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            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      I can’t help but play with my fingers, my hands in my lap while I watch him read over my file, even though I’m sure he has read it over a few times by now. I knew when I walked into Dean Peterson's office he wasn’t expecting me to look the way I do.

      If you’d never met me before, you would think by my appearance that I’m the sweet, innocent girl next door. I have that goody-goody look. Long, straight brown hair that reaches the middle of my back, light blue eyes, fair skin. I’m always known for my kind smile.

      Even though I hardly smile these days.

      But on paper, I’m anything but good. I try and keep to myself, stay out of trouble, but it’s like trouble always comes knocking when I’m around. And also, I have a few buttons that, if pressed, just switch my personality.

      I can go quiet, to in your face.

      Invisible, to bitch.

      I was never like this though.

      A Fighter.

      Getting kicked out of every college I’ve attended, having my parents throw money at schools to let them take me in.

      I’m a basket case.

      I know this is my last chance though. I know if I mess this up, that’s it. No college. No degree.

      I have to think about my future. Think about me and only me.

      I just wish I could.

      I know deep down that I won’t be able to contain myself when the wrong person gets in my face.

      “You have a very colorful resume, Lucille.” He closes my file and claps his hands together. “I hope you know in this school we run things differently. I run a tight ship here, cliché as it sounds. We follow the rules and I hope you will be able to too.”

      I nod before answering. “I will, sir. I just want to be given a chance. I know my past doesn’t represent me in the kindest of lights, but I am going to keep my head down and work hard.” I give him my well-rehearsed smile. Even the speech I gave was rehearsed.

      I know what he wants to hear.

      He smiles before standing up and walking around his large brown oak desk, extending his hand out for me to shake. I stand up, firmly shaking his hand before he guides me out of his office to the reception area where I was sitting twenty minutes ago.

      I notice a girl with wavy blonde hair and green eyes stand up once she notices us coming towards her. Her smile is small and gentle, as are her eyes, but I have learned that even the sweetest of smiles doesn’t always match the person.

      We stand in front of her. I notice her quickly eyeing me up before her eyes are on Dean Peterson. “Aisha, this is our new transfer student, Lucille. Lucille, this is Aisha. She is one of our brightest here at Glowworth College. She will show you around, and if you have any questions, she is the girl to go to.” We both shake hands. I sigh in relief that her handshake wasn’t harsh. “Lucille, if you do have any problems, my office door is always open.” He gives me one more smile which I know is a little forced and then he’s gone.

      I’m sure he’s worried about what I might do with the time I’m here.

      To be honest, so am I.

      Aisha looks me over while I do the same with her. She has a beautiful figure, and a well-kept appearance. “Thank you for showing me around,” I speak up, trying to change the awkward atmosphere. You think I would be used to this, but I’ve never been good with meeting new people. More than half the time it has always ended badly.

      She smiles, which reaches the corners of her eyes before her arm links into mine. “It’s no problem at all. It’s been a long time since we had a new kid, especially a transfer. The whole student body has been talking about you for the last couple of weeks. As you see, we don’t really get much gossip around here unless someone cheats or ends up very drunk at a party.” Her voice is so cheerful and friendly. I hold in a giggle at how quickly she speaks.

      The thing I don’t like is that I’m already the talk of the school. She looks me up and down once again. I look down at my attire. I opted for black skinny jeans and a white blouse where the sleeves only reach my elbow and my favorite black suede ankle boots. In which I carry a swiss army knife tucked inside. I’ve always carried it. In one school, I kept having run-ins with the football team. If I didn’t have it, I probably would be more messed up than I am now.  I have kept my make-up neutral and I waved the bottom of my hair.

      “You are not what I was expecting though.” I can see the relief in her eyes.

      “What were you expecting?”

      She waves her hand around like she’s trying to find the right words to say. “Well, we heard rumors that you were meant to be this disruptive girl. So, I was expecting someone with very heavy make-up, dressed like a biker or a whore, even though I hate that word, but you know what I mean. I was preparing for the worst. But you look nice, so it shows rumors are rumors for a reason.” She keeps guiding us down the empty halls.

      Classes have already started and I know we’re going to disrupt one shortly when we enter. Walking down the quiet corridors, Aisha tells me about herself, that she wants to go work with her dad in the family business and that she doesn’t date as she has no room for boys in her life.

      I can relate to that.

      By the time we reach the room we need to walk into, my heart starts to race.

      I hate feeling so nervous.

      I have done this numerous times, but I think knowing that this will be the last is terrifying me. Images of my parents enter my mind. I know I have been a burden on them. I know I have wasted so much of their money, and yet they still shower me with love and understanding.

      Still in my thoughts, I jump when I feel a tug on my arm. I look to Aisha who looks confused, her eyes squinting a little. “Sorry. I was in my own world then. Just hate that everyone is going to be looking at me once you open that door.”

      Her eyes soften. “It will be fine. You have me to look out for you. We have every class together, which is also why I think Mr. Peterson linked us up, but as I said before, nothing really happens around here. You are news but soon you will be just one of us.”

      I nod, taking in a deep breath, and watch her open the door. She walks in first, keeping the door open for me. I walk in, and as soon as I do, the whole room goes quiet. Like I expected, everyone’s eyes are on me. I look around, seeing rows of desks filled by students, a few whispering.

      Aisha links her arm through mine again and guides me to the professor who is a small old lady who looks to be in her sixties. Her hair is fully grey and in a messy bun on top of her head. Aisha introduces us and I can see the wisdom in her eyes. She looks intently at me before smiling warmly. She tells me to take a seat. I follow Aisha, and once I’m seated, I try and keep my eyes forward even though my whole body is telling me to look around. I can feel everyone staring but I try and ignore it.

      I grab my laptop from my bag, and my Dictaphone. I like to record all my classes as I do at times get easily distracted or end up listening to people talk around me, so at least this way I know I won’t miss anything.

      Aisha never once talks during the whole class. She is solely focused on what is being said. I’m glad I was paired with a good student. I hope that we become friends. But I won't hang onto hope as friends I have made in the past always leave. I don’t blame them. If I was them I would have left me too.

      Once a trigger has been pulled, there is no going back. I’m not the same person they got to know. I have six months here then I will be free. College will be over.

      I can move on with my life.

      Well, that’s what I tell myself.

      I like to think the gold is at the end of the rainbow. My gold is waiting for me when I graduate.

      If you graduate.

      Class flies, and once we’re dismissed, I pack away my things. Aisha once again links her arm through mine and we head out, walking down the busy corridors to our next class. In the short amount of time I’ve gotten to know Aisha, she really does like to talk, which I don’t mind. I like listening to her stories.

      It's nice to hear about a normal girl and her normal, everyday problems. A few things she says make me laugh, and she beams every time I do.

      Not a bad start to the day.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      The rest of the morning goes by quickly I still get stared at and whispered about but I’ve got used to it by lunchtime. With Aisha at my side, I start to ignore the people in the background. We’re walking to the cafeteria while she tells me more about herself. At this rate, I’m going to know her whole back story by the end of the day.

      The bonus is, the more she talks about her, the less she asks about me.

      We walk in line to grab something to eat, but I don’t feel that hungry. I know I will regret it later if I don’t eat something now though. I grab a bag of chips and a Coke. I’m looking around the room while I wait when Aisha’s phone rings. Her eyes widen before she looks at me then back to her phone.

      “I’ll be right back. Go grab a seat and I’ll find you in five minutes.” With that, she’s gone.

      The moment she leaves, nerves fill me. With her near me, she was like a security blanket. Crazy, I know, but now I feel weird being on my own.

      I pay for my items, walking farther into the busy room, seeing that all the tables have been taken. I bite my lip, trying to find a table with two free seats where no one will care if I joined. I want to make sure I don’t sit with any cliquey people.

      I watch a girl leave one table, leaving it empty. Not believing my luck, I practically jog over to it, taking it before anyone else does. I sit, releasing the breath I was holding in.

      You would think I won something from the way my heart is beating against my chest.

      I look around me one more time, hoping Aisha hurries. Opening my can, I take a large sip, feeling the cold liquid shoot down my throat. I love fizzy drinks; they’re my weakness. If I go one day without a soda, I swear I start to get withdrawal problems.

      I’m about to grab my phone from my pocket when I feel someone standing right behind me.

      I close my eyes for a moment before turning, looking up to see three beautiful girls glaring down at me. Just like in any school I’ve been to before, hell, even in most of the teen movies I’ve watched, there are always three girls who look flawless and model-like, but I know these are the girls people are scared to mess with.

      I don’t say anything, I just look at them with indifference, waiting for them to say something. I guess this is their table and they want me to move.

      Of course I chose the wrong table. Like I said before, trouble comes knocking, even when I don’t mean it to.

      See, there is another issue with me. I’m stubborn and I don’t let people walk all over me.

      I kinda nod my head, indicating for one of them to say something and I can see the frustration written all over the girl in the middle’s face; her jaw is set, sucking in her cheeks a little, her eyes narrowed at me. Most people would automatically stand up and move, but I don’t want her to think I’m like everyone else.

      That she can just give me a bitchy look and I’ll go running.

      “You’re sitting at our table.” The girl on the right finally speaks. I turn my head to look at her. She said it in a polite voice, but her voice doesn’t match the way she’s eyeing me.

      I know I should stand up.

      I know I should just move.

      I promised myself I would keep my head down.

      I hate that my brain has no common sense and is glutton for punishment.

      “Are these tables assigned? Maybe you can join me? There are plenty of seats.” I wave my hand around the empty chairs.

      Oh my God, what is wrong with you? Have you not learned anything from the last five years? Get your ass up and move.

      The middle one, the one I know must be the leader of the three, clicks her tongue. Why do popular girls always have to look near enough the same? I look at each of them with their long blonde hair, wearing almost matching outfits. I can tell the girl on the left is a natural brunette by her roots, but of course, she wants to fit in and changed herself to do so.

      “Listen, I get that you’re new, but we always sit at this table. Everyone knows we sit at this table. So, if you don’t mind…” She waves her hand, trying to shoo me.

      She is giving me the opportunity to get up and go, she isn’t being that bitchy, but I look around the room once more and still don’t see any spare seats. I really do think I have a personality disorder when it comes to the popular/powerful kids at schools.

      Just them being around me changes me. I can’t explain it. I know it’s because of my past that I’m like this. I just wish my inner thoughts reflected my outer actions.

      “I get this is your table, but I just want to sit down for ten, wait for my friend and then I’ll leave. You won’t even know I’m here.”

      Why do I do this to myself? My inner me shakes her head.

      The one in the middle opens her mouth about to say something but I jump when a bang lands on the table and Aisha is standing there, palming the desk, looking back and forth between me and the trio.

      “Kimberly, I am so sorry about this. She’s new and doesn’t know any better. Luce, let’s go outside. It’s a beautiful day and I want some fresh air.” She smiles at me, but I know it’s forced.

      What am I doing?

      I’m being childish. It’s my first day here and it’s like I want to cause problems for myself already. I nod before standing, stepping to Aisha’s side. Aisha grabs hold of my arm and pulls me away, but we stop when her name is called out. We turn to see a smirking Kimberly sitting where I was.

      “I think you need to tell the new girl the rules around here. It wouldn’t be a great start for her if issues were raised.”

      What the hell does that mean?

      I’m about to say something when I’m dragged out of the cafeteria, down the hall until we’re outside and taking a seat at an empty bench. Luckily, I never spilled my drink.

      Yeah, that’s what you should be worried about. Your drink.

      “You are so lucky I came when I did. I shouldn’t have left you. Shit.” She stands up and starts pacing before sitting again. “We’ve been getting to know each other but I forgot to tell you about some of the people here.” Well, I’ve been getting to know her, but I don’t interrupt. “Listen, I’m sure your last school, even in high school, you must have had the popular crowd?”

      Yeah, I did. Each school had them. I had issues with each and every one of them.

      “I know what you’re going to say. I need to stay clear of them, they can make my life hell, etcetera …”

      Aisha interrupts me. “Yeah, they can make your life hell. Those girls and the guys they hang with are like the elite of this town and this school. They were born with money and power. They have always been like royalty ever since kindergarten. If you try and cross them they will punish you, put you in your place.” She looks at me worriedly.

      Again, I have been in schools with people just like them. They think they are gods. That there are no consequences in what they do.

      I take a sip of my drink. “I know people like them. I don’t know if they’re worse or not but I will try and stay clear.” I’m saying this more to myself than to her.

      “Good, because I don’t want you to be on their shit list. And Kimberly can be one cruel bitch when she wants to be. It’s good to stay on her good side.”

      I bob my head up and down. “I get it. I should have moved once I saw them, but I have this impulse…” I cut myself off. I don’t want to get into my flaws. I know she’s a little scared of them. I don’t want to lose the only friend I may have because of my past tendencies.

      “Just be careful when you’re around them. It's best, if you do see them, to walk in the opposite direction. If you stay invisible you will have no problems.”

      That is what I want to be right now.

      Invisible.

      I open my bag of chips taking one then extending the bag to her as I know she didn’t grab anything for lunch. She smiles at me before helping herself.

      “Thank you,” I say to her.

      She cocks her head to the side. “What for?”

      “For looking out for me. For being my tour guide.” We both chuckle. “I have had tour guides show me to one class and then disappear.”

      She nudges her shoulder with mine. “Well, I guess you’re stuck with me.”

      But for how long?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      The day finishes with no drama and I haven’t seen the girly trio since the little incident at lunch. I have been fighting with myself since though. I really could hit myself for the way that I acted.

      I just had to move.

      But no, I had to act all high and mighty and piss off people I shouldn’t be pissing off. It's my fucking last chance and with just a few hours of stepping into school, it's like I wanted a fight.

      Making sure I have everything, I follow Aisha to the parking lot to her car once our last class finishes. I don’t know much about cars but I know this one looks expensive.

      “Nice car,” I tell her.

      “Thanks. It was my eighteenth birthday present. I love it so much, that I get it cleaned every single week.” She pats it like she’s patting a dog.

      My car is at my parents’. It’s there for a reason; I didn’t want that reason to follow me here. “Do you live far?”

      We both lean gently against the bonnet. “About fifteen minutes away. You?”

      I raise my hand, pointing my thumb behind me. “I live in the apartment complex just off campus. I moved there just a few days ago.” Once I unpacked my things three days ago, I never left until today.

      I only left because I had to.

      She steps in front of me and takes my hands. “Holy shit. The knights live there too. Please, please, please, if you see them, you just smile nicely. Don’t make eye contact and don’t get in their way. They are the elite guys I was telling you about. They’re in charge of everything. The kings of this place. I’m sure there is something going on between Kimberly and Axel.”

      “I am meant to smile nicely as I stare at the ground and make sure I don’t bang into them?” I chuckle.

      She looks at me seriously. “Bang is one way to put it. Those three do try and sleep with every girl that crosses their path. They have been sleeping with college girls since high school and I’m sure they sleep with older women now too.”

      “But I thought you said there’s something going on between this Axel guy and Kimberly?”

      She rolls her eyes at me. “Yeah. I think she allows it, letting him sow his wild oats, but everyone knows that they’re going to get together and get married and have all the power over this town. It’s like destiny. But she is very close to Lucas, they grew up together. He is the head guy of the three but he is untamable. He doesn’t let any girl get close to him unless it's sex-related.”

      “So, Axel and Kimberly have some sort of an arranged marriage?”

      “Kimberly turns a blind eye if Axel sleeps with someone at this school but if she feels it’s more than just a one night stand, then trust me, you don’t want to get in her way. That girl has serious jealousy issues if she feels threatened.”

      I bet she has daddy issues.

      I wave her off. “I’m not that kind of girl. I don’t drop my knickers over a cute smile or a few sweet words. If either of them hit on me I will make it clear I’m not interested…” I don’t get to finish as Aisha takes hold of my shoulders and shakes me.

      “You can’t just say to them that you’re not interested, then they will see you as a challenge.”

      I sigh. “Then what do you want me to do?”

      She ponders it over and shrugs. “I actually don’t know. Just don’t catch their attention. Shit, you’re the new girl and already had a run-in with Kimberly and you’re the talk of the school at the moment so that might not be easy.” She places her hand on her hip, looking up at the sky. “Maybe you should just be a bitch? No guy likes bitchy girls, right? It explains why none of the guys slept with the elite girls so it makes sense.”

      “Isn’t elite what people say to the popular people at private schools?”

      “I don’t know but it’s what people started calling them when mentioning them and it stuck, but they call the guys when they aren’t with the girls, the knights. Only because they act like a knight in shining armor, telling you what you want to hear, pretending to be the good guy, but trust me, it’s all an act.”

      “Have you slept with any of the guys?”

      She laughs. “Hell no. I went to high school with them all. They don’t see me like that and I know what they’re like so I wouldn’t go there. Most women know what they’re like and yet act surprised when they get ignored after their night or day of passion.”

      “I guess most girls think that they can tame the bad boy. You read it in books and watch it in movies. One special girl will make the guy change their ways so they can be together. It's all fairy tales, really. Even if the guy did change, all it then takes is for them to get bored and see a new shiny toy, break the poor girl's heart and move on to the next person they think they’ve fallen for.” I shake my head.

      “Has that happened to you?” Her voice softens.

      I smile. “No, don’t worry. I haven’t had a boyfriend since I was fifteen. I did have a friend with benefits a couple of years ago but then I moved away.”

      “It is definitely fate that we have been brought together. Like I said earlier, I don’t do boyfriends either. I don’t want one until I finish college and have a career. I don’t want a guy to ruin that or to hurt me. I think watching the people around me has taught me not to go near men from here.” She looks around her before looking back at me.

      I press my hand to my chest. “A girl after my own heart. I am not in the mood for romance. I’d rather read a book than experience the real thing. At least in a book, they get a happy ever after.” I quickly take out my phone and pass it to Aisha. “Type in your number so we can keep in touch. Want to meet here tomorrow at eight-forty-five?”

      She types in her number and then I hear her phone beep with an incoming message; it was her sending my number to her, then she passes my phone back. “Yup, sounds great. Remember if you have any questions or problems, get in touch.”

      “I will.” We smile at each other then I watch her get into her car and drive away.

      I take my earbuds out of my bag and play some music while I walk back to the place I’m staying until I graduate or get kicked out.

      Yeah, think positive. That’s the spirit. I see my inner self rolling her eyes at me.

      It doesn’t take long until I’m in front of the tall building that is my apartment complex. I decide to take the stairs; I just want to keep moving for that little bit longer. I don’t like staying still for long. I have to be doing something. Even if it's listening to something or watching TV. I can’t be alone and have nothing to do as that’s when I start to overthink, and sometimes it's hard to get out of my own head.

      I am almost on the fifth floor; my place is on the seventh. I’m looking down at my phone, going through my music list, when I see something from the corner of my eye and I notice a couple at it in the corner.

      The girl has her skirt pulled up to her waist, her knickers around one ankle. The guy has his jeans and boxers down to his feet, showing off his bare ass.

      I will admit, it’s a very good ass.

      Music is still playing in my ears; it’s why I didn’t hear them. The girl’s head is thrown back in ecstasy. I’m sure her moans are loud. I walk past them, heading up the next set of stairs. Before I round the corner, I look down, my eyes connecting with intense green ones.

