risks her life. I couldn’t handle
    that. I can deal with a lot of shit—even betraying my sister
    with her ex-boyfriend—but not any risk to her life. No way.

   “Tess,”
    Delphine begins again, pausing to let out a long sigh. “I mean,
    Mrs. Vanguard, is in a foul mood today. I didn’t think she’d
    appreciate knowing that your friend was here.” She glances over
    at me, her brown eyes magnified by the lenses of her glasses, like
    doe eyes or something. At least she’s still talking to me. At
    this point, she’s one of a select few humans in my life who
    doesn’t hate me—with good, manufactured reason. Delphine
    lowers her voice to a whisper as I stare out the window, watching as
    Maxx literally runs down
    the length of the driveway.

   So …
    he must’ve checked the gate cam. And then whoever he saw on it
    was fuel enough for him to sprint like a bat out of hell. He opens
    the gate, but when the person who I know without even being able to
    see shit is Maxine, rushes forward, he grabs her by the shoulders and
    walks her back a few steps.

   The gate
    closes, and I can see her gesturing frantically as the two posted
    police officers look on with apparent boredom. Thankfully, the
    reporters have been pushed back to the end of the street, so they’re
    not right on top of that mess. They probably have a good view of it
    though. Will probably plaster the internet with pictures of the
    confrontation.

   “Mrs.
    Vanguard threw her full coffee cup at the wall right after she got a
    phone call this morning.”

   The shock
    of that news is almost enough to break my focus on Maxim and Maxine.

   What great
    couple names they could’ve had. I shiver and grit my teeth,
    shame running hot and violent through me. How
      could I do that to her? How? What is wrong with me? Once
    again, Justin might’ve forced my hand, but he didn’t make
    me enjoy it. He didn’t make me arch back against Maxx as his
    fingers slid between my thighs. No, we’d already completed his
    ask by that point.

   That was
    all me and Maxx right there.

   We’re
    horrible people. Chasm and I are horrible people.

   “Tess
    threw her cup?” I ask, struggling to imagine her losing control
    like that. But then I remember the way she almost threw herself at
    Justin yesterday. That would explain who was on the other end of that
    phone call.

   “Dakota.”

   It’s
    Tess. I startle so badly that I end up slamming my shoulder into
    Delphine as I spin around. She very frantically sprays the window and
    begins to swipe at the glass with a paper towel, keeping herself busy
    and off of Tess’ radar.

   Looking at
    my bio mom’s face right now, I can see why. She has dark
    circles under her eyes and a deep-set frown that translates to the
    rest of her body in the form of tight shoulders and clenched hands.

   “Justin
    will be here shortly,” she says, voice clipped. Her eyes dart
    to the side as I step forward, desperate to keep her attention on me
    and not on the commotion outside the gate. I need X to deal with my
    sister before Tess realizes she’s out there. Not only has the
    Slayer forbid me from my sister, so has Tess.

   Like, I’m
    in huge fucking trouble here if either of them finds out about this.

   Oh,
    Maxine. I love that you came for me. I love that you believe in me,
    that your trust is endless and implicit. But I don’t deserve
    it. I don’t deserve you at all. I miss you though. Oh fuck, how
    I miss you.

   “Okay,”
    I reply lamely, struggling to split my attention between two crappy
    situations. I know what Tess is waiting for: she wants me to protest.
    To beg her to keep that man away from me. She opened her heart to me
    last night and all I did was ask stupid questions about her and
    Justin’s special places. God. I’m breaking apart on the
    inside. I need to be grounded; I need to feel like Dakota Banks
    again.

   I close my
    eyes for a minute, wishing that I were back at home in my old room,
    with grandpa cooking dinner and grandma in her woodshop, Maxine
    chatting to her friends via video chat. I’d start the night
    playing games with my headphones on, but then I’d feel that
    familiar need to be with my family. I’d slip one side of my
    headphones off, just to hear them. Then the other. Eventually, I’d
    pry myself away from my game and the four of us would end up at the
    small table in the kitchen together. Maybe I’d be playing a
    game on my phone absentmindedly. Maybe Maxine would be texting her
    best friends. But we’d all be together.

   I open my
    eyes again to find that Tess is still staring at me, waiting, I
    think, for me to say something. Anything at all.

   “I’m
    ready to go,” is all that I can manage to get out.

   Tess’
    face tightens up even further, and she gives a curt nod, her eyes
    flicking over to Delphine.

   “If
    you’ll excuse us a moment,” she says, her voice ice-cold.
    Delphine scrambles to pick up her plastic tote full of cleaning
    supplies and scurries out of the room, head low as she passes Tess,
    angling her body so as not to even brush against the woman’s
    arm. “Dakota,” she begins as I flick a quick glance
    behind me, desperate to see what’s happening between my sister
    and … X.

   Last
    night’s sweaty memories come tumbling through my brain even as
    I look down to see Maxine throwing her arms around his neck. All
    sorts of crazy things happen inside of me, feelings that I don’t
    want, that I can’t control. I’ve been saying this whole
    time that I can’t control those feelings, that I can only
    control my actions.

   And look at
    my actions last night.

   I hate
    you, Justin Prior. I’m going to fucking kill you.

   The
    vehemence that hits me with that thought is terrifying, both hot and
    cold all at once. It makes me sick. It makes me feel like an entirely
    different person. All along, this has been his goal, hasn’t it?
    Break me down. Test my limits. Reshape me.

   Well, it’s
    working. It is, and I can’t stand the thought of that.

   I need to
    rally. I need to pull myself together.

   I force my
    attention away from the pair of them—even as I see X push my
    sister back as gently as he can—and make myself meet Tess’
    eyes.

   “If
    anything happens when you’re with him, I need you to call the
    police and then call me. Can you do that for me?” Tess’
    face is impassive, bordering on cold, but her voice is thickened with
    emotion. “He isn’t going to be the perfect father he
    pretends to be. I know I haven’t made things easy on you. I’ve
    always … I’m a selfish person, Dakota. For that, I’m
    sorry. Just know that Justin isn’t going to be the fairy
    godmother that makes things easier on you.”

   Is she
    trying to give me a rousing speech? A pep talk? Reassure me? Piss me
    off? I can’t decide. All of the above, maybe.

   “Um.”
    I shift slightly, reaching up to push my hair back from my face. “I
    never thought that.”

   “Yes,
    well. All I’m saying is, be careful with him. He starts off
    strong. He’ll love bomb you. He’ll make you feel like
    you’re his everything, the center of his world, lavish you with
    affection and gifts. Then he’ll turn. A tiger doesn’t
    change its stripes.” Tess sighs heavily and reaches up to rub
    at her temples. “I’ve been on the phone with my lawyer
    all day. She’s going to see about getting a court date set to
    establish permanent custody. What you say there, what you want, it
    will hold importance with the judge. Just … keep in mind what
    Justin can be like.”

   What I say,
    what I want? Like when I went to court and pleaded to stay with the
    Banks, and was essentially told no, that the DNA inside my cells was
    more important than my own wants and needs? Bullshit. I call bullshit
    on all of this. Nothing that’s happening now has anything to do
    with me. I might be integral to this power struggle between Tess and
    Justin, but neither of them cares about what I want.

   “Okay.”
    Just that. The easiest, most universal word in the entire world.
    Apparently, Coca-Cola and corona (like the virus) are the next two.
    Go figure.

   Tess gives
    me another odd look before turning and heading back down the hall,
    the sound of her heels loud against the bamboo floors that cover the
    entire second floor. I spin back around to see Maxx making his way
    toward the house.

   Maxine is
    still there at the end of the driveway, but she’s slowly
    drifting away. Her eyes lift up, scanning the ugly cube-like house
    with its myriad windows. Somehow, even though it seems impossible
    from this distance, I feel like she sees me.

   She stops
    walking, and the two of us stare at each other—or at least in
    her case, the general direction of one another—and my heart
    breaks. I press my hand against the window, knowing that Delphine
    will have to clean my prints off and not caring. I just want my
    sister back. I want to talk to her so desperately that it becomes a
    physical pain, starting in my toes and traveling up to my scalp.

   Miss you
    and love you fierce. Miss you and love you fierce. Miss you so
    goddamn much and love you so fucking fierce.

   “Kota.”

   It’s
    X.

   I peel my
    hand away from the window, my gaze remaining on my sister until she
    finally—unfortunately—turns away and starts to walk back
    down the block toward her car. It’s a white Nissan Altima, 2006
    I think. She inherited it from our great aunt after she passed. Like
    the car I was supposed to get from Saffron, a family heirloom.

   Maxx opens
    my nightstand drawer, withdrawing my phone before snatching the
    Tess-phone from its tripod. He dumps them along with his own phone in
    Parrish’s room, clearly getting ready for an intensely private
    conversation with me; the book bag is still in the bathroom
    thankfully. He then collects the bug detector, shuts the curtains,
    and does another sweep of both the room and the closet.

   When he
    snatches my hand, I let out a small sound of surprise at the strength
    in his grip—and the fire that rushes through my veins at his
    touch. He yanks me into the closet and shuts the door.

   It’s
    mostly dark in here. There’s a series of small windows against
    the roofline, but they’ve got these special shudders on
    them—according to Tess, it’s to keep the sunlight out to preserve
      the integrity of my wardrobe—and
    they’re all half-slitted. Some light comes in, but not a lot.

   Also, it’s
    absurdly bare in here. My clothes take up about a fourth of the
    massive space. The shoe racks are mostly empty, the jewelry cabinet
    in the center of the room filled with costume jewelry from back home,
    a few heirlooms from Grandma Carmen, and that’s about it.

   “It
    was Maxine,” X confirms, his face a broken, twisted thing. He
    won’t even meet my eyes, running his tongue along his lower lip
    again, across that bite mark I left in the heat of the moment and now
    regret so bitterly that I can taste it. “She brought a letter
    for you.”

   “No,”
    I snap, and then finally, blessedly, he flicks his eyes up to mine.
    We can’t hide from each other nor can we hide from what
    happened between us last night. Even though I really, really want to.
  “I can’t read it. What if Justin finds out? I’m not
    risking Parrish, especially not after …”

   Maxx
    exhales, reaching up to tousle his hair as he leans his back against
    the wall. It occurs to me that last night was his first time, and
    guilt sweeps over me yet again. This isn’t fair. Your first
    time should at least be fun, even if the sex isn’t good (it was
    for us, but I’m just saying). It should be something you can
    laugh and joke about.

   “What
    if I read it to you?” he suggests, but I’m already
    shaking my head violently.

   “No.”
    I put both hands up, palms out. Knowing that Maxx has a letter on him
    from my sister, I … God, I want to hear her words so bad, even
    if he’s the one reading them to me. I turn away and pretend to
    be interested in the three hoodies hanging up beside me, reaching up
    to rub the sleeve of one between my fingers.

   He moves up
    behind me, and I could seriously scream.

   I spin
    around to look at him, but all that does is put us far too close
    together.

   “How
    did … what did you say to her?” I ask and his face falls
    as he glances off to one side, the guilt I’m feeling more than
    apparent in his own expression. I’d give up my pinky finger to
    talk to my sister right now, yet I also can’t imagine how
    crushing that guilt would be in her presence.

   “She
    wants to see you. She says she won’t ever give up on you.
    Never.” X grimaces again, and then takes a step back, turning
    away from me and brushing at his hair again. I can see the faintest
    edges of his angel wing tattoos peeking out the sides of his black
    tank. He glances back at me. “Maxine knows something is going
    on. She thinks it has to do with Tess, but still. She’s
    determined to ‘save you’.” He makes finger quotes
    and then sighs, turning away yet again and then reaching up to grab
    the pull on the shutters. He yanks it, flooding the room with light.

   “And?”
    I choke out, watching as he reaches into his back pocket. There’s
    a glittery pink envelope there that is, like, so my sister that I
    nearly fall to my knees. My fingers itch to snatch it away from Maxx,
    just so I can look at her handwriting, so I can close my eyes and
    imagine her speaking the words written there.

   If Justin …
    if he takes my proposal today, I may never see her again. It’s
    a distinct possibility.

   “She
    hugged me,” he says, looking down at the letter. It’s
    sealed with a sticker in the shape of red lips. A kiss. A sticker
    kiss since she can’t give me an annoying big sister one right
    now. Knowing her, it’ll be a scratch and sniff sticker, too.
    She loves those, has since she was a little girl. We used to plaster
    them all over each other’s arms and then spend time sniffing
    ourselves and laughing.

   I clamp a
    hand over my mouth as X glances back at me.

   “She
  … said she was sorry for breaking up with me,” he adds,
    his voice so sad that it nearly breaks my heart. “That we
    should talk. And that’s when she hugged me.” He rips open
    the letter, and I cringe. He reads it quickly, eyes scanning across
    the page, across the pretty, loopy scrawl of her handwriting. He
    shudders, like the letter is too painful to bear, and then opens the
    closet door, just to make sure we’re still alone, I think.

   Maxx closes
    it again and turns around.

   “You
    know what I did? I told her that I didn’t want to see her
    anymore either.” He purses his lips into a flat line. “That
    I cheated on her with another girl.”

   “No
    you didn’t,” I whisper back, but he nods.

   “Anything
    less than the truth wouldn’t be fair.” He looks down at
    the letter again. “I told her that you knew she was at the gate
    and didn’t want to speak to her. That she should leave you
    alone unless you contacted her again. She asked if you were the girl
    that I cheated on her with.”

   “No!”
    I yell back, and then I do end up sitting on the floor with my legs
    crossed, pressing my hands to either side of my face but careful not
    to cover my ears. I want to hear whatever it is that he has to say. I
    manage to lift my gaze up to his face as he moves over and then sits
    down in front of me, the letter still clutched in his hands. “You
    told her, didn’t you? You told her.”

   “She
    said she doesn’t care about that. I’m just a boy, but
    you’re her sister,” he says with a slight smile. It fades
    as quickly as it came, but I’m honestly surprised he managed a
    pleasant expression whatsoever. I want to puke. “Let me read
    this to you. We’re alone. There are no cameras. The directive,
    remember? He said no contact. He didn’t say you couldn’t
    hear me read a handwritten letter that was given to me.”

   “I
    can’t believe you told her,” I choke out, looking away
    from him, wondering what my sister must think of me now. I lift my
    thumbnail to my mouth and chew on it. Maxx reaches out and takes my
    hand gently in his, pushing it back into my lap. His touch wakes me
    up inside, stirs something deep in my soul. I wish it didn’t,
    but it does. There’s nothing I can do about that.

   “Was
    it better to lie?” he asks softly, and I sense something else
    behind his words, something desperate, almost pleading. “I had
    to tell her—for both of us. Eventually, when we kick the
    Slayer’s ass—which we will—we can explain the
    situation. She may or may not forgive me, but she will absolutely
    forgive you. That’s what’s important.”

   “You
    loved her, too,” I say, turning back to him. He grimaces yet
    again, letting his head fall back. X is clutching the letter in his
    fingers so hard that the page crinkles in his grip. “You wanted
    to get back together with her. This isn’t fair to you.”

   “It
    isn’t fair to you either. Or to Parrish. To Chasm. To the
    fourteen dead kids that the Slayer murdered. To the … however
    many more people he plans on killing.” Maxx sits back, putting
    one palm on the floor to brace himself and extending his long legs
    beside my folded ones. “I need to talk to you, Kota.”

   “Now?”
    I ask softly, because I’m already processing a lot today. Tears
    brim, but I flat-out refuse to let them fall. Maxine is the one who’s
    hurting most right now; I have to stay strong for her.

   “Now.”
    X closes his eyes and lets his head fall back, still holding the
    letter in his left hand. It’s draped across his lap, tempting
    me more and more with each second that I stare at it. “I
    haven’t been completely honest with you.”

   Um.

   What?

   I blink at
    him, but I can’t make myself talk. Not right now. I just wait.

   “When
    I first saw you at the coffee shop, I knew right away who you were.”

   I stay
    silent, still staring at him. My pulse starts to pound in my head
    like the shushing of the ocean waves against the shore.

   “What?”
    The word is whispered, so quiet that I’m surprised he can hear
    it.

   He opens
    his eyes and lifts his head to look at me again, green eyes blazing.

   “You
    know, I’m worried about my parents actually. They’ve been
    acting weird as fuck lately. I mean, like, really weird. They
    demanded I come to the track yesterday even though they knew Tess was
    having a press conference and that I’d want to be there. I
    asked myself why they’d do that. They’ve known Parrish
    since he started kindergarten; I was in second grade at the same
    school.” Maxx taps his foot, staring at it instead of my face.
    I’m wondering if this is a non-sequitur or if he plans on
    segueing back into the fact that he fucking lied to
    me. The truth is important, he says. Important enough to tell Maxine
    about us.

   So what is
    this about?

   “They’re
    back in town all of a sudden, even though they rarely leave Portland
    anymore. All of that plus they’re staying at Seamus’
    cabin. Doesn’t that seem odd?” I don’t know his
    parents, but I assume that he does, waiting for him to get to the
    point. I have a feeling that whatever it is he’s trying to say
    to me isn’t easy; he feels it requires explanation. “Did
    you know there’s a party on Friday?”

   “Uh,
    okay?” I reply, feeling the minutes tick by. With each one, I
    get closer to seeing Justin again, to making my proposal, to …
    whatever comes after that.

   “A
    big one. All the who’s who of Medina will be there.” He
    turns to look at me, an apology clear in his face. Even before he
    tells me what this is all about, he’s apologizing. I once said
    that Maxx was the sort of person who never apologized, but that only
    applies to his existence, to his taking up space, to being who he is
    unfiltered. When he’s wrong, he has no problem admitting it, no
    problem saying he’s sorry. “My parents are going to that.
    That’s why they’re here.”

   “Maxx,
    you’re killing me,” I whisper back, shaking out my hands
    to keep myself from grabbing that letter. “What’s going
    on?”

   “Justin is
    having a party on Friday. It’s the official launch party for
    Milk Carton. And my parents are planning on attending.”

   Hmm. Well,
    that’s interesting news. And it might be relevant somehow to
    our situation with Parrish, but what does that have to do with him
    lying to me at the coffee shop?

   “Anyway,
    when the news about your and Tess’ story first broke, it was
    actually my parents who encouraged me to seek Maxine out. They’d
    heard she attended U of O with me. They made it seem like they just
    felt sorry for her. Plus, we’re really close with the
    Vanguards, so it all made sense to me. I found her on campus, and we
    clicked.” He releases the letter, leaving it to lie on his lap,
    and crosses his fingers together. My heart seizes in my chest, but
    the reasons for that are complicated, so I choose to ignore them. “I
    really, really liked her. More than any girl I’d ever met
    before.”

   I exhale
    sharply, shifting uncomfortably in my position and then finally
    uncrossing my legs. I stretch them out, mirroring Maxx’s pose,
    just in the opposite direction.

   “But
    then I met you.”

   “Please
    don’t say those sorts of things to me,” I warn him, but
    he’s on a truth bender apparently, and I’m not going to
    be able to stop it without fleeing him and this tiny, closed-in
    space. It’s packed with emotion in here, so dense that it’s
    almost hazy.

   “I’m
    sorry, but it’s true. I can’t help it. I tried to.
    Especially since I could see from moment one that you were into
    Parrish.” He exhales again and then rubs at his forehead. I can
    see that he’s sweating slightly. From nervousness maybe?
  “Maxine is an incredible person. She’s the kindest,
    sweetest, most honest person I’ve ever met. She just …
    isn’t you.”

   “You’re
    just saying that because we had sex last night.” I force the
    words out, even though I’m choking on them. It is what it is.

   “I’m
    saying this because it’s true,” he growls at me. Like,
    for real. He growls it, sitting up and leaning toward me. I have a
    feeling that I’ve just gotten myself into big trouble with Maxx
    Wright. “I didn’t want to add to your shit, not with
    Parrish missing. Especially not after the thing with Chasm. I can see
    that you guys like each other, too.”

   I look away
    again, but I can’t help it. I’m drawn to Maxx. I end up
    turning right back to him.

   “But
    I can never go back to Maxine now. You know that; I know that; she
    knows that now, too. So what’s the harm in being honest?”

   “Maxx!”
    I snap, getting up on all fours and getting in his face. “Spill
    it. I am rapidly running out of patience here.” My heart is
    pounding as I snatch the letter from his lap, and he lets have it. I
    sit down again, this time with my back against the wall to his right.

   “The
    things I liked in Maxine were the parts of you that were similar. It
    wasn’t fair for me to continue a relationship with her anyway.
    I was … relieved when she broke up with me, to be honest. Even
    though I knew you and I could never happen. That you’d never
    betray her like that. I didn’t want to do it either. But …
    there’s nothing we can do about it now.”

   He takes
    another deep breath, glancing over at the letter in my lap.

   “Before
    we even met, I was hearing all kinds of stories about you. From
    Parrish. From Chasm. From my parents.”

   “Your
    parents?” I ask, because I don’t even know their names.
    How could they have had an opinion about me?

   “I
    assumed they’d heard something from Tess or one of their other
    friends. But none of it was good. Parrish and Chasm were bitching,
    but there’s nothing unusual about that. My parents though, they
    kept saying how horrible you were. Maxine, on the other hand,
    couldn’t stop saying how amazing you were.” He looks down
    at his hands in his lap, and I wonder then how he could’ve
    worried about our tiny age difference. He looks so young right
    now. When he lifts his head up to look at me again, I know we’re
    not done with the romance thing.

   Just taking
    a break.

   “I
    like to form my own opinions of people, so when you approached me in
    line, I didn’t tell you the full truth. I just wanted to see
    what you were like.” He releases a huge breath, like this is
    something that’s been bothering him for some time. “People
    have a tendency to be fake when they know they’re being judged.
    If you knew I was Maxine’s boyfriend right from the start, you
    would’ve been on your best behavior.”

   “You
    know this makes you an asshole, right?” I ask, but I’m
    not even that mad about it. In the scheme of things, this is nothing.
    And the reason he feels so guilty about this is because he’s
    got a good heart. I’ve known that all along.

   “I am
    an asshole,” he agrees, heaving yet another sigh. “I told
    you that. I know it. I try to stop myself from acting that way, but
    it happens sometimes. That’s one of the reasons that I avoided
    sex. It sort of opens you up.”

   “Maxx,
    you were fine,” I tell him, and he lifts a brow.

   “Fine?”
    he queries, his face squinching up slightly. “Just fine?”

   A laugh
    bursts out of me, even though I don’t mean it to. I immediately
    feel guilty about it, but I can’t help it if he makes me laugh.
    I put my hand over my mouth and shake my head before dropping my hand
    back to my lap.

   “You
    can tell me if Parrish or Chasm is better. It’s okay. Only my
    ego will hurt.” He hooks a slight smile, but it’s tinged
    with too much melancholy to take seriously. He’s trying to
    lighten the mood which I appreciate, but it’s like a drop in
    the ocean of my sadness.

   “You’re
    all good. I heard guys your age suck. But not the three of you.”

   “Mm.
    Well, I appreciate that,” he murmurs, and the low, softness of
    his voice makes my skin ripple with goose bumps.

   I force my
    gaze down, and then unfold the letter.

   As soon as
    I see my sister’s handwriting, my heart breaks all over again.
    How many times can that happen before it shatters irreparably, before
    I can’t put the pieces together anymore? A person can only use
    so much tape and glue, so many staples and nails, to cobble the
    shards of their damaged heart into something recognizable.

   I hand the
    letter back to Maxx and close my eyes.

   “You
    read it,” I instruct him. “Just in case.”

   He takes it
    carefully from my fingers as I lean back against the wall and listen.

   “Baby
    Sister,”
    X begins, pausing to clear his throat.

   That’s
    how it starts. I almost lose it right then, reaching up to dash tears
    from my eyes.

   “I
    can’t even pretend to understand what you’re going
    through. The day that woman caught us at the coffee shop was one of
    the worst for me because I knew she’d try to keep us apart.
    That’s what I fear the most, that this physical distance
    between us will turn into emotional distance.

   “When
    I gave you the phone, I hoped we’d be able to keep in touch
    despite that woman’s influence.”

   I smile a
    little because Maxine has always referred to Tess as ‘that
    woman’. She doesn’t seem to have any intention of
    changing that now. No matter how many times she has to write it or
    say it or type it.

   “I
    don’t know what she’s done to scare you the way she has,
    but I will never give up on you. Never. I know you love me just as
    much as I love you. Kota, you will be my baby sister even when we’re
    old and gray. I am here for you, no matter what. Whatever happened,
    whatever she’s done, whatever you’ve done, it doesn’t
    change the way I feel about you.

   “Talk
    to me, please. I miss you and love you fierce.

   “Kisses
    and hugs from your Big Sister, Maxie.”

   A choked
    sound escapes me, and I open my eyes, shoving up to my feet and
    throwing the closet door open.

   Just in
    time apparently.

   I happen to
    glance out the window at the same moment that a black limo rumbles
    past the gate.

   Another
    limo.

   Just like
    the white one that we took to the country club that day. I’ve
    since learned that it was Laverne’s limo. Parrish’s
    cranky old grandma can shove that limo right up her ass. She hasn’t
    even bothered to stop by since her grandson went missing, but I have
    heard her screaming over the phone at Tess and Paul both on occasion.
    She’s in Medina currently, however. I do know that.

   “He’s
    here,” X says, moving up beside me. “Are you sure about
    this?”

   “If I
    don’t go, Parrish dies,” I tell him, glancing back and
    meeting his beautiful eyes. I have no idea what’s going to
    happen between us—if anything at all. But I can’t think
    about that right now. “Wish me luck.”

   I grab both
    of my phones from Parrish’s desk and head downstairs just in
    time to see Delphine opening the front door.

   Justin
    Prior waits on the other side, charming smile already in place.

   “Hello,
    princess,” he says, and then off we go.

   To lunch
    with a deranged serial killer who murders teenagers.

   Lucky me.

   

 

  

  














 

  “How
    are you doing today, sweetheart?” Justin asks, settling into
    his seat like a man very accustomed to grotesque wealth. Raúl
    prepares him a glass of champagne, offering me up a glass as well. I
    just stare at it. But what’s a little underage drinking
    compared to everything else I’ve fucking done?

   I take it,
    and Justin seems pleased, his smile widening in an almost disturbing
    sort of way.

   Raúl
    retreats, closing the door and joining the driver in the front seat.

   The dark
    glass between us and them keeps our conversation private; I’m
    sure that’s not by accident.

   I down the
    entire glass of champagne in one go, switching it out for the bottle.
    I yank it from the ice bucket by the neck, remembering that fateful
    day in the white limo with Parrish, when I dry heaved and nearly
    threw up into an empty bucket very similar to this.

   That was
    lifetimes ago, wasn’t it?

   I’ve
    done so many things I never thought I’d do.

   That, and
    I’ve fallen in love. More than once? I have no idea. Actually,
    I do, but it’s sort of a heavy subject and I don’t have
    the headspace for it, not when I’m sitting kitty-corner to a
    guy who kills people.

   “How
    about you tell me how Parrish is doing and then I’ll
    answer your question?” I retort, downing some of the champagne
    and letting it fizz across my tongue. Justin’s still smiling at
    me, his legs crossed, revealing black socks above his dark brown
    shoes. He’s got on a blue suit, the jacket unbuttoned, the top
    few buttons on his dress shirt also undone. There’s an
    expensive watch on one wrist, but really, it’s his bright blue
    eyes that command my attention.

   “I’m
    a man of my word, princess. If you begin to question my integrity, I
    might start to get angry.” He slides his phone from his pocket
    with the hand that isn’t holding the champagne. After tapping
    the screen a few times, he passes it over to me.

   I look down
    to see what appears to be a live feed of Parrish pacing the floor.
    His bed is messy, the covers half on the floor. His fingers are
    locked together behind his head, his chocolate hair falling onto his
    forehead. The sun-bleached bits seem a little darker, but maybe
    that’s just the lighting?

   His chest
    and belly are sliced up, and he winces slightly as he drops his arms
    to his sides. But at the very least, he seems clean, and the wounds
    are still shiny, still slathered with some sort of salve or ointment.
    My heart contracts painfully, and I forget to breathe for so long
    that I let out a choking breath, like I’m suffocating.

   Justin
    seems to find that funny, chuckling as he collects the phone from my
    hand, taps the screen again, and puts it back in the pocket of his
    jacket.

   “You
    want to know how I’m doing today?” I inquire politely.
  “Well, since you seem to be so big
    on honesty, I’ll tell you. Shitty, that’s how I’m
    doing.”

   He chuckles
    at me again and sips his champagne, watching me over the rim of the
    glass like I’m the most curious and most beautiful thing he’s
    ever seen. The expression echoes Tess’ warning from earlier,
    and I shiver.

   “Why
    is that, darling?” he asks, and I grit my teeth. The constant
    pet names are grating.

   “Um,
    you threatened me into fucking my sister’s boyfriend last
    night,” I snap, too frustrated to even be embarrassed. Well,
    okay, so my cheeks flame and my tits burn, but at least he can’t
    see the latter part of my flush. “That’s sick. You’re
    sick. This whole thing is sick.”

   Justin
    doesn’t appear bothered by my outburst, cocking his head
    slightly to one side as he studies me some more. Taking me in.
    Absorbing me. I’ll admit, I get a small sort of thrill at
    seeing the split at the edge of his lip and the purpling of a bruise
    just beneath a fine layer of foundation. He tried to hide it, but
    since I know what I’m looking for, it seems obvious.

   “To
    be fair, Maxine broke up with Maxim prior to last night. He was a
    free man. Try not to be so hard on yourself.” Justin finishes
    his champagne and then delicately places the glass in a cup holder
    opposite him. “Besides, you’re attracted to Maxx, are you
    not?”

   “I’m
    your daughter,” I reply blandly, my hand tightening around the
    neck of the champagne bottle. “Why would you even ask me that?”

   He sighs,
    but in a patronizing sort of way, like I’m just a heathen who
    hasn’t learned how to behave properly just yet. His eyes flick
    to the tennis bracelet on my wrist, and the edge of his mouth quirks
    up in amusement. Bingo.

   “Attraction,
    sex, romance, they’re all just games we play with ourselves.
    Reward yourself with your wants. Don’t be ashamed of them.”

   “Oh,
    you mean the way you do?” I retort, wondering how sassy I can
    get before this all backfires on me—and Parrish. I should
    probably watch my tongue, but then, Justin never told me I had to. He
    hasn’t made it a command—yet. “You murder people.”

   “Every
    murderer is probably somebody’s old friend. You cannot mix up
    sentiment and reason,”
    he says, as if quoting something from memory. Justin gives me a sharp
    smile in response to my questioning look. “The
      Mysterious Affair at Styles.”
    When I give no indication of understanding, Justin throws his head
    back in a manic yet somehow also genteel laugh. I shiver again. I’m
    going to be doing a lot of shivering around this man, apparently.
    Just like I had a billion forced smiles with Tess.

   Fuck. My.
    Life.

   “An
    Agatha Christie novel, darling.” He leans in toward me, and I
    get that whiff of his spicy scent again, the one that makes me feel
    as if there are memories dancing at the edges of my consciousness.
    But when was the last time I saw this man? When I was one? One and a
    half, at best? You can’t have real memories from those ages,
    just fragments of thought. Still, his scent lingers. Just like Tess’.
    My parents. Tess Vanguard, the crime writer, and Justin Prior, the
    app developer/serial killer. Hmm. Should I be proud or, like,
    suicidal? “I see that Tess hasn’t enlightened you much on
    her past. You know, her grandmother was obsessed with
    Agatha Christie.” He sits back and nods his head once, as if
    he’s recalling a fond memory. “She’s the world’s
    bestselling author, Tess’ hero.”
    Justin snorts and crosses his arms. “Has she told you nothing
    about her past?”

   “She
    mentioned Agatha Christie in passing,” I admit, studying Justin
    the same way that he’s studying me. Are there clues here to
    finding Parrish? Clues in his appearance? In this limo? In our
    destination? “What does it matter?”

   Justin
    heaves a sigh and shakes his head again.

   “History
    is important, Mia. Lest we repeat the same mistakes over and over
    again.” He smiles at me again. “As I’ve said
    before, this town is cursed. Cursed in blood and diamonds.”
    Justin chuckles at himself. He seems to enjoy laughing, but every
    sound he makes is tinged with shadows. “I certainly won’t
    be repeating my mistakes from fourteen years ago.”

   “How
    old are you?” I ask. Tess mentioned they went to Whitehall
    together, but for how long?

   “Thirty-six.
    Is that important?” He cocks his head to the side, still
    smiling. Always smiling.

   “Just
    putting together clues,” I reply, leaning back in my seat and
    trying to affect a calm demeanor. I’ve grown up light-years in
    the last few weeks thanks to this prick. Might as well put those
    skills to good use.

   “Is
    that so? Do you know where to find Parrish?” This time, he
    isn’t just smiling, he’s grinning maniacally. “I’m
    guessing not or else you would’ve freed him. No mind. I truly
    didn’t expect you to solve this mystery just yet. Even my
    intelligent, perceptive little daughter needs to learn to walk before
    she can run.”

   I glare at
    him, gritting my teeth so hard that they actually hurt.

   “So,
    can I ask you questions? Will you answer them?” I take another
    swig of the champagne.

   “Depends
    on the questions. Ask away. I won’t be mad. If I don’t
    want to answer, I simply won’t.”

   Hmm. Okay.
    It’s like, bizarre as fuck that Justin Prior is more open than
    Tess Vanguard. She doesn’t really invite conversation or
    questions. At least, not until recently. Justin seems excited by the
    idea.

   I decide to
    start small and work my way up.

   “What’s
    up with the black stag mask?” I ask, raising a brow. “It’s
    a little odd, don’t you think?”

   Justin
    snorts and leans toward me, arms still crossed. He looks so young. I
    was expecting someone much older; I don’t know why. Tess was
    eighteen when she had me; Justin was twenty. I should’ve
    figured they’d be close in age.

   “Oh,
    there are so many reasons for that.” He grins again, his teeth
    a brilliant, blinding white. “The black stag represents mystery
    and rebellion. It’s a warning to avoid flashy things and search
    for substance.” My eyes flick to the watch on Justin’s
    wrist before returning to his face, and he freaking winks at me.
    Total creeper. “Anyway, we used to watch the movie Bambi together
    when you were a baby. I’m sure you don’t remember, but it
    always struck me, that scene where the young fawn finally meets his
    father.” He holds up a hand, like he’s reliving the
    memory.

   Typical
    Millennial. Loves Disney. A lot. Also likes killing people. Not sure
    if that’s a Millennial trait specifically though. I’m
    guessing not.

   “Stags
    represent fatherhood in certain cultures.” He waves that same
    hand in a dismissive fashion. “Anyway, it’s just
    pageantry. Just for fun. You have to have fun in life where you can.
    It’s the little things, Mia.” Justin chuckles at himself
    yet again, and I stare wide-eyed in return.

   Good lord.

   He’s
    nuts.

   He is
    absolutely nuts.

   “This
    is as exciting as I always imagined it would be.” He sits back
    in his seat, recrossing his arms. “Next question.”

   “Why
    are you doing this to me?” I manage to whisper, past the sudden
    surge of fear and anxiety that I’m feeling. Every second that I
    spend with this man confirms what I need to do. I need to offer
    myself to him completely in order to save Parrish. In order to save
    everyone I love, actually. He has all the resources: the money, the
    connections, the power, that horrible app.

   That app.
    Milk Carton. I don’t know much about it, but I got a horrible,
    horrible feeling when I heard the pitch during the press conference.

   The Milk
    Carton app puts powerful facial recognition software in the hands of
    the public with a simple, user-friendly interface. More advanced than
    any of its predecessors, it can even search the dark web, comb social
    media, use side profiles, blurred faces, and link to traffic cams,
    store surveillance cameras, airport security and more. Milk Carton
    even utilizes its own cutting-edge aging software to help find
    missing children years after their image was last captured.

   Milk
    Carton, the only application a parent will ever need to install on
    their phone.

   Keeping
    children safe is not only our mission—it’s our passion.

   And it
    can be yours, too—for fourteen dollars on your favorite app
    store.

   Track
    anyone, anytime, anywhere. All in the palm of your hand.

   Keeping
    children safe, right? Unless, you know, the CEO kills them first.

   Anyway, how
    creepy is all that?

   I suck in a
    deep breath. The scope of this app is terrifying. I’m not even sure how it’s legal.

   “Doing
    this to you?” Justin parrots back. “I’m not doing anything
    to you, Mia. I’m parenting you.”

   “My
    name is Dakota,” I snap back, and he cocks a perfectly
    manicured eyebrow.

   “You
    want to be called by the name of your kidnapper’s dead baby?”
    I cringe at that, but it’s the truth, whether I like it or not.
  “Okay. I’ll play along, Dakota.”
    He continues to smile at me. “I’m not doing this to hurt
    you; I’m teaching you. The world is sick and sad and cruel. You
    need to learn to master it, or it will master you.”

   Oh my god.
    Oh my god. He really is freaking insane.

   “You
    see, I’ve ascended to a higher level of being. All these years
    of being alone, of missing you, of missing your mother, of living in
    exile, I’ve learned so much. All of these hard-won truths, I’m
    passing onto you in a much simpler, much easier to digest way. You
    should be grateful you have such an adoring father.” He gives
    me a faux little frown. “You’re not upset with me, are
    you?”

   Wow. Um.
    Wow.

   “Take
    me,” I blurt out, setting the bottle aside and not caring if it
    spills on the expensive leather seat. Justin grabs it right away and
    places it back into the bucket of ice. “Just take me right now
    and let Parrish go. I’ll do whatever you want, participate in
    any lesson. I’ll crash cars and throw things and insult whoever
    you need me to insult.”

   Justin
    stares at me for a moment, and then he starts to laugh again, this
    deeply mirthful, rolling sound that echoes around the back of the
    limo.

   “Oh,
    Dakota, princess, you’re adorable.” He reaches out and
    cups the side of my face in gentle fingers, stroking my hair back. I
    don’t dare push his hand away. What was it he said to me on the
    note that came with the heart pin? I’m
      not sure either of us would survive that. Yep.
    That’s the vibe I’m getting. “Oh no, you’ll
    still have to find him. I appreciate your enthusiasm, but these
    lessons cannot be rushed. There are hard consequences for everything
    we do in life; this is yours. You want Parrish back? Find him. He
    belongs to you. You can do whatever you want with him; I won’t
    interfere.”

   I’m
    shaking now, and I feel like I might very well puke, same way I did
    in Tess’ limo way back when. Um. I mean, three and a half
    months ago. Sure feels like a century has passed.

   “What
    if … what if when I find him, I come to you and give myself up
    then? Will you leave everyone I love alone? Could we work that out?”

   Justin
    appears to consider this for a minute and then shrugs, a casual, easy
    roll of his shoulders.

   “Mm,
    not likely, but I’ll give it some consideration. Some.”
    He points at me. “But don’t count on it.”

   I’m
    just staring at him now, wondering how the fuck this will ever end.
    Where does he stop? When does he let me go? Never?

   I’m
    going to have to kill him.

   That
    thought hits me like a ton of bricks, and my head spins. I feel
    dizzy.

   I don’t
    want to do that, kill my own biological father. But what if it’s
    the only way out of this?

   The only
    way out is … to give up a vital part of myself? To commit
    murder?

   I’m
    stricken. I’m devastated. I can barely breathe.

   “Oh,
    look, we’re here!” Justin cheers, grinning at me as the
    limo rolls to a stop and Raúl opens the door for us. “Go
    on now, I think you’ll like the place I picked.”

   Even though
    I want nothing more than to drop to the ground in despair, I make
    myself climb out of the limo only to find myself outside of a tiny
    little hole-in-the-wall restaurant. It’s barely big enough for
    three adults to stand with their arms outstretched from one wall to
    the other. The building itself is crammed in between two others, the
    exterior brick painted a dingy yellow.

   Uh. This
    looks nothing like the country club where Tess took me to lunch.

   This is …
  “A Mexican restaurant?” I guess as I read the name. Un
    Padre, Dos Hijas. I
    don’t really speak Spanish, but I think it means … one
    father, two daughters? I’m assuming that means the place is
    owned by a guy and his daughters. How poignant. As far as I know, I’m
    this idiot’s only kid.

   Lucky me.

   “Try
    the fajitas. You’ll be blown away. If you’re like me—a
    vegetarian,” Justin says this with all due seriousness as I
    gape up at him. He’s about as tall as Maxx. Like … six
    foot something? I’m not good with heights. “They have a
    veggie option for the fajitas. Delightful.”

   “You’re
    a vegetarian?” I quip back, trying not to scream hypocrite aloud.

   “Animals
    are individuals with souls,” he tells me, and I just …
    well, I gawp. “Not just food. Come, princess. I won’t
    judge you if you want the steak or chicken. I’m a reasonable
    man.”

   Erm.

   Fuck.

   Just …
    fuck.

   I am so far
    out of my league, I might as well be in space.

   So what’s
    a gamer girl to do with a rich, powerful, serial killer for a father?

   She has to
    play smart. And careful. Oh so very careful.

   I need a
    new plan—and quick.

   Time is
    running out. Not just for Parrish. But for me.

   For all of
    us. Everyone I love is in danger so long as this man lives and
    breathes.

   But am I
    really willing to give up my humanity to kill him? Maybe. I just need
    to figure out a way to do it.
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  Lunch
    with the Seattle Slayer is oddly more pleasant than it was when I
    went to the country club with Tess. He’s attentive, and he
    seems genuinely interested in literally everything about me. He
    treats the waitstaff—yep, it’s a dad and two daughters
    who own and run the place—with respect. Tips well. Writes a
    five-star review on his phone for the restaurant while laughing with
    the owner.

   The food
    there is like, heaps above
    the stuff at the country club. That, and the atmosphere is relaxed
    and friendly and inviting.

   Also, every
    second I’m with Justin, I become more afraid of him.

   Nobody is
    this nice for real. Nobody.

   On the way
    to a place called Emerald City Medical Center and DNA Specialists
    for, obviously, the paternity test, Justin puts music on. More
    specifically, he plays Every
      Little Thing She Does is Magic by
    The Police. It’s an old song—far before Justin’s
    time—but he seems to have the lyrics memorized.

   I know that
    because he sings and bounces his foot in time to the music.

   When the
    song ends, and he starts it up again—telling me he loves to
    listen to songs on repeat, just like me and Tess—I can’t
    help it. I blurt something stupid out.

   “You’re
    crazy,” I tell him. It comes out matter-of-factly.

   Justin
    pauses and turns the music down slightly.

   “Actually,
    I have complete control of myself.” He reaches inside his
    jacket pocket and removes a switchblade, flicking the sharp end out
    with a snap of his wrist. “See, I have a knife on me. I could stab
    you in the leg if I wanted to. But what good would that do me? I
    practice restraint.” He puts the knife away while I sit there,
    wide-eyed and whirling. My mind is working on solutions in the
    background even as my mammal brain goes into full panic mode.

   We’ve
    spotted a predator, it says. Run.

   When the
    next song comes on—Melancholy by
    AViVA which Justin says he knows I like—I just sit there and
    let him sing. I’ve learned my lesson quick. Also, I know now
    that he keeps weapons on him. I should’ve just assumed.
    Probably has a gun under that suit jacket, too.

   We arrive
    at the testing center, and I follow him in obediently and let the
    technician swab my cheek. Been here, done this before. The sterile
    room with its bright lights brings painful memories back to the
    forefront of my mind.

   Me and
    Tess. Three tests. One with a cheek swab, one with our hair, one with
    our blood.

   All
    matches.

   She didn’t
    trust the first one. Or the second.

   Because,
    according to that page she wrote, I wasn’t what she expected or
    wanted.

   It doesn’t
    take long for the employees to gather our samples, and the results
    will only take about twenty-four hours. Unfortunately for me, I have
    no doubt that this man is my biological father.

   There’s
    no way I’d ever be that lucky.

   I do
    notice, however, that Justin seems to know everyone who works at the
    place by name. They laugh and joke with him. He even pats a guy on
    the back and whispers an inappropriate joke under his breath that has
    the whole staff chortling.

   Does this
    fucker know every person in the Seattle metro area or something?

   Raúl
    follows Justin around like a puppy, albeit it one with pink leopard
    print glasses and a French manicure. He gives me disdainful looks
    when Justin isn’t watching.

   “You’re
    so lucky,” he tells me, echoing Mr. Volli’s sentiment,
  “to have such an amazing father.”

   I glance
    over at him. We’re both standing near the doors to the medical
    center, waiting for Justin to finish chatting with his buddies.

   “What
    is wrong with you people?” I whisper, turning away and shaking
    my head. I slip my Maxine-phone out of my pocket and then close my
    eyes as I clench it in a tight fist, struggling not to think about my
    sister. She pops into my head constantly. I was tempted to ask Justin
    if I might not be able to talk to her at some point. Knowing that she
    knows about me and Maxx is an open sore that oozes and bleeds with
    every breath I take. But I really, really don’t want to draw
    his attention over to her, so I keep my mouth shut.

   Better she
    hurts now than dies later.

   Raúl
    ignores me, his dark gaze focused on my bio dad. I take that moment
    to check my phone. I haven’t looked at it once since leaving
    with Justin. How could I? He absorbs every spare second of time,
    stares at me obsessively, and talks nonstop.

   The first
    thing I notice is a long, heartfelt message from Maxine. Even though
    I blocked her number, it isn’t difficult to use an app to make
    phone calls or texts through a dummy number. That, or she’s
    using one of her friend’s phones. Got another phone for
    herself. The possibilities are endless.

   I know it’s
    from her though because of the first line in the message.

   I don’t
    care if you slept with Maxx. Baby sister, please call me.

   I delete it
    and then block that number right away. Justin will know she’s
    contacted me—he’s a master hacker in every way that
    matters—but I can’t control that. I can only control if I
    respond. Surely, he’ll see that.

   With my
    hand shaking and hot tears fighting to break through my practiced
    stoicism, I check my other messages.

   Maxx and
    Chasm are blowing up my phone in a group chat.

   Chasm: Let us know you’re okay, Little Sister. Won’t lie. I’m
    feeling panicked.

   Maxx: Just one message, one word. Let us know you’re alive.

   Chasm: My dad is being obsessive today. Not sure if I’ll be able to
    see you tonight. But I’d like to. Let me know when you get
    home, and I’ll try to escape.

   Maxx: Tess is drinking heavily. It’s not good over here. The police
    have just released the names of the dead teens from the other night.
    One of them is Francisca Cortez, the daughter of the host on the talk
    show you went on. The other is some random fuckboy she was banging.

   Oh.

   Shit.

   I shoot off
    a quick text—I’m
      alive, be home soon—and
    then put my phone away as Justin saunters over to me and Raúl.
    His assistant opens the door and out we go, father and daughter in
    step together.

   “You
    killed Francisca Cortez?” I whisper, and Justin stops short.
    For a second, I wonder if I’ve made a mistake, but then he just
    laughs.

   “Uppity
    little bitch. She was so rude to you behind the scenes at the talk
    show. She had what was coming to her.” Justin waits for Raúl
    to open the limo door before climbing in. I scramble after him.

   “Why
    Francisca?” I ask, trying to puzzle out his methods. I’ve
    looked at his victims over and over again, and I don’t see any
    patterns. Like, none at all. “Just because she was rude to me
    once?” Also, he was spying on me even then. Christ.

   “Well,
    not just that,” Justin explains as Raúl closes the door
    and off we go, heading back in the direction of the Vanguard house.
  “But I was having trouble choosing between Francisca and her
    younger sister, Maria. The former was extraordinarily rude to you, so
    that became the deciding factor.”

   I chew on
    my thumbnail, a new habit I’ve picked up from somewhere
    recently. I think I’m just stressed out and looking for easy
    tics.

   “Besides,”
    he continues, without any prompting from me. “Don’t you
    just hate influencers? What a plague. I feel a shred of guilt; it was my
    generation that introduced the disease known as Myspace. But social
    media’s gotten so much worse, hasn’t it? All those
    hideous, ugly, little people fighting for clout.” He cocks his
    head at me. “You have a lot of followers, Dakota. Don’t
    allow social media to become an obsession; it’s a dangerous
    one. I must say however, I did enjoy your last few videos.” He
    throws both hands up by his chest, giving them a little shake, like
    spirit fingers or some shit. “Who
      wants to help me catch a serial killer? I
    loved that. So dramatic. So much fun.”

   “Why
    Francisca Cortez?” I repeat, trying to pull him back from his
    tangent. As sharp as he is, he seems to let his mind wander down
    random paths when he’s talking. Also, I don’t
    particularly enjoy being mocked. I understand that my video has
    yielded little to nothing. The skeleton key video, however, has been
    a bit more lucrative.

   Speaking
    of, that’s the plan for tomorrow.

   Find some
    way to get to the asylum after school. And not just that, but the
    cemeteries on my list as well as the hotel. Tess will never allow it,
    but what if I played Justin? He said he enjoyed hearing me ask for
    what I wanted. Maybe I just tell him I want to go out after school
    with my friends? He’d know what I was doing, but I also think
    he’d enjoy watching me run around searching for clues.

   “Francisca
    is Martina Cortez’s granddaughter, that’s why,”
    Justin says, scowling rather than smiling for once. And oh my fucking
    god. Did I say his smiles and grins and laughs were terrifying? Hell
    no. They’re about a million times better than this. My hackles
    raise, and my hands curl around the edge of the seat, fingernails
    digging into the leather with a creak. “Martina Cortez is a
    heartless snake who uses the backs of others to climb the ladder of
    success. She’s a pretentious bitch who used the false charges
    against me to not only launch the most popular episode of her show in
    internet history, but also gobbled up the money from my company to
    bolster her failing finances.” Justin inhales and then exhales
    several times, curling and uncurling his hands. When he opens his
    eyes and looks at me, I know without a doubt that he must die.

   Because he
    will never, ever let me go.

   “Because
    of the things she did—because of the things they all did, this
    whole accursed town—I lost your mother. And then she lost you.
    They owe me fourteen years of poverty and struggle, of misery and
    longing. They owe me a company and all of the research and money that
    went with it. They owe me a reputation and a social life.” He
    reaches out to cup my face again, stroking his finger along the
    length of my jaw as I shudder beneath his touch. His hand his warm,
    his touch gentle and kind, but there’s a quiet menace to it
    that penetrates deep into my very soul. “Mostly, they owe me
    fourteen years with my beautiful daughter, years that I can never,
    ever get back.” He drops his hand and smiles again, back to his
    cheerful self. “Fourteen years, fourteen victims, on the
    fourteenth day of Parrish Vanguard’s disappearance. Poignant. I
    couldn’t have asked for a better start to my new life.”

   Start?

   Did he just
    say start?

   “So …
    you’re going to kill more people then?” I whisper, hating
    myself for not sounding stronger, but unable to cope with even one
    more item on my already overflowing plate.

   Justin’s
    smile turns into a rictus grin.

   “No,
    princess: you are.”

   And that …
    that’s what I’ve been afraid of all along.

   

 

  

  














 

  Tess
    is waiting just inside the door when I get home, pacing the floor in
    a navy-blue pantsuit with a pale pink dress shirt underneath. She
    stops as soon as I step inside, Justin pausing just beyond the
    threshold.

   I glance
    back just in time to see a sly smile spread across his face.

   “We’ve
    made an incredible daughter together, don’t you think?”
    Justin asks, about two seconds before Maxx and Chasm appear on the
    staircase together. He looks up at them, beaming like the psychopath
    he very clearly is. “Hello, Kwang-seon. I’m assuming
    you’re coming to my party on Friday?”

   “Uhhhh,”
    is Chasm’s response as he narrows his amber eyes at Justin, his
    left hand curling around one of the metal bars that lines the
    staircase, the jail cell reminiscent bars. “My dad mentioned
    something today …”

   “And
    Maxx Wright.” Justin turns to him as Tess stands there in stony
    silence, seething and crossing her arms over her chest. “Dakota
    mentioned you kept her up all night last night.” He laughs as
    my cheeks go red and Tess squinches up her face for a second. “You
    really shouldn’t play games until sunrise.” Justin turns
    to look at Tess. “Video games can be fun, but they shouldn’t
    be a teenager’s primary source of entertainment.”

   “Are
    you finished lecturing me in my own home? Goodbye, Justin.”
    Tess moves to slam the door in his face, and he stops it with his
    palm.

   “Actually,
    I’m not. Until we arrive at a date for the custody hearing, I do have
    temporary full custody.” Justin gestures loosely at me, and I
    exhale, tucking some black hair behind my ear. This
      is gonna suck some serious donkey balls. “While I’m not the sort of monster who separates a child
    from her family, I do want
    some parenting time. What do you think, Dakota? After school
    tomorrow?”

   I force a
    smile. Oh, there we go. I’m forcing smiles again. Lucky me.

   “That
    sounds great,” I grind out between my teeth.

   “You
    think that’s how it’s going to be?” Tess says, her
    voice a low, dark, frightening thing. “You dictate to me when
    you get our daughter, and I just say ‘yes, sir’?”

   “If
    you would, that’d be lovely,” Justin agrees with an
    almost believable level of seriousness. “Or I could just take her now and you can wait for the hearing?”

   Tess’
    entire body ripples with rage. The worst kind, too, the cold kind
    that fills you to the brim, demanding an outlet when there isn’t
    one. If Tess attacks Justin, then she’s essentially throwing in
    the towel on her custody hearing.

   “Fine.
    Tomorrow. But only for a few hours.” She tries to shut the door
    but once again, Justin is stepping forward, putting his shoe between
    it and the doorjamb.

   “I’ll
    be taking Dakota on Friday as well. Seamus has been kind enough to
    offer me the use of his home for the hosting of Milk Carton’s
    official launch party. But don’t worry, I’ll have her
    home by midnight, like a proper little princess.” Justin winks
    at me again. “Enjoy the rest of your afternoon, honey.”
    He points at me. “And don’t stay up all night with Maxx
    again.” With another laugh, he turns and heads for the limo
    where Raúl is waiting.

   “Excuse
    me. Seamus is hosting the party?” Tess snaps out, but Justin
    ignores her, sauntering off with a little wave. “You bastard.”

   Tess slams
    the door so hard that I jump. Maxx and Chasm wait silently on the
    staircase, exchanging a knowing look between them. I’m glad to
    see Chas here but like, I’m also nervous as hell.

   Last night,
    I fucked his best friend.

   Or …
    his best friend fucked me.

   Goddamn it.

   Tess looks
    up at Chasm before she even bothers glancing my way.

   “Your
    father and Justin are friends—” She stops, as if she’d
    meant to add something more to that statement and then thought better
    of it. “They’re friends?” she repeats, swallowing
    back whatever else she’d planned on saying.

   “I
    honestly have no idea,” Chasm admits, shaking his head. “I
    guess they used to be friends in high school, too?”

   Tess
    exhales sharply, nostrils flaring, and then turns to me.

   “How
    was your visit?” she asks politely, and I offer up a sort of
    loose shrug in response.

   What can I
    say? That Justin Prior was infinitely more likable and personable
    than she is? Or should I tell her that I’m fucking terrified of
    the guy? That he gives me the creeps? That he has her son trapped in
    a basement or a tomb or a wine cellar, and I’m the only person
    that can save him?

   Which of
    those things should suffice?

   “It
    was okay. He seems nice.” I turn and head for the stairs, even
    as I feel her eyes on me from behind.

   “Maxx,
    you stay out of her—” Tess starts, and then pauses to
    clear her throat for a second. It’s an extremely inopportune
    place for her to stop talking. I look up at the curving staircase to
    see X staring down at me with wide, green eyes and gritted teeth.
  “You stay out of her room tonight.”

   “I
    wasn’t in her room,” he whispers. “We were playing
    games on our phones. In our own beds. Well, I was in Parrish’s
    bed …” Maxx stops talking as soon as he sees the effect
    that Parrish’s name has on Tess. She full-on shudders, and her
    eyes empty of all of that fire from a minute ago.

   “Either
    way,” she murmurs, taking off down the hall toward the kitchen.
    I can hear Paul from here, talking to Laverne loudly on the phone. I
    know he’s talking to Laverne because he stutters a lot—which
    he never does otherwise.

   “Let’s
    go before this gets even weirder,” I murmur, and the boys
    precede me up the stairs. The three of us end up in my room, but not
    before dumping our electronics into Parrish’s. I leave my book
    bag in the bathroom, covered with a towel, the fan on, same old, same
    old. Maybe we’re being too obvious, I don’t know, but I
    just need a break.

   Maxx runs
    over the room quickly with the bug detector while I sit on the edge
    of the bed and Chasm hovers nearby, scratching at the back of his
    head with an uncertain expression on his face.

   “Clear,”
    Maxx confirms, and we all let out a collective sigh of relief.

   “How
    was it?” Chasm blurts, moving closer to me and dropping his arm
    by his side. He looks like he wants to touch me, but also like he
    isn’t sure if he should. That hurts me. That kills me.
    I wrap my arms around myself and squeeze tight, just to feel like I’m
    being hugged. “Little Sister, that was risky as fuck. What if
    he took you and we never saw you again?”

   “It
    was worth it—for Parrish. I’ll do anything for Parrish.”

   “Not
    get yourself killed you won’t,” Chasm snaps back, and I
    lift a glare up to his face.

   “I
    offered myself to Justin in exchange for Parrish’s release.”

   “You
    what?!” they both blurt at the same time, exchanging another
    frantic look between them. In a sudden, weird way, I feel like this
    could work. Like, all of us and Parrish. We could … this group
    of ours … God, what am I even saying here? Again,
      Dakota. Is this an anime? Is this a kick-ass reverse harem novel
      like, uh, that one with a mysterious cult that kills teenagers? “The
      Secret Girl”?

   No. The
    answer is no. It is not.

   “He
    would never want you to do something like that,” Chasm snarls,
    yanking on his hair. It’s mostly black still, but some of the
    temporary dye has been rubbed off his yellow lightning bolt from all
    the frantic tugging he’s doing. “Why would you even try a
    stunt like that? We’ll find him.”

   “And
    then what?!” I shout, standing up and then cringing as I
    realize how loud I’m being. I wish we could play music, but
    that would mean bringing tech into my room, and that just won’t
    do. I crack my door, just to make sure there’s no one outside
    of it. Kinda hard to sneak down here, seeing as Parrish and I are the
    only people in the family with rooms at this end of the hallway.
  “Then what?” I whisper, turning and finding Chasm right
    next to me.

   I want to
    kiss him so badly that it hurts.

   My eyes
    drop to his lips, to the silicone-covered spots where his lip studs
    should be, and then back to his sharp gaze.

   “Once
    we find Parrish, then what happens? Justin lets us go on our merry
    way? He just tells us all to keep quiet and voila, we all live
    happily ever after?” Chasm grits his teeth at me as Maxx steps
    toward us, sliding his hands into the pockets of his jeans. “There
    has to be an end somewhere. As I see it, there are only two options:
    I give myself up to him when we find Parrish. Or I kill Justin.”

   Chasm
    purses his lips, glancing over at Maxx. They exchange their third
    glance of the night as I resist the urge to scream.

   “He
    isn’t going to give us a chance to tell the cops anything,”
    I continue as they both look back at me. “You didn’t
    spend the day eating really good Mexican food and singing eighties
    pop songs with the guy.”

   “Huh?”
    Chasm queries, but I just push past him, moving over to my dresser
    and yanking pajamas out of the top drawer. “You did what?”

   I turn
    around, my pj’s clutched against my chest. Without realizing
    it, I’ve chosen the exact pajamas that I wore that night in the
    woods. With a shiver, I turn back and put them away, selecting a
    different outfit. I won’t throw them away in case there’s
    a clue to be found there, but I will never, ever wear them again.

   Speaking of
  … I should ask Justin about the pj’s. Maybe, like with
    Francisca Cortez, he’ll tell me.

   “Justin
    Prior is nice and personable and likable as hell. He’s also
    crazy. He told me all sorts of things today.”

   “Like
    what?” Maxx prompts gently. There’s this …
    tenderness in his voice that I swear wasn’t there before last
    night. But then I think about it for a minute, and I realize he’s
    been talking to me like that for a while now.

   “Let
    me change and deal with my period stuff.” I gesture randomly at
    myself and then flush as both boys’ eyes follow the movement of
    my hand. Maxx didn’t mention the cup the last night, and
    neither did I, but maybe he guessed? Either way, I’m not
    interested in bringing it up just now. “One second.”

   I slip into
    the bathroom, making a show of removing the towel from the book bag.
    The camera is facing the wall, but I’m sure it has good audio
    built in. I turn the shower on, rinse off and deal with the blood
    situation, before I get out and dry off, dress myself, and pretend to
    simply chuck the towel right back over the bag.

   When I head
    back into the room, I see that Maxx has taken the opportunity to
    change into loungewear—and oh my god. Oh my god. My mouth
    waters as I stare at him, shirtless and dressed in incredibly
    low-slung black shorts and nothing else. My eyes trace the hard shape
    of his shoulders, the curves of his biceps, the flat planes of his
    chest, the incredible valleys that make up his abs.

   Ugh.

   Feel me.
    Touch me. All of me.

   Nope. No.
    Not gonna do that to myself.

   I look over
    at Chasm, but he’s still dressed.

   “I
    have to leave in a few minutes,” he says, grinding his teeth in
    frustration. “My dad is up your father’s ass, apparently.
    Like neck-deep in Justin Prior’s sphincter.”

   “Please
    don’t say sphincter,” I say, giving a little crinkle of
    my face. I press my back to the bathroom door, the fan whirring
    loudly behind it. “Just say, like butt crack or something.”

   “Okay,
    well, my dad is licking your dad’s butt crack. Better?”
    He gives me one of those signature saucy Chasm looks that I remember
    oh so fondly. Once upon a time, this prick sat on the bed when it was
    in the center of my room and bragged about how many girls he’d
    fucked on it.

   And here he
    stands, having slept with exactly one.

   “We
    suspected that, didn’t we?” I ask with a long sigh. “No
    wonder the clues linking Justin to Seamus were so easy to find; they
    never intended to hide their relationship.”

   “My
    parents are in on whatever they’re up to,” Maxx adds with
    a hard frown. Frankly, I’m having trouble looking at his face.
    I must be tired. There’s no excuse for that. Maxine
      knows. She knows that I slept with her ex-boyfriend. Pain
    lances through my chest, but I push it back. One day, maybe, I’ll
    be able to explain it all to her and beg for her forgiveness. For
    now, I have one focus.

   “How
    do you figure that?” I ask, moving over to sit on the bed with
    him. We make sure to keep careful distance between us, but there’s
    no denying that the chemistry between us is still there. Scratch
    that: it’s doubled. Tripled. I make myself look at Chasm, but
    that doesn’t help either. I’m not sure I’ve ever
    wanted to kiss or touch someone as much as I want to with him.

   “They’re
    being sketch as fuck,” X tells me, glancing over. His eyes run
    down the black pullover sweater I’m wearing. It has a
    PlayStation controller on it, and it’s super comfy, but it does
    ride up a lot, baring my lower belly. That’s where his gaze
    comes to rest, right on my navel piercings. With great effort, he
    tears his gaze away and refocuses on my face.

   Chasm makes
    a low, growly sort of sound, but Maxx ignores him.

   I can’t
    bear to do that, glancing up at him only to find him glaring daggers
    at his friend.

   “There’s
    something going on with them; I told you what I knew this morning.
    Well, guess what? They’re making me attend the launch party for
    Milk Carton, too. Also, they’re staying in Seamus’ cabin.
    And, as Chas so eloquently put it, Seamus is licking Justin’s
    butthole.” X exhales sharply, seemingly unaware that Chasm is
    glaring at him. That, or he just doesn’t care. That’s
    just as likely a possibility. “I didn’t think to mention
    this before, but when Maxine broke up with me, they pushed me to get
    back together with her.”

   “What
    on earth would that serve?” Chas wonders, that
    hyper-intelligent mind of his ticking away. “That’s just
    plain weird.”

   “I
    thought they were just, I don’t know, enamored with her or
    something. But after everything that’s happened? It seems fishy
    as hell.”

   “So …
    all of our parents are in on this?” I ask, cringing slightly.
  “I mean, in some capacity. I’m guessing mine is the only
    one who kills people.”

   We all go
    silent for a minute there, and I don’t much enjoy the
    implications of that silence.

   “Tell
    us what happened today,” Chasm says finally, leaning his
    shoulder against the wooden post of my bed, arms crossed over his
    chest.

   I nod,
    closing my eyes for a minute. I’m so damn tired. Like,
    bone-deep exhausted. Not only have I barely slept since Parrish went
    missing, but I’ve been through a lot. With Chasm. With my
    sister. With X. With Justin.

   I could
    sleep for a century.

   In as
    detailed a manner as I can handle, I relive every aspect of my day
    with Justin.

   When I’m
    done, I open my eyes to find both boys lost in their own
    contemplations.

   “I
    still can’t believe that you offered to give up your entire
    life,” Chasm says, and the tone of his voice, it’s almost
    accusatory. My cheeks flush, and I feel myself getting angry all over
    again.