      He’s watching me while he fucks her. His eyes trail my entire body, appraising me, and I start to feel a little uncomfortable. I don’t know why I’m still standing here while he’s inside a girl.

      I shake my head and continue my climb. I’m grateful when I reach my floor. I walk quickly to my door and let myself in. Once the door is closed, I lean back, setting my things down to the floor.
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      I can’t believe what I just saw.

      Who has sex in a stairway?

      Maybe they like the idea of getting caught, or they don’t care at all. I guess if you are in the throes of passion you just go with the flow. I have read in many books people having sex in public places, I just don’t think I would ever have the nerve to do something like that.

      I like to think I’m a confident person, but just like any other girl, there are some things I would like to change. Like your crazy brain. My mind snickers at me.

      Looks are always just skin deep, I like to think if you’re ugly on the inside, it won’t take long until you see it on the outside.

      I sigh, looking down at myself. Walking past the living area to my bedroom, I look at myself in the long mirror on my wall. I pose side to side, checking myself over. I wouldn’t classify myself as beautiful like the ‘elite girls’ but I feel all right with myself.

      Shaking my head, I lie on my bed that’s opposite my mirror, staring at the ceiling. I can’t help but think about the couple. There is no way I could have sex in a place that’s so open, even if I wanted it bad enough. I wouldn’t be able to enjoy it as I would be thinking more about someone catching us than the pleasure.

      Gah, why I am even thinking about this?

      What they do is their own business, but if I catch them at it again, I think I will have to start taking the elevator.

      Unless they do it in the elevator also.

      God, I could take a nap right about now. My body clock is out of sync. I guess staying up late and sleeping all day is finally catching up with me. It was only four weeks ago since I got kicked out of my last college.

      Images flash into my head. I quickly sit up and head back into the living area. This is why I can’t stay still for long. My brain starts to think about the past, things I want to forget about.

      I stand in the middle of the room, fisting my hair when my body instantly relaxes when I hear my phone ringing. I quickly take it if from my pocket, seeing my mom's name appear on the screen.

      “Hey, mom. Don’t worry, I haven’t been kicked out yet,” I say sarcastically.

      “Oh, very funny, haha. How was your first day?”

      “It was like all my first days. Fine.” I walk over to the couch and take a seat, tucking my legs underneath me.

      I can picture her rolling her eyes at my comment. I get my eye-rolling from her. “Have you made any friends? Any people you know you need to avoid? Start any fights?”

      Kimberly enters my mind. “I made one friend. She is very talkative but she’s friendly. She told me who to stay away from after I met the queen bee.”

      There’s a pause. “You were with a queen bee?” My mom worries about me, way too much, but I have given her good reason to. “Lucille, it's your first day and you already bumped into one?”

      “It wasn’t like I planned it. I sat down at the wrong table…”

      “Oh, and let me guess, you back talked didn’t you? She asked you to move and you didn’t.”

      Yeah, she knows me too well.

      I huff. “I did eventually. I just don’t get why they have to claim shit. There were plenty of seats…”

      “Don’t cuss when you talk to me please, and you know you didn’t care that there were other seats, you wanted to irritate her. You enjoy pushing their buttons so it gives you a reason to act out when they take your bait. Yeah, the it crowd may be assholes, but if they don’t cause a fight with you, why do you have to make them? Why can’t you just stay away?”

      I know everything she’s saying is true. I just know if it's not me they’re messing with, it’s someone else. Why should someone who can’t stick up for themselves get punished because they cross the popular crowd the wrong way? “Mom, you know I don’t mean to. You know it’s just something…”

      “No, it's not.” She interrupts again. “Honey, this is it for you. This is your last chance to graduate from college. It's just a few months. You said you have a friend. Just stick to her, make plans, go to parties, enjoy the college experience. You can’t save the world, sweetie. You can’t save everyone and sometimes the people you’re around don’t need saving.”

      Tears prickle my eyes. Sometimes you can’t see who needs saving.

      “You know I’m going to try. Sometimes it's just so hard. You know that.” A tear slides down my cheek.

      “I know, sweetie. I get it, you know I do, but none of us can change the past. All we can do now is think of the future and I want you to have an amazing one. I want all these doors to open for you. You are beautiful, smart, caring; sometimes too caring. You can be happy if you really try to be.”

      I nod even though she can’t see me. I wipe away the tears with the back of my sleeve. “You always tell me this.”

      “I think I need to keep saying it so you can let it really sink in. I love you. Your father loves you. You are our world. But please stay out of trouble. Maybe you can have the good kind of trouble but stay away from the bad kind,” she jokes.

      I laugh. “Okay. I’m going to go to parties, get drunk, and kiss some boys.”

      “Remember sweetie, no glove, no love. I saw that on Facebook.” She chuckles.

      Oh my God. Please tell me my mom didn’t say that. “You need to stay away from social media, Mother, and please don’t say that again.” I shiver.

      I can picture her smiling. God, I miss her and Dad. Can’t wait until I see them again. Which will probably be when I graduate. “I’m just saying, Lucille, I’m too young to be a grandmother. And make sure they do the chasing, make them work for it…”

      This time I interrupt her. “Right, I’m hanging up now.”

      “Make them come to you, no pun intended.”

      “Bye.”

      “Love you, sweetie.” We hang up.

      I look at my phone for a moment before laying it beside me. At least the phone call ended on a good note, but no parent should say stuff about sex to their kid.

      I stretch out my legs and place them on the wooden coffee table is in front of me. Grabbing the remote, I put on Netflix to clear the sex talk. What is it about today and sex? I go through the movies and series and decide on The Russian Doll.

      I’m halfway through the series and can’t wait to see how it ends.

      I stay up until the last episode is finished then head to bed. All I’m thinking about is that it’s four days until the weekend. Just four more days until I can hide out here for two.

      I get showered and get into a tank top and shorts. Once I’m under the sheets, my body rejoices. It doesn’t take long until I’m taken into a deep sleep.
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        * * *

      

      I jump then I hear a bang. With my whole body on alert, I grab the baseball bat that I keep hidden under my bed next to a box of supplies that I may need in future. Standing, I tiptoe to my bedroom door, peeking my head out, gripping the bat tighter.

      I know I locked the door.

      Walking farther out, I keep my ears peeled for any movement or sound. But nothing. I check everywhere but no one is here. I double-check the front door and it is definitely locked. I check every window.

      Did I dream it?

      I’m about to go back to bed when I hear another bang. I realize it’s coming from the place below me. What are they doing down there? Are they throwing things at their ceiling? I don’t even know what time it is. I look over to the clock hanging on the wall to see it's just before three.

      You’ve got to be kidding me.

      It’s a fucking Monday night. This is a place for students. Who stays awake at this time? It is just a few bangs, it's not constant. Maybe I should just ignore it and go to bed.

      I don’t really want to be knocking on people’s doors. They could be having a party and might not hear me knocking anyway. But if that is the case, I feel sorry for their neighbors who are on the same floor.

      I hear another bang and I know it's going to frustrate me.

      If I didn’t promise that I would ‘try’ to my mother, I would bang on their door. On cue, another bang.

      How am I meant to sleep with that happening?

      Grabbing my earbuds, I shut my bedroom door, climb back into bed and play the music high enough so I don’t really hear the thumping sounds. I know I’m going to need a strong cup of coffee in the morning.

      It feels like ages until sleep takes me again, but when it does, I thank the Lord.
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      My alarm wakes me. I open my eyes, wanting to sleep some more. It feels like I’ve been asleep for ten minutes. I hope whoever lives downstairs is hungover and suffering. I’m just praying that last night was a one-off thing as I can't live waking up every night at that time of the morning.

      I drag my body out of bed. It doesn’t take me long to get washed and dressed. I normally know what I’m going to wear for the day and I’m not that kind of girl who spends hours getting ready. I wear little make-up, always keeping to the natural look. If you asked me to contour and highlight, I wouldn’t know how.

      I get a message from Aisha asking if we’re still meeting up. I give her a quick reply that we are and make some toast and a cup of strong coffee. I decide to have it on the breakfast island.

      I do love the layout of the apartment. It kind of reminds me of the TV show Friends. The kitchen and living area is adjoined in one big room, but instead of the dining table, it’s a breakfast island. And there’s only one bedroom but it's very spacious.

      With the short notice of moving here, I was lucky I got this place.

      Now I come to think about it, I bet the last person who lived here moved because of the noise. I glare at the floor like the people below can feel my stare.

      I smile to myself when an idea pops into my head. I drink the last bit of my coffee, and after placing the empty dishes in the sink, I saunter over to the middle of the room, giggling to myself when I start jumping up and down as hard as I can.

      If I can’t use the stairs, this is one way to keep me distracted, and I’m burning off the calories of my toast. I bounce over to my phone, putting on House of Pain’s Jump Around as loud as it can go and start jumping to the words. I grew up with my parents playing oldies, and this is the first song that popped into my head. I only do it until the chorus ends and then stop.

      I’m laughing to myself, getting my breath back. Quickly grabbing my things, I leave, double-checking my door is locked. I decide to take the elevator down as I feel like I just did a whole workout and the stairs will just feel like punishment.

      Doesn’t take long until the elevator arrives. I step in when the doors open. I lean my back against the far wall, still smiling to myself. I know I’ll probably pay for that later but if they want to keep banging, I will bang early every morning until they stop.

      As I said, I’m stubborn.

      The lift stops the floor below me and panic already starts to hit me. Oh, shit. What if it’s the person who lives under me?

      Oh, shit, shit, shit.

      Well, they won’t know it’s me.

      But I’m new. What if they know a new person was moving into the building and they already know everyone who lives here? I need to stop overthinking everything.

      Just act dumb. Keep your head down and don’t say a word.

      It probably isn’t them.

      The door starts to open and I really wish I’d kept my eyes glued to the floor as when the doors fully open, I’m eye locked to the guy who was fucking the girl in the stairway. Now I wish I took the stairs. I can see he’s taken aback by seeing me until his eyes turn playful and he smirks at me, stepping in.

      Entering my personal space.

      Of course, he decides to stand next to me, but he isn’t alone. He is joined by two other guys, and just like him, they are gorgeous. The guy I have already kinda met has dark brown hair, while one has light brown messy hair, like he woke up and just left it as is, but it makes him even hotter somehow, like he just had a wild night of sex, which he probably did. The other has dark blonde hair that nearly covers his eyes. You can tell all three of them must work out as their shirts cling nicely to their bodies.

      An image of the first guy's ass enters my head. I quickly shake it away.

      I train my eyes to the floor, but I can feel the first guy staring at me, burning me with his gaze like he’s subconsciously telling me to look at him. It’s taking a lot for me not to.

      The doors close and I instantly start to feel hot.

      Guys two and three start talking. I feel like this ride down is taking much longer than it should be. I almost choke on air when guy number two starts talking about the thumping noises. Oh my God. Guy number two lives under me?

      “It was a good thing I was awake. Who the fuck bangs around this early in the morning?” he says while he stretches. I peek up a little to see his shirt rise, showing a glimpse of tanned skin. I look back down, closing my eyes for a moment.

      Guy number three laughs. “Well, if you can hear them, they can probably hear you and your parties. I hope they keep at it. That’ll teach you for being so loud. You’re lucky I don’t kick your ass as I can hear that shit through the walls.”

      “You are at my parties, man. I know you’re dead to the world once your head hits that pillow.”

      “True. But I still hope the person above wakes you up at the crack of dawn.” They start to argue with one another, but guy number one hasn’t said a word. I’m listening to the conversation but I’m not registering what they’re saying.

      I must be imagining things. Surely the guy next to me isn’t still looking at me. I turn my head a little, looking up to see that he is. His eyes are on mine and I can’t look away. They are so mesmerizing; I have never seen such light green eyes. It's hypnotic.

      Neither of us looks away but my body does a little spasm when his fingers touch mine. I feel like I’ve just been burned. I hug my hands to my chest and my lungs start to feel tight.

      I need to get out.

      I need some fresh air.

      I move closer to the wall to my right trying to leave some space between me and guy number one, but he just moves closer.

      Surely he knows I moved to get away from him. He’s probably teasing me. Guys like him, well them, like to play games, mess with your head.

      I’m not fool enough to let him do it by just a look, by him being in my personal bubble.

      When the door opens to the ground floor, I want to go on my knees and thank Jesus. I push past guy number two and three, making them huff at me. I’m almost at the entrance door when I freeze in my tracks as guy number one finally speaks.

      “I hope we bump into each other again,” he calls out to me.

      I don’t look back, I don’t reply. I just walk out the door and head straight to the parking lot to see Aisha.

      What was that back there?

      I didn’t feel like me. Guys don’t faze me. I have heard every pickup line. I have had guys try it on thinking they’re so smooth but no one has ever piqued my interest.

      But with him…

      It’s just because you saw him have sex. Something that is out of the norm, and you saw him again so shortly after. That’s all. You were probably just embarrassed and guy number two living under you didn’t help.

      Yeah, that must be it.

      Plus, I wouldn’t want to be with a guy I saw inside another girl. I know we all… well, most of us have had sexual partners but we don’t want to see it live in front of us.

      Besides, the talk with my mom last night didn’t help either.

      I spot Aisha, and she beams at me, waving. When I get to her side, I already feel better. This time I cling my arm through hers while we walk inside. I giggle when she starts talking about a TV series she has started watching and today I decide to make more of an effort with her, so I join in, telling her about the show I finished.

      We are almost at our class when I stop, causing Aisha to stumble over her feet before she straightens herself up and looks at me, confused, she turns to see what I’m looking at.

      Guy number one has a girl pressed up against a locker, his body leaned in, his hand above her head. I know that isn’t the girl from the stairway, because this girl has black and blue hair, and she’s smiling at him seductively.

      “Oh, yeah. That’s Axel, the guy I said was betrothed to Kimberly. Already onto his next conquest, I see.”

      Shit, that’s Axel. I think deep down I knew he was one of them. My body knew it. That means the guy living on the floor below me is one of them and it explains why I was jumping around like Tigger from Winnie the Pooh.

      I must have a sixth sense.

      I had to annoy a popular guy.

      “Yeah, I saw him having sex in the stairway yesterday when I was heading to my place and we had a run in this morning in the elevator.”

      She spins around and faces me. “Please say they pretended you weren’t there.”

      I bite my lip before answering. “Axel saw me when I kind of looked at him having sex… but it was just for a moment and he was looking at me while he was doing it.” I quickly try and defend myself. “And he was staring at me in the elevator. I kind of banged around in my living room because I woke up to banging sounds last night and didn’t release that it was one of Axel’s friends.” Her eyes go bigger and bigger with each passing word; I’m worried her eyes might pop out if she opens them any wider.

      She cups her face in her hands before looking back at me. “Right, we can salvage this. No more jumping around, even if they make too much noise. You just have to try and live with it. It's not forever. And stay clear of Axel. Don’t look at him. Try not to be anywhere near him.”

      “It’s easier said than done. I didn’t plan to see him the two times I did and it’s a little hard when we live in the same building and go to the same school.” I try and think about what to do. “I guess I will use elevators in the evening and walk down the stairs in the morning. Hopefully, he has a pattern and I can work around it.”

      She nods and smiles before linking her arm with mine again. “Good plan. It had to be bad luck that within twenty-four hours you had run-ins with both heads of the elite crew.”

      “Yeah, just my luck. I just want to finish college with no drama, and my mom told me I have to have some fun so that’s what I plan on doing.”

      She laughs. “Your mom had to tell you to have fun? Don’t you normally have fun?”

      “I’m always so busy worrying about things, about my future, that I guess I don’t really fit it in. I’m happy to chill on my couch and watch movies. That’s fun, right?” We start walking, getting closer to where Axel is.

      As if he can feel me coming, he turns and faces me, I hate the way he looks at me. He gives me a wink before facing the girl he’s talking to.

      

      “Yeah, that can be classed as fun, but better if you have friends there to enjoy the movie with so you can talk about it and get pizza. You have to have pizza when you have a movie night. Oh my God,” she shouts, shaking my arm. “We should have a movie night on Friday. I can come to yours straight after classes, talk and chill, then order pizza and watch a few movies. What do you think?”

      Her eyes twinkle with excitement about this and it does sound like it will be a good night. “Yes, I’m in. We will get fat and watch movies. We should watch something from each genre but action. I’m not really into action movies unless it has Keanu Reeves in. I swear that man doesn’t age,” I say dreamily, causing Aisha to laugh loudly.

      “I really can’t wait. I hate that this is just the beginning of Tuesday. Hopefully, the week flies by. We can discuss what movies we both like so we know which ones to watch so it doesn’t take forever on the day to decide on one.”

      “You like being organized, don’t you?” I smile at her.

      She shrugs. “It’s a bad habit. I just like having order in my life and it will give us something to talk about for the rest of the week.”

      “Hey, I wish I had more order in my life. In a month’s time, I will probably ask you to organize my life,” I joke.

      “I will be happy to help.”

      We both chuckle.
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      I think I am literally yesterday's news and the stares and whispers have calmed down. It's great that Aisha is in all my classes, we have been talking about our favorite movies and what films we haven’t seen but want to. The more we talk about it, the more I’m looking forward it.

      A couple of years ago, I would have felt guilty for feeling like this, to feel any kind of positive emotion, but I know I’m allowed to be happy and have someone close to hang out with.

      It’s the last class before lunch. Aisha walks in first. I’m right behind her when I feel my arm being tugged and I’m pulled away, pushed up against the wall, a body flush against mine.

      It takes me a moment to realize that Axel is in front of me, his face close to mine. I turn slightly to see students walking into the classroom but none of them say or do anything. Most don’t look in our direction.

      I hope Aisha will see I’m not there and come look for me.

      “So, you must be the new girl.” He plays with a strand of my hair as his other hand is above my head, just like he did with the other girl before. He is much closer to me than he was to her. “So, are you a voyeur or did you just like what you saw?” His eyes pierce mine.

      I open my mouth but no words come out. Why can’t I speak? I normally give guys like this a hard time and I have slapped a few who have gotten too close and wouldn’t take no for an answer.

      “Please don’t tell me you’re like your little friend. A virginal goody-goody.” He presses his erection close to my crotch. I decided on a black skirt and shirt today and wish I’d opted for jeans as I can feel him. He lets go of my hair and his fingers glide down my cheek. “You are so pretty,” he whispers. “But it's your eyes that tell your secrets.” He leans closer, our foreheads touching. “Are you broken, little one?” His fingers are on my lips. “I can see the sadness.”  His eyes soften. “I can make you feel better.” His mouth is so close to mine. “You just have to say yes to me.”

      I am so lost in his words, with how soft and soothing his voice is. He is lulling me in. It's like he can see me, the real me, but I know it’s all lies. I know he’s telling me what I want to hear. Aisha even said that’s what they do.

      I know it’s what they do.

      Leaning in closer, our mouths are almost touching when I bite down hard on his lip, forcing him to jump back, letting out a little groan from the pain. He looks at me, holding his lip in shock and surprise.

      “Sorry. I guess I don’t like it when people are in my personal bubble. How many times have you said that shit? I bet every girl falls for your charm, but I’m not like other girls. Now, if you don’t mind, I have a class to attend.” I glare at him, walking to the door when I’m spun around, facing him, his hands on my hips.

      He smiles wickedly at me. “I knew there was heat inside of you. So, little one, I guess you have heard of me.”

      “Yeah, I have, and it wouldn’t be that hard to guess that you’re a dick because you were fucking a girl yesterday and talking to a different one today, then you hit on me? Doesn’t take a genius to know that your cock is probably riddled with STDs.” I place my hands on his chest and give him a little push.

      His smile gets bigger. “I love sex, what can I say? And don’t worry, I use protection, and I get checked regularly, so know I have the clean bill of health.” He winks at me.

      “Thanks for sharing. So if you don’t mind…” I try and walk away but he stands in front of me, blocking my way.

      “What if I say I do mind?”

      “Then I will say tough.” He takes a step forward and I take a step back.

      “Do you not like being close to me?”

      I shake my head. “Like I said, personal bubble.”

      He takes a larger step forward, towering over me. I look up into his eyes, and he searches mine. “What I said about your eyes is true. I can see that you want to hate me…” He leans his face closer. “But I can see the intrigue.” He lifts his hand, his thumb and index finger holding onto my chin, lifting my head up a little. “You, little one, do intrigue me.”

      I need to step out of his touch, walk around him, but my body won’t comply. Whatever spell he had on me is broken when I feel my hand being tugged and I’m pulled away to Aisha’s side. I can see the frustration written all over Axel’s face as he stares at her.

      “Axel, she’s going to be late,” she tells him with a stern voice. “We’re leaving now.” She pulls my hand until we start walking, and when we get to the door I hear him say that he will see me around.

      Shivers run up my spine. I know that is a promise.

      We get into our seats when the professor walks in and closes the door. If she didn’t get me, I would have been locked out of class. On my second day too.

      “What happened? You were right behind me and then you were gone, I thought you went to the bathroom or something. Thank God I checked when I did. It looked like you were about to kiss,” she whispers.

      I lean closer to her. “He pulled me out when we were heading in, tried to seduce me with some sweet words and I bit his lip so he would back off, but I guess that didn’t really work.” Most guys would have thought I was insane and walked away, but nope, Axel liked it.

      What if he’s into that shit? Pain and pleasure.

      Aisha slouches back before sitting up again. “He sees you as a challenge now. You just have to hope he will get bored of waiting and move on because if it's known that he’s chasing a girl, word will get back to Kimberly and…”

      “And she will make my life hell. Yeah, yeah, yeah.” I finish her sentence. “Well, hopefully, he will get bored. I’m not really that interesting.” Unless someone pushes my buttons, but I’m hoping that won’t happen.

      “Let’s hope so.” With that, we drop it, but I know we will probably talk about it again.

      Lunchtime couldn’t come quickly enough. On the way to the cafeteria, we both decide to grab something and have it outside again. It's just so we don’t bump into either of the elite group.

      They really need a new name.

      Entering, I look at the table and the girls and guys are all sitting there, talking away. I just wish they were there when I walked in yesterday. We walk past to get something to eat. I yelp when I feel a pair of hands lifting me from the ground and then I’m placed on the table with all three guys sitting in front of me, blocking me in.

      I turn around to see Kimberly recognize who I am, as do the other girls. I look up to Aisha, pleading with her with my eyes to do something, but she’s looking back and forth from them to me, unsure what to do.

      I try and get up but I’m pushed back down.

      “New girl, I heard you gave our Kimmy here some hassle yesterday,” guy number two says. I turn to Kimberly, who is looking at me with a glint in her eyes. “I hope people have filled you in that you don’t want to mess with us, cross us, or fuck with us…” He chuckles. “Unless it’s in the literal sense.” His eyes roam over my body. “You get me? You can move along now.” He tries to wave me off like I’m a dog.

      “Excuse me?” My voice comes out clipped.

      I feel his hands on my thighs, his fingers stroking along my skin. “I said you can go now. When I want a taste, I’ll give you a call.” He doesn’t smile or smirk, he just looks at me with indifference.

      I tighten my fists, my nails digging into my skin. How dare he touch me and speak to me like one of his whores? I grab a bottle of water, uncapping it and pouring it all over his head, making him stand up, but I stand too until all the contents is gone.

      “If you fucking touch me again I will report you for sexual harassment. Don’t talk to and treat me like I’m shit on your shoe, like I’m some dumb animal. You stay out of my way, I will stay out of yours. You get me?” I say the same words back to him.

      Axel and guy number three are bent over laughing. He treated me like he is a king and I’m just a measly servant girl. You don’t speak to people like that. Aisha is standing there with her mouth hanging open. I pull her arm so we’re standing in line, and once again, everyone is staring at me.

      “What?” I shout out to everyone, and they all start moving and looking away.

      “What did you just do?” Aisha whisper yells, looking around frantically. “I can’t believe you just did that. Do you know what shit you may have caused now?”

      I shrug. “He grabbed me. That group blocked me in and he treated me like dirt. And I don’t take orders from assholes. He is lucky I didn’t kick him where it hurts. Besides, it was water. It will dry.” I grab a fruit cup and a bottle of apple juice.

      Aisha keeps looking behind her. “He isn’t going to let this lie now. He is going to do something to show he is still in charge and put you in your place.”

      “Put me in my place? Do you know how wrong that sounds? People shouldn’t put people in their place. Maybe my place is higher up than them, but unlike them, I don’t need to treat people like shit to feel I’m better than them.”

      We slowly move down the line. “Unless you have more money and more power than them then I’m afraid your place isn’t higher than them.”

      It's always about money. “Listen, I was going to stay away, it was them who snatched me up when I was minding my own business. I was defending myself.”

      “I have a bad feeling.”

      “It will be fine. If they have any sense they will leave me alone.”

      “And if they don’t?”

      I think about it for a moment. “Then I will keep defending myself in a way I won’t get into much trouble.” I just hope they do leave me alone now they know I’m not someone they can just walk over. If they do feel that they have to prove a point, I need to be careful what I do to stand up for myself.

      “Have you been in trouble before?”

      “Kinda, but don’t worry about it. So, are we going to watch a horror or a comedy first on Friday?”

      We pay and start to head back out. Aisha is practically running out of here. I keep looking forward, but before I walk through the doors, I look back and all three guys are staring at me.

      Again, I’m a stubborn ass. I swear my movements half the time are impulsive and I don’t regret them until later when I process what I just did. Like now when I wink at them before turning back around and heading outside.

      I’m seriously fucked up.
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      The rest of lunch was uneventful. I tell Aisha we should drop what happened as I feel like she is going to give herself a heart attack. But I do like the fact she’s worried about me. It shows she cares.

      Now I’ve had time to process the incident, a big part of me is glad that I did what I did, and the smaller part is the part where I feel guilty and think about my parents. It’s telling me I should have sucked it up and walked away.

      I think they were expecting me to nod and walk once guy number two told me to, but if any girl was grabbed from behind it would be an offense. Just because we’re at school doesn’t make it okay. It's still the same as doing it in a club or in a store or even on the street. Especially if you don’t know the person.

      When we reach class, we take our seats, and as soon as my butt is on mine, two girls stand in front of me, their eyes wide and their mouths hanging open. They look really cute. One has wavy chocolate brown hair and the other has mousy brown hair.

      The chocolate-brown-haired girl speaks first. “Umm, I was in the cafeteria before and I saw what happened. I can’t believe you stood up to him. To them all, really. I always daydreamed about what I would do if I had the nerve, and to see you do it, I wanted to fist pump the air or clap or something. He slept with my best friend last year. She has graduated now but he used her and treated her so poorly after. He loved tormenting her. To see him like that, I just wish she was there to see it. I’m Mandy, and this is Trisha, and if you ever want to hang out or sit at our table you are more than welcome.”

      Wow, I wasn’t expecting that. I look to her friend, Trisha, and she is staring at me in awe.

      “That is so nice of you. Yeah, we will join you for lunch sometime. No guy should treat a woman poorly. I’m sorry about your friend, but at least she will be happy once you tell her.”

      “Oh, I sent her a message. I can’t wait for her reply. I’ll see you tomorrow.” We wave, then they’re gone and sit in their seats.

      “How nice was that?” I say.

      “Yeah,but think of the consequences of your actions. I feel a storm coming. It is coming soon.”

      I roll my eyes at her. “You are such a worrier.”

      “It’s a flaw.”

      I chuckle then concentrate on the class.

      As the day goes on, a few people come up to me, praising me for standing up to the elite crew, telling me what they have done to them or to the people they know. The more I get to know the popular group, the more I dislike every single one of them.

      Any regret for what I did soon passes and I’m glad I put that dick in his place. I know Aisha might be right and I’m going to get some comeback as it does sound like they don’t like people who mess up the order of things around here.

      There’s a group of us walking to our next class and everyone is making conversation. Aisha is talking; she is in her element right now, and I just listen. They’re talking about things that have happened, about people I don’t know. A pang in my chest tightens a little.

      They have grown up around each other. Or they have been here since day one of freshman year, and a part of me feels a little left out.

      An emotion I don’t think I have felt before enters.

      Jealousy.

      I had what they have once.

      I grew up with people, had friends who were there since kindergarten, but things changed when I was fifteen. I press my hand to my chest. Everyone is starting to turn into white noise.

      No, no, no. Not now. Don’t think about it. Block it out. Listen to those around you.

      My eyes start to haze when I feel my hand being held and I turn to Aisha who is staring ahead. We have all stopped walking. I look ahead to see Kimberly and her girls, who I now know as Mercedes and Chloe. They stand there like they’re posing for a photo shoot.

      Everyone has gone quiet and I can feel the tension building. I look at the people around me and they look nervous; some look pale.

      “Come on,” I tell them, and I start walking but Kimberly steps in front of me, blocking my way. “Can I help you?” I say in a sugary sweet tone.

      She swishes her hair. It takes a lot for me to not roll my eyes at that movement. I feel like I’m in a teen movie right now. “I just want to warn you that what you did at lunch was a big mistake. I feel sorry about what is going to happen to you. I would watch my back.”

      I give her a thumbs up. “Thank you for that. I will keep that in mind.” I smile at her and her eyes squint a little.

      “You do know that means something bad is going to happen to you, right? Please tell me you’re not retarded.”

      “Yeah, I know what it means. Now that you told me it's coming, I will expect it. You are such a good person for telling me. Anyone else would have let the suspense kill them. Thank you again.” I’m being sarcastic, but I don’t think she notices. I pat her arm and then I grab Aisha’s hand and we walk around Kimberly and her friends.

      “I wasn’t trying to be good,” Kimberly shouts out.

      “Whatever you say,” I shout back. “Thanks for the heads up.”

      Once we’re a few feet away, a few girls giggle. “I think you left her confused,” Aisha says, shaking her head.

      “I know. I think she will be beating herself up about it. I know people like her try and shove fear down people’s throats, but I don’t scare easily. And I have always learned that if someone is being mean to you, they hate it if you are nice to them. It frustrates them.”

      “You are my hero,” a girl behind me says.

      “I just don’t like bullies.”

      I know they never ever like me.

      The rest of the day is fine. I was expecting some retaliation by now but I assume it will happen tomorrow. They’re probably thinking about what the best action should be. I’m going to bring a spare set of clothes and keep them in a locker in the girls’ changing room.

      I need to make sure I’m prepared.

      Aisha and I head to the parking lot and I wave her goodbye when she leaves. Once she’s out of sight I put in my earbuds and play Fight Song by Rachel Platten. It's quite fitting right now.

      I’m humming when I feel that I’m no longer alone. I grab my phone in my fist and hold it for dear life, waiting to see what will happen. I take my earbuds out and turn around to see the three guys standing there.

      “So, what’s your move then? Going to beat me up? Sexually harass me? Steal my shit? Or are you going to let me keep guessing?” I ask, sounding bored. I’d rather let them get it over with and I will handle whatever they bring my way.

      “Fuck, girl, your mind is warped. Shocked you never used the R-word,” guy number three says which I now know is Elijah, and the one who I poured water over is Lucas.

      “I like to think that you have a soul, even if it’s tarnished and black.”

      “I don’t think I have ever seen a girl talk back at me like that.” Elijah crosses his arms, making his biceps bulge in his shirt. “I think it's hot. You’re right, Axel. I get the appeal.”

      I huff. “What do you want? I kinda want to get home and chill.”

      “Maybe that’s where you should go. Home. We both know that you don’t belong here…” Lucas starts.

      “I would be better back where I came from, back to where my friends and family are. That it would be best for the both of us, yadda, yadda, yadda. I’ve heard this shit before. This is where I am staying until I graduate. I can’t go back or I wouldn’t be here. And if you didn’t grab me like some caveman and talk to me like you would to a pet, even though a pet deserves better than that anyway, I wouldn’t have done what I did. Besides, it was water. It dries. I get it, I ruined your macho reputation but I don’t like being treated badly. It’s a flaw. Now, if you don’t mind, I’m going.” I take a few steps back, waiting to see if they’re going to reply, and when they don’t, I turn around and start walking. But my hearing is on alert, ready to turn and hit someone if they try and charge at me.

      I’m holding my breath, and after a few minutes, I jump when I feel my arms being linked by Elijah and Axel. Lucas grinds his jaw beside Axel.

      “We’re walking in the same direction, so we will be your bodyguards. Never know what creeps are lurking about,” Elijah says.

      I stop and pull my arms back. I know this is a trick. They’re going to wait until we’re no longer out in the open and do whatever they have planned. “I think the creeps you’re talking about are you three. No way am I walking with you so you can end up hurting me or upsetting me.”

      “Someone has some trust issues,” Elijah jokes, but I have learned over the years to not trust bullies, ever. “We aren’t going to do shit. Lucas wanted to. Trust me, his head is fucked up when it comes to paying back someone, but he was outvoted. Well, for now, anyway. We are deciding what to do with you.”

      What to do with me? “Again, talking to me like I’m an animal. So it's what? Hurt me or leave me alone? Want me to beg and plead? That won’t happen.”

      I take a huge step back when Axel stands in front of me, looking down at me. “The only time we will want you to beg or plead is when you give in and want us to have you.” He leans in, his mouth closer to mine. “To please you.”

      God, I hate his voice. It just sends shivers through my entire body.

      I take a few steps back, putting some space between us. “That won’t happen either. I’m not some sex toy. I’m not something you can just play with. And I’m definitely not the kind of girl to have sex with three men, especially one that wants to punish me.”

      Once the words leave my mouth, Lucas quickly stares at me, his eyes on mine. I see anger, but I see heat there too. I guess he likes punishing people. I bet he enjoys delivering it in the bedroom too.

      Well, I don’t do BDSM.

      “Who says all three of us will have sex with you?” Elijah pulls my mind back.

      “I’m just making it clear. So, again, I will ask, what do you want? I just want to be left alone.” Which is true. I know if I get involved with these three, it will involve the three girls and it will be one big mess.

      Lucas clears his throat. “We haven’t decided yet. It’s either I get my payback, one of us fucks you.” Which I presume was Axel’s vote. “Or you join our group, temporarily, of course. You aren’t in the same league to stay permanently but it will put order back in school if people think you’re one of us.”

      Hell to the fuck no.

      Like fuck am I going to agree to any of those options. “You must be crazy. So, it’s either let you punish me, have sex with me, or hang out with a table full of assholes? I think I vote for option four, none of the above. I’d rather poke my eye out with a blunt knife.”

      “So dark… I love it.” Elijah blows me a kiss and I grunt. “Well if you don’t choose then we will have to choose for you.”

      “So, if you choose sex, what are you going to do? Tie me up and force yourself on me?”

      “We wouldn’t do that shit. Jesus, what kind of people do you know?” Lucas says in a disgusted tone.

      “You would be surprised by what kind of people I know.” Sometimes monsters lie dormant until they are released. “Do you know what? I will go for option A. Lucas, get your revenge on me, do what you must. If it makes you feel more of a man by hurting or embarrassing me then go ahead and get at it so we can all move on.” My voice rises. I walk past them, and when I look back, they stand there talking amongst themselves.

      Once I’m in the building, I head straight to the elevator. I’m not in the mood to walk up the stairs and I don’t want them deciding what they want to do to me and catching up with me. It doesn’t take long until the doors open, and once I’m inside, I face forward. As the doors close, the guys walk through the entrance.

      I see the determination on their faces.

      I guess they have decided what to do.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      That night, I make sure I block my front door with my couch. Luckily, the floor is laminated so it was easy enough to push. I’m not saying they would break-in, but I didn’t want to leave it to chance.

      I spent most of the night on the phone to Aisha, telling her about my run-in, and she wanted me to stay with her but I told her I would be fine. She needs to know that I can handle myself. I’m thick-skinned. It takes a lot for someone to hurt me emotionally.

      That night, I didn’t hear any banging. I sleep all the way through the night with no disruption. I wonder if they have figured out it's me who lives above them. I’m sure it wouldn’t take much for them to find out.

      When morning comes, I grab a quick shower. I decide to wear leggings and a t-shirt that’s two sizes too big that covers my ass. I love lounge clothing. If I buy t-shirts, I always make sure they are baggy.

      Once I’ve had breakfast, I move my couch back. I jump when I open the door and all three guys are standing there. I try and slam the door but all three of them start pushing it open. I try with all my might but the door bangs open. I step back when they take a step in.

      Without hesitation, I run to my room. I hear their footsteps behind me, following me again. I don’t shut the door in time and they bust in, blocking the way. I look all around me but there is no escape.

      My bat is under my bed but they are closer to it than I am.

      Dammit.

      All three cross their arms. I know I’ve lost. I look to the ground, sucking in a deep breath before facing them again. “Right, you win. What are you going to do?”

      Each of them starts walking slowly towards me, not saying a word. I keep my stance, ready for what is going to come my way. They aren’t carrying or holding anything. They don’t seem the type to beat up women but looks don’t show what they are like on the inside.

      They surround me, Lucas behind me, the other two in front, blocking me in. I can feel heat radiating off them. They move in closer, their bodies pressed close to mine. I close my eyes, waiting for it to be over.

      I feel their hands on me, gliding up my body and I start to panic. I palm up my fists, ready to start throwing punches if they try and violate me. I feel their hands move up to my shoulders.

      A weird feeling washes over me. My body is enjoying their touch, but I push that down. When I feel a hand wrap around my throat, I start to count to three, and on three, I am going to knee every single one of them in the balls.

      I get to two when I’m spun around and then let go. All three start laughing. I stand there looking at them like they have gone insane.

      Why are they laughing?

      Was this it? Was this their punishment? To freak me out?

      “You should have seen your face.” Elijah chuckles, gathering himself. “Once we saw your fists, we knew you were ready to start fighting. Which makes you even hotter in my eyes. Good morning, little one. Did you sleep well?”

      Great, now he is calling me that. I’m not even that small. I’m five foot five. “Was that it? You make me think you were going to do something?”

      Lucas walks over to my bed and lies down, leaning back on my headboard. “This bed is so comfy.” He bounces a little. “I could so sleep here.”

      Like fuck he will. “You got your payback, now can you please leave?” I point to the door.

      “Oh, we can’t do that,” Axel says, walking towards me and circling me while he talks. “You see, that was payback for jumping around yesterday morning. You see, the thing about elevators is that it tells you what floor someone gets off on and we kind of figured that it was you making all the noises yesterday morning since we have gotten to know that personality of yours.”

      “I was giving payback for waking me up in the middle of the night with your fucking banging.”