   “I’m
    in love with Parrish; I’ll do anything for him.”

   The words
    come out before I can stop them, and both Chasm and Maxx stiffen up.
    It gets real awkward in that room, real fast.

   “Do
    we want to talk about the fact that Kota and I had sex last night?”
    X offers up, and I give him a horrified look. “We can’t
    just pretend it didn’t happen.” He pauses and closes his
    eyes for a moment, sliding his hand over his face. “Let me
    rephrase that: I am
    having trouble pretending that it didn’t happen.”

   “You’re
    having trouble how?” Chasm asks, frowning hard. “What’s
    the problem? The Slayer has our friend hostage. Sex with another
    friend to save his life is a shitty thing to demand, but it could be
    a hell of a lot worse.”

   Mm. I
    almost forgot about Justin’s parting shot.

   I reach up
    to scratch the side of my nose.

   “On
    my way out of the car, after he told me about Martina Cortez, he
    flat-out said that he’s planning on having me kill people. So,
    yeah. You guys were right about that.”

   “You
    just now remembered
    that your dad told you to kill people?” Chasm hisses at me, and
    I glance away, toward the door. With a huff, he storms over to open
    it, checking the hall again. There’s nobody there. He slams it
    shut and turns around, crossing his arms with a huff. He mutters in
    Korean and Maxx sighs, responding in turn.

   They then
    proceed to have an
      entire fucking conversation that I can’t understand.

   “You
    guys better not be talking about me,” I snap, and Chas gives me
    a look.

   “We
    are,” he admits, and I curl my lip at him.

   “Then
    teach me,”
    I growl out, and his pretty mouth curves up a bit in a smile.

   “I
    did teach you, naekkeo.”
    He moves over to me and squats down in front of me, putting a hand on
    my knee. “Saranghae.”

   My
    cheeks—and yes, we know, my tits also—flush bright red.

   Relief
    floods me in a relentless wave, and I end up throwing my arms around
    his neck and squeezing him so tightly that his resulting chuckle
    turns into a grunt.

   “I
    don’t remember how to say it, so … good night?” I
    whisper, and Chasm laughs again, pulling back slightly. Then we’re
    just staring at each other and he’s lunging forward, pressing
    his hot mouth against mine and making my toes curl.

   The bed
    creaks as Maxx rises to his feet, and Chas pulls back so that we can
    both look up at him.

   “I’ll
    give you guys a minute,” he says, his emerald eyes focused on
    the floor, his right hand scratching absently at the back of his
    head.

   “Don’t
    you dare leave,” Chasm snaps out, rising to his feet. “You’re
    right: we do have to talk about this.”

   Maxx lifts
    his gaze to look at him, letting his attention slide over to me.

   I’m
    still having a hard time coming to terms with the fact that Maxine
    knows. That I had to betray her to save Parrish’s life. I
    cannot stop thinking about it. Nor can I stop thinking about the
    implications involved in the entire situation.

   As a
    person, you feel you know who you are. Or at the very least, have
    some vague idea. But you never truly understand yourself until your
    back is against a wall, and it’s put up or shut up. If you’d
    asked the old Dakota—the one from Catskills, NY who lived with
    her grandparents and her big sister—if she’d ever sleep
    with said sister’s boyfriend to save a guy she’d only
    known for three months, she might’ve said no. She might’ve
    claimed that she’d tell the authorities, tell her grandparents,
    shout the information to the world.

   But when
    you’re faced with a heart bursting with love, a pair of
    gold-flecked brown eyes, and a pouty mouth … things change.
    Parrish has changed me. I knew it from the very first second I met
    him; I know it now. It’s not just because he’s some boy,
    and I’m some girl, and we had a fling or a teenage romance,
    it’s more than that.

   He’s
    a person with beautiful dreams, with a family that loves him, an
    entire community of people around him whose lives would change if he
    were gone. Is he perfect? Of course he isn’t. Because who wants
    that? Perfect is an illusion that blinds us to the prettiest parts of
    the world. Flaws are what make us human. Perfection is for robots.

   “Don’t
    feel obligated to say or do anything for me; I’m a big boy.”
    X hooks a smirk, and I can’t decide if he’s just trying
    to lighten the mood or if he’s actually making a joke about his
    extra-large dick. I shift a little, and that soreness between my
    thighs flickers like fire. Even as I’m hurting, I want a little
    bit more. “Just tell me the truth, and I’ll accept it.”

   “You
    are such a martyr,” Chasm snorts, digging out a pack of
    cigarettes from his back pocket. He moves into the bathroom, grabs my
    book bag, and carries it into Parrish’s room with the towel
    still draped over the top. He drops it on the floor, closes the door,
    and heads back into my bathroom so that he can sit perched on the
    edge of the tub and smoke a cigarette. The only window in my room
    that actually opens for ventilation purposes is in the bathroom.

   The
    bathroom … with its four-person sized shower.

   “A
    foursome is not on the books, Dakota,” I murmur. Aloud. I
    murmur it aloud.

   Maxx stares
    at me. Chasm nearly tumbles into the empty tub, cursing as he tries
    to catch his cigarette as it falls from his mouth.

   “Totally
    out of context!” I explain, lifting my hands up, palms out.
  “Completely out of context.”

   Maxx cocks
    a brow.

   “In
    what context, exactly, does a foursome mean anything chaste?”
    The playful tone in his voice breaks my heart. I want to give into
    him the same way I fell into Chasm—with reckless abandon. I had
    no choice in that arena. Justin did not order me to simply ‘have
    sexual intercourse before sunrise’ with him. He said act on
    your feelings. He said to keep acting
    on my feelings.

   But what’s
    my excuse with Maxx? Because there isn’t one, and I won’t
    betray Parrish, Chasm, or Maxine for it. No matter how much I like
    him.

   “I
    wasn’t thinking about sex,” I breathe, shoving my hair
    back from my face. “I was thinking about the shower in my
    bathroom.”

   Chasm
    snorts and nearly drops his cigarette all over again.

   Maxx grins
    at me, propping an elbow against the wall and leaning his head
    against his fist.

   “That
    makes it better somehow?” he queries innocently, and I narrow
    my eyes at him.

   “I
    was just thinking about me and you and Chasm and Parrish.” I
    get choked up and close my eyes. When I open them, X is staring at me
    with a much more sober expression on his face. “You want the
    truth?” I ask, and he gives a slow, easy nod, dropping his arm
    from the wall and standing up straight.

   Chasm runs
    the water in the tub to put out his cigarette, flushing it down the
    toilet before coming back over to stand in the bathroom doorway.

   I make
    myself look between the two of them; I can’t hide from this any
    longer.

   “I
    like you, Maxx,” I admit, wetting my lips. “A lot. As
    soon as I saw you in the coffee shop, I got that ‘love at first
    sight’ feeling, that crazy zing that makes your heart pound,
    that makes you sweat, that makes you hallucinate about all the
    beautiful things you could do with that person. You almost made me
    like hiking. I mean, walking for fun? I don’t even know how it’s
    possible, but you managed it.”

   He keeps
    watching me, letting out a long exhale and shaking out his hands like
    he isn’t sure where I’m going with this. If I’m
    completely honest with myself, I’m not entirely sure where I’m
    going with this either.

   “The
    thing is, I’m in love with Parrish.” I let my gaze drift
    between him and Chasm. “And Chas and I … we’re
    getting really close. So what do I do? I like all three of you. A
    lot. More than I ever could’ve imagined even liking one
    person.”

   “Last
    night changed a lot of things for me,” X admits, looking up at
    me with that determined glint in his eyes, the one that I started
    seeing when Parrish went missing. He came in here with a mission and
    goddamn it, he was going to complete it. That’s the same way
    he’s staring now. Like he isn’t willing to give up.

   “Yeah,
    like the whole ‘not being a virgin anymore thing’?”
    Chasm says, making quotes with his fingers the way X often does.
  “Sort of a big life shift there.” The boys stare at each
    other again. “I’m not angry with you; Parrish won’t
    be angry with you.”

   X lets out
    a small huffing laugh as he shakes his head.

   “You
    don’t know that.”

   “I
    do,” Chasm says firmly, looking back at me. “At least not
    for last night. I’m not sure what the two of you plan on doing
    from here on out.”

   “We
    can’t do anything,” I say, and right away, I see X’s
    muscles get tense. I meet his eyes and I refuse to flinch. “It
    would be a betrayal to Parrish and to Maxine. I’m not saying
    we’re done. I just need you to push pause.” I swallow the
    lump of knotted feelings in my throat, saving them for later. “We
    find Parrish first. We deal with the Slayer. We talk to Maxine. Then
    we can work through this.”

   “I
    don’t have much claim on Dakota either, you know,” Chasm
    adds. “Fortunately for me, I guess, we have no choice but to
    uh, keep
      acting on our feelings. But
    when Parrish gets back, I’m assuming the two of you will get
    back together?” He looks over at me, and even though he tries
    to play the slouchy bad boy, I see an emotional chasm—hah, a
    pun—opening up on Chas’ face. He’s devastated. I
    feel devastated at the thought. Yet I also feel devastated at forever
    allowing X to remain an impossibility.

   I feel
    devastated about letting go of Parrish.

   I won’t
    do it.

   Once he’s
    back, he’s mine again—if he’ll have me. If he wants
    me after all this.

   So what do
    I do? Date three guys? Will they let me do that? Could we try it out
    until … I mean surely, I’d decide on one eventually,
    right? That’s how these things work.

   Can a
    person ever really love three people in equal measure?

   I know I
    could never share these boys. Actually, the thought of it makes me
    feel physically ill.

   I rub at my
    face with both hands.

   “Just
    don’t date anyone else, okay?” I mutter, and I’m
    not sure if I’m talking to Maxx or Chasm or both of them.

   The latter
    lets out one of his raucous laughs, throwing his head back in dark
    glee.

   “Oh
    no, Little Sister,” he purrs as he drops his head down, slicing
    his gaze over me with a single flick of his eyes. “Definitely
    not.”

   “Pretty
    sure that you’ve carved a space in here,” X says, making,
    well, an X-shape over his chest with his finger. “No matter
    what happens between us, I’m going to need a shitload of time
    to process this.”

   I nod. It’s
    not a perfect solution. I don’t know that we’ve arrived
    at any solution at all. But at least for now, we’re okay. For
    now, we just focus on finding our friend.

   It’s
    been fifteen days.

   Parrish
    looks healthy enough now, but how long until Justin’s crazy
    moods flip and he decides to simply slit his throat? It’s
    goddamn time to find our friend.

   “After
    school tomorrow, I’ll tell Justin I’m going with the two
    of you.” I exhale. “He said to ask for what I wanted. So
    I will. I’ll tell him we’re going out. We’ll hit
    the cemeteries, the hotel, and the asylum.”

   “Sounds
    like a plan,” Chas agrees, glancing toward the wall of windows
    and the glittering blue lake just beyond them. “I have to go,
    Little Sister.”

   I nod and
    rise to my feet and Maxx politely turns away to give us a second.

   My arms
    twine around Chas’ neck, and his lips find mine, working
    against me with fervent heat. Want. Desperation. Nothing about what
    happened with Maxx last night has changed the way he feels for me,
    the desire with which he craves me. Nothing.

   “Later,
    I kind of do need to know everything that happened with you guys,”
    Chasm says against my mouth. “I’m so jealous, I could
    fucking spit. I know how Parrish felt now, when he watched the two of
    us.”

   I bury my
    face against the side of his neck and breathe in his scent as he
    strokes his fingers through my hair, giving me a kiss on my temple
    before he finally, reluctantly pulls away.

   “Shit,
    if I had time, I’d fuck that memory of Maxx right out of you.”

   “Kwang-seon
    McKenna!” I hiss, but my entire body has just gone up in
    flames, and I’m damn dear dying to see him act that out. He
    laughs again, offers up a little wave, and leaves, closing the door
    behind him.

   Maxx turns
    back to me, cocking his head to the side and offering up one of his
    beautiful smiles. They’re like the opposite of Justin’s.
    Yes, they’re both confident. Both pretty. But X has a
    fierceness not for himself, but for those that he loves. It’s
    tempered with kindness and compassion, and it’s so beyond
    attractive that I feel a flutter in my lower belly.

   “Should
    we do some more research?” I ask on the tail end of a yawn.

   “No,
    Kota. You need a break. You’re not a machine. And we have a
    clear plan in place for Parrish. Let’s do something else.”
    He mulls ideas around for a minute. “Come lay on Parrish’s
    bed with me and we’ll watch a movie on my laptop—that
    sick fuck can watch us through the camera all he damn well pleases.”

   “A
    K-drama?” I ask excitedly, and Maxx gives me a look.

   “How
    about … Dirty
      Dancing? It’s my sister’s favorite movie. Have you seen it?”

   I shake my
    head. I’ve heard of it, but never watched it before. It’s
    from the eighties, right? Like a cult classic or something? Maxx lets
    that smile take over his full face, turning it into something cocky
    and glorious and irresistible.

   But I meant
    what I said.

   For now, he
    remains a forbidden fruit.

   “Oh,
    you’ll love it. The main character reminds me of you. Feminist,
    sexy, and the dancing is equal parts hilarious eighties stuff and
    like, super impressive shit.” He opens my bedroom door and
    holds out a hand to usher me into the hallway.

   We end up
    lying side by side with only our arms touching, the laptop propped on
    a pillow at the end of the bed. GG thumps around in his cage as we
    both take turns pretending to watch the movie while the other glances
    over and studies our partner.

   Did Maxx
    really think watching a movie as sensual as Dirty
      Dancing was
    going to help our situation?

   By the time
    it’s over, I’m practically panting, and my entire body
    aches with newfound need.

   “That
    was great actually. I didn’t expect to love it as much as I
    did, but … well, it’s a new favorite for me.”

   “I’m
    glad,” he replies, and then he leans over and cups my face with
    his left hand, pressing his forehead against mine. We both close our
    eyes, sitting there in silence for nearly five minutes before I
    finally find the courage to pull away. “Go take a nap, Kota.”

   “You
    do the same, X.”

   Our gazes
    linger on one another until his door is closed, and I’m
    slipping into my bedroom alone.

   If I
    weren’t exhausted to the point of collapse, I might have never
    fallen asleep. I might have stayed awake throughout the rest of the
    afternoon, the evening, and into the night, and I might’ve
    dreamed of three gorgeous boys until I was nothing but a melted
    puddle on the mattress.

   I’ve
    always loved idioms, so let’s hear it again: love … is a
    double-edged sword.

   Fuck
    you, love. Fuck you.

   

 

  

  














 

  I’ve
    never particularly thought of clothing as ominous before, not until I
    wake up the next morning and find myself staring at the Whitehall
    Prep uniforms in my closet. The thought of going back to that school
    makes me queasy. But how else am I going to get away from Tess,
    right? I’ll go to school, and sometime today, I’ll text
    Justin and let him know that I’ll be going with the boys after
    classes are over.

   It’s
    the best plan I’ve got for our little gumshoeing expedition.

   “Fuck.”
    I slide the hangers across the mostly empty rack. Slacks today? Or …
    or a skirt.

   My mind
    strays back to memories of me and Chas in the hedge maze. The skirt
    made things so much easier. But, maybe things shouldn’t be easy
    today. We have work to do. Although
      you still have to stay on campus for lunch anyway, so …

   No. Bad
    hormones. Down.

   I yank the
    pants off the hanger, pause, glance back at the pleated skirt, bite
    my lip.

   With a
    sigh, I resist the temptation and head for the bathroom to get ready.

   I’m
    cursing my hair out as I struggle with the brush, trying to get out a
    particularly awful snarl when Delphine knocks on my door, and I call
    out for her to come in.

   “Oh,”
    she says, blinking in surprise at my fully dressed form. “You
    got up all by yourself?” Her lips twitch, and I give her a
    look, gesturing at her with the brush. The boys’ suspicions
    toward her are not unfounded. I’ll admit, mine aren’t
    either. Like, think about those bloody sheets. How easy would it have
    been for her to put them back on my bed? Or what about the pink
    envelope with Tess’ birthday letter in it? That, and the
    skeleton key. I threw them out and they ended up right back in my
    room. Regardless, I won’t trust the girl with any secrets, but
    I really hope she isn’t in on this. I like her, and I could
    really use a female friend right about now.

   My heart
    aches for Maxine, but I resist the urge to fixate on that. The more
    quickly we find Parrish, the greater my chances are of figuring out a
    solution to my Justin problem. He
      has to die. The thought bubbles up unbidden, and I clamp down on it by forcing a
    smile. Practice makes perfect, right? And I’m an expert at fake
    smiles now.

   “Hey,
    I’m capable of getting up early when I absolutely have to.
    Like, say, for a zombie apocalypse.” I start to yank at my
    ass-long waves again when Delphine steps forward, offering out a
    hand.

   “May
    I?” she queries, and I give a loose shrug, passing the brush
    over to her. She starts by smoothing a soft, gentle hand down the
    length of my hair, and I shudder. Her touch reminds me of Maxine. Oh,
      Maxie. I’m so sorry. I’m so fucking sorry. “I’m
    used to combing my grandmother’s hair out, and her scalp is
    extremely sensitive.”

   “Your
    grandmother?” I ask politely, staring at myself in the mirror
    as Delphine brushes my hair. We’re about the same height, but
    she tilts her head slightly to one side, enough so that I can see her
    slight smile in the mirror. Of course, I already know about the
    elderly woman she lives with, but I can’t very well admit that
    Maxx was spying on her, now can I?

   “Yep.
    I’m all she has, so … I take care of her.”
    Delphine carefully works the brush through my hair, undoing snags and
    rat’s nests that I was yanking on, snapping strands of hair to
    my own detriment. “She’s been sick for a while. I’m
    not sure if she has a lot of time left.” Her hand goes still
    and her eyes close. The brush stops for a moment, but then she opens
    her eyes and continues her work.

   “I’m
    really sorry to hear that,” I tell her honestly, and she nods,
    like maybe the words of her response are sticky with emotion and
    caught in her throat.

   “Dakota,
    I’d like to tell you something,” Delphine starts, huffing
    out a breath and making her wavy bangs flutter around her forehead.
  “Last week, I put in my notice.”

   I meet her
    eyes in the mirror and lift both brows in question.

   “You’re
    quitting?” I ask, and she nods, continuing to brush my hair
    until her motions are nice and smooth, and I’m blessedly free
    of tangles.

   “French
    braid sound okay?” she asks, and I struggle with my emotions
    for a second. This moment, if you replaced Delphine with Maxine, it’d
    be like a million others we had together in our shared bathroom back
    home. We had a Jack and Jill bathroom, one of those ones with a door
    on either side that leads to two bedrooms.

   This won’t
    be the first time I have my hair braided by an older, sisterly
    figure.

   Ugh.

   “French
    braid is great,” I breathe, shaking my hands off like I’m
    shedding my emotions along with the movement. “You’re
    really quitting?”

   “My
    last day is next Tuesday,” she admits with a heavy sigh. “I
    don’t want to quit. Honestly, you’ve been nicer to me
    than any of my other clients.” She gives another sigh and a
    shake of her head. “But I can’t stay here. With your
    brother still missing, and JJ still missing, it just doesn’t
    seem safe.”

   With cool,
    deft fingers, Delphine finishes up the braid and reaches out a hand.
    I snatch a hair tie off the counter and plop it in her palm. She has
    a point, I guess. Or what if she’s guilty? I mean, she could
    be, right? If I ask Justin about her, would he tell me? He doesn’t
    seem to mind sharing his secrets. Actually, he seems excited about
    the idea.

   The only
    thing he won’t tell me is where Parrish is.

   “My
    grandma needs me. If something happened to me, she’d be all
    alone.” Delphine drops her hands to her sides as I turn my
    head, admiring the precision with which she’s braided my unruly
    hair. It looks damn good.

   “Thank
    you,” I tell her honestly, turning around with a smile. My
    heart hurts a little at the idea of her leaving, but maybe it’s
    for the best? If she really is involved somehow, then fuck her. If
    she isn’t, she’s right. She isn’t safe here. I
    offer up a hug which she accepts. “Good luck on whatever it is
    you decide to do next.”

   “Luckily,
    I have a job lined up already,” she tells me proudly, giving a
    big smile as we step apart from one another. “Anyway, I’ll
    give you my number if you want, and we could hang out sometime?”

   I doubt
    I’ll have time for hanging out anytime soon, but I appreciate
    the offer anyway.

   “Absolutely.”
    I take my Tess phone off the counter, and we exchange numbers. As
    Delphine heaves a sigh and prepares herself to scrub the already
    clean shower, I head downstairs to find Maxx in the kitchen. He’s
    wearing an apron but no shirt.

   I almost
    die right there. Keel over on the spot.

   “Maxim,
    you are just as bad as Parrish,” Tess scolds automatically when
    she comes in behind me and sees him dressed the way he is. But then
    she falters, like literally falters, stumbling a bit and putting a
    hand out to catch herself on the edge of the counter. Her hand is
    shaking, but she stands up straight and lifts her chin, like she
    isn’t falling to pieces on the inside. “It’s
    unhygienic to cook without a shirt on.”

   Maxx hooks
    a half-smile at her and lifts up a spatula in apology.

   “I’m
    sorry, Tess. I’ll put a shirt on.”

   She nods
    briskly, heading over to her espresso machine for her daily dose of
    coffee. X slips around her, pausing beside me as he unhooks the apron
    from his neck, swiping the fabric over his face before letting it
    hang loose from his hips.

   I pretend
    like I don’t notice his nipples or his muscles or his thick,
    wavy hair or anything else about him at all.

   “Breakfast
    is on the table,” he tells me, pausing to whisper near my ear.
  “Have you spoken to Justin yet?”

   “Not
    yet,” I whisper back, shivering at the warmth of his breath
    against my hair. “But I will.”

   X takes off
    and I end up seated at the table with Kimber.

   She glares
    at me, using the grind of the espresso machine to be a bitch.

   “Are
    you enjoying being Chasm’s sidepiece?” she asks snarkily,
    smirking cruelly at me. I’ve sort of hated her from moment one,
    but some part of me had hoped that Parrish’s disappearance
    would bring us closer together somehow. Like, I know I’ve never
    been a big sister before, but Maxine has always been my rock. Anytime
    things got hard, I could throw myself into her arms and let her
    stroke my hair back while she murmured sisterly wisdom.

   Now that
    I’m forbidden on both sides from seeing my sister, now that
    I’ve slept with her ex and told her I hated her, I’m
    drifting. I could settle into a big sister role. Seriously. I could.
    I want to. If Kimber were to lean on me, I’d pet her hair back.
    I’d hold her. I’d comfort her.

   I choose to
    see this verbal assault as a cry for help, reaching out and putting
    my hand atop hers. She yanks her hand away so violently that her
    chair rocks and I glance back to see Tess studying us curiously.

   Kimber
    shakes out her hand as I start to pile food on my plate. Crepes,
    apparently, are on the menu today, with Nutella and strawberries and
    fresh whipped cream—Maxine’s favorite breakfast.

   I stop and
    stare at the food.

   X made me
    my sister’s favorite breakfast. He must’ve known. He must
    have.

   My eyes get
    watery, but I don’t let the tears fall, yanking a crepe onto my
    plate and then grabbing a knife to cover it in chocolate hazelnut
    spread. Damn
      you, X. Damn you to hell and back. Also, thank you.

   “I am
    not Chasm’s sidepiece,” I whisper back at her, as Tess
    presses the button that froths the milk, giving our conversation
    cover yet again. “We have a connection.”

   “I
    thought you were into our brother?” she says, sneering back at
    me. “Let me guess: you’re sleeping with Maxx, too? That’d
    be just like you. A whore.”

   I narrow my
    eyes on her, fighting the urge to flick whipped cream at her pretty
    face. She’s wearing far too
    much makeup today. It’s caked on like she’s getting ready
    to hit a Las Vegas stage. I’m not usually one to judge, but
    this strikes me as a cry for attention.

   “We
    don’t have to be enemies, you know? I’m your sister,
    whether you like it or not. And Parrish is missing, Kimber. He’s missing. We have every reason in the world to be friends right now. Why make
    an enemy out of me?”

   Kimber
    stares back at me, her hair like filtered summer sunlight as it
    froths around her face in thick waves. We have the same hair texture,
    me and her. The same eyes.

   “He’s
    dead,” she whispers, voice low, fingernails digging into the
    surface of the table. “He’s dead, and you don’t
    care. You’re too busy screwing Chasm to care.”

   Tess
    finishes making her coffee, and the room goes silent.

   “I’ll
    be upstairs in my office if you need me,” she says stiffly,
    pausing at the head of the table. Her smile, when she gives it, is
    disturbing, rife with icy rage. “Justin is going to use some
    pictures and videos of Parrish to run his Milk
      Carton program.
    Apparently, I need to e-sign some consent forms so that he can use
    the images in his marketing campaign.” Her voice becomes a dry
    hiss as she narrows her eyes. After a moment, she seems to pull
    herself together, shaking her head to clear it. “Dakota.”
    She turns to look at me, and I get a small thrill out of her using my
    correct name. “I want you to know that as soon as I saw that
    TikTok video Parrish made, I asked him to apologize. I’m not
    sure if he ever did, but …” She sighs again. “At
    least we have all of those videos to use for the facial recognition
    program.”

   As much as
    Tess despises Justin, I can see in her eyes that he’s given her
    a small flicker of hope.

   How cruel
    is that? To offer her a chance at saving her son while all along,
    he’s the one who put Parrish in danger? It’s fucking
    sick.

   “At
    least there’s that,” I choke out before Tess forces a
    small, faux smile (she’s as good at them as I am, apparently)
    and then leaves the room, heels clacking down the hall.

   Kimber and
    I turn back to stare at each other.

   “If
    you need someone to talk to, I’m here. I’ll talk to you.”

   My little
    sister slams her palms down on the surface of the table and stands
    up.

   “You
    should check the Whitehall Prep social media circuit more often.
    You’re in big fucking trouble, and I’m not going to do a
    damn thing to save you.” Kimber shoves back and storms off as I
    frown, taking my Maxine-phone from one of my blazer pockets. I’ve
    got my other phone—the one that’s far less important—in
    the opposite pocket.

   I very
    quickly access Lumen’s TikTok and frown down at the video on
    the screen.

   “If
    your car was wrecked last week, you know who to blame.”
    She points a finger up, and a picture of me appears onscreen. Shit.
  “The
    little transfer student is on the warpath. And now that her daddy’s
    back in town, she thinks she’s above reproach.”
    Lumen offers up a chilling smile. “Watch
      for her in the halls today. Our parents drove her bastard daddy out
      of town for a reason.”

   The video
    ends as the blood drains from my face.

   “You
    okay?” X asks, and I jump, glancing up to see him staring down
    at me with unmasked concern. His eyes drift to the food on the table,
    and I rush to explain.

   “I
    am, I … it’s not this.” I gesture at the food and
    this time, when I smile, it’s a real one. He’s wearing a
    shirt now which is unfortunate for me, I guess. Or fortunate. It’s
    fortunate. Anyway, kind of pointless since the food was already done
    when he put it on. Thanks
      a lot, Tess. “Did you know this was Maxine’s favorite or was it just
    by chance?”

   “She
    told me,” he confirms, taking Kimber’s abandoned seat. He
    pushes her food aside and makes his own plate.

   “Thank
    you,” I tell him, squeezing the phone in my hand. He lifts his
    head up to look at me, and I think about last night, about lying so
    close to him while Patrick Swayze’s character makes love to his
    girl for the first time. Ugh. Why did I agree to watch that movie
    with him?! “This means a lot to me. It’s like a tiny
    piece of Maxine is here with me.”

   I set my
    phone aside and pick up my fork. Even though my stomach is roiling
    with anxiety and nausea, I won’t let it overwhelm me. X went to
    all this trouble to make me a meal, one with meaning and sentiment
    and care behind it.

   “Your
    sister’s an amazing girl,” he tells me, and I pause,
    lifting my head up to look at him. His green eyes blaze with fire,
    and I wet my lips in a subconscious gesture of nervousness. “Truly.
    She’s one of the most kindhearted people I’ve ever met.
    She deserves someone who wants her above everyone else, not as a
    second choice. That never would’ve been fair.”

   I nod, but
    I can’t speak, not yet. A second choice. Because someone else
    was first choice?

   I feel
    simultaneously guilty and nervous, all at once.

   “Now,
    do you want to tell me what’s going on?” he asks, leaning
    an elbow on the table and giving me a look. “Or do I have to
    steal that phone and force your hand onto the fingerprint scanner all
    over again?”
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  I
    can’t avoid Whitehall Prep forever. I know that. But as I sit
    in the front of Maxx’s Jeep, watching as Kimber hops out and
    saunters toward the side entrance, my stomach twists into an infinity
    symbol, and I wonder if I might throw up before I even set foot
    inside.

   Chasm is on
    his way down from the parking garage to get me. There’s no way
    in hell I can go in there alone. I’d rather cut again and deal
    with the consequences from Tess, to be honest.

   “Are
    you sure you want to do this?” Maxx asks, leaning his forearms
    on the steering wheel and staring out the window at the towering
    white stone walls of the academy. “I told you: Whitehall kids
    are vicious on a good day. For something like this, they’ll
    eviscerate you.”

   Eviscerate
    you. That’s what Chasm told me initially, when he was warning me
    from pursuing Parrish.

   I turn
    toward Maxx, wondering about something Parrish said before, during an
    argument between the four of us in the kitchen. Actually, it was
    pretty much Chasm and Parrish versus me and Maxx. I fiddle with the
    fabric of my black slacks.

   “When
    Parrish said you caused a guy to drop out of school freshman year …”

   Maxx
    exhales and sits up suddenly, leaning back against his seat. He
    stares down at the steering wheel before glancing over at me.

   “Parrish
    and Chasm were freshmen; I was a junior.” X taps his fingers
    against the wheel absently before turning to look at me. “At
    that time, they weren’t the uh, tour de force that they are
    now.” X rolls his eyes dramatically, and I smile. That’s
    a great way to describe Parrish and Chasm. “And I was having
    the same sort of problems that you might’ve had to deal with
    had they not taken you under their wings. Well, them and Lumen.”
    He makes a bit of a face, but it’s nothing compared to his
    initial expression when I showed him her TikTok. He looked like he
    might beat her ass himself. “I would consider my parents
    well-off, but … uh …” Maxx lets out a small laugh
    and scrubs at the back of his head. “They’re poor,
    compared to any other family in this school. I actually had to win a
    scholarship to get in here; we couldn’t afford it.”

   I’m
    tempted to reach out and touch his hand, but I very firmly keep both
    of mine tucked in my lap. Thing is, it was hard enough to ignore the
    chemistry between us when he was dating Maxine, and I was new here,
    and I didn’t know him at all. Now that he’s given me his
    virginity? That I’ve reached between our sweaty forms and felt
    his body firmly connected with my own, how am I supposed to deal with
    this?

   By
    controlling my fucking actions, that’s how.

   “There
    was a student here—a senior. He wouldn’t fucking leave me
    alone. He taunted me, mocked my family, put weird shit in my locker.
    Once, he even went to one of my sister’s races and heckled her.
    The day I confronted him about that, my dad mysteriously got fired
    from his job—at a business this kid’s dad just so
    happened to own. Supposedly, they were just ‘downsizing’
    but come on. So, I turned the tables on him.” X inhales and
    then runs his fingers through his hair again as he looks at me.
  “You’ve seen how vicious they can get. I let that go to
    my head. I felt like I had to become one of them or get shit on by
    them.”

   “What’d
    you do?” I ask, curious but non-judgmental. Whatever Maxx did
    in the past, it doesn’t matter now. I’ve seen how
    kindhearted he really is—even if he has a core of steel
    underneath.

   “I
    made his life a living hell. It was my only mission in life. I stole
    his girlfriend.” Maxx gives a small smile at that, lifting up
    his hands in a placating gesture. “Nothing happened between us.
    I told you, I didn’t even kiss. I can’t trust myself.”

   “You’re
    not giving yourself enough credit,” I tell him, and he gives me
    a look.

   “I
    pulled your hair and flipped you over to do you from behind during my
    first time, and that was only a fraction of the things I wanted to
    do.” My entire body goes white-hot, and I turn away from him on
    the pretense of looking for Chasm. Maxx seems to sense that the air
    inside the car is unbelievably thick and perfumed with hormones, so
    he moves on. “Anyway, I spent weeks flirting with her, gave her
    the keys to my Jeep, and told her to get naked in the back of it,
    that I’d meet her there.

   “Instead,
    I forwarded our texts to the guy, and he found her there.” Maxx
    cringes and leans his back against the seat. “Fuck, I’m a
    dick. A terrible fucking dick. To be fair, she was one of the worst
    when it came to taunting me, but I still wish I hadn’t done
    that.”

   “And
    then?” I urge gently, wanting to hear the rest of the story
    before Chasm comes. “What happened?”

   “I
    chased him down on my bike at a party, cornered him in the woods, and
    kicked the ever-living shit out of him.” Maxx laughs a bit at
    that, but the sound is a bit dry, a bit self-deprecating.
  “Thankfully, the whole ‘what happens in Whitehall stays
    in Whitehall’ shit is sacred. I hunted him. Every day, I did
    something. Keyed his car, rubbed poison ivy on his gym shorts,
    followed him home. I was manic. It made me popular. Chasm and Parrish
    had my back against the guy’s friends. Made us all popular, I
    guess. He dropped out not long after.”

   Maxx
    studies me, searching my expression for judgment.

   “Parrish
    was right: I was a complete piece of shit. Just like everyone else at
    this school. Justin might be nuts, but he’s right about one
    thing: this whole town—and this academy—is cursed.”

   I jump at a
    knock on the window, glancing over to see Chasm waiting on the other
    side. He’s got a cigarette in his mouth, offering up a small
    wave with one hand while the other remains tucked in his pocket.

   “Thank
    you for telling me that,” I say, processing the information.
    It’s a lot, I’ll admit. But it doesn’t change
    anything. “See you after school?”

   Maxx nods,
    and I climb out.

   “Be
    careful today,” he warns one last time, and Chasm gives him a
    thumbs-up.

   “Got
    it, lover boy,” he drawls, and I shut the door, giving a last
    little wave as Maxx takes off. Then I turn to Chasm. “How bad
    is it in there?”

   “Mm,”
    he murmurs, taking the cigarette from his lips and sighing heavily.
  “It’s bad. I hope you didn’t have anything you
    wanted in that locker because it’s gone.”

   I grit my
    teeth, but I had a feeling on Friday and removed anything that
    mattered.

   “Kimber
    is going around telling everyone that we’re fucking, so there’s
    that.” He offers me a small smirk. “Kinda nice that we
    aren’t so worried about my reputation anymore, huh?”

   I hitch my
    book bag a little higher up my shoulder, fully aware that Justin is
    probably watching us. Doesn’t matter. I texted him in the car
    on the way to school and he agreed to let me go with the boys after
    class—just so long as I meet with him for dinner.

   Can’t
    wait for that.

   On the
    other hand, I’m excited about our game plan for today. It truly
    feels like we might get Parrish back soon. Maybe even today. My
    stomach cramps with nerves (and period cramps), and I clamp a hand
    over it to quiet the rumbling.

   Chasm
    changes his mind about the cigarette, sliding it behind his ear and
    placing his hands on my hips. He pulls me close, and that nervousness
    disappears in an instant. I end up putting my arms around his neck as
    he presses our bodies together, his mouth near my ear.

   “You
    chose to wear pants today? Come on, Little Sister. Gotta think ahead
    on these things.”

   “I
    wore the pants on purpose,”
    I tell him, and he leans back just enough to frown down at me. He
    opens his mouth to say something just as the side doors to the school
    open.

   Kimber
    appears with a group of her friends in tow.

   Fuck.

   Double
    fuck.

   It’s
    tempting to blow them off as ‘just freshmen’, but anyone
    who’s ever read Lord
      of the Flies by William Golding can understand. Kids—teenagers
    especially—can be terrifyingly feral.

   “Run,”
    Chasm instructs me in a snarl, and then he’s snatching my hand
    and off we go, down the front steps and into the grass. Kimber and
    her friends give chase, and we end up in the hedge maze again. Chasm
    guides me—thankfully because I’d end up lost and in a
    dead end—before emerging from the opposite side.

   We’re
    now almost ridiculously far from the school, near the edge of the
    woods. Close enough still to hear the first warning bell for class,
    but far enough away that we either have to go back through the maze
    or run across the open grass.

   “What
    the hell is she doing?!” I choke out, and Chasm exhales
    sharply, glancing back just in time to see Veronica Fisher and her
    friends emerging from the woods.

   “It
    must suck to have a little sister who hates you so much,” the
    redhead says, giving me chills all over. I never was able to decide
    if she was actually attempting to chuck me over the wall of the
    third-floor courtyard. I’m not keen to find that information
    out now, especially not with Chasm by my side. “She’s
    willing to do anything for popularity; it’s pathetic. Doesn’t
    she realize that the more she grovels, the worse she looks to the
    rest of us?”

   “If
    you touch either of us, I’ll destroy you,” Chasm warns,
    putting me behind him. Veronica doesn’t seem concerned,
    shrugging her shoulders loosely.

   “I’m
    not concerned with you. Your dad is a sniveling creep who’s
    just sold his company off to Justin Prior. That’s a sinking
    ship, McKenna. The guy was already arrested once for embezzlement.
    Getting into bed with him seems like a pretty terrible business
    decision, don’t you think?” She smiles wickedly as Chas
    and I exchange a look. “Just back off. You’re not a part
    of this unless you want to
    be.”

   Based on
    his expression, I’m guessing he didn’t know about this
    either.

   Shit.

   He glances
    back at Veronica as the sounds of the other girls echo to us from
    inside the hedge maze; they’re cursing and arguing with each
    other now. I bet ya that they got lost.

   “What
    do you want with me anyway?” I ask, holding out both hands,
    palms up in what I hope is a placating gesture. “I don’t
    have any problem with you guys.”

   “But
    we have a problem with you,” Veronica says, glancing over at
    the brunette on her right before she looks back at me. The brunette
    is yet another one of Lumen’s many, many friends. Again, never
    bothered to learn this one’s name. I never thought it would
    matter. Does
      she know these girls are here? Did she send them? “You
    set the theater on fire and ruined the production. You smashed our
    cars. Your dad is a crook, and his new app—if it even does what
    he says it will—is about to make all of our lives a living
    hell.”

   She nods
    her head at the brunette, and she lifts up a utility knife. Like, a
    very sharp, very scary metal blade. Chasm sees it, and his face goes
    pale. It gets even paler still when the rest of the girls—minus
    Veronica—start removing utility knives of their own from blazer
    and pants pockets, book bags, or even tucked under their dress shirts
    between their breasts.

   Because my
    bio mom is a true crime writer, I know all sorts of horrible stories.
    Adults always have this idea in their heads that their teenage kids
    are still the sweet babies they knew and loved. But adolescence fucks
    with people; puberty fucks with people. We’re all just
    miniature adults trying to figure shit out.

   Ever hear
    about the Shanda Sharer murder? A twelve-year-old tortured and killed
    by four teenage girls between the ages of fifteen and seventeen. True
    story. It isn’t something that should ever be looked up unless
    you have a strong stomach. What about the Slender Man stabbing? Two
    twelve-year-olds stabbed a girl nineteen times. She lived
    (miraculously), but how terrifying is that?

   So, yeah.
    I’m afraid. I’m terrified.

   Do I
    have time to make a phone call perhaps?

   My hand
    slides into my pocket and Veronica steps forward.

   “Touch
    your phone, and I’ll break the rest of your fingers,” she
    warns me, and then she pulls a utility knife out of her own pocket. This
      is the lawyer’s daughter, I
    think. One
      of the ones Volli warned me about.

   “Get
    ready to run again,” Chasm whispers, and I get the disturbing
    idea that he isn’t planning on joining me. Oh hell no. Fuck
    that. He doesn’t want me to be all self-sacrificial and shit; I
    won’t let him do that either.

   Although
    only a few seconds passes in silence, it feels like an eternity. The
    air is thick with the scent of violence, and I feel the bright hot
    surge of adrenaline in all my limbs. I’m about to snatch
    Chasm’s arm and drag him away with me when Danyella appears
    from around the corner of the maze, soaked in sweat and panting.

   “There
    are a half-dozen administrators on the way down here—Ms.
    Miyamoto included,” she snaps, her strong voice commanding
    attention even as she pants for breath. She braces a hand against a
    thick branch in the hedges, reaching up to adjust her hot pink
    glasses with her other hand.

   “You
    tattled on us?!” Veronica snaps, turning her rage onto
    Danyella.

   “No,
    you moron,” she snarls right back, shoving angrily at some of
    her braids as they fall over her shoulder. “With so many
    students late for class, they started checking the cameras and saw
    all of you sprinting out the side entrance. Could you be any
    stupider?”

   “You’re
    walking a fine line here, Schaeffer,” Veronica says with a long
    sigh. “You might be Lumen’s pet, but she can’t
    protect you every second of the day.” Veronica takes off, her
    posse of girls behind her. As they go, her brunette friend collects
    the knives in a bundle and shoves them into her book bag. What she
    plans on doing with them, I almost don’t want to know.

   Chills take
    over me, and I nearly collapse in relief as the adrenaline in my body
    struggles to find an outlet.

   “Thank
    you,” Chasm grinds out, giving Danyella a look. He snatches my
    hand and drags me back toward the school. My eyes meet Danyella’s
    as I pass by, and I dig my heels into the grass to stop Chas from
    pulling me away.

   Unfortunately,
    I have my phones in my pockets, and I don’t know if Danyella
    has hers or not. Also, I’m wearing my book bag with the heart
    pin on it, so I can’t exactly be free with my words. But I have
    to let her know that I believe something’s going on, something
    she can’t or won’t tell me about.

   “If
    you need me, I’m here for you,” I tell her, and she
    glances away sharply.

   “Don’t
    talk to me, Dakota,” she murmurs, and then she, too, turns and
    heads back in the direction of the school. We chase after her,
    passing by her slower pace, and heading past the side steps toward
    the parking garage.

   Chasm seems
    to know where he’s going so I let him lead me, reentering the
    school from the parking garage’s first floor entrance.

   “I
    repeat—and I mean this, Little Sister—do not go anywhere without
    me today. Or ever again.” Chasm deposits me at my first period
    class before slipping away; I make sure he gets to his classroom door
    before stepping inside my own.

   What the
    fuck were those girls going to do with those knives? Stab us?

   I get a
    small reprieve from the bullshit by arriving just before
    the automatic computer system reports me as having cut class to Tess
    in a damning text message that I so do not need right now. I’m
    so frazzled that I don’t absorb a single word during that
    entire period.

   Everyone
    keeps stealing glances at me. Some of them are curious, some of them
    hungry, some of them downright vicious. Either way, the immediate
    danger might be over, but there is nothing pleasant or safe-feeling
    about that class or really, as the day drags on, slow but smelling of
    violence and subterfuge, any of the following periods.

   Luckily, I
    don’t need these last few days of studying: Chasm has prepared
    me so well that I’m actually ahead in
    most of my classes. Final exams aren’t until next week (which
    is why our prom is being held on the last Friday after school rather
    than earlier like it is in most places). Guess the ‘best and
    brightest’ need to focus on their studies before anything else.
    Makes sense, I suppose.

   By
    lunchtime, I’m completely strung out. I catch sight of Lumen in
    the hall and our eyes meet. Her brown ones narrow as she whips her
    head away from me, smacking me in the face with her honey blond hair
    as she saunters past.

   “I
    know something’s going on with you,” I whisper, and I
    swear, she stumbles. She catches herself so quickly that I wonder if
    I didn’t imagine it.

   “Do
    you enjoy playing with fire?” Chasm hisses, grabbing my arm and
    guiding me down the hall to our favorite place on campus—the
    handicapped bathroom. It’s a single room with a lock—and
    no cameras.

   We’ve
    dumped our phones in Chasm’s locker—mine inexplicably
    caught fire this morning and the administration can’t figure
    out a reason why. They kept asking me if I was keeping a lighter or
    fireworks inside of it. Like, fireworks. In my school locker. Seeing
    as there was no evidence whatsoever, I didn’t get in trouble,
    but I might have.

   “Tell
    me the truth,” I tell Chas as he props his ass on the edge of
    the sink, slides his hands into the pockets of his slacks, and
    crosses his long legs at the ankles. “Were those girls planning
    to physically assault me?”

   He
    grimaces, holding his teeth clenched together as he shakes his head.

   “Maybe.
    Probably. I don’t know. But I’m worried enough to be
    afraid for you.”

   “For
    both of us,” I add, and he shakes his head yet again.

   “For
    you, Little Sister. The guys here are wary of getting involved
    because they’re still at least somewhat afraid of me. That, and
    they aren’t sure whether Parrish is coming back yet. They’re
    hesitating. They won’t touch you. But the girls? Clearly,
    they’re after you for one reason or another—and I doubt
    the cars or the fire have much to do with that. I smell Slayer all
    over this.”

   “Jesus,
    wolf packs,” I murmur, and Chasm gives me a look, one pretty
    brow raised. “What? In the wild, female wolves control other
    females. Males control males. I’m simply making a comparison.”

   “You
    learn that from Danyella, too?” he quips, his voice harsh with
    annoyance toward her. I can’t very well tell him that no, I
    read way too many werewolf and shifter books to be considered healthy
    or sane. I shrug nonchalantly. “Speaking of, stop
      trying to make friends with them.”
    He slaps one hand into the other for emphasis. “When someone
    fucks you over, you stop associating with them. You don’t
    invite them to your birthday party and bake cupcakes.”

   I give him
    a look since, you know, he’s being a snarky dick.

   “You’re
    too nice,” he mumbles eventually, glancing away from me. “Not
    that I could tell when I first met you.” He turns back to me
    and then slips out of his blazer, chucking it over the other sink
    before unbuttoning the cuffs of his shirt and pushing the sleeves
    back so that I can see his tattooed forearms. Chasm points at me.
  “You’re the exact opposite of me. You pretend to be all
    snippy and smart-mouthed, but really, you’re way too
    nice. It’s lucky that I’m here to help you with that.
    Like I said, let me be the villain.”

   “I
    can’t believe you told me to run and leave you behind. Like I
    was going to let you get stabbed.”

   “Did
    you have another plan?” he asks dryly. “Get your phone
    out and hit the emergency call button before one of the twelve girls
    standing in front of us tried to stab you? Fight them off with me?
    Outrun them? You needed a distraction; I was going to give you one.”

   I see now
    why he and Maxx were so annoyed at the way I tried to sacrifice
    myself without talking to them; it is kind of annoying.

   “I
    will never leave you behind,” I tell him, and he sighs heavily.
    The deep breath causes his chest to rise and fall in such a way that
    my eyes are drawn to his ink, just barely peeking out from beneath
    the black shirt. Just enough to be tantalizing. I lift my eyes to his
    face, but he’s already smirking at me. He knows where I was
    looking and why. “Um, Parrish told me once that you gave him
    some of his ink. I didn’t know you tattooed also?”

   “Was
    that before, during, or after sex?” Chasm asks dryly, pointing
    at his chest. “I just can’t see you getting the chance to
    examine his ink so intimately prior to that.”

   “You’re
    not answering my question,” I warn him as he removes his tie
    with an exhausted sigh. He stuffs it in his pocket, letting the end
    dangle out the way he always does, and then lets his head fall back.
    I reach up and brush yellow and black hair from his forehead, and he
    cracks a single lid to stare at me.

   “We
    almost got shanked by twelve pleated-skirt wearing assholes, and
    you’re worried about when and how I did some of Parrish’s
    tattoos? Consider yourself doubly lucky to have me.”

   “Some
    of them were wearing pants,” I correct, and he snorts at me.

   He moves so
    quickly that I don’t quite register what he’s doing until
    he’s spun us around and is lifting me onto the edge of the
    sink. Fortunately for us that this school is old, and the sink is a
    cast-iron pedestal. It’s probably bomb proof; it can definitely
    hold my ass up.

   Speaking
    of, Chasm’s hands slide around me, squeezing my cheeks on
    either side as he leans in close, putting the tip of his nose right
    up against mine.

   “This
    is exactly why slacks were a terrible choice,” he whispers,
    closing his eyes as he grinds his pelvis into me and I hook my ankles
    together behind him, brushing the heels of my feet over his ass. If
    he’s groping me, I might as well return the favor.

   “This
    is why I
    wore the pants,” I reiterate. “To keep us from getting
    distracted.”

   “It’s
    lunchtime. What can we do? Certainly not eat anything in this
    godforsaken shithole. Can’t risk going to the hedge maze by
    ourselves. Can’t leave. We have an extra thirty minutes to play
    with.” Chas reaches a hand between us, unbuttoning and
    unzipping my slacks.

   I try to
    choke out a rebuttal, but as soon as his fingers glide across the
    front of my panties, I’m not even sure what my name is anymore.

   “Tell
    me about Maxx,” he says, his voice low and dark. “A
    rundown. I want to know what you did with him.”

   “Chas,”
    I breathe, squirming against his hand as I curl my own over his
    shoulders, digging my fingertips in hard. “I can’t talk
    like this.”

   “Too
    bad,” he says, and then he slips a single finger into me and we
    both groan. “Tell me.”

   “Kissing,”
    I pant as he slowly moves his finger inside of me. “Missionary.”

   Chasm makes
    a growl of frustration and adds a second finger, making my sore body
    stretch just a little. The feeling is exquisite, but also torturous;
    somehow both things are possible.

   “Doggy
    style. Hair pulling. Fingering.”

   “Holy
    shit,” Chasm snarls, and then he’s pulling his fingers
    out and grabbing my slacks. He yanks them down my legs, letting them
    dangle off of one ankle. He doesn’t, however, remove my
    panties. “That annoys me.”

   “Why?”
    I ask, even though I can figure out about a million reasons on my
    own; I just want to hear him say it.

   “Are
    you still on your period?” he asks, and I nod. He makes a face,
    and then shakes his head, sliding a condom from the pocket of his
    blazer. Why am I not surprised to see that he brought one with him?
  “Maxx got some milestones that I wanted.” Chasm points at
    me. “I want to be the first person to go down on you.”

   My cheeks
    flush, and I flick my tongue against the corner of my mouth in
    thought.

   “Should
    I return the favor?” I ask, and Chasm shudders.

   “Don’t
    tease me like that,” he whispers, undoing his slacks. My eyes
    trail down, watching as he frees himself and slides the condom on,
    chucking the wrapper into the metal trash can embedded in the wall to
    his left. He steps close to me, pressing our bodies together but not
    entering me. “If we find Parrish today, I know this is all over
    between us.”

   His voice
    is a dark whisper, too melancholy for me to not be impacted by it.

   My heart
    aches, and I throw my arms around his neck, pressing my face into the
    warm hollow between his neck and shoulder.

   Don’t
    get me wrong: I would literally cut my pinkie off if it meant saving
    Parrish right now.

   But that
    doesn’t mean I won’t miss Chasm. That I’ll always
    miss Chasm. And Maxx …

   Nope. Can’t
    think about that part. This is bad enough.

   “But
    just in case we have the time or whatever,” Chasm adds,
    exhaling and making my hair flutter. He pulls back and grabs my face
    between his hands. “I was so jealous of Maxx that I spent the
    time waiting for your call throwing up. My stomach wouldn’t
    settle; I paced; I couldn’t sleep.”

   My heart
    softens and I reach up, wrapping my hands over his and staring into
    his eyes.

   This is
    goodbye sex? Maybe. I mean … hopefully? Because I want to find
    Parrish today. I believe we can. Meeting Justin gave me a lot of
    insight into his motives. He wants me to like him; he truly has set
    up a game that I can win.

   “I’m
    so sorry, Kwang-seon,” I tell him, but he just shakes his head,
    sliding his fingers into my hair and pressing his mouth to mine.
    Softly at first, but with increasing intensity, until his tongue is
    delving between my lips and commanding my own.

   Our
    pelvises move together, but he stays pressed flush against the
    outside of me. The feel of him is maddening; I need that sensation of
    us coming together.

   Instead, he
    takes his time, sliding his hand up and under my shirt. Rather than
    taking my bra off, he yanks the cup down and massages my breast with
    strong fingers. His thumb grazes my nipple, and I gasp, the sound
    lost between our slanted lips.

   “Want
    to learn something in Korean?” he asks me, and then he tips his
    mouth to my ear and murmurs a phrase that has my entire body rippling
    with pleasure. I don’t know what it means, exactly, but then he
    laughs, his lips still pressed to my ear. Chasm flicks his tongue out
    and traces the shell of it, making me writhe against him some more in
    need. “Want to know what it means?”

   “I
    do,” I breathe, and he runs his tongue down the side of my
    neck.

   “It
    means: I
      want you so bad that it isn’t even want anymore; it’s
      need.”

   Chasm
    reaches between us, adjusting himself so that he’s at my
    opening. He locks eyes with me as he pushes my panties aside and
    slides in, making my toes curl the same way they did last night.

   “Mm.”
    He makes that sound, and it kills me. It isn’t English or
    Korean, just male. The sound of it makes me thrust my hips forward,
    bringing us closer together. “Naekkeo,”
    he mutters obstinately, and then he puts his mouth against the side
    of my throat, right over my pulse.

   When I
    first saw Kwang-seon McKenna crouched at the side of the pool that
    day, I thought he looked like a hot vampire in a romance novel. Now,
    he does his best to prove to me that he’s willing to play
    along, biting me just hard enough that I gasp, digging my fingers
    into his back.

   He bites
    and sucks me in a way that I know is going to leave massive
    red-purple marks on my neck, and yet, I don’t care. I know what
    he’s doing. He wants Parrish back just as much as I do.
    Possibly more. I mean, I can’t imagine missing him more than I
    do, but they’ve known each other for so long.

   But also,
    Chasm is marking me.

   No doubt
    about that.

   I decide to
    do the same to him, tearing his dress shirt away from his skin so I
    can slide my hands up his back, dig my nails into his inked skin, and
    then drag them back down. He growls against my skin, and then bites
    me just a bit harder. So I dig my nails in deeper to compensate.

   Chasm moves
    faster, harder, his left hand digging into my ass. I wish the panties
    were just gone, although it does turn me on that they’re just
    haphazardly pulled to the side. With his right hand, he kneads and
    massages my breast, eventually snatching my nipple between his thumb
    and forefinger and pinching hard.

   I cry out,
    and my body locks down on him, making him grunt.

   Back and
    forth, we bring pleasure to each other. Me, by rocking my hips and
    stroking my nails down his back. Him, by rolling my hardened nipple
    around and sucking on my neck—and by thrusting himself deep,
    pulling nearly all the way out, and then slamming in again.

   The moment
    started off sad but very quickly devolved into something else.

   We’re
    both angry, I think, but we don’t know who to be angry with.

   Justin, for
    forcing this on us when we were both trying so hard to hold back?
    Ourselves for letting these feelings bloom and grow into a mighty
    rose bush, one that’s covered in thorns that make us bleed? Or
    the world for telling me I can’t be with Chasm if I love
    Parrish, too?

   I’m
    not sure.

   However it
    happens, the heat amps up between us, and Chasm ends up having to
    clamp a hand over my mouth to stifle my sounds when my body lights up
    like the sun, sunshine racing into my fingers and toes, exploding
    behind my eyelids.

   I’m
    sagging against Chasm as he, too, moans and thrusts deep, using my
    own pleasure to get his. He comes while I’m panting and
    clinging to him, and then sags forward, his palm slamming into the
    mirror for support.

   We both
    struggle to catch our breath as the stupid fucking bell rings.

   Neither of
    us rushes to move for a second, pulling back to look into one
    another’s faces.

   Chasm
    removes his hand from inside my shirt, reaching up and running his
    thumbs along the sides of my jaw.

   “I
    want Parrish back so bad, Dakota, but I’m scared of how much
    this is going to hurt.”

   “I
    know,” I whisper, and then we hold each other tight before
    rushing to clean up, rearrange our clothes, and rush to class.

   Once again,
    I can’t focus on my schoolwork. But this time, it isn’t
    girls with knives that I’m wondering about: it’s the
    possibility of the impossible.

   If that
    makes any sense whatsoever.

   As
    surprised as I am to say this … it certainly does to me.

   

 

  

  














 

  Period
    Six: Software Tools: App Development.

   Huh.

   I see it
    now. How clever. Justin creates apps; Mr. Volli teaches us how to
    make apps. Fitting. And so very poetic. It shows me just how detailed
    and precise my bio father really is.

   “So
    we met Justin on Sunday,” I say, affecting false cheer as I
    stand in front of Mr. Volli’s desk after class. He’s such
    an odd duck. He wears plaid bow ties, has curly short brown hair, and
    adorable wide rimmed glasses, a smile that says good
      ol’ fashioned Poindexter, and a tendency for quoting poetry.

   He looks up
    at me and smiles, unashamedly displaying Mr. Fosser’s walking
    stick in the corner of his classroom. It’s a dark presence in
    my mind’s eye, as if the object itself were emanating purple
    shadows. Too many video games, maybe, but I can’t help it. It
    looks like a dark wizard’s staff.

   “Isn’t
    he lovely? I’m so sorry I can’t attend the launch party
    on Friday.” Mr. Volli adjusts his glasses, and then licks his
    lips, staring down at his phone and very purposefully flicking down
    the screen with a single finger. “Excuse me. I like to have
    dinner ordered before I head home, so that it’s on the doorstep
    when I arrive. I’m famished today.”

   “I’m
    going to guess that the ‘hiking accident’ that landed you
    this job wasn’t really an accident at all.” I wrinkle my
    nose up as Mr. Volli smiles and turns his phone around to show me
    something.

   I don’t
    know what I expect but I guess something more sinister than his
    Grubhub order.

   “Free
    crab wantons with a twenty-dollar purchase. What luck.” He
    spins the phone to face himself all over again, and a chill skitters
    over me. These sorts of displays should make Justin and Amin Volli
    seem less scary, not creepy beyond all reason.

   “You’re
    not listening to me. Fantastic,” I murmur, hitching my bag up
    my shoulder and heading for the door. Once again, I see Lumen and
    Danyella, and they both turn to look at me. I swear, Lumen’s
    eyes sweep past me toward where Mr. Volli’s sitting at his
    desk, and then she spins and storms off down the hall with Danyella
    trailing behind.

   I catch and
    hold her eyes for much longer, but she gives no indication she wants
    to speak with me.

   When Chasm
    appears by my side just a second later, he’s glaring at me.

   “What?”
    I murmur, but we both know what. “There’s something going
    on there.”

   “Mm-hmm.
    Something we don’t care about other than to stay the fuck away
    from them.” He grabs my arm and then glances back at Mr. Volli.
  “What is that creep up to?”

   “Ordering
    Chinese food, apparently,” I say, my tone dry and laced with
    exasperation. But underneath, I’m a bundle of nerves and
    anticipation. The thought of actually seeing Parrish today, after all
    this time, fills my body with euphoria, like I’ve just smoked
    one of the joints Chasm and Parrish sneak when they think nobody’s
    looking.

   My heart
    longs for more of those moments, with the pair of them laughing on
    the balcony while they smoke, taking turns to see if Tess might be
    coming. Except, this time, I’d like to be involved. I’d
    like Maxx to be involved. I hope that, whatever happens with the
    romance bits, there are no hard feelings and we’re all able to
    spend time together.

   “Huh.”
    Chas shakes his head, but he doesn’t move me away from the
    doorway of Mr. Volli’s classroom. Chasm’s fingers on my
    arm draw my attention up to his face, and I subconsciously drop a
    hand to my neck. It’s a little sore, and I end up wincing
    slightly. He drops his gaze to my face and lifts a brow. “Too
    much, Little Sister?” he asks, and I glare at him.

   “Pick
    a new nickname, please,” I murmur, and he chuckles darkly.

   “It’s
    too funny to stop using. I can’t help myself. I got it from
    Parrish, you know? He called you that once or twice, and then made
    himself quit because he was crushing too hard. Some part of me
    wondered if it wouldn’t help put some distance between us, but
  …” Chasm shrugs his shoulders, his heated gaze sweeping
    me from head to toe. “You are most definitely not my
    little sister, whatever I call you.”

   “You’re
    such a dick,” I mumble, but he just laughs and tousles my hair
    again. I slap his hand away just as Maxx comes around the corner,
    hands in the pockets of his jeans. “You called for backup?”

   “He
    called for backup,” Maxx confirms, casting a look around the
    hall in that way people do when a place was once familiar but isn’t
    anymore. He shudders slightly and shakes his head. “I do not
    miss this place—not at all.”

   X’s
    eyes slide past me and over to Mr. Volli. By this point, he knows
    everything there is to know about this sordid tale, so he’s
    aware of exactly who he’s looking at.

   “What
    if we just dragged him into his office and put a knife to his
    throat?” Maxx muses in just such a way that it isn’t hard
    to imagine him driving a kid to drop out.

   “The
    Slayer would message us and say bleed
      him dry, and then clean up the mess. K. Thanks.”
    I snort and shake my head. “Not even a possibility. If anyone
    needs a knife to their throat, it’s Justin. But I’ve been
    in close contact with the man; it won’t be easy.”

   “You’re
    not killing anyone,” Chasm declares, careful to keep his voice
    low as he glances back at the rogue teacher. “If it has to be
    done, I’ll do it.”

   “We
    can argue about that later,” Maxx says absently, as if he, too,
    is planning on absorbing the true darkness of this burden. The two of
    them can bicker as they please—I actually find it really
    cute—but if someone has to do the deed, I just know it’s
    going to be me. “Let’s go get Parrish back.”

   I exhale
    and shake out my hands, but I’m ready.

   I am
    fucking ready.
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  There
    are no cemeteries with a Medina, Washington address, so we try all
    the closest ones. When I made my list, I searched for cemeteries with
    older graves, mausoleums, or any other structures that might be able
    to house such a large room with stone walls.

   After
    scratching off the last on our list, we’ve got nothing.

   There are
    other cemeteries around, but they either didn’t fit the
    criteria I was looking for or they’re further away than I
    suspect Justin would hide Parrish. Specifically, he has a thing for
    the residents of Medina. That’s his vendetta; that’s his
    beef.

   Then again,
    he’s called the Seattle Slayer for a reason. This is a huge
    metro area. Medina seems small sometimes, but it’s just once
    piece of a massive puzzle. What if I’m thinking too small, too
    narrow?

   Rather than
    dwell on it, I push the idea of a cemetery aside and decide on the
    hotel next.

   It’s
    a nice place, but thankfully, we’re wearing Whitehall Prep
    uniforms, so all the employees and guests just smile and nod, offer a
    patronizing slice of wisdom, or try to reminisce with us about their
    time at the academy.

   “This
    is such a waste of time,” Chasm growls out as soon as we’ve
    extricated ourselves from an older gentleman regaling us with stories
    of his many academic achievements. I thought I might just pass away
    from sheer boredom. “There’s nothing here; the wine
    cellar is attached to the restaurant and open to the public.”

   We pause
    outside, standing in a group next to Chasm’s black sportscar. I
    think it’s a Maserati, not that that means anything to me. He
    leans against it, crossing his arms over his chest. We’ve left
    Maxx’s Jeep at Chasm’s place, but it was risky. He said
    if his father comes home and sees it, he’ll probably start
    blowing up his phone.

   “We’ll
    try the asylum next,” I say, exhaling and reaching into my
    blazer pocket to withdraw the skeleton key. I hold it up so that it
    catches the afternoon light. Sunset isn’t until about nine
    tonight, so we have time. Justin’s only messaged me once to
    confirm that we’re having dinner—but apparently that can
    happen anytime up until eleven.

   Tess, on
    the other hand, will not leave me alone.

   She keeps
    finding reasons to message me and ask questions.

   It’s
    exhausting, but I don’t blame her. She’s worried about me
    spending time with her ex. She should be: he fucking murders people.
    She’s probably tracking me, too, which is unfortunate. But I
    have a feeling trying to explain away my location as Justin’s
    doing is an easier feat than ignoring her entirely.

   I wish I
    could ask her about the house she mentioned. That, and about a
    million other prying questions. First time with Justin? Kinda don’t
    want to know where my biological parents first got it on, but knowing
    Justin, that could very well be a clue. Place where I was conceived?
    Same grossness, same reasoning. Favorite date spot? Location where
    they broke up?

   All of
    those things are valid.

   But I love
    the idea of this key and that asylum.

   Emerald
    State Mental Hospital.

   I shiver.

   “Our
    last and best option for today,” Maxx says, shaking his head.
    He’s frustrated, I can tell. But we saved the best—and
    the furthest away—for last. With reason, too. The key, of
    course, being the most prominent. Justin specifically left that for
    me, and on my birthday no less.

   It could
    very well open the door to the room where Parrish is being held.

   “Should
    we grab shakes on the way?” Chasm suggests, looking up at the
    bright, sunny sky and frowning. “I’m fucking starving to
    death.”

   “A
    milkshake isn’t food,” Maxx replies, but he’s
    grinning, nonetheless. He opens the car door and climbs in before I
    can protest, squishing his huge body into the backseat so that I can
    have the front. He’s so crammed in there, he actually turns
    sideways and rests his legs on the seat, knees up. “Let’s
    get burgers and fries, too.”

   “Whatever.
    I just need something calorie heavy and dripping with chocolate and
    brownie pieces, Oreo bits and fudge swirls and all that sugar-high
    inducing crap. What sort of shakes do you like, Little Sister?”

   “Strawberry.
    Just plain strawberry. I’m easy.”

   We all
    pause, Chasm with his body half in and half out of the car.

   “Um.
    Oops?” I reply, and Maxx snorts from behind me. “Not
    really my choice to sleep with three different guys in as many
    weeks.” Chasm had started to climb in again, but pauses at that
    response, looking stricken for the briefest of seconds. “Not
    that I minded because it was you guys.”

   I don’t
    say aloud what I’m thinking. What, maybe, both of them are
    thinking, too.

   What if
    Justin asks me to do something like that with a stranger? What then?

   He just
    happened to choose my two crushes based on their ability to inflict
    massive emotional scars. But it could be worse. It could be
    unbearable. Would I do it? I don’t know. And that scares me for
    two reasons.

   It’s
    scary because I might not.

   It’s
    scary because I might.

   I shiver
    and rub at my face with both hands.

   “I
    like vanilla shakes, just plain vanilla,” Maxx says easily,
    like this is any normal day and the three of us are just hanging out.
  “Parrish also prefers strawberry shakes.”

   That makes
    me smile.

   “Tell
    me all of his favorites,” I say as Chasm starts the engine, and
    I spend the rest of the drive listening to the two of them talk about
    their friend in progressively more animated voices.

   They’re
    excited; I’m excited.

   But what’s
    next if we get there and our hunches lead to yet another dead end?

   It feels
    like this nightmare must end
    at some point, like we’ll find Parrish if we just keep pushing
    and we don’t stop. But that isn’t necessarily true.
    Justin is offering food and water, medical care, and a bathroom to
    Parrish for now, but he doesn’t have to. He never promised he’d
    keep doing that.

   Besides,
    he’s still cutting Parrish—or rather, Mr. Volli is—and
    Parrish only has so much space on his body. What if one of the cuts
    gets infected? What if Justin changes his mind? He says that he never
    lies, but I can’t trust him, and we both know that.

   I will
    never forget that day when Parrish looked like he was dying, his eyes
    glassy, head lolling. I am one mistake away from seeing that happen
    again.

   And as
    always, I’m on the verge of ruin, waiting for a directive from
    Justin that I just cannot bring myself to fulfill.
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  Emerald
    State Mental Hospital is a sprawling tan building with a moss-covered
    roof and a series of crumbling outbuildings where the patients used
    to work as part of their ‘occupational therapy’. The
    place also performed lobotomies and used electroshock therapy and has
    its own onsite morgue and cemetery.

   Not a
    particularly thrilling locale; the energy is weird.

   As soon as
    I step out of the car and pause beside a massive oak tree, I get
    chills down my spine.

   It looks
    like a very hard level on a very challenging game, one where I’d
    gear up and settle down for a whole night of button mashing.

   “Do
    you believe in ghosts?” Maxx asks absently, crossing his arms
    and tilting his head to one side. “Because if you do, they most
    definitely live in there.” He points at the building as I give
    him a look and Chasm comes around the front of the car to join us.

   “Is
    this place even real? It’s cliché as fuck.” He
    studies the building with no small amount of trepidation, running his
    tongue over his lip studs. I force myself to look away, toward the
    dark windows of the asylum. It feels a little … mm, overdone
    to me. Like, is this too obvious? Or, as Justin so aptly put it, is
    it just pageantry?

   “The
    rest of the grounds are actually public property. A state park or
    something.” I start forward, dragging both boys along behind
    me. There’s a chain wrapped around the handles of the doors,
    and a frown flits over my face.

   Been here,
    done this before.

   Before
    either of the boys can even think to offer, I’m stripping off
    my blazer, wrapping it around my fist, and walking over to the
    nearest window.

   “Let
    me do that—” Maxx starts, his words cutting off abruptly
    as I punch the window, shattering the old glass. There doesn’t
    appear to be an alarm system, but the grass is neatly trimmed,
    there’s a trash can nearby that’s full and set out like
    someone intends on picking it up soon, and the place really is right
    next to a public trail.

   It’s
    abandoned, and it’s creepy, but I also read online that there
    are plans in place to turn the main structure into a drug
    rehabilitation center. So people frequent this location, and I’m
    far more worried about being caught by a state park employee than I
    am a ghost.

   I shake my
    blazer out and toss it over a nearby bush to grab later.

   Maxx uses
    his foot to kick the remaining shards away from the bottom half of
    the window, and then steps through, holding a hand out for me. I take
    it, ignoring the thrill that rockets between us, and then climb in
    with Chasm just behind me.

   My hand
    somehow remains wrapped in X’s as we both pause to look around.
    The floors are made up of cracked pale-yellow tile while the walls
    are an almost disturbingly bright sky blue, the paint peeling in
    flaky curls that litter the ground along with loose leaves, dirt, and
    stray pieces of garbage. Soda cans, empty chip bags … “Is
    that a used condom?” Chasm chokes out, pointing at, well,
    something condom-ish on the floor.

   He grimaces
    and very carefully sidesteps the item.

   “Fucking
    gross,” he murmurs, leading the way into the reception area.
    Maxx seems to realize that his fingers are curled tightly around mine
    and very slowly, very deliberately removes them. I shake out my hand
    and huff out a breath, following after Chasm as he pauses beside a
    high countertop with a white linoleum surface, a place where the
    receptionist once greeted visitors.

   “It
    all looks very … seventies,” I murmur, rubbing at my
    face with one hand as I slide the key out of my pocket with the
    other. “Nothing like this.” I lift the old key up, but it
    looks just as out of place here as it does in the hyper modern
    surroundings of the Vanguard house. “We need to look around and
    see if there’s an older wing or something.”

   “There’s
    a map here,” Maxx points out, studying one that’s posted
    to the wall. It’s made of hard plastic and, although slightly
    yellowed with age and cracked in places, it’s still plenty
    legible. “The place isn’t so big that we couldn’t
    do a full sweep.” He points a finger at a staircase on one side
    and then drags it across the map to the other side and another
    matching staircase. “If I had to take a guess, though, I’d
    say we want to go down.”

   “Before
    you even ask: we’re not splitting up,” Chasm says,
    sauntering past me with his hands in his pockets. I glare at his back
    before jogging to catch up, X just behind me.

   “Do I
    look stupid to you? Three teenagers in an abandoned insane asylum? Oh
    yeah, let’s all split up and get killed by the Slayer’s
    minions.” I shiver, thinking about Raúl. About Mr.
    Volli. About the very, very dead Mr. Fosser whose corpse we shot.
    That’s at least three people that Justin has/had working for
    him that know about the scaly underbelly of his life. Are there more?
    If so, how many?

   I look up
    at the ceiling, searching for security cameras. I don’t see
    any, but that doesn’t mean they aren’t here. Perhaps
    they’re just hidden? Either way, Justin knows we’re here.
    Our phones are in the car, but he can still track their location.
    That, and no part of me doubts that if his Milk Carton app really
    does work the way he says it does, he’s watching me on it.

   Wherever I
    go, whatever I do.

   I shiver
    and wrap my arms around myself to ward off the chill, the key still
    clutched in my hand.

   “I’m
    a gamer, remember? We eat abandoned insane asylums for breakfast.
    Have you ever played Phasmophobia?”

   Chasm gives
    me a look, like I’m crazy.

   “Have
    I played the best ghost hunting game ever made? Uh, yeah, of course I
    have.”

   “Last
    time we played it, we played together with Parrish,” X remarks,
    peeping into the rooms on the left side of the corridor while Chasm
    and I look inside the ones on the right. “Chasm got killed by a
    demon in the insane asylum after he went rogue and took off by
    himself with an EMF meter.”

   “And
    you’re the one telling me not to split up? Please.” I
    flick my French braid at his face, and he huffs as it smacks him in
    the mouth. “From what I remember, Maxx was the only one who
    stood a chance of kicking my ass in-game.”

   “I’ll
    take that as a compliment,” he agrees with a grin as I smile
    back at him, and Chas rolls his eyes dramatically, opening another
    door to a bland office space. There’s a metal desk, some vines
    growing through a crack in the window, and that’s about it. No
    filing cabinets full of mysterious patient files. No jars with creepy
    specimens floating in green goo.

   It’s
    all very bland. Like I said, it’s easy to tell this place was
    abandoned in 1973. It looks it.

   Glancing at
    the rusty brass knobs on all the doors, it’s obvious that this
    key won’t open any of them.

   We finally
    locate the staircase from the map, but it only goes up, not down. The
    upper floor is a little different. Rather than office space, it looks
    to be lined with patient rooms.

   “Did
    you know that by 1953, Emerald State housed over two-thousand
    patients in thirty-three wards?” I stare down the length of the
    hall; this is just one of them. “Lucky for us that most of the
    other wards have been demolished or it would take a freaking week to
    search this place.”

   “You’re
    just full of facts today,” Chasm murmurs, but his focus isn’t
    on my facts or making conversation with me, it’s on finding
    Parrish. He starts opening doors, and I move across the hall to do
    the same while Maxx leapfrogs both of us and begins his search
    further down.

   There are
    more vines growing out of a clawfoot tub in one of the rooms,
    scattered personal effects like a brush, a shoe without any laces,
    and a crumpled t-shirt surrounded by beer cans that was probably left
    here after a rager.

   “So
    this is a party hotspot for Sedro-Woolley, huh?” X asks, giving
    a sideways smile. “That was most definitely a condom we saw
    earlier. There’s a mattress in here that I wouldn’t want
    to see under a black light—that, and a pair of panties.”
    He draws back and closes the door to the room he just checked.

   “Could
    be a druggy hotspot,” Chasm remarks, kicking another beer can
    across the floor.

   “White
    Claw and PBR?” Maxx adds, naming the two brands of beer most
    prevalent in the loose cans. “Nah. This is a teen hangout.”
    He sighs and plants his hands on his hips. “I don’t mean
    to rain on our collective parade, but look at this.” X grabs a
    small Polaroid from the floor. “It’s from one of those
    instant cameras that’s everyone’s into.” He looks
    down at the picture and hands it over when I approach.

   There’s
    a pair of girls pouting at the camera, and a date stamped in the
    corner—May twenty-seventh. Friday. Last Friday. Just four days
    ago. I frown hard as Chasm grabs a selfie stick from the ground and
    waves it at us.

   “Yep.
    I smell peers.” The corner of his lip curls up in disgust
    before he throws the selfie stick as hard as he can, sending it
    skidding down the hallway. “This isn’t a mysterious,
    abandoned building. Just a place for teenagers to drink and fuck.”

   “And
    take really bad selfies,” I murmur, letting the picture fall to
    the floor along with my hopes for today. How could Parrish be held
    here if there’s such constant activity? Justin could pay off a
    security guard or park employee, but he wouldn’t have allowed a
    group of random high school students to stumble on his captive.

   I frown
    hard, but I haven’t given up yet.

   Maybe I
    jumped the gun with this whole insane asylum thing? I keep telling
    Maxx that sometimes, you have to work on assumptions. Guess I just
    made an ass out of all of us. I know we’re looking for a
    meaningful place, something that pertains to Tess and Justin’s
    past. But here? What possible milestone could they have reached here?
    An hour and twenty minutes away from Medina.

   But Justin
    was so upset about being labelled crazy, and the key matches the era
    of this place. Where else would a huge, iron skeleton key be used?
    Certainly not at the facility that’s still in operation, not at
    the birthing center. Am I assigning too much importance to this key?

   “Well,
    we’re here so we may as well finish our sweep,” X offers
    up, but we’re all discouraged enough that we go quiet for the
    remainder of the upstairs search. The most interesting and really,
    the only promising
    clue is the fact that there’s no other staircase leading down
    from here.

   Which means
    that the other staircase on the map might very well go into the
    basement.

   We head
    back down, bypassing all the rooms we checked earlier, and then start
    on the next hallway, past the window that I broke. This particular
    hall is full of old lab rooms, some of which have sinks and counters,
    a few with ceiling-mounted lights that look like something an alien
    might use during an anal probe.

   Gross.

   We
    eventually reach the staircase at the end of the hall.

   My heart
    leaps into my throat as I stare down the length of it. The steps turn
    sharply to the left, plunging into darkness.

   “Be
    wary of meth heads,” Maxx warns, and then he’s taking a
    set of keys from his pocket and using a tiny—but surprisingly
    powerful—LED flashlight to light the way. It just isn’t
    worth it for us to bring our phones in here and have Justin looking
    and listening through them.

   I follow
    him after X while Chasm takes up the rear of our little group. He
    also cops a feel of my ass, and I turn a dark glare over my shoulder
    at him. Except, I like it, and he knows it. Next time he gets in
    front of me, I’m grabbing his ass.

   I take that
    as a good sign, like if he’s feeling cocky enough to grab my
    butt, then he thinks there’s something here to find? Then
    again, in the past, whenever he’s been nervous or stressed,
    Chas put on his ‘slutty bad boy persona’, the one that’s
    total bullshit. So maybe this is just him acting out?

   We reach
    the bottom of the stairs only to run into a set of double doors with
    a chain wrapped securely around the handles.

   “Fuck,”
    Maxx murmurs, lifting the flashlight up toward the small windows near
    the top of the door. As he moves the light, it flashes across a
    placard that says WARD
      14.

   Fourteen.

   Fourteen
    years, fourteen victims, Justin appearing on the fourteenth day of
    Parrish’s disappearance.

   My pulse
    quickens, and I suck in a sharp breath, drawing both boys’
    attention over to me.

   “Look
    at the ward number,” I whisper. “There’s no way
    that’s a coincidence.”

   Maxx points
    the flashlight right at the placard and then sighs heavily.

   “We
    need bolt cutters,” he muses, and I feel this hot, angry surge
    of frustration.

   Haven’t
    we waited long enough for this moment? Haven’t we suffered
    enough?

   “Let’s
    get this done quick,” Chasm agrees, and even though it kills me
    to leave that place, I follow the boys back up the stairs and into
    the car. A quick stop at a farm supply store gives us exactly what we
    need—even if the cashier offers up a suspiciously raised
    eyebrow at three teenagers purchasing a pair of bolt cutters with a
    debit card.

   “We’re
    doing work on my grandmother’s garden,” X lies, and even
    though he’s the king of honest discussions, he does it easily
    and believably. The cashier doesn’t look convinced, but what
    can he do?

   On the
    drive back to the hospital, Chasm tightens his hands on the wheel as
    he mulls something over.

   “Do
    you think we could get a gun somewhere?’ he asks, and Maxx
    makes a scoffing sound in the backseat.

   “Doesn’t
    your dad have, like, a massive gun collection? Why are you asking us
    that? Go steal one from him.”

   “He
    keeps that shit locked up and under a completely off-grid alarm
    system. There’s no way I’m getting in there. What about
    you? Your parents go hunting a lot, right?” Chas glances up in
    the rearview mirror just in time to see Maxx shrug.

   “I
    guess I could drive
    down to Portland and steal a shotgun, but it’s not easy to hide
    or cart around. We need a handgun.”

   “A
    handgun,” I murmur, feeling fidgety. I don’t want to
    shoot anyone—not even Justin. But if that’s my only way
    out then …

   “Do
    you have friends from like, Prescott High or something?” Chasm
    asks, and Maxx snorts.

   “Just
    because I attend college in the same town where a high school
    shooting took place doesn’t mean I know anyone there nor do I
    have access to illegal firearms obtained by teenagers. Nice try
    though.” I watch as Maxx settles his head back against the
    window, long legs tucked up on the seat again.

   Maybe
    they’re right? I mean, we’re quite literally tangled up
    in a life-or-death game with a serial killer. But dear god, this is
    escalating fast. From smashing a car window with a typewriter to
    searching for guns.

   I shake the
    conversation off for now, sitting in tense silence as we head back to
    the hospital and hop out of the car. I’m trembling with
    adrenaline as we head back inside and then down the stairs. Maxx
    hefts the bolt cutters up and slices through the chain with a grunt
    and a flexing of his arm muscles.

   The coiled
    length of chain slithers to the floor with a clank as Maxx grabs one
    of the door handles with his right hand and pulls it open, holding it
    aside so that Chasm and I can pass by. The hall down here is nearly
    pitch-black, and I shiver in the cold, damp air as Maxx uses a stone
    we grabbed from outside to prop the door open.

   “Parrish?”
    I call out, voice echoing in the darkness.

   As soon as
    Maxx shines his flashlight along the wall opposite us, I see them.

   Old, rusted
    metal bars. More specifically, doors. Like
    jail cell doors. He drops the light to the lock and my heartbeat gets
    so loud that it deafens me to everything else, even my own breathing.

   I stumble
    forward, shoving the key into the lock. It slides right in, but it’s
    so rusted that it takes some force to turn it, ancient tumblers
    sliding free. I don’t wait even half a second before I throw
    the door wide and stumble in.

   There’s
  … nothing.

   I mean,
    like, literally nothing except for some leaves on the floor.

   “Huh,”
    Chasm remarks, looking around at the cell with its cement floors,
    peeling paint, and barred window that rests near the roofline. I
    think at one point, it must’ve let some decent light in, but
    over time, dirt has filled in the lower part of the egress window.
    It’s just dark and dirty now. “This must be just one of
    many cells, yeah?”

   The room
    gets almost impossibly dark as Maxx redirects the flashlight for a
    brief moment.

   “Yep,”
    he agrees, turning the light back on us. “Dozens of them.”

   “The
    key fits,” I say, hefting it in my palm. “Clearly,
    Parrish isn’t here, but we’re on the right track. Let’s
    search every room. Anything you find is a clue. Pay special attention
    to room fourteen—if there even is a room fourteen.”

   “Yes,
    ma’am,” X declares, but with all due seriousness. Chas
    and I follow the beam of his flashlight, searching the rooms one by
    one. The skeleton key, of course, is able to unlock every cell door
    without a problem. Where
      did Justin get this key? Why did he send it to me? What’s the
      significance of this place anyway?

   I decide
    that I’m going to ask him tonight at dinner. Maybe he’ll
    tell me, maybe not, but it’s worth a shot.

   Not all of
    the rooms are empty. Some have mattresses in them. Some have the
    metal frames of beds without mattresses. No room has both of those
    things in tandem. There are quite a few shoes, a jacket, a pair of
    rolled up socks, and quite a few books.

   “To
    Kill A Mockingbird,”
    Chasm says, reading the title of one of them. Considering that Tess
    is a writer, and I found the diner clue in one of her books, this
    feels promising to me. Although, to be fair, it looks like most of
    the books have been down here forever. The pages are yellowed and
    curling, some of them are thick and puffy with moisture and tinged
    with mold, and all of them are covered with a fine layer of dust and
    debris. “Animal
      Farm. 1984. Moby Dick.”
    He starts making a stack in the hall, and I join him while Maxx keeps
    the flashlight moving for us.

   “The
    Catcher in the Rye. I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings. Alice’s
    Adventures in Wonderland. The Wonderful Wizard of Oz. The Adventures
    of Tom Sawyer.”
    I sit back on my heels and take a deep breath. It’s a veritable
    library in here.

   “Sounds
    like a high school reading list just”—Maxx slides his
    hand through the air for emphasis—“threw up all over this
    place.”

   “There
    could be so many clues here,” I murmur, chewing on my thumbnail
    again. Guess that’s my thinking tic. “In the titles. In
    the stories themselves. In the publication years. In the authors’
    lives.”

   “Don’t
    do that to yourself just yet,” Chasm warns me grabbing my wrist
    before I rub my hands all over my face. They’re pretty gross,
    actually, and probably covered in mildew. Not a good idea. “Don’t
    get overwhelmed. This doesn’t necessarily mean anything at
    all.”

   I nod, but
    I’m not convinced.

   Considering
    Tess’ chosen profession, the significance of the typewriter,
    the story of her grandmother, and the clues in Fleeing
      Under a Summer Rain, I’m
    just not buying it. But goddamn it, this is a lot. There are almost
    too many possibilities here.

   “Looks
    like this is the last room on this side of the hall,” Maxx
    comments, the beam of the flashlight gliding across the partially
    tiled wall that marks the end of this particular hallway. “So
    twelve rooms on the left, twelve more on the right.”

   “Damn,”
    I murmur, staring through the endless darkness behind us, in the
    direction of the book stacks. Most of them were found inside three
    different rooms, so we’ve kept them separate so we can remember
    which. Room three, room five, and room nine. Is there significance to
    those numbers?

   “Let’s
    keep going; this place gives me the creeps,” Chasm murmurs, his
    pretty voice echoing in the empty hallway. Theoretically, someone
    could lock us down here, but why bother? It isn’t like the
    Slayer doesn’t already have us all by the short and curlies.

   We continue
    cleaning out the other cells, but this side is even more decrepit
    than the last. The sheetrock in one of the rooms has collapsed
    completely, obscuring whatever was once in there.

   “This
    could have asbestos or lead in it,” I comment, staring down at
    the messy pile. The soft drip-drip-drip of water is the only
    companion sound to our labored breathing and murmured conversation.
  “Don’t touch it. At least not yet. If we feel we’re
    missing something, we can get gloves and dig through it.”

   “I
    like when you’re assertive, you know that?” Chasm
    remarks, and Maxx heaves an annoyed sigh.

   I ignore
    them both, unlocking the door to the next room. Same, same in here. A
    mattress on the floor, another book. Chasm grabs it before I do,
    glancing at the title.

   “The
    Mysterious Affair at Styles,”
    he remarks, and my entire body lights up with excitement.

   “Agatha
    Christie,” I breathe, snatching it out of his hand. He gives me
    an odd look as I flip the book open, searching for any writing inside
    the cover. Any highlights in the pages. Anything at all.

   “Agatha
    Christie?” Chasm repeats, glancing in Maxx’s direction.
    Not sure if he can even see him in this gloom, but clearly, they’re
    both confused. I examine the book, but it’s free from debris
    and mildew like the rest of them.

   “This
    is the clue,” I whisper, in awe at finally having something
    solid in my hand. Hopefully something solid that will lead me right
    to Parrish. “This is it.”

   “How
    do you know that?” X asks, his voice patient and even and so
    incredibly calming in the dark.

   “Tess
    told me a story about her grandmother, about how she wanted to be a
    murder mystery writer like Agatha Christie. The grandmother with the
    typewriter, by the way. And then, in the car with Justin yesterday,
    he quoted this exact book.” I snap the cover closed and shake
    it for emphasis. “Something like, ‘Every
      murderer is probably somebody’s old friend. You cannot mix up
      sentiment and reason.’”

   “And
    that isn’t creepy at all,” Chas murmurs, staring down at
    the book with so much hope in his amber eyes that it nearly breaks my
    heart. I know I’m right here; this isn’t even an
    assumption. This is fact. The thing is, are the other books part of
    the clue? Or is it just this? And if it is just this, then what? How
    do I glean what Justin expects me to glean from this book?

   I’ll
    tell you how: I read it.

   “I
    need to dive into this right now. Read it cover to cover. Maybe
    twice. Maybe more.” I tap the book with my knuckles. “But
    I don’t want to leave the other books here. Bring everything.
    And let’s hit the last two rooms and make sure we haven’t
    missed anything else.”

   “Got
    it,” Maxx says, guiding us into the next room with the light.

   We finish
    up quickly, haul the load up to Chasm’s car, and dump all the
    mildewy books in his trunk.

   “Better
    than a dead maid’s corpse,” he remarks absently, and
    somehow, the statement just sounds normal now. The shock factor has
    worn off, and that’s a pretty sad fucking deal.

   “Better
    than JJ’s body,” I agree, giving the girl as much respect
    as I can. Her family will never know what happened to her or where
    her body is if I don’t figure out a way to stop the Slayer. I
    get that he didn’t kill her, but one of his associates did, and
    that makes him guilty in a way.

   This time,
    I climb into the backseat before Maxx can make the sacrifice, and he
    gives me a narrow-eyed look that reminds me of Parrish in a way. With
    a grunt of displeasure, he pushes the front seat back into place and
    climbs in.

   I take a
    minute to check my messages—nothing of note there.

   And then I
    crack that cover and get ready to dig in.

   Whoever
    knew I’d have to read in order to save my
    stepbrother/boyfriend?

   I won’t
    complain about this particular task, that’s for sure.

   The
    beginning of the book is so reminiscent of the way Tess begins her
    novels that my heart aches, both for her and the great-grandmother I
    never met. Clearly, my bio mom was inspired by her grandmother’s
    hero.

   ‘The
    intense interest aroused in the public by what was known at the time
    as “The Styles Case” has now somewhat subsided.
    Nevertheless, in view of the world-wide notoriety which attended it,
    I have been asked, both by my friend Poirot and the family
    themselves, to write an account of the whole story …’

   One day, if
    I happen to survive this nightmare that’s become my life, I may
    very well write it down.

   Tess
    Vanguard, eat your heart out.

   

 

  

  














 

  The
    boys take me straight to my dinner date with Justin. By the time we
    arrive, I’m about a third of the way through the book. I’ll
    admit, it’s damn good. If I weren’t frantically reading
    it in an attempt to save the life of someone I love, I’d be
    obsessed. As things stand, this is an assignment and nothing more.

   “The
    Secret Cache, huh? How subtle,” Chasm remarks as we pull up in
    front of the winery. It’s just outside the city limits, this
    charming stone building covered in vines and already lit up with gas
    lanterns on the exterior, despite the fact that the sun is still out.
  “This is the winery on our list. Saves us some trouble, eh?”

   “That
    could be the clue, you know,” Maxx remarks, staring out the
    window at the large building and all the finely dressed people coming
    and going from the restaurant portion. “The wine in the room
    with Parrish. Maybe it’s a wine cellar, maybe not. But I bet
    you it’s all wine from this place.” He points out the
    window and then glances over at Chasm. “Did we delete all the
    video calls, or do we have any saved that we could look at?”

   “We
    deleted them all,” I murmur, tearing my eyes away from the page
    and blinking myself out of one world and into another. There’s
    a certain magic to books that can’t be found anywhere else;
    it’s the only way to accurately see into someone else’s
    head. Essentially, books are empathy keys. Read enough and you’ll
    start to figure out that you aren’t always the main character
    in every story. “But that’s a good thought. I’ll
    ask Justin to see Parrish again tonight and see if I can’t pick
    out any details.”

   Maxx and
    Chasm climb out with me, and the three of us stand there together for
    a minute, staring up at the building.

   “Guess
    we’ll search the place while you eat?” Maxx offers,
    glancing over at me, and I nod.

   “Justin’s
    taking me home afterward, so feel free to leave whenever.” I
    stare off toward the front entrance when Maxx’s hand darts out,
    his fingers curling around my wrist. I pause, my book bag slung over
    one shoulder, the Agatha Christie book tucked under that same arm,
    and glance back.

   “Be
    careful, Kota,” he warns me, his voice both tender and dark at
    the same time. Our eyes meet, and a shiver travels through me. I give
    a sharp nod, my gaze drifting to Chasm as he slides his left hand
    into his pocket and lets out a tired sigh.

   “You’re
    not allowed to die before we solve this love triangle,” he
    says, swirling a single finger around to indicate the three of us.
  “Or … love quad. Whatever. Just don’t die, Little
    Sister.” His face simultaneously softens and gets more serious
    all at once. “We’ll make sure there’s nowhere that
    Parrish could be hiding here although with the number of people, I
    doubt it.”

   “Thank
    you,” I reply honestly, because I can’t begin to imagine
    how hard this would be if I were on my own. Maxx holds my wrist for a
    heartbeat longer before reluctantly releasing me. I can feel their
    eyes on my back as I make quick work of the stairs and enter a swanky
    waiting area with lush carpets over the stone floors, and crystal
    chandeliers high over head.

   I weave
    through the finely dressed crowd toward the restaurant’s
    entrance, slipping past the host stand and spotting Justin Prior
    right away on the far side of the room. He’s already looking
    right at me, as if he’s anticipated my entrance, lifting up a
    glass of wine in greeting.

   I make my
    way over to him, pausing as an employee rushes over to pull out my
    chair for me.

   “Thank
    you, Benjamin,” Justin tells him cheerily, nodding toward me.
  “Bring my sweet princess a Shirley Temple—with extra
    cherries.” He winks at the man before turning back to me. “How
    are the boys? I take it they’re doing well?”

   “I
    found your book,” I tell him, lifting it up and then setting it
    on the table. I drop my book bag to the floor and push it underneath
    the white tablecloth with my foot. There’s clearly a dress code
    for this restaurant however I see plenty of other Whitehall kids in
    their uniforms, just like it is at the country club. This whole town
    is like a closed circuit, one big wheel of who’s who, and
    everyone is friends with each other.

   That is,
    except for Justin.

   Just as it
    is for me at school, it feels like every fucking person in that room
    is staring at us. At Justin, actually. He’s really made a big
    splash, hopping into a pond where he was ousted from a decade and a
    half prior. I have to give credit where credit’s due: the man
    is brave, stubborn, and determined.

   “You
    did, didn’t you?” he says, reaching out to pet the cover
    with a single finger. The image shows a painting that I’m
    guessing might be a watercolor; it features a man holding a candle
    and two women looking on suspiciously from behind him. “You’re
    so very clever.” Justin flicks the cover open and smiles at the
    first lines in the story. “This is a first edition you know,
    circa 1920. It’s in the public domain now which is fortunate.”
    He lifts his startlingly blue eyes up to my face. “Tess would
    very much enjoy seeing this, I imagine.”

   “You
    want to tell me what the meaning of this is?” I query, and
    Justin smiles mysteriously.

   “I’m
    happy to be forthright with nearly everything, princess.” His
    smile fades slightly. “But not this. Not in regard to you know
    what. Like I said, find the right clues, follow the right trail …”
    He trails off, but the rest of that sentence is burned into my brain
    like a brand. Or
      someone I love gets hurt. Got
    it.

   With a
    sigh, I drag the book back toward me, closing the cover and resting
    my arm atop it.

   I haven’t
    yet glanced at the menu when our waiter comes back with my drink—one
    that I didn’t select mind you.

   “Are
    you ready to order?” he asks, and I start to open my mouth to
    ask for a few more minutes when Justin cuts in.

   “We
    are,” he replies breezily, waving the hand that isn’t
    holding his wineglass in a dismissive manner. Justin rattles off a
    series of dishes that are far too fancy for me to recognize, but I
    get the idea that he’s just ordered me meat and vegetables.
    Maybe. I’m not sure. “Thank you, again, Ben. Such great
    service as always.”

   “I
    can order for myself,” I assert as soon as the waiter walks
    away, but holy crap. Holy fuck. Fuck. The look Justin gives me, it
    penetrates me straight to my core, and I feel my spine stiffen, the
    fine hairs on my arms raising up. There’s a cold fury burning
    in him that makes me tremble. “But thank you.”

   That was a
    mistake.

   A huge one.

   He doesn’t
    seem to mind if I quip back during a normal conversation, but
    something about what I said just now set him off. Dear god.

   “You’re
    very welcome,” he adds finally, a smile returning to his face.
  “Well, I hope you had a wonderful day with your boyfriends.”

   I could
    argue that they aren’t my boyfriends, but what’s the
    point? I wish they were. Even if it makes me feel guilty as hell. I’d
    love to have three boyfriends. I mean, who wouldn’t? But, like
    in this case, it isn’t just about sex. It’s so much more
    than that already.

   I’m
    sorry, Maxie. I won’t do it. I won’t. But I can’t
    help the wanting. And I’m sorry, Parrish. We’ll be
    together again soon, I promise.

   “I’ve
    figured out by now that you’re sending me to places that have
    meaning between you and Tess.” I gesture around at the
    restaurant. “This place, for example. She told me you took her
    here for your first official date.”

   Justin lets
    out a loud, belly-deep laugh, one that echoes around the restaurant.
    Anyone who wasn’t staring before sure is staring now, and he
    couldn’t give a single fuck less. He seems pleased by the
    attention actually. I cringe when Justin lifts up a hand and snaps
    his fingers, holding his wineglass aloft for a refill.

   Another
    restaurant employee appears seemingly out of nowhere to pour more
    wine.

   Christ.

   “She
    did, didn’t she? I heard.” He sips his wine, and I shiver
    at the idea that he was listening in on the conversation that I had
    with Tess. I’m not sure if I’ll ever get over the
    complete lack of privacy his presence has brought. I never feel safe.
    Nothing is ever truly private. Not even sex with Chasm. With Maxx.
    With Parrish. Because I’m sure he saw it. He didn’t
    kidnap him the day after for no reason at all; that was timed with
    careful precision.

   “So,
    what’s up with the asylum?” I whisper, leaning forward
    with my hands tucked into my lap. I flick my eyes to the side,
    studying some of the faces that are staring back at me even now. My
    heart leaps into my throat when I recognize the redheaded
    girl—Veronica—seated at a table with two people who must
    be her parents.

   Our eyes
    meet, and she scowls, turning her nose up at me.

   I look back
    to Justin only to see his attention is on Veronica’s family,
    too, his fingers tightening so hard around the wineglass that they’ve
    turned a ghostly white. After a long moment, he adjusts his focus
    back to me.

   “She
    didn’t tell you? Interesting. How did you place the key then?”

   “One
    of my videos that I posted,” I say proudly, happy that at least
    in this case, the internet had my back. “A comment led me
    there.”

   Justin nods
    brusquely, swirling his wine with a thoughtful expression on his
    face. When he does smile again, it’s incredibly disturbing.

   “Tess
    and I had our first intimate encounter together in that room,”
    he admits with a small, wistful sigh. My blood chills and I blink
    back at him. “Maybe on that very mattress, I’m not sure.”

   “You
    and Tess … in an abandoned insane asylum?” I choke out,
    wondering how the hell anyone could get turned on in that damp,
    creepy place. Then again, that was more than a decade and a half ago.
    Maybe it wasn’t in such disrepair then? Besides, Maxx was
    right: that was very clearly a teen hangout, and when you’re
    our age, you’ll pretty much do it anywhere. I scratch at the
    side of my head. I have a feeling being judgmental in this situation
    won’t get me very far. Was
      Tess happy there? Did she want to do it in that creepy place? “What
    about the sign that said WARD
      14?
    Seems awfully coincidental.”

   Justin
    grins.

   “I
    put it there for fun; I couldn’t possibly know what that number
    would mean to me all these years later, now could I?”

   I blink at
    him.

   “And
    how was I supposed to know that you two … you know, got it on
    in there?” Gross. Not
    a question I ever thought I’d be asking my bio dad.

   “By
    asking Tess, obviously.” Justin sighs and sets his glass down
    on the table, placing his elbows beside it and curling his fingers
    together beneath his chin. “I’m impressed that you found
    a workaround; you’re a wonderfully creative girl, my sweet
    daughter.”

   “I,
    um, sense a ‘but’ resting there somewhere?” I query
    back, forcing a smile as the waiter approaches with fresh bread and
    butter.

   “But
    you’re still so tightly wound.” Justin cocks his head
    slightly to one side as he studies me. “You care far too much
    about what others think. Empathy is a tool the wicked use to control
    the kind. I won’t allow that fate for you, Dakota.” He
    sits up and undoes the cuffs on his shirtsleeves, rolling them up,
    and then happily digging into the bread basket. “You’re
    still holding back and that upsets me.”

   “Chasm
    and I—” I start, but then the words choke off. He knows.
    Justin lifts his eyes and smiles at me.

   “You
    and Kwang-seon. I like the pair of you as a couple. He’s my
    favorite of all your boyfriends.”

   I sigh and
    grab a piece of bread. Guess this is the game we’re playing
    now.

   “Anyway,
    I wasn’t referring to him. I was talking specifically about
    Tess. You didn’t push her hard enough. She got emotional with
    you, told you some half-truths and a few lies, and you allowed your
    sentimentality to overwhelm you. You’d have your boyfriend back
    already if you’d pushed her.”

   I take a
    bite of bread, even though it tastes like ash in my mouth.

   Am I
    supposed to ask Tess about the book I found today? Is that what he’s
    hinting at? What about the house that Tess mentioned, the one Justin
    bought for her when he was only twenty years old? Is that the final
    clue?

   “Your
    approach to Maxx Wright is also bothersome. You like him, and he
    likes you, but you’re both obsessed with the kidnapper’s
    daughter. What was that monster’s name anyway? Thyme?
    Rosemary?”

   I narrow my
    eyes; he damn well knows what Saffron’s name is, but okay.

   Speaking
    of, I’m a little concerned for her safety. I’d love to
    call my grandparents and check in, but as soon as I do, Justin will
    know. Do I really want to draw his attention to the Banks?

   “X
    told Maxine that we slept together,” I whisper, hating myself
    all over again.

   Justin
    smiles in a very patronizing way.

   “Yes.
    Admirable, isn’t it? How brutally honest Maxim can be. His
    parents will be at the launch party on Friday. Have you met them?
    They’re lovely.” He slathers butter across the bread
    slice in his hand. “Anyway, I can’t help but feel
    disappointed. You’re doing everything I ask of you, but your
    heart isn’t in it. The world is unkind, princess. When you want
    something …” Justin squeezes the bread in his hand until
    it’s nothing but a little ball. I lift my eyes up from the
    ruined slice to his face. He’s staring at my water glass, eyes
    dark with emotion, mouth in a flat line. “You take it.”

   He stares
    for a moment longer before dumping the ruined bread back in the
    basket and covering it with a cloth napkin. He then dabs his own
    napkin into his water and wipes his hand down.

   “But
    I suppose you can lead a horse to water, yet it cannot be forced to
    drink.”

   Justin
    pauses again as our appetizers come out, smiling and thanking the
    waitstaff profusely all over again.

   “What
    are you saying? You’re going to … hurt my friend if I
    don’t start acting like a selfish asshole?”

   “All
    I’m saying is that I’ve been kind to you thus far. I’ve
    given your friend home-cooked meals, purified water, fresh sheets.
    Did I have to do those things? I didn’t. But I wanted to please
    you. Now, I’m just not so sure …”

   “Why
    do you hate me so much?” I whisper back, my appetite completely
    gone by this point. I have a bad feeling that if I don’t eat
    anything, Justin will get upset. I force myself to pick up one of the
    little crackers with the cheese and fruit jam on it, stuffing it into
    my mouth and swallowing. “I can’t hurt Maxine like that.
    What I want is
    to be able to talk to my sister. That’s what I want. And I most
    definitely do not want
    to hurt her. So here I am, asking for all of those things. Does that
    work?”

   Justin
    squeezes his own cracker so hard that it crumbles a little in his
    fingers, but then he puts it in his mouth anyway, chewing carefully
    as he watches me.

   “Maxine
    Banks is not your sister,” Justin says, his voice cold and low,
    and oddly reminiscent of Tess’. “At best, she was an
    innocent bystander in the situation. But you seem determined to make
    her so much more than that.”

   “What
    do you want me to do now?” I manage to whisper, noting the
    trembling in my hand as I reach for another cracker. “I haven’t
    spoken to her. I … slept with her ex. I told her I hated her,
    that I’d never loved her.”

   Justin
    nods, but he isn’t looking at me. He’s watching the other
    restaurant patrons with a calculating expression on his face.

   “And
    yet, you still refuse to embrace the spirit of the assignment. If you
    don’t understand, I’m not sure how else to explain it to
    you. Perhaps another lesson would help?”

   “May
    I be excused for a moment?” I ask, and Justin’s eyes
    sparkle. He nods once.

   “Don’t
    take too long; our entrees should be arriving shortly.”

   I ignore
    him, shoving up from the table and weaving my way back through the
    restaurant.

   I probably
    should’ve brought my phone, but I’m too angry, too upset.
    Instead, I head outside to check for Chasm’s car. When I see
    that it’s still there, I wander around until I spot the pair of
    them talking to an employee.

   Squaring my
    shoulders, I storm across the lobby, grab Maxx by the shoulder and
    spin him around. He follows my lead, but only because he’s so
    surprised. He’s built like a brick wall; I couldn’t move
    him if he didn’t want to move.

   “Kota,
    are you okay?” he starts, but that last word is cut short when
    I throw my arms around his neck, pressing our mouths together in a
    wave of brilliant heat. It arcs through me like a lightning bolt,
    cutting me right in half. There’s the old me, the one who’s
    screaming on the inside. Then there’s … well, whoever
    this is. The girl who wants to kiss Maxim Wright so badly that she
    trembles when she thinks about it.

   I’m
    sorry, I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I
    repeat in my head, but I’m not sure who it is that I’m
    even apologizing to anymore. Myself, probably.

   Maxx goes
    stone-still, his green eyes wide. I close my own, so I don’t
    have to see his expression. So I don’t have to think about how
    stiff he is, how unyielding to my touch. And then everything happens
    in a flash; one of his hands is on my hip, the other digging fingers
    into my braid, his tongue diving between my lips. He presses close to
    me, close enough that I end up crushed between his warm, hard body
    and a decorative column not unlike the one Chasm pressed us into when
    we first had sex.

   “Oh
    shit,” Maxx groans, turning his head away suddenly. “Dakota
    Banks, you’re killing me.”

   I carefully
    open my eyes, searching his slightly reddened cheeks and swollen lips
    for disgust. For disappointment. Instead, he glances back at me, and
    I find that I can’t see anything else in the world but for him.
    My hands come up to rest on either side of his face as Chasm curses
    in Korean behind him.

   “I’m
    sorry,” I tell X, and he raises both brows in response.

   “I’m
    not,” he says, yet again. Not the first time I’ve heard
    that. But it does make me feel better. “Is this a Justin thing
    or …?”

   “Sort
    of. Yes. No. I’m not sure.” I stay where I am, my arms
    wrapped around his neck, my fingers enjoying the thick, lush waves of
    his hair. It’s short, but luscious, and just long enough to
    tug. “Also, because I wanted to do this. Because I look at you
    every day and want to do this.” I exhale heavily. “If I
    didn’t, he wouldn’t ask me to. He sees everything, Maxx.
    Everything.”

   Tears prick
    my eyes, and Maxx’s face softens. He reaches up with a
    calloused thumb and brushes away one of my tears.

   “Don’t
    cry, Kota. We’ll get through this.”

   “He
    sees everything—even the things he doesn’t physically
    record. He knows everything I’m thinking as I’m thinking
    it. He knows that I want you. If I didn’t, he wouldn’t
    ask me to do this. He’s using me against myself. If I didn’t have all of these conflicting thoughts and
    feelings, he wouldn’t—”

   X presses
    his mouth against mine again. It’s a forceful kiss, a
    dominating kiss, but it takes away every protest resting against my
    tongue. This is his will, and I’m just along for the ride. I
    feel his body hardening against me, and he groans with his lips still
    working against mine.

   After a
    moment, he pulls back abruptly with a small gasp, like he’s
    just risen to the surface of a very dark, very deep lake.

   “Shit.
    Shit, shit, shit. I’m going to fucking die before this is all
    over,” he mumbles, narrowing his eyes and turning his face away
    from me. Maxx makes himself turn back to me, even though I can feel
    him trembling against me. “You are not responsible for any of
    this.”

   “If I
    didn’t have these—”

   Maxx cuts
    me off with another kiss.

   “No.
    You are not responsible for the consequences of other people’s
    actions.”

   “You’re
    not understanding—” I start, and then he kisses me all
    over again.

   “No.
    You are not responsible
    for the consequences of other people’s actions.” He
    releases me and takes a small step back, bending low and capturing my
    face between his hands. I can see Chasm hovering at the edges of my
    vision, and my left hand reaches out automatically. He grabs onto it
    and squeezes so tightly that it almost hurts. “If I fight off a
    mugger, and he takes off and kills someone else trying to get their
    wallet. Is that my fault? If I give my friend money for rent, and
    they spend it on drugs, and they OD, is that my fault? No. You are
    doing the best you can with an ugly situation. If this is what Justin
    wants, then let’s give it to him. I care about you, Kota. So
    much. More every day. I’m sorry about, Maxine, I really am. And
    we will make
    things right with her eventually, but for now, we do what we have to
    in order to survive.”

   He releases
    me and stands up, smiling softly at the tears on my face.

   I dash them
    away. I don’t mean to keep crying. Actually, I hate it. But I’m
    just so goddamn frustrated at the situation. We made progress today,
    but it wasn’t enough. Parrish isn’t back. So where the
    flying fuck is he?! I’m getting sick of waiting. I need to see
    him again. I need it.

   X glances
    over at Chasm. The latter is frowning, but his face is tinged only
    with jealousy; he isn’t angry. He just wants me for himself. I
    smile at him, and he smiles back. He says something in Korean and
    then repeats himself.

   “We’ve
    got this, Little Sister. Don’t worry about us right now. If
    your dickhead dad wants romance, we’ll give him romance.”
    He steps forward, pulling his hand from mine, and then slides his
    fingers against the side of my neck. With the other hand, he turns my
    chin toward him, leaning in and pressing that smart mouth of his
    right up against mine.

   His touch
    thrills me in a completely different way than X’s does. Than
    Parrish’s does. It’s like one of them is air, one is
    water, and the other is food. I need all three to survive; I can’t
    have just one of those things.

   Chas pulls
    back and then presses another kiss to my forehead.

   “Seriously.
    Worry about Parrish. Worry about Justin. Worry about Tess.”
    Chasm points between himself and Maxx. “But not us. Not right
    now. We can deal with this shit later.”

   I nod my
    head and push my hair back. I thought I’d feel shittier after
    doing this, dirtier. But I don’t. I feel so much better, even
    as I’m still feeling guilty over Maxine. But Chasm is right: I
    have to tackle my problems in order of priority.

   Meaning, of
    course, Parrish.

   “Thank
    you both. Again. I can’t say it enough.” I look up,
    realizing that quite a few people are staring at us. Guess I did just
    tongue two guys one after the other in the middle of a fancy winery
    with an even fancier restaurant. My bad. Gamer
      Girl has a harem. A
    smile drifts across my lips but only for a second.

   Because I
    have to go back into that restaurant and choke down a meal with a
    monster.

   “You’re
    welcome,” Maxx says at the same time that Chasm nods his chin
    in the direction of the restaurant and murmurs, “don’t
    mention it. Now get lost.”

   I walk
    backwards for a minute, just so I can keep staring at them, turning
    at the last minute and slipping back into the restaurant with a
    little wave.

   We’re
    so close I can taste it. Even if my food tastes like ash tonight, at
    least I know that much for certain.
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  Justin
    decides to spend the entirety of our limo ride singing nineties soft
    rock songs like You
      Gotta Be by
    Des’ree. When we get back to the Vanguards, I practically
    launch myself out of the backseat, sweeping past Raúl as my
    bio dad shouts out a cheery goodbye.

   “See
    you on Friday, princess!” he calls as I reach for the handle of
    the front door. “I’ll send a dress over, so don’t
    worry about your attire.”

   And then
    Raúl is closing the door, and off the limo goes, back down the
    driveway, through the gate, and around the corner. Reporters scatter
    out of its way, snapping photos and recording it as it passes by.

   With a
    sigh, I press down on the door handle and push it in, unsurprised to
    find Tess waiting for me.

   “How
    was your day?” she asks, huge black circles under her eyes.
    We’re now sixteen days into Parrish’s disappearance, so I
    more than understand why she looks the way she does.

   “It
    was … nice. We ate at the Secret Cache Winery,” I offer
    up, and her eyes narrow to slits. Just like Parrish’s. Guess
    that wasn’t an inherited trait, but a learned one. The idea
    makes me smile. Like, do I carry any of the Banks’ habits
    around the way I absorbed Maxx’s lower lip nibbling? Isn’t
    that interesting, how humans copy others that they like or admire?
    Fascinating.

   I wrack my
    brain for a way to ask about that house, the one Tess mentioned
    Justin buying for her. I want to find it, but I’m going to need
    the address. Justin’s words from dinner haunt me: you
      allowed your sentimentality to overwhelm you. You’d have your
      boyfriend back already if you’d pushed her.

   “He
    took me to look at a house he’s considering purchasing. I was
    just wondering if maybe it was the same one he bought for you back in
    the day?”

   Tess just
    stares at me.

   “Doubtful.
    There’s a family that lives there now.” She sighs. “I’m
    glad you’re enjoying your time with Justin, but I’d love
    it if you’d keep my warnings in mind.”

   “I
    will,” I promise, disappointment flooding me. A family lives
    there? Really? What family? I clutch the book against my side,
    remembering suddenly that Justin all but suggested I show it to Tess.
  “Look what he got for me.”

   I hold out
    the Agatha Christie novel, and Tess stares down at it like I’ve
    just offered up a jar full of poisonous spiders.

   “Interesting.
    I see he’s taking cheap shots at me when I’m not even
    around.” Tess takes off down the hall without another word,
    intercepting Paul in the doorway to the living room. They murmur to
    each other for a moment before heading into the kitchen.

   Great.

   That went
    absolutely nowhere.

   The only
    positive is that Kimber doesn’t seem to be around. I’d
    really rather not see her after the shit she pulled in the hedge
    maze.

   I head
    upstairs to find Maxx waiting for me.

   “Chasm
    had to stay home again,” he admits, sitting on the edge of my
    bed. I wonder where we’re at exactly after today’s kiss
    and confession. But if I’m honest with myself, even if we were
    married, I wouldn’t be in the mood tonight. I need to finish
    reading this book and see if I can’t puzzle out the answer to
    Parrish’s location. “What do you need me to do?”

   “Well,
    I asked Justin to show me Parrish, and this is what I got.” I
    hand over my phone, showing a still from the live feed he allowed me
    to glimpse for all of two seconds at the table. Parrish was pacing
    again and cursing up a storm; I have a feeling he’s going
    stir-crazy in there. “Check it out and see if you can’t
    place the labels on the wine bottles. Justin all but confirmed that
    we’re looking for meaningful locales, but it never hurts to
    double-check.”

   “No
    problem.” Maxx rises to his feet, moving over to sit at my desk
    where his laptop’s waiting. He pauses for a minute to scratch
    at the back of his neck. “I spoke to Maxine again today, after
    Chas dropped me off at my Jeep.”

   I go
    completely still, turning to look at him as I drop my book bag to the
    floor. Clearly, whatever Maxx has to tell me, he wants Justin to
    hear. Or else he doesn’t care either way. I’m not sure if
    that’s a good or a bad thing.

   “I
    told her that I was into you, and that I was sorry. That I should’ve
    broken up with her first, but that nothing happened between you and
    me prior to that.”

   Ugh.

   Yeah,
    Justin will like this, but I don’t know how I feel about it.

   “And?”
    I choke out carefully, squeezing the book tight against my chest.
  “What did she say?”

   “She
    doesn’t care about me or our relationship or anything else; she
    misses you. She’s worried. She truly believes that Tess is
    blackmailing you. I can’t talk her out of it without giving too
    much away, so I just let her believe it.”

   I nod.
    There’s no good way to handle this, but at least that’s
    something. And I’m glad Maxx is being as honest with my sister
    as he can be. That’s the most important thing to me.

   He moves
    over to me, brushing some hair back from my forehead.

   “Read
    your book, Kota. I got this wine thing handled. Anything else you
    want from me? You just ask. Snacks, hot cocoa, a foot massage.”

   I give him
    a look.

   “You’d
    really give me a foot massage?” I query back and he grins,
    pushing hair off his own forehead in a way that just sings look
      at me, I’m a gorgeous, confident bastard, aren’t I? Never
    in my life did I think I would fall for three guys at the same time.
    Yet, it’s happening. I have three crushes. Three …
    whatevers.

   “Ask
    me,” he commands, crossing his arms over his chest. “See
    what happens.”

   “Give
    me a foot massage,” I tease, and he nods his chin toward the
    bed.

   “Lay
    down, crack that novel, and give me your feet.”

   So I do,
    and he does, and holy shit, when his strong fingers press into the
    arch of my foot, I nearly pass out from the rush of pleasure that
    rockets through me.

   “I
    can’t believe you’re doing this,” I murmur, and he
    just lifts both brows in reply.

   “Believe
    it. I can be a dick, but I can also be incredibly charming in my
    attempts to make up for it.”

   “Uh-huh.”
    I give him a look in response, but I can’t maintain it. What
    he’s doing just feels too damn good. I don’t let myself
    think too hard about what we’re doing here; Chasm was right
    when he told me to let it lie for the time being. So I focus on my
    book as best I can, biting my lip as he kneads all the stress from my
    body through my feet.

   When he’s
    done, standing up to return to his duties at his laptop, he drops a
    single kiss on my temple, and I curl up on my side to read. But I
    would be lying if I said there wasn’t a smile gracing my lips.

   Oh, and the
    wine bottles? Maxx confirms it: they are from Secret Cache.

   Excellent.

   

 

  

  














 

  The
    idea of going to Whitehall the next morning is almost too daunting to
    consider. I can’t deal with that shit today. Besides, I
    finished the book, and I still can’t figure out the puzzle. I
    need to read it again.

   So I head
    downstairs to find Tess pouring a generous amount of Paul’s
    scotch into her coffee and ask if I might stay home for the day. The
    excuse I make is that I’ve got really terrible period cramps—to
    be fair, I sort of do—and she waves me off without another
    word.

   I text
    Chasm to let him know I won’t be there, and also to make sure
    that he’ll be safe without me. He promises that it’s
    actually easier for him if I’m not there anyway, so I curl up
    on Parrish’s bed while Maxx cleans GG’s cage, feeds him,
    and then settles down next to me.

   For the
    remainder of the day, we work with what we know.

   Maxx goes
    through all the books that we collected from the state hospital,
    searching inside for all the things I’ve checked the Agatha
    Christie novel for: highlights, dedications, secret letters.

   There
    doesn’t seem to be anything there.

   After I
    finish The
      Mysterious Affair at Styles for
    the second time, I want to pull my hair out.

   I’m
    missing something.

   Or else
    Justin just hasn’t fed me the information I need.

   I make
    another attempt to talk to Tess, but she isn’t having it. She
    avoids my questions and then locks herself in her office, blasting Mr.
      Brightside from
    The Killers so loudly that the windows in the upstairs shake. The
    song makes me think of my first time, of Parrish, and I nearly
    spiral, plopping myself in front of Maxx’s computer for some
    more internet sleuthing.

   I haven’t
    bothered asking Tess to give me the rest of my electronics back; I
    don’t want them. They’re just more tools for Justin to
    spy through. For now, I’ve got a phone and X’s laptop.
    That’s enough. When my efforts once again yield zero results, I
    run myself a hot bath, read the book for a third time, and go to bed
    early.

   The only
    consolation I have is that I enjoy Maxx’s company. He’s
    fun and outgoing and cheerful when he isn’t trying to be an
    alpha dick.

   Thursday
    morning, Maxx takes me to school and drops me off in the same spot
    where Chas and I were ambushed on Tuesday. Today, one of the school’s
    security guards is waiting there, arms crossed over his beefy chest.

   “What’s
    all this?” I whisper as Chasm and I slip in the side door, and
    I notice that several teachers are standing just outside their
    classrooms, watching us all.

   “The
    car vandalism mixed with Tuesday’s incident freaked out the
    administration, so …” He gestures around randomly and
    then shrugs. “We’ve got security detail for the rest of
    the week apparently. Doubt they’ll even extend this shit
    through finals week; all it takes is one brat bitching to their
    parents and voila, disorder is restored.”

   Chasm curls
    his lip at some of the girls as we pass by, flipping them off. One of
    them—actually, the brunette from the other day—starts
    toward him only to be pulled back by her friends.

   I, for one,
    am so relieved that school is almost over that I could cry.

   Also, I
    think I’ll avoid pool parties, lake gatherings, remote trails,
    shopping malls, drive-ins, or anywhere else I might see my classmates
    over the summer. Best to just to stay away from them at this point.

   Chas
    escorts me to class and then pauses beside me in a way I might
    describe as awkward if he were any other human besides Kwang-seon
    McKenna. The guy never gets awkward or nervous. It just isn’t
    in his blood.

   “Hey,
    uh,” he starts, running his tongue along his lower lip and then
    playfully flicking at one of his lip studs. “I know this is
    sort of … well, it’s fucked-up as all get out. But …
    you want to go to prom with me maybe? Or we could just not go at all.
    If Parrish isn’t back …” Chasm trails off and
    exhales as my heart pounds like crazy in my chest. I’ve waited
    for a moment like this for a long time. It’s a milestone,
    right, to be asked to prom. I’m only a sophomore anyway, and
    I’m getting invited to junior prom. Old Dakota would’ve
    been so excited that she would’ve texted Sally and Nevaeh right
    away, and the three of us would’ve celebrated together.

   Now, things
    are different. I’m just as thrilled, but in a different way.

   I reach out
    and snatch Chas’ tie from his pocket before he gets another
    dress code violation. He has like thirteen of them, but Whitehall’s
    punishment for that sort of thing suits him: every five violations,
    you write an essay on a random subject assigned by the teacher who
    most recently caught you. Chasm enjoys writing essays, so he doesn’t
    give a shit.

   I put his
    tie on for him anyway.

   “I’d
    love to go to prom with you—either way.” The words kill
    me, scraping past my tongue. It feels like a huge slap in the face to
    Parrish, but I also don’t want to see Chasm miss his junior
    prom. Parrish wouldn’t want that and neither do I. “But
    we’ll have him back by then. I can sense it.”

   I finish
    fixing his tie, and he gives me this slow, easy, cocky little smile.

   I shiver
    all over, and then flush white-hot as he leans down and sucks my
    lower lip between his teeth.

   “Mr.
    McKenna,” Ms. Miyamoto warns as she walks past. She says
    something else to him in Japanese, but it’s too fast and too
    complicated for me to follow.

   “She
    says, this
      is a school, not lovers’ lane,”
    he tells me with a grin, reaching out to brush his hand over my hair.

   “Have
    I ever mentioned how sexy I find it that you’re fluent in three
    languages?”

   Chasm lifts
    his eyes to the ceiling in mock thought.

   “Nah,
    I don’t think so.” He drops that heated gaze of his back
    to my face, and I shiver again. “You better mention it a few
    more times to make sure I’ve got the idea.”

   “Get
    out of here,” I snort, shoving at him. He laughs as he takes
    off, giving a little wave over his shoulder. I watch him go,
    satisfied that, at least for now, he’s safe with the teachers
    crawling the halls. Doesn’t stop everyone from staring at me
    when I walk into the classroom, but that’s okay.

   Just six
    more days of school after this, and we get a break.

   Six more
    days.

   What could
    possibly go wrong in that length of time?

   Clue: fucking
    everything.
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  Maxx
    picks me up after school since Chasm’s dad wants him home
    again, and the two of us spend hours going over every detail we have,
    everything we know. But I’m convinced at this point that we’re
    missing something. We haven’t been given the last piece of
    information needed to solve this puzzle.

   If anything
    is going to happen, it’ll happen at Milk Carton’s
    official launch party tomorrow.

   “I’m
    nervous,” I admit as we sit on my bed together, leaning back
    against the wall with our arms in our laps, mirroring one another’s
    pose. “This party feels ominous to me, like the start of
    something new—but like, in a bad way. Justin keeps saying this
    is about payback, but he hasn’t asked me to do anything this
    week except let myself fall for you.”

   X turns his
    head to look at me, but I don’t meet his gaze. It’s too
    tempting. He is
    too tempting. If I allow myself, I’ll probably end up with him
    naked in my bed tonight. I want that, but also, I can’t shake
    this sense of dread over what’s to come tomorrow.

   “How
    is that working out for you by the way?” he asks in the most
    ridiculously nonchalant way possible, like his interest is truly just
    a passing thought and nothing more. When I look over at him, I find
    that he’s got a cocksure smirk on his face. “You can be
    honest with me: just say you’re in love already.”

   I snort and
    turn away from him, focusing my gaze on the lamp instead of his
    handsome face.

   “You
    taste like a forbidden fruit,” I admit, glad that we’re
    tech free for the moment. I’ve got to be careful with the heart
    pin however; I’d love to keep that as a secret weapon,
    something to perform for in order to appease Justin. For example, we
    dump our tech, act like we don’t know he’s watching, and
    put on whatever show we have to in order to make him happy.

   I can’t
    lose that option.

   But also, I
    really needed a break tonight.

   “Sister’s
    boyfriend is a pretty good taboo trope,” X admits, his voice
    surprisingly sober. “I just hope we can move past that.”
    He pauses again and shakes his head, slapping his hands on his
    thighs. “But we’re not supposed to talk about that right
    now, remember?”

   Maxx shoves
    up to his feet, reaching back for my hand.

   “Come
    with me.”

   I take his
    proffered hand, allowing him to pull me to my feet, and then I follow
    him downstairs.

   He seems to
    know exactly where he’s going, heading into the dining room and
    opening the bottom cabinets on the hutch. He withdraws several photo
    albums and stacks them on the table.

   Kimber
    walks by at that precise moment, freezing like a deer in the
    headlights when she sees what Maxx is doing.

   “You
    can’t show her those!” she cries out, racing into the
    room and snatching the top album from the stack. “These aren’t
    for her!”

   Maxx turns
    around, reaching out and grabbing the edge of the album in strong
    fingers. He meets Kimber’s eyes with a soberness that staggers
    me.

   “What
    you did to Chasm and Dakota on Tuesday was not okay,” he tells
    her, taking on a big brother tone. I love that actually, seeing Chasm
    and Maxx act like brothers to my own siblings. It’s too cute.
    It gives me hope that if something were to happen to Parrish that …
    No. No, I won’t let myself think like that.

   Kimber
    yanks on the album, and Maxx’s grip gets tighter. He keeps his
    gaze on her, even when her eyes wander around the dining room in
    search of escape.

   “Those
    girls will never respect you if you act like their lackey. They don’t
    care about you. I’m sorry to tell you that, but it’s
    true. Throwing your own sister under the bus because you’re
    jealous is a disgusting way to act.”

   “Who
    the fuck do you think you are?!” she screams back at him,
    yanking on the album until her fingers slip and she stumbles back,
    slamming into the wall with a grunt and then reaching up to swipe
    away angry tears. I see her for what she truly is in that moment: a
    terrified, desperate young woman who misses her brother so much that
    the pain is breaking her. “You are not Parrish;
    you will never be Parrish.”

   “I
    will never be Parrish,” Maxx agrees, cracking the album open
    and tossing it on the table. I look down to see a picture of three
    little boys, their arms wrapped around one another’s shoulders.
    My breath catches and I reach out a hand, touching the edge of the
    picture.

   Maxx,
    Chasm, and Parrish.

   Maxx looks
    to be around eleven, putting the other two at nine years old. So this
    was just after they met Chasm for the first time? My chest tightens
    as I brush my finger across the photo.

   “I
    will never be Parrish, but I’m still here for you.”

   “Fuck
    you, Maxx,” Kimber snarls, still scrubbing at tears. But she
    doesn’t leave the room. Her eyes flick to mine, and I stare
    right back at her.

   “I
    forgive you, you know. We’re sisters—even if that’s
    not necessarily something either of us ever asked for or wanted.”

   She just
    stares back at me before whipping her head away to look at the wall.

   Ben pops
    his head around the corner a moment later, adjusting his small
    tortoiseshell glasses.

   “You’re
    looking at Parrish?” he asks, trying and failing to hide the
    tremor of excitement in his voice.

   “We
    are,” Maxx agrees, pulling out a chair for me and gesturing to
    it with a flourish. With a sad but very genuine smile, I take a seat
    and he sits beside me. “Want to join us?”

   Ben thinks
    for a moment before nodding.

   “Give
    me a second,” he says, disappearing around the corner and then
    reappearing with Amelia and Henry in tow. Ben sits beside me which I
    appreciate more than I could even put to words, while the twins sit
    across from us and then, after a furtive glance at one another, climb
    on the table to sit in front of the stack of albums.

   Maxx
    glances at Kimber again, still standing in the corner like a petulant
    brat. But that’s okay. She’s only fourteen and she misses
    her brother; I get it. If I didn’t know all the things I do
    about his disappearance, I’d think he was dead, too.

   “Are
    you sure you don’t want to join us?” X asks her, his
    voice calm and even, and oh so patient. It takes a second, but when
    she finally turns back to us, her face is neutral. It’s a huge
    step up from the vitriolic rage she’s been displaying lately.

   Eventually,
    she makes her way around the table and sits in one of the chairs
    vacated by the twins.

   Beneath the
    safety of the tabletop, Maxx takes one of my hands and squeezes it in
    his. With the other, he starts to flip through the photo album,
    telling stories that make the twins chuckle and snort.

   When Tess
    walks by and sees us all gathered together in there, her eyes fill
    with tears and she very quickly dashes away.

   Can’t
    say I blame her.

   If I were
    reading this scene in a book, I’d truly and honestly believe
    that Parrish Vanguard was about to die.