      “Yeah, but we don’t like to give in so easily,” Elijah says. “Every time you throw something our way, we have to retaliate. But we have come up with an idea to balance things out with what happened in the cafeteria.”

      God, I dread to think what it is.

      “Go on then, tell me this brilliant idea. If it involves sex, you have to think again.”

      Axel pretends to pout, and Lucas chuckles. “We are going to annoy you.”

      Wait, that’s it?

      “Annoy me? You have annoyed me since the moment I met each of you. But go right ahead, annoy me until you get bored.” I walk toward my bedroom door, needing to head to school when Lucas jumps off the bed and blocks my move.

      He pokes my forehead and I glare at him, making him smirk at me. “Trust me when I say you are going to wish that you chose a different option. We are going to be there in your face every day. We are going to be stuck to you like glue until you beg us to stop, to leave you alone.”

      I poke his chest and he looks down to where I touched him. “Trust me when I say bring it. Good luck explaining to people why you are going to be hovering around a non-elite girl who is basically a nobody.” I wave at them before running to the front door and slamming it closed.

      I run to the stairway, taking the steps down two at a time. When I get halfway, I hear the top door bang open. I look up to see them all looking down and when they start running towards me, I yelp, going as fast as I can.

      I make it to the building entrance, shut the doors, and grab a long stick nearby, placing it in the handles. I know with one big push the stick will snap but it will give me more time to getaway.

      My breathing is coming in fast and hard but I don’t care. I just wish I didn’t have my laptop and bag with me as it's weighing me down. I can see the school campus ahead of me. I push myself even harder. I smile when I see the parking lot. I’m about to rejoice when I’m lifted in the air and my things are being taken.

      Axel has me over his shoulder, and I see Elijah put my things over his shoulder. All of us are panting heavily but I start wiggling and kicking around.

      This is so embarrassing.

      I can’t let anyone see me like this. It will look weird that yesterday I stood up to Lucas and today I have all three with me, one who is carrying me with his hands way up my thigh.

      I start thrashing around and I growl when Axel slaps my ass. “If you wiggle any more I will slap you again.”

      “If you do, I swear I will slap you and it won’t be on your ass,” I warn him.

      “Keep on talking, little one, it just spurs me on.” He grips my thigh and I smack the bottom of his back. Looking down, I do have a great view of his ass. An image of his naked one enters my head. “I hope you’re not picturing my fine ass again, Luce.”

      I scoff at him, even though I was. “Put me down.”

      “We told you, we are here to annoy you, and from the look on your face…” Lucas comes around, walking in front of me. He bends down so I can see his face. “You do look annoyed.” He smirks. I want to slap that smirk right off his face.

      “I will get you for doing this,” I promise him.

      He waves his finger at me. “Remember, if you retaliate we will retaliate back. All you have to do is put up with this and then it will stop.”

      “For how long?” I grit out between my teeth.

      “Until we are done.”

      Asshole. “I hate you.”

      “Words, baby. It’s just words,” Elijah speaks up.

      “Don’t call me baby.”

      “Ah, does that annoy you, baby?” Lucas laughs. “I think you are giving yourself away. There was me thinking this was going to be a boring week.”

      We get to the parking lot and when I hear the guys chuckle, I lift my head to see everyone staring at us. I groan, wanting to cover my face. I look back up when Aisha calls out to me and runs over.

      “Lucille, what is going on?” She looks back and forth between me and the guys.

      I grunt when Axel adjusts me. “This is my punishment for yesterday. They are going to annoy me to death. Just shoot me now and get it over with.” Once the words leave my mouth, an ache settles, but I don’t have time to dwell on it when Elijah lifts Aisha and puts her over his shoulder.

      Lucas takes hold of all our things. “What the fuck? Put her down.” I try and hit him but he steps away from my flailing arms.

      “Baby, when will you get that we are here to annoy you? And to mess with your friend will do just that.” Lucas pats Aisha’s head and I growl at him, making him laugh. “You really are feisty.”

      I really want to hit every single one of them. Fuck, I want to cut their dicks off while the whole school watches, but if I do anything, they will do something back and I know where it will lead.

      Me getting kicked out of school.

      They have power here that I don’t have, and if it does come to a choice between me and them, the school will always choose them.

      Right now though, I feel so humiliated. Everyone is whispering and staring. The girls who were talking to me yesterday look a little disappointed. Yeah, I’m a little disappointed in myself but for all this to stop I need to do what I should have done at the very beginning.

      Not poke the bears.

      I may not do anything back, but I am going to be vocal. I am not going to make things easy for them. But they’re reading me like a book. They don’t even know me and yet they’re figuring me out.

      I need to gather my strength and use my brain to come up with something that will get these Neanderthals away from me. Maybe I can get them a new plaything. Find out who they haven’t fucked and hook them up.

      Yeah, I don’t see that happening.

      I will come up with something. I’m in my own thoughts when I swear I hear a banshee ahead of us, and we all stop. I look over to Lucas who loses his smile, his posture straightens and he gets an annoyed look on his face.

      I guess Lucas isn’t Kimberly’s number one fan. I place my chin in my hand, pretending to be watching a show when he looks at me, and I smile sweetly at him. “Hi, Kimberly,” I sing-song.

      I look up when she’s in front of me and she is shooting me daggers. “What the fuck is going on?”

      Popping my lips, I sigh before answering. “This is what you warned me about yesterday, queenie. I just wish I’d listened more. You see, they’re going to be stuck with me until they get bored. They are never going to leave my side. Tell them to back off, or you are going to see much more of this.” I wave my hand down Axel's ass and legs.

      Her eyes go wide, her jawing ticking. “I don’t fucking think so. You were meant to put her in line. Mess up her place, break her laptop, I don’t care. I didn’t want this. Put them down,” she orders. Elijah and Axel look at one another and then at Lucas but they don’t put us down.

      “Come, on boys. Do what you’re told.” I tap Axel's ass, which I probably shouldn’t have done as Kimberly’s nose flares.

      “Now!” Her voice is harsher.

      Lucas looks at me and I try and hold in a smile. My lips are tight together but it doesn’t take a genius to know what I’m doing. “No,” he says.

      “What do you mean no?” Kimberly speaks for the both of us.

      Lucas stands taller and his eyes turn dark. He steps in front of her, towering over her, showing his dominance. “I said no. I think you have forgotten who is in charge here. Yes, we let you take the reins, but you do not tell us what to do. We tell you. Do you understand?” He uses a tone I don’t like. It’s a tone I know all too well.

      I don’t care if Kimberly is a bitch and a bully, this is going too far now. I raise one of my feet back and kick Axel’s knee, causing him to bend over a little, and I use my weight to push myself up and back to the floor. “Okay, we all had our fun. Before you two have a showdown over who is the top dog, we are going to be late for class. You two kiss and make up and if you still want to keep annoy Lucille on the agenda, message me.” I pull Aisha out of Elijah’s arms.

      I take my things from Lucas who is watching my every move but he doesn’t say anything or stop me from taking our things and leaving.

      We start walking. Aisha opens her mouth about to say something but I cover it with my hand until we round the corner. I let out the breath I was holding in. “Are you okay?” I ask.

      “Yeah, I’m fine. I thought they were going to carry us all the way to class. If they took us to class, of course. Lucas can be scary. When he went all alpha on Kimberly, I even felt bad for her. I never feel bad for her.”

      Yeah, I know what she means.

      “You think they’re all scary.” I try and ease the atmosphere.

      She shakes her head. “Just Lucas and Kimberly. Axel is a ladies man and Elijah is more of a jokester, but Lucas, he’s the serious one. What he says goes.”

      I’d picked up on that.

      “I’m just glad we got away.”

      We head to class.

      We take our seats and I’m ready for a nice, normal lesson when my phone pings with a message, I open it to a message from a number I don’t recognize.

      

      
        
        Don’t worry, it’s not over yet baby xx

      

      

      

      Of course it isn’t. I knew it wouldn’t be that simple. I show the message to Aisha who looks worried. I guess she thinks because I’m getting messed with by the guys, they might mess with her again. This is where I know I will end up losing her.

      This is how it always goes.

      I can’t wait to finish college.

      Away from the nightmare.

      The future in the real world will better be better than all this.

      School sucks.
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      Aisha is already starting to distance herself from me. She’s not as talkative and I know she’s waiting to see what will happen next. Maybe I should make it easier for her and tell her it’s okay to not be my friend.

      I understand.

      It comes to lunchtime and I don’t really want to go to the cafeteria, I don’t know what will be waiting for me when I get there and all I want is for this day to be over. I tell Aisha that I will meet her in there. She gives me a little nod, biting her lip.

      I was looking forward to our movie night, some girl time. But I guess I shouldn’t have got my hopes up so soon.

      I head straight to the library. I’d rather sit on the floor, in a corner, surrounded by books. Libraries have become my safe haven in the past. If I needed to get away, that was where I always went. I walk up the two floors until I see the double doors with the word Library right above them.

      Walking in, I notice a few students reading and writing.

      I wonder if they’re in here for the same reason as me. To get away from the outside world. Or they could be just catching up on some work.

      I walk past all the tables. I keep going until I reach the far end. I place my things on the floor and take a seat on the hard ground, leaning back against the wall, closing my eyes and inhaling the book-scented air.

      I try and clear all my thoughts. I don’t want to think about anything at all. I wish I could push a button, flip a switch, and my mind would just go blank.

      In the past, I even thought about doing weed or drugs, but I would never do that to myself; I’m afraid what would happen if I even try it. I might not want to ever stop once I start.

      I take in a deep breath then exhale. I do that a few times until my I relax. My body loosens, but I jump when I feel hands trail up my leg. I open my eyes in time to find myself being dragged across the floor until I’m straddling Axel.

      His hands pull me closer to him, smiling playfully at me. I swear this boy loves being in my personal space. I try and push him away so I can get out of his hold but he just holds me tighter.

      I start to wiggle around, then I gasp when I feel his erection pressed against my core. An electric current shoots straight there, making my whole body warm up. I look down to our joined bodies then look back up, our eyes connecting and his smile is gone.

      The look he is giving me makes me wish I wasn’t who I am. I’m not surprised girls fall for him. I’m not blind, I can see the attraction. His fingers trail down my back, reaching my bare skin, stroking along the hem of my leggings.

      God, his touch is making everything go fuzzy. I can’t think about anything else but him and the way he’s making me feel. His fingers trail back up to my neck then glide along my jaw until he is touching my lips.

      I realize my breathing is coming in a little louder and heavier. I let out a moan when he moves himself beneath me so he grinds against me. I quickly take hold of his shoulders, placing my forehead on his neck.

      I need to stop this.

      Push him away.

      His arms wrap around me, pulling me closer if that’s even possible, and my body involuntary starts to move with his. I don’t look at him, I keep my eyes closed, but I lift my head and wrap my arms around his neck, panting into his ear.

      His fingers grip my sides, holding me so tightly. The ache between my legs starts to build and I rub myself against him, needing that friction so badly. We’re hanging onto each other for dear life.

      Anyone could hear us, could see us, but my mind is too far away to think about the consequences. I can’t remember the last time I was intimate with another person like this. I would have never let a guy I just met touch me like this.

      Especially a popular boy.

      A known player.

      I bite down hard on my lip, ready to break blood if need be as I need to get away from this situation. I hate that I didn’t put up much of a fight. I am better than this. I bend my knees and rest my hands on his shoulders, and with one big push, I stand up, making him fall back a little.

      His breath is coming quickly, his chest rising up and down. His eyes are hooded, and fuck me, it makes him look even better.

      I don’t say a word and I don’t stay for him to say anything to me.

      I run.

      I grab my shit and I run out of there.

      I run to the girls’ bathroom, locking myself in the last cubicle. I close the lid and step onto the seat so I’m crouching. I don’t want anyone to try and find me.

      My heart is beating a million times a minute. I press my hand against my chest to try and ease it. Why the hell did I let him do that? I got turned on so easily. My body is a traitor.

      Why did it have to feel so damn good?

      I am ready to scream when I hear the bathroom door open and shoes clicking on the tiled floor. I hold my breath, wanting to stay invisible. I let it back out when I hear Aisha’s voice.

      I step down and open the door, peeking my head out. I see her standing there with two cans of Coke. Why is she here? How did she know I was here?

      She clears her throat. “Hey. I got worried about you. You okay?”

      I step out and lean against the wall opposite her. “I’m fine. How did you know I was in here?”

      She looks behind her then looks back at me. “I literally just walked out of the cafeteria when I heard Axel on his phone saying he was with you in the library and this is the closest bathroom to there, so I tried my luck. I did try and call, and I left a couple of messages.”

      How did I not hear my phone?

      I take my phone from my bag and see the missed calls and messages. “I thought you would have appreciated being on your own. Being with friends that don’t have drama and the popular crowd ready to make your life hell.”

      She walks over to the sinks and places the drinks down. She looks in the mirror, looking at me through the reflection. “Honestly, before you, I didn’t really socialize with anyone. The friends I had in high school went to different colleges and we lost touch, so I kept to myself here. Like I said, my focus is on my studies, but when I was told I was getting the chance to show the new girl around, I was hoping you weren’t a nasty mean girl and we could be friends. I think my excitement shows in the way I talk as I do tend to go on and on about things.”

      I laugh. This girl has no friends? She is pretty, obviously smart and friendly. I’m shocked that she’s been on her own. Yeah, I prefer to be on my own most of the time but I have issues, and looking at this girl in front of me, I can see that she doesn’t.

      Well, not deep, life-changing ones.

      “But as you see I have that crew on my back now and I don’t want them to hurt or upset you. You’ve been so nice to me and I was giving you the chance to walk away. You’ve been so quiet with me since what happened, so I thought you were distancing yourself. I wouldn’t blame you. I seem to attract trouble and I can’t stand bullies. Especially if they try and bully me or those I care about.”

      She turns around, facing me. “I was only quiet because I didn’t know what to say. Everything in my head is messed up. I kind of enjoyed it. Yesterday, and now today, I have never had so much excitement in my life. All those people talking to us both, the popular guys getting to me to get to you which means they think I’m important to you to do that.” She babbles in one go without taking a breath, her voice getting squeakier. She walks closer to me, taking hold of my hands. “I didn’t want you to think I was weird if I said this, that’s why I’ve been quiet. You think I’m weird, don’t you?” She turns back around. “I’m not right in the head, am I?”

      I walk around her, and this time I take hold of her hands. “Again, I think fate brought us together because I’m not right in the head either. I have some serious mental issues. I am one stubborn bitch and I hate not having the last word if I’m talking back at someone. I don’t take shit, and I don’t let people walk all over me. Hence why I got myself into this situation.” I grip my hair, my head falling back as I groan up to the ceiling. “What am I going to do?” I ask her. “You know, if you ever want to bail, to keep away at any time, just say. I won’t get mad.”

      “I’m not going to bail on you. We are friends now, right? That means we go through thick and thin. The bad and the good. But Kimberly has probably put a bullseye on you now and when I saw Axel, he looked a little out of sorts.” She waggles her eyebrows at me.

      Yeah, Kimberly, the one who is meant to end up with Axel, the same guy who I grinded with in a public place. Something I said I wouldn’t do. At least it wasn’t as worse, as they could have taken photos of us, but I guess it was a little unexpected. I should have bitten his neck before I let the sensation take over.

      My hormones taking over.

      I groan again. “I kind of ended up straddling him and we got a little heated but I pushed him away… eventually. Then I ran.”

      She blinks a few times. “Are you into him?”

      God, no.

      Hell, no.

      “No,” I say, but it sounded hoarse. “No. Yeah, he is good-looking and he is a charmer, but that’s all it is. I would never let a guy use me, especially for sex. I am picky about who I let between my legs. A part of me thinks I should probably just sleep with him so the three dicks can finally leave me alone.” I take a seat on the floor, not caring it’s the girls’ toilets. It looks clean.

      Aisha takes a seat opposite me, her eyes frowning a little bit. “Finally leave you alone?”

      “Yeah, they gave me options. Once I do one of them, they will back off. I either join them at their table, be one of them until they decide to kick me out, to restore order type of thing. Or, I sleep with one of them, or for Lucas to punish me. His punishment is to annoy me, to be in my life, my personal space until he gets bored. Until they get bored.”

      “Or until you give in. I’ve known them practically my whole life. I know that Lucas would rather have power restored. They thought by adding two shitty things to the list you would go for the easy option and join them, sit with them, but of course, I’m sure he didn’t expect you to not choose it.”

      I ponder over what she said. “Yeah, that actually makes sense. But why go through all this to just restore order? Surely no one will mess with them. I just stood up for myself. But it seems that everyone else knows who has the power.”

      Them.

      She chuckles. “Look at yesterday. You had so many people follow you. All it takes is someone to push them off their thrones, for people to fight back and they will all be nothing. Yeah, they have money and know people in high places but that doesn’t necessarily mean it will help them here. I think they’re scared you will be the one to put them in their place and change the status quo. For you to join them, it will look like power is back to them again.”

      “I really want to stay clear from them all, but I know if they try and fight me I will fight back, but in the past things have gotten messy to the point where I have had to move to another school. I just want to graduate, but I know that it's going to be hard. I am not the type to just keep my mouth shut and roll over. I don’t want them to think they can walk over me, they click their fingers and I will do what they say. But I know if I do what they want thigs will be easier. I even fight with myself.”

      She stands up quickly, grabbing our cans and passing me one. We both open them, taking a sip. “So what happened at your last school…”

      “Schools,” I correct her.

      “Schools. Is it basically this kind of situation? The way you talk about bullies, yeah, no one likes them, but you obviously feel stronger about it.”

      I take another sip. I don’t want to bring up everything. I can’t. I don’t want to see the look on her face, the judgment. I know, for now anyway, I can only tell her so much. “I seem to attract bullies. I guess my mouth doesn’t help, but if I see someone get bullied, I feel like I have to help them. I get in the way, and like always, bullies don’t like people to fight back. They try and break you. Over the years, different bullies have tried to hurt me. Every time I fought back, the nastier they got. The pranks they have pulled… things have always gotten a bit too far. I will tell you more one day, but for now is it okay if you just know I’m not a bad person?”

      She looks into my eyes and leans over, taking hold of my spare hand. “I know you’re not a bad person. We all have our flaws.” She smiles. “I’m sure the people you protected thanked you for what you did as most people would turn their backs, walk away. Turn a blind eye. I won’t push about your past. I will wait until you are ready to talk about it. But now that you have made yourself known, you aren’t going to have a quiet life. You either put up with what they throw at you, or you join them. But I know they will expect you to do shit to make it look like you joined them. They throw parties, they treat people like shit, probably expect you to act like one of them.”

      Yeah, that is not going to happen. I shake my head and stand up, placing my drink on the sink counter. “I guess I have to put up with their shit. I am a strong person. I only see them in snippets. I can handle it.”

      You hope.

      Aisha stands, nodding. “You got this. Whatever they do, we will handle it together.”

      “You’re excited about what’s to come, aren’t you?”

      She jumps up and down. “I can’t help it. I feel so alive right now.”

      I just hope that she can handle all this and that the elite group doesn’t make this too ugly.

      I take a huge gulp of my Coke before emptying the rest in the sink then put it in the trash. I grab my things and open the bathroom door, and when I do, I have no time to react as I feel cold liquid hit my entire body. I open my eyes to see I have blue paint all over me.