   

   

  

  














 

  With
    the administration still on high alert, Friday is a fairly easy
    school day. I catch sight of Lumen and Danyella once, but they very
    quickly take off when they see me and Chasm together.

   I have yet
    to figure out what’s going on with them, but I’d like to.
    Chasm, on the other hand, flips off their retreating backs and scowls
    heavily.

   “Cowards,”
    he murmurs, glancing past me toward Mr. Volli. He registers my
    presence in class like I’m any other student, but every day
    that I’m forced to sit there and listen to him lecture, I
    seethe. He’s the one cutting Parrish, making him bleed. Justin
    might be the ringleader, but Mr. Volli is a faithful lackey; they’re
    equally responsible for all of this shit. “You sure your bitch
    ass isn’t coming to the party tonight?”

   Mr. Volli
    smiles prettily, the skin at the edges of his eyes crinkling in a
    jovial manner.

   God, I
    hate these people, I
    think, frowning hard at his expression.

   “Unfortunately,
    no. I have other matters to attend to.”

   “More
    teenagers to kidnap and slice up?” Chasm queries, and Mr. Volli
    shrugs which is like, creepy as fuck,

   “Maybe,”
    he replies cheerily, popping his head into the hall to yell at a
    senior boy. “No running in the halls, Mr. Hernandez.” Mr.
    Volli turns back to us, still smiling. I have a feeling that he’s
    just like Justin—happy one minute, but so close to snapping
    that a single word might end with a knife in your neck. “Try to
    enjoy yourselves tonight; this launch is a big deal for Mr. Prior.”

   “One
    of these days, karma is gonna catch up to you,” Chasm says, his
    voice low and menacing. I wonder if, when he says the word karma, he doesn’t actually mean himself.

   “If
    so, I welcome her arrival on swift wings,” Mr. Volli says,
    gathering up his things and putting them into a canvas satchel that
    he wears with pride, snatching Mr. Fosser’s walking stick on
    his way out. He turns the lights off, closes the classroom door, and
    locks it with a set of keys. “I will see the two of you on
    Monday—if not sooner.”

   With the
    walking stick clanking loudly on the floor beside him, Mr. Volli
    takes off for the parking garage as Chasm and I exchange a look.

   “If
    not sooner?” he asks, and I shiver.

   “No
    clue what that means, but it can’t possibly be anything good.”

   Maxx meets
    us shortly after, swinging a visitor’s badge around his neck.

   “Ms.
    Miyamoto doesn’t understand why I keep needing these,” he
    says, lifting it up by the lanyard as Chasm smirks at him.

   “Maybe
    she’s wondering if you’re just here to scam on high
    school girls?” he remarks, and Maxx gives him a very dark look
    in response. Not surprising considering my age was a bit of a trigger
    for him.

   “Chasm,”
    I warn, and he sighs, sweeping his hands over his hair.

   “Right.
    Not a good joke. We can’t exactly tell her that Dakota’s
    being hunted by her fellow Whitehall students. What excuse did you
    give?”

   “I
    told her that Kota was struggling with Parrish’s disappearance
    and that seemed to soothe her,” X admits, studying my face.
    Excuse it might be, but it isn’t entirely untrue. Each day that
    passes seems a little longer, a little sadder. Parrish drifts a
    little further away. Emotional distance grows. New memories are made.

   It’s
    just a fraction of the grief that comes with any other loss. The
    difference here is that we do have a chance to save him.

   “Shall
    we walk you to your car?” Maxx offers and Chasm nods. We escort
    him into the parking garage, fully aware that we’re being
    watched by one of the campus security officers. Usually, there are
    only two on campus at any given time. I don’t see them much
    since the campus is huge, and they wander around, patrolling the
    woods, the hedge maze, the gardens, the parking garage, and the halls
    themselves.

   Today, all
    six of the regular employees are here, and stationed in very specific
    places.

   But, as
    Chasm mentioned, it only takes one brat complaining to their parents
    about being watched and Whitehall will buckle under the pressure.
    This academy exists to appease rich and powerful parents. It’s
    a mission that’s exceeded even by their need to educate.

   Chas gets
    in his car and then waits on the edge of the gravel drive outside so
    that Maxx and I have time to get back downstairs and hop in his Jeep.
    Non-student and non-staff vehicles aren’t allowed past the
    parking garage’s gate.

   “You
    have no idea how surprised I was when I saw you smashing cars with
    that walking stick,” Maxx murmurs, doing his best to stifle a
    smile. He fails and glances over at me as he starts the car. Chasm
    waits for us to pass by and then pulls out behind us.

   “I
    let my anger get the better of me,” I admit, thinking back on
    that day. In reality, it was only last week, but, as with Parrish’s
    kidnapping, it feels like years. “Which is what they wanted, I
    think. Justin and Volli.”

   “I
    agree,” Maxx says, pressing his mouth into a slight frown. “So
  … I think there’s something you should know before we
    get back to the house.”

   I turn
    toward him, heart thundering. He had to know that particular phrase
    was going to set me off.

   “X,
    I’m freaking out. Spill it quickly, please.” I yank my
    phone from my pocket, but the only message I have is one from Justin
    that reads I’ve
      sent all your things for the party. I hope you enjoy them. Can’t
      wait to see you, princess.

   Princess,
    princess, princess.

   I’m
    getting so sick of that damn name.

   “The
    Milk Carton app got a hit on Parrish.”

   I go
    completely still, staring at him with widening eyes.

   “It what?”

   Maxx hooks
    a turn toward Medina, and then glances over at me. Chasm, the
    ass-fuck that he is, speeds up, passes us, and then honks his horn as
    he blasts by in the left lane, yanking his wheel over so that he’s
    in front of us. X sighs and rolls his eyes, so I’m guessing the
    news isn’t bad.

   “What
    does that even mean?” I ask, trying to maintain my calm. “Why
    would Justin even let that happen?”

   “I
    don’t know. All I know is that it found a few images of him on
    traffic cams throughout Medina, passed out with his head lolled
    against the inside passenger window of a car. And all from the night
    he went missing. The feds are all over right now; this is big news.”

   I frown at
    that. Whatever images Milk Carton is capturing were purposefully
    engineered by my bio dad. But why? What’s the point in that?

   “How’s
    Tess?” I ask, wondering if this is going to put her in a good
    mood or a really, really bad one. I already know how she feels about
    the party. She and Paul were arguing about it when Maxx, Kimber, and
    I slipped into the garage to head to school this morning. Speaking of
    Kimber, I can’t decide what she’s up to right now, if she
    still wants to beat my ass, or if she’s softening toward me.

   I’m
    under no delusions that a single night of looking through photo
    albums will magically cure all our problems, but it’s a step in
    the right direction.

   “She
    seems excited honestly,” Maxx admits with a loose shrug. “She’s
    alternating between freaking out about the party and begrudgingly
    praising Justin’s app.” He glances over at me, and I
    can’t help but compare the gorgeous green of his eyes to the
    rustling leaves of summer-bloomed trees outside the Jeep’s
    windows. “You get that this is a huge deal, right? Justin Prior
    was arrested on embezzlement charges, had his company and assets
    seized, and was declared legally unfit to stand trial. He’s
    supposed to be in a mental facility, broke and withering away. That’s
    what everybody in Medina thinks.”

   “And
    now he’s back, richer and more influential than ever.” I
    think on that for a minute. There are certain people—like Tess,
    like Paul—who are used to being inside the inner circle of this
    town, members of a very select and elite club. And now? Here is this
    outcast sauntering back in and starting a new circle, one whose
    members are decided solely based on his own wants and desires. That
    is bound to piss off the wealthy and powerful even further. “Tess
    seemed surprised that Seamus was in on this whole thing.”

   Maxx makes
    a bit of a face, but I can tell that he doesn’t understand the
    politics here any better than I do.

   “She
    thought she and Seamus were friends. I think him allowing Justin to
    not only stay in one of his vacation rentals but also to host his
    launch party at his house is sort of a blow to her. She doesn’t
    understand it.”

   “And
    your parents?” I query back, but he just shakes his head again.

   “I
    don’t know. Maybe they invested in the app? They’ve been
    friends with the Vanguards since like forever ago. I don’t even
    remember meeting Parrish; I’ve just always known him. You know
    that my dad worked at Paul’s office as an accountant until
    recently, right?”

   I blink at
    him in surprise.

   “Actually,
    I didn’t. To be fair, we might have chemistry, but we don’t
    know each other all that well.”

   Maxx’s
    lips curl up in a very real, very sexy sort of smile.

   “Chemistry,
    huh?” he asks, and I frown on the pretense of keeping the
    situation serious. In all reality, I’m fighting back a blush.
  “I look forward to getting to know you better, Kota. Whatever
    it takes. However long it takes.”

   My heart
    skips a beat, but I don’t play into his flirtations. I’m
    too nervous. Tonight, whatever happens, it’s going to be
    intense. Even if it’s just a party full of lying, scheming rich
    people that’s being hosted by a charming but very talented
    murderer/software developer.

   “Introduce
    me to your parents tonight, okay?” I ask, and Maxx gives a nod
    and another smile.

   “Happily.”
    He pauses for a minute, narrowing his eyes slightly before glancing
    over at me. “How would you like to be introduced? As a friend?
    As my crush?”

   I don’t
    have an answer for that. Not one that’ll make everyone happy.
    Him, me, Chasm, or Parrish. Because I intend on telling Parrish
    everything as soon as I get the chance. He deserves the full truth.

   “How
    about as Kota?” I ask, and Maxx smiles softly, giving another
    nod.

   When we
    approach the horde of reporters—it’s grown in size since
    this morning, so I’m guessing the extra fed activity is
    stirring them into a frenzy—I yank my blazer over my head and
    duck down.

   Maxx blasts
    right through them, punches the gate code in, and up the driveway we
    go.

   I don’t
    let out a sigh of relief until the garage door is closed safely
    behind us.

   Once inside
    the house, I see what Maxx means. There are all sorts of people in
    here—including the two FBI agents. The dark-haired one is
    staring at me again which sort of freaks me the fuck out. I’ve
    been questioned before—on more than one occasion. The day after
    Parrish went missing and then again a few days later. I’m very
    clearly not a suspect but maybe I should be?

   “You’re
    Dakota, right?” the woman asks, coming over to stand in front
    of me. She’s stunning, with long raven hair and a power suit
    that rivals only those that Tess wears on the regular.

   “That’d
    be me,” I agree, glad that she’s calling me Dakota and
    not Mia. The last two times I was questioned, I was exclusively
    referred to by my birthname.

   “I
    hear you’re attending a party tonight,” she says in that
    patronizing way that adults sometimes use with teenagers. I even
    heard Tess say something to the tune of ‘oh, they’re
    still just babies’ the other day. I get that we don’t
    have a lot of life experience and that our brains still have some
    growing to do, but Jesus Christ. Fastest way to piss a teenager off:
    call them a baby or talk down to them. Control them.

   See how far
    that gets you.

   “Yep,”
    I say, as Maxx tucks his hands into his pockets and waits patiently
    behind me.

   “My
    name is Itsumi Takahashi, and I’ve been working on your
    brother’s case for the last few weeks.”

   My brother.
    Sigh.

   “That’s
    great,” I tell her honestly. But
      you have yet to solve it. Meaning Justin is better and cleverer than
      the FBI. How fun. I’d say my life was like a teen novel, where all the
    adults are idiots and somehow the teenagers run circles around them.
    But really, everyone is an idiot compared to Justin Prior. He’s
    the one running circles. Maxx, Chasm, and I are being led by the nose
    around the arena, a team of horses meant to be broken. “I
    really hope you find him soon.”

   Itsumi
    smiles at me, but it’s a sharp smile, one that terrifies me a
    little.

   “Do
    you think maybe you and I could have a talk sometime next weekend?
    After your finals are over, of course,” she says, and my blood
    goes cold. But what can I say but sure
      thing?
  “Just to go over that night one more time.”

   My cheeks
    heat, and I get the strangest feeling that she knows. Not about
    Justin obviously, but like … the sex between me and Parrish.

   “Okay,”
    I say, and she nods, her gaze slipping past me to Maxx. She offers
    him another smile but very quickly returns her attention to me.

   “Great.
    I’ll be around. You’re welcome to just grab me whenever
    you have a moment.”

   “I
    can do that,” I agree, making sure that the heart pin is facing
    directly toward her. I want Justin to know that the FBI wants to talk
    to me. See what he has to say about that. “I’m gonna go
    get ready now. We only have a few hours, so …”

   I trail off
    and slip past her, Maxx following along behind me.

   “What
    the fuck was that about?” he wonders as I open my bedroom door
    and pause at the sight of box mountain on my bed. I mean, there’s
    a lot of shit there. All of it looks fancy, too. If the boxes look
    like they cost a lot, what could be inside of them?

   “No
    clue. But I don’t like it.” I drop my bag to the floor
    and step forward, lifting the lid on one of the boxes. A pair of
    Louboutin pumps in a bubblegum pink. I lift one up, turning it over
    to look at the signature red bottom sole.

   On another
    day, in another place, with another admirer, I might actually enjoy
    coming home to find my bed piled with designer clothing. In this
    case, it just come across as creepy.

   “They’ll
    look nice on you,” X offers, but I can tell that he, too, is
    disturbed.

   Like, cool,
    you got me some red-bottoms. Could you also release my boyfriend from
    captivity and stop slicing up his pretty chest like a holiday roast?
    And if you’d stop threatening to kill him if I don’t
    sleep with other guys, that’d be appreciated, too.

   I set the
    shoes aside, opening another box to find a white faux fur wrap with a
    diamond clasp—a real diamond
    clasp. I brush my fingers over it, frowning hard. I’m being
    dressed up like a doll.

   Or a
    princess.

   His payback
    princess.

   I shudder
    all over.

   The first
    week, he had me do petty things. The next week was all about
    destroying me emotionally. Next … I can barely allow myself to
    think about that.

   Since I
    know Justin’s listening in on me and Maxx, I’m very
    careful about what I say and do. If I ditch the tech or the heart pin
    right now, he’ll be suspicious as fuck.

   The next
    box is much smaller, and very, very pink. When I crack it open, I
    find a pink diamond tiara resting inside and frown heavily.

   Oh.

   Lovely.

   I glance
    back at Maxx, and he returns my stare with a raised brow.

   A tiara.
    I’m wearing a tiara to a corporate launch party. Fuck my life.

   There are
    matching earrings in another box and elbow-length, pale pink gloves
    in the last.

   I turn my
    head toward the closet. Justin said he was sending a dress, so …
    I move over to the closet and open the door. I’m assuming
    Delphine put all of these things in here, but I’m not sure.
    Anyway, whoever did stripped off the garment bag and folded it neatly
    on the pedestal in the center of the closet, the one that’s
    piled with my cheap costume jewelry from back home.

   The dress
    itself is hanging up and, well, it’s gorgeous; I won’t
    lie about that.

   My heart
    stutters a little when I see it, but it’s hard to get excited
    about something that I have no choice in wearing. I move toward it
    with Maxx trailing just behind me and reach out to touch the fine
    pale pink tulle of the skirt.

   A strapless
    corset bodice with prominent boning and gauzy panels that match my
    skin tone rounds out the top, waterfalling into a cascade of
    asymmetrical tulle that froths like rapids in a churning stream as
    the skirt falls to about mid-calf.

   There’s
    a note pinned to the skirt that I unhook and unfold as Maxx reads
    over my shoulder with me.

   Do you
    love it? A custom-made Alexander McQueen gown, just for you. I can
    already imagine how beautiful you’ll look tonight, princess.

   Cold sweats
    break out across my skin as I hand the note back to Maxx so he can
    reread it a few times. If there are any clues in that, I’m
    missing them.

   “Jesus
    Christ,” he murmurs as he looks back up at the gown. “This
    is at least a fifteen-thousand-dollar dress. Maybe more.” I
    glance back at him in surprise, and he grins. “My sister might
    race dirt bikes professionally, but she gets dolled all the way up
    for events. She calls herself a Track Princess.” He crumples
    the note in his hand and slips it into his pocket. “I know more
    than I ever wanted to about designer dresses.”

   “Dakota!”
    a voice calls out, and I jump at the sound of Tess’ rapid
    footsteps clicking across the floor. Maxx and I emerge from the
    closet just in time to see her step in through the open door in a
    pair of her own Louboutin pumps. Hers, however, are classic black. “I
    see you’ve found the gifts that your … Justin sent.”
    She grits her teeth when she says his name, eyes flicking to the pile
    on the bed. “He’s also, apparently, sent over a nail
    tech, a makeup artist, and a hair stylist?” She phrases that
    like a question and then adds, “at your request?”

   You son
    of a bitch.

   “Um,
    yeah. I just wanted to look nice for the party.”

   I can smell
    an unspoken request from about a million miles away. If Justin didn’t
    appreciate me questioning his need to order my food at a restaurant,
    I can only imagine how he’d react if I rejected any of his
  ‘gifts’.

   “I’ll
    send them up then,” Tess continues, her face a mask of
    begrudging acceptance. “Did you hear the news about Parrish?”
    she asks, abruptly switching the subject to something much more
    favorable.

   “I
    did,” I reply, making myself smile through the nausea.

   “I
    told her in the car; she cried,” Maxx offers, and I throw him a
    look that he returns with one of his own. Right. That works. I’m
    having trouble feigning excitement seeing as I know Justin is
    manipulating us all behind the scenes.

   He seems to love
    *NSYNC.
    We actually watched the music video for Bye
      Bye Bye in
    the limo before he started singing You
      Gotta Be, so
    I’ve got that image of the band hanging from puppet strings in
    my mind.

   That’s
    what we are right now: his puppets.

   “We’re
    getting close,” Tess says, straightening out her jacket and
    lifting her chin. “I found one of my children before; I can do
    it again.”

   “I
    know you can,” I reply, as nicely as I’m able.

   She studies
    me for another moment, her dark eyes rife with concern. She doesn’t
    like the idea of us going to this party anymore than we do—only,
    she can’t know that.

   “I’ve
    got a date set for the custody hearing; you’ll get to tell the
    judge whatever you want. We scheduled it for after final exams are
    over. I just wanted you to be aware of that; I will fight with
    everything I have to keep you away from that man.”

   I have a
    feeling that whatever I say now will be used against me by Justin, so
    I keep my mouth shut and offer up a simple nod. That same, sad
    disappointment floods Tess’ face as she reluctantly starts to
    retreat from the room, her hand lingering on the doorjamb.

   “I’ll
  … grab your beauty team,” she tells me, and I can’t
    help but cringe at the implied judgement in her words.

   As soon as
    she leaves, I spin toward Maxx, putting my hands on his chest to
    ground myself. It feels good to touch him like this.

   “I
    look like a total dick to everyone I know,” I murmur as Maxx
    covers my hands and presses them against his chest.

   “Not
    to me, not to Chasm, and certainly not to Parrish,” he
    promises. “And don’t worry too hard about it: the truth
    always comes out in the end.”

   I look up
    at his handsome face and count my blessings.

   Without
    Maxx and Chasm, things would be so much harder.

   Good
    thing I know how to choose my pawns, eh, Justin?

   

	   














 

I
  don’t recognize myself when I look in the mirror.

 My green
  and black hair is twisted in an elaborate chignon at the base of my
  neck, the pink diamond tiara glittering on the crown of my head. The
  earrings catch the light, keeping the eye drawn up toward my face.
  There’s no necklace with the outfit which seems to be
  intentional; the bare expense of my pale chest above the bodice of my
  dress provides a nice contrast with the pink of the gown and the
  slightly brighter shoes.

 The gloves
  and the wrap lend an elegance to the outfit, helping to offset some
  of the youthfulness of the cut and color. My makeup is subtle enough
  that I might not be wearing any—wink, wink. That is, I’m
  wearing a shit ton of makeup to look like a walking-talking Snapchat
  filter.

 I purse my
  lips tight, blinking the long, curved lengths of my eyelash
  extensions.

 Yes,
  eyelash extensions. Justin’s makeup artist did them for me
  before she did my face up.

 My nails
  look very much like Raúl’s—a French manicure with
  blunt tips. I reach one hand up and rest my fingers against my cheek,
  studying my dark eyes in the mirror. I’m the perfect blend of
  Tess and Justin, a twisted fragment of their DNA.

 DNA.

 Fuck DNA.

 It’s
  DNA’s fault that I’m even in this situation, that Parrish
  is in this situation.

 “Ready?”
  Maxx asks as I spin around in a swirl of skirts. He hasn’t seen
  me since the crew of beauty experts descended on the scene. His green
  eyes go wide, his face flushing, lips parting slightly as he takes me
  in. “Holy shit.”

 “Holy
  shit is right,” I choke out as I stare at him, dressed in a
  white dinner jacket with a black bowtie and black slacks. He looks
  like James Bond in Goldfinger, the suit tailored perfectly to his muscular form. His hair is gently
  tousled, his black dress shoes shiny, and the smile that stretches
  across his face … well, the whole scene gives me heart
  palpitations.

 “You
  look—” we both start.

 “Handsome,”
  I blurt.

 “Perfect,”
  he breathes.

 “Late,”
  a voice says from behind Maxx, drawing my attention over to Raúl.
  He’s checking his phone and adjusting pink giraffe print
  glasses. Before I let myself forget, I snatch the skeleton key off
  the bathroom counter and slip it into Maxx’s pocket—just
  in case. If anything were going to happen with Parrish, it would be
  tonight. “We need to get moving. We were supposed to leave
  seven minutes ago.”

 I frown at
  him, but Maxx doesn’t allow me to sink into a mood, reaching
  out to take my hand and pulling me toward him. He presses a kiss to
  my knuckles that has me flushing all over.

 “Do
  not mess her makeup up,” Raúl warns when it looks like X
  might actually try to kiss me. X’s face flashes with
  undisguised annoyance, but he says nothing, taking my arm in his and
  leading me out of my room and down the stairs.

 If this
  were, like, prom or something, I’d be all aflutter.

 As things
  stand, the best I can do is appreciate how pretty Maxx is. That’s
  what grounds me.

 Tess is
  waiting at the bottom of the stairs with Paul, and both of their eyes
  go wide when they see us.

 “We’re
  late apparently,” I tell her as we pause in the foyer and Raúl
  flashes me another annoyed look. He has a far less pleasant
  disposition than Justin’s other minion—Mr. Volli, that
  is. He’s probably just as evil; I don’t doubt that for a
  second, even if I do enjoy his glasses changes.

 “I
  see,” Tess remarks, exchanging a look with Paul. “Well, I
  hope the two of you have a wonderful time tonight.” Her
  nostrils flare with all the unspoken things she wants to say but
  manages to keep to herself.

 “I’m
  sure we will,” X assures her when I find myself tongue-tied all
  over again. He very quickly escorts me away from the uncomfortable
  situation and into the back of the limo. I half-expected Justin to be
  waiting inside for us, but he isn’t there.

 “Your
  father will see you at the party,” Raúl assures me,
  slamming the limo door before climbing in beside the driver. Maxx and
  I exchange another look, but it very clearly isn’t a safe place
  to talk, so we keep our comments to ourselves.

 Mostly, we
  check each other out unashamedly.

 I’m
  not sure if I’ve ever seen such a handsome man in all my life.
  I mean, he was beautiful before, but he looks so elegant tonight—and
  so much older.

 “We
  both look twenty-five,” I murmur, and he chuckles.

 “Pretty
  much. But in a good way.”

 Maxx sits
  back against the seat, crossing one leg over the other and resting
  his ankle against his knee as he folds his hands together over his
  belly.

 I just
  stare at him.

 “You’re
  sitting like that on purpose,” I tell him, and he grins.

 “I
  might be. Do you like it?”

 I refuse to
  answer that with words, but I’m sure my smile says it all for
  me. I glance out the window as we pull out of the driveway and make a
  left turn. Chasm’s house is all of three seconds away from the
  Vanguard’s—Medina is five square miles of land mass with
  a population of just over three thousand. In essence, it’s the
  ultra-wealthy bubble that floats beside Seattle.

 We could’ve
  walked there, if you set aside the mass of reporters and the fancy
  clothes.

 My heart is
  in my throat as the limo joins a queue of others, waiting for a
  chance to glide through the open gate outside the sprawling McKenna
  manor. Our driver pauses beside the front steps and Raúl opens
  the door for us.

 Maxx takes
  my hand as we climb out and ascend the front steps. There’s a
  doorman checking names off a list, but he waves us straight through
  without so much as a glance.

 Fortunately,
  Chasm is waiting just inside the doors for us.

 My heart
  stops when I see him.

 He’s
  in a tux, just like Maxx, but his is black-on-black-on-black. Even
  the tie—which is a bit crooked—is black. The very first
  thing that I do is pause in front of him to fix it. His hands come up
  quick, snatching my wrists in a firm grip as his golden eyes blaze.

 “I’ve
  never seen a prettier girl in all my life,” he growls out at
  me, and I shiver in response. His attention flicks back to Maxx
  before returning to my face. “No joke, naekkeo,”
  he says, and then he kisses me with so much passion and want that my
  knees almost buckle. I miss the brush of his lip piercings, but he’s
  in ‘Seamus-approved’ Kwang-seon mode tonight. He pulls
  away with just the slightest kiss of my lip gloss on his pretty
  mouth.

 People are
  staring at us as a live orchestra performs in one corner, and several
  massive screens flash with images and quotes about Milk Carton. Chasm
  pulls back, turning to follow my stare.

 Much of the
  furniture has been cleared out, lending the massive, open space the
  look of a ballroom. People lounge on chaises carefully arranged in
  corners or against walls while waiters glide through the crowd with
  trays of food and glasses of champagne.

 Chasm
  snatches a pair off the next tray, offering the glasses up to me and
  Maxx.

 “Trust
  me: you’re going to need this,” he warns us, moving to
  stand beside me as Justin spots us through the crowd. He lifts his
  own glass in greeting, a casual smile on his lips. To anyone else,
  I’m sure the gesture seems friendly and inviting. To me, it
  might as well be an ironclad command that drags my feet across the
  floor.

 My body
  feels like it’s made of lead as I move toward him, the two boys
  posted on either side of me like sentries.

 “Justin,”
  I say politely as I approach him, and his smile widens, blue eyes
  crinkling at the edges.

 “Call
  me … daddy,” he offers up, and it takes every ounce of
  strength that I possess to keep my face from falling. I can’t
  even bear to call Tess, mom. And now this fucker right here wants me
  to call him … gag … daddy?

 “Would
  dad work?” I offer up with a grin, and I swear to god, his eye
  twitches.

 “Daddy
  would be preferable,” he purrs, sipping his drink and then
  pausing as a redheaded man comes up to stand beside him. Ah, right.
  This is Seamus McKenna, Chasm’s asshole of a dad. He stares at
  me with amber eyes that are just a shade lighter than his son’s,
  and then he smiles.

 “You
  look ravishing tonight, Dakota,” Seamus says, the faintest hint
  of an Irish accent in his words. “You must be so proud,
  Justin.”

 My bio dad
  beams at me, sipping his drink as he studies me over the rim of his
  glass, and I fight the urge to kick off these painful heels and start
  running, skirts in hand. I would run barefoot all night to escape
  this man, if only Parrish was with me and Maxx and Chasm.

 We could
  run together and never look back.

 Instead, I
  practice another of my signature forced smiles on the pair of them.

 “Thank
  you,” I tell Seamus, proud of myself for keeping my voice so
  strong. How much does Seamus know about Justin’s exploits? Just
  the Milk Carton stuff? Or all of it? I can’t tell. “And
  congratulations, by the way, on the merger between Milk Carton and
  Fort Humboldt Security.”

 Justin
  laughs, his voice a merry accompaniment to the quiet, refined revelry
  taking place around us.

 “It
  seems that news has already gotten around,” he tells me with a
  sharp grin. But he, of course, knew that since he had to have at
  least heard audio from the confrontation between us and Veronica
  outside the hedge maze. I had both of my phones in my blazer at the
  time. “Secrets are usually very well-kept in this town. I’m
  surprised.”

 He doesn’t
  sound surprised, just bemused.

 Seamus’
  eyes flick to his son and then back to me again. I’m not
  looking at Chasm, but I can feel him tense up beside me. I don’t
  blame him, considering all the stories I’ve heard, the bruises
  on Chasm’s arms, and the way Maxx reacted when he told me I
  needed to pretend to be his girlfriend so that Seamus didn’t
  get the wrong idea about me and Chas.

 Justin
  finishes his champagne and sets it on a waiter’s passing tray,
  trading it out for a fresh flute. He reaches out with his glass, as
  if he’s asking me for a toast.

 I click my
  own glass against his, even though I’d rather not. I’d
  rather not participate in anything with Justin Prior, but that’s
  not an option right now.

 “No
  matter seeing as we’re making the official announcement
  tonight,” Justin muses, studying me yet again. His lips curve
  up in another smile. “Did you hear the news about your brother?
  Milk Carton has already come through for poor, sweet Tess.”

 “I’m
  sure you’re relieved,” Seamus remarks, lifting his own
  champagne flute to his lips. “All three of you. Soon enough,
  we’ll be rescuing that boy; I can feel it in my bones.”

 Justin
  maintains that pleasant expression of his, even as I stand there and
  seethe.

 What a
  piece of work this man is. He kidnaps Parrish and then, what,
  orchestrates it so that his app finds him? Is that what all of this
  is? A publicity stunt?

 “If
  you’ll excuse me,” Seamus remarks, apparently spying
  someone in the crowd that he’d like to speak with. He peels
  away from our little group, and I take a small step forward, careful
  to keep my voice low enough that nobody but Maxx or Chasm can hear.

 “If
  you were going to use your app to ‘find’ Parrish, then
  why ask me to do it at all?” I whisper, but Justin’s
  expression never falters. Instead, he reaches out and cups the side
  of my face in a way that might be viewed as fatherly by anyone
  watching. But his grip is too tight, and his nails are digging into
  my skin in such a way that I actually have to fight back a grimace.

 “The
  app is not going to find Parrish; you are. That is, if you want him
  back. If you don’t, I’ll just slit his throat and dump
  his body in Lake Washington. His only worth to me is his worth to you
  and Tess. That’s it. I neither like nor dislike the boy. He
  simply is.”
  Justin drops his hand by his side as I do my best to ignore the
  throbbing in the side of my face. “Go mingle with all of my
  pretty friends. Make yourself seen. I want everyone to know what a
  beautiful daughter I have. Don’t stay away too long though. I
  have someone I’d like you to meet.”

 Justin pats
  me on the cheek once more before taking off.

 Maxx steps
  up beside me, tilting my face to his and gritting his teeth in
  frustration.

 “He’s
  left red marks all over your cheek,” he grinds out, stroking a
  finger over the indentations as Chas scowls, his eyes scanning the
  crowd.

 “Do
  you see these people? Fawning over a man they ran out of town?
  Whether he was guilty or not, it makes them all fucking despicable to
  me. Either he wasn’t guilty, and here they are schmoozing a guy
  they framed or else he was guilty and, well, here they are schmoozing
  a man they know is a total douche. It’s sick.”

 “Whitehall Prep is the perfect name for our academy,” I mutter, downing the
  champagne. “Prepping all those brats to join their parents’
  schemes.”

 I catch
  sight of a beautiful, honey-haired girl across the room, and my
  breath catches.

 Lumen.

 I did not
  expect to see Lumen Hearst at my father’s launch party.

 “Oh
  hell no,” Chasm says as soon as he notices where I’m
  looking. Maxx turns his head to follow our gazes and cocks a brow.
  “Don’t even get started with that bitch today.”

 “This
  is the perfect place to try to talk to her,” I reason,
  gesturing around with the hand that isn’t holding the
  champagne. God,
    if Tess knew I was drinking here, she would lose her shit. Clearly,
  Justin doesn’t care either way. “We’re not at
  Whitehall, and she can’t exactly beat me up in the middle of a
  crowd, now can she?”

 “Maxx,
  can you talk some sense into our girl?” Chasm asks, frowning
  down at me in annoyance. “She keeps trying to make friends with
  her enemies. Lumen had her posse kick your ass; she isn’t
  redeemable.”

 “And
  you had your posse kick her ass,”
  I clarify. “Let’s just see if we can’t get her
  alone. Something is going on with her. Think about it: she went
  missing for a whole night and woke up in a field. Does that not sound
  familiar? Like how I woke up in the middle of the woods? Justin could
  be blackmailing her, too.”

 “Blackmailing
  her with what? Parrish?” Chasm lets out a barking laugh. “Not
  a chance in hell.”

 “Everyone
  says she’s been chasing after him for years,” I add,
  trying to fight back a ridiculous spurt of jealousy. Thanks
    mammal brain, but I don’t need you just now. Let’s save
    Parrish’s life before we start getting upset about rival love
    interests. Also, didn’t you sleep with both of Parrish’s
    besties while he was in captivity? Yeah, not helping. “Maybe he—”

 “Lumen
  doesn’t care about Parrish—certainly not enough to do
  even half the things you have trying to save him.” Chasm folds
  his arms over his chest. “You’ll never convince me
  otherwise.”

 “Danyella
  told me they’ve been playing a ‘will they, won’t
  they game’ for years,” I continue, and Maxx laughs.

 “Danyella,
  who’s been giving you the cold shoulder for weeks? That, and
  following Lumen around like a lost puppy? Lumen did her wrong, too,
  you know. Yet, there she is. Maybe you’re both too nice.”
  Maxx glances toward Lumen as she laughs and flirts with a half-dozen
  other Whitehall Prep students who are here at the party with their
  parents. “As soon as they hit Whitehall as freshmen, Lumen
  kicked her old bestie to the curb for newer and better friends.”
  Maxx shrugs and shakes his head. “I don’t trust either of
  them, to be honest.”

 But maybe I
  am too nice? Because I really, really want to talk to Lumen. This is
  my chance, and it might be the only good one I get for a long while.

 “I
  mean, I did burn the theater down and ruin the production,” I
  start, and Chas sighs.

 “You’re
  very clearly going to do it anyway,” Chasm says, gesturing
  loosely with one hand. “So let’s get this over with.”

 “Thank
  you,” I tell them both earnestly, and I swear, they both soften
  right away. I stifle a smile as I weave through the crowd. Before I
  even get to her, Lumen turns around, dressed in a form-fitting gold
  gown that sparkles when she moves.

 Her
  earth-colored eyes bore right into me, and her face takes on a cold,
  dangerous cast.

 She moves
  away from me so quickly that she disappears into the crowd, and I
  curse under my breath.

 “Clearly,
  she doesn’t want anything to do with me,” I mutter,
  temporarily defeated but refusing to give up. If Lumen is here, then
  her parents are clearly trying to impress Justin. She can’t run
  from me forever. Even though the school year is almost over, she has
  another year at Whitehall with me, Chas, and … Parrish …
  before they graduate.

 “Want
  to meet my parents instead?” Maxx offers up hopefully, giving
  Lumen’s retreating back a dark look before he drops his
  attention to me.

 “Introducing
  her to the parents already? You move quick,” Chasm jokes, but
  there’s no heat to his quip. He hates being here in this crowd
  as much as I do. His eyes dart around, searching the faces in the
  room before he returns them back to me. “They’re much
  nicer than my dad, so don’t worry too much about that.”

 X gives a
  snort and snatches my empty champagne glass from my hand, dumping it
  on a nearby table before he hooks his arm with mine, guiding me over
  to two men in suits standing beside a table laden with refreshments.

 “Hey,”
  he says, and both men turn to look at us. One of them smiles brightly
  while the other has a small crease between his brows. They exchange a
  quick couple look before turning back to us. “I wanted to
  introduce you guys to my friend, Kota.”

 “Maxine’s
  little sister?” the blond man says, slightly shorter and
  smaller of frame than the other.

 My heart
  breaks all over again, but I do what I’ve been doing for weeks,
  cobbling it together and leaving it messy and slightly off-kilter.

 “That’s
  me,” I say with as pleasant a tone as I can manage.

 “Dakota,
  these are my dads,” Maxx explains, gesturing at the blond one
  first. “Laurent and Hamilton Wright.”

 “So
  lovely to meet you,” Laurent, the blond one says. The other
  one—the one with the dark hair that very much looks like
  Maxx—forces a smile. I consider all the things that X told me,
  about how his parents encouraged him to seek Maxine out, how
  interested they were in her, how they talked shit about me before
  ever meeting me. Part of me wants to be upset, but there are just too
  many unknowns in this situation. Besides, my dad is a goddamn serial
  killer, so I can’t really fault Maxx’s parents for
  spreading gossip, now can I? “I hope our son has been a polite
  houseguest?”

 “We
  also hear he’s adopted a rabbit,” the other one,
  Hamilton, says, frowning prettily. They’re both very handsome
  men actually. To be fair, most everyone in this room is good looking.
  Money can do that, you know. Plastic surgery (probably through Dr.
  Paul Vanguard), personal trainers, private chefs, nutritionists,
  access to the best doctors, fancy clothes, makeup artists, hair
  stylists, lash extensions, microblading … do I even need to
  keep going?

 I take all
  of that pretty in with a very large, very salty grain of reality.

 “Not
  sure how I feel about that,” Hamilton continues as his husband
  sighs dramatically, draining a glass of wine. “But I suppose it
  can live with us when you move back into the dorms next year.”
  My heart sinks a little at that thought, of X leaving and going back
  to Eugene. I know we’ll only be five hours apart, but with
  Maxine, I already know that at times it can feel like an impossible
  chasm.

 That,
  however, is future Dakota’s problem.

 “We
  were sorry to hear about Maxx and your sister,” Laurent adds,
  giving his husband a look that clearly says let
    the damn bunny thing go, please. He looks back at me with caramel-colored eyes and smiles again. “She
  seems like such a nice girl; I can only hope we raised our son well
  enough that he didn’t do anything to upset her.”

 “Thank
  you for the vote of confidence,” Maxx interjects as I spot
  Lumen in the crowd again. She looks a bit flustered, one of her fists
  clenched tight at her side. “I told you: it was a mutual
  breakup. Can you let it go, please?”

 I smile
  slightly at the sound of Maxx talking like a normal teenager.

 “And
  Kwang-seon, how are you?” Laurent asks as the dark-haired man
  watches the crowd in a similar fashion to the way Chasm is doing now,
  like he’s surrounded by predators and is on the defensive.

 “Uh,
  what?” Chas asks, looking back at Maxx’s parents and
  blinking rapidly. “Oh, I’m doing well, thank you for
  asking.” He affects the same polite tone that he uses on Tess
  when she’s in a bad mood. “I hear Laurent’s managed
  to land a new job?” he inquires politely as my eyes seek out
  Lumen once again.

 She’s
  alone right now. I consider how to make my escape.

 “Hamilton
  will continue working as Tiffany’s manager for the time being;
  I’ve just landed myself an incredible new position in Justin’s
  company.” I look back to see Laurent smiling excitedly as Maxx
  frowns. I just assume that Tiffany is his sister. That’s how
  little we really know each other, huh? I didn’t even know his
  sister’s name until just now.

 But you
  really get to know both the best and worst of others in the middle of
  a crisis; Maxx has shown me all his cards, and I really like what
  I’ve seen so far. A lot. Too much, probably.

 “I
  didn’t know that,” Maxx interjects, flicking a glance at
  Chasm. They exchange information silently, in the way that really
  good friends sometimes do. Or lovers. Yeah, lovers do that, too.

 “Well,
  I just learned about it tonight,” Laurent continues happily,
  lifting his glass up toward the crowd. “It pays triple what my
  last job did, and I can work remotely from Portland. It’s a
  fantastic opportunity. Kota, if you see your father in this melee,
  give him my thanks. I doubt I’ll get a chance to talk to him;
  everyone in town seems to be fighting for his attention.”

 “I
  absolutely will,” I agree with a pleasant smile. “Pardon
  me. I need to use the restroom, but it was lovely meeting you both.”

 I slip away
  before either of the boys can stop me, only to realize that Lumen is
  headed right for me, her face set in a determined cast. She doesn’t
  stop when she gets close to me, slamming her shoulder so hard into
  mine that I actually stumble.

 “Out
  of my way, bitch,” she snaps, a glittering gold nightmare in a
  very pretty, very expensive gown. I’m still trying to catch my
  balance when her left hand—the one that was clenched into a
  tight first earlier, presses against mine. Something small and square
  slides into my palm and off she goes.

 “What
  is your fucking problem?” Chasm snarls, intercepting her. I
  clutch the item tightly as I turn around to see Lumen facing off
  against both boys.

 “Problem?”
  she asks with a breezy laugh as she tosses her hair over one
  shoulder. “She is
  my problem. You are my problem. Why don’t you ask Danyella how many nights she
  stayed up crying because of you two?”

 “Keep
  harassing Dakota and see what happens when Parrish gets back. What
  I’ve done to you thus far will seem nice comparatively.”

 “Go
  fuck yourself, Kwang-seon,” she snarls, turning her vitriol on
  Maxx. “And what about you, Maxim? I thought you graduated last
  year. Don’t tell me you’re one of those pathetic college
  boys who sniffs around high school girls looking for an easy lay?”

 “Don’t
  pretend like you aren’t afraid of us,” Maxx warns her.
  “And if you’re not, you should be. Dakota was seriously
  hurt; she broke several bones. Maybe we should break some of yours as
  payback?”

 “As
  if Chasm’s horde of whores didn’t already try,” she
  quips, shoving between them both and taking off at a quick clip. I
  let her go, squeezing whatever it is that she put in my hand so
  tightly that the corners of it hurt my palm.

 “Are
  you okay?” Maxx asks, and I nod, glancing up at the large
  plastic ‘bubbles’ near the ceiling. They float around and
  even shimmer like real bubbles, but I know what they truly are:
  drones. Seems like something out of a sci-fi romance, but it’s
  not. My grandmother’s best friend went to Las Vegas last year
  where they have the world’s largest legal cannabis dispensary;
  she said she saw these things hovering all over the place for
  security.

 Disturbing.

 Justin can
  monitor every single thing happening at his party whenever he
  wants—and probably have all our faces tagged and catalogued by
  his stupid Milk Carton app.

 “I
  just need to use the bathroom—” I start, and then pause
  when I see Justin press a kiss to a woman’s cheek. She leans
  back and smiles at him. Something about her expression bothers me,
  like maybe I’ve seen her somewhere before. She has long
  brunette hair with blond highlights woven expertly throughout, and
  her mouth is full and pouty. I swear that we’ve met, even
  though I can’t place her face.

 Then it
  hits me, and my blood goes cold.

 “Take
  this, but keep it hidden,” I whisper, letting my hand tangle
  with Chasm’s as I sweep past. I leave Lumen’s note with
  him, and he slips it immediately into the pocket of his jacket.

 I’m
  breathless by the time I arrive at Justin’s side, and he looks
  over at me in a knowing—and very pleased sort of way—because
  he knows what I’ve just figured out. He knows that I know who
  this is, just by looking at her.

 That mouth
  … I know a pouty mouth just like that on a very intimate
  level. For as long as I live, even if I never see Parrish Vanguard
  again, I won’t forget the full lushness of his lips.

 “My
  darling,” Justin remarks, sweeping an arm around me and drawing
  me close as the woman turns her attention away from a group of
  well-dressed businessmen and over toward me. Her smile is poisonous,
  her gaze sharp. “I’d like you to meet my girlfriend,
  Caroline Bassett.”

 I almost
  choke. Chasm does choke. Maxx maintains his calm through some sort of
  miracle.

 “You’re
  Parrish’s bio mom,” I blurt before I can stop myself.
  That causes her pretty smile to falter, but she regains her composure
  well. Also … Justin Prior has a girlfriend?! After all the
  fawning and obsessing over Tess that he’s been doing?

 I smell a
  plot.

 Justin
  Prior just doesn’t do coincidences.

 “I
  gave birth to him, yes,” Caroline remarks, which is a really
  weird way to respond to my statement. Particularly, it’s even
  weirder because Parrish is missing. I think about Tess and how she
  was shouting at this woman over the phone the other day. Caroline
  doesn’t seem particularly perturbed that her son has been gone
  for over two weeks. “And you must be Dakota Banks, Justin’s
  beautiful daughter. It’s so lovely to meet you. I’ve been
  after Justin all week to arrange a meeting between us.” She
  gives him a look, but he just chuckles good-naturedly.

 “I’ve
  only just met my own child, Caroline. Don’t be greedy.”

 Her eyes
  sweep past me to land on Chasm first and then Maxx. She takes note of
  them, catalogues their appearances, and then dismisses them just as
  quickly. Whatever she’s here for, it isn’t love and
  family, that’s for damn sure. My attention slides over to
  Justin, but he’s smiling at his girlfriend in that charming way
  of his.

 If she’s
  a monster, fine. Doesn’t matter. So is he. They deserve each
  other.

 This is
  clearly the person he was so eager to introduce me to. Figures that
  he’d pick Parrish’s bio mom to date after kidnapping and
  imprisoning her son. Or before? I wonder when they met and how long
  they’ve been together, how long Justin Prior has been plotting
  all of this.

 Milk
  Carton’s aging software was put in place specifically to locate
  me, so clearly this has been in the works for a very long time.
  Probably since shortly after Saffron kidnapped me. It occurs to me
  that all this time, I’ve been obsessing over that stupid
  Netflix documentary, about my grandparents calling the hotline, about
  Tess spiriting me away to live here.

 In
  retrospect, that was a good thing. I was bound to end up in Medina
  whether I liked it or not. The only difference here is that I’ve
  got Chasm and Maxx on my side, that Tess found me first, that I
  wasn’t dragged straight from my quiet life in the Catskills to
  this West Coast mess.

 Justin
  would’ve found me, regardless. But I would’ve been even
  more blindsided by his entrance into my life, even less prepared. At
  least that’s something.

 “Well,
  if she’s a part of your life, honey, then she’s a part of
  mine.” Caroline smiles at me, her sleek black dress clinging to
  all of her curves. She’s a beautiful woman, as beautiful as
  Parrish is handsome. Yet, I can’t get past the fact that she’s
  at a fancy party fawning all over Justin while her son is missing. “I
  hope we can get to know each other, Dakota.”

 “There’ll
  be plenty of time for that,” a redheaded man booms out,
  breaking away from the other well-dressed men beside him to clamp a
  hand on Justin’s shoulder. I feel my bio dad tense up beside
  me, his arm still wrapped firmly around my shoulders. “I hear
  you just put an offer in on a house?”

 “Mm,”
  Justin agrees, releasing me finally as I study Caroline further. I
  let my gaze drift back to Chasm’s, but he can’t seem to
  break his glare. The hatred roiling in his face matches my own. When
  I look to Maxx, he returns my stare, reaching down to give my hand a
  quick squeeze. “I have actually. The elderly owner passed away
  from a chronic health condition. I managed to get my offer in before
  the place even hit the market.”

 That
  intrigues me for more than one reason. First off, I wonder if the
  owner wasn’t also a victim of the Slayer. Second … could
  this be the house that Tess mentioned, the one that she said Justin
  bought for her? Then again, she mentioned a family living in that
  house, not a sick, elderly person. Still, it’s another option,
  another place for us to check out.

 “In
  Medina or elsewhere?” the man babbles as Justin drops his arm
  from my shoulders and plucks yet another glass of alcohol off a
  passing tray; the drone bubbles flutter above our heads as the
  orchestra continues to play.

 “Here
  in town, of course. Anything less would be obscene.” He sips
  his drink as I debate the best way to escape this conversation so
  that I can find a spot to examine whatever it was that Lumen slipped
  into my hand. I didn’t dare glance at it with the drones
  overhead.

 “You
  have great instincts,” Justin’s companion continues,
  continuing to pat my bio dad on the shoulder. Am I the only one who
  recognizes how much he hates being touched like that? His smile is
  still firmly in place, but there are cracks in it. Caroline notices,
  I think, but then she swings her gaze over to me, and I find myself
  choking on the pain of missing Parrish.

 She looks
  so much like him, and she doesn’t even care that he’s
  gone. He mentioned his mother briefly in passing, but only once.
  That, and … I flush in shame as I remember how I threw her
  abandonment of him in his face. It’s not something I was proud
  of at the time, and it’s even more shameful now that I think
  back on it.

 “Didn’t
  she run off when you were a kid? I can see why. Clearly, you drove
  her away.”

 Ugh.

 “Great
  instincts in both business and real estate,” the man continues as he prattles along, oblivious
  to Justin’s distaste for him.

 “Well,”
  Justin begins, taking in a deep breath and straightening out his
  jacket. “Instinct is a marvelous thing. It can neither be
  explained nor ignored.”

 The blood
  drains from my face, and I feel so dizzy that I actually start to
  topple over. The boys steady me on either side as Justin flicks a
  curious glance my way and takes great effort to restore the usual
  brilliance in his smile.

 “Don’t
  worry,” Caroline tells me, gliding closer in her floor-length
  gown. “You’ll get more used to the heels over time. With
  all these lovely parties your father plans on throwing, I’m
  sure you’ll have plenty of practice.”

 “I’m
  certain that I will,” I agree as the big man in the navy suit
  continues to chatter away and Justin pretends to be interested.

 Meanwhile,
  I’m reeling. I’m breaking apart. I’m falling to
  pieces.

 “In
  the meantime, I’m going to hit the bathroom. Lady troubles.”
  I give a false smile as Caroline’s brows go up, turning and
  fleeing the conversation like a house on fire.

 “What’s
  going on?” Maxx asks, grabbing onto my right arm as Chasm takes
  my left. It’s the only way to stay so close together in such a
  large, tightly gathered crowd.

 “Out.
  I think I might know where we can find our next clue.”

 

  














 

“Explain,”
  Chasm demands as soon as we’re inside the garage. It’s
  going to be difficult to get a car out of here with so many people
  coming and going in the courtyard, but we’ll figure it out.

 “You
  know everyone in Medina,” I murmur, pacing briefly across the
  garage floor in my heels and wringing my hands. I look up at Chasm’s
  confused expression. “Is there anyone who died around here
  recently? Someone elderly, with a health condition?” I shake my
  head as Chas quirks a brow at me. “Or maybe they didn’t
  even have a health condition. Just … someone who might’ve
  owned a home. A big one. And in Medina proper.”

 “Uh,”
  Chasm starts, looking up at the ceiling as he thinks that over.
  “Armando Vasquez, maybe? He owns the estate two doors down from
  here. He’s been battling pancreatic cancer for a while; my dad
  bought his company out from under him on the cheap a few years back.
  I hadn’t heard about him passing away, but that’s the
  only person I can think of that might fit your description. Again,
  why?”

 I’m
  so excited that I actually stagger back, putting a hand out on the
  wall to steady myself.

 “Instinct
  is a marvelous thing. It can neither be explained nor ignored,”
  I say, pausing to shake out my hands as excitement courses through
  me. “It’s a quote from Agatha Christie’s book, the
  one we found in the asylum. Justin just fucking quoted it!”

 The boys
  exchange another look before turning back to me.

 “They
  were discussing the house that Justin put an offer in on,” I
  add, trying not to hyperventilate. “That big dude—”

 “Veronica’s
  dad,” Chasm explains, and pieces start sliding into place
  inside my head. I’ve gone over our clues so many times that I
  have things memorized—including the list of wine aficionados in
  the area.

 “He
  mentioned Justin’s instincts for real estate, and then he
  quoted the book. He quoted the damn book, and Armanda Vasquez’s
  name was on our list of fucking winos!” I slap the back of one
  hand into the palm of the other. “We need to get over to that
  house. Now.”

 “Shit,”
  Maxx breathes, his eyes widening. He looks at Chasm again. “Could
  we walk over there from here?”

 “We
  could,” Chasm agrees, glancing down at my shoes. I’m
  already kicking them off my feet, so excited that I’m shaking.
  This could be it. This could really fucking be it. “Let me get
  you shoes,” he starts, but now he’s shaking, too.

 “I
  don’t care about shoes,” I murmur, dumping my purse on
  the floor. I don’t care if Justin heard everything I just said;
  he didn’t quote that book on accident. He was hoping I’d
  pick up on that clue.

 Because he
  planned this. He was hoping for this. He wanted me
  to follow the clues in the right order, only to end up here, tonight.
  Milk Carton just so happened to locate pictures of Parrish today.
  It’s all coming together.

 “Let’s
  go,” I take off for the back door of the garage, hoping that
  I’m going the right way.

 Chasm
  pauses to open the trunk of his car, yanking out a pair of sneakers
  and shoving them at my chest.

 “Put
  them on. You’ll move faster with shoes.”

 I grumble,
  but I do as he asks, shoving my feet into the shoes as quickly as I
  can and yanking the laces tight. They’re huge on me, but better
  than walking on gravel barefooted.

 We head
  outside and find ourselves in a small side yard with a gate. On the
  other side of the garage, I can hear people talking and laughing,
  enjoying the warm evening air. But over here, we’re cloaked in
  shadows. A security camera’s red eye winks at us as we pass,
  but we ignore it.

 Chas opens
  the gate and out we go, onto a small street with no sidewalks. There
  aren’t many in Medina anyway; it has a bit of a rural feel at
  times. Pretty sure the residents here would gate the whole thing off
  if they could, keep their little enclave of rich assholes behind lock
  and key.

 Wouldn’t
  help though, would it? Seeing as they’re each other’s
  worst enemies.

 I lift my
  skirts up, fisting the tulle in both hands as we make our way down
  the road. Even though the place is just ‘two doors down’,
  it’s a long walk. All of the properties that line Lake
  Washington are huge, sprawling manors with their own grounds.

 I find
  myself starting to jog, and then run. The boys don’t complain.
  Actually, they have zero trouble keeping up with me. We pound down
  the grassy strip beside the street until we run into a metal gate
  with a dark house situated in the trees at the end of a long drive.

 The gate,
  of course, is locked, and none of us knows the damn code.

 “Now
  what?” I ask as Maxx looks up at the black metal gate, letting
  his eyes drift to one side. The entire estate is surrounded by a
  brick wall that’s about six feet tall and dripping with ivy. He
  wets his lips and then moves over to it, hopping up and grabbing onto
  the top and hauling himself up with very little effort.

 As soon as
  he’s situated atop it, he turns around and then offers out a
  hand.

 “Boost
  her up, Chas,” he says, and Chasm kneels down, one leg bent
  back and flat against the ground, the other propped up so that I can
  use his thigh as a step. I don’t hesitate, putting my foot on
  his leg and pushing myself up with the help of the wall.

 Maxx
  snatches my hand and hauls me up to sit beside him before reaching
  down and offering similar help to Chasm. Luckily, the extra height he
  has on him makes it a little easier.

 Both boys
  hop gracefully down on the other side, but I’m not nearly as
  athletic as they are, eyeing the ground with a small surge of
  discomfort.

 “Here,”
  Maxx says, holding up his arms. “Jump to me. I’ll catch
  you, Kota.”

 “You’ve
  got this, Little Sister,” Chasm encourages, but as appreciated
  as their kind words are, I don’t need them.

 I said I’d
  do anything for Parrish. This? This is nothing.

 I throw
  myself down into Maxx’s arms, pale pink skirts fluttering
  around me, my tiara lilting to one side. He catches me with a small
  grunt, yanking me close to him for a brief moment before reaching up
  to fix the tiara for me. There’s a slight smile on his face
  that has everything to do with his hands on my hips and nothing to do
  with the situation.

 We
  separate, but it hurts a little. Because … this could be it.
  For us … and for Parrish.

 Still, it’s
  a trade we’re all more than willing to make. I’m sure I’m
  not the only one who would sever every relationship I had just to
  make sure he was safe.

 It’s
  something I’ve very nearly done already, right?

 Come on,
  Gamer Girl. If you’re half as clever as you wish you were, this
  could be it.

 We could
  also very well be on the verge of getting arrested for breaking and
  entering, but it’s worth a try.

 Sometimes,
  assumptions have to be made in order to solve difficult puzzles.

 We approach
  the grand entrance of the house with slow, wary steps, listening to
  the quiet for any sound of approaching footsteps or barking dogs.
  Security guards and Dobermans are very real possibilities in an area
  like this. I’m betting Tess wishes she’d hired the goons
  that have been guarding our house sooner rather than later.

 Not that it
  would’ve saved Parrish.

 I have a
  feeling Justin would’ve found a way, regardless. How he did it,
  I’m still not sure. Maybe I’ll never know, but I couldn’t
  care less about that than I do right now.

 We ascend
  the front steps together, pausing to glance up at a very obvious
  security camera.

 Hmm.

 “Now
  what?” Chasm asks as he yanks on the handle of the front door.
  But Maxx is already two steps ahead of us, wrapping his wrist in his
  jacket and giving me a cocky little smile.

 “Allow
  me,” he says, and then he punches the glass of one of the
  first-floor windows, shattering it. “Thank fuck this is an
  older house; Chasm’s place has bulletproof glass on all the
  windows.”

 I give him
  a look and he shrugs.

 “My
  dad’s a paranoid nut,” he admits as Maxx knocks away at
  the glass so that there’s a space large enough for us to climb
  in. As soon as we do, Chasm freezes, his eyes drawn to a flashing
  panel on the wall. “Motherfucker, silent alarm,” he
  murmurs, striding over to it and pressing his thumb against the
  screen.

 “Should
  we make a quick search for the cellar and then get the fuck out of
  here?” Maxx suggests, but Chasm’s already shaking his
  head, leaning down to peer at the screen.

 “Nope.
  This is a Fort Humboldt system; I’ve got this.” I watch
  in awe as he pries the top half of the panel from the wall, pulling a
  lighter from the pocket of his jacket. No doubt he has a few
  cigarettes stashed in there, too. He flicks the wheel and uses the
  flame to melt one of, like, a hundred wires, exhaling when the screen
  goes dark. “Hopefully, I caught it before the alarm signal went
  out.” He slips the lighter back into his pocket. “If not,
  we’ve got maybe … three minutes before someone shows up
  to check on the house. That, and I can’t control the cameras.”
  He points in the general direction of the exterior camera we passed
  beneath. “If someone’s watching the feed, we might be in
  trouble.”

 I look
  around at the darkened interior of the place. It has a musty smell,
  like maybe it’s been a while since someone lived here. Some of
  the paintings are missing from the walls—evident by the slight
  discoloration left behind—and many of the shelves and tables
  seem a bit bare.

 “Looks
  like the family’s starting to sell off the more valuable
  items,” Maxx guesses. “Assuming we’re in the right
  house, and the guy really is dead. That, or we’re about to get
  hauled off to juvie.” He pauses and then cringes like he’s
  just thought of something. “Fuck. I mean, you’ll both be
  hauled off to juvie. Guess I’d go to the county jail?”

 “Let’s
  make this quick then,” Chasm says as he moves over to the wall
  and flicks on a light. It works, and the living room lights up with
  the glow of two sconces on our right. Maxx cringes slightly, giving
  the lights a nervous look.

 “Is
  that a smart idea? What if somebody sees the lights on?”

 “We’re
  either fucked from the alarm or not. Nobody can see past that gate
  and all those trees. Let’s just not turn too many on, okay?”
  Chasm takes off and we follow behind him, eschewing the staircase to
  focus on the bottom floor. If Parrish is here, and he’s in a
  wine cellar, then it’s down we need, not up.

 But two
  quick rounds on the bottom floor followed by a much slower third
  sweep yields nothing.

 Nothing.

 I grit my
  teeth in frustration, certain that I’ve figured this out. I
  read that book three times. If I hadn’t, I would never have
  recognized that quote. On top of that, we had to match Armando
  Vasquez’s name to the list of wine aficionados in Medina.

 Maybe
  there’s one more clue here? Something that I’m missing …

 I start
  walking the bottom floor again, taking note of all the missing items.
  In comparison, the paintings that are left almost seem to stand out.
  I study them, searching for anything, any scrap to cling onto.

 Maxx and
  Chasm are patient with me, following me around but focusing their
  attention on other things. Checking bookcases for hidden doors,
  scooting furniture around to look for possible entrances in the
  floor.

 “We
  might need to head upstairs,” Chasm remarks after our fifth
  round on the bottom floor.

 Instead, I
  pause beside one of the paintings. There’s nothing remarkable
  about it, just a somber portrait of some old dude with a receding
  hairline. It’s the small gold placard on the bottom of the
  frame that catches my attention.

 See, I told
  you: I play a lot of
  video games.

 Alfred
  Armando Vasquez.

 Blue and
  red lights flicker at the edge of my vision, and I glance to the left
  just in time to see a police cruiser pull into the driveway.

 Fuck. My.
  Life.

 “We
  need to go, Kota,” Maxx tells me, putting his hands on my
  shoulders.

 But I
  can’t. Not yet. My heart is racing, slamming against my ribs
  while sweat pours down the sides of my face. Please
    let me be right. Please, please, please.

 “In
  Agatha Christie’s book, The
    Mysterious Affair at Styles, the
  murderer turns out to be her husband—Alfred Inglethorp.”
  I point at the placard. Alfred.

 “You
  have like, fifteen seconds,” Chas whispers, flicking off the
  lights and moving to stand beside us. I reach up, running my hand
  along the edge of the frame. I’m not sure what I’m
  looking for. A hidden note taped to the side of the painting? A key
  on the top edge of the frame maybe?

 I
  definitely don’t expect a latch.

 My fingers
  brush against it, and I press down with a satisfying clicking sound.

 The wall
  we’re standing in front of is made up of floor-to-ceiling wood
  panels. And I don’t mean, like, seventies ones made of plywood
  or pressed fiberboard; I’m talking real nice, real expensive
  hardwood panels.

 The panel
  beneath the painting as well as the one below it swing inward
  slightly.

 It’s
  a door.

 It’s
  a fucking goddamn door.

 I push it
  inward with my palm, Maxx and Chasm following behind me.

 “Holy
  shit, Kota,” Maxx whispers as Chasm reaches behind us, yanking
  the hidden door back into place. “You are a mega badass.”

 Chasm
  murmurs something in Korean that, although I don’t understand
  it, sounds a lot like hearty agreement.

 We all
  freeze at the sound of the house’s front door opening.
  Footsteps follow after and then there’s a murmured conversation
  that’s too low for any of us to make out. Meanwhile, we’re
  all clustered in a small dark hallway. So dark, in fact, that I can
  hardly see my hand in front of my face.

 The
  footsteps move away, and there’s the sound of the front door
  closing again. Everything goes quiet.

 “The
  hell?” Chas murmurs, and then he dares to crack the hidden
  door, peeking out around it. “The cop is leaving.”

 Chills
  skitter down my spine, and my heart swells in my chest. I slide my
  hand against the wall, searching for a light switch. Soon after, I
  find what I’m looking for and flick it.

 Light
  blooms in the small hallway, revealing a set of stone stairs.

 Stone
  stairs that go down.

 I glance
  back, meeting Maxx’s wide green eyes and Chasm’s narrowed
  amber ones.

 I turn
  toward the staircase.

 “Parrish?”
  I call out hesitantly, careful to keep my voice low. “Are you
  here?”

 I start
  down the steps, putting out an arm when Maxx tries to move in front
  of me. He’s chivalrous and protective, and I love it, but also
  …

 “Parrish?”
  I start, just a little louder, moving down the last of the steps and
  rounding the corner.

 There’s
  another hallway with several wooden doors set into either side. I
  count four in total.

 Silence.
  Silence. Silence …

 “Dakota?”
  a voice chokes out from behind the first door, and my entire world
  shifts, turns upside down, explodes.

 My body
  breaks out in goose bumps, and my ears start to ring.

 “Parrish!”
  His name breaks out of me in a scream, and then I’m running
  without remembering to tell me legs to move. I skid on the stone
  floor as I come to a stop in front of the door, reaching my hands up
  to the metal bars near the top.

 Fingers—inked
  fingers—reach
  out and curl around mine.

 Heat floods
  my body, and I realize suddenly that I’m crying and clinging
  and grabbing at those beautiful fingers like I’ll die if I
  don’t maintain that grip, if I don’t feel those warm
  hands on my skin.

 I lift up
  on my toes to look past the bars and there he is.

 There. He.
  Is.

 Parrish
  Vanguard.

 A cry
  escapes me as we wrap our fingers together and he pulls my hands in
  toward him, pressing kisses to my knuckles. His face is just as
  beautiful as always, but he’s lost a little color. Whether from
  the blood loss or from living in a stone-walled room underground, I’m
  not sure. I don’t care.

 I found
  him.

 I found
  him.

 I …

 “We
  found you,” I whisper as he kisses my hands and then pulls my
  arms in as far as he can, pressing his forehead to my knuckles. His
  eyes are closed, and I can hear him panting on the other side of the
  door, his teeth gritted the way they were that night in the basement,
  when he was so full of emotion that he didn’t know what to do
  with it.

 “Gamer
  Girl,” he murmurs. “Gamer Girl. Dakota. My Dakota.”

 “Parrish,”
  a voice chokes out from behind me, and we both pause as Parrish opens
  those gorgeous eyes of his. I’ve always compared them to a
  feast of sorts, like dark chocolate and toasted coconut with drops of
  golden honey. I feel like a starving person in a way I’ve never
  experienced before, like this is the first bite of solid food I’ve
  had in years.