      I glare at two guys with light brown messy hair in football jerseys. They laugh, raising their hands up, saying they were given orders. They take their phones out and I hear the clicking noises of the camera.

      I turn to Aisha, who luckily didn’t get as much on her as me, but she has her mouth hanging open, looking down at her clothing. “You were saying,” I say to her before looking at the guys.

      I grunt, charging at one of them, my hand going around his neck, pinning him to the wall. His eyes go wide in horror. His friend next to him is at his side, looking between us, unsure what to do.

      Smiling, I rub myself over the guy’s clothes, transferring some of the paint onto him. I fist his hair before gliding my wet hands all over his face. “Don’t you look so pretty?” I let go of him. “You tell those dicks that they are chicken shit for getting you to do their dirty work.” I step back and they scurry off, almost slipping while they walk away.

      I turn around and Aisha is leaning against the wall with her arms crossed. Some paint is on her arms and legs but I have it all over my hair, head to toe. I feel like Carrie from that movie; at least it’s not pigs’ blood. “You are a badass,” she shrieks. “You really do stand up for yourself.” She tucks some of my now blue hair behind my ear, giggling. “Should we go shower before we go to class?”

      I have got spare clothes in the locker at the girls’ locker room but that would be just too easy. I smile. “No. We are going to keep our heads held up high. I know no one likes a snitch, but once we are seen like this, it will spread and it will soon go back that the elite that did this. Are you happy to be my blue buddy?”

      She links her arm through mine. “I am happy enough to be your Smurf.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Ten

          

        

      

    

    
      Walking into class was hilarious. Everyone was whispering. I know by the end of the day it will be all over school. When the professor walks in, it takes him a good five minutes until he spots us and he continues with his lesson, but once it’s over, he calls Aisha and me down.

      People are milling at the doorway, wanting to know what will be said. I excuse myself, walking over to them and shutting the door behind them. I walk back over Professor Borlos.

      Aisha is standing there looking like a deer caught in headlights. I stand at her side and pat her back, hoping to let her know it’s okay.

      “So, girls, would you care to explain why you are in my classroom covered in blue paint?”

      Aisha opens her mouth but nothing comes out. I take a little step forward. “We had a run-in with some paint. We didn’t want to be late for your class or we would have cleaned ourselves up.”

      He looks me over. “I know about you, Miss Parker. The faculty knows about what happened in your last schools. I don’t want it disrupting my classes and my students.” His eyes judge me. “I don’t want trouble in my classroom. I don’t need your shenanigans affecting my lessons.”

      I know I can’t speak back at a teacher, but God, if I could, I would give this idiot a few truths. “Well, it's not like I planned to be covered in paint, to be sitting in the middle of a room where I look like an idiot. You are speaking to me as I did this to myself, even though you know someone must have done this to me. I have been told this is a non-tolerant to bullying school. As two students, one who has never gotten into trouble before, it feels like you are condoning who did this and blaming us.” I try and keep my voice steady. “I guess I could go to the dean and repeat what you have said to us, as I feel like this is a sign of bullying already. You are judging me by my past. If you read the records you would know the whole story. I bet you know who my parents are. I am very close to them and I have no issue bringing it up with them too.”

      I know most teachers don’t read their students’ records, they skim through them, but when I see his face pale, I know he read the part about my parents. Yeah, I may not see them as much as I would like, but I know they would do what it takes to look after their baby.

      He loosens his tie a little, rubbing the back of his neck. “I was just stating that I don’t want issues in here, but if you are willing to say who did this to you, I could take it further.” Kiss ass.

      “I won’t be saying names as we both know who did this, and I won't be walking these halls as a snitch. I will try and not bring drama to your door, but as you know, I have only been here a couple of days and drama is already at mine.” With that, I take hold of Aisha’s hand and we walk to the door. When I open it, a group of students quickly runs away. I know they were trying to listen.

      I take out my hairband, letting my hair fall down, running my fingers through it. The paint has mostly dried. This better wash off. I look over to Aisha while we continue to walk and she is watching me.

      “You aren’t going to tell me who your parents are, are you?”

      I shrug. “I will. One day.” I wink at her. “If you promise to be my Smurf.” I laugh, making her laugh too. I have to admit, I haven’t smiled or laughed as much until I met her, and I hope it continues.

      She huffs. “I can’t believe Mr. Borlos talked to you like that though. Talking like you did this yourself. That it was your fault.”

      I shrug again. “I’m used to it. Teachers assume I’m this bad girl, a trouble maker. Once they read what is on my record, they don’t see me as anything but that.”

      “You don’t even look like a bad girl though. You look sweet and innocent.”

      I press my hand to my chest. “Aww, I’m glad I look all sweet and innocent. Remember, never judge a book by its cover. I have learned that just because something is pretty and nice on the outside, it doesn’t mean that’s what they are inside.”

      “Yeah, I guess that’s true. Still, though, it was good that you stood up to him. Teachers shouldn’t speak to students like that.” We walk into our next class. I almost trip over myself when Aisha pushes into me, stopping us. “Shit, I forgot they are in this class.”

      I look up to see the trio smiling down at me. I also notice the two guys who threw the paint at me. I know I said I wouldn’t retaliate, but what I have in mind doesn’t really involve doing anything to them.

      “I have an idea,” I say to her, grabbing her hand, walking up the steps until we reach their row. The guys look up at me, waiting for me to do or say something but I look past them to the guy I pinned. He is looking at me like I’m about to bite his head off. I lean over, smiling sweetly at him. “We still up for round two?” I whisper, but say it loud enough for the guys to hear. “Sorry I got paint on you. I didn’t expect it to get that heated.” I kiss his cheek and I stand back up. “You have my number.”

      I don’t look at the three guys, I just link my arm with Aisha’s until we reach our seats.

      “You made it look like something happened with him.”

      I pop my lips. “I know. Why do you think I covered him in paint? I knew it would come to my advantage. They are going to wonder if what I said was true or not. The guys’ punishment for what they did to us is what they are going to do to him.”

      Aisha grins from ear to ear. “You are a mastermind.” She turns around, looking behind her then leans close to my side, facing forward. “Yeah, they are arguing right now.”

      Yeah, I know guys are small-minded when they see something they think they own or want to own, and right now I know they don’t want anyone to get close to me. I hate that I can’t have my payback on them. They want me to do something back, so they can do something so much worse.

      Isn’t there a saying where if you ignore someone for so long they get bored and move on?

      In this case, I hope it's true.

      I look at my phone, checking the time. One more class after this and then I can go home, wash all this crap off me and cozy up on my couch. I want hot chocolate with loads of whipped cream.

      I was expecting something to happen during class but nothing does. I stay in my seat until I know the guys have gone. I watch them walk past me and out the door. Then I leave.

      Nothing interesting happens in the next class, and when it reaches home time, I am ready to do a happy dance. I’m drained.

      When we get outside, the sun blares down on me. The paint on my skin is started to crack and peel; it's starting to irritate me a little bit. It feels like I’m wearing a body face mask. Aisha gives me a ride to my place; I didn’t want to chance walking into anyone.

      Mainly them.

      I invite Aisha up, told her she can hang out with me.

      I let her take a shower first, and I place some spare clothes on my bed for when she comes out. After I get washed, I get dressed into my pj shorts and tank. I grab two blankets from my wardrobe, passing them to her while I make us a hot chocolate.

      We have been talking about today and the paint. Aisha keeps bringing up Mr. Borlos while I make our drinks. Once they are ready, I place them on the coffee table, I snuggle under my blanket, tucking my feet underneath me.

      My hair is still wet from my shower, but I just tied it up in a high ponytail. Aisha tells me more about herself in high school as well as the elite crew. It seems that they haven’t changed since then.

      I hope the real world kicks them in the ass once they graduate.

      We are talking when there is a knock on my door. I freeze with my cup in my hand, my heart beating faster. Aisha looks at me, holding the blanket closer to her like it will protect her.

      I stand up hesitantly, walking slowly to the door, looking through the peep hole, but of course, it's blacked out.

      I lean my back against it. “I am not answering this door. If you try to break in, I have no issues in calling the cops!” I shout out. I wait for a reply. I know they must have heard me. I jump when the door knocks again. “I think you need to stop stalking me and get a life. I’m tired.” No reply but a knock.

      They aren’t going to stop. The knocking gets persistent and I walk over to Aisha, telling her to hide in my bathroom. I don’t want her to get caught up with whatever they have planned. She refuses to go, but with my pushing her in that direction, I don’t give her a choice.

      I straighten up my posture and answer the door but I’m surprised at what I’m seeing.

      There is a man who looks to be in his thirties holding a huge bouquet of white and purple roses. They are absolutely breath-taking. I look at the guy, confused, while he gives me a sheepish look.

      “I’m sorry, Miss. I was told to not say a word and to make sure you couldn’t see what the surprise was.” He hands me the flowers.

      “I think you may have got the wrong place.”

      He shakes his head. “Miss Parker, apartment 7D.” I nod. “Then these are for you. If you could sign for them please.” He hands me his clipboard. I look it over but it was paid by cash so no name or details from the buyer. “Have a nice evening ma'am.” Then he is gone.

      I walk in, calling out to Aisha that it's safe. I walk over to the kitchen area, taking a vase from under the sink and filling it up with water. I place the roses in and admire the beauty. They look so flawless.

      “They look expensive,” Aisha says, coming over to my side. “You know they are from them, don’t you?” I do know. I just don’t understand why. Why spend money on me?

      What is the point in that?

      I touch the petals; they feel like silk. “You think they’re poisoned or covered in itching powder or something?” I half-joke. I inspect them and notice a card. I lift it, seeing my name written on the envelope in fine penmanship.

      

      
        
        Just a taste of what it would be like if you joined our side

      

      

      

      I crumple up the card. “They think buying some flowers will butter me up. I don’t think so.” I lift the vase.

      “You going to throw them away?”

      “Hell no. They are beautiful and I’m not stupid. They’ll die in a few days anyway. At least I can enjoy them before they start to wilt. It’s bittersweet though.” I place them on the windowsill near the TV.

      Aisha sits back down. “What is?” She places the blanket over herself again.

      “They said it’s a taste of what it would be like if I joined them, to be one of them. It may look all right and appealing but soon it will change. It will fade and turn ugly.” Just like the roses. I take my seat, looking at the flowers one more time before turning on the television.

      “Are you nervous about tomorrow?” she asks me.

      I think it over. I don’t think there is anything they can do that will really surprise me. “Well, they thought about the paint and I handled it. I think they will be trying to think of something cleverer. They are going to try and get me to cave until I do what they really want me to do.” I stretch my arms over my head.

      Aisha looks away for a moment like she is looking for something before she smiles. I know what that smile means; she has thought of something sneaky. “Why don’t you cave in?” Okay, she’s lost it. “Let them do what they have to do for the next couple of days and then you go to them, make it look like they won.”

      I scrunch up my face a little. “And why would I do that?”

      “To get your own back. They said no retaliation. They’re trying to annoy you, saying it’s a punishment, but it’s to get you to join them, but once you join them, you can get inside information. You can mess up their routine. Make them wish they never asked you to be with them. You can annoy them right back without them realizing you are doing it on purpose.”

      I return her smile. “Make them want to stay away from me. In doing so, all this can stop and I can have a quiet life.” This girl really is smart. “You are brilliant.”

      She bows her head. “I know. I just hope you’re a very good actress for the next few days. You are going to have to deal with what comes, bite your tongue, but you don’t want to be too quiet about it. Show you’re not happy, look pissed off. Do what you did today, basically.”

      I can do that.

      Right?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eleven

          

        

      

    

    
      Aisha left mine quite late. We were talking everything over, thinking of all the different scenarios and what I should do if something stupid does happen. I wake up feeling a little less stressed. I can’t believe it's just been a few days and already I am conspiring against people I have just met.

      People who have no boundaries.

      I get changed, go through my normal morning routine. Before I open my front door, I look through the peep hole to see if they are standing there like they were yesterday. But I see nothing. I open the door warily, looking down the corridor, but it's quiet.

      I stand near the elevator, eyeing the stairway, wondering which is best to take. I walk towards the stairs, opening the door, trying to see if I hear any noises, but again, it's all quiet. I decide to take the stairs.

      I try and make sure I’m quiet in case I hear them, then I can run back up and take the lift down. I reach the bottom with no problem, but my moment of relief is washed away when I walk out of the building to see them sitting on the wall.

      They were waiting for me.

      They smile before jumping down and walking towards me.

      “Hello, boys,” I say in a bored voice.

      “Hello, little one.” Axel winks at me.

      “We thought we would walk with you to school,” Lucas says.

      “What, no lifting me up over your shoulder today like a wild caveman?”

      They all chuckle. “Nope. We are just going to walk with you, that’s all.” Elijah grabs my hand but I pull it away.

      I stand in front of them, pointing my finger at each of them. “Listen, I like to have something called personal space. Please don’t touch me.”

      They look at each other, smiling, and all I want to do is smack their smiles off. “But we like touching you.” Axel walks closer to me, and I start to walk backward. “I think yesterday in the library proved that.”

      “You see, you trying to fight us just makes us want you more.” Elijah starts to walk closer to me.

      Lucas looks at me with a glint in his eyes. “I guess there is a fine line between hate and lust.”

      “I think it’s hate and love,” I correct him.

      He strides over to me, walking behind me so I’m now circled in. He leans in, his mouth close to my ear. “I don’t believe in love. It’s a chemical in your brain that makes you think you care about someone so much that you think it’s love. In the beginning, it's always lust. You look at someone, feel that connection, that pull, that need.” His breath tickling my neck, he steps in closer. “Lust is something you want but don’t need. Again, there’s a fine line between lust and hate. You are proof of that, little one.”

      I turn my head, our mouths are so close. His eyes are on my lips. “It's too bad that I just hate you then, isn’t it?”

      The heat in his eyes disappears, replaced by inconvenience. “Let's go.” Pushing my shoulder, I elbow him in the stomach, causing him to double over, making his friends laugh.

      “Personal space, bro.” Elijah claps him on the back before joining my side and we walk to campus.

      They talk about the party they have this weekend and who they don’t want showing up. I’m trying to digest everything they say; names, anything that may be useful in the future. I don’t say a word, even though they ask me questions or try and goad me.

      When we reach the parking lot, I’m sure my teeth are grinded raw. I look around for Aisha’s car but I don’t see it. I take out my phone and my eyes widen in horror when I see missed calls and messages from her. She woke up full of cold and she is aching all over.

      How can she be sick?

      She was fine when she left.

      I am stuck in a new school, where I don’t really know anyone, and now I’m by myself. This is what I was expecting on my first day, and for the rest of the semester, to be on my own, but Aisha turned into my safety net.

      I control my facial features as I don’t want them to see there is something wrong. I’m sure they will figure out that she isn’t here at some point but I’m hoping it's not until later. I know those girls I met in cafeteria, Mandy and Trisha, told me I could sit with them, but with the guys bringing me into school the way they did, the disappointment I saw from a few of the girls who were thanking me the day prior, I’m not too sure if I’m still welcome.

      We walk in through the main doors and just like they planned it, Lucas and Elijah entwine their hands with mine. I try and pull my arms back but they grip harder, their nails digging in a little to my skin.

      “Get off me,” I grind out.

      “No can do, little one. This touching thing obviously annoys you, and I think giving people the wrong idea is just bittersweet. I hope you are basking in our inner circle.” Lucas bops my nose with his finger and I almost try and bite if off like a dog.

      We walk down the corridor hand in hand, and of course, everyone stares. I notice a few people taking photos. I try and head to my class but I’m pulled back. They don’t release me. “We’re walking together, beautiful.” Axel wraps his arms around me from behind, his crotch against my ass. “God, you smell so good.” He inhales me.

      I hate that I have to deal with this bullshit.

      I am going to get my payback.

      I’m going to make sure they pay. If I have to wait until after I graduate, so be it, but I will make sure I hurt them where it hurts most.

      True to their word, they walk me to class. They actually walk me to my seat, and Elijah sneakily kisses my cheek before walking away.

      I hear murmurs around me, but I try and ignore it, but when I see someone sit next to me, I groan, rolling my eyes. Kimberly. She’s not even in this class.

      I would know if she was.

      “Thought this would be a good time to catch you.” She crosses her legs, placing her hands in her lap, well-poised, her face showing no emotion, but it’s all in her eyes. If looks could kill, I know I would be six feet under. “I know the boys are seeing you as their new plaything. Something new and shiny, but that’s all they see you as. A toy. Something for them to play with until they get bored and throw you away in the trash.”

      I hate how cliché popular girls are. I have also lost count of how many times I have heard similar lines and warnings. “Listen, if I could make them leave me alone, I would. It's not like I’m enjoying any of this. You sitting here right now, trying to intimidate me, it's pointless. No matter what I do or say, they won’t leave me the fuck alone until, like you said, they get bored and move on with their meaningless lives.”

      I can see my words make her falter. I can see her working out what she should say next. “I guess we’re on the same page. I want you away and you want yourself away. So, I want to know what they actually want. What do they want from you?”

      I tell her the ultimatum they gave me. I know she wasn’t pleased about the sex part. I see her jaw getting tighter with each passing word.

      “Fuck this shit,” she says under her breath. “I don’t want you at our table, our parties. Like hell are you sleeping with any of them.” She crosses her arms. “Those boys don’t give up. I know the harder you push them, the harder they will push back. Stupid, stupid assholes.”

      Yeah, she doesn’t like any of those options either. “Now you can see why I’m stuck, so if you want to leave me alone, as I have enough annoying people in my life right now.”

      She uncrosses her legs and leans in close to me. “I get that you’re new here but you have been warned. Don’t talk to me like I’m a nobody, like I'm anything like you.” She looks me up and down in disgust. “You think those boys are playing dirty, but they can do a lot worse, and so can I. You don’t want to mess with me or I will make your time here a living nightmare. I will make you wish you never stepped foot in this school.” She looks me straight in the eye. She is about to stand but she pushed a button, a button I don’t like being pressed.

      Before she fully stands, I grip her hair, pulling her down, causing to her crouch a little and I lean towards her. “I get that you think you are the queen around here and all these people are here to serve you, but I don’t like being threatened. You think I won’t fight back, I will. Don’t speak to me like I’m someone you can squish. It’s not my fault you’re jealous that those boys are bored with you, that they treat you like an inconvenience in their lives. Now run along before I pull your hair extensions out.” I release her hair and she almost topples forward.

      She holds the side of her head, looking at me. I just glare right back at her. “You have no idea what you have just done.”

      “I’m sure you are going to show me.” She doesn’t reply but just walks away. I sit there, my leg starting to bounce. I place my hand on top of it to stop the shaking.

      I think I have just gained a new enemy.

      I grab my phone and quickly message Aisha, telling her I hope she gets better soon and I will fill her in once I’m home and away from prying ears, but I’m sure she will see the photos of my grand entrance this morning soon enough.

      When it reaches lunchtime, I debate going to the cafeteria. I obviously can’t hide out in the library. I would sit in the girls’ bathroom until my next class but why should I hide?

      I walk in to the cafeteria and grab a can of Coke and a bag of chips. I pay and then wonder where I should sit. I look over to the popular table and I cock my head to the side, surveying them.