 It’s
  Chasm, stepping up behind me and yanking on the door handle. It’s
  locked—but at least we have the skeleton key with us. Maxx
  hands it over to Chas without a word, and he tries it on the door,
  but it doesn’t work. He frowns, but only for a moment, lifting
  his gaze back up to his best friend.

 “I
  can’t believe you’re actually here,” Parrish
  whispers, eyes flicking over to look at Maxx.

 “You
  were sorely missed,” X breathes back, awe and relief and
  affection fighting for the prominent emotion in his quavering voice.
  “The world is not the same without you, Pear-Pear.”

 “Don’t
  call me Pear-Pear,” Parrish says with a small laugh, his voice
  husky and thick. He hasn’t let go of my hands. He ends up
  rubbing his face against my knuckles again, pressing hot kisses as he
  goes. Even with the distance between us, the time and space and
  bullshit and everything else, his touch burns straight through to my
  heart. My knees nearly buckle at the overwhelming sense of relief,
  but I won’t let them. Because that would mean being separated
  from Parrish, and I’ll never allow that. Not ever again.

 Never.

 “We’ve
  missed you so much,” Chasm tells him, the barest hint of an
  accent creeping into his voice the way it does when he’s
  overwhelmed. He says something else in Korean, and Parrish smiles
  with that full, lush pouty mouth of his.

 He responds
  in time, and Maxx adds on, and the three of them laugh. I don’t
  even care that I can’t understand what they’re saying;
  the sound of their mirth is too beautiful for me to keep the emotions
  back. Tears run down my face that Parrish very carefully brushes away
  by sticking his right arm through the bars. The feel of his thumb on
  my cheek makes every horrible, angst-filled moment worth it.

 Even though
  I had to hurt Maxine, even though I slept with Chasm and X, even
  though I made Tess hate me more than she already did. Even though I
  set the theatre on fire and caused Lumen and Danyella to turn against
  me. Smashed up a parking garage full of luxury cars. Delivered a dead
  maid’s body. Shot a rapist’s corpse.

 None of
  that matters right now.

 “I’ve
  missed you, too,” Parrish whispers back, narrowing his eyes to
  slits the way he does when he’s fighting surges of strong
  emotion. “But I’m scared for you. You should probably
  go.”

 “Yeah,
  fuck that,” Chasm snaps back, yanking on his hair with his hand
  and spinning in a small circle. He points at his best friend with a
  shaking hand. “You can just knock that self-sacrificial
  bullshit off; I don’t want to hear it. It’s waste of all
  our fucking time. We need to get you out of here.”

 Parrish
  exhales, pressing another kiss to my hand and rubbing his face
  against me again.

 “I
  don’t know how you’re supposed to get in here. Trust me:
  I’ve tried every method I can think of to get out. You need the
  key.” I shiver at the sound of Parrish’s beautiful voice.
  My King of Sloths. My Lackadaisical Lord. My stepbrother. My first
  time. My first love.

 “There
  has to be a way to get him out,” Maxx says, his green eyes
  still focused on Parrish. “Justin wanted us to find him, so—”
  Maxx pauses, moving around to block me from the footsteps echoing
  down from the staircase.

 Mr. Volli
  appears a moment later, offering up a dramatic slow clap that just
  fucking infuriates me.

 “Congratulations!”
  he says as Parrish, Maxx, and Chasm all scowl at the same moment. I
  keep my fingers tangled with Parrish’s, refusing to let go.
  “You did it. Justin will be so proud of you. He was hoping
  you’d find him tonight, actually. All of his plans hinged upon
  it.”

 “Get
  him out,” I demand, my face turned toward Volli, but my body
  still angled toward the door. “Justin said he’d never lie
  to me. Well, I found Parrish. He’s mine now, according to him.”

 “You’re
  right,” Mr. Volli agrees, leaning his shoulder against the
  stone wall beside him. “If Justin cares about someone, he is a
  man of his word. Parrish is yours, but first, you’re going to
  help us with something.” Mr. Volli reaches inside his brown
  tweed jacket and pulls out a gun. Just like that day with Mr. Fosser.
  He taps the butt of it against his palm. “Oh, and don’t
  even think about
  trying to overpower me.” He gives Maxx a warning look just as
  we all pause at the sound of even more footsteps coming from the
  opposite direction.

 A man comes
  around the corner wearing a police officer’s uniform.

 Oh. Shit.

 He, too,
  has a gun, smiling at us in a way that gives me chills. Another
  pervert then? He sets off all my warning bells, the same way that Mr.
  Fosser did. Another minion in Justin’s stable. No wonder he
  warned me about choosing my pawns: he has some real winners on his
  gameboard.

 “You
  people are real pieces of work, you know that?” Chasm snarls,
  angrier than I’ve ever seen him. Maxx, on the other hand, is
  quiet and brooding, his hands curled into tight fists on either side
  of him. He faces the cop while Chasm stares off against Mr. Volli.
  “So Justin is as much of a liar as everyone says he is?”

 Mr. Volli
  points the weapon at the ceiling and fires it.

 The sound
  is so loud that I actually cry out, but I don’t tear my fingers
  from Parrish’s to cover my ears, and neither does he. We stay
  clinging to each other as my ears ring, and I lift my eyes up to
  stare into his.

 Parrish is
  talking to me, but I can’t hear him. He pauses to glance over
  in Mr. Volli’s direction, and I follow his gaze, looking up to
  see small pieces of plaster fluttering down from the ceiling.

 “Justin
  is a man of his word for those he cares about. If you follow his
  rules, he, too, will abide by his promises. You’ll get Parrish
  back shortly. For now, you’re going to head back to the party
  and listen to the official pitch for Milk Carton. You’re going
  to learn about the merger with Fort Humboldt Security. And then
  you’re going to go back to Tess’ house and wait. Do you
  understand?”

 We all just
  stand there, staring at him. I’m sure I’m not the only
  one whose head is pounding from the sound of the gunshot.

 I look back
  at Parrish, at the despair etched into his face that he tries so hard
  to hide. And then I strain on my toes and press my body up as far as
  I can. He leans in, putting his mouth to the space between the bars.
  We’re just barely able to press our lips together, but it’s
  so worth it.

 So fucking
  worth it.

 It’s
  the sort of kiss that changes the world.

 The sort of
  kiss that shatters boundaries and expectations; it’s beyond
  them. It exists in a universe of its own making. It’s a kiss
  filled with so much love and so much longing, so much want and so
  much affection, that it heals that broken, cobbled-together heart of
  mine in a single instant.

 The only
  problem is: as my heart heals, it also becomes more vulnerable.

 There’s
  a space there, an Achilles’ heel if you will, that will forever
  have Parrish’s name on it.

 If this is
  the last time that I ever see him, I’m not sure what will
  happen to me or who I’ll become, but I’ll lose something
  that I never realized I needed until this very moment.

 We separate
  just enough so that we can feel each other’s breaths.

 “I
  love you,” I whisper, and I don’t care who hears me.
  Chasm or Maxx, Mr. Volli or this crooked ass cop guy. I care only
  that Parrish hears it.

 “I
  love you, too, Gamer Girl. If this is the last time we see each
  other, remember that. And remember that nobody has ever fought for me
  the way you have.” He cups the side of my face as the cop
  approaches with his gun in hand, and my skin ripples in warning.

 I back up,
  but the moment my fingers separate from Parrish’s, that kills
  me.

 It’s
  the very worst instance in my entire fucking life.

 “Follow
  me, please,” Mr. Volli calls out, leading the way up the stairs
  as the cop takes up the rear of our ragtag little detective team.
  Just before I turn the corner and head up the steps, I glance back
  and drink in every last detail of Parrish that I can manage,
  absorbing this moment, this memory, just in case.

 Just in
  case.

 

 

  

  














 

  We
    do as we’re told—exactly as
    we’re told, heading outside with Mr. Volli to find Justin’s
    limo waiting. Raúl looks annoyed as he holds the door open and
    ushers us inside. We pile in together and he slams the door, leaving
    us alone for the three second fucking ride back to the party.

   It isn’t
    until I’m seated inside the luxury interior that I start to
    shake.

   Parrish.
    We found him. But he isn’t with us. He isn’t with us.

   “If
    he dies, I don’t think I’ll ever live a normal life,”
    Chasm whispers, staring down at his hands. He and Maxx are pressed
    close on either side of me. I reach down and take his hand in my
    right one, capturing Maxx’s in my left.

   “Here’s
    what I think,” Maxx whispers, even though keeping his voice
    down is pointless. This entire car just has to be bugged. I don’t
    even need the bug detector to figure that out. “He’ll
    deliver on his promise, but he’s going to want something else
    in exchange. That’s the part that scares me.”

   I glance
    toward X, and he looks over at me. As soon as he sees the expression
    on my face, he’s leaning forward and pressing his mouth to
    mine. His taste mingles with Parrish’s, and, for whatever
    reason, that soothes me. We kiss, slow and deep, exchanging so much
    more than physical affection; this is bone-deep, a kiss that cuts
    right to the core.

   As soon as
    Maxx pulls away, I turn to Chasm, and I take his face in my hand the
    way Parrish did to me. I kiss him next, and at first, he tries to
    pull away.

   “This
    isn’t fair to Parrish,” he murmurs, but then he’s
    grabbing the back of my head, digging his fingers into my hair and
    kissing me with all of his fear, all of his worry. Once again, his
    taste mingles with the other two, and a sense of rightness settles in
    my belly.

   I don’t
    quite understand it in that moment, but that’s okay. It feels
    good; it calms me.

   My initial
    urge is to panic, but Maxx is right.

   I would
    never have found Parrish if Justin didn’t want me to find him.
    He gave me the key, and the book; he quoted it to me. This was all
    planned; I was led here. At any time, he could’ve gone to that
    house, slipped through the hidden door, and put a bullet in Parrish’s
    head.

   He didn’t.

   Because it
    isn’t Parrish that he wants. He wasn’t lying when he said
    he didn’t care for the boy either way. He truly doesn’t.

   What Justin
    Prior wants is me, and he knows that if he kills Parrish, he will
    never have me. Never.

   What he can
    do, however, is keep baiting me, keep me on a leash, convince me to
    do things that I would never do, like sleep with my sister’s
    ex-boyfriend. Or throw a typewriter into a car window. Maybe, if he
    plays his cards right, he could get me to hurt someone.

   Perhaps …
    kill someone.

   I exhale
    sharply, but I can’t stop thinking about what Maxx just said,
    about Justin needing additional leverage. So … who—or
    what—is that going to be?

   We arrive
    back at the party, and the very first thing that Raúl does is
    give me back my pink heels.

   Because
    nothing inside of Justin’s glittering world of shadows is
    allowed to be anything less than perfect.
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  The
    fancy party with all its glittering guests might as well be a gilded
    cage. I can barely breathe as I stand in that crowd, my arms entwined
    with both Maxx and Chasm as we watch Justin take the floor in front
    of the massive screens. He gives a quick presentation on Milk Carton,
    and then welcomes Seamus up beside him to discuss the merger.

   “We’ll
    have direct access into the lives of every Fort Humboldt Security
    customer in the entire country,” Justin tells the crowd. From
    what I can see, it’s made up of people who are equal parts in
    awe and dripping with jealousy. “This adds more cameras, more
    raw data, more opportunities to protect our families.”

   “More
    places to spy on people,” Maxx murmurs, but I can’t think
    about the terrible implications of this app, not right now.

   Once Justin
    is finished with his speech, he approaches me and crooks a finger,
    drawing me into a tight hug.

   “I am
    so proud of you, princess. So damn proud of you.” He pulls back
    and presses a warm kiss to my cheek. It almost, almost feels
    like a true fatherly kiss, like he really loves me the way a
    good-hearted man would care for his lost daughter. But then I
    remember that he’s proud of me for finding my lover that he stole and rage sweeps over me a violent wave. “As promised, Parrish
    is yours. Just stay calm, go home, and wait. You’ll see him
    soon; you’ll have him home tonight.”

   Justin
    pulls away from me, reaching out to adjust my tiara, and then he
    heads off to do … whatever it is that the Seattle Slayer does.

   I watch him
    go with a frown on my face, allowing Raúl to once again
    shepherd us into the limo. Chasm, at least, is able to come with us
    tonight. We head over to Tess’ together, climbing out and
    moving inside to find her waiting for us.

   I do
    everything in my power to keep the emotions off my face.

   If Parrish
    can stand inside that room and use a grimace to hold back crushing
    despair, I can do this. I can wait.

   “I’m
    glad you’re home safe,” Tess tells me, studying me and
    then letting her gaze trail across the two boys. Her expression
    falls, and I just know she’s thinking about Parrish, about how
    handsome he’d look in a suit standing beside his friends.

   Like, say,
    for prom.

   Will
    Parrish really come back tonight? Could he, maybe, possibly, in some
    alternate universe go to prom with me? But then what about Chasm?

   Ugh. Nope.
    Chasm warned me not to obsess over the romance, so I won’t.

   I don’t
    give a shit about that in the scheme of things. If Parrish dumps me,
    I’ll be heartbroken, but it’ll be offset by the fact that
    he’s alive, that he’s safe, that I was able to fix what
    my horrible father broke in the first place.

   “We’re
    exhausted,” Maxx offers up politely, taking over whenever Chasm
    and I are tongue-tied or, in this case, just too stressed to make
    small talk. “Is it cool if we go upstairs?”

   Tess looks
    a bit worried as she crosses her arms, but she nods slightly, her
    eyes tracking me up the stairs. Next chance she gets, she’ll
    ask me all about the party, I’m sure of it.

   The three
    of us end up sitting in Parrish’s room together.

   I change
    into a pair of mismatched Chucks and cuddle GG, Chasm sits on the
    roof and chain-smokes, and Maxx paces the floor.

   We barely
    talk. Time ticks by. Every minute feels like agony, like a rusty nail
    being shoved into my chest. Thump,
      thump. My
    heart beats, slow and even. Calm. I’m calm. I’m fucking
    calm.

   We all
    pause at the sound of frantic footsteps, of screaming.

   Someone is
    screaming.

   For the
    briefest of seconds, I can’t ascertain who that person is and
    if they’re happy or emotionally destroyed.

   He’s
    dead, I
    think in a sudden panic. Oh
      my god, we left him, and he’s fucking dead.

   “They
    found him!” Tess is screaming. She throws the door open so hard
    that it smashes into the wall and scares the bunny. She’s
    shaking and crying, and she looks very similar to the way she did
    when I met her for the first time. “He’s alive; they
    found him. Get up!”

   She turns
    and takes off as the three of us exchange looks.

   There’s
    a flurry of activity as we scramble up, put the bunny away, and
    sprint down the hall, down the stairs. Kimber is at the bottom,
    shaking and crying as Paul wraps the littlest kids in their coats and
    Tess opens the door to the garage.

   “You
    take the babies and follow me,” she barks out, not bothering to
    see if Paul heard her or not. She climbs into her Mercedes as I
    stumble over to the front passenger side, opening it and slipping in
    while the boys—and Kimber—squeeze into the backseat.

   Tess is
    reversing out of the garage before the door is even fully open,
    whipping us around to face the gate in a jerky motion that reminds me
    of Parrish’s driving. I
      see now where he gets it, I think, curling my fingers around the edge of my seat and digging my
    nails into the leather.

   “Mom,
    what’s going on?” Kimber asks, leaning between the two
    front seats and trying to look at Tess.

   She is a
    woman possessed, her eyes fixated out the windshield, her foot
    pressing the gas pedal to the floor. She barely manages to avoid
    killing any of the bloodsucking paparazzi at the end of the street,
    rolling through the stop sign and skyrocketing down the road.

   “Your
    brother is alive; they found him,” she whispers, her eyes
    narrowing slightly. “Milk Carton found him.”

   I go
    completely still, resisting the urge to look over my shoulder at the
    boys.

   “Between
    the traffic cam footage that was found this morning, and an image of
    him on the dark web …” She trails off. “They found
    him, that’s what matters.”

   The dark
    web? That doesn’t sound good.

   The dark
    web is like … like the pit toilet of the internet. It’s
    only accessible via an anonymizing browser, and almost sixty percent
    of the content found there is illegal, illicit, and totally
    fucked-up. Murderers for hire? Yep. Sex trafficking? Uh-huh. Buying
    bundles of other people’s credit numbers? You can do that.
    Counterfeit cash? Absolutely.

   So, what
    was Parrish doing on the dark web? Why did Justin put him there?

   Tess stays
    stone-still and silent as she drives, and the rest of us follow suit.
    The atmosphere is too thick with tension to make any sort of
    conversation feasible.

   My mind
    spins with possibilities as I reconsider Maxx’s words over and
    over again. Justin will be looking for more leverage. But how long
    will it take him to get some? Who will
    that leverage be? My mind strays back to Maxine, back to my
    grandparents, to Saffron.

   They’re
    all prime targets, right?

   I think
    about what I might do when I see that Parrish really is here, that
    he’s truly okay. If I just open my mouth and scream that Justin
    Prior is the Seattle Slayer, that he was holding Parrish hostage in
    the house he’s just put an offer on, if I give the authorities
    the Maxine-phone … Could I end all of this now? Will I have an
    opportunity here to blow his cover?

   I’m
    going to do it, I decide. No
      matter what. I’ll just do it. If I’m quick enough, clever
      enough, this is my chance. It might very well be the only chance that
      I’m going to get.

   We turn
    down a long gravel drive, trundling over potholes at such high speeds
    that I keep bouncing up off of my seat. Not that it matters. I would
    run over here if I had to. I’d fucking crawl.

   In the
    distance, I see several police cars with their lights flashing—and
    try my best not to think about the fact that a cop just held a gun on
    us at the Vasquez house. There’s an ambulance, too, and my
    heart starts to pound, my pulse racing. I take my seat belt off
    before we even come to a full stop.

   As Tess
    slows the car down, I throw my door open, even as she lets out a
    small sound of surprise.

   I hit the
    ground hard, stumbling as I catch myself, and then I take off running
    around the front of the ambulance toward the back, feet skidding in
    the gravel.

   When I look
    up, I see him.

   Parrish.

   He’s
    limned in the white light from inside the ambulance, shirtless but
    wrapped in a blanket. As soon as he sees me, his eyes widen and he’s
    throwing himself off the ambulance’s bumper.

   His arms
    wrap around my neck so tight that I can’t breathe, the blanket
    fluttering around us like wings. His smell overwhelms me, that clean
    linen and citrus and dewy clover scent. Tears prick at the edges of
    my eyes as I squeeze him back just as tightly, smearing blood from
    his chest across my body and not caring.

   His lips
    move to press against my ear.

   “Maxine
    is with Justin; don’t say anything.” Parrish’s
    words make my eyes go wide as he pulls back, looking down at me with
    so much love in his gaze that I can barely stand it. He blinks and
    it’s gone, turning his attention over to Tess as she scrabbles
    around the corner of the ambulance just like I did.

   “Parrish!”
    she screams, and then she’s hugging him and I’m stumbling
    back, trying to process some horribly mixed emotions. Pure,
    unadulterated fear for Maxine. Endless, boundless joy and love for
    Parrish.

   “Maxine
    is with Justin; stay quiet,” I whisper as Chasm and Maxx appear
    on either side of me, panting and quivering.

   Kimber
    screams and launches herself at her brother, throwing her arms around
    his waist while Tess sobs and kisses him all over his face. The
    paramedics and police officers hang back to give them a moment.

   “He
    what?” Maxx whispers, his face absolutely stricken when he
    looks at me. His eyes flick back to Parrish’s and warm
    slightly, but he can’t shake that bitter cold. “We just
    traded one hostage for another?”

   “I
    don’t know yet,” I breathe, trying to reconcile two very
    different, very powerful emotions. “Go … go greet him,
    and I’ll … I’ll deal with this.” I slide my
    phone from my pocket—my Maxine-phone, actually—and hope
    that Tess is just too overwhelmed with Parrish to notice that it’s
    a Samsung and not an iPhone.

   “We’ll
    be right back, okay?” Chasm chokes, and then he’s running
    forward and grabbing Parrish just as tightly as I did, squeezing him
    with an arm around the neck as Parrish wraps his own arms around
    Chasm’s waist.

   Maxx is
    right behind them, and Chasm welcomes him under his other arm,
    dragging him into a three-person hug. I clutch the phone to my chest
    for a moment, watching them with tears in my eyes. I want nothing
    more than to be a part of that, but I have to put my sister first.

   I dial
    Justin’s burner phone immediately (he has a real valid number,
    but this isn’t it), and wait with shaking hands for him to
    answer. He does, but it isn’t his face that I’m looking
    at. It’s the feed from a camera mounted near the ceiling of a
    large, formal dining room. Seamus McKenna’s house, probably.
    But Chas will know that.

   I can see
    my sister tentatively walking in, her eyes sweeping up the towering
    walls toward the ceiling and the massive person-sized chandelier
    above the table. Justin is there, which is a new development. Not
    once, not fucking once,
    did he ever allow himself to appear in any of the previous videos.

   An employee
    moves forward from the shadows to pull out Maxine’s chair for
    her. She seems surprised, but I can see her smile from here as she
    accepts the offer and sits down, allowing the person to push the
    chair back in as well. Another employee—this one has a maid
    uniform on that reminds me of the Vanguard house—brings a tray
    with a tea set in and sets it down on the corner of the table between
    Justin and Maxine.

   Justin says
    something that I can’t hear—there’s no audio—and
    then removes his phone from his pocket. He types something out, and
    my own phone buzzes with incoming text messages.

   Maxine
    is safe for now; she’s not my prisoner, but I am with her. Make
    sure you behave. So long as you follow the rules, she’ll have a
    splendid time. No harm will come to her.

   Enjoy
    your reunion with Parrish.

   That is
    not a request.

   Justin ends
    the call, and I shove the phone back in my blazer pocket. I can
    barely breathe. I can barely think. I never agreed to trade Parrish
    for Maxine; that isn’t a bargain that I can live with.

   So far,
    Justin has kept his word. Do I believe him now? What if I still tell
    on him? Would Maxine be dead before the authorities arrived? There
    was that cop tonight; I can’t forget that. Justin couldn’t
    possibly control everyone in the FBI though, could he? What is he
    doing right now with my sister? There are other people present; she
    appears to be there of her own free will.

   What do
    I do? What the actual fuck do I do?!

   My eyes
    meet Parrish’s as he finally gets a moment to himself, and I
    find my feet moving of their own accord. I close the distance between
    him and wrap my arms around his waist as he does the same to my neck,
    pulling my face against his chest.

   Tess is
    right there, staring at us. So is Kimber. But … this could
    look like a stepbrotherly hug, couldn’t it?

   Either way,
    I can’t resist. I can’t stay away from him. Physical
    distance is nearly painful at this point. The three of us risked and
    sacrificed so much to bring him back; I have to savor this moment
    while I can.

   Because you
    never know when you might not get another.

   More than
    once in the last few weeks, I’ve wondered if every conversation
    I had with Parrish would be the last. It makes me care a lot less
    that Tess is staring at us, that she might be wondering, that I could
    be upsetting Kimber.

   “Don’t
    be scared; I’ve got this,” Parrish whispers, his voice so
    low that I’m sure only me and Maxx, who’s standing on my
    right, can hear him. Even Chasm, who’s just off to my left,
    probably can’t hear. “You don’t have to fight
    alone.”

   Parrish
    releases me, standing up and catching the blanket as it slides down
    his shoulders, revealing all of that gorgeous ink. I see the dragon
    tattoo on his chest, the blue-green one that I scraped my teeth over
    once upon a time. His almond eyes narrow slightly as he drags them
    away from my gaze and over to Tess.

   “I
    want him taken to the hospital,” she says, gesturing at one of
    the paramedics. Several more cars pulling down the length of the
    driveway draw my attention. One of them is Paul. The others are …
    FBI, maybe?

   “I
    don’t want to go to a hospital,” Parrish declares,
    lifting his chin in that haughty way of his. “I’m fine.”

   I’m
    not the only one who drops their gaze to his chest.

   To the
    numerous slices ticked across his skin, counting the days.

   There
    shouldn’t be so many; I should’ve found him sooner.

   Parrish
    looks down and then frowns, reaching his fingers to one of the
    fresher wounds and swiping it through the blood. Then he glances at
    me, and his eyes widen slightly. I drop my gaze to my own chest, to
    the ruby red streaks across my pale skin and the soft pink of my
    princess dress.

   Then I look
    up again and catch his attention.

   “You
    need a hospital, Parrish,” Tess says, her voice so gentle and
    soft and tender that I don’t recognize her as anyone I’ve
    ever met. This is not the bio mom I know. She touches his shoulder,
    running her hand down his arm.

   He tears
    his gaze from me to look at her again.

   “They’re
    not that deep,” he argues, which is silly. The newer ones are
    bleeding; the older ones are scabbed. But none of them look pretty.
  “I want to go home.”

   “Parrish!”
    Paul comes around the corner with Amelia’s hand clutched in one
    of his, Henry’s in the other. Ben is just ahead of them, his
    eyes lighting up as his glasses slide down his nose.

   “Pear-Pear!”
    he shouts, and Parrish’s entire face brightens up.

   “Don’t
    call me—” he starts, but then Ben is launching himself at
    his midsection and squeezing him so tightly that he just laughs. The
    twins break away from their father, grabbing onto their brother and
    clinging to him as Tess gently admonishes them.

   “Is
    your sister okay?” Chasm asks, looking over at me. He drops his
    hand down to capture mine, curling our fingers together. Parrish is
    laughing and tousling our siblings’ hair, but then his eyes
    slide over, take note of our conjoined hands, and then flick away
    again. Chasm’s jaw tightens and he very carefully, very
    purposefully unhooks his fingers from mine.

   “She’s
    okay,” I murmur back. “For now.”

   I
    surreptitiously hand him the phone. Once he’s got it, he can
    just pretend it’s his, so he lifts it up, blatantly reading the
    text before handing it to Maxx.

   “Wonder
    what’s going to be different this time,” he murmurs,
    putting the phone in the pocket of his white jacket.

   I don’t
    have any answer for that.

   Once again,
    the idea that I might have to kill the Seattle Slayer myself comes to
    mind.

   This really
    is a never-ending cycle. I’m not surprised. I just …
    wish it didn’t have to be Maxine. She’s too sweet, too
    gentle, too trusting. She won’t last weeks in a dungeon with
    bloody wounds all over her chest; she just won’t.

   “You
    need to be seen by a doctor,” Tess persuades again as Paul
    looks his son over with a physician’s eye, probably wondering
    if he can ‘fix’ the scars that Parrish will undoubtedly
    have after his wounds heal. He gives him a hug, even as Parrish
    stiffens up slightly, and then relaxes, putting one hand on his
    father’s back.

   “Fine,
    I’ll go,” Parrish agrees, looking up as the two FBI
    agents I’m now familiar with approach. The dark-haired one,
    Itsumi Takahashi, is the first to speak.

   “How
    are you doing, Parrish?” she asks, and I let out a long sigh as
    I close my eyes.

   This is
    going to be a long night, that’s for damn sure.

   I stand
    there, a dichotomy of hot and cold, happy and sad.

   Makes
    sense, considering all that I know about Justin Prior.

   Nothing
    that man ever does is singularly focused, is it?

   I open my
    eyes again to see Tess, Paul, and Parrish begin a low conversation
    with the two women. Tess breaks away slightly, but she doesn’t
    move more than a foot past her son.

   “Paul
    and I are going to ride with Agent Takahashi and meet the ambulance
    at the hospital. I hate to ask this, but could each of you drive one
    of the cars home? Dakota, you’ll be in charge of your brothers
    and sisters.” She holds out a pair of key fobs. Maxx takes one
    while Chas grabs the other.

   Kimber
    moves up to stand beside us, arms crossed over her chest, eyes
    downcast, but she doesn’t argue.

   “We’ve
    got this,” Chasm agrees, his eyes flicking to Parrish’s
    yet again. Parrish meets his friend’s gaze before looking over
    at Maxx, and then down at me. He maintains eye contact with me,
    dragging that tension out between us. I
      missed him so much, I
    think, realizing that the feeling is entirely mutual.

   That
    beautiful energy we shared our first night together, when we
    reluctantly slipped away into our separate bedrooms, it’s still
    there. It’s there, and it’s poignant, and it fucking burns.

   “I’ll
    see you three later then,” Parrish tells us, but then Tess is
    grabbing his arm and encouraging him to climb into the back of the
    ambulance.

   “See
    you soon,” Maxx agrees, squeezing the key fob in his fist. He
    offers me a smile, but it isn’t much different than the one
    he’s been wearing for weeks.

   Because
    Parrish is back, and my sister is now the one in trouble.

   

 

  

  














 

  After
    a quick round of rock-paper-scissors between Maxx and Chasm, it’s
    agreed that I’ll ride with Maxx and Ben while Chasm takes
    Kimber, Amelia, and Henry home. The younger kids are so excited, it’s
    like Christmas when they burst in the door of the Vanguard house,
    laughing and screeching and racing around. Even Ben is participating.
    Well, okay, he follows his younger siblings with a smile and keeps
    adjusting his glasses, but he’s there. He’s happy.

   We all end
    up sitting together in the living room/kitchen area while Maxx whips
    up something quick to eat and feeds the kids. Chasm and I stay seated
    at the table together, observing Kimber as she curls up in a chair
    and scrolls her phone while the other three immerse themselves in a
    game on the large TV above the fireplace. I can’t lie: it makes
    my fingers twitchy.

   It feels
    like it’s been eons since I had time to game properly, I
    think, biting on my lower lip.

   “Hey,”
    Chas says softly, drawing my attention over to him. My Maxine-phone
    lies in the center of the table, screen black, just waiting for
    Justin’s next message. “It’ll be alright. We got
    Parrish back; we can do this again.”

   “I
    know we can, but … what’s the endgame here?” I
    ask, reaching out a hand to touch his. He stiffens up slightly, and I
    remember the way Parrish’s eyes landed on our entwined fingers
    earlier. Chasm tightens his mouth into a thin line and then grabs my
    hand in a tight grip, brushing his thumb over my knuckles.

   In a video
    game, the word endgame means a lot of things. It can be the final
    boss, it can be the content that happens after you’ve completed
    all of the game’s preset challenges, it can be the player
    versus player action when you achieve the highest level.

   In a game
    of chess, it’s the final stage when forces are reduced, and
    there are few pieces left on the board.

   In the
    world of fandom, it’s the final relationship between the
    characters, the one that works out at the very end of the story.

   In the
    dictionary, it simply means the final stage of an action, plan, or
    progress.

   So. What is
    Justin’s version of ‘endgame’? Where are we going
    with this? What does he want?

   Me.

   Okay, so
    that’s an easy one. But how? What does he want for us? To rule
    Medina together? To work on his app together? To kill people
    together?

   I shiver.

   “We’ll
    get this figured out,” Chasm promises as Maxx moves over to the
    table, dressed in the same apron from the other day. He sets two
    plates down in front of us, and I smile.

   Crepes
    again. This time, he’s put the chocolate-hazelnut spread and
    sliced strawberries inside, rolled them up, and decorated the tops
    with fresh whipped cream and a drizzle of melted chocolate.

   “Thank
    you, Maxx,” I murmur, losing my voice for a moment as I pick up
    my fork and do my best not to panic. Nobody will understand it; it’ll
    only make me look like a crazy person in front of the Vanguards.
    Justin is already trying his hardest to turn me into a total asshole
    in front of everyone I know. It won’t help if I add to that
    narrative.

   “You’re
    welcome,” he tells me, taking a seat across from me. Chasm is
    on my left, at the head of the table (Paul’s usual spot). “But
    you can’t just pick at it. You have to actually eat.” He
    cuts his crepe in half and slides it onto his fork. He manages to
    easily put the entire thing in his mouth, letting his eyes go
    half-lidded as he chews. “Damn, I was hungry,” he murmurs
    after swallowing.

   Chasm looks
    down at the food. Based on his facial expression, I can see that he’s
    just as hungry as I am, but probably also just as nauseous. He wants
    to see Parrish again. Me, too. Haven’t we been separated from
    him long enough?

   But Maxx is
    right. We can’t be serial killer fighting teens if we don’t
    eat.

   My lips
    quirk in a smile as I slice my own crepe up with the edge of my fork.

   “Our
    story would make a really good manga. Or an anime. A video game.”

   “It’d
    make a really good book,” Chasm offers up, and I go terribly
    still. My mind strays to Tess, to the beautiful words she weaves with
    her fingers, a goddess of stories, a keeper of sanity, a purveyor of
    tales. I force myself to keep moving, putting that first bite between
    my lips even as my stomach roils.

   As soon as
    it hits my tongue, I groan, and Chas gives me a look.

   “You
    can’t be making sounds like that anymore,” he chastises,
    turning his head away from me. “Not when Parrish comes home.”

   I pause
    with the food still in my mouth, staring at him. He looks back to see
    my gaze and frowns softly. We’ve been saying that for so
    long—when
      Parrish comes home, when he gets back, when we find him—but
    now it’s happening. It’s everything that the three of us
    wanted.

   It also
    comes with challenges.

   What are we
    supposed to do about our strange relationship? How am I supposed to
    tell him that Maxx and I had sex? That I’ve been lovey-dovey
    with both boys, and that I’d keep on doing it if I could.

   But, if it
    comes down to choosing, I … Parrish was first. I wasn’t
    lying when I explained that to Chasm. Parrish was the first of the
    three that I met, and the one I spent the most time with. It was
    impossible not to fall in love with him when our doorways are
    thirty-six inches from one another’s.

   “Eat,”
    Maxx commands, but he isn’t talking to me. He points at Chasm’s
    food and lifts his brows. “Before it gets cold.”

   “Yes, sir,”
    Chasm replies with a roll of his eyes, and I stifle a smile by
    looking down at my plate. My eyes keep flicking to my phone, but I
    know that Justin will call when he needs something from me. He has no
    incentive to simply torture or kill Maxine; that won’t help his
    cause.

   That’s
    how I keep myself relatively calm, by repeating that mantra, by
    remembering the obsessive gleam in his eyes when he looks at me. His princess. I stab a piece of crepe with extra force and both boys pause,
    watching as I chew it angrily, and then throw back a drink of the ice
    water Maxx gave me earlier like it’s Jägermeister, and I’m
    at Antonio’s house party all over again.

   We eat
    together in relative silence. Even with the kids’ game blasting
    loudly from the TV, it isn’t safe to continue a private
    conversation with them and Kimber in the room. And if she just happens overhear
    the wrong thing, we’re in big trouble.

   She would
    not be a useful pawn, not at all.

   Maxx is
    browsing his phone while he eats, and my stomach drops when he pushes
    it across the table toward us.

   Milk
    Carton Isn’t Available to the Public Just Yet—and it’s
    Already Saving Lives

   The news
    article turns my blood to ice as I drag the phone forward, scanning
    the rest of it to see how much of Parrish’s story has already
    gotten out.

   “Somebody
    leaked something—intentionally, of course,” Maxx says,
    before I even finish reading the article. He’s right, that’s
    for damn sure.

   The boy
    sat shivering in the back of an ambulance, alive and relatively
    unharmed—but only because his face, analyzed and placed into
    Milk Carton’s advanced facial recognition database was scanned
    in through various videos posted to a popular social media app known
    as TikTok.

   I sigh and
    give the phone to Chasm. He reads the article over and shakes his
    head, passing it back to Maxx.

   “What
    a clusterfuck,” he snorts, shoving hair back from his forehead
    and then frowning at his hand when some of the black spray dye gets
    on his fingers. He wrinkles his nose and wipes his hand on his very
    expensive slacks like they’re blue jeans or something. “Some
    publicity stunt. Kidnap a kid and then save him all in one go.”
    He lowers his voice to the barest murmur and then attacks his food
    with the single-minded intent of someone who knows they have to do
    something, but really doesn’t want to.

   “I
    wonder what Parrish’s story is,” I muse, finishing the
    last bite of crepe and pushing the plate aside. I don’t have to
    keep my voice down this time; it’s a genuine question. What is
    he telling those FBI women? What story will he give them, and why? He
    doesn’t necessarily care about Maxine; he could just tell them
    the truth right now.

   But he
    won’t.

   Because
    that would hurt me, and he knows it.

   Tess sends
    us an update shortly after, letting us know that they’ll be
    headed home soon, and my stomach twists into impossible knots.

   Together,
    the three of us tackle the kid duties, putting Amelia and Henry to
    bed after they drift off on the sofa, setting Ben up in his room with
    a book, and … well, there’s not much we can do with
    Kimber.

   “I’m
    waiting here until he gets home,” she declares from her place
    on the couch, even though nobody asked or tried to get her to do
    anything otherwise.

   I wait near
    the front door like a crazy person, the way Tess probably waits for
    me every time I go with Justin, pacing a rut in the marble floor.

   The boys
    are right there with me, leaning against the wall and waiting just as
    impatiently as I am.

   When the
    front door does finally open, and I see him step through with
    bandages on his chest, and a fresh pair of sweats hanging low on his
    hips, I get a little dizzy.

   “Hi,”
    I say as he pauses in front of me, just as arrogant and pretty as he
    ever was. No, no, more so than he ever was. I feel like I need
    another good idiom here: absence
      makes the heart grow fonder. It also makes it ache, makes it bleed, makes it long and burn and
    rage.

   “Gamer
    Girl,” he murmurs, just as Tess and Paul sweep in behind him.
    Tess closes and locks the door, hitting a few buttons on the alarm,
    and then turns back toward us. I’m a bit disturbed at how
    easily Chasm disabled the alarm on the other house, but then again,
    he is the son of the company’s CEO. It makes a certain sort of
    sense.

   “You’re
    home,” Tess whispers, touching the side of Parrish’s
    face. He allows it, but I can see that she’s been doing this
    continually since we separated at the ambulance. It’s going to
    be bad for a while; she likely won’t let him out of her sight
    to take a piss. “We got you home.”

   “We got
    him home,” Chasm murmurs, and I elbow him in the side. Parrish
    notices, and his lush mouth twitches with the faintest whisper of a
    smile. He lets his gaze drift up toward the high ceiling and then
    glances over as Kimber comes padding out of the living room to stare
    at him.

   “I’m
    glad you’re back,” she says, and Parrish exhales.

   “I’m
    glad I’m back, too,” he admits, and the sound of his
    voice, it just carves out little spaces inside of me, nests there,
    becomes a part of who I am. It’s like what Maxx told me before,
    how I carved out a space inside his chest. Same deal here.

   “What
    happened to you anyway?” Kimber asks, and Parrish’s eyes
    narrow.

   “Kimber
    Celeste!” Tess snaps as Paul puts a hand on his son’s
    shoulder.

   “We
    don’t have to talk about any of that right now,” he says
    softly, and Parrish nods. “You deserve to have the opportunity
    to rest before being grilled.” Paul frowns and adjusts his own
    glasses, like an older version of Ben. “Not that Agent
    Takahashi seems to care about that.”

   “Tell
    everyone, I don’t care: I was held in a basement by the Seattle
    Slayer. He sliced me up and filmed it. I don’t know anything
    else. So stop asking me.” Parrish rubs his right hand up and
    down his left arm, looking at the rest of us like he’d do
    anything to have a private moment together. We all need to
    talk—desperately so.

   Also …
    what did he just say?

   Parrish
    blinks at me, and I can tell he wants me to stay quiet. Trust
      me, his
    expression says, and because I do, I stay still and remain relatively
    calm.

   “Would
    you like something to eat?” Tess asks, hovering on Parrish’s
    left side. “I could whip you up some eggs and bacon? Or we
    could order in?”

   “I
    made crepes,” Maxx suggests, and all eyes turn his way. “I
    could fix up some plates?”

   “I’d
    really like to go upstairs and lie down,” Parrish says, and
    Tess nods, but the worry that creeps into her features makes me
    nervous. Parrish was kidnapped from inside his bedroom; she isn’t
    going to feel safe leaving him in there.

   “Let’s
    go get you settled, shall we?” Tess suggests gently, and
    Parrish gives a tender yet irritated sort of look in response.

   “Mom,
    I know you’re happy to see me, but I can actually make it upstairs by myself.”

   She gives
    him a look that’s nearly identical to the one he just gave her
    before letting her gaze swing toward me, Maxx, and Chasm.

   “You
    want a minute with your friends, I can understand that.” She
    doesn’t sound like
    she understands that, but she’s making an effort, so that’s
    worth something. “Let me check the security cameras first; I
    want to make sure everything is running smoothly.”

   “There
    better not be a camera in my room,” Parrish drawls, like he’s
    bored as hell. Only, I know that isn’t it at all. Being a lazy,
    tattooed sloth is his defense mechanism in the same way Chasm
    pretends to be a bad boy player. Or how Maxx gets irrationally angry.
    We all have our habits.

   “There
    will be because I’m putting one in there tonight,” Tess
    tells him, and he gives her a look like she’s just slapped him.

   “I’ve
    had a camera on me day and night for weeks,” he chokes out, and
    some of that practiced insouciance slips a little. He gives Tess a
    petrified expression, but one that’s quickly verging on anger.
  “I would love to not be
    filmed for all of five seconds.” He throws an arm out in the
    general direction of the garage as Tess exchanges a long look with
    Paul before turning back to her son. “You have like, three
    full-time bodyguards prowling the property; there are cops near the
    gate.” He readjusts his attention as his arm falls by his side,
    looking at the three of us instead. “They can sleep in the room
    with me. Can’t kidnap four of us in one go.”

   I mean,
    Justin could, but I won’t mention that.

   I stay
    quiet.

   Tess looks
    pained. Paul looks annoyed. Kimber, however, seems satisfied.

   “Glad
    to see you haven’t changed much at all.” She starts to
    walk by before pausing in front of him. She hesitates, waffling back
    and forth like she can’t quite get her body to commit to
    something her heart already knows it wants.

   “Just
    give me a hug and stop being weird; I’ve only been gone for
    three weeks, you ass-wipe.”

   Kimber
    gives Parrish another big squeeze before pulling away and dashing
    past him up the stairs. He watches her go with a sigh before dropping
    his attention back to me.

   “She’s
    been a total bitch while I’ve been gone. Tell me I’m
    wrong about that; I’ll wait.”

   “Parrish,”
    Tess chides gently as he moves over to the stairs with her following
    behind. He puts one hand on the banister and glances back, pleading
    with his eyes for us to follow him. “Honey, I’d really
    like to spend some time with you.”

   “And
    I’d really like
    to have a minute to myself.” He pauses and his lips twitch
    slightly. “And by myself, I mean with my friends.”

   He pounds
    up the stairs before Tess can stop him, and I swing around the
    banister to follow, Chasm and Maxx hot on my heels. I can hear Tess
    sighing from behind us, but she either has to tell Parrish blatantly
    that his wants and needs don’t matter as much as hers do, or
    else she has to let him go.

   At the top
    of the stairs, Parrish stumbles a bit, putting his palm flat on the
    wall to steady himself. His breathing his slightly labored, but I’m
    guessing that the hospital wouldn’t have released him so easily
    if he wasn’t doing okay.

   “Hey,”
    I whisper softly, putting my hand on his left shoulder. My fingers
    tingle when they make contact with his skin. “Are you okay?”

   His eyes
    snap open and he reaches back, grabbing my wrist and yanking me down
    the hall toward his room. He pauses as soon as he steps inside,
    turning his head slightly to the right and then narrowing his eyes on
    GG.

   “Why
    the actual fuck is there a rabbit in my room?” he asks, pulling
    me even further into the bedroom and then frowning down at the cage.
    He even cocks his head slightly to one side. “I’m
    guessing this is Dakota’s doing.”

   “Actually,
    it was—” I start, just as Chasm and Maxx come in, and the
    door swings shut behind them. I don’t get the chance to finish
    my sentence because Parrish turns around and captures my face between
    inked fingers. His beautiful honey and hazelnut eyes stare down into
    mine, and then he’s kissing me.

   If I
    thought the kiss between us through the wine cellar’s door was
    powerful, this one blows it away. It’s unfettered and
    desperate, begging to be returned. No, more like demanding to
    be returned. His lush lips consume mine, his tongue sweeping a
    dangerous arc inside my mouth.

   I’m
    powerless in that moment, trapped in the white-hot light of his
    affection, of his need, of all the tangled emotions left inside him
    from being held a prisoner for so long.

   My fingers
    find his shoulders, curling around them and digging my nails in. He
    still feels pretty muscular, maybe even more so? I’m wondering
    if he didn’t spend a lot of his free time in that room working
    out. Not much else to do, I’m guessing.

   We stumble
    back until my legs bump up against the footboard on his bed, and the
    moment goes from dangerous to lascivious in a single heartbeat.

   A knock
    sounds at the door, and Parrish breaks our kiss with a scowl, leaving
    me breathless.

   “Open
    this door—now.”

   It’s
    Tess. She’s given us about three and a half seconds of privacy.

   Chasm and
    Maxx watch the pair of us with completely inscrutable expressions.
    Even if I could unwind the myriad emotions traveling through their
    gazes, I wouldn’t do it. I don’t want to know. Not right
    this second.

   Chas waits
    while Parrish brushes the glossy wetness from his mouth and then
    reaches over to do the same to me. When Parrish’s thumb brushes
    over my lip, I shudder, hating the coldness I feel when he steps back
    to put space between us.

   Chasm
    unlocks and opens the door, stepping aside to reveal Tess standing
    there with her arms crossed over her chest.

   “Door
    open, please,” she breathes, shaking out her hands like she’s
    struggling to flick away the worst of her fears. This poor woman. I’m
    not without sympathy for her, really. I’m not. I’m sure
    she has PTSD at this point. Seeing the door closed and locked was
    probably triggering as hell. Still, I’d love some time to not
    only kiss Parrish but talk to him.

   We need to
    get on the same page in respect to, well, everything.

   “I
    know you want some alone time, and I understand that, but please do
    this one thing for me.”

   “Yes,
    mother,” Parrish replies, but not without sympathy. “We’ll
    keep the door open.”

   Tess nods,
    letting her gaze sweep over the rest of us, still dressed in our
    outfits from Justin’s party. She hesitates in the doorway for a
    moment before taking off down the hall. I can hear her and Paul
    having a murmured conversation from here.

   “Hey,
    Parrish?” Maxx offers, and he turns his gaze over to his
    friend. “Can I show you something real quick?”

   Parrish’s
    eyes narrow to slits and he nods, watching as Maxx holds out his
    hand. Chasm offers up his phone, and I do the same, giving over both
    phones to him and waiting as he disappears into my room for a moment.
    I’m not a huge fan of leaving my phone while Maxine is with
    Justin, but he told me to ‘enjoy my reunion’, and we’ve
    seen what happens when he doesn’t like the direction of my
    interpretations.

   Maxx
    returns with the bug detector, and Parrish frowns hard, flicking his
    eyes in the direction of Paul and Tess’ voices. They must be in
    her office now, but with the door open. We won’t have much
    privacy, but I’m not complaining because …

   Parrish
    grabs my hand and pulls me close to him again, resting his hands on
    my hips. He lets out a long sigh, his wavy chocolate hair fluttering
    around his forehead. It’s a bit longer now, but just as sexy. I
    can’t resist reaching up to dig my fingers into it, and he
    shudders, wrapping his arms around me and pulling me close so that he
    can tuck me under his chin.

   “All
    clear,” Maxx declares, tapping the device against his palm. “We
    can talk now if we’re careful.” He pushes the door so
    that it’s mostly closed.
  “There’s a new camera in the hall, between your
    bedrooms.”

   “And
    one on the roof,” Chasm remarks with a tired sigh, taking out a
    cigarette and staring at it with longing. “Guess Dakota’s
    bathroom is my new smoke spot.” His mouth twitches into the
    realest smile I’ve seen in weeks as he lifts his amber eyes up
    to his friend. “I’m glad to have you back, bro.”

   Parrish
    snorts, stroking his hand over my hair. He yanks on one of the pins,
    pulling it out and tossing it onto his bed. He continues with his
    work, using both of those gorgeous, gorgeous hands of his to free my
    hair and then combs it loosely with his fingers. There’s enough
    product in there to destroy the ozone layer (just kidding, the
    hairspray was CFC-free), but still.

   I’m
    looking up and into his eyes, thrilling at his touch, wishing I could
    have more of it.

   I have a
    feeling he’s thinking the same thing.

   “You
    were sorely missed,” Maxx agrees, and I glance back as he leans
    against the wall, arms crossed over his chest, his gaze drifting over
    to GG. “Do you like our new bunny friend, who so happens to be
    named Gamer Girl? He’s a boy, by the way. I know because he
    humps me every chance he gets.”

   “Also,
    he jizzes on him,” Chasm adds, lifting up the unlit cigarette
    for emphasis.

   “No,
    he does not,”
    Maxx replies, and the two of them give each other faux glares.

   Parrish
    seems quiet, contemplative, as he swings his almond eyes over to the
    rabbit’s cage. GG is sniffing the air, whiskers twitching, pink
    eyes shiny in the half-light from the bedside lamp.

   “Want
    to tell me how you acquired said bunny? And then named it after my
    girlfriend?” Parrish asks, sliding his hands down my back. He’s
    looking right at me, like he wants to hear my explanation of the
    situation.

   “It’s
    just the tip of the iceberg when it comes to things we need to tell
    you,” I start, and that’s when the nervousness hits me
    like a freight train. Parrish knows about Chasm, but he does not know
    about Maxx. “I’m not sure how much you know about what’s
    happening, but after Justin stopped asking you to give me directives,
    he was just texting orders to me.”

   “Orders
    to follow or he would kill me?” Parrish clarifies, and I nod.
    He exhales sharply and tucks some hair behind my ear. “You
    really should’ve let me die.”

   I ignore
    that, but Chasm doesn’t. He scowls and moves over to stand
    beside us, pointing at his friend with the cigarette.

   “Don’t
    even get started with that shit. You know what she tried to do for
    you, right? She offered her life up in exchange for yours. And I was
    mad then. I’m getting furious now. Self-sacrifice
      is annoying. Don’t suggest stupid things.”

   He turns
    away and moves over to the window, shoving it open and then peeking
    his head out to see where, exactly, the camera is located.

   “You
    tried to what?”
    Parrish hisses, but I brush him off, putting my hands over the
    bandages on his chest and frowning.

   “Justin—that
    is, my biological father—asked me to leave a dead a bunny at
    the bottom of its cage. I fucked around a little and had Chasm bring
    me a frozen bunny from the pet store, like the ones people purchase
    to feed large snakes.” I exhale as I stroke my fingers down his
    bandaged chest and he reaches up to capture my hands in his, frowning
    when I cringe a bit over my broken fingers. I missed him so much,
    those sunburst tats on the backs of his hands, his inked fingers, his
    smile, his smell, his voice, his … everything. “So we
    brought this one home.”

   “He
    asked you to kill a rabbit?” Parrish asks, his voice cold and
    angry. If he’s this mad now, wait until he hears what else he
    asked us to do.

   “We
    named it Gamer Girl in your honor,” I tell him, knowing I
    should probably give him some space but unable to pull myself away.
    Parrish doesn’t want to let me go either, it seems.

   That, at
    least, puts a small smile on his face. It only lasts for a second
    before slipping away, and then he’s pulling back from me.
    Parrish grabs my hand again and leads me over to the bed. He crawls
    on first, giving a small groan of pain as he settles into the
    pillows, and then offers his hand out again, drawing me close to him.

   Maxx sits
    down on the end of the bed while Chas tries to figure out how to
    smoke without getting caught by Tess.

   “Your
    sister is safe for now,” Parrish says quietly, listening for
    Paul’s and Tess’ voices from down the hall. We can’t
    hear what they’re saying, so we should be okay as long as we’re
    careful. “The Slayer gave me two options: tell the full truth
    if I wanted, and let Maxine die. Or, I could tell the authorities
    what he wanted me to tell them, and she’d be safe so long as
    you kept following his orders. I chose the latter.”

   “He
    wanted you to tell everyone you were held captive by the Seattle
    Slayer?” Maxx clarifies and Parrish nods. He keeps staring at
    me. That’s when I realize that he still thinks of us as, like,
    a couple. I
      have to tell him about Maxx. Tonight. Before anything happens between
      us; Parrish has a right to know what he’s getting into.

   “He
    did. But just the parts I mentioned downstairs. Nothing about the
    video calls or the masked man or anything else. Just that.”
    Parrish sighs and scrubs a hand over his face. “He’s
    testing us. He wants to pit us against each other.”

   “Why
    do you think that?” Maxx asks softly, staring down at his lap
    before looking back up at Parrish. We both agree with Parrish, but I
    think X just wants to get his friend’s perspective on the
    matter.

   “Why
    ask Dakota to …” Parrish trails off, his eyes flicking
    over to Chasm. Poor Chas. He goes completely still before turning
    slowly around to stare at Parrish. Their eyes meet, and the energy in
    that room is intense enough that it sucks all of the oxygen right out
    the window. I find that it’s suddenly hard to breathe. “He
    wanted to me to squeal and get your sister killed, that’s
    what.” Parrish scowls, the expression so menacing that I
    actually reach up and touch the side of his face to calm him down. He
    shudders and snatches my hand in his, closing his eyes so tight that
    his face scrunches up. “Before we talk about anything else, I
    just need to know how many times you … the pair of you …”

   “Three
    times,” Chasm murmurs, looking down at the floor. He finally
    gives up on the cigarette, slipping it back into his pocket and then
    moving into Parrish’s bathroom. When he comes out, he has a
    pair of black metal rings in his palm. I think about that night where
    I helped him change out his lip rings, and my heart breaks all over
    again.

   “Three
    times,” I agree, and Parrish shudders again, eyes still closed.
  “But we kissed and touched and flirted much more often than
    that. Justin said to ‘act on our feelings’, and he didn’t
    like that we were being standoffish about it. He kept threatening to
    hurt you.” My voice breaks, and I look away. Parrish keeps my
    hand against his face, and I can feel him trembling slightly. Whether
    that’s from exhaustion or pain or jealousy, I don’t know.
  “There’s something else I have to tell you.”

   “Can
    it wait? I’m processing a lot,” he says, but it can’t.
    I look up and meet Maxx’s eyes, but his face hardens, and I can
    see that he’s about to beat me to the punch.

   “Parrish,”
    he starts, and my stomach drops. This
      is going to hurt. It’s going to hurt so bad. I hate this. I
      hate Justin. “Justin asked us to do something else that you’re not
    going to like.”

   Parrish
    opens his eyes to stare at his friend, his face that of a prince
    looking upon a duke that’s unsettled the careful balance of his
    court.

   “Tell
    me,” he commands, and Maxx exhales, looking back toward the
    door.

   “This
    is all on me,” Maxx starts, but I’m already shaking my
    head.

   “That
    isn’t true,” I interrupt, but X cuts me off.

   “Yes,
    it is. It is because I fucked up.” He turns fully to look at
    Parrish, and my admiration for him grows even more. He isn’t
    afraid of the truth. As hard as it is to give it sometimes, it’s
    the only acceptable option in Maxx’s world. “I punched
    Justin Prior in the face.”

   “Wait,”
    Parrish starts, lifting up a hand. “You’ve met him?
    Like, in person?”

   “He
    technically has full custody of Dakota,” Chasm inserts, and
    Parrish’s eyes go wide.

   “He
    fucking what?”
    he snarls, but that’s a whole other part of the conversation.
    We have hours of catching up to do, at the very least.

   “I
    punched him without thinking. He just kept taunting Dakota, making
    her hug him, calling himself daddy.
    I snapped.” Maxx scoots a little closer and Parrish starts to
    get wary.

   “What’d
    he want in retaliation?” he asks, his voice strained.

   “He
    gave us until sunrise that night,” I begin, trying to cut Maxx
    off. I should be the one to tell Parrish. But X’s green eyes
    war with me and he blurts it out before I can stop him.

   “He
    made us have sex with each other,” Maxx whispers, and Parrish’s
    entire body goes still. “So we did. It wasn’t easy on
    either of us although I can’t deny that I enjoyed it. Or that I
    like Dakota.”

   Chasm
    groans, slapping his hand over his face.

   “Your
    honesty is so annoying sometimes. Ease him in, you idiot.”

   Parrish
    looks over at Chasm and then over at Maxx and then … down at
    me.

   “How
    many times?” he manages to grate out, but his voice is a honed
    blade, deadly and sharp.

   “Technically
    once,” I start, maintaining eye contact. “And then he
    fingered me after …”

   “Fuck.”
    Parrish shoves up from the bed and starts to pace. He runs his
    fingers through his hair and then pauses with his hands on his hips,
    dropping his head down. His body is laced with tension. His eyes when
    he lifts them up again are dark with rage. “Fuck. I told you.
    This is what he wants.” Parrish throws out a hand to point at
    me. “He’s trying to strip Dakota of all her allies; it
    isn’t going to work.”

   “Are
    you upset?” Maxx queries, and Parrish spins on him.

   “Am I upset?”
    he hisses out, getting close to the bed and leaning down to put his
    palms atop it. “Of course I’m upset. I’m fucking
    furious. I would love nothing more than to punch both of you right
    now, just to get it out of my system.” Parrish stands back up
    and glances over at Chasm, clearly indicating that when he said
  ‘both’, he meant the boys.

   “I
    was a part of this, too,” I start, but Parrish is shaking his
    head rapidly.

   “No.
    This was the Slayer’s fault. Every bit of it.” He starts
    to pace again. “It won’t work.” Parrish nibbles his
    thumbnail and recognition sparks in me. Is that where I picked up
    that habit? I stifle an inappropriate smile.

   “We’ve
    been a little … lovey,” I admit, wanting him to know the
    full scope. “Me and Chasm. Me and Maxx. There were consequences
    to not being
    lovey, but that isn’t the whole story. We all like each other.”

   Parrish
    pauses, his gaze on the matte black walls of his room. He turns very
    slowly to look at me and then storms over to the bed, grabbing my
    hand and yanking me up. I’m surprised by the strength in
    it—pleasantly surprised—and I stumble a bit as I try to
    keep up with him.

   “Back
    me up if Tess shows up?” he offers as Chasm gapes at him.

   “What
    are you—” he starts, but then Parrish is pulling me into
    the bathroom and pushing my back against the door.

   His mouth
    descends on mine, hot and possessive, the fingers of his left hand
    curling around my wrist. He breaks the kiss but only after we’re
    both gasping for breath, sliding his right hand up the wall to flick
    the switch for the bathroom fan.

   “I
    know I haven’t been gone very long,” he whispers, looking
    away from me, hurt etched plainly into the beautiful lines of his
    face. “But it feels like an eternity. The three of you have
    developed something without me; I feel like a stranger.”

   “No,”
    I whisper, but he isn’t wrong about everything, just the last
    bit. “Everything I did, I did for you. I would never have
    touched Chasm or Maxx otherwise. But I can understand if you don’t
    want to continue what we started—”

   I stop
    talking because the look that boy turns on me is reminiscent of the
    scathing ones he used to chuck my way at Whitehall, when he was
    telling me I was crap in bed while we were both virgins.

   “Don’t
    ever suggest something like that again,” he declares, releasing
    me and standing up straight. “Did you hear anything that I said
    to you? Either in the basement that night or before, during, or after
    sex?”

   My cheeks
    flush, but I hold his gaze as he crosses his arms over his chest.

   “Your
    everything is beautiful,”
    I murmur, because I could live a hundred more years of this life and
    never forget the things Parrish said to me. “Trust me, I’ve
    thought about it every day since you went missing. That morning, when
    I woke up and you were gone, I was worried you might’ve left
    because of what we did.”

   He’s
    already shaking his head, putting his palm on the door above my head
    and leaning in toward me.

   “Never.
    How do you think I stayed a virgin until now? Because I’ve
    never met a girl that I wanted to sleep with before. And trust me:
    many have tried,” he adds dryly, and my mind strays to Lumen.

   Oh.

   The item
    she slipped into my hand!

   But now
    isn’t the time to ask Chasm to take a look at it. We’ll
    get there, but first … this.

   “Are
    you sure you still want me after …” I trail off, shaking
    out my hands. “I devirginized both of your best friends.”

   Parrish’s
    face gets pale, and he turns away, like his emotions are about to get
    the better of him.

   “They’re
    both good guys,” he murmurs, glancing back at me. “But it
    killed me to watch you and Chasm in that video. You weren’t
    just fucking because you were told to; it was more than that.”

   I hold his
    gaze and give a sharp nod.

   “It
    was. Did you know that night, after I left you, I found a vase full
    of sunflowers in my room? He was coming to confess his feelings.
    Instead, he gave us condoms and walked away.”

   Parrish
    stares at me for a minute, and then nods.

   “I
    know. He said as much to me in Korean.”

   “I
    know about that, too,” I admit, and Parrish sighs again,
    stalking over to the shower. He turns it on and then spins back to
    face me.

   “I’m
    having a really hard time with this, I won’t lie to you.”
    I nod at his words, because he has every right to feel that way. “But
    there’s one thing that I know for absolute certain.” He
    covers the distance between us in a few, careful strides, capturing
    my face again and brushing his mouth against mine. “While I was
    gone, all I could think about was you. How much I missed you. How
    angry I was that our time together after that night was stolen. We
    deserved to have that. I could barely sleep that night. All I wanted
    was to go in your room and touch you again, talk to you.”

   He kisses
    me again, and that pretty glass heart of mine throbs painfully in my
    chest.

   Parrish
    pulls back, that aristocratic face of his carved up into a thousand
    different emotions.

   “I
    thought about all the things that I’d say to you in the
    morning, all the places I’d touch you, the ways I’d kiss
    you. And I practiced my speech for Tess.” He puts a hand on his
    chest. “Because I meant what I said: I’m going to tell
    her everything.”

   Fear
    skitters across my skin, but at the same time, it’s accompanied
    by a surge of affection for this boy. He was so worth it. Every
    terrible moment. Every sickening second of angst. So fucking worth
    it. I’d do it all over again. And I will, if I have to, in
    order to save my sister.

   Maxine,
    please be safe, I
    think, reminding myself that Justin won’t hurt her because it
    will ruin his ultimate plans. That is, to have me in his life. It
    makes no sense and, as psychotic as he can be at times, he’s a
    very careful, very meticulous monster.

   “We’ll
    give her … a week or so to get used to me being back.”
    Parrish glances to the side again before turning back to me. “I’m
    not sure if I can keep my hands off of you any longer than that. If
    we don’t tell her, she’ll figure it out just by watching
    me.”

   “Tess
    was destroyed without you,” I admit, and he shudders. “She
    barely ate, barely slept. She alternated between being cold and
    distant and emotionally destroyed. Are you sure you want to do this?
    We can keep it a secret if you want.”

   “I’m
    sick of secrets,” he admits, gritting his teeth. I can’t
    say I disagree with that.

   “I’ll
    leave you alone so you can shower,” I tell him, and he gives me
    a look.

   “No,
    you won’t.” Parrish steps back from me and then pauses,
    as if he’s just thought of something. “Wait here.”

   He scoots
    me away from the door and opens it, walking out to stare Chasm in the
    eyes.

   I’ve
    never seen the other boy look so … well, not like a black
    knight riding into battle with full armor. He looks like an unsure
    seventeen-year-old for the first time in his life, amber eyes
    flicking back to catch on mine.

   “Can
    we just pretend that it never happened?” Parrish asks, and
    Chasm goes completely still. Maxx, he pauses with one hand inside
    GG’s cage, glancing back to stare at us. He doesn’t look
    any happier than Chas does. “Dakota and … the two of
    you. I appreciate everything you guys did for me, I really do. But
    that doesn’t mean that it doesn’t hurt. I just want to
    forget about it.”

   I step up
    beside him, but I’m not sure what to say.

   What’s
    the right move here? Do I speak up for Chasm and Maxx? Do I side with
    Parrish for now, seeing as we just got him back? Do I tell them that
    my feelings for the three of them are more confusing than anything
    I’ve ever experienced before?

   I hate
    Justin, don’t get me wrong. And the situation with him is
    intense. But it isn’t confusing. I know exactly where I stand
    on those matters. This, on the other hand, is not so easy to parcel
    out.

   “Is
    that what you want, Kota?” Maxx asks softly. Parrish curls his
    hands into fists, but he doesn’t say anything, doesn’t
    move. Chasm is still staring at me.

   “I
    care about all three of you,” I admit, even though the words
    grate past my lips, scraping them like sandpaper, making them bleed.
    Parrish glances my way and then back over at Chasm, at Maxx.

   “Is
    that … not an option?” Parrish asks, his voice tight and
    unreadable. He spreads his hands. “Is it over for me? Have I
    been gone too long to make this work?” He looks back at me with
    a crestfallen expression that cuts me to the bone.

   “I’d
    be lying to you if I told you I could forget about the things that
    happened with Maxx and Chasm while you were missing. But I’d
    also be lying if I said I wanted things to change between us.”
    I stand there, unsure of what I’m even asking. If it’s
    even fair for me to ask
    anything of him at all.