      Fuck it.

      Today has already gone downhill. Let's see what more damage I can cause. A part of me is curious what will happen if I do join them. I guess I’m about to find out. I notice a space next to Elijah and I sit, opening my can and taking a sip before I look around the table.

      They are all staring at me. I place my drink down. Elijah is smiling from ear to ear. Axel needs to stop looking at me like he is picturing me naked. Lucas is looking at me with suspicious eyes. Kimberly’s face is turning red.

      Elijah leans in and whispers to me, “So, have you decided to join us?”

      I shake my head. “Nope.” I pop the p. “I just didn’t know where to sit, and because you boys seem to enjoy my company so much, I thought I would save you some time. So please continue with your conversation.” I wave my hand for them to continue.

      The table is silent until a few guys start talking and again. It's about the party they’re going to at the weekend. I’m circling the top of my can with my finger, bored with the conversation, and regretting my decision to sit with them as well as regretting most things since Monday. I’m in my own thoughts until fingers are clicking in front of my face. I look up to see a guy with shaggy blonde hair that covers his eyes speaking to me.

      “Sorry, what?”

      “Are you going to their party?” the guy asks me.

      I look to the guys, waiting for them to answer for me, but they don’t. They wait for my response. “I don’t really do parties.”

      “See, she doesn’t want to go so can we move on from this…” Kimberly gets interrupted.

      “You have to come. Just think, it's just below you.” Elijah nudges my shoulder with his. “At least you won’t be waking up Lucas with your stomping.” He chuckles.

      Lucas is just staring at me with his arms crossed, leaning back. I look away, facing the guy in front of me.

      “I don’t do well at parties.” And I plan to be having a movie night with Aisha if she feels well enough.

      Fuck it, I will go to her, even if she’s still ill.

      “Are you a party animal?” the shaggy blonde hair guy hollers. “I bet you know how to really party.” He leans forward on his elbows so he is closer to me. “I think you should go.”

      I open my mouth, about to reply, when Lucas clears his throat. We look his way and this time Lucas’ stare is at his friend who sits back. “She will be there,” he says before standing up.

      I stand up too, striding over to him and blocking his way. I place my hands on my hips, looking up at him. “Oh, she will be there, will she? I don’t think I’ll go to your orgy fest, thank you very much. As I said, I don’t do parties.”

      He smiles. “I know. That’s why you are going. You really need to stop giving yourself away, little one. You make it way too easy to mess with you. Besides, do you want my friends to be knocking on your door throughout the night, intoxicated?” He tries to walk around me but I block him again.

      “I thought the point was to annoy me, not mess with me.”

      He shrugs. “It's basically the same thing. I hope you have something that shows more skin. I like my women to dress up at my parties.”

      “I am not yours.”

      “You keep thinking that.”

      He tries to walk around me again. He takes a step. I quickly move my foot out and he trips over it, stumbling before he balances himself. I press my hand to my mouth. “Oops, sorry. I think I had a spasm. I should go and get it checked.” I move my hand and smile sweetly at him.

      He stomps over, towering over me. “You really need to stop showing me up around everyone. You think what I’m doing is annoying? I can make things more unbearable.”

      “Oh, yeah, your Kimmy already filled me in. I know if you really put your two brain cells together you could do something that would really piss me off, that will make me angry so that all I would want to do is wait until you’re asleep before I cut your balls off with a blunt knife.” I pause for effect. “But that’s all it would ever make me feel. Pissed off. You see, I don’t break that easily. And with your she-dog also wanting to torment me, it will just harden me up even more.”

      This time I try and walk away but he grips onto my arm, pulling me into him. “She says she is going to torment you?”

      Why does he care? They are on the same team. “Yeah. She gave me a nice speech about how she will make my life hell also, only because she doesn’t like the options you gave me either, but as she can’t take it out on you, she is going to take it out on me. I guess she doesn’t like that you three boys’ attention is all on little old me.” I press my hand to my chest.

      “If she messes with you, you tell me.”

      “Why? Won’t it be double the treatment if she finds ways to try and hurt me? Girls like her try and break your self-esteem, your self-worth. It will be exactly what you want.

      He grips my chin, but not tightly. He lifts my head so his eyes are on mine. “Only me and the boys can mess with you. You are ours, do you understand that? I will tell her so.”

      I hated when they classified me as theirs before, but this time, his voice is softer, his touch gentle. It causes a strange feeling inside me.

      “I’m not yours.” But my voice is also quieter.

      He doesn’t let me go. His eyes have pinned me into place. His thumb strokes my jaw. I close my eyes, shaking away whatever I was feeling and step away. He places his hands to his sides. I look at the table to see them all watching us.

      The whole cafeteria is watching.

      I don’t say another word but I walk away. I know they are in my class but I need to get away from them.

      I just need to wait until after the weekend and then I will join their group, but I will be silent. I will gather information. I will try and be invisible. I will try and be boring.

      The sooner I get them away from me, the better.

      But images of Lucas enter my mind.

      I know he isn’t going to let this party thing go now.
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      I spend the rest of lunch outside sitting on the grass. I wanted to call Aisha but I know she needs her rest. I will fill her in when I know she is feeling better. I just hope it’s a twenty-four-hour bug thing.

      A few girls, who I recognize from talking to me on Monday, walk past, and I can see the hesitation about whether they should speak to me or not, but obviously, the latter wins.

      When I enter class, I head to my usual seat when I’m lifted from the ground and placed in Axel’s lap. I slap his hands and chest before sliding into the empty seat next to him and, of course, Lucas is sitting on the other side of me.

      Elijah blows me a kiss before sitting on the other side of Axel. “What do you think you’re doing?” I try and stand up, but Axel and Lucas grab my arms and pull me back down.

      “We know your bestie is off sick so we thought we would be your new class buddies for the time being. I hope you take good notes, little one, as I’m going to enjoy being this close to you, to feel your heat radiating from you. I won’t be able to pay attention.” His eyes trail my body.

      I scoff at him. “You three are so immature.”

      “Says you who has a comeback for everything we do or say.” Elijah leans forward, looking at me before sitting back in his seat.

      I bite my lip, trying not to have a comeback for that. He has got me there. I do like having the last word. I sit watching people walk up the steps, getting to their seats, seeing me sitting where I’m sitting.

      I realize this is what it's going to be like when I say I will join them. I bet they are sneakily trying to make me join without me even realizing that they’re doing it. But today at lunch was all me, so maybe I’m overthinking that.

      I don’t think they are enough smart to think of that.

      I know I’m immature; it comes with the territory with me. But these three are just idiots.

      I take out my laptop, starting it up, and I try and pay attention to what the professor says. I am a fast typist, but I have him recorded in case I miss anything.

      I’m concentrating when I feel a hand on my leg. I turn to Axel who is staring forward, his facial features impassive but his fingers are stroking along my thigh. I grab his hand, stopping him, then it’s a tug of war trying to pull him away from me.

      He finally gives in and pulls his hand back. I lean forward a little so I’m putting some distance between us. I close my eyes for a moment before I start typing again. My body freezes when I feel two sets of hands on the bottom of my back, stroking along my skin softly.

      I try and swat their hands away but they don’t let up, I hate that my body is starting to shiver from their contact. I sit back but I jump when Lucas and Axel pin my legs open. I try and sit forward but I can’t. I try and push them at the same time without drawing attention to myself but I’m trapped.

      I look around me but no one is looking our way at the moment. I think unless someone was really looking they wouldn’t see what they are doing. They both lean their bodies so they’re facing me more but their eyes are faced forward. They use their spare hands to glide along my thigh, reaching higher and higher to a place they better not dare touch.

      I whisper to them to stop but they don’t listen to me. They then start to squeeze my upper legs, massaging me there, going higher and higher, and when I think they will touch me in my personal area, they move away from it.

      They keep doing it, even though I try and close my legs. It starts to feel really good. My body starts to betray me and enjoy their touch, the feel of them and the ache I felt yesterday at the library with Axel starts.

      I can feel the heat rise from my chest to my face. I think I’ve stopped fighting them. I just sit there, biting my lip, looking straight ahead. I crouch down a little, and once I do, I regret it. It opens me open even wider to them.

      I can’t believe they’re touching me like this in a full classroom of students and a professor teaching. A pulsing starts, and all I want to do is close my legs even more. I’m trying to control my breathing.

      When the class is dismissed. I push them away as hard as I can. I stand up, grabbing my things, glaring at them both. I’m expecting to see smirks but they aren’t smiling. They’re looking at me with hooded eyes. I don’t mean to but I can see the outline of their erections.

      They were turned on?

      They were turned on by touching me, even though it was me feeling it all. I have no words. If they were smirking, I would have used anger but I was not expecting this.

      I run out of the room. I run past students, bumping into people, but I run until I reach the girls’ bathroom. I walk to the far wall, pressing my head against the cold tile.

      I’m fucked up.

      Why did I enjoy that?

      They went over the line by doing that.

      But I think they weren’t expecting that outcome as I could see the confusion in their eyes also. I hate them. I really do, but they are starting to get under my skin.

      These men, these strangers, stand for everything I hate.

      I just can’t wait for this day to finally end.

      During the last classes, I avoided them. I made sure they had no chance to make me sit with them again. When we get dismissed, I can’t leave fast enough. Instead of heading straight out, I go to the library.

      I know they will think I will be heading home, but I’m going to wait here for an hour. Hopefully, they will think they just missed me.

      I sit in eyesight of the librarian. I’m not being on my own. I take out my recorder and type up the stuff I blanked out when I was getting felt up.

      After forty-five minutes, I pack up my things and head home. I take a slow walk, listening to The Greatest Showman soundtrack. I let the words take over me. When I reach the building, I take in a deep breath and walk up the stairs until I reach my floor. When I get to my door, there is a note stuck to it.

      I take it down, walking inside. I place my things on the breakfast island. I flop on the couch, and the first thing I look at is the roses. They never even brought up the flowers, asking if I got them or even liked them.

      I open the note for it to tell me that they will see me in the morning.

      Oh, no they won’t. I am leaving thirty minutes early.

      They can’t tell me what to do.

      I have an early night. I message Aisha, asking if she’s okay and if she’s feeling better, then I go straight to sleep when my head hits the pillow. It doesn’t take long until darkness takes over and I pass out into a deep sleep.

      I wake up in a daze. I notice it’s still night time and I look at my phone to see I have a message from Aisha but it's on silent. Something woke me up and I don’t know what. I close my eyes, ready to get more sleep, when I hear a banging noise on my front door.

      I drag my heavy body out of bed, shuffling to the door. I open it to see Elijah standing there. Well, swaying. He smiles when he sees me, but I notice his eyes are bloodshot and he looks like he has been crying.

      “Hey, beautiful.” He slurs. “Even in your nightwear, you look like an angel. So pretty. So pure.” A tear slides down his cheek.

      Something inside me calls out to him, to look after him. I walk to his side, taking his arm and wrapping it around my shoulder, while I hold onto his waist, bringing him inside. We walk over to the couch, and he sits down sluggishly.

      I walk over to the kitchen, turning on the kettle and getting him a glass of water. I walk over and see him bent over, his arms leaning on his knees. I place the drink on the table, rubbing his back.

      Something has happened. I can see the pain in his eyes.

      He sits up straighter turning to me, his eyes piercing mine. I have seen him as a jokester. He's the playful one, but right now, he looks sad, a little broken. I know what it's like to be just that.

      “Why are you being so nice to me? I thought you would have slammed the door on my face.” He hiccups on the last word.

      I grab the water and place it in his hands. “In normal circumstances, I would have, especially since you disturbed my beauty sleep.” I try and joke to ease the atmosphere.

      He takes a sip, looking at me. “You don’t need beauty sleep. You are already beautiful.” His voice is soft. “So, because you see me like this, you let me in? Even though me and my friends are tormenting you?”

      “I’m not going to send you away like this, even though you and your friends are assholes. I just want to make sure you’re okay.” We go silent. “Are you okay?”

      He snorts. “Now that is the million-dollar question.” He takes another sip. I hear the kettle so I stand but he takes hold of my hand. “Thank you.”

      I give him a nod and I make him a coffee while I opt for tea.

      I set our drinks down and wait for him to say something, anything. I want to know why he is upset, but I don’t want to pry. It's not my business to ask but I don’t want him to go until I know he is going to be okay.

      “It's my mother’s anniversary,” he says. “She died three years ago.” Oh, shit. I didn’t expect that. “We were so close. Dad is always working, but Mom was just always there. One day she was coming back from getting her hair done as she was going to this grand charity ball and she wanted to look her best, even though she always looked her best. On her way back, a drunk driver crashed into her. She died instantly. The drunk driver lived, just a few broken bones and bruises, but that son of a bitch lived while my mother… my mother…” His lips shake, more tears falling down his cheeks.

      I pull him to me, and he cries into my chest, tugging on my tank. I stroke his hair, trying to comfort him. I wonder why he came here, why here came to me. But I guess because I don’t really know him, and he doesn’t really know me, sometimes it's better to offload to a stranger than to someone you know.

      We stay like that until he stops. I keep stroking his hair, telling him that it will be okay, even though I don’t know if it will be for him. I can’t imagine losing my mother. I know it would break my heart if she was no longer here.

      Elijah finally sits up a little, looking at me. I use my thumbs to wipe away his tears. I stroke his cheeks, smiling softly at him. He looks into my eyes, searching for something. Then he leans in and presses his lips to mine.

      The kiss is so soft and gentle. When his mouth moves, I follow his lead, I close my eyes, kissing him back. It's just for a few moments before he pulls back. We just look at one another.

      Right now, I feel closer to him. He’s broken. He is never going to feel whole. That is the connection that’s wrapping around us both, but I know that connection will soon end. Come tomorrow, he will hide away behind his friends, his jokes and laughs.

      “I’m sorry I woke you,” he whispers.

      “It's okay,” I whisper back.

      He moves so his head is in my lap. I grab the blanket I left yesterday over him. I clumsily grab the remote from the coffee table, putting on Netflix when I sit back. I just stroke his hair while I put a comedy on.

      He soon falls asleep. I can hear is breathing coming steadily. I don’t really want to move in case I wake him and I don’t want him to be on his own either in case he wakes up upset again. I decide to sleep as I am. I close my eyes, letting the TV be background noise, but it doesn’t take long until I manage to fall asleep again.
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      I groan when I feel something move me a little. When I feel it again, I wake up, opening my heavy eyes to see I’m lying down on the couch. I remember I was sitting up. It takes a moment for my brain to start working but then I realize Elijah is lying behind me, spooning me. I turn a little to see he is still fast asleep. I must have somehow moved at some point.

      I feel his arm around my middle, pulling my body close to him like he is holding onto me for dear life. I try and slide myself out but then I feel his arm tighten and I know I must have woken him.

      I turn around so we’re facing each other and he gives me a little smile. “You didn’t have to stay here. You could have gone to bed,” he tells me.

      “I didn’t want to leave you on your own. How are you feeling?”

      He closes his eyes for a moment. “I have a headache, my mouth feels dry, and I feel a little embarrassed.” He chuckles.

      I smile. “You have some water here and some cold coffee.” I point my thumb behind me. “I have some painkillers too.” I try and move but again he takes hold of me, stopping me.

      He clears his throat. “I’m sorry I put my problems on you. The guys know I always end up drunk on this date but I normally stay in. I drink then pass out. I don’t know why I came up here.”

      I take hold of his hand. “I think you needed someone to just be there for you. You needed a little comfort.”

      “Yeah, maybe. But to a new girl.” He shakes his head.

      “It's fine. Now let me go and get you some fresh coffee and those painkillers. If you want to use the bathroom, just help yourself to what you need.” I smile and he leans in and presses a small kiss to my lips.

      “Thank you.”

      I stand up, walking to the kitchen, making us some hot drinks. I also decide to make some bacon and eggs. I’m setting up the breakfast island when he comes out and he’s wearing last night’s clothes but he has showered.

      He takes a seat and I place his breakfast in front of him with coffee and fresh orange juice. I take a seat opposite him and start to dive in. I put a forkful of egg into my mouth to see him watching me and I can feel my cheeks flush. “You don’t like the food?” I say behind my hand.

      “I just wasn’t expecting this, that’s all. If you asked me yesterday at school if I would be sat here having breakfast with you, I would have laughed.”

      I chuckle. “Yeah, don’t get used to it. I don’t want you to think I will be your own personal cook or anything. I know you’re going to go back to your dickish ways so enjoy this while you can.”

      “Is dickish even a word?” he asks me, laughing.

      “It is now.” I take a bite of bacon before taking a large sip of juice. We sit there in comfortable silence while we eat and then I go and get myself ready. I thought he may have gone by the time I came back out but he is in the kitchen, washing the dishes. “You didn’t have to do that,” I tell him.

      “I was told the person who cooked shouldn’t do the cleaning up. Plus, I don’t mind.” He finishes up with the plates and pans and walks over to me, pulling me in for a hug. “Thank you again for everything you’ve done.” He starts scratching the back of his neck. He looks around the room sheepishly. “I feel like I’m going to be a dick now, but once I leave, when I’m back with my friends…”

      I nod. “I understand. You have a reputation to protect. I get it. I know you will do something that will make me hate you again so it's all good. I’m just glad you’re okay.”

      He gives me a smile but I know it’s forced. “I kind of wish we met under different circumstances, and that my family wasn’t who they are. It’s just… things are expected from me.”

      “You don’t have to explain.” I take hold of his hands. “Once we part ways, it will be like this didn’t happen. Back to reality.” I grab my things and we both head out. I know he needs to go change his clothes and I told myself I was leaving early anyway. But I don’t tell him that.

      I can’t divulge information he may use on me.

      Even after last night.

      We head down the elevator. I can see him fighting with himself. When the doors open to his floor, he is about to take a step out when he pulls me into a hug, holding me tightly. We stand there, just holding one another. I feel like he doesn’t want to let me go. Then we hear a cough, and we turn to see Axel and Lucas standing there.

      Axel looks intrigued while Lucas’s face looks like thunder.

      “We were worried about you. We checked in on you to see your place empty,” Lucas starts. “But I guess you were with company.” He looks between us.

      I take a step back, my face warm. I’m unsure if I should say anything, but I don’t know what to say. I turn to Elijah and his face goes from sad to playful and smirking.

      “I got a little drunk and thought I would try my luck with her. Too bad I passed out on her couch before I could charm her panties off her.” He turns, blowing me a kiss.

      Lucas is really glaring at him. “Then why were you two hugging so intimately?”

      “Because he threw up all over the bathroom floor. He was in a state. I gave him a hug to make sure he was okay. He made an idiot out of himself and I was just consoling him that he is still a dick but I’m happy he didn’t drink himself to death.” The words are just flowing from my mouth. Once I use the word drink and death, I almost cringe at myself.

      I notice the words hitting Elijah. His body tenses.

      Shit.

      “Fine. Well, go clean yourself up, man. You look like shit.” Axel claps his shoulder. “So, did anything go down?” I hear him ask Elijah while they start to walk down the corridor.

      I sigh when I hear him say that nothing happened as he was too wasted. Lucas stays where he is, just watching me, and when the doors start to close he takes a step forward, using his arm to keep them open.