   Maxx hands
    over a carrot to GG and then carefully steps back, closing the cage
    door before turning around. Chasm slides his hands into the pockets
    of his suit jacket, frowns, and then withdraws a tiny square of
    paper.

   It’s
    the item that Lumen slipped me at the party. As if he’s looking
    for a distraction—any distraction at all—Chasm unfolds it
    and reads the message before offering it up to me. I step forward and
    take it, ignoring the surge of fire in my hand when our fingers brush
    together.

   We need
    to talk. Meet me in the hedge maze on Monday after school.

   My blood
    goes cold.

   “Lumen,”
    I murmur, and Parrish’s body gets tense.

   “Don’t
    tell me that fucker made you sleep with Lumen, too?”

   I lift my
    gaze up to meet his.

   “Definitely
    not,” I tell him, clutching the note in my hand. I
      knew it; I knew something was going on with those girls.

   “Lumen’s
    posse kicked the shit out of Dakota and broke her nose,” Chasm
    explains as Parrish’s eyes get wide. He vaguely heard of the
    attack on one of our video chats, but I’m certain he never got
    any details. “Broke two of her fingers, too.” Chas
    gestures at me, but I’m not wearing my splints like I’m
    supposed to. I ditched the gloves and the white fur wrap long ago,
    but I’m still wearing the bloody princess dress—and the
    tiara. “Things have been bad since you left, Parrish. Veronica
    and her buddies whipped out a bunch of utility knives on us out back
    of the hedge maze.”

   “You
    better be fucking with me?” Parrish growls out, clenching his
    hands into fists. He closes his eyes and forces himself to exhale,
    sweeping his hands over his hair. “Let me guess: Whitehall is
    falling apart without me?”

   “As
    always, your majesty,” Chasm drawls back, with just the right
    amount of humor.

   Parrish
    opens his eyes again and drops his hands by his sides.

   “I’ll
    handle it,” he declares, but I don’t see how. Tess is
    unlikely to let him finish the last week of school out. “I see
    that we have a lot to catch up on.”

   He pauses
    suddenly, turning his head to the door, and we all stop talking as
    Tess’ heels approach and she knocks lightly, peeking in the
    door. She’s holding something in her hand; it looks a bit like
    a first aid kit.

   “Just
    checking on you,” she says, and Parrish forces a smile that
    reminds me of my own.

   “We’re
    just making small talk, to keep me calm,” he says, and her eyes
    crinkle with love and worry. “It’s weird to have been
    gone for so long; I feel like I missed out on a lot.”

   Tess’
    attention turns to me and Chasm for a moment, and I’m sure
    she’s thinking about the condom the authorities found, about my
    confession that I was ‘sleeping with’ Chasm at the time.
    How now, I actually am sleeping
    with Chasm.

   “It’s
    okay, honey. It’ll take time to readjust. What matters is that
    you’re here, you’re safe.” Her eyes fill with
    tears, and she moves into the room again to give Parrish another hug,
    one that she holds for so long that he starts to get annoyed.

   “Mom,”
    he murmurs, and she finally releases him, smoothing his hair back and
    then looking over at the bathroom. Steam is rolling out from the
    shower and drifting into the bedroom.

   “Are
    you showering? I can reapply your salve and bandages when you get
    out. Also, did you take the antibiotics they gave you at the
    hospital?”

   “I
    did. And the pain pills.” Parrish gestures at me with a tilt of
    his head. “Dakota is going to help me put the salve and
    bandages on after; I’m good for now.” He takes the first
    aid kit from Tess’ hand and tosses it onto the bathroom counter
    before returning to his spot near the doorway.

   Tess gives
    me an odd sort of look in response, and I resist the urge to shiver.

   She isn’t
    going to take the news of Parrish and me as a couple very well at
    all.

   “Okay,
    well. Please leave the bathroom door unlocked. I won’t bother
    you, but I’d like the option of being able to check on you
    anyway.”

   Parrish
    sighs heavily and gives her a two-fingered salute.

   “Yeah,
    okay.”

   Tess drags
    herself away with obvious effort, leaving the door wide. Maxx moves
    over and adjusts it back to a sliver again, peeking out to make sure
    she’s gone into her office before he returns back to the open
    area beside Parrish’s gaming chairs.

   The four of
    us stand there in awkward silence.

   “Give
    me a chance to recoup what I lost,” Parrish murmurs, looking
    down at the floor. He glances up at Chasm, at Maxx, and then over at
    me. “Give me some time. If it doesn’t work out …
    we can all try to woo you and best man wins.” His jaw clenches,
    but he hides his anger well.

   “You
    don’t need time to recoup anything, Parrish,” I tell him,
    putting my hand on his arm. “My feelings for you haven’t
    changed.” He looks at me before turning his face toward his
    friends again.

   “What
    about Maxine?” he asks, directing the question to, of course,
    X.

   X grits his
    teeth, but he doesn’t look away.

   “Maxine
    broke up with me before anything happened between me and Dakota. She
    wouldn’t give up on the notion that something was happening to
    Kota, and I had to discourage her. She didn’t like that, so …
    Anyway, she knows about us.” He gestures at me with his left
    hand. “I told her everything. It’s completely over
    between us—permanently.”

   “Hmm.”
    Parrish’s brow crinkles. He can tell he’s missing a lot
    of the story here. “I knew you had a thing for my Gamer Girl. I
    could tell right off the bat.” He gives Maxx a dark look, one
    that his friend returns without flinching. “And you …”
    He glances over at Chasm who exhales and then spreads his hands in a
    placating gesture.

   “I
    was honest about it from the beginning,” he admits, and Parrish
    scowls at him.

   “Who
    has the biggest dick?” Parrish asks abruptly, and I flush all
    over, tits included. It’s a very obvious sort of blush in this
    stupid dress, too.

   “Uh,
    what?” I choke out, but I am not about to answer that question.
    It’s bound to make at least two people even angrier than they
    are now. “That has nothing to do with anything. If it were just
    sex, this would be easy. I would say thank you, Maxx; thank you,
    Chasm. Then I’d move on. This isn’t that.”

   Parrish
    snorts and swipes a hand over his face.

   “We
    all know who has the biggest dick anyway,” X jokes, and both of
    the other boys give him dark looks. “It goes without saying, I
    think.”

   “You’re
    not any nicer now than you were in high school,” Parrish tells
    him with narrowed eyes. “So stop pretending. Have you seen him
    at his worst yet?” He glances over at me and my gaze locks with
    Maxx’s.

   “I
    have. He went full asshole on me and Chasm when he thought we were
    keeping secrets about you from him. He also organized search parties
    and spent all night and all day for a week searching for you.”

   That
    softens Parrish somewhat, but he still isn’t happy.

   “I
    don’t know what to do about this. I’m … it’s
    a lot to deal with.”

   “Let’s
    not talk about this for a while,” Chasm suggests, glancing at
    me again. His heart looks like it’s breaking, like he feels
    second place all over again, second choice, a backup plan. None of
    that is true, but I’m not just going to be able to tell him
    that with words. Actions, only. But how? How do we do this? “Let’s
    finish school up so we have one less thing to worry about and focus
    on Maxine instead. Once she’s safe, we can … talk.”

   “I’m
    okay with that if Kota is,” Maxx says, studying me. He stares
    at me like he’s simultaneously my last and first choice all at
    the same time. “We can revisit it later, after you’re
    caught up, and we’re caught up, and … well, of course,
    Maxine is the most important thing.”

   “Right
    now, it’s just me and Gamer Girl.” Parrish looks over at
    me, and I glance back at him. “Is that okay? You and me,
    dating. Like we would’ve been if I hadn’t …”
    He trails off, and my throat gets tight with emotion. If he hadn’t
    gone missing, I’d have never experienced the things I did with
    Maxx and Chasm. Would that have been easier? Harder? I don’t
    know. I can’t imagine not having shared those moments with them
    now that they’ve happened.

   “I’m
    okay with that,” I tell him, deciding that a single week isn’t
    a big ask whatsoever.

   “Will
    you go to prom with me?” Parrish asks, surprising me. “Unless
    my days are all screwed up, or if Whitehall’s cancelled it,
    it’s still happening on Friday, right?”

   My eyes
    drift to Chasm’s, and his nostrils flare, but he gives a slight
    shake of his head.

   “That’s
    a good idea. You two should go to prom together.” He exhales
    and turns back toward the window, sliding his cigarette out again and
    lighting up, making sure to angle himself just right so that the
    newly installed exterior camera won’t catch him smoking. If
    Tess—or anyone else—is watching the feed right now,
    they’ll likely assume that it’s steam from the open
    bathroom door.

   I hesitate
    briefly, squeezing Lumen’s note in my hand.

   Another
    idiom comes to mind: trapped between a rock and a hard place.

   Fuck.

   Parrish
    gives Chasm an odd look before turning back to me.

   “If
    Tess lets you go, I’d love to go with you,” I say, my
    voice breathy and soft. Chasm doesn’t look back at us again,
    but I can tell that although this is killing him, he’s willing
    to do it for Parrish. If he is, then I am, too. Parrish has been
    through a lot; he nearly fucking died. And none of this is fair to
    him. He didn’t have any say in these matters anymore than we
    did.

   “Tess
    will let me go,” he says breezily, waving his hand around
    dismissively.

   “Are
    you two going to—” Maxx starts, gesturing at us. “Be
    intimate with each other this week?”

   Parrish
    stares at him, then looks at me, waiting for my answer.

   “I
    hope so,” he adds, voice getting husky, breaking into emotional
    shards that cut and bleed. “Hopefully right now.”

   “Right
    now?” I query back, but I’m not against it. I’ve
    wanted that since I first saw him on the other side of the wine
    cellar door.

   “If
    you still want me,” Parrish adds, and Chasm makes a noise,
    climbing out onto the roof with his cigarette, camera be fucked. He
    moves to slam the window closed, but not before leaning through and
    adding his two cents to the situation.

   “The
    sexual tension between you two is making me physically ill; just bang
    it out already.” He pauses. “There are condoms in my
    bag.” He points to its location on the floor before retreating,
    scooting to the edge of the roof, and continuing to smoke.

   “I
    don’t really get a say in this,” Maxx says, sighing
    heavily. “You two decide what’s best for you.” He
    offers me a look as he moves over to the door and peeks into the
    hallway again. “Better be quick though. Tess will be down here
    soon enough to check on you.”

   I study X’s
    back, all of that tension in his muscles, and I make a choice.

   I can’t
    please all three of them at once, at least not right now. Parrish has
    been missing. He almost died. He needs me. I want him.

   All of
    those things are valid.

   Parrish and
    I look at each other, and then I bend down and flick Chasm’s
    bag open, fully aware of how weird—and how strangely sad—this
    entire situation is. Yet, I can’t get past the elated feeling
    of having Parrish here with us. I’m not the only one: I have a
    feeling that Chasm and Maxx wouldn’t be so nice if the
    situation were any less dire.

   “I
    want you, Parrish,” I tell him as I rise to my feet, and he
    releases a deep breath. He grabs my hand, and we slip into the
    bathroom together. He slams the door behind me, and then his mouth is
    on mine all over again, his fingers sliding across the side of my
    neck and leaving a trail of fire in their wake.

   His other
    hand cradles the curve of my waist.

   “I
    don’t want to wait even a second longer, but I have to ask …
    what the fuck is this dress for?” Parrish pulls back, looking
    over my outfit with undisguised interest. “Also, I’m
    sorry that I bled all over it.”

   “I
    would soak everything I owned in blood just to see you again,”
    I admit, looking down at my outfit. “This was Justin’s
    pick—we all went to the launch party for his new app tonight.”

   Parrish
    seems more—rather than less—confused, but then he sets
    his mouth in a determined line and grabs me by the hips, parking me
    on the edge of the countertop. He leans in, even as steam drifts
    around his face.

   “I
    dreamed about this,” he repeats, pushing the voluminous skirts
    up my legs and running his palms along my thighs. The soft white
    steam creates a barrier between us and the real world for a brief
    moment. It’s all an illusion, but I think we both need that.

   We need to
    reconnect.

   Desperately
    so.

   “I
    dreamed about it when I was tied to that chair, when my vision got
    blurry and I couldn’t see straight, when my ears rang and
    eventually all sound cut off. I dreamed about it when my hands were
    numb from being tied up too long and I thought about just giving up
    and falling asleep.” Parrish puts his forehead against mine. “I
    don’t know what you did to get me that bed, to get me untied,
    fed, showered. Whatever it was, it isn’t unappreciated.”

   “I
    felt like I was betraying you anyway,” I admit, brushing my
    mouth against his in a small, heated kiss. “That whole time. I
    felt sick about it. I still do. I feel even worse knowing that I
    didn’t hate what Justin made me do with Maxx and Chasm.
    Everything else was awful.
    But not that. The guilt I felt for you and Maxine was the only bad
    part.”

   “If I
    say I forgive you, does that help?” he offers, as I dig my
    fingers into his hair again, closing my eyes and letting his
    addictive scent wash over me. “You forget that I know some of
    the things that bastard made you do. I know about the typewriter and
    the car; I know about the theatre fire. I can only imagine it got
    worse after that.”

   Parrish
    brushes his knuckles across the front of my panties, and my breath
    catches sharply. I try to let my head fall back, but he threads the
    fingers of his right hand in my hair and brings our mouths together
    again.

   He tastes
    so damn good. I’m not sure that I’ve ever tasted anything
    so perfect and so satisfying in all my life. Any and every emotion in
    the human repertoire lies between us: sadness, anger, trust, hate …
    love. When we said we loved each other over the video chat, it wasn’t
    just out of blind desperation and fear, it was deeper than that.

   Parrish
    adjusts his right hand, slipping it beneath my skirts, and then pulls
    my panties down my legs and over the Chucks I put on while we were
    waiting to get him back. He gives the mismatched shoes—one
    black, one green—a look and a contented sigh.

   “I
    missed this. Your quirkiness. Your political jabs. The way you barge
    into everything and destroy all my boundaries, and I don’t even
    mind.” Parrish tosses the panties aside and slips the condom
    from my hand. He stands up straight and shoves his sweatpants down,
    kicking them aside and slipping the condom on.

   The only
    light that’s on in here is the one above the shower, just a
    single spotlight that illuminates the stall, but creates twilight
    dusk throughout the rest of the admittedly very large room. This
    bathroom is more than half the size of my entire bedroom back home
    with the Banks.

   Although I
    may never think of this ice palace as home, there’s something
    about Parrish that
    says home. Something about Chasm. About Maxx. The three of them give
    me that feeling the same way that Maxine does, or the way my
    grandparents do.

   I embrace
    that phenomenon as Parrish steps close to me again, his body warm
    between my thighs. The fact that he’s even here, that he’s
    even alive,
    makes me tremble with excitement. Who knew it could be such a turn-on
    to rescue the guy you love-hated for months, lost to an infamous
    serial killer, and then rescued in a dramatic, Agatha Christie-worthy
    fashion?

   “I
    missed your rude, pouty mouth, and your stupid swagger, and the way
    you slit your eyes when you’re bothered by something or
    someone,” I tell him, and he lets out a satisfied chuckle near
    my ear, making me shiver. The feeling only intensifies when he grips
    my hip under my skirt with one hand, using the other to guide himself
    between my thighs.

   He lifts
    his gaze up, his face limned in white steam and dusky light, and then
    he thrusts his hips forward, and we both groan in unison. My fingers
    clutch at his back, scraping over his bandages, as he squeezes my ass
    in both hands and drags my pelvis tightly against his, pressing us
    together.

   “Gamer
    Girl,” he murmurs as our mouths come together yet again,
    tongues sliding against one another, hearts beating as we sit
    chest-to-chest for a moment.

   “Pear-Pear,”
    I whisper, but it’s only half a joke. I’m far too wrapped
    up in heat and ardor to be anything but serious right now.

   “You
    can call me that. You can call me anything you want actually. Maybe
    it makes me crazy, but you were the person that I missed the most.”
    Parrish starts to move, slow at first, but with increasing speed.
    It’s like he’s drowning all of a sudden, and I’m
    his only chance at getting air.

   I keep my
    arms around his neck, my mouth moving against his, murmuring his name
    over and over again. I wish more than anything that we had all night
    to be together. I want to touch every part of him, just to make sure
    that he’s really okay. Trace his scars, memorize him. He might
    have them for life, but I don’t care. Because it means he made
    it; he survived.

   The feel of
    his hips rocking against mine, of his body being inside of me, it’s
    incredible. I feel so much better already, being this close to him.

   “Tell
    me you’re still mine,” he murmurs against my ear, and
    even if I don’t know how things are going to work out, I know
    this.

   “I’m
    still yours,” I breathe back at him. “And you’re
    mine.”

   He makes a
    sound that could either be assent or denial—you never know with
    Parrish Vanguard—and then he’s losing himself in me,
    moving harder, faster. His hands on my hips tense, leaving dents in
    my skin that make me squirm.

   When he
    reaches that sweet, hot place of climax, he bites the side of my neck
    and groans at the same time. Stars flicker beneath my eyelids as I
    lock my ankles behind him, holding him close and tight as he
    finishes.

   He slams
    one of his palms down on the counter, head low, breath fanning
    against my collarbone, and makes another sound, this one clearly
    built of frustration.

   “I
    need more of this,” he mutters. “All night.”

   I grab a
    handful of his hair and lift his face up to mine. My body feels like
    it’s shimmering, like I’m on the very edge of an orgasm.
    I want more, but I’m not sure we’re going to able to
    finish me off, let alone go all night.

   A knock on
    the door makes us both stiffen up.

   “Just
    told Tess that Dakota went in her own bathroom to shower. I took the
    liberty of getting you pajamas, too. Want to grab them?”

   It’s
    Maxx.

   Parrish
    narrows his eyes in frustration, sitting up and then slowly sliding
    out of me, all the while making eye contact. He slips the condom off
    and drops it in the trash—we need to remember to deal with that
    later—and yanks his sweats up.

   By the time
    he opens the door, my ankles are crossed and I’m affecting the
    most nonchalant expression that I can. Maxx’s eyes slip right
    past Parrish to land on me, and I know he can tell. His jaw clenches,
    but he says nothing as he passes the pile of clothes over to his
    friend.

   “Thank
    you,” Parrish tells him honestly, but with a slight strain in
    his voice that says that wasn’t easy for him. X gives a small
    wave and then retreats, allowing Parrish to shut the door behind him.
  “Get in the shower with me,” he says, and it’s not
    really a question.

   He needs
    that.

   I hop off
    the counter and he sets the clothing in my place, standing still and
    silent as I help unwrap the bandages from his chest, examining the
    wounds by hovering my fingers over them. Parrish snatches my hand in
    his and presses my palm against them, even as he shudders slightly
    with the pain of it.

   “They’re
    not as bad as they look,” he tells me, but that isn’t
    true. He nearly bled to death. It’s just that someone—Mr.
    Volli, I guess—has been cleaning them and keeping antibiotic
    ointment liberally applied for the last few weeks. “They’ll
    heal—even if my ink is messed up.”

   It’s
    true that the slices on his chest have obscured the beautiful art
    somewhat, but it isn’t less pretty for what it is now, it’s
    just beautiful in a different way.

   “Let’s
    see how they heal up and then worry about them later. You never know;
    they may fade over time.” The first few tick marks are wider
    and more ragged looking; the new ones have tiny stitches that should
    help the scarring be less visible. Anyway, since Paul is a plastic
    surgeon, if they really bother Parrish, maybe his dad can help?

   He takes
    the first aid kit, opens it up, and then pulls out a roll of what
    looks like plastic wrap.

   “Here,”
    Parrish hands it over to me along with a spool of white tape. “I’m
    not supposed to get any of this wet.” He gestures at himself as
    my throat gets tight, and I nod, helping him to cover his wounds up
    and seal off the edges. “That should do it.”

   Parrish
    nods and releases my hand, shoving his pants to the ground as I
    unlace and kick my shoes off before turning around and glancing over
    my shoulder.

   “Zipper?”
    I query, and he steps forward, sliding the zipper down and then
    helping me shimmy out of the dress. Because of the corset-like fit of
    the top, I didn’t need a bra, leaving me immediately exposed.
    My panties, too, are already on the floor. Now, it’s just me,
    myself, and I, completely bare to him.

   Parrish’s
    eyes flare with interest as he studies me, and then he reaches out
    for the shower door, opening it and waiting for me to climb in. I do
    and he follows quickly afterward, wrapping his arms around me from
    behind as the hot water cascades over both of us at the same time.

   “Stay
    with me all night—even if we can’t have sex,” he
    whispers, but I have no idea how to make that work with Tess. I
    decide not to say anything to ruin that moment, closing my eyes and
    nodding as he kisses the side of my face.

   We stay
    there for several minutes, the only sounds the pattering of the water
    and the combined exhales and inhales of our breathing. When Parrish
    releases me, I grab the bottle of orange Dial soap he has in
    there—for cleaning tattoos, most likely—and use that to
    lather up my palms.

   “Want
    me to wash your back?” I ask and he nods, looking down at the
    nineteen perfect slices across his chest. They’re in two rows
    of eight with three ticks on the third and final row. Each one is
    about an inch in length, and the entire collection of them obscures
    nearly all of his chest. The plastic-like bandage stretches across
    the neatly stitched wounds, keeping them dry. It reminds me of the
    transparent bandages I’ve seen people wear over fresh tattoos.

   Parrish
    turns around and I glide my soapy palms over him, enjoying the way he
    tenses and exhales, letting his head fall back in bliss. My fingers
    trail down to his firm ass, and he tosses a look back at me, not
    unlike the one from the very first day we met.

   Apparently,
    I’m not the only who gets the reference.

   “As
    if, Gamer Girl,” he says with a small smirk. “In your
    dreams.”

   I throw my
    arms around him yet again, careful to keep my grip low so that I
    don’t disturb the wounds on his chest.

   “I
    can’t believe how much I missed you,” I repeat for the
    fiftieth time. But it’s true. I did. We all did.

   Parrish
    covers my hands with his, stroking my knuckles until I finally pull
    away. I finish washing his back and then switch out the soap for the
    shampoo, lathering his hair up, rinsing him off, and then adding
    conditioner.

   “This
    is the greatest moment of my life,” he murmurs as I knead his
    scalp and then leave the conditioner to set while I take care of my
    own hair. Parrish turns around and gives me one of those pretty
    frowns of his, holding out his right hand in silent demand. “Give
    me the shampoo,” he commands, all lordly and shit.

   I cock a
    brow.

   “No.”

   “No?”
    he queries back, cocking his head slightly to one side, his gaze
    sliding over my naked body. I shiver under his stare. It’s one
    thing to be nude and doing it under the covers in the dark. It’s
    a whole other to be standing under a virtual spotlight—a dim
    light, yes, but like one that’s right above my head—and
    having him study me the way he is.

   “You
    just got home; you’re injured. No extra work for you.”

   Parrish
    lets his head hang down for a minute, and then when he whips his gaze
    up at me, it’s resolute. He lunges and manages to snatch the
    shampoo bottle with one hand, grabbing my right wrist and pressing it
    into the wall with the other.

   “Yes,
    your serial killer daddy imprisoned me in a cellar full of very
    expensive wine and tried to bleed me to death. For the next week,”
    he murmurs, leaning down and pressing a scalding kiss against the
    corner of my mouth, “I get whatever I want from you.”

   He releases
    me and stands up, lifting his chin in that haughty way of his and
    squirting shampoo into his palms.

   “Turn
    around,” he tells me, but it doesn’t feel like such a
    simple command when we’re both naked like this. I do as he
    asked anyway, even if I grumble about it.

   “You
    should be resting,” I mumble as his long fingers dig into my
    wet hair, making me groan as he works out the sticky hair spray,
    rinses me, and then slathers the smooth, pearlescent conditioner
    through the green and black strands. I make a small sound of surprise
    when he wraps my hair around his fist and gives it a little yank.

   “What
    if I don’t want to rest? What if all I want is you?”

   “Then
    you’re going to be in serious trouble because Tess will come
    in here, whether you’re naked or not, to check on you at some
    point.”

   Parrish
    grunts, but he doesn’t seem overly concerned. Instead, he
    rinses his fingers of the conditioner and then glides them down my
    bare belly. My legs start to tremble, and I put my palms flat on the
    wall.

   He guides
    them between my thighs, brushing across the heated pulse of my clit
    and making my knees weak. Parrish’s body presses up against
    mine, pinning me to the wall. I can feel him hardening against me
    again, but we don’t have another condom, so we’ll have to
    look for alternative ways to entertain ourselves.

   He leans
    down, pressing his lips to my shoulder and then brushing my hair away
    from my neck. That’s when he pauses, and since his pouty mouth
    is pressed to my body, I actually feel him
    frown.

   “Who
    left these marks?” he asks, his voice ice-cold. I stiffen up,
    but then he slides a single finger between my legs and pushes it
    inside of me. My nails scrape against the white subway tile on the
    walls.

   “Chasm,”
    I whisper back, and Parrish makes a sound of frustration. His mouth
    descends over one of the already sore marks, sucking on it and
    causing me to cry out. Too
      loud, Dakota. Not only is there Tess to worry about, but I don’t want either
    of the other guys to hear me.

   Still,
    Parrish is determined. He seeks out every mark and scrape left by his
    best friend and then proceeds to cover it with one of his own. The
    single finger inside of me becomes two, sliding deep and hooking
    slightly to grant me extra pleasure. I reach down with my own hand,
    adjusting his so that when he rocks his hand, he rubs my clit at the
    same time.

   “I
    know I should be grateful to them, but I’m just annoyed. You’re
    mine; I saw you first.”

   I use my
    left hand to cover my mouth, just to stifle all of the sounds that
    want to come out. It’s too much, with the hot steam and
    Parrish’s even hotter body, with his hardened shaft pressing
    into my ass and lower back, his fingers inside of me. He continues to
    kiss and lick and suck while he works me up to that glittering stage
    all over again, encouraging my body to clamp around him.

   The climax
    hits me so hard that I actually collapse. Parrish catches me around
    the waist with his left hand, leaving the fingers of his right one
    inside of me. He lowers us both to the floor and then leans his back
    into the wall, pulling me into his lap. He works me until my entire
    body goes stiff again, trembling in his arms, and then slumping back
    against him with a shuddering sigh.

   Shit,
    his chest! I try to move, even though my languid muscles seem to be adamantly
    against it, but he won’t let me go.

   “No.
    Stay here. Don’t be so stubborn.” He pulls me back
    against him, sliding his fingers out and then wrapping me with both
    arms.

   “You’re
    an asshole,” I murmur, but then, we both knew that.

   “You’re
    a brat,” he retorts, which is true. He allows me to ‘escape’
    the hold of his arms, but I don’t go very far, turning around
    to look at him, his lean, inked body sprawled in the corner of the
    shower, one knee propped up, elbow resting against it. He toys with
    strands of his wet hair with his fingers as he watches me. Between
    his legs, he’s just as hard as he was before we ever got
    started.

   Licking my
    lips, I scoot closer to him and reach down with my right hand,
    curling my fingers around him.

   “Shit,”
    he breathes, letting his head fall back against the wall. “Please,
    Dakota; I need this.”

   I reach up,
    hitting the screen that controls all of the shower’s fancy
    functions—yeah, I know, a computer screen inside a shower is
    weird; I just hope Justin can’t spy on us with it—and
    adjust it so that water isn’t falling directly over us anymore.

   I hold my
    palm out for Parrish, just like I did in the basement room that day.
    He smirks at me, capturing my wrist and licking my palm, sucking on
    my fingers, clearly enjoying himself. I can barely breathe as I
    watch, shivering at the feel of his hot tongue on my skin. We’re
    going to be at this all week; I can already tell.

   As soon as
    he releases me, I wrap my hand around the base of him and grip
    tightly, leaning in to kiss and suck on his lower lip. I work him
    with fast, hard motions, knowing that we’re really pushing the
    limits of time here. This is not how we want to be caught by Tess. No
    fucking way.

   Parrish
    tries to pull me closer, but I resist. I don’t trust either of
    us not to make a mistake here. I
      should probably get birth control somewhere. The
    thought flits in and out of my head, and I file it away for later.

   For now, I
    keep my grip firm, my pace even, until Parrish lifts his hands to
    grab my shoulders, digging his fingers in as I bring him to his own
    release. I sit back up, rising to my knees and reaching out to grab
    one of the movable shower heads. A push of a button activates it, and
    I use the warm water to clean him up.

   He looks up
    at me, and we just sit there, staring at each other.

   “I
    meant it,” he tells me, and my cheeks heat. I don’t look
    away though; I want to hear this. “When I said that I loved
    you.”

   “I
    meant it, too,” I promise, and then we both jump slightly at
    another knock on the door.

   “You
    guys are really pushing it: Tess is starting to get weird. Hurry up.”

   With
    another scowl, Parrish leans forward, grabbing my chin and crushing
    his mouth to mine for another desperate, needy kiss. He uses the wall
    to stand up and then holds out a hand for me. We very quickly rinse
    the remaining conditioner from one another’s hair, turn the
    shower off, and hurry to dress ourselves and change.

   Maxx has
    brought Parrish some white Whitehall Prep sweats and a matching
    hoodie. A
      school for innovators, engineers, and world leaders, it
    says on the back. Eye roll. For me, he’s retrieved … my
    Pokémon pants and a black tank top.

   My lips
    twitch … until I see that he’s also brought me fresh
    panties.

   Am I
    annoyed that he went through my underwear drawer?

   No, not
    really. He brought me fresh clothes, even knowing that I was likely
    having sex with his best friend in the bathroom while he stood guard
    outside. If anything, my love and admiration for him grows
    substantially.

   Parrish and
    I step into the room at about the same moment that we hear Tess’
    heels clacking down the hall. His eyes flick back to the bathroom
    where my pink, bloodied gown lies on the floor in a heap.

   “Shit.”
    He pushes me toward the bed, slipping into the bathroom and snatching
    the dress, my panties, and my shoes from the ground. He comes back
    into the room, drops to his knees, and shoves it all under the bed
    just before Tess pushes the door in.

   Her eyes
    flick over to me, sitting on her son’s bed with my wet hair
    hanging around my face, and then over to Maxx who’s holding GG
    and leaning against the edge of the dresser. Chasm is sitting in one
    of the gaming chairs, fingers threaded together behind his head.

   Tess smiles
    as Parrish rises from his crouch.

   “How
    was your shower?” she asks, and he shrugs, slipping his hands
    into the front pocket of his hoodie.

   “First
    shower in weeks where some creeper isn’t watching me through a
    camera,” he says, and Tess’ face twitches with a mixture
    of rage and sympathy. She pushes the former aside as she moves into
    the room, her eyes sweeping over the four of us.

   If she only
    knew the things we were involved in …

   “I’d
    like you to sleep in my room tonight,” Tess begins, and Parrish
    lets out one of those harsh, arrogant laughs of his, the ones he
    usually saves for people he wants to ‘bury’. You know,
    like he used to laugh at me. The sound doesn’t bother me
    anymore; I like it. I love it.
    That’s a problem, isn’t it?

   “Mom,
    seriously? I’m seventeen fucking years old. I’ll be
    eighteen in January.”

   “Which
    means you’re still seventeen
    for more than half a year,” she argues, her smile softening.
  “You’re still a baby.”

   Parrish’s
    jaw clenches, and he shakes his head.

   “I’m
    not sleeping with you. Don’t be weird, please.” He cocks
    his head in my direction. “My friends will sleep in here with
    me.”

   “You
    can just as easily sleep on the couch in my room,” Tess argues
    as Parrish curls his hands into fists and shakes his head.

   “No.”

   Uh-oh. I
    look up at him, hoping he knows what he’s doing here. He must,
    I guess, since he knows Tess so much better than I do. I’ve
    seen him at work before. As protective as Tess can be, she also
    spoils her kids rotten. It’s a toxic mix.

   “No?”
    Tess repeats, but I can see that she doesn’t want to get angry
    with Parrish right now. She missed him too much; she thought he was
    dead.

   “We’ll
    sleep on the floor, won’t we, Maxx?” Chasm suggests, and
    Maxx nods, still stroking his hand over GG’s long ears.

   “Mom,
    you need to relax,” Parrish starts which was very clearly a
    mistake.

   Tess’
    eyes widen and she moves into the room to stand in front of him,
    putting her hands on his shoulders and sliding them down his arms.

   “Relax?
    Honey, I know you’ve been through a lot. I can hardly even
    imagine how scared you must’ve been.” She cups the side
    of his face, and he allows it, staring her straight in the eyes. With
    her heels on, Tess is almost as tall as he is. “But you were
    kidnapped from this room in the night. I cannot let you sleep in
    here.”

   Parrish
    reaches up and takes her hand away from his face, but he doesn’t
    let go of it, giving it a little squeeze.

   “I
    need to be in my own room,”
    he breathes back at her, his eyes widening. “I do not want to
    sleep on the couch with you and Paul.”

   “Dad,”
    Tess corrects and Parrish sighs dramatically. He looks so tired all
    of a sudden. I mean, of course he is. I feel protective of him,
    standing up without realizing what I’m doing. Tess flicks a
    look my way, but then turns right back to Parrish. “I’ll
    sleep on the couch; your father can sleep in the guest room. You can
    have our bed.”

   “You’re
    being weird,” Parrish says very slowly, very carefully. “Dakota
    is here; I am here. We are both here, Mom.”

   Tess’
    eyes fill with tears, and she starts to tremble, withdrawing her hand
    from Parrish’s.

   “I
    know you’re scared, but it’s okay. It’s going to be
    okay.” Parrish puts his arms around his—our?—mother
    and squeezes her tight. She grabs onto him, clinging and sobbing
    quietly as he keeps her wrapped up for several minutes. The rest of
    us do our best to disappear into the floorboards. I sit down hard on
    the bed and stare at one of the yellow faces peeping back at me from
    the fabric of my pants. “If you care about me, and how I’m
    feeling, and how scared I was, let me sleep in my own bed with my
    friends around me.”

   “Parrish,”
    Tess warns softly, backing up just as Paul enters the room. He stands
    there with his arms crossed over his chest, his eyes on his son. He’s
    much more attentive than usual, his gaze soft and caring in a way
    I’ve never seen it. Tess glances back at her husband. “He
    wants to sleep in here tonight.”

   “We
    need to let him make that choice,” Paul tells her gently, and
    she frowns, glancing back at their son. “As long as Maxx and
    Chasm are in here, I don’t see why not.”

   Tess sighs
    and takes a step back, crossing her arms over her chest.

   “Okay,
    Parrish,” she says, and he lets out a small sigh of relief,
    pushing wet hair away from his forehead. “But only so long as
    your friends are here; you won’t be sleeping in here alone.”

   She says
    that, but I’ve been sleeping in my room all alone this whole
    time. Kimber, too. Ben as well. Amelia and Henry share a room that’s
    connected to their parents with a huge Jack and Jill bathroom. I get
    it though. Tess knows that
    she’s fixed the security system, that there are extra cameras,
    extra guards, police officers, all of that. Logically, she
    understands the chances of Parrish going missing again are slim to
    none.

   But still,
    she had one kid disappear for fourteen years and another for almost
    three weeks.

   It makes
    sense that she’d be paranoid.

   “I
    won’t be alone, not even for a second,” Parrish assures
    her, digging his hands into the pockets of his sweatpants. “Deal?”

   “Deal,”
    Tess sighs, rubbing at her temples. “It’s nearly five in
    the morning; I know you’re all excited to see each other, but
    Parrish needs his sleep.” She glances at me. “Dakota, you
    should get to bed as well.”

   “Okay.”
    It’s the only word I can get out. The thought of going back to
    my room all by myself is horrifying.
    I want to stay here. Maybe I should just sleep on the floor, too? I
    just won’t mention that to Tess right now.

   She
    retreats reluctantly as Paul takes her by the arm, smiling over at
    his son.

   “I’m
    so happy to have you home,” he says, and Parrish nods, his gaze
    impossible to read. He waits for them to move down the hall toward
    their own bedroom before creeping forward and very carefully closing
    the door until it snicks shut.

   He turns
    around with his back pressed against it.

   “She’s
    going to be pissed if she sees you’ve closed it again,”
    Chasm warns, standing up from the chair and moving into the bathroom.
    I can hear him opening the closet door. When he comes back, his arms
    are piled with fresh bedding.

   “Yeah,
    well,” Parrish offers with a tired sigh. “I just need a
    minute. I understand where she’s coming from, but I want some
    space and privacy. Is that too much to ask?”

   Maxx slips
    GG back into his cage as I stand up and Parrish casts me an annoyed
    look.

   “Where
    do you think you’re going?” he asks, and I cock a brow.

   “Um,
    do you think I could get away with sleeping on the floor, too?”

   Parrish
    laughs, pushing off the door to come around the bed. He stands in
    front of me and crosses his arms.

   “No.
    You’ll sleep in the bed.” He points at it. “With
    me.”

   “Uh,”
    Chas starts, exchanging a look with me. Parrish notices, and his face
    tightens up. “Tess will panic.”

   “Not
    if we do it right.” Parrish reaches out and takes my arms in
    his hands. His gaze is laced with equal parts possession and
    affection. I imagine that I’m looking at him the same way. I
    can’t help it: I think of him as mine. Not Chasm’s or
    Maxx’s, not Tess’ or Paul’s. Mine. “Back-to-back.
    Nothing sexual.”

   “She
    knows Chasm and I have been … intimate, so I guess that could
    work,” I muse, and Parrish’s brow crinkles.

   “Why
    the fuck does she know that?” Parrish demands, and Chas sighs,
    coming over to stand beside his friend. The two of them stare at each
    other in silent communication before Chasm murmurs something in
    Korean, and Parrish cringes.

   “Meaning
  …?” I prompt as Maxx joins us, standing on the opposite
    side of the bed.

   “He
    told him how the cops found the condom,” he offers up, and I
    cringe slightly. Poor Chas. He had to put up with a lot of shit that
    had nothing to do with him at all. He handled it well and without
    complaint, too.

   “So
    yeah, I got my ass chewed out by Tess over your sexual
    encounter with your stepsister.” Chas reaches up to undo his
    tie, and I step forward automatically to help him. Parrish notices
    and Chasm very carefully pushes my hands away. “We did that for
    you.”

   “I
    understand that,” Parrish whispers, sighing again. “But I
    have a right to be jealous, don’t I? Just let me feel this way
    for a while.”

   Maxx
    studies his friends for a minute and then turns to me.

   “I
    checked your phone for you: no messages.”

   I nod; I
    don’t expect any until later tomorrow. My heart sinks, but I
    clamp down on the feeling as a yawn overtakes me. I’m
    exhausted; we’re all exhausted.

   “Let’s
    get settled,” I suggest gently, hoping to break the tension,
  “and we can discuss everything that happened on both ends. We
    need to be on the same page.”

   Parrish
    gives me a look.

   “Yeah,
    but only if you sleep in my bed. Otherwise, I’m not listening.”
    He reaches past me to pull down the covers and then stares at his
    sheets, lifting his eyes up to Maxx and then looking over at Chasm.
  “You didn’t fuck in my bed, did you?”

   “No,”
    Maxx says firmly, but with an edge of annoyance on his face. “We
    almost did, considering you had about an hour before your throat got
    slit. But we moved into Dakota’s room.”

   “Dakota’s
    room,” Chasm agrees, looking up at the ceiling as he shoves his
    tie into the pocket of his slacks. “The hedge maze at school.
    Also, the handicapped bathroom at school.”

   “Jesus
    fucking Christ,” Parrish growls out, climbing onto the bed and
    then looking over at me. “Get in here with me.” He pauses
    again and then looks up at my face. “Did they tell you they
    were both virgins beforehand? Even Chasm. All his whore talk is just
    a game.”

   “Go
    to hell, Parrish,” Chasm snaps at him, flipping his friend off
    with both hands. Parrish actually chuckles at that which is a good
    sign. The chuckles stop abruptly as Chas strips off his jacket and
    dress shirt, revealing his inked arms and chest. He kicks around the
    blankets on the floor, making a nest beside me.

   On the
    other side of the bed, Maxx strips off his own bow tie, jacket, and
    shirt, turning around to grab some folded blankets off the top of the
    desk. I can see his angel wing tattoos in glorious detail.

   My eyes
    turn back to Parrish.

   He stares
    at me.

   Maxx flicks
    off the lights.

   My eyes go
    immediately to the ceiling, to the glow-in-the-dark stars plastered
    across it. They glow faintly and pleasantly from above as we settle
    into the blankets. Parrish does not start
    off back-to-back with me as he said.

   Instead, he
    curls his body around mine and tucks me close.

   It feels so
    damn good that I don’t even care if we get caught.

   “Start
    from the beginning, Pear-Pear,” Maxx says, and Parrish sighs,
    his breath warm against my ear.

   “Well,”
    he begins running his hand up my side and kneading my breast gently
    through my top. I bite my lip to keep quiet. “Dakota and I had
    sex—about five times in a row—and then she went back to
    her room. After that, I laid down in here, and then … I don’t
    remember anything until I woke up in the wine cellar. Not a goddamn
    thing.”

   

 

  

  














 

  We
    talk as long as we can before we hear Tess coming. Parrish and I
    frantically turn away from each other, putting our backs together.

   She makes
    an annoyed sound when she finds the door is closed, and then I hear
    her footsteps as she pauses at the end of the bed. Whatever she
    thinks of seeing me under the covers with Parrish, she says nothing,
    retreating back to her room.

   As soon as
    she’s gone, we start all over again. Maxx kicks the door closed
    from his spot on the floor, Parrish turns back to cuddle me, and we
    keep going.

   He tenses
    up at the stories of Chasm and me, Maxx and me. He goes stone-still
    when he hears about the incidents at school. He’s disturbingly
    stiff and silent when he learns about his bio mom, Caroline. But his
    hands never stop playing across my body, touching me, kneading,
    caressing. I don’t mind. Actually, I love it a little too much
    maybe.

   We talk
    well past the sunrise—even if it’s impossible to see past
    the fancy automatic shade that Parrish has over his window. When we
    actually fall asleep, I’m not sure, but Parrish is more or less
    caught up, and so are we.

   He doesn’t
    know anything we don’t. In fact, all he knows is that a masked
    man was the one orchestrating everything. He wasn’t even aware
    that it was Amin Volli—he doesn’t have any classes with
    the guy—until we told him.

   Underneath
    the covers, Parrish and I reach back and clasp each other’s
    hands, clinging to one another in secret.

   When I
    finally do crack my tired lids the next day, I can see the clock on
    Parrish’s far wall (it’s just a basic, battery-powered
    thing with a dragon on its face, nothing that Justin could use
    against us).

   It’s
    nearly four in the afternoon. Holy shit. I turn over, and then startle when I see that Tess is sitting on the
    bed staring at us.

   She smiles
    at me, so I guess everything is okay.

   “My
    two missing babies,” she says softly, and my heart stutters. Please
      don’t say that. Don’t refer to us like that. “You kids are my heart,” she tells me, just as Parrish
    sits up slightly and notices his mother at the foot of the bed.

   “Don’t
    be creepy, Mom,” he mumbles, so sleep-tousled and cute that I
    could scream. I still can’t believe he’s actually here;
    it doesn’t feel real. “What are you doing?”

   “Your
    brothers and sisters really want to see you. I know you need your
    sleep, but Maxx made breakfast. You should come down and eat.”
    Tess leans over to peer down at Chasm on the other side of the bed.
  “Time to get up, sleepyhead,” she says, more cheerful
    than I’ve ever heard her.

   She stands
    up and pads out the door, her hair mussed, her glasses on, her quirky
    writer persona in full force.

   Chasm sits
    up with a groan and then crawls onto the end of the bed to collapse.
    I have to resist reaching out and brushing his hair back from his
    eyes. He mutters something in Korean and Parrish chuckles, replying
    just as easily.

   “I
    know one of those words—I think,” I start, and Chasm
    snorts.

   “You
    don’t know anything but—” he starts, and then cuts
    off abruptly. Parrish notices, obviously.

   “But
    what?” he inquires, his voice strained.

   “Little
    Sister here thought she was saying ‘good night’ to me,”
    Chasm mumbles, sitting up and flicking his tongue against one of his
    lip rings. Another nervous habit of his.

   “What
    was she saying?” Parrish asks, sounding genuinely curious.

   “I
    was saying ‘I love you’,” I admit, glancing over at
    Parrish to gauge his reaction. He doesn’t have one. Not at all.
    He shrugs and throws the blankets back as Chas and I exchange a look,
    and then both move to follow after him.

   “It
    feels so weird being back here,” he says, looking around the
    room. “Like familiar, but also not at the same time.” He
    sighs and gives the bunny a look as it thumps its foot at him, then
    he turns and stares at himself in the mirror, sweeping his fingers
    through his messy hair.

   “It’ll
    take some time to readjust,” Chasm offers, hovering just behind
    Parrish, ever his knight, his protector. I love the relationship they
    have; I love it. I’ll do everything I can not to come between
    them in any way.

   “Don’t
    get me wrong: I’m happy. I’m … I can’t
    believe you guys did all of that for me.”

   “I
    would’ve done more,” I tell him, sweeping past and
    pausing at the door. Our eyes meet, and I hope he can see how serious
    I am. “Anything.”

   I yank my
    door open and head into my room, searching for my phone. It’s
    gone, so I figure Maxx must have it.

   “I
    need to find out what’s going on with Maxine,” I say as
    both boys pause in my doorway, and Parrish sweeps his gaze over my
    room, his attention fixated on the bed for a minute before he drags
    it away. “But I think Maxx has my phone.”

   That must
    mean there aren’t new messages. I finally gave in and told X my
    pin the other day so he could just log in wherever he wanted—without
    snatching my hand and forcing it to the screen. Actually, I think
    biometrics are just trash at this point; the pin is better.

   “Then
    let’s go get it,” Parrish offers up, taking my hand. He
    drags me close for another kiss, one that burns, that makes my belly
    ache. Chasm turns away, staring down the hallway toward the
    staircase. My heart breaks for him, but I have to put Parrish first
    right now, and we both know it.

   Parrish
    keeps hold of my hand until we hit the bottom of the stairs,
    effortlessly releasing me like he was never touching me at all.

   He doesn’t
    even make it into the living room before the twins appear, screaming
    and hopping around him. I have never seen
    Henry behave like that. His enthusiasm and love for his brother makes
    me smile.

   Parrish
    snatches them both up, grunting at their weight in either arm.

   “You
    guys are getting way too big for this,” he complains, but with
    a smile on his face. A real smile. I’ve only seen that a
    handful of times before, and it stops me right in my tracks. I put my
    hands to my chest and take a deep breath.

   “I
    can’t believe we did it,” Chasm murmurs from beside me,
    tucking his hands into the pockets of his slacks. He slept in them
    which can’t have been comfortable, but I notice he at least
    unhooked the clasp at the front, letting them sag down his hips. As
    per usual, he has no shirt on.

   “We
    did it,” I agree, my mind drifting back to Maxine. But
      at what cost?

   Chasm and I
    turn to look at each other, exchanging so many things in silence that
    we can’t say with words right now.

   “Don’t
    worry about me, naekkeo,”
    he says, but I’m already frowning at him.

   “But
    I do. I am.”

   “No.
    Put Parrish first,” he growls at me, and I narrow my eyes at
    him.

   “I am putting
    him first—but I still worry about you. We didn’t just
  ‘bang it out’,” I mutter, making little quotes with
    my fingers. That’s how Chasm described what happened between us
    last night during the talk with Parrish.

   “Oh.
    That bother you, Little Sister?” Chasm whispers, giving me a
    long, assessing once-over. “Should I have told him we made love
    and then confessed our feelings to one another? That I’ve been
    calling you ‘mine’ on the regular? We’ll get there,
    just not yet.”

   “I
    know that. Just don’t trivialize important things,” I add
    before heading into the kitchen. Maxx notices me right away, offering
    up a plate of food. It’s got an omelet on it, some toast, some
    sausage.

   Tess and
    Paul are fawning over Parrish, so we take a moment to talk.

   “Nothing
    from Justin yet,” X offers, slipping me the phone so I can tuck
    it into my pocket.

   “Thank
    you,” I tell him, and our eyes catch on one another before I
    pull away to join everyone else at the table.

   Kimber is
    talking a million miles an hour, trying to get some words in over the
    twins. Ben sits quietly, beaming as he eats his food and keeps
    looking up at his big brother, and Tess is saying something about a
    press conference.

   “You
    don’t have to participate,” she assures Parrish, and he
    nods, looking wary.

   “I
    don’t want to do any interviews or anything like that,”
    he warns, and then his attention strays to me. Maybe he’s
    thinking about the talk show I was forced into against my will, I’m
    not sure. “But I’m guessing the feds want to talk to me
    again today?”

   Tess gives
    a sharp nod and a long sigh. For once, Paul isn’t on his phone.
    He is, however, still sitting at the head of the table. Since Parrish
    is surrounded, I sit on the opposite end with Maxx on one side, Chasm
    on the other.

   We all eat
    breakfast together, and I have to admit, it’s nice. It feels
    like family. But even as I’m thinking that, I’m missing
    my grandparents, missing Saffron. Mostly, I’m missing Maxine.

   As soon as
    it seems feasible and not entirely inappropriate to sneak away, I do,
    ducking into the pool area to make the call. He ignores the burner
    phone, but answers right away when I use his ‘real’
    number.

   “Princess,”
    he purrs, smiling at me through the screen. “I see you’re
    enjoying your reunion. What a lovely family breakfast.” I
    ignore the cold shivers I get at his reminder that he can watch me
    most days, most places, and put that aside.

   “Where
    is Maxine?” I ask, careful not to refer to her as my sister.
    That seemed to really get Justin’s panties in a wad last time.

   “She’s
    just fine. Would you like to see her?” he asks, and then he
    switches the camera feed. I see Maxine lounging on a bed in a large
    room, browsing on her phone. She doesn’t seem upset. Actually,
    she seems relatively relaxed.

   “What
    the fuck are you doing?” I whisper, sitting down on the cement
    floor beside the pool. The smell of chlorine tickles my nose as I
    draw my legs close and rest my phone against my knees.

   “Well,
    Maxine finished the last of her exams yesterday. She came to me,
    looking for you.”

   My heart
    drops. Of course my sister would’ve seen the news coverage
    about Justin Prior. He’s been projecting to the world that I’m
    his precious daughter. You’d have to be living in a cave to
    have missed it.

   “And?”
    I push, desperate for answers. Clearly, there’s a plan here.

   “And,
    she’s here of her own free will. I told her that she was
    welcome to stay a few nights, and that we’d be seeing you on
    Saturday. I’ve decided you need the week free to focus on your
    exams.” Justin’s voice takes on that cold stillness he
    gets sometimes.

   “So,
    what, you’re going to imprison her the way you did Parrish?”
    I snap back, but Justin just turns the camera back on himself,
    raising a brow at me.

   “Parrish?
    My program found Parrish. He’s alive because of me,” he
    says, and I sigh. I see we’re playing games here. Makes sense,
    seeing as Justin is actually showing his face. Guess this is just a
  ‘normal’ father-daughter conversation. “For now, I
    want you to focus on your schoolwork. I promise you that if you’re
    diligent, and you follow my rules, your sister can stay safely with
    me until the weekend.”

   “You
    can’t just tell me to focus on my schoolwork and expect me to
    relax. I want to talk to Maxine.”

   “You
    can speak with her on Saturday—provided you don’t piss me
    off before then,” he adds, getting an edge to his voice. His
    smile is a terrible thing to behold. “If you’re a very
    good girl, and your grades meet my expectations, I’ll even
    allow you to speak to the Banks. I did, just a minute ago.”

   My blood
    goes cold.

   “You
    spoke to my … to the Banks?” I query and Justin nods.

   “Very
    nice people. I thanked them for raising you in my absence, and then I
    inquired as to Saffron’s location. Apparently, she left the
    mental health facility where she was staying; they haven’t
    heard from her.” Justin looks me right in the face, and there’s
    a very clear, undisguised threat in his gaze. “Have you spoken
    with her? Maxine doesn’t seem to know where she is either.”

   “Spoken
    to Saffron?” I ask, shaking my head. She left the mental health
    facility on her own? That’s not surprising. That wouldn’t
    be the first time that ever happened. “Not since Tess caught me
    at a coffee shop one day and threatened me against further contact.”

   Justin
    watches me through the screen for a moment.

   “I
    want to see all A’s on that report card,” he continues as
    I try not to imagine all the reasons he might be seeking Saffron
    Banks. That is, the one main reason he might be seeking her: to kill
    her. I know that as surely as I know that Parrish loves me, that I
    love him, that I would die to protect Maxine. These are all givens.
  “If you please me, I’ll allow you to not only speak to
    Maxine, but to see her in person. Would you like that, my sweet
    princess?”

   “You’re
    sick, you know that?” I snap back, unable to control myself,
    but Justin just raises his dark brows at me.

   “Is
    that any way to speak to your father?” he chastises, making a
    tsk-tsk sound under his breath. “Reconsider your actions or I
    might reconsider mine.”

   He hangs up
    on me, and I very nearly chuck my phone into the pool, stopping
    myself at the last minute and gritting my teeth. I slap the phone
    lightly against my forehead in frustration before standing up and
    putting it back in my pocket.

   Maxx is
    waiting for me as soon as I step out of the door.

   “Maxine?”
    he queries, and I sigh.

   “She’s
    safe. She went to Justin looking for me,” I choke out, and X
    cringes. He feels as responsible for my sister as I do. “Apparently,
    if I ace all my exams, I get to see her on Saturday.” I swing
    my fist in a sarcastic sort of way, and then sigh. “He promised
    she would remain safe until then. But like, what if she decides to
    leave? Will he restrain her? Tie her to a chair? Start cutting her?”

   “I’m
    assuming it’s implied that he’ll kill her if we piss him
    off?” Maxx asks, and I press my lips together in a grim line. I
    imagine that if I tried to alert the authorities—even if I went
    up to Itsumi, the FBI queen, and whispered in her ear—Maxine
    would die. I don’t know where, exactly, it is that she’s
    staying. It’s the same issue that I experienced with Parrish:
    if I tell the authorities what’s going on, Justin will kill
    Maxine before they can get to her.

   That, and
    I’m certain that he’s covered his tracks so well that an
    investigation would take months, if not longer. Maybe he’d
    never even be indicted? God, what then? He’d kill us all.

   “Everything
    okay?” Parrish asks, and I shiver all over at the sound of his
    voice. Maxx glances back as he moves to join us with Chasm in tow.

   “Maxine
    is safe—for now.” I look past Parrish at Chasm. “He
    said if I can ace all of my final exams, he’ll let me see her
    in person.”

   Chasm grits
    his teeth.

   “Ace
    all of your exams?” he says, and then lets out a low whistle.
  “That’s a tough order, Little Sister.”

   “We
    can try, right? If we start studying now?”

   Chasm looks
    at me, but I’m not sure I like the expression on his face.

   “Maybe
  …” he starts as Parrish frowns heavily.

   “Final
    exams …” he begins, and then he turns and pads back into
    the kitchen. The three of us exchange looks and then trail after him.
  “Mom, I want to go to school on Monday.”

   Tess stops
    what she’s doing—fiddling with the twins’ iPad—to
    look up at him.

   “School?”
    she chokes out, like that’s the craziest statement she’s
    ever heard. “Absolutely not. You just came home, Parrish.
    You’ve been missing for weeks. I’ve already spoken to the
    headmistress, and she’s agreed to allow you to attend a summer
    program to make up for the time you’ve missed.”

   “I
    can pass my exams. I was already ahead when I left. I know I can do
    this.”

   Tess is
    already shaking her head, passing the iPad back to the twins as she
    stands up from her chair.

   “You’re
    trying to jump back into life too fast. You need time to rest and
    recover, Parrish.”

   He narrows
    his eyes at her as we watch the battle of wills unfold.

   “Why
    send me to summer school when I can finish the year properly? If you
    think about it, I’m safer at Whitehall than I am here.”
    Parrish throws his hand out, indicating the Vanguard house and Tess’
    face pales. She looks over at Paul, but his lips are pursed into a
    thin line. He, too, rises from his chair.

   “We
    understand that you’re upset, Parrish. It isn’t fair for
    you to miss out on the end of your junior year—”

   “I
    don’t have to miss out. I can take my exams; I can pass them.”
    He lifts his chin up and inhales deeply. “Also, I’d like
    to go to prom.”

   Tess and
    Paul exchange yet another look before turning back to him.

   “Honey,”
    she starts, but Parrish is already shaking his head.

   “I’ve
    already missed out on enough. Don’t make me miss out on even
    more.” He hooks his thumb at me. “I don’t have time
    to get a date, but I can take Dakota.”

   “You’re
    going to prom with your sister?” Kimber asks, sounding annoyed.
    She gives me a weird look, and I remember that she picked up on my
    attraction to Parrish. And that she also saw me and Chasm together in
    Parrish’s room. Ugh.

   “Better
    her than you,” he quips, but she’s so happy to have him
    back that she doesn’t respond. “I can do this.”

   Tess’
    phone buzzes, and she glances down, giving a tired sigh.

   “Those
    FBI agents are here to talk to you; we’ll resume this
    discussion later.” She buzzes them in on her phone and then
    stands up, heading over to the front door.

   Parrish is
    still frowning when he turns back to me.

   “Go
    study, Gamer Girl. I’ll join you guys when I can.”

   The thought
    of being separated from Parrish kills me, but I know I won’t be
    allowed to listen in on the interview anyway.

   I give a
    quick nod, our eyes locking together for a moment, and then I head
    upstairs with Maxx and Chasm to get started.

  [image: ]

  When
    Parrish comes upstairs later, he has a letter in his hand. It’s
    addressed to me.

   “Here,”
    he says, offering it up as my heart stutters at the sight of him. I’m
    on my bed, bent over my academy-issued iPad as I follow the lessons
    that Chasm’s been guiding me through. I thought all last week
    how ahead I was in my classes, how easy it was going to be for me to
    do my exams, but that was when I wasn’t worried about whether
    I’d get an A or a B or even a C.

   Now I’m
    worried.

   I want to
    see my sister more than anything in the world, and if I have to pass
    these stupid exams with flying colors, that’s what I’ll
    do.

   “Tess
    wanted to open it, but I told her that was fucked-up and creepy.”

   “You
    need to be careful with Tess and Paul right now,” X warns him,
    working on his own laptop. He has a few exams to take online before
    he’s finished with his university work the way Maxine is. He
    glances over as Parrish slips his hands into his pockets and then
    plops down on the bed next to me.

   I can smell
    him already, and it’s making me twitchy. That, and just the
    heat of his body seeping into mine makes me ache all over and turns
    my nipples to hard points that I pretend to ignore. In reality, I
    just want to throw myself into his arms. The way he’s staring
    at me, I figure I’m not the only person with those sorts of
    feelings.

   “They’re
    being ridiculous,” Parrish says, still staring at me. “I’m
    not made of glass; I don’t want to sit around this house all
    day while you guys are at school getting your asses kicked by Lumen
    and Veronica and whoever else.” He leans back on the bed,
    putting one palm flat on the mattress behind him. “And I’m
    not missing out on my junior prom because of some deranged ass
    motherfucker.”

   Chasm,
    seated cross-legged on the floor with his own iPad in his lap,
    studies Parrish carefully for a moment. He hasn’t mentioned it,
    but I can’t help but wonder if his own studies have been
    falling behind because of everything else that’s been
    happening. And if so, what Seamus might do to him because of it.

   “How
    did your interview go?” he asks, carefully avoiding the subject
    of prom as I open the letter that Parrish gave me. No doubt that Tess
    will want to know about it later—just in case it so happens to
    be from my grandparents or Maxine. God forbid I have any contact with
    them.

   “As
    expected,” Parrish answers blandly, giving a shake of his head
    and then sighing. He lays back on my bed and closes his eyes,
    absently rubbing at the front of his hoodie where his wounds are.
  “They’re not done with me yet, that’s for sure. But
    Tess chewed them out for putting too much pressure on me too quick,
    so I rolled with it.”

   “Huh.”
    That’s it, Chasm’s tacit response. He looks back down at
    his iPad and then again at his best friend. “If you want to
    take the exams, you’ll have to study, too. Wouldn’t you
    rather rest?”

   Parrish
    sits up suddenly and exhales, giving a quick shake of his head before
    noticing that my TV is still sans power cord.

   “She
    hasn’t given you your electronics back yet?” he asks,
    annoyance clear in his voice. “Jesus.”

   “It’s
    not that big of a—” I start as I stare down at the
    letter. Both the envelope and the page inside of it are crafted of
    quality, handmade paper with dried yellow flowers embedded into the
    fibers.

   Miss you
    and love you fierce. Stay strong. I’m coming.

   “What
    is it?” Parrish asks, and I laugh, crumbling the letter up in
    my fist and chucking it into the trash can across the room. Well, I
    aim for the trash can and miss entirely, sending the ball bouncing
    beneath my dresser.

   “Just
    a stupid wedding invitation for my grandmother’s friend,”
    I say with a dramatic roll of my eyes. On the inside, I’m
    panicking. I can’t say for certain who sent that letter, but I
    have a guess. Saffron. That whole ‘miss you and love you fierce’ thing is a
    Banks family slogan. Also, sending an unmarked letter with no
    signature on it is a very Saffron-esque thing to do.

   But I can’t
    let Justin know any of that.

   “A
    wedding invitation,” Parrish repeats, blinking his beautiful
    brown eyes at me. But he gets it quick. Chasm and Maxx, too.
  “Interesting. Tess will never let you go to it.”

   “Never,”
    I reply breezily, pretending to be focused on my studies so as not to
    give anything further away. But I’m worried. She’s
    coming? Here? I couldn’t think of a more dangerous place to be.
    Saffron is, after all, my kidnapper. If Justin is willing to murder
    teenagers to get back at the people who drove him out of town, what
    the fuck will he do to the woman who stole his baby?

   The subject
    slides past as if it truly is nothing, but I definitely owe the guys
    an explanation later.

   Parrish is
    watching me, that hungry tension between us getting sticky, making me
    squirm.

   “It’s
    hard to focus with you staring at
    me like that,” I whisper back, and he smiles. Without warning,
    he reaches out, wraps his arms around my waist and drags me into his
    lap, pressing his lips to my hair.

   “Fuck,
    you smell good. What was it that I smelled like? Dewy clovers?”
    He gives a low, mean chuckle, one that turns my body to mush but
    that, were I anyone else at Whitehall Prep, would make me wish I’d
    never been born.

   “Dewy
    clovers?” Chasm snorts with a tired-sounding sigh. “What
    the hell does that even mean?”

   “Ask
    Dakota,” Parrish teases, and then we both freeze at the sound
    of footsteps. He pushes me off of his lap with a dark growl, trying
    and, with gargantuan effort, succeeding at finally suppressing an
    annoyed scowl.

   “Are
    you sure you’d rather study up here?” Tess asks when she
    pops in, looking at Chasm on the floor and then up at Parrish as he
    lounges on my bed. “If you work in the dining room, you can all
    have your own chairs.”

   Seeing as
    that gives us an excuse to dump the heart pin and all of our tech, I
    jump at the opportunity.

   “That
    sounds like a plan to me; my back is starting to hurt anyway.”
    I stand up quickly, even as Parrish throws me a look of sheer
    betrayal. “Maybe Maxx can make some snacks?”

   He glances
    over his shoulder at me with a smile, but Tess jumps in, nearly
    desperate for attention from her missing son. It’s quite a
    different approach to how she dealt with me when I was ‘returned’
    to her.

   “I’ll
    order food. Anything you guys want. Parrish?” She looks
    excitedly in his direction, and he sighs, letting his head fall back
    and closing his eyes.

   “Pizza,
    please. I’d kill for fucking pepperoni right now.” He
    swipes a hand over his face and then opens his eyes so that he can
    stare at Tess. “I’m going to study with them—so
    that I can go to school next week.”

   “Parrish,
    goddamn it,” Tess snaps, and he blinks at her, frowning
    prettily and leaning forward to fold his hands in his lap. “Why
    are you being so stubborn about this? I want you here, with me.
    There’s no need for you to push yourself like this.”

   “I
    see,” Parrish drawls lazily, yawning as he rises to his feet
    and lifts his arms over his head in a dramatic fashion. The white
    hoodie he’s wearing rides up, flashing a horribly tantalizing
    bit of his flat belly. I’m forced to look away to maintain my
    composure.

   Never in my
    life have I ever wanted to touch someone like I want to touch him;
    I’m almost manic about it. Probably will be for a while, until
    I get used to having him back, until it finally sets in that this is
    reality, that he didn’t die, that all the horrible things we
    had to do to get him here were worth it.

   “You want
    me here. It doesn’t matter how I feel or what I want, that I’m
    the person who was sliced up by a serial killer, who almost died, who
    was filmed and put on the dark web for violent perverts to drool
    over.”

   Perverts? He hasn’t mentioned exactly what the image on the dark web was,
    but if I find out that he was sexually exploited in any way, I won’t
    have to work up to killing Justin; it’ll just happen out of
    pure, unfiltered rage.