      “I know something happened. You may think I’m stupid, but trust me, I’m not.” His body slumps a little. “I knew he was vulnerable. I guess he went to you. Whatever happened, thank you for looking after my friend.” I am taken aback. He is being sincere.

      I wrap my arms around myself, hugging myself. “It's okay.”

      He walks in farther, towering over me, his eyes then changing, going darker. “It doesn’t change things though. Things are still the same. We will see you at school.” He walks backward, the doors close, and I groan out into the empty space.

      Yup, wouldn’t it have been easy if he dropped this because I did a good act, but no.

      Today is Friday. Then I will be free from them.

      I am not staying here over the weekend. I am not having drunk college boys know where I live and getting tempted to come knocking.
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      On the walk to campus, I call Aisha, praying to almighty God that she is feeling better and that she will be in school today. We were meant to be having our movie night tonight, after this week, I really want some downtime.

      No drama.

      No guys.

      It just rings out, so she is either driving to school or her phone is on silent while she sleeps, still sick.

      I send her a message, asking if she is okay. I also tell her that I’m early and will be in the library if she’s in today.

      Sighing, I reach the school doors. I walk down the quiet corridors and up the stairs until I reach the place I will hide out until classes start, but when I reach the library, I groan when I see that it's closed.

      Why is it closed?

      Surely there are students who may want to catch up on some work or get a book before class even starts. I take hold of the handles, shaking then, hoping the doors will open by just pure will, but nope. I even look through the tiny windows but it’s all dark inside.

      Where am I meant to go now?

      I guess I could take a walk around. I have only seen so much of this place.

      I start dragging my feet, looking into classrooms. I find where the teachers’ lounge is, and the swimming pool, which I need to get the timetable for as I would like to take advantage of that.

      I’m still walking around when I freeze in my tracks as I hear Axel’s voice. I peek around the corner to see all three of them with a group of their friends that I recognize from around the lunch table. I stay where I am, but when I hear my name mentioned, my ears prick up.

      I knew they would plan something.

      Their voices are muffled; I look around again to see they have gone into the boys’ locker room. I run over on my tiptoes, making sure my heels don’t click on the tiled floor. I open the door a little, trying to see where they actually are.

      I wonder if I can sneak in without getting seen.

      If they’re talking about me, I want to know what it’s about.

      I open the door a little bit more, poking my head in, searching around. All I see is rows of lockers and benches. I squeeze through the door, holding my breath. I can hear them talking not far away. I walk over to a set of lockers and stay there.

      Okay, what do I do now?

      You are an idiot. You are so going to get caught.

      I notice a wall which I assume is the shower area. I can easily hide there. Taking a deep breath, I close my eyes for a moment. I keep my body low then run over, crouching down behind the shower wall. I feel like I’m on Mission Impossible. I can hear them even better from here. I have to tell myself to calm down; all I’m hearing is my beating heart pounding through my ears.

      “Aren’t you bored of her yet? She isn’t going to back down, anyone can see that. The more you push, the more she pushes back. If you ask me, I wouldn’t bother,” a guy speaks up.

      “Well, I’m not asking you,” Lucas growls at him. “I am not backing down until every single person in this school knows no one messes with us. Especially not one annoying little girl.”

      I am not little.

      I’m not that annoying.

      It’s them who are annoying me.

      “Maybe he’s right,” Elijah says softly. My body softens. “I think she knows who the big bad wolf is around here now. Let's just move on from this.”

      I hear footsteps. “Just because you’ve gone soft on her. One drunken night in her presence and you want to pack it in. Let her get away with how she treated me. You know no one messes with me and gets away with it.”

      “Yeah, man. If we let her go, then what? Back to our boring everyday lives? I found this week so much more interesting with her in it. I am not ready for all this to stop. I like how feisty she is. When do you think she will cave and join our little group? I’m ready to get closer to her,” Axel says cockily.

      Like hell he will.

      “None of us is fucking her,” Lucas says sternly.

      I hear Axel huff.

      “It’s because we have more of a chance with her than you do,” Elijah says in a chirpy voice. I can picture him smiling smugly at Lucas.

      “No one is fucking her,” Lucas says again.

      Like any of them have a chance to.

      Even though you grinded against Axel’s cock, let Lucas and Axel feel you up in class, and kissed Elijah.

      “So what is your great plan to lure her into joining our little group? Even though I think she never will. She would rather take our bullshit than be anywhere near us. She despises us. You can see the disgust in her eyes when we’re around her,” Elijah tells him.

      “Yeah, I have been thinking about that. She is a fighter. I think she will handle whatever we throw at her, but what about her friend? Aisha won’t be able to take it. When Lucille sees her little friend going through so much hurt, she will step in.”

      Oh, fuck no.

      I want to come out of my hiding place and kick his ass.

      It’s gone silent.

      “Shit, that’s harsh, man. Aisha has always kept her nose clean when it comes to us. She follows the rules. I think you’re taking it a little too far,” one guy says.

      “Says the guy who fucks anything with a pussy and breaks their hearts,” Lucas shouts at him.

      “You do the fucking same, so don’t you dare try and make me the bad guy. Girls in this school know what they are getting themselves into. They say yes. It’s not my fault if they fall for me!”

      They are all dicks.

      I hear a thump like someone is being pushed against a locker. “I think you’re forgetting who you’re talking to. You all listen to me. You do as I say. If you have a problem with that, there’s the door. No one is stopping you, but good luck with your future if you do walk.”

      “Lucas, let him go,” Elijah tells him.

      “Does anyone have a problem with how I’m running things? Speak now!” Lucas roars. No one says a word. “I am not letting one girl think she can get away with treating me with disrespect. Once she joins our group, does a few little errands, then we will go back to normal. As long as she stays in line after.” He pauses. “Starting Monday, I want you all to start messing with Aisha. Be creative. Make sure that Lucille sees it or gets wind of it.” Then I hear footsteps and the door opening and closing.

      All this because I poured water over him.

      And yeah, I elbowed him.

      But, fuck me, he really is power-mad.

      I stand up, my knees feeling a little numb. When I don’t hear anything, I walk around the wall, thinking I will be alone, but I stop where I am when I see Lucas standing there on the opposite side of me with his arms crossed, smirking.

      How did he know I was there?

      “Did you enjoy the show?”

      Wait, I’m confused. He put all that on for my sake? “How did you know I was there?”

      He takes a step forward, coming closer to me. “I saw you run to your hiding place. Next time, don’t make it that obvious.”

      “Then why did you say all that?”

      He chuckles. “I wanted to know if your stubborn ass would come out and kick off with that big mouth of yours, or if you would actually stay. I honestly thought you would come out all guns blazing.” He stops when he’s in front of me, looking down at me. “You have more restraint than I thought.

      “So, you aren’t going to mess with Aisha?”

      “Oh, we are. I don’t care if you know or not. They have been given their orders. Come Monday, if she is well enough, of course, her life is going to go from boring to her wishing she never met you.” I see the glint in his eyes.

      I feel my blood boiling. There’s me thinking I’m fucked up in the head when this one is just sadistic. I raise my hand, ready to slap him, call him every name under the sun. I don’t care about the consequences of this. It will be worth it. I am ready to swing, but he catches my wrist before I have time to make contact with his face.

      He smiles at me. How dare he smile? I try and pull my arm back, but he grips it hard. “Get the fuck off me.” I grit through my teeth.

      He pulls me into him, leaning in. “Why? So you can try and hit me again?”

      I step onto my tiptoes so I’m closer to his face. “Let me go or I promise you that you will regret it.”

      “Bring it on, little one.”

      I scream. I start hitting his chest with my other hand and it's like hitting a stone wall. He takes hold of my other arm. I’m wiggling, trying to get free. I probably look like a crazy woman right now. “Get off, asshole,” I shriek.

      He starts dragging me to where I was hiding. I pull back, putting some weight down onto my feet but he is much stronger than I am. He lets go of one of my arms to turn on the shower, and I try even harder to get away. The water descends and when I’m pushed under it, it rains down on my hair and body.

      He starts laughing, and I use all my might, grabbing on to his shirt, pulling him under with me so we both get wet. We both stand there, me huffing, but he is calm. My chest is rising up and down. His eyes are pinned on me, glaring, and then his mouth is on mine.

      He pins me to the wall, kissing me harshly. His lips are soft but there is nothing soft about this. The strange thing is, I kiss him back. I kiss him just as angrily. It’s like our hate for each other is through this physical action.

      He lifts me, my legs wrapping around him, him pressing his erection into my aching pussy. His hands are roaming all over me, feeling every bit of me. I run my fingers through his hair, gripping the back.

      Water is still flowing down us; it’s like we can’t get enough. He pushes his erection further into me. I moan into his mouth, wanting so much more. I fist his shirt, wanting to rip it off so I can feel his skin.

      We stop when we hear the door bang open. I look into his eyes, seeing any regret, but I see none, all I see is heat and want.. I know this needs to stop. I need to get back to hating him again, but right now, my body has taken over.

      Fuck it.

      I cover his lips with mine once again. He doesn’t stop it or push me away. I just want one minute, then I will stop this.

      Just one more minute.

      I hear voices but it’s just white noise to me. I wrap my arms around his neck, pulling his mouth closer to mine, trying to squeeze him into me, like I want him to climb inside my body.

      My head is screaming for me to stop. It repeats the same word over and over, but it’s so faint, I ignore it. His hands lift my dress up a little further, feeling his covered dick against my soaked panties. Feeling it more against my core.

      All he would have to do is push my underwear aside and he could fuck me right here and now.

      I shouldn’t be thinking like this.

      I hear a locker slam and I’m brought out of my foggy daze. I pull back, setting my feet down onto the ground, straightening up my dress, the material clinging to my body. I see his eyes appraising me. He licks his lips. My eyes go straight to the movement, and he takes a step forward.

      I want him to kiss me again.

      His eyes pierce mine, going dark. It’s like he can read my mind.

      “I need to go,” I whisper.

      He doesn’t stop me. He doesn’t move.

      A part of me wants him to say something.

      Anything.

      But would it make a difference if he did?

      Would I stay?

      I walk out of the shower area, and I see guys getting changed. A few whistle at me while some cover up their bodies. I lift my hand, giving them the finger before walking out and heading to the girls’ locker room to get into dry clothes. Thank God I brought spare ones when I did.

      I take off my wet clothes, placing them in my gym bag. I get dressed in my black jeans and black tank. I quickly tie my hair up into a messy bun, not caring that it’s still wet. I look in the mirror to see my face is flushed and my lips are a little swollen. I have been here for five days and I have let three different guys, who I hate, get intimately close to me.

      Something is wrong with me.

      I think it’s me who needs a good slap.

      I am dreading what the rest of the semester will be like. Then I remembered what Lucas said. He will leave me alone if I join them. Aisha did tell me to, starting Monday. Good thing I already agreed to do it because I wouldn’t let anyone hurt her.

      I look at my phone to see my class is already halfway through. Great. Not like I need any more problems. I am just going to sneak in. If they say anything, I will just mention it’s that time of the month, that I had cramps. Hopefully nothing gets said though.

      I walk straight to class, taking my seat. I look at the spare one next to me. Aisha is still ill, which means tonight is cancelled. I will still visit her though. I’m sure she would like the company, and I will bring her some chicken noodle soup too.

      I just need the day to be over with.

      All I want lately are the days to hurry up and finish.

      I’m wishing my life away.
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      Thank God I record my classes because my mind is elsewhere. Doesn’t take a genius to know why. I have been dwelling on everything and I know what I need to do. I need to stay away from the popular group. Not because they are annoying me, which they are, but because they are getting under my skin.

      They are disrupting my thoughts.

      I need to hurry and end all this.

      When lunchtime comes, I walk to the cafeteria with determination. I’m hoping I can look at each of the guys in the eye without faltering. I need to keep my emotions hidden. Just be blank, give nothing away.

      I walk straight to their usual table and of course, everyone is already present. I take the spare seat, clasping my hands on the table. I clear my throat wanting everyone’s attention. When three sets of eyes set on mine, already I can feel my body heating up.

      An image of all three of them kissing my neck enters my head. I shake that away.

      Where the fuck did that come from?

      I cough a little then gather my momentum. “I’ve been thinking. I want all this nonsense to stop. All I want is to stay away from each of you. I want you to stay away from me.” I pause. The guys continue to stare at me. “I know the only way to do that faster is to choose the option where I join your group.”

      Axel smiles, sitting back. Elijah turns to Lucas and Lucas is watching me carefully. “What made you change your mind?” Lucas asks me.

      I lick my lips as they start to feel a little dry, and when his eyes look at the movement, I look down at my hands before facing him again. “You all being in my face every day, finding ways to annoy me could drag out. At least this way, the sooner I have done my part, paid off my debt, it will be done. But I have things that need to be obeyed. My own rules.”

      Lucas waves his hand. “Go on.”

      “You leave Aisha alone. She does not get involved with any of this.”

      “Done,” he says automatically.

      I nod. “No pranks. You don’t mess with me. If I join in, you treat me as you would the others.”

      Lucas leans forward. “Then you will have to act how the others do.”

      “Fine.” I’m sure I will regret that one later. “Kimberly stays clear of me and Aisha also. If she does anything to me or her, the deal is broken there and then. I am set free from all ties, and again, you leave me and Aisha alone.”

      Kimberly stands. “This is bullshit. You can’t be taking this seriously.”

      “Done,” Lucas stays sternly, looking at her before looking at me. “Anything else?”

      “None of you try to sleep with me.” My voice shakes a little on the last part.

      All three of them stay quiet. Lucas sits back, squinting at me, his jaw set.

      “That is unfair.” Axel pouts, pretending to look hurt.

      “Have you slept with them?” I ask, pointing to Kimberly and her two wannabes. All three of them glare at me.

      “They don’t count.” Axel waves them off.

      “I am not your toy. I’m not a challenge for you. This is only for two weeks and then you can make a huge scene where you kick me out.”

      “Why two weeks?” Elijah asks.

      I shrug. “I think that’s long enough, don’t you? Then after, I leave you alone, and you leave me alone. We move on with our lives. To you, I will be invisible. A nobody.”

      “Deal,” Kimberly says with a smile on her face.

      I ignore her and look to Lucas. I see him thinking over everything. “As long as you do what is asked of you, the things I would ask any other person in this group to do, we have a deal.” He extends his hand for me to shake.

      “As long as it doesn’t involve sex. Deal.” I quickly shake his hand. Once my hand is in his, an electric current runs through me. We both pull away at the same time. “Great.” I sit back.

      He sits back also and crosses his arms, watching me. I take out my phone to see if Aisha has tried to get in touch, but there’s nothing. I start to send another message when I hear clapping. I look up to see Lucas standing on the table, trying to get everyone’s attention.

      I look around, confused. Everyone stops what they are doing and faces him. “Listen, everyone. As you know, we have strict rules here. You have always followed them until one person arrives and tried to break them.” He looks down at me then looks back to everyone. “You all may have thought things would change, but that’s not going to happen. Lucille.” He says my name but doesn’t look at me this time. He just points to his side. Does he want me to stand up there with him?

      “You need to go up,” Elijah tells me.

      God, I hate when too much attention is on me. Elijah and Axel help me stand next to Lucas; everyone’s eyes are on us. “Lucille has decided to join us. She has learnt what happens if you don’t do as I say. She is now one of us.” He takes hold of my hand, squeezing my fingers. “If she proves her worth, she might even be my queen.”

      Wait, what?

      “What?” Kimberly pushes her chair back, and it tumbles over.

      Lucas leans into my ear. “You are right. I wouldn’t sleep with any of those girls, but I would if had a partner who I saw as my equal.”

      “I didn’t agree to that,” I whisper yell at him.

      “You agreed to whatever I say. I said you may be my queen.” He pulls my hand towards him, making me come in closer. “It also means that no girl will ever go near you once you are out of our group. They will see you as a traitor. That you fell for me, that you are just like any of these women who try to bed me.” He smirks at me.

      He really did think this through. “Two weeks,” I clip out.

      “Two weeks of being mine.” He raises his hand and strokes my cheek with his fingers. To the outside, it may look like a touch of affection, but it’s him thinking he has one over on me.

      “You just have to hope I don’t go behind your back and fuck one of your mates.” I fake smile.

      “You said…”

      I interrupt him. “I said that none of you try and fuck me. I didn’t say anything about me not trying to fuck any of you.” I pat his cheek. “If you can find a loophole, so can I. Isn’t this going to be fun?” I jump down from the table and sit back in my seat.

      He climbs down to and sits in his, scowling at me.

      I stand up, wanting to get something to drink. I am still full from my breakfast and I notice that none of the other girls are eating. I’m about to walk in line when Lucas asks me where I’m going. When I say I’m going for a drink, his face morphs to a sneaky smile.

      “You have to ask someone to get it for you. We don’t get our own lunches.”

      “Ask someone?” My eyes scrunch up a little.

      He points to people close by. “You have to ask them to get your lunch.”

      He has got to be kidding. “That’s a joke, right? I just want a drink. I can get it myself.”

      He tsks at me. “You have to follow our rules, remember?” He is enjoying this way too much. I clear my throat, walking over to the next table, when Lucas grabs my arms, halting me. “You have to call them over.”

      I shake my head. “Excuse me,” I call out to a table of young girls, who look to be freshman. They all look with their eyes wide. “Can you get me a Coke, please?” I try and ask nicely. One stands up, she doesn’t question it, and she walks in line and gets my drink.

      I watch her walk back with it. I reach into my pocket to get money for it, but again, Lucas stops me. “We don’t pay.”

      “I’m not letting a young girl pay for my drink.” Thank God I didn’t want food.

      “Well, that’s just tough luck.” The girl passes me my can and I thank her. She is about to sit back in her seat when Lucas clears his throat. “Ask her to get me a drink also.”

      “Why didn’t you ask when she was getting mine?”

      He stretches his arms behind him, resting the back of his head on his hands. “I wasn’t thirsty then.”

      He is doing this on purpose. I call out for the girl again and ask her to get Lucas a drink. I watch the girl follow orders. I have never felt so awkward in my life. I normally would have stood up to someone like Lucas if I saw this.

      Think about Aisha. Think about having a drama-free semester. Just two weeks.

      Luckily for the rest of lunch, nothing else happens. I did notice Mandy and Trisha walk past me, the two girls who thanked me on Tuesday for standing up to Lucas. I can see the disappointed looks.

      They think I caved.

      Even after, if I try to explain myself to people, no one will believe me. They will think I’m talking shit to save face.

      Once lunch is finished, I stay in my seat. I look down at my hands, feeling like I just signed my soul over to the devil. Maybe in some way I have. How can one minute I can lust over these boys and the next wish I could stab them with a fork?

      I jump when I feel hands on my shoulders. “Welcome to the club,” Lucas says in my ear before walking away. I turn, glowering at his back.

      I finally stand. I walk over to the young girl who got the drinks. She has short brown hair and brown eyes; she has such a childlike face. “I’m sorry about before. I feel bad for what happened.” I hand her some money.

      She shakes her hands at me, pushing the money away. “It’s fine. I don’t want your money.” Her voice shakes.

      “Please just take it. I wouldn’t feel right,” I plead to her.

      “I don’t want to end up in trouble. It will get back to them. They always know everything. Please, just leave me alone.” She grabs her things and runs out, her friends following her. She ran like she was scared.

      Scared of what could happen.