   Tess’
    face tightens up in frustration, but she closes her eyes and forces
    herself to take a deep, calming breath.

   “Damn
    it, Parrish,” she says, her voice fractured with hurt and
    frustration. She runs a hand over her face. “You want to go to
    school that badly? Then I'll be dropping you off and picking you up
    every day.”

   “That's
    fine,” Parrish drawls, giving a small frown. He knows he’s
    pissed Tess off, and he’s sorry about it, but he has zero plans
    to back down.

   “And,”
    she continues, letting her gaze sweep over me and Chasm. “If
    you plan on attending prom, I will be there as a chaperone.”

   Parrish’s
    left brow quirks up at that, but I think he’s realized that
    he’s pushed his mother to her limit.

   “You
    may also consider that Kwang-seon and Dakota might be interested in
    attending as a couple; you can take Kimber.” Tess pulls in a
    slow, deep breath to calm herself. “I’ll order the pizza
    and see you all downstairs shortly?”

   “I am
    not taking Kimber,” Parrish growls out as Tess gives him a
    soft, sympathetic sort of look. It’s almost patronizing, that
    expression, and he knows it. “I’ll be going with my—”

   “I’m
    not going,” Chasm says, leaning back on his hands and giving a
    loose shrug when our collective attention swings his way. He flashes
    a sultry smile that has Parrish narrowing his eyes at him. “You
    can take my girlfriend; I don’t mind.”

   “Oh,
    Chasm,” Tess says, going soft all over again. She’s just
    too thrilled for Parrish to be home to maintain anything but a
    positive persona. “You can’t skip out on your junior
    prom; lifelong memories are made there.”

   “Ehh,
    not really my scene,” Chas says, which is such a stupid,
    frustrating lie that I feel my face getting red. Tess’ mouth
    tightens up, but she must decide it’s not worth the effort and
    lifts her gaze back to Parrish.

   “I’ll
    take you back to the doctor on Sunday for another evaluation; if she
    says you’re fit to attend class then … then I’m
    fine with it.” She retreats down the hall, leaving the door
    wide open behind her.

   “You’re
    not going to prom, Chas?” Parrish asks, his voice a
    devil-may-care breeze that’s total bullshit. He’s mad. “Why
    not?”

   “You
    think I give a fuck about stuffy Whitehall parties?” Chasm
    asks, rising to his feet with his iPad tucked under his arm. “I
    basically just went to prom last night—it was the adult version
    of it anyway. Same Medina bullshit, different locale, different
    people. I’m not interested in attending a dance with a bunch of
    assholes who beat up Dakota and chase us with utility knives.”

   Chasm
    pauses as Parrish studies him carefully, like he can sense that
    there’s so much more to this than what his friend is saying
    with words. After a minute, Chas sighs and tosses his iPad on the
    bed, reaching up to scrub at his face with both hands.

   “I
    fucking … I missed you,” he says, dropping his hands and
    staring at Parrish with undisguised emotion in his face. “Truly,
    fuck prom. Prom is nothing.” He gestures between the two of
    them with a single finger as X looks on from the desk chair, and I
    try to turn invisible. True bromance right here. “This? This is
    everything.”

   Parrish
    puts his arms around Chas, and they hug each other so tight that
    tears come to my eyes.

   Maxx
    surreptitiously grabs his laptop and slips past them.

   “Let’s
    head downstairs and give them a minute,” he suggests, but as
    soon as we start to leave, Parrish notices.

   “No.
    You’re not getting out of my sight again,” he says,
    looking over his shoulder at us. “Don’t even think about
    it.”

   “Me?”
    I quip, but like, obviously me. Maxx snorts, laptop tucked beneath
    his arm.

   “Naekkeo, you’re
    not that dense, are you?” Chasm teases, and then goes
    completely still as Parrish turns back to look at him. “Shit.”

   “Shit
    is right,” Parrish purrs, reaching up to play with the sleeve
    of Chasm’s t-shirt. “Naekkeo, really?”

   Chasm is
    not anyone’s pet, nor does he submit easily, but here, in this
    dynamic, I see why Parrish is the Prince of Sloths and his bestie is
    the knight. I also see why everyone at Whitehall keeps acting like
    they can do whatever they want without Parrish around: he is
    absolutely in charge of this dynamic and every other.

   No wonder
    we clashed so hard at first.

   No wonder I
    hated the guy so much.

   “I
    wasn’t kidding when I said that Dakota is mine for the week—at
    least. But I’m not letting you skip prom.” Parrish gives
    the t-shirt sleeve a yank and then turns around to look at me. “He
    asked you, didn’t he? To prom?”

   I’m
    not even sure how to respond to that, so I flick my gaze over to
    Chasm, and he sighs.

   “I
    did. I knew it was fucked-up, but I also had no idea when we’d
    find you. I just figured …”

   “That
    you’d find a sickly-sweet pet name for my girlfriend and take
    her to prom?” Parrish growls out a frustrated sound and rubs at
    his forehead with two fingers. “I don’t feel at all left
    out or abandoned.”

   “It
    isn’t like that,” Chas assures him, and Parrish sighs. I
    can’t handle seeing him upset, so I move over and take him by
    the arm.

   “It
    isn’t,” I promise, because we never intended to replace
    him. Ever.

   He looks
    down at me and then back over at Chasm.

   “You
    can go to prom with us;
    you’re not staying behind. That’s stupid as fuck. Didn’t
    you just yell at me for trying to be self-sacrificial? Pot, kettle, Chasm.”
    Parrish takes my hand off of his arm and squeezes it in one of his as
    he glances over at Maxx. “What about you? You want to chaperone
    alongside Tess? We can be one, big happy family.” He doesn’t
    sound entirely disingenuous about the idea.

   X gives him
    a tight smile in response and leans his shoulder against the
    doorjamb.

   “I
    would, but my parents want me to have dinner with them on Friday
    before they head back to Portland; it’s the least I can do to
    appease them seeing as they’re not thrilled about me staying
    here.” Maxx stands up straight and gives Parrish a gentle smile
    in response. “And anyway, I know you’re upset; I
    understand why. But I love you too much to fight with you right now.”

   Parrish
    huffs out a breath as Maxx turns and heads for the stairs.

   “We’ll
    buy you a few minutes,” Chasm says, grabbing his book bag from
    the floor and dumping out a pile of condoms on my bed. “I’ll
    get you more if you need them. Just … don’t do it
    bareback.”

   “Goddamn
    it, Chas,” I groan, and he chuckles as he slips past. There’s
    a sadness to it, but a resignation, too. He loves Parrish; I love
    Parrish. How do we fix this?

   Parrish
    turns to look at me, and my heart flutters in response to his gaze.

   “You
    might’ve told me that he’d already asked you,” he
    says, but I’m shaking my head.

   “No,
    you come first right now. You’ve been through some shit.”

   “You have
    been through some shit; I drank expensive wine all week and did
    push-ups.” Parrish exhales as he comes over to stand in front
    of me, wrapping his arms around me as I chuck my iPad onto the bed
    and fall into his embrace. He puts his chin on my head and sighs
    dramatically. “I feel like Tess isn’t going to leave us
    alone for the entire week; you should have to be at my beck and call
    for two.”

   “Beck
    and call?” I reply with a choked laugh. “Not once did I
    ever say I was going to be at your beck and call.”

   “Yes,
    you did,” he assures me, pulling back so that he can look down
    at my face. He puts his inked hands on my cheeks. “Last night.
    Even now, your eyes say anything
      you want, Parrish. And
    I want, Dakota. All of you. Constantly. Now.”

   “Now?”
    I whisper, and then Parrish is snatching one of the condoms and
    yanking me into the bathroom. He slams the door and locks it—even
    though we both know how easily it can be picked.

   Parrish
    guides me to the edge of the sink and then turns me around, so that
    I’m staring at him in the mirror. He tears the condom package
    open right away and shoves his sweats down.

   I suck in a
    deep breath, curling my fingers against the countertop.

   When Chas
    said a
      few minutes,
    he was being literal. We probably have about five before Tess shows
    up again.

   “You’ve
    ruined me, Gamer Girl; you put a spell on me.” Parrish sounds
    annoyed, but also pleased. I watch his expression in the mirror, this
    mix of wonder and affection and possession.

   He pushes
    my pj pants down and slips the condom on while I watch, urging me
    onto my tiptoes when he presses himself against me.

   “Maybe you put
    a spell on me?” I whisper back. “You can’t tell
    someone they’re an eleven out of ten and not expect something
    to happen.”

   His lips
    twitch in a genuine smile—a very rare expression for him—and
    I can see that he’s pleased that I remember all the things he
    said to me. I will never forget that night in the basement nor the
    one we shared in his room. Never.

   “You
    did so many things for me,” he says, shaking his head. “Waiting
    for you was always the right choice.”

   Parrish
    slides into me from behind, and I gasp, watching his eyes in the
    mirror as he does the same to me. We stare at each other, gazes
    locked as he starts slow and quickly accelerates his pace, making us
    both sway with the motion of his thrusts.

   He keeps
    both hands on my hips as I struggle to stay on my tiptoes in an
    attempt to match his height.

   I can tell
    he’s going to be quick, and I don’t care. I’m just
    so happy to have him back. We’re in that needy stage, I guess,
    where we want to be with each other every second.

   Justin
    tried to take that from us, tried to pit us against each other.

   All the
    bastard’s done is push us even closer together.

   Me.
    Parrish. Maxx. Chasm.

   Even with
    the romantic struggles between us, I don’t think there’s
    any way we could be turned against one another. I don’t.

   “Harder,”
    I breathe, and Parrish releases his breath in a rush. “Faster.”

   He
    obeys—but only because he wants to. He’s headstrong, this
    one. He’s trouble with a capital T.

   I brace
    myself against the countertop as he works hard and fast against me,
    coming with a loud groan that I sure as hell hope nobody outside this
    door can hear. When he drops his hand down to my clit, I try to
    protest but the words won’t come. Instead, I find myself worked
    just as hard, just as fast, and then it’s all over, and I’m
    having trouble staying upright.

   We both end
    up on the floor again, and he’s holding me, struggling to catch
    his breath.

   “This
    is what I want for my welcome home present.”

   “Quickies?”
    I ask, and he makes a harsh scoffing sound in protest.

   “Are
    you insane, Dakota Banks? No. I want you.”

   And damn if
    these boys aren’t good at one-liners.

   And damn
    them even more because they actually work on
    me.

   I am in
    huge trouble here. Huge. And also, too in love to give a shit.

   

 

  

  














 

  Night
    rolls in much quicker than I feel it should. I guess since we didn’t
    wake up until four, that makes sense. But after breakfast, studying,
    pizza, and more studying, it’s nearly two in the morning, and
    we’re all yawning like crazy.

   Tess
    basically camps the dining room for the entire day, and we’re
    greeted to a rotation of Paul, Kimber, Ben, Henry, and Amelia. To sum
    it up: there is no more private time for me and Parrish.

   He keeps
    sneaking glances at me from across the table, and I’ll catch
    his eye, but then whenever he tries to find a way to disappear with
    me in tow, it backfires. He says he’s going to the bathroom,
    giving me a look that clearly says come
      with me, only
    to have Paul follow us out so he can make a cup of coffee.

   Seeing as
    the downstairs bathroom is in direct view of the kitchen, there’s
    no hope there.

   Later, I
    try to go upstairs to use my own bathroom, and it so happens that
    Tess needs something from her office at that exact moment.

   By the time
    we do make it upstairs, I can tell Parrish is getting frustrated. Not
    just because of the sex, but because he can’t touch me or hold
    me or kiss me when our family is around. Also, we have zero time to
    discuss Justin or his plans or to get more details on anything that
    happened while he was gone.

   “I’m
    going to fucking beg the Slayer to take me back by the end of the
    week,” Parrish is mumbling as he sits on his bed with his head
    thrown back against the headboard. “Why can’t I be left
    alone for two seconds?”

   “Because
    your entire family believed you were dead and that they’d never
    see you again?” Maxx suggests, but not unkindly. He’s
    cleaning GG’s cage again, but when I try to help, he gives me a
    soft smile and leans in to put his forehead against mine. “You
    relax. I’m done with my schoolwork; you’re not even
    close.”

   Parrish
    lifts his head up to watch that interaction and frowns. I give Maxx a
    warning look, but he acts as if he had no idea what he was doing.
    Chasm is in the shower currently; I can hear the water running even
    with the door closed, and I can’t help but be curious about
    what he might be doing in there.

   “Did
    you hear that my grandmother is demanding to spend the day with me on
    Saturday?” Parrish remarks, as if it’s a casual thing
    when we both know it’s not. I sit on the bed next to him and
    then decide, fuck it. We’re officially dating now, and I’m
    sick and tired of holding back. I waited too long for this and fought
    too hard for him to be prudish now.

   I crawl up
    and curl against him, smiling as he shudders and sighs in pleasure,
    wrapping his arms tight around me. His scent sweeps over me, making
    my heavy lids feel like boulders have been placed on top of them. So
      tired.

   We’re
    tech free for the moment, so it might be a good time to talk about
    Saffron’s letter or the dark web thing, but I just don’t
    know if I have it in me. Maxine is still safe; I got to see another
    live feed of her reading peacefully by the pool of whatever house
    she’s staying in currently. According to Chasm, that dining
    room I saw in the video last night wasn’t his; he doesn’t
    know where she is either.

   Figures.

   Justin is
    meticulous.

   “Laverne,”
    Maxx says, her name an annoyed hiss on his tongue. “Fuck. Why?
    She didn’t exactly offer much support when you were missing.”

   “She claims
    that Tess didn’t want her over here,” Parrish remarks,
    his voice dry and caustic. “I’m sure that’s
    true—they don’t get along particularly well—but I
    also don’t feel like she tried hard enough. I’ve never
    really been sure if she loves me or if I’m just the heir to her
    throne.”

   “I
    hear she hired a private security firm to track you down,” Maxx
    continues as I snuggle into Parrish’s hoodie, and he keeps me
    tucked close to him. The sound of his heart beating is like a
    soothing metronome against the side of my face. “But that
    didn’t yield any results. Doesn’t that seem odd? You
    were, like, right fucking here. Just down the goddamn road.” X
    sounds supremely annoyed. If I think too hard about it, I get
    infuriated.

   “It
    seems like something we should pay attention to,” Parrish
    agrees, and I sit up slightly. He makes an annoyed sound, but then we
    both hear footsteps and groan, drawing apart from one another in time
    for Tess to show up.

   She’s
    fucking relentless.

   “Are
    you guys getting ready for bed?” she asks, and Parrish tosses
    her a vexing look.

   “Really?
    I’ve never had a bedtime before.”

   “Don’t
    you start with me,” she says, but she’s smiling while she
    says it, so it loses any impact. “You’ve been through a
    lot, and we have a doctor’s appointment early in the morning.”

   Parrish
    groans and tears his hoodie off, making my mouth water when his taut
    belly and tatted arms come into view. Even the bandages wrapping his
    chest are hot. I turn away. No
      mammal brain, no. Stop it. What
    is wrong with me? Old Dakota would’ve scoffed and pitied this
    new girl. Love sucks. Having your lover almost die sucks even more; I
    can’t seem to help myself.

   Tess’
    gaze swings over to me. I can tell she wants to ask if I’ll be
    staying in my own bed tonight, but then she must decide how heartless
    that sounds and bites her tongue. I can see it in the pinching of her
    cheeks.

   “I’ll
    wake you in the morning,” Tess says finally, having regained
    some of her composure. “Good night boys, Dakota. I love you—all
    of you.” She points at Maxx, at the bathroom door where Chasm’s
    just emerged, me, Parrish. “Sleep well.”

   “Love
    you, too, Tess,” Chasm calls out cheerfully, and she tosses a
    wave over her shoulder. “Damn, she’s in a good mood,”
    he murmurs, hair wet, droplets of warm water snaking down his
    gorgeous body, a towel thrown around his neck.

   I drag my
    gaze away and kick the covers down to climb in.

   “Regardless,
    I want to be asleep or at least pretending to be asleep when she
    comes back; she doesn’t like me in here.”

   “It’s
    not appropriate,” Parrish says with a slight smirk. “You
    and your stepbrother and his idiot friends all sharing a room.”

   “Oh,
    we’re idiots now?” Maxx suggests, settling down on his
    bed on the floor. “After we saved your ass? I see how it is.
    Next time, you can stay with
    the serial killer. To be fair, with your smart mouth, he was probably
    getting close to chucking you out and saying to hell with it all.”

   Parrish
    snorts, and I laugh while Chasm grins.

   We should
    maybe take things more seriously, but it feels so good to have him
    home, like the group is complete. Maxine is never far from my mind,
    but as long as I know she’s still safe, and that she isn’t
    suffering, I can’t obsess. I have to study, and in order to do
    that, I have to take some small breaks, or I’ll collapse.

   The last
    few weeks have sapped all of my usual reserves.

   “She
    probably thinks it’s weird that we’re getting along all
    of a sudden,” I say with a shrug. “We were never exactly
    friends before. Sort of … enemies and then lovers.”

   “Enemies-to-lovers,”
    Parrish agrees, “a quality trope.” He leans over the edge
    of the bed and withdraws something from the cabinet portion of his
    nightstand. When he returns to a seated position, I see what it is,
    and I balk.

   “Why
    do you still have that?” I whisper as I try—and fail—to
    snatch the paperback book from his hands. It’s titled Stepbrother
      Inked, and it’s a dirty-ass romance novel that I somehow, maybe
    chucked at Parrish’s head. I didn’t think he’d keep
    it though.

   “It
    looked interesting. That, and weirdly apropos.” Parrish clears
    his throat as he turns the book over, using his left hand to keep me
    at arm’s length so I can’t snatch it from him. “He's
      a tattoo artist, the love of my life, the man of my dreams. But he’s
      also my stepbrother.”
    Parrish tosses me a cocky look, and I grit my teeth at him.

   “Give
    it to me,” I growl, but he ignores me.

   “Fate
    can be wicked cruel,”
    Parrish continues, snickering in response. “You really went to
    the school library, found this gem, and attempted to read it? First,
    I didn’t know they allowed porno books at Whitehall let alone
    encouraged students to read them. Second, I warned you over and over
    again not to fall in love with me. Look what happened.”

   He releases
    me, and I fall into his lap just before he slaps me on the ass with
    the book.

   “Give
    it back—now,”
    I repeat, turning over and holding out my hands. “Please?
    Question mark?” I say it aloud, and I don’t even care.

   “No,
    I’m reading it. I want to see how many pages in before she
    fucks her stepbrother.” He flips through it and frowns.
  “There’s a guy named in Max in this, too?”

   “That’s
  … a coincidence.” I sigh and give up, cuddling against
    Parrish and figuring if he really wants
    to read it, he can go right ahead. Maybe it’ll turn him on the
    way it did me? He puts his hand on my head and begins to stroke my
    hair.

   “I’m
    gonna guess there isn’t a Korean-Irish dude name Kwang-seon
    McKenna whose grandma taught him to make kimchi and who
    is—undoubtedly—the hottest guy in the book?”

   Parrish
    barks a laugh.

   “At
    best, you get a spin-off series that nobody reads because everybody
    likes the main character better.”

   “Oh,
    ouch,” Chas purrs, tapping at his chest with his palm. “If
    that’s true, then you’re the guy who wins at the end of a
    love triangle, but that all of the readers hated from the get-go.
    Nobody is Team Parrish.”

   “Everybody
    is Team Parrish,” he replies, tossing the book on his
    nightstand and then scooting down so that he can tuck me close
    against him. Maxx flicks off the light for us, and I know without a
    doubt that I’ll be asleep in minutes. This playful camaraderie
    is just too soothing of a nightlight.

   “What
    about Team Maxim? The guy who appears further on in the story, but,
    when it’s later adapted to film, gets his own theme song upon
    entrance? Plus, there are t-shirts, dolls, and collectible bottles of
    his fragrance.” X suggests his own character, and they all
    chuckle.

   “What
    about the clumsy, dorky main character who likes video games and has
    a weird obsession with K-dramas, is a simp for Ashnikko, and has a
    smart mouth?” I mumble, already starting to drift off.

   “She
    wins in every story,” Parrish promises me, and that’s
    that.

   I fall
    asleep with a smile.
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  Parrish
    must be alert enough to remember to adjust our positions before Tess
    shows up because I’m not angrily awoken by a screaming mother
    in the middle of the night. When I wake up, he’s gone, and my
    heart palpates strangely until I remember about the doctor’s
    visit.

   I roll over
    and go back to sleep, appreciating the sounds of Maxx and Chasm
    breathing on either side of me.

   Eventually,
    Delphine wakes us all up and we head downstairs so Chasm and I can
    study while Maxx cooks.

   “Life
    should be more glamorous after you rescue your best friend from a
    wine cellar after following some tricky ass clues,” Chasm
    mumbles, his primary focus still on a study sheet for his math class.
    We both pause at the sound of the garage door opening and exchange
    glances.

   I try not
    to jump up in excitement when Parrish walks in, maintaining my focus
    on my work until he manages to sneak a kiss in while Tess is in the
    kitchen.

   “Are
    you cleared to go back to school?” I ask, trying not to be too
    hopeful. It probably would be
    better if he stayed home, but I want him there, and he knows it.

   He smirks
    at me.

   “Maybe?
    Want to ask me nicely?” Parrish pauses and then shifts his mood
    quickly when he hears Tess coming back in this direction. “Yeah,
    I’m clear. I’m perfectly fine to start back on Monday.”

   “Should
    I be congratulating you or apologizing?” Chasm asks, scribbling
    with his stylus and then pausing to point at me with it. “Naekkeo, do
    your work or you have zero chance of getting all A’s.”

   “What’s naekkeo mean?”
    Tess asks as she appears with several plates in hand, one for her and
    one for Parrish. Maxx is right behind her, serving me and Chas before
    leaving and returning with his own plate.

   “It
    means ‘mine’,” Parrish explains apathetically, as
    if he doesn’t care. “Or like, ‘my sweetheart’.
    It’s something only gross, young, obsessive couples say to each
    other. Aegyo vibes.”

   Chasm
    flicks a grape at him and, as these asshole types always do, Parrish
    catches it.

   “Mine?”
    Tess repeats with a grimace. “Oh, I don’t know how I feel
    about that.”

   “It
    isn’t like, an alpha male sort of deal,” Chasm explains,
    still writing math problems and eating,
    all at the same time. Guess that explains how he’s able to wear
    so many hats. The boy is mad intelligent. “Just us being
    cutesy.” He makes a voice that has me rolling my eyes.

   “You
    two must be so in love,” Maxx sighs, and Tess shivers.

   “They’re
    far too young for that,” she explains, and then it’s my
    turn to cringe.

   Our
    conversation is interrupted by Delphine as she pokes her head in.

   “Would
    you like me to clean this up when you’re finished or wait for
    the study session to be over?”

   “You
    can clean in here throughout the day,” Tess directs, and I do
    my best not to sigh. I’d have a hard time ordering someone else
    around to clean up my messes like that; I’ll take my own plates
    to the kitchen, thank you. “Lord knows they’ll turn this
    room into a disaster.” She’s smiling now as she gazes at
    Parrish.

   “Yes,
    ma’am,” Delphine agrees with a polite bow, even though
    she only has a few days of work left. I wonder if Parrish returning
    makes her feel safer, if she might be inclined to stay? Then again, I
    can’t decide if she’s guilty or not, so it’s
    probably best she goes. “And welcome home, Mr. Vanguard,”
    she adds, drawing Parrish’s attention her way.

   He blink a
    few times and then shrugs one shoulder.

   “Thanks.”

   Delphine
    disappears and we dive back into our studies. Again, Tess stays with
    us pretty much the whole day, but I’m happy to see her pounding
    keys on her laptop. Writing a new book perhaps? I almost hope so; I’d
    forgotten how damn good she was.

   That
    evening, I make sure to stay away from Parrish’s room until
    Tess tells the boys good night, drops in to do the same for me, and
    then leaves. I get up, leaving my schoolwork on the bed, and return
    back to my spot at Parrish’s side.

   “She
    told me I shouldn’t sleep next to you without a shirt,”
    he tells me right off the bat, and I sigh.

   “Are
    you sure you
    want to tell her about us?” I ask, and Maxx gives us both a
    sharp look.

   “That’s
    a terrible idea. I’m telling you right now: you will not like
    what will happen after.”

   Parrish
    returns his friend’s look with one of his own.

   “I
    don’t want Dakota to be a dirty secret,” he explains, and
    X sighs. Chasm just shakes his head.

   “He’s
    right. Tess will lose her shit. She might even send Little Sister
    here back to New York.” Chas pauses and then narrows his amber
    eyes. “Although, I guess she couldn’t because Justin’s
    got full custody now.”

   “Don’t
    remind me,” I reply, feeling that surge of frustration all over
    again. I can’t stand this feeling of waiting and wanting
    anymore. First with Parrish, now with Maxine. I don’t think
    I’ll handle weeks of prolonged suffering very well; I need
    solutions now. “Let’s just focus on these finals,
    celebrate at prom, then we can dive back into a real-life Agatha
    Christie novel.”

   “Prom
  …” Chas begins with a long sigh. “I’ll go,
    but I’m not about to be happy about it.”

   “You’ll
    be thrilled,” Parrish drawls absently as we snuggle up again.
  “We’ll be the hottest thruple on campus.”

   “You
    think that’s funny, but everyone is going to be obsessing over
    you already. Once again, I don’t think you’ll like what
    this does to your popularity.” Chasm rolls over and then kicks
    off one of his blankets in annoyance as it tangles around his legs.

   “Whitehall
    is going to be hell tomorrow,” Maxx breathes, sighing
    dramatically. “If you need me, I’ll be on standby. I
    don’t give a shit if I have to kick some fourteen-year-old’s
    ass: I’ll do it.”

   “Nobody
    doubts that for even a second,” Parrish agrees, but he sounds
    genuinely pleased by the idea.

   

 

  

  














 

  Monday
    morning, Tess gets a call from those two FBI agents—Agent
    Takahashi and whatever the angry redhead’s name is—and
    finds out that Parrish needs to go in for another interview.

  “You’ll
    only miss today,” Tess tells him, but I can see that he’s furious. If only the FBI was as easily swayed by Parrish Vanguard as everyone
    else is. “There are make-up exams available on Friday; I
    already inquired. You’ll be fine.”

  “You’d
    think I was the one who did the kidnapping,” Parrish says with
    a curled lip. He waits for Tess to step into the garage before
    turning and grabbing me for a kiss. I beat him to it, getting on my
    tiptoes and pressing our mouths together. His tongue delves between
    my lips right away, hot and insistent.

  The
    move reminds me of our first kiss—my very first kiss—and I
    smile against his mouth.

  Chasm
    sighs with annoyance but waits patiently off to one side.

  “If
    I can manage to get away sooner, I will,” Parrish promises,
    putting his hands on my hips and glancing over at Chas. “Let
    them all know that as soon as I get back, they’re in trouble.”

  “I’ll
    try; they’ve gone feral,” Chasm says with a dramatic roll
    of his eyes. “Even your baby sister was on the attack.”

  Parrish
    narrows his eyes to slits, flicking them in the direction of the
    staircase as descending footsteps sound in the hall. His gaze locks
    with Kimber’s as soon as she appears from around the corner.

  Their
    eyes meet, and she goes completely still; I get the sense that she
    knows she’s in trouble.

  “You
    didn’t think I’d hear about your bad behavior when I got
    back?” he asks with a long sigh, looking handsome as ever in
    his Whitehall prep blazer, slacks, and plaid tie.

  “I
    thought you were dead honestly,” Kimber whispers, looking away
    as she finishes up the last, few steps. “Lying in a ditch
    somewhere.”

  “So
    you thought you’d lure Dakota and Chasm to a group of girls
    with knives? If I were dead, that’s
    even more fucked-up. Didn’t you care that they might be feeling
    hurt, too?” Parrish studies her with that impossible gaze of
    his, the one that used to put me into a rage at the slightest
    provocation.

  We
    said some horrible, horrible things to one another, that’s for
    sure.

  “I
    ran away from you with Dakota in tow because I didn’t trust you
    or your friends either,” Chasm admits, and Kimber cringes. She
    looks like a kicked puppy right now. Part of me feels sorry for her,
    but the rest wonders if a verbal tongue-lashing from Parrish and
    Chasm isn’t an appropriate punishment. “You looked like
    you might try to kick her ass yourself.”

  “I—”
    Kimber starts, but then Tess is popping her head back through the
    door.

  “We
    have to go, honey,” she says softly, and Parrish sighs. “If
    there’s time left, I’ll drop you off at Whitehall in the
    afternoon.” Tess doesn’t move, waiting there for Parrish
    to join her and effectively ending the conversation.

  Parrish
    gives Kimber another scathing look before he smoothes his expression
    into a neutral one and turns away to leave with Tess.

  “Stay
    safe,” he calls casually, and then he disappears out the door
    and takes my heart with him.

  When
    I glance back, I see that Kimber is watching me very, very carefully.

  “Ooh,
    you’re in trouble,” Chasm purrs, frowning down at the
    little sister that Parrish and I share. “As you should be.”

  She
    says nothing, slipping past him and into the garage to slump in the
    backseat of his car. It’ll be awkward riding with us, I’m
    sure.

  “This
    should be interesting day,” I start, and Chasm shakes his head,
    pushing his lightning bolt bangs away from his forehead and giving me
    a look.

  “Interesting?
    I sure as fuck hope not; I hope it’s boring and studious and
    plain. If I only have one wish left, that’d be it.”

  He
    moves around me, careful to put distance between us, and disappears
    into the garage.

  Maxx
    pads quickly down the first few steps of the spiral staircase,
    putting his hands on the railing and offering me an encouraging
    smile.

  “Good
    luck today, Kota,” he tells me as I smile back.

  “Thank
    you.” The words are as honest and as heartfelt as I can make
    them. X nods, as if that’s all he needed to say, and retreats
    back upstairs to—this lucky bastard—sleep in a little
    more. Seeing as he already finished his studies and made breakfast for us
    this morning, he deserves it.

  I
    squeeze my hand around the strap of my book bag, ignoring the
    annoyance I feel when my fingers brush the metal heart pin, take a
    deep breath, and head off to join them.
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  If
    I were an outsider looking in at Whitehall Prep—as I once
    was—I’m sure I’d find it very grand looking, with
    its imposing white stone walls and towers, its spires. As an insider?
    It looks dreadful, like a fanciful prison full of horrible people.

  This
    is truly just the prep center for the rich and horrible.

  As
    soon as Chasm, Kimber, and I walk in the doors of the third-story
    courtyard—nobody’s around to throw me over the edge
    today, which is nice—we find ourselves at the center of the
    academy’s collective attention. I keep thinking I’ve
    really and truly felt it, that horde of glittering demons staring at
    me with their intensity unmasked.

  But,
    apparently, they’ve been holding back.

  I really feel
    it today, the way they watch us as we pass. Nobody heckles us or
    throws things or scowls. In fact, they don’t talk at all. It’s
    dead silent.

  “Holy
    fuck,” Chasm murmurs, but he seems somewhat relieved by the
    quiet, exchanging a glance with me as Kimber peels away from us and
    takes off down the right hallway. Chas and I turn left, and he
    deposits me at my classroom the way he’s been doing for weeks.
  “Hey.”

  He
    puts his hands on my shoulders and gives them a squeeze, one that I
    think is supposed to be friendly but that takes my breath away
    instead. He’s just that pretty, and I like him just that much.
    I almost wish that I didn’t, so things could be easier with
    Parrish, but that’s not how love works. And anyway, I’m
    too selfish; I wouldn’t give my feelings up for Chasm or Maxx,
    even if I could wave a wand and make it happen.

  “You’ve
    got this, naek—
    Little Sister.” Chas stands up and huffs a breath as I quirk an
    eyebrow at him. “You’ve studied hard: you’re going
    to nail this.”

  “If
    you stop calling me naekkeo, I’m going to get
    angry,” I tell him, but he just quirks his mouth in a very wry
    sort of smile.

  “If
    I keep calling
    you that, Parrish is going to get angry,” he corrects, and I
    sigh.

  “Chasm—”
    I start, but he’s already shaking his head and pointing past me
    toward the classroom.

  “What
    did I say? Stop
      worrying about romance. Go
    do your exam. Go kill that exam.” He
    flicks his fingers at me dismissively, and I roll my eyes.

  I
    do as he says, setting my bag down next to my desk, cracking my
    knuckles, and slipping into my seat. If ever I needed to have
    confidence in myself, it’s now. Because the idea of being able
    to see my sister in person is a tantalizing treat that I can’t
    ignore—something that Justin knows full well.

  Our
    teacher instructs us to set our iPads on our desks, directs us to the
    link for the multiple-choice portion of the exam, and off we go.
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  During
    final exams, classes are structured a little differently. Monday,
    Tuesday, and Wednesday are each split in half with an exam in the
    morning and one in the afternoon. So today, I’m tackling my
    exams for first and second period. Tomorrow will be for third and
    fourth period, and Wednesday for fifth and sixth. Thursday is for any
    late or make-up assignments, and one last goodbye, and Friday is for
    students like Parrish who might’ve missed—with a valid
    excuse—any of the previous exams.

  There’s
    a brief break in the middle of the first exam, but I take it inside
    the classroom as Chas suggested—just in case. There’s no
    point in tempting fate, not even if I want to see him so badly that
    my palms itch. Not even knowing that Parrish is back and intends on
    regaining his position of authority with the student body.

  I
    feel confident about the direction the exam takes, so confident in
    fact that I’m feeling pretty good when I hit submit, pack my
    iPad up, and head into the hall for lunch.

  Chasm
    is usually waiting for me, or else he shows up within a minute.

  Only
  … that’s not how it happens today.

  My
    first period teacher locks up and disappears down the hall toward the
    teacher’s lounge as my eyes scan the passing crowd, looking for
    that signature yellow lightning bolt.

  Nothing.

  I’m
    not worried at first, leaning my back up against the wall and sliding
    my phone from my blazer pocket. No calls or texts from Justin, no
    word about Maxine. With a sigh of frustration, I text my bio dad
    first asking if I could please see proof that my sister’s still
    doing alright, and then I shoot a quick message off to Chasm.

  Where
    are you?

  The
    minutes tick by, and he still isn’t here. That worries me. I
    have a feeling that, even if he somehow wasn’t done with his
    exam, he’d drop it, just to make sure I was alright. Not that I
    necessarily approve of that course of action, but it’s what
    he’d do.

  Instead,
    a chorus of footsteps from my right draws my attention up and over.

  It’s
    Veronica Fisher, the pain-in-my-ass redhead, with her scowling
    brunette friend and their group of bullies. Fantastic. I don’t wait to
    see what they have to say, nor do I even consider talking to them at
    all. Instead, I turn and immediately take off in the direction of the
    handicapped bathroom at a full-on sprint.

  Gamer
    Girl versus bully bitches. My favorite.

  If
    I can get there and lock myself in, then I can message or call
    whoever I need to—or even just wait them out. They won’t
    hover in front of that door forever, not with exams taking place.

  Unfortunately
    for me, the security guards are back to their usual rotation, with
    only two on the campus grounds at a time. Chasm was right about that,
    too, how one annoying complaint from one annoying student would
    restore the usual order around here.

  God
    forbid anyone holds these brats accountable.

  The
    girls catch up to me before I can reach the door handle, hauling me
    back and knocking my phone from my hand. It spins across the floor
    and slams into a bank of lockers. Not that it matters: I wouldn’t
    have had time to use it anyway.

  I’m
    dragged into the fray of girls, and it isn’t long before I see
    the silver flash of a utility knife. I know they’re kept on
    campus and used in several of the classrooms for various purposes.
    How Veronica and her friends keep getting access to them, I’m
    not sure. Hell, maybe they brought them from home?

  Whitehall
    Prep requires a gate code to even set foot on campus. We certainly
    don’t have metal detectors or drug dogs or anything of the
    like.

  I’m
    thrown onto the floor on my hands and knees, and a foot comes down
    hard on my back. I’m fighting like crazy, but there isn’t
    much that I can do against a group of twelve.

  I
    expect pain, most of all, the slashing of knives. That’s my
    worst fear. All of that blood …

  When
    I try to scream, hoping to catch the attention of, well, anyone at
    this point, another foot is pressed down on the side of my face.

  “Quiet.
    This doesn’t have to hurt unless you make it hurt.”
    Veronica pushes down harder against my skull as I’m jostled
    around, pulled and yanked and shoved. It takes me a minute to figure
    out what they’re doing. Are
      they … are they cutting my clothes off?!

  A
    hot sharp lance sears across the back of my thigh, and I gasp in
    pain, unable to make anymore sound than that. My muscles are
    trembling as I press my palms into the floor, trying to dislodge the
    person whose foot is atop my back. No luck. I’m crushed even
    harder into the ground as another slice tears across my shoulders, my
    arms, even my ass.

  “Keep
    fighting and you’ll end up with more cuts,” Veronica
    remarks absently, seemingly unconcerned at unleashing cruelty on me
    that I damn well know that I don’t deserve. What have I ever
    done to her? I’ve barely spoken a handful of words to this
    chick. The closest we’ve ever been to one another is when she
    was standing behind Lumen and giggling at all of her jokes. That’s
    it. I didn’t even know Veronica’s name until recently.

  Still,
    that doesn’t stop the girls as they use their knives to slice
    up my uniform, tearing the fabric from my body with horrendous
    shredding sounds, even as blood leaks out to pool on the floor near
    my face. My whole body smarts; I’m not even sure it was fully
    healed from the last time this happened. I know for a fact that my
    nose and fingers aren’t, but I guess I didn’t realize how
    many of my bruises were still tender.

  It
    feels like I’m lying on that floor for hours, but I know it can
    only have been a couple of minutes. As quickly as the melee started,
    it stops, and I’m left shivering, pushing myself up with my
    palms on the floor. My skin feels cold and hot all at once.

  Looking
    down, I see blood smeared across my pale skin and a distinct lack of
    clothing.

  I’m
    naked.

  I’m
    completely naked and lying on the floor in the academy’s
    hallway.

  “Look
    up, bitch,” Veronica commands, and my head flies up on
    instinct, just in time to see that she has her phone in her hand.
    She’s recording me. No. I wrap my arms around my chest out of instinct as the girls
    surrounding me laugh, forming a tight circle that should hide me from
    any passersby.

  My
    uniform—even though it’s clearly in scraps—is gone.
    There isn’t even a piece of shredded fabric to hold over
    myself.

  “Maybe
    daddy can use this to plug your image into his new app? He said he
    could find people on the dark web, right? Because that’s
    exactly where this video is going.”

  I
    try to stand up, but hands push me down on either side, clamping on
    my shoulders and locking me in place.

  “What
    a fun livestream this is turning out to be,” Veronica
    continues, her brown eyes blazing as she looks down at me. “Stand
    her up.”

  There’s
    a shuffling sound behind me, and then the hands on my shoulders are
    gone, the pressure and the pain of those harsh fingertips releasing
    in a rush.

  Black
    fabric appears in my vision, wrapping around me like the wings of
    some massive bird, and then warm arms follow it, bundling me up.

  There’s
    a collective gasp, and I lift my eyes up to see Veronica staring at
    someone behind me. She backs up a step, but her phone remains where
    it is: still recording.

  “Oh
    god, it’s you,” she says, her voice a breathy whisper.
    There’s a healthy dose of fear there, underlaid with something
    else. Respect?

  “Yeah,”
    a voice says, and my heart soars when I recognize it immediately for
    who it is: Parrish. “It’s me.”

  He
    lifts me from the ground and sets me on my feet, holding my waist
    with one arm as I look up at him. It’s his blazer that’s
    been thrown around me; I tug it close, hiding my nakedness from the
    girls as best I can.

  Parrish
    glances down at me, but only for a second. His focus is on Veronica.

  If
    I were her, I’d be afraid.

  He
    looks fucking terrifying, a true king in his element. He might not
    like the Whitehall dynamic, or the way Medina’s high society
    works, but he understands it enough to take control of it. He’s
    the king of the academy for a reason. I turn toward him
    automatically, burying myself against his side.

  I’m
    humiliated. And in pain. And I’m terrified that Veronica really
    is livestreaming, that my naked image is out there on the internet
    and there’s nothing I can do about it.

  “I’m
    going to ask you this once,” Parrish says, his voice a quiet
    menace, a warning. “Delete the video.”

  “It’s
    a livestream—” Veronica starts, and rage surges through
    me like fire. Before I can even question what I’m doing, I spin
    and throw the hardest punch that I’m able to, my right fist
    connecting with her pretty nose and sending her phone flying as she
    loses her grip on it. It slides across the ground near Parrish’s
    feet.

  He
    grabs it right away, glancing down at the screen and then lifting his
    dark gaze back to Veronica’s bloody face. Red streams down from
    her nostrils in crimson rivulets as she slaps a hand over her mouth
    in shock.

  My
    knuckles are aching, and I’m bleeding far worse than she is,
    but the satisfaction is there.

  I
    got you, bitch.

  Parrish
    throws her phone as hard as he can against the lockers, and it
    shatters, denting the metal in the process, before he turns and
    sweeps his gaze over the other girls.

  “Delete
    your photos and your videos,” he commands, curling and
    uncurling his inked hands by his sides. “And I won’t
    completely kill each and every one of you: I’ll only make you
    hurt.”

  “He’s
    just one person,” Veronica snaps, her hand still clamped over
    her nose. “You’re holding knives.”

  “By
    all means, stab me,” Parrish says, his voice nonchalant, but
    his frown the most dark and twisted thing I’ve ever seen on his
    face. “Do it, and I will quite literally murder you.” He
    moves over to my torn blazer on the floor and extracts both of my
    phones before hefting my book bag up and tossing the strap over his
    shoulder; he slips the phones inside the front pocket.

  “He’s
    one person!” Veronica shouts, but the other girls—even
    that horrible brunette—don’t seem to want to take
    initiative.

  “He’s
    a Vanguard,” one of them whispers, shivering. “His
    grandmother could destroy my dad’s company. I’m sorry,
    Veronica, but I’m out.” The girl turns and takes off, and
    several others follow along behind her.

  Soon
    enough, it’s just Veronica and her bestie.

  Parrish
    ignores them both, moving over to me and scooping me into his arms.
    I’m a little surprised, but relieved, too. My legs are so shaky
    that I’m not sure I could’ve walked the few steps to the
    bathroom by myself.

  “You’re
    both dead!” Veronica continues, screaming at us as Parrish
    blatantly ignores her, opening the door to the handicapped bathroom
    and stepping aside. “My father will make sure of it.”

  That’s
    the last thing I hear before Parrish sets me down on the edge of the
    sink and flicks the dead bolt.

  It’s
    like lightning strikes that boy. He shivers and closes his eyes, and
    then when he opens them, all of that hatred and rage is gone,
    replaced with concern and affection. Parrish moves over to me and
    takes my face between his hands; his are trembling.

  “Fuck,
    Gamer Girl, are you okay?” he asks, and then he reaches down
    and grabs the blazer, giving it a tug. I resist him, curling my
    fingers into the edges of the jacket and refusing to let go. So many
    places on my body burn. But worse than that, I’m mortified. I
    feel assaulted, exposed, violated. “Dakota,” he whispers,
    covering my hands with his. “Look at me.”

  I
    do, and even though tears burn the edges of my eyes, I fight them
    back.

  “I’m
    okay,” I whisper back, voice shaky. “Was she … did
    she livestream that? Am I all over the internet?”

  Parrish’s
    face tightens enough that I know it’s true.

  No.
    Fuck. Please, no.

  “We’ll
    get it taken down,” he promises, and even though I feel like a
    traitor for thinking this, my mind goes to Justin. To Milk Carton. He
    can search my image anywhere, right? He’s been scrubbed clean
    off the internet, so it’s possible. It’s truly possible.

  But
    then, did he sic Veronica and her goons on me? Or are they truly
    after me because I’m
    Justin Prior’s daughter?

  Parrish
    tosses my book bag to the floor, ignoring the heart pin cam. It
    doesn’t matter now. Who cares if Justin sees this?

  “I
    don’t want my naked body online,” I repeat, and Parrish
    nods in understanding. This time, when he tries to take the blazer
    from me, I let him. He pulls it off and tosses it over the other
    sink, standing back so that he can assess my wounds.

  “Shit.”
    His jaw tightens as he reaches out and brushes some of the blood on
    my inner thigh, smearing it and revealing the extent of one wound.
    Even though it hurts, it also feels good, having him touch me like
    that. I look away. “Let’s get you to the nurse’s
    office.”

  “No.”
    I turn back to him and shake my head violently. “I already had
    one ‘fall’ this past month.” I shudder, my fingers
    curled around the edges of the sink. “I don’t want to
    have to explain this, and I don’t want Tess to have more reason
    to worry.”

  “Dakota,”
    Parrish starts, but then he grits his teeth because he knows I’m
    right. He grabs a wad of paper towels from the dispenser, runs some
    warm water on them after removing the blazer from the other sink, and
    then goes about carefully and meticulously cleaning the blood off of
    me. His teeth are gritted as he goes about it, fighting back that
    surge of tempestuous emotion in him. “You might need stitches.”

  “I’ll
    manage,” I whisper, and he lifts his eyes up to look at me,
    studying me, searching my face for trauma. “But we need a first
    aid kit and a new uniform.”

  “You’re
    not going back to class after this,” he tells me, and I grab
    him by the face.

  “Don’t
    start ordering me around the way the other two do,” I reply,
    sliding my fingers into his hair and dragging him closer for a kiss.
    He presses his mouth to me softly, almost tentatively, and then
    curses.

  “Let
    me call Chasm,” he says, and my heart drops.

  “Chas
    was supposed to pick me up after class; he always does. He comes and
    gets me and walks me from room to room …” I trail off as
    Parrish whips his phone out of his pocket, checks for messages, and
    then dials his friend’s number. When there’s no answer,
    he shoots a text off, and then makes another phone call. To Maxx, I’m
    guessing.

  “Fuck,”
    he curses when again, there’s no response. Parrish looks me
    over and then grabs his blazer again, settling it over my shoulders.
    He takes me by my upper arms and leans down to look into my eyes.
  “I’m going to go find something to clean your wounds up
    with, and I’ll stop at the merch shop for clothes. Will you be
    okay here for a minute by yourself?”

  I
    nod and he curses again.

  “I
    hate leaving you here,” he adds, but I square my shoulders and
    sit up straight, as if I’m attempting to prove to him that I’ve
    got this.

  “Go.
    Bring me clothes and then we can find Chasm; I’m worried about
    him.”

  Parrish
    lingers for a moment but then nods, pausing with his hand on the
    doorknob.

  “Lock
    this as soon as I leave and don’t open it unless you hear my
    voice, okay?”

  “I
    can do that,” I agree, and he helps me find my feet when I
    slide off the edge of the sink, steadying me with his hands on my
    shoulders before taking off like a bat outta hell. I make sure the
    dead bolt slams shut behind him, and then I curl forward, putting my
    forehead against the inside of the door.

  I
    can’t believe that just happened, I
    think, trying not to be sick. Now, at least, I understand what the
    utility knives were for.

  “Goddamn
    it.” I shove back from the door and storm over to my book bag,
    yanking out my Maxine-phone to see if there are any messages from
    Chasm. Nothing. That’s when I start to panic, pacing back and forth across the
    tile floor as I place a call to his phone, wait, hang up, try again.

  My
    anxiety rachets up, and I actually start to wonder if I’m
    having a PTSD reaction from when Parrish went missing. This is
    triggering as fuck, and I have no idea what to do about it. The
    minutes tick past, and lunch is more than half over before I hear a
    knock on the bathroom door.

  “Dakota.”

  It’s
    Parrish. I unlock the door and fling it open, eyes widening when I
    see Chasm just behind Parrish, his face bloodied up and his arm
    around Maxx’s shoulders.

  “Found
    something for you,” Parrish murmurs, holding the door aside so
    that Chas can limp in. Maxx helps him while Parrish waits for them to
    pass, slams the door shut, and activates the lock.

  “What
    happened to you?” I whisper as Chas’ eyes widen at the
    sight of me, naked and bloody under Parrish’s blazer.

  “What
    happened to you?!”
    he chokes out, stumbling from Maxx’s grip to brush his thumb
    across one of the bloody wounds on the back of my hand. It’s
    shallow—they all are—but that doesn’t mean it isn’t
    aching and burning like a bitch. “Why are you naked?”

  “Veronica
    and her friends cut her clothes off while livestreaming the entire
    mess.” Parrish sets a first aid kit down on the sink as Maxx’s
    green eyes flare with undisguised rage.

  “You’re
    kidding me?” he asks as Parrish turns on the warm water and
    offers up a wad of paper towels so Chas can clean himself off. I
    snatch it from his hand and step forward, attempting to dab at Chas’
    bloody lip. He grabs my wrist before I can even get started, frowning
    at me.

  “Do
    not try to take care of me when you’re bleeding all over the
    fucking floor.”

  I
    yank my wrist from him and narrow my eyes.

  “Give
    me the paper towels,”
    I hiss, and his face gets all weird, and then he’s grabbing me
    in a huge hug and squeezing me tight. The blazer falls to the floor,
    and I don’t even care about it. My fingers grab the back of
    Chas’ blazer and hold on for dear life.

  “I’m
    so sorry,” he whispers, kissing the side of my head and rubbing
    his cheek against me. “I’m so sorry, naekkeo.”

  “What
    happened?” Parrish asks, his voice cold and almost
    businesslike. I can’t decide if it’s because he’s
    angry with the girls still, pissed off on Chasm’s behalf, or
    jealous of the way we’re touching. Maybe all of those things?
    But when Chas and I pull back from each other, and I glance Parrish’s
    way, there’s a touch of sadness in his eyes when he looks at
    me.

  “I
    got jumped in the hall,” Chas says as Maxx moves over to stand
    beside me. I glance his way, and then suddenly realize how naked and
    vulnerable I am all of a sudden. Even more so when he reaches out and
    gently sweeps some of my tangled hair back, his hand trembling like
    he wants to hold me but isn’t sure if he can, if he’d be
    allowed to.

  After
    a moment, his face hardens and then he’s just pulling me in for
    a hug. His body is so big, it envelops mine completely, and I love
    that. I love how cared for and precious I feel when the three of them
    are around. That, and how incredibly powerful I feel at the same
    time. It’s like, both sides of me, both sets of wants and
    needs, are valid.

  “Who?”
    Parrish demands, stepping forward and grabbing the paper towels from
    Chasm’s hand. He cleans his best friend’s face off while
    I cuddle up against Maxx.

  “Gavin,
    Antonio. Shit, I don’t even know. Some of our friends, Parrish.” Chasm
    winces as Parrish finishes wiping him down and then applies shiny
    ointment to his lip. “I took off, but they cornered me in a
    utility closet.”

  “And
    then he called me,” Maxx adds, letting me go just long enough
    to collect some gauze and ointment from the first aid kit. Parrish
    watches him do it, his hands curling into fists and then releasing
    with seemingly great effort. He wants to tend to me, but he’s
    allowing Maxx to do it instead. “Sit.”

  “Mr.
    Sports Medicine,” I murmur as I hop up onto the sink, still
    naked, still trapped in a small bathroom with three boys—all
    three of whom I’ve slept with at this point. Maxx hooks a cocky
    smile, but it’s laced with rage and barely restrained violence.
    When he takes my hand and starts to bandage my cut, his fingers are
    surprisingly gentle. “You came for Chasm?”

  The
    thought warms my heart; the bromance between these three is real.

  “I
    only had a second to make a call,” Chas says, putting weight on
    his ankle and wincing slightly. “They got my phone away from
    me, but at least it went through.”

  “What
    happened when you got here, X?” Parrish clarifies, taking some
    Whitehall Prep merch out of a bag and bringing it over to me. Our
    gazes meet, and some of the harshness in his softens.

  “They
    took off,” Maxx explains, his voice light, almost too light.

  “Because
    they’re scared shitless of you.” Chasm leans back against
    the wall and then curses as he notices a tear in his shirt. He
    adjusts his blazer to cover the damage and shakes his head. “The
    bastards left, but they had to know we wouldn’t let this go.”

  “They
    knew I was coming back,” Parrish agrees, waiting for Maxx to
    finish cleaning and bandaging the cuts on my chest and neck before he
    helps me into the sports bra and pullover sweater. Where
      the Best Shine Bright is
    scrawled across the front in black cursive.

  Right.

  The
    best.

  Shining
    bright.

  Mm-hmm.

  My
    breath hitches as Maxx spreads my legs carefully and focuses on the
    cut there like it’s the only thing in the world that exists,
    like he isn’t close to the apex of my thighs, like he can’t
    feel my heat. He finishes up and Parrish offers me a pair of joggers.

  I
    slip into them before accepting some sneakers and socks. Everything
    Parrish purchased for me seems to be the right size which makes me
    smile. Well, okay, so the shoes are maybe a size too large but that’s
    better than them being too small. Maybe that was the point?

  “They
    knew, and they didn’t care.” Chasm heaves a sigh. “The
    girls have been wild without you, but the guys? This is the first
    time I’ve had to deal with anything like this.”

  “The
    girls who attacked me”—I feel suddenly choked up and it
    takes several deep breaths for me to calm my nerves—“they
    were scared of Parrish. I mean, there were twelve of them and they
    still took off when he showed up.” I think on that for a
    moment, trying to push the feelings of humiliation aside. As much as
    I despise Justin, I’m going to ask him about this, about using
    Milk Carton to search for any videos of photos of me …
  “Because Parrish is still a Vanguard,” I say carefully,
  “and Chasm’s dad just got into bed with Justin Prior.”

  “More
    Medina bullshit,” Maxx growls out, and we all pause as the bell
    rings to signal the end of lunch. “They know Parrish and Chas
    are like this.” He crosses his fingers together and then shakes
    his head. “Seems like a big risk to me—especially
    considering the guys have left you alone this whole time. Now they’re
    on the attack? The very day that Parrish is supposed to return to
    school?”

  “Unless
    we’re thinking of these problems as originating from one
    source,” I suggest, bending down to grab my book bag and
    cringing at the pain that ripples through my body. All three boys
    look like they’re about to leap on me and carry me off for
    cuddles and hot tea or some shit. I ignore them, standing up straight
    and letting out a long exhale. Doing well on my exams means seeing
    Maxine; I won’t allow anything to stop me from doing that—not
    even this. “But maybe we ought to consider opposing forces?”

  “Meaning
    what, exactly?” Parrish queries, but I don’t know yet.
    I’m just not fucking sure.

  “No
    idea,” I admit, glancing back at Chasm. He pushes up from the
    wall, takes a tentative step, and then exhales sharply. It hurts, but
    he’ll survive. Same with me.

  But
    I’m not just going to let this go; I can’t.

  Does
    Justin know that? Did he arrange this? Or is it something more than
    that?

  “Let’s
    stay together, walk each other to class one by one, and then Maxx can
    wait for us in the library or something?” I give him a hopeful
    smile that he returns with a reluctant one of his own.

  “My
    visitor’s pass is good all week; Ms. Miyamoto thinks Parrish
    needs emotional support right now.”

  “Lucky
    me,” Parrish grumbles, taking my hand as Maxx hauls Chas’
    arm over his shoulder for support, and we head out the door.

  “After
    school,” I start, but Chasm’s already scoffing and
    scowling at me. He knows before I even think up a clever euphemism
    what I’m trying to say here. Lumen.
      Her note. The hedge maze. Because
    I haven’t forgotten about my girlfriends just yet.

  “No,
    Little Sister. Absolutely not. You have nothing important to do after
    school except go home.”

  But
    I do. Lumen gave me a note in secret which means one thing: she knows
    she’s being watched.

  That’s
    a telling clue all on its own, now isn’t it?
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  It’s
    hard to focus during my exam—especially after accepting a dress
    code violation with grace—but that’s not unexpected. I
    got my ass kicked; I’m cut up all over; my naked form might be
    splashed across the internet. I’m too afraid to look; I don’t
    want to see. For now, I just have to focus on this.

  If
    I need to score well on these tests to see my sister, then that’s
    what I’m damn well going to do.

  During
    break, I stay in the classroom and text the boys—just not about
    the possibility of me being nude online. I don’t want to know
    until after I’m done with this damn test. Instead, we keep our
    conversation absurdly light, almost fluffy.

  We
    could all use a bit of fluffy right now.

  After
    I finish my test, I wait just inside the classroom for Maxx. He’s
    been in the library for hours now, but he appears within minutes of
    me sending a quick text his way. The sight of his large, muscular
    form filling the doorway brings me peace.

  It
    occurs to me that he’s not anymore immune to being attacked by
    the students here than anyone else—especially since his family
    isn’t rich. But I guess the bulging biceps and the dangerous
    glint in his eye is enough protection for now.

  “How
    did it go?” he asks, and I shrug, wince, remind myself not to
    shrug for a while.

  “It
    went well … I think.” I bite my lip as we approach
    Chasm’s classroom. It’s next door to Parrish’s,
    thankfully, so it’s a one-stop boy shop.

  “You
    make me proud, naekkeo?”
    Chasm asks as he joins us, and then he, too, cringes slightly,
    glancing over at Parrish. The Prince of Sloths sighs heavily.

  “You’re
    annoying me, but you also got beat up today. Don’t test my good
    will.” Parrish softens the words with the barest hint of a
    smile, and then all the boys come to a halt as I continue down the
    hall when we should rightfully hook a turn toward the parking garage.
  “Where on earth do you think you’re going?”

  “Firstly,
    Chas, I really do hope I made you proud. Also … I have
    something to do before we leave.”

  Maxx
    gives me a harsh look because he knows exactly what it is that I’m
    up to. Chas and Parrish, too.

  Chasm
    frowns hard, moves down to his locker, and opens it up. I dump my
    book bag—with both phones tucked into it—inside. The boys
    do the same, and I take off toward the hedge maze.

  “Excuse
    me, Gamer Girl,” Parrish growls, grabbing me by the arm. “After
    the day you and Chasm have had, you now want to go down to the
    fucking hedge maze? Where there are no cameras? This sounds like a
    really, really stupid idea to me.” He keeps his voice low,
    flicking his attention up to the camera mounted near the ceiling.

  “And
    if we’re going down there anyway—because this is Little
    Sister, and she always gets what she wants—we can’t go by
    such an obvious route. You said you wanted to go to the library?
    Justin will be watching, and it is … thataway.” Chas
    points in the opposite direction as Maxx crowds in close to our
    little group.

  “What
    if we get ambushed down there? If there are enough of them, we’ll
    be in trouble.” X crosses his arms, looking resolute in his
    decision not to
    go down and meet with the queen of the school.

  The
    thing is, I remember the look on her face when she heard that
    Veronica had tried to throw me over the wall in the courtyard. Lumen
    was surprised. She may have orchestrated the first attack on me, but
    not that one. Not this.

  “Look,
    we have Parrish back,” I start, reaching out and taking his
    hand in mine. He narrows his eyes at me, but the edge of his mouth
    lifts in a slight smile. Every time I look at him, I’m reminded
    that we almost lost him, that he almost died, that I might never have
    held his hand like this ever again. “But that doesn’t
    mean this is over. Far from it. Justin will never let me go. Never. The
    way he looks at me …” I trail off and heave a huge sigh.
  “We need more clues, and we need more allies.”

  Otherwise,
    I’m going to have to kill him.

  That
    much I know for certain. But I really, really don’t want to
    think about that right now. Especially not after the day we’ve
    had.

  “And
    you think Lumen could be this ally?” Maxx asks, quirking a
    brow. “Kota …”

  “We’ve
    been over this already—more than once,” Chasm says, his
    lips twisting up in a slight sneer. The movement costs him, and he
    winces again. Guess I won’t be shrugging for a while, and he
    won’t be sneering. Too bad. He’s actually pretty cute
    when he makes that face. “You don’t make friends with
    people who beat you up.”

  “I
    made friends with you and Parrish,” I quip back, and Chas gives
    me a flat stare in response. “What? You might not have
    physically attacked me, but your barbs hurt. Maxx was the only nice
    one.” He snorts at me, and I can see that we’re making
    progress. “Can you guys try to trust me on this one? I have
    good instincts: I promise.”

  “If
    you’re wrong about this, I’m keeping you on a leash,”
    Parrish grumbles, dragging me along behind him. He pauses after a few
    steps to glance back at Maxx. “Actually, you’re the
    expert here: tell us where to go.”

  “Any
    new cameras installed since I graduated?” X asks, but Chasm’s
    already shaking his head.

  “Nope.
    Lead the way, Fred,” he says, and then pauses. “Or
    George. Either way, you know how to sneak around this place better
    than anyone.”

  I
    grin at the Harry Potter reference as Maxx takes the lead.

  He
    escorts us to the library and then winds us through the shelves in a
    roundabout pattern before pausing next to a large window. With a
    grunt, he shoves it up and out of the way, pushes the screen loose,
    and then climbs through. He reaches back a hand to help me out, and I
    take it, a thrill traveling through me as I think back to Friday
    night. He offered his hand then, and it ended up with us finding
    Parrish.

  I’m
    taking this as a good sign, I think, hopping down and then cringing as pain ripples through my
    body. I’m going to be hurting for days, at the very least.

  Parrish
    climbs out next, offering a hand for Chasm which he refuses to take.
    He jumps down and stumbles a bit, catching himself and swiping his
    palms on his blazer like he totally meant to do that.

  “You’re
    a macho douche sometimes,” I mumble, and he smirks at me.

  “Yeah,
    but you like it, so I guess that’s working out for me?”
    Chasm saunters past, and Parrish’s eyes track his movement
    before dropping to mine. He’s starting to see the relationship
    that I’ve built with Chas over the past few weeks, with X. But
    I can’t hide it. I won’t. That’d be a lie. I don’t
    know how we’re going to work this out, but I know that we will.
    The four of us make a good team.

  Maxx
    guides us through the grass, heading diagonally toward the rear of
    the maze where the woods meet up with the manicured lawns. He
    abruptly changes course, making a hard right, and then drops down to
    crawl through a small, almost unnoticeable hole carved into the
    underside of the dense hedges.

  I
    follow after him with Chasm and Parrish on my heels.

  As
    soon as I emerge on the other side, I see Lumen.

  She’s
    alone, dressed in her Whitehall uniform, and pacing a rut in the
    grass.

  She
    pauses when she hears us, glancing over her shoulder, brown eyes
    widening. Maxx helps me to my feet as Lumen struggles to control her
    facial expression, twisting it into something wicked.

  “Did
    you bring your phones?” she snaps, tossing her honeyed hair
    over one shoulder. “Want to film yourselves kicking my ass?
    It’d be a nice companion video to the one Veronica made earlier
    today.”

  X
    actually moves forward like he might retaliate, and I grab onto his
    bicep.

  “We
    don’t have our phones; you’re safe,” I say as
    Parrish and Chasm join us. Lumen’s gaze finds Parrish’s
    right away, and they end up staring at each other for an inordinate
    amount of time.

  “I
    hear that we’ve been fucking since sophomore year?”
    Parrish asks with a caustic bite to his voice, and Lumen cringes.
  “Hilarious, considering we’ve never even kissed.”

  “I’m
    sorry,” she groans, putting her hands over her face. “I’m
    so sorry. To all of you.” She drops her hands down and looks at
    me with such a pained expression that my heart breaks. “I
    didn’t want to do any of this. I didn’t have a choice.”

  My
    breath catches at the rawness in her words … but none of the
    boys seem convinced.

  “Pray
    tell, what would spur you into beating the shit out of my
    girlfriend?” Parrish asks dryly as Lumen looks him over like a
    ghost risen from the grave.

  “I
    can’t believe you’re still alive,” she mumbles, and
    he grits his teeth.

  “Speak
    up and quick. My patience is running thin.” He crosses his arms
    and stares her down as she ruffles up her blond hair and sucks in a
    huge breath.

  “I
    don’t know if I can do this,” Lumen mumbles, looking down
    at the ground like she’s searching the grass for answers.
  “Maybe this is a mistake?”

  “It will be
    if you don’t start talking,” X confirms, and Lumen gives
    him a sharp look in response.

  “Just
    because I’m here, and I feel bad for Dakota, doesn’t mean
    I’m going to take shit from you. From any of you.” Lumen
    turns back to me, steeling herself and curling her hands into the
    fabric of her pleated skirt. “Let’s just say: I’m
    being blackmailed.”

  My
    blood goes cold, and I wet my lips, taking a small step forward. The
    boys tense on either side of me, but I don’t plan on getting
    any closer. I just need Lumen to know that I’m listening.

  “By
    who?” I ask, and she shakes her head.

  “I
    don’t know. All I know is that …” She lifts her
    head up and glances back in the direction of the academy, its white
    walls shining in the afternoon sun. Lumen trails off, heaves another
    sigh, and turns back to me. Her expression is resolute. “I
    don’t know who the person is, but I do know that they can spy
    on me through phones or laptops or whatever. That’s why I gave
    you that note at the party. It was the only way I could think for us
    to talk without being watched.”

  “What
    did you do to get blackmailed?” Chas drawls, but Lumen ignores
    him. She wasn’t lying when she said she wasn’t interested
    in any of the boys, just me.

  “At
    first, the things my blackmailer was asking weren’t so bad.
    Just a little thing here or there. But his demands are getting bigger
    and bigger, and I’m learning to hate myself more and more …”
    Lumen trails off, takes in a deep breath, and lifts her chin. “Before
    we get any further, I just need to say this: Danyella isn’t
    involved. I don’t want her involved. And if you get her
    involved …” She trails off, and the threat in her words
    is apparent.

  Chasm
    snorts derisively from behind me.

  “We
    won’t involve Danyella,” I agree, crossing my arms and
    waiting for her to continue. “And I’m pretty sure you
    know we’re going through the same shit?”

  She
    grimaces, like this is what she suspected, but hoped wasn’t
    true.

  “I
    figured it out right away, when you told Danyella you’d set the
    theatre on fire. That isn’t something you’d do unless you
    had to.” Lumen’s calculating gaze swings over to Chasm,
    and I can see why they’re battling it out for future
    valedictorian. “That’s why I figure we’re both
    being blackmailed by Parrish’s kidnapper.”

  I
    cock a brow at that. I mean, with the information she has, it really
    is the most logical conclusion to come to.

  She
    turns to him with a stern look on her face.

  “Anything
    you want to add to this that I didn’t already see on the news
    or hear from Emerald City Murder?” Lumen twists her lips to the
    side in an expression of complete disbelief. “I feel like you
    know more than you’re letting on.”

  “And
    I feel like you forget that we’re equals at this school, Lumen.
    Don’t get started with me.” Parrish tilts his head at
    her. “Or … are we? I mean, I have turned you down over a
    dozen times—officially. Unofficially, I’m sure it’s
    a hell of a lot more than that.”

  Lumen
    bristles, but she doesn’t remark on it. I’ve always
    sensed there was something more going on with her and Parrish, but I
    now at least know what it is from his side. He said everything in his
    life was bullshit; he didn’t want a shallow romantic
    relationship on top of everything else. Lumen? I don’t know
    what Lumen’s story is.

  “I
    have to be honest with you, Dakota,” she continues, taking a
    step closer to me. Parrish moves up on my right, but Lumen doesn’t
    acknowledge him at all. “When I first approached you, I was
    already being directed by the blackmailer.” I shiver, and my
    eyes go wide, but Lumen isn’t done. “He wanted me to
    befriend you; he asked me to keep tabs on you. Sometimes, he asked me
    to take you places or convince you to attend things. Antonio’s
    party, for example.”

  I
    just blink back at her as Chasm scowls and comes storming around
    Parrish to get in her face.

  “I knew it,”
    he snaps, and she narrows her eyes, shifting her gaze over to him.
    It’s like watching two titans clash. “You were up to this
    shit from the very beginning. Typical Whitehall nonsense.”

  “Oh,
    please, as if the three of you are Whitehall’s angels? Its
    saints?” Lumen turns back to me and then leans in even closer.
  “They might act like they’re your friends, but don’t
    think they haven’t done terrible things in the past. They’ve
    been just as bad—if not worse—than most.” Lumen
    tosses her hair casually over one shoulder before glancing at Maxx
    with disdain. “Remember the guy you drove to drop out?”

  “Throwing
    stones in glass houses?” X jibes, his expression of
    contemptuousness equaling Lumen’s with zero effort. “What’s
    your point? We’re on Dakota’s side now. Are you?”

  Lumen
    sighs, her cheeks flushing slightly as she turns back to me. Why
    she’s blushing now, I’m not sure.

  “Not
    only are the demands from this getting insane—like asking me to
    beat you up—but I just … I like you, Dakota. You’re
    too nice. I don’t want to do this.”

  “Oh,
    please,” Parrish scoffs, but then Lumen is staring at me like
    she’s gathering herself up to do something.

  She
    reaches out, grabs me by the cheeks, and crushes her mouth to mine.

  My
    eyes go wide, and I immediately push her back, before any of the guys
    can step in.

  “What
    the fuck?!” Chasm snarls as Parrish goes stone-still and
    completely cold. Maxx is gaping in disbelief—and he actually
    takes a step back. To, I think, stop himself from having an
    inappropriate reaction.

  “Lumen,”
    I start as she sighs and then shakes her hands out.

  “So
    anyway, there’s that,” she says, looking at me with
    curiosity. “I like you. Whether you like me or not is
    irrelevant; I’m done with this.”

  “You
    just kissed my girlfriend,” Parrish tells her, hooking an awful
    smile, one that promises pain. “I should kill you for that.”

  “But
    you won’t because you need my help,” Lumen confirms,
    crossing her arms and taking a step back. She looks at me with a
    question in her eyes that I feel like I really need to answer before
    things get weird.

  “I’m
    way taken, Lumen,” I tell her, giving a small shake of my head.
  “I’m sorry; I’m not interested in you like that.”

  She
    sighs and turns away, shaking out her hair with her fingers.

  “I
    knew as soon as you started crushing on Parrish that I was in
    trouble. Chasm, too.” She glances back and takes Maxx in with a
    curious expression, likely noting that his jaw is clenched and he’s
    struggling to hold back his anger. “And … Maxx? Eww. No,
    please, not Maxim. He’s the biggest asshole of them all. Didn’t
    think you were into alpha-hole pricks.”

  “Lumen,”
    I start with an exasperated sigh. I mean, like, I’ve missed her
    so fucking bad these past several weeks, but also, we need to focus.
  “Parrish and I are together officially, but … yeah, I
    have feelings for all three of them. So that’s another reason I
    know you and I won’t work: we don’t have that spark.”

  “We
    have a spark, eh, Little Sister?” Chasm asks, but he sounds so
    absurdly pleased that my heart warms. Parrish ignores all of that.

  “So
    what does your blackmailer want now? Why are we here?” he
    demands, flicking his eyes back to the towering walls of the school.
  “If we don’t get going, like, now,
    Tess is going to start calling the FBI to come and find me—not
    that they did a great job last time.” He rolls his eyes as he
    looks back to Lumen, and my heart goes cold.

  Shit.

  He
    has a point.

  Like,
    we all finished our exams a little early, but I’m pretty sure
    that sound I’m hearing now is the final bell of the day. Crap,
    crap, crap.

  “I’ll
    admit: he wanted me to arrange a meeting with you anyway.”
    Lumen twists her hands in the fabric of her skirts again. “I
    figured if I got caught early, I could make up an excuse. Anyway, he
    wants me to get Dakota to come somewhere by herself, to meet me.”

  “And
    then what?” Parrish prompts, but she just shakes her head.

  “I
    don’t know, but I’ve got a really, really bad feeling
    about it. I’m supposed to lure her somewhere and then leave,
    and I … I just don’t like the sound of that.”

  I
    crinkle up my face, glancing over at Parrish and Chasm as X steps
    forward to fall in line beside me.

  “This
    guy—this blackmailer—why wouldn’t he just blackmail me to
    get me to go somewhere?” I wonder aloud, but then it hits me.
    Because he would know that I’d try to bring the boys with me.
    If he explicitly told me not to bring them, I’d
    be suspicious. I’d know something was coming. But if Lumen were
    able to convince me to come meet her somewhere … I mean, I’d
    still tell the boys, but I wonder if that was part of Justin’s
    experiment, to see if I would. To see if I’d sneak off to see
    Lumen against their wishes.

  “That’s
    what I was wondering. So … here we are.” She spreads her
    hands helplessly. “I need help getting out of this. The thing
    that he’s blackmailing about is … it’s bad.”
    Lumen shivers and closes her eyes, like she can shut out the horror
    of whatever this ‘bad thing’ is.

  We
    all pause at the sound of rustling nearby, and Lumen’s eyes go
    wide.

  She
    turns and stumbles over to the hedges, spreading the branches to look
    through as Chasm does the same.

  He
    makes a scoffing sound.

  “Danyella,”
    he says, but when I move forward to look myself, I see that she’s
    already taken off and is walking quickly back toward the school.

  “Damn
    it, damn it, damn it. She followed me.” Lumen grits her teeth
    and then sighs heavily. “Okay, I will deal with her. Don’t
    tell her anything. I
    want to keep her innocent in all of this.”

  “Seems
    like she knows enough to think to follow you?” Chas adds,
    giving Lumen a suspicious once-over. “What the fuck did the two
    of you do that has you afraid enough to follow a crazy kidnapper’s
    orders?”

  “Leave
    Danyella out of this,” Lumen repeats as she points at him, and
    then she turns to me. “I don’t know what Veronica is up
    to, I swear it. She’s gone off the fucking rocker, and I think
    it has something to do with your dad coming back into town. Her dad
    might seem all friendly with him now, but the Fishers have like, a
    whole vendetta with Justin Prior.” Lumen squats down near the
    hole in the hedge, and I see that she, too, knows her way around the
    cameras here at Whitehall. “I have to go after her, but I’ll
    be in touch. We can pass notes like we’re old-school. Don’t
    text or call or even come near me where anyone might see.”

  She
    ducks out and disappears as Parrish scowls.

  “I
    don’t trust her,” he says, but I’m watching the
    hole she just disappeared through, deep in thought.

  Justin
    is manipulating Lumen against me. I thought about it, but I wasn’t
    sure. Nice to know daddy dearest only pretends to be on my side.
    Also, nice to know that I was right: there are opposing forces at
    work here, aren’t there?

  “We
    need to go,” Parrish says, giving my outfit a harsh frown. “If
    Tess asks, you … spilled something on it. And be careful if
    you raise your arms. If she sees those cuts, we’re going to be
    on lockdown for the rest of the century.”

   

 

  

  














 

  “I
    don’t trust that girl for shit,” Chasm says, lying on his
    back on Parrish’s bed and looking up at the ceiling. We should
    probably be studying, but I think we both just need a small break to
    recover from today. It was … well, let’s just say it was
    fucking insane.

  “Why
    not?” I ask, turning my head to look at him. I’m lying on
    the bed on Chas’ left, waiting for Parrish to extricate himself
    from Tess’ grip and join us. “I mean, I don’t
    either—at least not yet. I’m just curious as to what your
    reasons are.”

  “If
    she really does need to lure you somewhere,” X interrupts,
    pausing beside the bed and looking down at the two of us like he
    might still be in overprotective mode. I appreciate it, actually.
    That, and I find it too cute that he rushed down to the academy to
    Chasm’s aid. “Then this would be a smart way to do it,
    act like she’s learned the error of her ways.”

  Chas
    glances back at me, a suspicious cast to his gaze.

  “You’re
    still too nice. Do I agree that going down to the maze today was a
    good choice? Sure, we learned a lot. But it was risky. And Lumen is
    guilty as fuck. That’s all I’m saying.” He looks
    back up toward the ceiling and then closes his eyes. He’s
    exhausted and so am I. Between rescuing Parrish, losing Maxine,
    studying like crazy, and getting our asses kicked, we’re spent.
  “And when Lumen says she wants to keep Danyella ‘innocent’
    in all of this?” Chas lets out a low, disbelieving chuckle.
  “There’s no such thing. Whatever is going on with this
    blackmail situation, she knows.”

  “Agreed.”
    Maxx sits down on the side of the bed, reaching out with a single
    finger and running it along the sole of my bare foot. I shiver, my
    mind straying back to that night when he gave me the foot massage.
  “Also, she kissed you, so … fuck her. If she were a guy,
    I would’ve decked her.”

  We
    all pause as the bedroom door opens and Parrish slips in, looking
    completely picked over.

  “God,
    I love Tess, and I understand her pain, but she’s suffocating
    me,” he whispers, putting his back to the door and closing his
    eyes. “You’d think we were an hour late for pickup.”

  After
    leaving the hedge maze, Maxx guided us back the way we came to avoid
    the cameras, and then peeled off from Parrish and me to head for the
    visitor’s parking lot. We dropped Chasm at the garage, and then
    the two of us proceeded outside to where Kimber was already waiting
    with Tess.

  She
    got tears in her eyes—no joke—and hugged him for a good
    three minutes straight while Kimber and I sat awkwardly inside her
    Mercedes, waiting.

  “Just
    give her some time,” I say, sitting up as Parrish opens his
    eyes and turns to look at me. He’s probably wondering what
    alternate universe we’re trapped in, seeing as I’m
    actually sitting here and defending Tess. That pretty much never
    happens. “She’s got a lot of trauma to work through.”

  “I’m
    more worried about you,” Parrish remarks, pushing away from the
    door and moving around the bed to stand next to Maxx. “How are
    you feeling?” He looks up and over at Chasm. “Both of
    you.”

  “I’m
    all good,” Chasm says first, gesturing absently in my
    direction. “It’s Little Sister that I’m worried
    about.”

  “I’m
    fine. A little sore, but that’s about it.” I decide to
    leave it at that for now. Justin’s sent me several texts
    praising my handling of today’s situation and promising to get
    rid of the images of me online. For anyone else, scrubbing the
    internet of a particular photo or video is a near impossible task;
    once it gets around, it’s out there forever. For him, it
    appears to be a relatively easy one. Even though I hate relying on
    that man for anything, I want this too badly to say no. He hasn’t
    asked me for anything in return—yet—but he sent another
    short video of Maxine that felt like a warning. She was sitting by an
    indoor pool, eyes closed, legs dangling over the edge. Take
      it one day at a time, Dakota. “Don’t
    stress about it.”

  “I
    am going to stress about it,” Parrish asserts, looking beyond
    gorgeous in his uniform; all of that black and green and gray
    complements the gold flecks in his eyes. “Veronica and her
    friends; Antonio and his friends. They’ll get what’s
    coming to them.”

  He
    pauses for a minute, like he’s just thought of something.

  “Do
    you mind if I grab my phone real quick?” he asks, and Maxx
    gives him a harsh stare in response.

  “You’re
    not making a TikTok,” he warns, and Parrish gives him a sharp
    look. “Don’t invite more conflict in. We have Justin and
    Maxine to worry about then we can clap back at
    Veronica and the others. We have all summer to do that.”

  “They
    can’t walk away after what they did,” Parrish argues, but
    Maxx is already shaking his head.

  “No.
    But don’t go on social media and start playing those games with
    them.”

  The
    two boys stare at each other as I adjust my position and cross my
    legs, drawing their attention back to me.

  “Don’t
    forget that Lumen kissed her,” Chasm reminds them, and
    Parrish’s eyes narrow to slits. I give Chas a look.

  “Stop
    harping on that; I turned her down. I told her no. You don’t
    have to trust her, but for now, we should at least act as if we do.
    The more information we can get out of her the better. Now, at least,
    we know for sure that Justin really is the one blackmailing her.”

  “I’ve
    never liked that,” Parrish says, staring down at me and making
    me fidget. “Her touching and kissing you; it’s bothered
    me from the start.” He looks over at me, and I shiver
    underneath his gaze. I won’t soon forget the way his blazer
    wrapped around me like a pair of dark wings, how he carried me into
    the bathroom, how attentive he was. “Seeing my rival put her
    hands on the girl that was supposed to be mine from the get-go.”

  “You
    could’ve tried not bullying me,” I
    offer up, and he affects this haughty look that has me wanting to
    kick him in his admittedly awesome (and very useful) junk. “I
    thought you were hot from moment one. All it would’ve taken was
    a genuine attempt at connection and we probably would’ve gotten
    together much sooner.”

  Parrish
    moves away from the bed as I look up to see Maxx studying me
    carefully. Chasm, too.

  “Yeah, Pear-Pear,”
    Chas teases, sitting up and curling his fingers around the edge of
    the mattress. I can tell that he’s tired, but I also know that
    he’s about to rally us and get us back to work. These exams are
    of paramount importance now that the possibility of seeing my sister
    has been dangled in front of me. I need that; I need to see that
    she’s okay with my own eyes. “That’s what you get
    for letting years of resentment toward Tess blind you to Mia’s
    hotness.”

  I
    give him a look, but he just smirks at me and rises to his feet.

  “I
    wasn’t blinded by anything,” Parrish says, turning back
    to look at Chasm. “I knew she was hot from moment one; I told
    her so. I just …” He lifts his gaze up toward his
    bedroom door and then sighs. “Tess isn’t going to like us
    being together.”

  “She’s
    going to hate it,” Maxx agrees, and I notice that his fingers
    are pressed hard into the mattress on either side of him. “And
    if you tell her, both of your lives are going to change for the
    worse. I’m not saying that you should keep it a secret forever.
    Just … maybe until after you’ve both graduated.”

  Parrish
    scowls at that.

  “I
    won’t be able to keep my hands off of Dakota for that long.”

  “Parrish,”
    I warn, but my entire body flushes hot at his words. Can’t deny
    that. Having Lumen kiss me today was sort of a … like a
    wake-up call? It was nice to see that I’m not just a bundle of
    hormones. She’s a gorgeous girl—one of the prettiest I’ve
    ever seen—but she isn’t Parrish. Or Chasm. Or Maxx.
    They’re different. “We should probably get back to
    studying.”

  “Nice
    subject change,” Chasm says, reaching out to ruffle up my hair.
    But even as he’s being a dick, there’s a tenderness in
    his face that makes me squirm. “We should do it in the dining
    room. That way, we have a valid excuse for leaving the heart pin and
    all our phones downstairs.”

  “Shall
    I cook again?” X queries, but Parrish just shakes his head and
    sighs.

  “Tess
    insisted on ordering in Mexican food tonight, so that’s
    covered.” He glances my way with a sympathetic look on his
    face. “She also mentioned your prom dress. As in, you don’t
    have one. Fair warning: she may try to take you shopping on Friday
    when I’m doing my make-up exam.”

  Oh.
    Shopping with Tess. For a prom dress that I’m wearing to a
    dance with her son as a date. Or, well, two guys as dates … My
    gaze finds Maxx’s again, and my only regret is that the three
    of us can’t go together.

  “Get
    your studying done,” he tells me, offering up one of those
    genuine, golden boy Maxx smiles that I like so much. “When
    you’re finished, we’ll clean and redress your wounds.”

  I
    nod, offering a smile of my own in return, and head downstairs with
    Chas and Parrish to get started.

  It’s
    already Monday, and I’m ready to collapse. I can only imagine
    how the rest of the week will pan out.
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  As
    the days progress, I can see that Tess is getting more and more
    uncomfortable with me sleeping in Parrish’s bed. Like, she was
    cool with it on night one. Wary on night three. By Thursday of that
    week, she’s visibly disturbed by it.

  It
    hits me like a punch to the gut that night when I realize I’m
    going to have to start sleeping in my own bed. Alone. Without
    Parrish. Without Maxx. Without Chasm.

  “Let’s
    leave our doors open,” Parrish suggests, having already adapted
    back to his shirtless boy uniform. His allergy to clothes spreads to
    the others—not that they were ever really great at it to begin
    with—but tonight, after I climbed out of the shower and went
    into Parrish’s room, all three of them were shirtless.

  It
    was … a lot to take in. Especially since Parrish and I haven’t
    had a moment alone all week. Not only has Tess maintained her
    vigilance over her son, but we’re all tired on a bone-deep
    level. Emotionally, as well as physically. Mentally. Whitehall is not
    an easy school. I remember when I first showed up here and attended
    my initial day of classes, how overwhelmed I was, how sure I would
    fail.

  Chasm’s
    been helping me through that all along, but most especially this
    week.

  When
    the work gets too hard, or I get too frustrated, he makes me take a
    break. He puts a PlayStation controller in my hands—Tess has
    just finally given
    our electronics back, although it’s admittedly a blessing and a
    curse with Justin around—and tells me to sit. We’ll play
    a quick match with Parrish and Maxx, and then hit the books again.

  The
    night before last, I fell asleep with my face on my iPad, slumped
    over the dining table, and woke up to Maxx carrying me up the stairs.
    He deposited me in bed with Parrish, and even if we didn’t have
    a chance for anything intimate, at least we were able to cuddle.

  Not
    so tonight.

  I
    stand in my doorway and Parrish stands in his, and it’s like
    that night all over again.

  I
    scrub both hands over my face and drop them to my sides, looking up
    to see him giving me a sympathetic half-smile in response. He knows
    what I’m thinking about right now.

  “Don’t
    worry: I’ve got your two other boyfriends to defend me this
    time. I can’t possibly be kidnapped.” I give Parrish a
    look, but his smile just gets bigger and cockier. “Or maybe
    you’re just sexually frustrated,” he whispers, leaning
    down toward me.

  I
    can feel his breath on my lips, and the warmth of it makes me shiver.
    I cannot even believe that we’ve gone
    three nights without anything else happening between us. Each day,
    the tension rachets up even higher. Each day, I want him just a
    little bit more. Based on his expression now, and the way he touches
    and kisses me every chance he gets, I don’t doubt that the
    feeling’s mutual.

  “I
    don’t want to sleep by myself,” I admit, glancing back at
    my room with a sense of dread in the pit of my stomach. The last of
    the exams were yesterday, so I should feel relieved. Grades are
    supposed to be posted Saturday morning, so until then, there’s
    nothing more I can do. I’m simultaneously relieved that it’s
    over, but also filled with this deep-seated fear that chills me to
    the bones.

  What
    if I didn’t get the grades that Justin asked for? What then? I
    don’t get to see Maxine? Or … something worse?

  There’s
    also the other carrot that Justine dangled before me: the chance to
    speak to my grandparents.

  My
    psyche needs that; my heart needs that.

  Parrish
    glances down the hall toward the cracked door of Tess’ office
    before moving forward and pushing me into my room. He kicks the door
    closed behind him and then slides his fingers into my hair, bringing
    his lips down to meet mine. Our mouths slant together as he sweeps
    his tongue against mine in a slow, lazy arc, like we have all the
    time in the world as opposed to none at all.

  I
    can hear Tess coming this way already.

  Did
    she see us on the hall cam? We weren’t doing anything, and the
    audio on those cameras isn’t good enough to pick up our slight
    whispers. More than likely, she just wants to see if I’m in my
    room.

  I
    am, unfortunately, but I’m also closed in here and kissing
    Parrish.

  “Prom
    night’s tomorrow,” he whispers, licking the shell of my
    ear and making me shiver. “And we’re going to enjoy every
    second of our private afterparty.”

  I
    shove him back and turn away just in time for Tess to knock and then,
    without waiting for an answer, open the door.

  “What
    are you two doing in here?” she asks, attempting to keep the
    question light and breezy, but failing miserably. I can see that
    she’s bothered by the idea of us alone in here with the door
    closed. Does she sense the attraction between me and Parrish? Or
    maybe it’s in the little tells, the way we’re always
    standing or sitting so close, the way we smile at each other, the
    furtive glances.

  It
    must be obvious to the entire world that we’re in love.

  Just
    as it’s obvious to Parrish how I feel about Chasm and Maxx.

  “Going
    over my study sheet for tomorrow,” Parrish says nonchalantly,
    waving his right hand around in a dismissive fashion. To be fair,
    there is an iPad sitting on my bed. There could be a study sheet on
    its darkened screen. Tess looks at it and then over at me, forcing a
    smile onto her face.

  “Are
    you excited to go shopping tomorrow?” she asks me, but I’m
    not entirely sure if I am or not. Maybe? Tess and I made some
    progress while Parrish was gone, but there’s always the chance
    she might slip back into her old ways.

  “I
    am,” I say, making myself smile, giving myself permission to
    relax for a moment. Exams are over, for better or worse. And I
    haven’t been stripped down naked and sliced up with utility
    knives since Monday, lucky me. The tension at Whitehall has been
    thick enough to cut with a knife—hah, a pun—but there
    hasn’t been any movement in days.

  Everyone
    knows Parrish is back, that he’s on campus.

  I’m
    starting to wonder if that wasn’t why Monday’s attack was
    so escalated. Parrish had been found, but he wasn’t at the
    school. There was one, last chance to make a move.

  “Good,”
    Tess says, her smile getting a little realer. “I’ll get
    you up early and we can go after we drop Parrish off. Anywhere you
    want this time. If you have a store in mind, I’d be happy to
    take you there.”

  I
    blink in surprise, sharing a shocked look with Parrish. He smiles
    softly, and I can see that he’s pleased at the prospect of me
    and Tess getting along better.

  “Thanks.
    That sounds … pretty awesome actually.”

  “We
    can even pick Parrish up after his exam and have lunch together as a
    family.” Tess reaches out to stroke a thumb down Parrish’s
    cheek, and he slits his eyes at her. “Me and my lost babies.”
    Her eyes water briefly, and she blinks back tears as I struggle not
    to feel cringe as fuck.

  Is
    it wrong, what Parrish and I are doing?

  At
    this point, I’m not even sure if I care anymore.

  I
    love him too much to let this relationship go on a technicality.

  “We
    might need the extra time to get ready,” Parrish offers up,
    trying to gently ease Tess away from the whole ‘me and my
    babies’ bit. He definitely doesn’t want her to think of
    us like siblings. “But maybe on Sunday or whatever?”

  Tess’
    face tightens up, and I get the feeling we’re about to hear
    something about good old daddy dearest.

  “Justin
    has asked to take Dakota for the weekend. Unfortunately, until the
    hearing next week, I don’t have much say in the matter.”
    Tess eyes me, as if she’s waiting for me to bust in with
    stories of Justin’s abuse. I mean, I could start with the fact
    that he kidnapped Parrish and threatened to kill him as a reason why
    I might not want to go with my bio dad for a visit.

  But,
    of course, I can’t do that and put Maxine at risk.

  “Okay.”
    It’s the only word that I can manage to get out that doesn’t
    feel like a total lie. Knowledge
      received and accepted, for better or worse.

  Tess
    lets out a small sigh, but then shakes her hands out, like she’s
    determined to make an effort here. I appreciate that, even if I’m
    not thrilled at being forced back into my own bed.

  I
    wonder if Maxx couldn’t get away with sleeping in here …

  But
    no, that’s a pipe dream. I knew these happy sleepovers couldn’t
    last forever, much as I wished they would.

  “Alright,
    Parrish,” Tess says after a minute. “Off to bed.”

  He
    gives her a scathing look that she returns with a carefully lifted
    eyebrow.

  “You’re
    not going to carry this trend into summer, are you?” he asks as
    Tess laughs and reaches out to ruffle up his hair. He recoils from
    that one. “No, Mom. I can only take so much of that,” he
    tells her, but not unkindly. She gives an almost wistful sigh in
    response.

  “I
    can still remember when you were little and always clinging to me;
    you couldn’t get enough. And now look at you.” She
    gestures at his tall, muscular form, and then frowns. “You’re
    practically a man.”

  He
    most definitely is a man, I think to
    myself, and then flush all over. Parrish notices and smirks at me,
    making me wish I had another stepbrother romance novel to chuck at
    his head.

  “A
    supremely gorgeous, highly desirable man, actually,” Parrish
    corrects, running his palm down the flat, inked planes of his
    bandaged chest and bare belly. Goose bumps break out across my entire
    body as Tess gives him a reprimanding look in response.

  “Don’t
    be inappropriate around your sister,” she remarks, and then
    points back at his room. “Out. Off to bed. You wanted to do
    these exams, so take them seriously.”

  Parrish
    looks at me with a pained expression that he blinks away just in time
    for Tess to turn back to him.

  “Good
    night, Gamer Girl,” he says, his voice thick with reluctance.
    It’s almost painful when he walks away from me, and I have to
    wonder how the hell I’m going to survive a whole night in here
    by myself.

  You
    got him back; you saved him. Justin promised to leave him alone.
    Worry about Maxine and about yourself, but not Parrish.

  The
    thoughts are logical, but that doesn’t mean my heart wants to
    listen to any of them.

  “Good
    night, honey,” Tess tells me, pausing awkwardly near my door,
    like she wants to give me a good night kiss or a hug or something,
    but isn’t sure how to go about doing it. “I love you, and
    I’m proud of you for finishing your exams.”

  “Thank
    you.” I smile, and it isn’t entirely forced this time.
    When she tries, it gets a little easier. I imagine that if she keeps
    trying, and I keep trying, it’ll get a lot easier. “Good
    night.”

  I
    offer up a little wave, waiting until they’ve disappeared into
    Parrish’s room, and I can hear Tess’ voice mixing with
    Maxx’s and Chasm’s, before I flick my lights off and
    climb into bed.

  After
    a few minutes, she leaves, heading into her and Paul’s bedroom
    but, unfortunately, leaving the door cracked.

  “You
    okay in there, Little Sister?” Chasm calls out cheerfully, his
    voice just loud enough to carry into my room.

  I
    turn on my side, facing toward the open door and pillowing my head on
    my hands.

  “I’m
    okay,” I respond, wetting my lips and wondering how much of
    this Tess can hear. Eh,
      fuck it. “But I
    miss you guys. I wish I was in there.”

  “I
    wish you were in here, too,” Parrish says, his voice more
    strained than usual.

  “You
    two are impossible,” Maxx adds to that, and I can tell he’s
    trying to be good-natured about it, but really, he’s jealous.
    Not only has the tension at school been escalating this week, the
    tension between me and Parrish, but also the tension with the other
    boys.

  A
    moment passes. Another.

  I
    hear the quiet whisper of footsteps on the floor, and then there
    Parrish is, looming in my doorway.

  “Get
    up,” he says, his voice rough and low. Please
      don’t let Tess see this on the camera, I
    think, but I’m already tossing my blankets aside and climbing
    out of bed. Parrish takes my hand and drags me across the hall into
    his room, past the other boys, and into his bathroom.

  I
    don’t quite expect that; I thought he was taking me to bed.

  Well,
    um, I guess he is taking me to bed, but
    in a different way than I’d thought.

  Parrish
    grabs me around the waist and then guides me to the floor, laying me
    on the plush white rug in front of the bathtub. His mouth meets mine
    in the dark, searing me with vibrant heat, bringing me to life in all
    the best ways. I never expected all of that longing and all of that
    worry between us to blossom into this, this frantic, wild need that
    obliterates all rational thought.

  Tess
    might’ve seen us on the camera; she might be coming this way
    even now.

  It
    doesn’t matter.

  Parrish
    pulls a condom from the pocket of his pajama pants and traces the
    edge of it along my jaw, making me shiver.

  “I
    can’t fucking wait for this last goddamn
    exam to be over,” he murmurs, and then he’s dropping down
    to press his mouth against mine, his warm body settling between my
    thighs. My hands trace down his back, smoothing over his muscles and
    worrying about his wounds even as he’s sliding his bandaged
    chest against mine. “Kiss me, Dakota. Kiss me like you’re
    mine and you don’t love anybody else. I don’t care if
    it’s a lie.”

  I
    cling onto him, kissing him deeply, wishing with all my heart that
    what he’s saying was true.

  It’d
    be a lot easier to love one boy instead of three.

  “I
    love you, Parrish,” I promise as he yanks my pants down my legs
    and slides his palms over my thighs, worshipping, caressing me. The
    need between us is too intense to ignore; we have to have this
    release, even if it’s quick.

  “And
    I love you,” he murmurs, pressing his mouth to mine even as he
    shoves his own pants down and fumbles to get the condom on while
    trying to maintain contact with my lips. “I won’t let
    anything or anyone come between us. That much I can promise you.”

  He
    angles his hips to enter me, and my mind flashes with equal parts
    excitement and fear. What
      is he saying? Is he saying that he’ll be with me even if I want
      to keep seeing Chasm and Maxx? Or is he saying that he’ll fight
      them off if necessary?

  I
    can’t decide, and there’s no time for it anyway.

  Parrish
    slides into me, and it’s this blissful, perfect feeling of
    union. There’s no surer way to promise my aching soul that he’s
    back and that he’s not going anywhere than to feel him inside
    of me like this.

  We
    move quickly and quietly in the dark, the heat of him seeping into
    me, warming up all those cold, quiet places. If either of us had
    thought this was going to ease the tension between us, we were wrong.

  It’s
    amping things up.

  I
    have a feeling this summer is about to get hot.

  I
    snort a laugh, and Parrish goes completely still, letting out a small
    groan as he buries his face between my neck and shoulder.

  “Don’t
    do that,” he murmurs as I turn my head toward him, running my
    tongue along the side of his face and tasting the sweetness of his
    skin. “Laugh like that.”

  “It’s
    because of you,” I promise him, thrusting my hips up and
    causing him to let out a small growl as he hooks his fingers around
    my hip bone and tries to hold me in place. “I was thinking we
    were going to have a real hot summer.”

  “First,
    it’s chafing nipples that you’re thinking about when
    we’re together. Now, it’s summer weather?” He
    smirks at me. I can’t see it in the shadows of the bathroom,
    but I can sure as hell feel it against the side of my neck. “Also,
    I wasn’t talking about the actual thought that brought you to
    laugh—I was talking about the laugh itself. It makes you
    squeeze tight. Too tight.”

  I
    can’t help it; his words—and the strange desperation in
    them—make me laugh again. But only for a second. Because as
    soon as I start laughing, he lets out this deep, male groan and
    starts to move, pumping harder and faster. His body slicks up against
    mine, rubbing my clit and driving me to impossible heights.

  When
    it starts to feel like I’m falling I cling to him, shuddering
    and gasping against his lips, doing my best to keep our romance a
    secret. To hide it. And not just from Tess, but from the other boys.

  And
    secrets … are most certainly something I don’t need or
    want more of.

  If
    we’re going to work this out, everything has to be in the open;
    it just has to be.

  Parrish
    shoves my shirt up, even as I’m climaxing and squeezing around
    him, and then he drops his mouth to my breast, sucking my nipple and
    teasing it with his heated tongue. The pleasure spikes, and then I’m
    writhing, almost struggling against him, demanding more.

  We
    rock together harder, faster, burning, aching, falling.

  And
    then Parrish comes with a violent shudder, pumping deep and burying
    himself in me. He holds himself there, shaking and pressing desperate
    kisses to my head, and then he’s rolling over with a sigh.

  We
    both lie on our backs, quivering and panting, trying to catch our
    breath.

  “After
    prom, be prepared. Because I don’t just want five minutes with
    you, stolen in the dead of night. I want as much of you as I can get.
    From the moment we get home tonight to the moment that prick shows up
    to take you on Saturday. Hours. More than that.” Parrish turns
    on his side toward me, putting a hand on my belly and chuckling when
    I shiver at the contact of his palm. “I don’t know how
    we’ll manage it, but we’ll figure it out. Even if we have
    to take breaks to pop downstairs and assure Tess that I’m
    alive.”

  He
    rolls his eyes; I only know that because I can see the whiteness
    around his irises in the dark.

  “That
    sounds like heaven,” I tell him, rolling back over to face him.
    He puts his hand on my waist, and then we’re kissing, and it’s
    happening all over again. Parrish shucks the previous condom,
    touching me all over, squeezing my breasts, working us both up into
    another frenzy until he’s ready. He quickly sits up, yanks open
    the bottom drawer on the vanity, and digs around until he finds
    another condom.

  We
    put it on together, and then he’s inside of me again.

  We
    don’t stop. Even when we know we should. Instead, we go until
    I’m too sleepy to even consider another round.

  When
    we’re finally finished, and I’m done rearranging my
    clothes, Parrish holds out a hand and helps me to my feet.

  “I
    wish you could stay,” he says, and when I touch the side of his
    jaw with my fingers, I can see that he’s clenching his teeth.

  “Eventually,
    Tess will chill out a little, and we’ll have the chance to do
    more. To sleep together, even. Remember: we used to lock our doors at
    night. Yes, she’d pick the locks sometimes, but not very often.
    I don’t see why we can’t get back to that.”

  “I
    hope you’re right,” he tells me, sounding tired as he
    leads the way back into his bedroom. I hope desperately that Chasm
    and Maxx are asleep, but they might not be. They might be fully aware
    that we just spent two hours in the bathroom together.

  I
    can only assume that Tess either hasn’t checked on Parrish yet,
    or else one of them assured her that he was simply going to the
    bathroom when she did show up. Me, she won’t have looked in on.
    At least, I hope not.

  Parrish
    escorts me to the doorway, our fingers reluctantly slipping apart as
    I fight those triggering feelings of fear and sneak back into my own
    bedroom. It’s just like that night all over again. Only, this
    time, he has his friends with him. This time, I know what we’re
    up against.

  And
    this time, I won’t make the same mistakes that I did before.

  I’ll
    end this game, Dad. Check and motherfucking mate.

   

 

  

  














 

  Our
    usual routine resumes the next morning: Delphine wakes me up, I plod
    downstairs, Maxx makes breakfast. But this time, Chasm gets to chill
    at the table while Parrish gets dressed in his uniform and I find
    myself a cute little skater dress that has all three guys gaping
  openly.

  Kimber
    notices, I know she does, and throws me this look that promises she
    and I are not done—not even if Parrish is home yet. It’s
    annoying, and quite regressive, but I’ll deal with her later.
    For now, I’m focused on making this shopping trip with Tess an
    enjoyable one.

  “Let’s
    speed things up or you’ll be late,” Tess says,
    frantically sipping her flat white as her phone buzzes and she
    glances at the screen. “Looks like we’re getting a
    delivery. It better be my new typewriter.” She says this
    absently, but the boys and I all go completely still and exchange
    knowing looks.

  Fuck.

  That
    move is going to haunt me for some time which, I know, is sort of
    Justin’s point.

  What
    I’m worried about is what the next phase of this nightmare will
    be. Is Maxine going to suffer like Parrish did? What am I going to
    have to do to get her back? My first tasks were alienating but
    menial; the next set of tasks were gut-wrenching and heartbreaking.

  Now
    that exams are over, we’re ready to move into the next phase of
    this bullshit, and I have a bad feeling that it’s going to make
    everything that came before it look like cakewalk.

  “Dakota,
    can you get the door?” Tess asks as Kimber tries to get her
    attention, something about a friend’s sleepover, I think. She’s
    being told a hard no which doesn’t surprise me one bit.

  “Sure.”
    I stand up and walk over to the door in my mismatched Chucks,
    checking out the window to confirm it’s the delivery guy and
    not a crazy reporter. It is, thank god. The paparazzi situation has
    reached nightmare proportions. I open the door and my smile slips
    slightly as the delivery guy checks the names on the packages and
    looks up at me.

  “Dakota
    Prior?” he asks, and that’s when I just know I’m
    going to hate whatever is inside of them.

  “That’s
    … me,” I reply, trying to keep the frustration from my
    voice. Justin will be watching me right now, no doubts about that. I
    sign the delivery dude’s iPad and then accept a mountain of
    fancy boxes not unlike the other mountain of fancy
    boxes I just received for the launch party.

  I
    consider making a run for my room in an attempt to hide the packages
    from Tess, but it’s too late. She’s spotted me.

  “What’s
    all that?” she asks with a frown as I turn toward her, and she
    steps forward to take some of the packages from me. She leads the way
    into the kitchen and sets them on the counter, picking one of the
    boxes up and staring at the name on the shipping label. “Dakota
    Prior?”

  Her
    voice is wicked cold as she flicks a look my way.

  “No
    clue,” I respond honestly as Kimber and all three guys make
    their way over to see what’s going on.

  “These
    are from Justin?” Maxx confirms dryly, and I nod, my chest
    tight, my heart thumping.

  I
    take the largest box first and lift the lid off, setting it aside.
    There’s a small pink envelope nestled in the tissue paper that
    makes my pulse race as I pick it up and slide the tiny card out of
    it.

  I’ve
    taken the liberty of sending everything you need for prom tonight. I
    know you’ve been busy with your studies and haven’t had
    the time to go shopping. But don’t worry: Daddy’s got
    your back. I’ve volunteered as a chaperone as well. See you
    tonight!

  P.S.
    I have the girls coming over to do your hair and makeup again. Be
    ready for them by six.

  My
    blood goes cold as I pass the card over to Tess’ outstretched
    hand.

  “This
    son of a bitch,” she snarls, surprising every person in that
    kitchen at the same time. Her eyes lift up to mine. “Dakota,
    you don’t have to wear any of these things.” I just keep
    staring at her, once again feeling that awful, sickening sinking
    feeling take over me. Don’t
      I, though? I want to
    ask, wishing I could tell her the whole truth about Justin, tell her
    that she’s right, that even if he’s a hundred times more
    likable than she is, he’s fucking crazy. I asked him not to
    order me food at a restaurant, and that darkness lingering behind his
    casual affability rose to the surface like cream. “I can take
    you out, wherever you want to go. We have all day to shop and get
    ready for this.” She sets the card down as I unfold the pink
    tissue paper in the box, revealing a glittering golden gown.

  The
    theme for Whitehall’s prom is—unsurprisingly—all
      that glitters is gold. According
    to the boys, last year’s was platinum
      party. The year before
    that? Diamonds in the
      rough. I mean, come
    on. Do these people care about anything other than money?

  When
    I asked Chas why he allowed such an awful theme, his response was a
    caustic, “I’m
      the student body president, not the head of prom committee, naekkeo,” mumbled around a cigarette. But he was hot as hell when he said it,
    so there’s that.

  I
    lift the dress up and Kimber gasps, putting her hand over her mouth.

  “I
    saw that one online; that’s a seven-thousand-dollar dress.”
    She sounds envious right now which is ridiculous. I’m sure Paul
    has purchased her many a gown just like this one. Trust me: I’ve
    heard stories about Kimber’s closet. Never been allowed to see
    it since she has yet to let me in her room for even a second, but
    it’s legendary amongst the boys.

  “Looks
    like you don’t have to go shopping after all. Lucky.”
    Parrish shrugs his shoulders, trying to make light of a situation
    that the four of us know is anything but. I don’t get to decide
    whether I wear this dress or not; I’m wearing it. Period. And
    Justin knows that.

  Tess
    throws her son a harsh look as Chasm mumbles something in Korean that
    probably translates to: you
      are so fucked right now, Little Sister, and I’m sorry.

  “Dakota,”
    Tess repeats, trying to draw my attention away from the dress. I
    wonder if she’s getting the wrong idea? If she thinks I like
    having all of my choices taken away and being told what to do. Sure,
    this time it’s a designer dress but before that, it was fuck
      this guy, or fuck
        that guy, or kill
          this rabbit. Just one
    more command in a long line of them. “I can’t stop Justin
    from chaperoning tonight, but I sure as hell can stop this. Let’s
    go out, just you and me, and we can find a dress that suits you. I
    won’t comment on it or pass judgment the way I did last time.”

  I
    stare at the off-the shoulder tulle gown with its floral embroidery,
    its voluminous ball skirt, and all of that careful beading, and I
    want to scream.

  We
    have Parrish back, but we’ve made zero progress with Justin.

  Zero.

  We
    only have Parrish back because he wanted me to find him.
    Because he was grooming me into a monster shaped after his own
    likeness. Fuck.

  Tess
    continues talking, which only makes things worse.

  “It
    doesn’t even have be an expensive dress. I only suggest things
    like that for you because I want you to be able to dress like the
    other girls, because you’re worth that. You deserve to have
    nice things.”

  Ouch.

  Tess
    just shot an emotional arrow straight through my heart.

  “You
    deserve nice things, Mia.” Justin
    just said that to me the other day. And he meant it, too. So does
    Tess. I have two warring parents trying to show me how worth it I am,
    how I deserve to prosper and bloom, and yet neither of them gets it.

  One
    of them is cold and standoffish while also being clingy and selfish
    and controlling.

  The
    other murders people and bosses me around while smiling and laughing.

  I
    have never missed my grandparents more than I do in that moment.

  “Um,
    thank you,” I say, bringing the dress in close to my chest and
    clinging to it like it’s a lifeline. “But this is
    beautiful. I’d love to wear it to the dance tonight.” Lie. It tastes like ash on my tongue, gritty and awful, the taste of
    something that once was beautiful but is now nothing but dust.

  Tess
    just stares at
    me, and even though she tries so damn hard to fight it, I can see it
    on her face all over again. Disappointment. Disappointment.
    Disappointment.

  “Are
    you sure about this, Mia?” she asks, and I can’t decide
    if she’s just upset and that was an emotional slip of the
    tongue or if she’s taking her anger out on me.

  “It’s
    Dakota,” Maxx corrects, but very gently. Tess ignores him.

  “I’m
    sure,” I say, making myself smile and knowing that I probably
    look hideous. “I’m absolutely sure.”

  Parrish
    and I exchange a look, but there’s nothing he can do to make
    Tess like me when I’m acting like a complete crazy person. The
    real Dakota feels like she’s slipping away like sand through my
    fingers. Do you know what she’d do in this situation? She’d
    take this dress and all of the fancy accoutrement that came with it,
    and she’d donate them to the women’s shelter. Then she’d
    go out shopping with Tess, buy a black dress with skulls on it, and
    then suffer through a luncheon with her mom and the stepbrother she’s
    in love with—all the while, she’d be smiling.

  I
    guess in either scenario, the smile would be fake, but at least in
    the latter, I’d be making my own choices.

  “Okay
    then,” Tess says woodenly, and then she turns to Parrish,
    softening slightly. “We need to go, or you’ll be late.”

  She
    turns and heads for the garage as Kimber loses interest and drifts
    away, leaving me alone with the guys.

  “What
    do you want to do about this?” Chas asks, tapping his fingers
    on the counter as I lay the dress back in the box.

  “There’s
    nothing to be done,” I say, trying to fight back a surge of raw
    emotion. I was looking forward to going shopping with Tess, believe
    it or not. I truly feel like … we could have a relationship if
    we tried. If I could just be myself. If she could just learn to
    relax. But that isn’t what Justin wants—at least not yet.
    I won’t soon forget how he took note of the diamond tennis
    bracelet I wore in the limo that day. He cares about Tess in his own,
    strange obsessive way.

  Eventually,
    something will happen to push us together.

  I
    just don’t think either of us will like what that thing is.

  “So
    … match your corsage to this dress?” Chasm continues,
    trying to make light of the situation. He and Parrish exchange a
    look, and I can’t help but wonder who, exactly, is supposed to
    be buying me a corsage.

  Parrish
    grabs a plastic container and pops the top as Maxx steps closer and
    opens one with a pair of peep-toe gold pumps inside; they have
    crystals all over them and, of course, red soles. More Louboutins.
    Inside of Parrish’s container, there’s a series of
    boutonnieres. As in, the flowers girls buy for dudes to wear to prom
    on their suit jackets, on the same side as a pocket handkerchief.

  There
    are three very pretty, very red roses.

  “Yikes,”
    Maxx says, reaching out to take one and holding it in his hand. “Why
    three of them?” He pauses and gestures loosely at Parrish and
    Chasm. “I mean, I get the symbolism behind it, but I can’t
    go tonight—not even as a chaperone. I’ve got that dinner
    thing with my parents.”

  “They’re
    being weird again?” Chasm confirms, and X nods.

  “Yep.
    Disturbingly insistent.” He sighs and sets the flower down
    before glancing over at me. “I have a bad feeling about
    tonight,” he says, but I don’t need him to tell me that.
    We all know something’s going to happen and, whether big or
    small, it’s going to suck serious ass.

  “I
    do, too,” Parrish agrees, swiping a hand down his face. “But
    this certainly looks like a very strong suggestion to attend. I don’t
    imagine Justin would appreciate us backing out now.”

  I
    stare down at the designer boxes strewn across the counter, and I
    feel sick.

  This
    is going to be bad. It is. I just know it.

  The
    only thing I don’t know is how bad, exactly, it’s going
    to be.

  The
    answer: monumental.
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  Laverne’s
    white limo makes a return visit to the house to pick us up that
    evening, after I’ve been coiffed and powdered and prettied to
    Justin’s standards, my green and black hair hanging over my
    shoulder in a braid woven with beaded gold leaves.

  The
    shoes are adorable, the dress is stunning, but I’m not
    comfortable wearing any of it.

  The
    phrase gilded cage comes to mind. This
    outfit, as expensive, as beautiful, as it is, is just that. A trap. A
    prison. A posh, Babylonian nightmare.

  The
    only part of the outfit that I enjoy comes in the form of three
    gaping boys at the bottom of the stairs.

  “Holy
    fuck,” Chasm murmurs as I pause on the staircase and smile down
    at them. “I know Justin sucks serious ass, but you’re
    goddamn stunning.”

  Maxx
    is already late to dinner with his parents, but I know he wanted to
    see me all dressed up. He grins as I finish descending the stairs,
    looking me over with a shake of his head.

  “Even
    though Lumen’s going to be crowned prom queen tonight, damn.
    There’s no doubt that you’re the one who deserves it. You
    look like …” He trails off, but that’s okay. I
    know what he was about to say, and I don’t mind.

  “It
    only bothers me when Justin calls me a princess—you can say
    it.” I pause when I hit the first floor, my left hand still
    resting on the newel post, and glance over at Parrish.

  He’s
    completely silent, affecting his apathetic sloth demeanor the best he
    can since Tess has just walked into the room, but he can’t hide
    the emotion in his eyes. That beautiful, brimming, overflowing well
    of emotion that he hides inside of himself and releases only for …
    me.

  “You
    look … marginally better than normal,” he chokes out,
    and Tess gives him a sharp look.

  “Don’t
    berate your sister,” she tells him, holding the box of
    boutonnieres in her hand. Paul waits just beside her, but his eyes
    aren’t on me. Instead, he looks at Parrish—and even
    Chasm—with pride. And, happily, he isn’t on his phone
    which is a damn blessing.

  I
    take the boutonnieres—glad that Maxx took the third one and hid
    it in his pocket earlier—and study the boys I’m taking to
    prom.

  Chasm
    is first, in his black-on-black-on-black tux, slacks, and tie. He’s
    in Seamus-approved mode tonight—unfortunately his dad is also chaperoning—but
    that doesn’t make him any less handsome. Actually, he looks
    like a CEO or something. There’s power in the way he stands, in
    the way his amber eyes take in a room. He’s too smart not to be
    dangerous.

  I
    hook the red rose to his jacket first before turning to Parrish.

  I’d
    wondered what he might look like all dressed up, and now I get to see
    it—even if I’m not allowed to appreciate him as openly as
    I might want to.

  His
    suit and tie are in a muted charcoal color, his outfit as gray as
    Chasm’s attire is black. With them in their monochrome outfits,
    the red roses pop like crazy. That, and they’ll be beautiful
    accompaniments to the gold dress. I attach the second red rose to
    Parrish’s jacket next, trying to ignore the slight trembling in
    my hands, and resisting the urge to look up into the toasted coconut
    color of his eyes.

  My
    only regret, again, is that Maxx isn’t coming with us. I’d
    have loved to see him in his James Bond outfit beside the other two.

  “I
    have to go,” he says, his voice tinged with deep emotion. “My
    parents are already blowing up my phone. They asked me to stay the
    night with them at the cabin so … I’ll see you guys
    tomorrow? Well, two of you anyway. I know Dakota will be at
    Justin’s.” Maxx gives me one, last lingering look, and I
    know we’re both wishing we could kiss each other, that we could
    say goodbye in a more suitable way.

  “See
    you on Monday?” I suggest, trying to keep my voice light, and
    he nods, offering up a little wave before slipping into the garage
    and closing the door behind him.

  I
    turn back to the boys.

  Chasm
    has a small plastic container under his right arm, and I see what
    they’ve decided upon for tonight: he’s going to be the
    one to give me the corsage. Seeing as he’s my boyfriend in
    Tess’ eyes and Parrish is, well, just my stepbrother, it makes
    sense.

  It
    also bothers me.

  I
    had three boutonnieres; I want three corsages.

  Gamer
    Girl is thirsty AF, apparently.

  I
    smile as Chas slips the cluster of red roses onto my wrist, meeting
    my eyes with his amber ones.

  “I’ll
    admit, you two make a cute couple,” Tess says, sighing softly
    and holding out her hand. Paul passes over a phone, and she lifts it
    up in suggestion. “Pictures? A few with Dakota and Chasm, a few
    individual shots, and one of all three of you?”

  “One
    of me and Dakota,” Parrish suggests, and Tess gives him an odd
    look. “And one of me and Chasm. Just to cover all of our
    bases.”

  She
    blinks at him for a moment and then smiles.

  “That
    sounds like a great plan.”

  Tess
    guides us into position, directing us to pose for the camera, and
    takes about ten thousand photos before finally releasing us from the
    torture. I think, if things were normal, the three of us might have
    some fun playing with pictures and videos, selfies and TikToks. But
    not with Justin around. Not when the eye of every camera belongs to
    the Seattle Slayer.

  “Okay.
    The three of you in the limo. I’ll be following behind, and
    when we get there, you can pretend that I don’t exist.”
    She waves her hand magnanimously, and Parrish cocks a brow.

  “Don’t
    be weird in front of my classmates,” Parrish warns her, and she
    gives a soft smile in response.

  “I
    won’t; I promise.” Tess turns to give Paul a look. “Kids
    in bed by ten, can you do that for me?”

  “Of
    course,” he says, giving her a kiss on the cheek. “I’m
    going to make hot cocoa and popcorn, and we’ll watch a family
    movie together.” He sighs and reaches up to adjust his glasses.
    “Whether Kimber likes it or not.” Paul glances our way
    and offers up a smile. “You three try to relax tonight. It’s
    important for kids your age to have some fun.”

  “Will
    do,” Parrish says, but his voice is tentative, threaded through
    with tension. He knows as well as I do that relaxation isn’t
    exactly on the cards for any of us. Not anytime soon. Not until
    Maxine is safe, and the Slayer is neutralized, and … I can’t
    even think about that right now.

  I
    have one goal tonight: attend prom.

  Justin
    has made it more than clear that he intends for us to do exactly
    that.
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  The
    prom is being held in the ballroom of the same hotel where I had
    dinner with Justin that day.

  Under
    ideal circumstances, I’d actually be thrilled to attend.

  All
    that glitters is gold is
    right. The entire room is decked out in swaths of gold silk and
    champagne tulle with a massive chandelier that’s bigger than
    Tess’ car. There are round tables with candelabras glittering
    atop their rose-petal sprinkled surfaces. The students themselves add
    to the atmosphere, dressed up like movie stars with expensive ball
    gowns and high-end tuxes, perfect hair, stage makeup, and diamonds
    galore.

  It’s
    a bit gauche, a lot luxurious, and completely over-the-top.

  I
    wish I could enjoy it more than I am.

  The
    kicker here is that everyone in that room has decided that Parrish,
    Chasm, and I are bad guys. I can feel it as soon as I walk into the
    room with one boy on either arm. We pause at the top of a large
    staircase, looking over the scintillating and highly venomous crowd
    of Whitehall Prep students.

  “Princess,”
    a voice greets before I’ve even entered the fray. Justin glides
    over to us in a tailored tux, and Parrish’s eyes go wide. This
    is the first time he’s met his kidnapper/my bio dad/the Seattle
    Slayer in person. Nice to know the face that goes along with the guy
    who was plotting to kill you, eh? “I’m so happy you made
    it.”

  As
    if I had a choice.

  Chasm
    scowls as Parrish studies the man with open animosity, glancing over
    his shoulder as if to reassure himself that Tess isn’t standing
    anywhere near us. She’s close by, but not within hearing
    distance. Instead, she’s parked herself in a sea of coruscating
    trophy wives near the refreshments table at the top of the stairs.
    She glares at Justin as she nurses a glass of champagne—there’s
    a bar, but only for the chaperones—and he, of course, goes out
    of his way to pretend that she doesn’t exist.

  “Thank
    you for the outfit,” I grind out between clenched teeth. It’s
    the only subtle way I can think of to voice my displeasure.

  “You
    are so very welcome, sweetheart,” Justin purrs, reaching up to
    play with my braid. His eyes shift over to Parrish’s and his
    smile grows even larger. “And you. The miracle child. Returned
    safely to the arms of his adoring mother by God’s good
    grace—and of course, Milk Carton’s superb technological
    advances.”

  “You’re
    Justin Prior,” Parrish says, but more to himself than any of
    us, just to confirm that this is, in fact, the man to whom he should
    be directing all of his animosity. “I hope you know that if I
    get the chance, I’m going to kill you.”

  Justin
    throws his head back in raucous laughter, bright blue eyes glittering
    as he lowers his gaze back to his kidnappee.

  “Oh,
    I absolutely invite you to try, son. It would be a fantastic test of
    skill for both of us. You’d lose, of course, but I wouldn’t
    kill you. I promised Dakota that I would not, and my word is sacred.”
    Justin grins sharply, his teeth gleaming in the light of the
    chandelier. “But I would hurt you. Oh, and I’d love it,
    too. Part of me considered killing you in the beginning, just to piss
    old Paulie off, but what fun would that be?”

  “You’re
    fucking sick,” Parrish snarls at him, but I can’t let the
    two of them start a fight. Not here. Not anywhere. Justin has too
    many lackeys, too much money, too much power. If we’re going to
    launch a direct attack on him, it has to be subtle, quick, and final.

  “Excuse
    us,” I say, affecting the prettiest smile that I can manage.
    “But we’d rather spend our time together than with our
    parents. It is prom, after all.”

  “Of
    course, my darling,” Justin oozes, reaching out to pat me on
    the head in the most patronizing way possible. “I’ll be
    over here, gossiping with Seamus. If you need me, just holler.”
    He winks before gliding off, and I yank on the boys’ arms to
    get them to move.

  “Goddamn
    it, I hate that man,” Chasm murmurs, and Parrish grunts his
    agreement.

  “He’s
    even more terrifying in person than I expected,” he adds,
    glancing back just once in Justin’s direction before shivering.

  We
    hit the bottom of the stairs and the crowd of students parts like a
    wave, moving aside to make room for us. I’d be impressed if I
    didn’t think they were moving not out of respect, but hatred.
    Disdain. Old family grudges. Blackmail. That is, not for any good
    reason.

  “Looks
    like we’re all social pariahs now,” Chasm comments,
    taking note of the faces around us. I imagine this wasn’t what
    he expected when he invited me to prom originally.

  “I
    don’t give a shit.” Parrish turns his glare on the
    students closest to us and they back up even further. “As long
    as they leave us alone.”

  I
    spot Lumen and Danyella in the crowd, but I don’t approach
    them, not this time.

  I
    do, however, spot both of them looking our way every now and again. I
    try to take that as a positive sign.

  Veronica
    and her cronies are clustered up on one side of the room with a group
    of boys that I assume must include Chasm’s attackers—Gavin
    and Antonio, among others. I don’t know any of them. I never
    got to know any of the boys at school but for the two on my arms, and
    now that they’ve kicked my crush’s ass, I don’t
    think I’d like to.

  “Well,”
    Parrish says, as the three of us find ourselves alone in the middle
    of the ballroom. He meets my eyes, and a thrill travels through me,
    bringing goose bumps up on my arms and legs. “We’ve got
    the dance floor to ourselves. We might as well?” He glances
    back toward Tess. She’s still at the top of the stairs,
    watching us.

  “Do
    you think it’s safe for us to dance?” I ask him, turning
    my attention away from Tess and back to him. My handsome prince of
    sloths. My stolen crush. My … stepbrother.

  “I
    don’t care if it is or not,” he tells me, lifting his
    chin as Chasm releases my arm and crosses his over his chest. “We’re
    telling Tess next week. I don’t care what day: you can pick.
    But she needs to know. I can’t hide this any longer.”

  “You’re
    going to regret that,” Chasm murmurs, and then he adds
    something in Korean that Parrish immediately responds to. I watch
    them go through an entire conversation before Chas just throws his
    hands up in surrender. “Don’t say I didn’t warn
    you.” He puts a hand on my arm, his fingertips teasing my skin
    with pleasant warmth. All my cuts are covered with expertly applied
    latex—in the same way that Chasm covers his lip piercings.
    Thanks to Justin’s team of beauty experts, I can wear this
    dress without Tess being the wiser.

  The
    man is a genius at subterfuge and illusions, isn’t he?

  “I’ll
    dance with you next, naekkeo,”
    Chas promises, and then he takes off to wait at the edge of the
    crowd.

  I
    notice that, even as Parrish puts one hand on the curve of my waist
    and enfolds my other hand with his own, he keeps his eye on Chasm.

  A
    new song starts up as our eyes meet and then, like Belle in her gold
    dress at the ball with the Beast, he begins a waltz that makes me
    feel like a goddamn Disney princess. Even though I can’t dance,
    even though I’m nowhere near as refined as Parrish Vanguard, he
    turns my clumsy gamer ass into a graceful swan. I don’t know
    how. Maybe it’s just because we’re so in tune, and I’m
    mirroring his every movement, following his every step.

  Even
    though we both know we shouldn’t dance together for more than a
    song or two, it bleeds into three and four and five, until we’re
    leaning in too close, and his breath is stirring my hair while mine
    feathers against the side of his neck.

  “Fuck,
    see what I mean?” he grinds out after the next song ends.
    Still, he doesn’t release me, even as Chasm comes up to stand
    beside us again, clearly waiting for his turn. “This is why I
    can’t keep hiding this.”

  “Dude,
    Tess is staring at the pair of you. We need to switch: now.”

  Parrish
    hazards a glance toward his mom, curses, and then reluctantly
    relinquishes his hold on me. It’s like the entire world goes
    ice-cold for a minute. But then Chasm is stepping forward and taking
    over Parrish’s place, and I’m melting all over again, but
    in an entirely different way.

  Dancing
    with Parrish is like dancing with a prince; dancing with Chasm is
    like accepting the dark knight into your heart, your bed, your soul.
    His gaze is intense as he sweeps me up against him, far bolder than
    Parrish was allowed to be. His hand drifts down toward my ass,
    stopping just short of inappropriate as he carries me across the
    dance floor.

  We
    follow the same routine, allowing one song to bleed into another,
    until all I can see is Chasm’s handsome face against the
    glimmering beauty of Medina’s poisonous youth.

  As
    soon as that song ends, the lights above us dim, and the music
    switches gears. Rather than classical music—which, if you think
    about it, is just weird for a high school prom—the DJ begins to
    play modern hits, and the grinding starts. The chaperones do their
    best to stop it, but the room begins to fill with gold-colored smoke
    as confetti flutters down from the ceiling along with a mess of gold
    and white balloons.

  The
    boys and I excuse ourselves to the edges of the crowd only to run
    right into Tess.

  “I
    need to speak to the two of you,” she says, pointing at me and
    Parrish. The expression on her face scares the shit out of me, but
    what can I do? Say no to her? “Chasm, if you’ll give us a
    minute, please.”

  Tess
    turns and walks away as Parrish and I exchange a look.

  “I’ll
    follow at a distance,” Chas says, but he sounds resigned. “She
    knows, man. I can tell.”

  Parrish
    locks his expression into one of determination, hooking his arm with
    mine and and dragging me along beside him. We follow Tess into a
    sheltered alcove near the bathrooms and pause as she turns around to
    face us, her eyes flicking to the side where Chasm waits, giving us
    just enough space to talk privately.

  “I’m
    going to ask this question once and only once, but I want an honest
    answer.”

  The
    strange fear in Tess’ voice scares the shit out of me, but what
    can I do at this point? I don’t want to hide my love for
    Parrish anymore than he wants to hide his for me.

  “Shoot,”
    Parrish says, nodding his head.

  Tess
    looks him in the eyes first, and then me.

  “Are
    the two of you dating behind my back?”

  The
    question hangs in the air like that gold smoke that covers the dance
    floor, but neither of us gets a chance to answer it. Tess’
    phone buzzes and she digs it out of her clutch to glance at the
    screen, a frown appearing on her lips.

  She
    holds up a single finger as Parrish and I exchange a look.

  “Hello?”
    Tess asks, and then her eyes get wide. At about the same time, Chasm
    sneaks forward with a similarly matched frown on his own face.

  “You
    guys …” he starts, showing us the text on his phone.

  It’s
    from Laurent, one of Maxx’s dads.

  Do
    you know where Maxim is? He came for dinner and was supposed to stay,
    but he isn’t in the guest room. It’s like he just up and
    left without telling us.

  My
    eyes meet Parrish’s as icy terror creeps into my veins. I can’t
    do this again. I can’t deal with Maxine being in danger at the
    same time as X. And I most certainly can’t do it after getting
    Parrish back after so damn long.

  “Oh
    my god.” Tess clamps a hand over her mouth, her eyes wide with
    terror as she looks over at the three of us. “The house is on
    fire!”

  She
    takes her phone with her and starts running. The boys and I pause
    just long enough to exchange a shared look before I gather my skirts
    and take off after her, Parrish and Chasm just behind me.

  I
    don’t know exactly what any of this means, but what I do know
    is this: Justin is smiling at us as we race up the stairs and sweep
    past him, heading for the gravel parking lot out front of the hotel.

  The
    way he’s looking at me, I can tell that none of this was
    accidental.

  Oh
    no, Justin Prior has plans for me. His Payback Princess. His
    obsession.

  And
    the only way I’m going to be able to get out of it is to kill
    him.

  Ironically,
    I’ll have to let the Seattle Slayer turn me into the very
    monster he so desperately wants to create in order to destroy him.

  To
    save myself and everyone I love, I’ll have to get comfortable
    with the idea of blood on my hands.

  Because
    love, as we all know so well, is a double-edged motherfucking sword.

   

   



To Be Continued …
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