      The popular group must have done things to give people a reason to be scared of them, but I remember back to Aisha telling me to never mess with Kimberly. I bet Kimberly deals with the girls’ side of things. She did want Lucas to break my laptop, so I can imagine her doing shit like that.

      If I knew I wouldn’t get kicked out of here, I would have punched her fake nose by now and kicked the guys in the junk.

      I grab my things from the floor. When I enter the corridor, the boys are standing there waiting for me, watching me. Axel is smiling wickedly, Elijah isn’t showing any kind of emotion, while Lucas doesn’t look impressed with me.
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      “You tried to pay for our drinks even though I told you not to.” He walks over to me, taking hold of my wrist.

      I pull my wrist back. “I couldn’t let her spend her money. It’s not like you’re not rich enough.”

      “That’s not the point.” He points his finger in my face. “You said you will follow our rules, be how we are. If you are already ready to break our agreement, I have no problem in breaking it also.”

      I huff at him, crossing my arms. “Fine. I will try harder.”

      “Good. Now, let’s go.”

      I follow them, looking at the ground; I don’t want to be looking at them. When we reach class, we walk up the steps. They take their seats, and when I try and take my usual one, they call me over, pointing at the spare one.

      Flashbacks of yesterday, of them feeling my legs, enter my mind. I stride over to them, crossing my arms again, giving each of them a look. “Remember you have to treat me like you would those girls of yours, so no touching. No repeat of yesterday.”

      “You wound me, girl. I kind of wish you didn’t cave so soon.” Axel slouches down in his chair.

      I look at Lucas who doesn’t say a word but just looks at his phone. I take my seat and take out my things. Once class starts, I feel uneasy all the way through. I just expect them to do something, but they don’t.

      Once we are dismissed, my shoulders start to ache. I’m building up way too much tension. I need to see where the closest massage parlor is at, as I feel I’m going to need to go regularly.

      The rest of the day goes smoothly. I have to sit with them for the rest of my classes, but come Monday, I am unsure how to approach the subject of me sitting next to Aisha, if she is better by then, of course.

      We all stroll to the parking lot. I start walking home when Axel wraps his arm around my shoulder, dragging me to a picnic bench where everyone from the cafeteria table is sitting. Kimberly is sitting next to Lucas, but when I arrive, he orders her to move.

      She looks at him with wide eyes, then turns to me and glares. I stay standing up. He tilts his head to the side, watching me. I want to hear what they have to stay then I’m leaving. I want to call Aisha, get her address then visit her.

      “Sit,” he orders me.

      “Please,” I say back before sitting down next to him.

      He pinches my arm. I bring my arm to my body, stroking where he touched me. I stick my tongue out at him. I jump back when his mouth covers my tongue sucking on it, before releasing it.

      The whole table eyes us both. I can’t believe he just did that.

      He sucked my tongue.

      I don’t know how to react. I suck my lips in, feeling unsure. The girls are eyeing me.

      “Now do I get a taste?” Axel leans forward on his arms. “I feel a little left out, little one.”

      I give him the finger. “I don’t think so.” I have no comeback. I am lost for words.

      “Right, the party is tomorrow night. I want you all to be there at eight. Guys, wear shirts. Girls, wear something short and tight. We have guests from Sherwood College coming and I want them to leave happy. The whole floor will be used for the party. Each room has to keep them occupied,” Lucas states.

      The whole floor? That’s four apartments. So they own three of them, but who is the fourth? No way am I wearing anything slutty.

      I don’t think I own anything slutty anyway.

      I know I haven’t got a choice and that I need to go, but I am going to try and hide in a bathroom or lock myself away in a cupboard until the party is over. Maybe I can even sneak away when they are too drunk to notice.

      “Girls, I need you to make sure you big them up. Make them feel welcome.”

      I cross my arms. I don’t say a word. Even though I’m thinking pimp. This better mean to just compliment them because I am not fucking any guy just so Lucas is on their good side. I wonder why he is making a big deal out of this.

      That is something I need to find out at the party. Maybe if I ask these special guests questions, it could be something I can use at a later time. I know Lucas and I have made a deal but I am not counting on him to fully keep it.

      I know I need leverage. I am going to make sure I get it.

      “You can go,” Lucas says, and everyone stands. Lucas id already walking away.

      Kimberly gives me a stare off before she stands, but I stay where I am. “You coming?” Elijah asks me softly. I turn facing him and he is looking at me like he did this morning. Last night feels like a lifetime ago.

      This morning feels like it never happened now. “I think I’m just going to sit here for a little while. I will see you at the party.”

      He nods. I watch him walk over to Lucas, telling him what I said. I see the agitation on his face but I turn away. He can’t tell me where to go whenever he feels like it.

      I hear their footsteps, and once I know they’re gone, I place my forehead on the table and start banging my head on it, groaning.

      I have two whole weeks of this.

      This is going to be agony.

      I take out my phone, my head still down. I go into my contacts, and when I see Aisha’s name, I press call. When she answers, I’m relieved. She croaks out a hello before coughing.

      “If you didn’t answer, I was going to call the cops. I thought you died,” I tell her.

      She sneezes. “I’m sorry. I’ve been out of it all day. It takes so much energy just to accept the call.”

      “Are you that bad?” I ask.

      “I feel like I’m on my death bed. I ache all over. I can’t keep anything down long, and my whole place smells like puke. I think I’m being punished for something in a previous life.” I hear her sniffle.

      “Oh, hun, do you want me to get you anything? I was going to come over and visit you, make sure you are okay.”

      “Oh, you can’t come.” Her voice squeaks. “I am a mess, my place is a dump, and I don’t want you to see me throw my guts up. I was looking forward to our movie night too.”

      I sigh. “Yeah, me too. Things have gone downhill since you’ve been ill. I blame you for everything that has happened.” I giggle a little. “You are my anchor and I have sunk so deep.” I bang my head again on the table.

      She groans. “Oh God, what have you done? Please don’t tell me you hit any of them.”

      “I joined their group sooner than anticipated…”

      “Why did you do that? I thought you were going to wait until Monday.”

      “Lucas was going to bully you to get to me. Well, he was going to get his minions to do his dirty work. No way was I letting you walk in on Monday to whatever was up their sleeves. I gave some ground rules before I said I would join and it’s just for two weeks.”

      “You know I would have coped with whatever they would do to me.” It’s sweet that she thinks so, but I wasn’t going to risk it. She is too nice to deal with their pathetic games because someone’s ego got bruised.

      “I know that, but I wasn’t letting my friend take the brunt of it because of my mistakes. You warned me, you told me to keep away, so this is my punishment to bear. But I think I have made things a little awkward.”

      “How?”

      I explain Elijah coming to mine, to Lucas seeing us in the elevator, to the locker room incident, oh, and the feel up in the classroom yesterday. She doesn’t say a word while I tell her everything. I have to look at my phone to make sure we are still connected as she has gone silent. I can’t even hear her sniffles.

      “I am lost for words,” she finally says. “I would say what happened in the classroom was sexual harassment which is a big no-no, but it sounds like you ended up enjoying it, as well as the other encounters. I think your body is trying to tell you something.”

      “What, that I’m more fucked up than I thought? That I am letting three assholes get to me?”

      She pauses. But I can hear her breathing, well wheezing. “What if they are playing you?”

      “Playing me?”

      “They are called knights for a reason. I‘m just saying what I’ve heard. Remember when I told you they are called that because they try and be what they think the girl wants so they can get what they want? Axel becomes this charming guy who tells you what you want to hear, touching you how you want to be touched. Elijah goes all sweet and soft. Be the caring guy, friend type. Then you have Lucas, the bad boy. Nothing hotter than when you are attracted to someone you hate. He pushes your buttons, but he does it in a way that gives you a thrill.”

      “You have watched way too much television. That is just too much effort to try and get into my pants. Lucas told them all to not fuck me.”

      “But he knew you were there. He probably just means the other guys, not those three. They’re probably seeing who can get to you first. I may be overthinking it, over-analyzing it, but what if I’m right? You just need to try and not get into situations where you’re alone with them. It’s when you’re alone that something happens.”

      “Then hurry up and get better so that I’ve got you to be my bodyguard.” We both chuckle.

      “Yeah, me against them,” she says sarcastically. “I wonder who would win?” She coughs.

      I sigh. “I have to go to their stupid party tomorrow, but they have these guys coming that they want to try and impress so I’m going to find out why.”

      “Just be careful and watch your drinks. Please message me when you’re home, tonight as well as tomorrow. You know I will worry other…” She starts dry heaving. “I have to go.” Before she hangs up, I hear her throwing up.

      I put my phone away, sitting up straighter. I feel so sorry for her but I would probably end up throwing up if I saw her being sick in front of me. I just hope she’s better for Monday. I finally stand and head home.

      I guess movie night for one tonight.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seventeen

          

        

      

    

    
      When I reach the apartment complex, I walk up the stairs, taking them slowly, dragging my body up. I feel deflated. On the walk over, I’ve been stuck with my thoughts. My first week here and I messed up majorly.

      I’m trapped, and they know it.

      I normally last a few weeks before I start getting into trouble. This has to be a record. Before I started here, I promised myself over and over I would just stay invisible. I would ignore the popular crowd, the bullies.

      I would walk on by if I saw anyone get any hassle instead of intervening, as I need to look out for myself as well.

      I feel cursed.

      I think back on a time where I was normal. I was happy with my family and friends. Well, as happy as I could be. If you asked me back then if I would be like this now, if I would believe it, I wouldn’t.

      Now I’m scarred.

      I’m damaged.

      I know there is always going to be a piece missing.

      I take a seat on the step, feeling my eyes prickle with tears. Gah, I need to stop thinking about this. I can’t change the past, but if only I could. My whole life is now set on what-ifs.

      I stare up at the ceiling, willing the tears not to fall. When I feel like I have calmed down, I continue my walk up. Maybe I should have gone up in the elevator, but with how I’m feeling right now, I am pent up with energy and yet I feel drained at the same time. I think I’m more emotionally drained than physically.

      I reach floor six when the door bangs, making me scream. I look over to see Axel standing there laughing at me. I glare at him, crossing my arms. “You almost gave me a heart attack, you dick.”

      He continues laughing. “That was the girliest scream I have ever heard.”

      I point at him. “You do know I will get you back for that, right?”

      He clicks his tongue, sauntering over. “Don’t make promises you can’t keep, little one.” He flicks my hair so it exposes my neck. “Are you okay?” His eyes soften, looking into my eyes.

      I look away. “I’m fine.”

      He takes hold of my chin with his thumb and finger, turning my head so I’m facing him. “You’ve been crying.” He uses his other hand, touching under my eye with his thumb. “Please say we haven’t upset you.”

      Why does he care? They have basically blackmailed me into hanging out with them or my friend gets hurt. “I wouldn’t let you have that kind of power.”

      He steps in closer. His hand that was holding my chin glides until it's behind my neck. “I think we both know it’s you who has the power. You hold more power than you even realize.”

      What does that even mean? “Do you always talk in riddles?”

      He smiles, but this smile I haven’t seen. It's soft and sweet. It isn’t fake. “I don’t like to give much away, little one.”

      I groan. “Why do you three keep calling me that? I’m not that short.”

      He steps in even closer so he is looming over me. “You look delicate, like a tiny animal I just want to look after.”

      “You’re comparing me to an animal? You treat me like one, now you’re saying I am one?”

      His hands are still on me. “It’s a compliment.” His fingers stroke the back of my neck. “You really do have your guard up all the time, don’t you?” I open my mouth, but I don’t know how to reply to that. “It’s not like I can blame you though.” He looks deep into my eyes, his voice so soothing. “You really are pretty.”

      “You keep saying that,” I say softly.

      “Because it’s true. I can tell that you don’t even know how pretty you are.” His face comes closer to mine. “You have these soft features, but you have a hard exterior. It makes you even more beautiful.”

      My mouth has gone a little dry. His voice is mesmerizing me. He looks at my mouth before looking back up at me. He leans in closer, unsure if he should or not, but I don’t move. I don’t say a word.

      Then his lips are on mine.

      His hand cups the back of my head, his other hand gliding down my side until it wraps around my waist, pulling my body closer into him. His kiss isn’t demanding or soft, it’s just wanting, needing.

      He starts walking slowly, making me walk back until I hit a wall. He pins his body to mine, his mouth releases from mine, and he starts kissing my jaw and neck before his lips are hungrily taking mine again.

      It’s like he wants to kiss every part of me. I wrap my arms around his neck. He deepens the kiss, and all I can hear is our pants echoing in the stairway. He grips onto my leg, lifting my thigh, pressing himself further into me. He growls into my mouth before stepping back.

      He pulled away.

      It’s normally me who does that, but he did it. He’s hunched over a little, trying to gather his breath. I stay where I am, I just watch him, my hand on my chest, feeling my erratic heartbeat. He shakes his head, he stands straighter, turning around facing away from me, his hands go through this hair.

      He walks over to the wall, near the door opposite me and turns, leaning back. “I shouldn’t have done that.” But he’s looking at me with dark eyes, like he’s trying to control himself. All I can do is nod. “Fuck.” He looks back up at me, his eyes on me. He storms over, kissing me again, kissing me harder than before then pulling back once again. “Fuck,” he repeats. “I was only here to pass on a message to you. I wasn’t expecting… I didn’t think you…” He starts to pace.

      “Pass on a message?” My voice is a little hoarse.

      “Yeah. We’re having a movie night, and everyone needs to attend.”

      Movie night? “Why a movie night?”

      He rubs the side of his jaw. “We were told that you and Aisha were planning one and Lucas just decided to throw one. He wanted me to tell you in person so you know that your presence is necessary.”

      That brings me back from my cloudy daze. “You heard us talking about that?”

      “You were in line in the cafeteria and some of the guys heard you talking about it.” God, do they have ears everywhere? “You are expected to be there in an hour.”

      He opens the door, ready to leave.

      “What if I don’t show up?” I call out to him.

      He doesn’t face me. “Then you will have Lucas to deal with. He will come and get you if need be.” Then he’s gone.

      I stare at the door. I scream so loudly that I’m sure he must have heard it. I kissed him. I have kissed three fucking boys within five days. Technically four days as I didn’t start speaking to any of them until Tuesday.

      If there was anything to throw, I would. I stomp up the stairs, banging my front door open and slamming it closed. I scream into the room, stamping my feet as I go. I am so angry and disappointed with myself.

      I flop onto the couch when my phone pings with an incoming message and it’s from Lucas, telling me that I’d better come.

      These two weeks better hurry up.

      The more I’m around them, the more my body caves.

      At this rate, it wouldn’t surprise me if I end up sleeping with all three by the time the two weeks are up. At least that’s one way to make sure they stay away as they don’t sleep with the same girl twice.

      I don’t know how friends can just share girls. I shiver with the disgust of it. I just hope they wear protection.

      I take a quick shower and decide to dress way down. I choose my worn-out leggings that have seen better days, a tank, and a very oversized jumper to go over it. I put my hair in a very high ponytail, not even bothering to blow dry it. I put on no make-up at all.

      If everyone is invited, I’m sure Kimberly and her girls will be there and they will have probably dressed up as if they were walking down the catwalk.

      I look in the mirror, satisfied with my attire. I’m still looking in my reflection when Axel’s words cross my mind. He keeps telling me I’m pretty. I know I’m not ugly, but there are girls way better looking than me. Kimberly is prettier. Yeah, she’s a grade-A bitch, but she looks like a model.

      I hide my phone just in case this is a ruse for them to come into my apartment. There isn’t anything to steal. I have no secrets out in the open here so if they did come for a look, they wouldn’t find anything interesting.

      I lock my door, and I take the stairs down as it’s just one floor. When I open the stairway door to their floor, Lucas is standing there, looking at his watch. He smiles when he sees me. “You’re early. That’s a good start. Come.” He extends his hand for me to take but I walk past it.

      “Let's just get this over with.”

      “As you wish.” I know it was sarcasm. He guides me to his door and opens it. When I step inside, I’m shocked by what I see.
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      This place is double the size of mine. How is that even possible? I thought each apartment would have the same layout. The kitchen is on the far side, just like where mine is, but it’s ten times bigger. I turn to Lucas, who is watching me.

      “Why is your place bigger?”

      He walks into the middle of the room. “When I moved in here when I was a freshman, I made the two apartments into one. I like my space.” That explains why he can have parties. This place can hold one. If they use the other two places, which I’m guessing are Elijah’s and Axel’s then the whole floor is technically theirs.

      But what will happen next year when he’s graduated? Will this always be one place where a person who is made of money decides to take it while they enjoy their college experience?

      I look towards the living area and there are three couches arranged as a square, with a huge television on the wall. It looks like his own personal cinema. This whole place screams money. It’s a waste, really. It’s all here to show off his wealth and power.

      The main thing I notice is that no one else is here.

      “Where is everyone?” I start to feel nervous. My mouth going a little dry and urge to play with my fingers. I hate when I’m alone with any of them. It’s like I have an alternate personality and that personality likes being close with them.

      “Like I said, you’re early. People should be here within the next five to ten minutes as they know I hate tardiness when I’ve made plans.” He walks over to a self-made bar and starts making drinks. “Do you drink anything in particular?”

      I walk over, taking a barstool. “I’ll just have a soda, please.”

      “A soda? Don’t you drink?”

      I shrug. “Now and again. I’m not much of a drinker. I don’t like to get drunk. It doesn’t agree with me.”

      “Something that doesn’t agree with you. No wonder why you don’t do it.” He laughs.

      I watch him make himself a drink and pour some Coke into a glass. I giggle he adds a couple of cherries and a cocktail umbrella. I lift the glass, looking at it before taking a sip. “Thank you.”

      He bows his head a little. “You’re welcome.” He walks back around. “You should do that more often though.”

      “Do what?” I spin around in my seat when he’s in front of me.

      “Giggle. Smile. It makes you look different.”

      “Well, I only smile and giggle when I’m not being tormented.”

      He raises his glass at me. “Touché.” He takes a sip of his drink. “Come. I’ll show you around so you know where everything is.” He extends his hand for me to take again, but this time, I take it as he helps me off my stool. He links my arm into his. “As you can see, this is the kitchen. When you’re here you can help yourself to what you want. You may come for a few visits so if you have a particular drink you like, or snacks, there’s a note pad on the fridge.” He walks me to the kitchen area.

      “Living room. This seat right here.” He points to a spot on the couch. “That’s my place.” He walks over to the wall the TV is hanging on and there is a small cupboard. He opens it up to hundreds of DVDs. “Movies, but I do have Netflix.” He walks over and takes my arm again.

      He then heads over to a door on the far side. He opens it up and I’m assuming it used to be a bedroom, but it’s been turned into a spa area. Right in the middle is a hot tub. There are heated wooden benches around the room, and a towel rack. “This is where I like to relax. Only a certain few can use this. You can help yourself.”

      I face him so quickly I almost get whiplash. Only a certain few and he is allowing me?

      The next room he shows me is his study. There are shelves full of books, a mahogany desk with a laptop, paperwork; everything you would expect in an office type space. I wonder if there is any information here that would help me.

      The last room he shows me is his bedroom. The bed is massive, You could have five or six people sleep on it and still have space. I walk farther in when I see photographs on the far wall.

      There are pictures of Lucas and the guys as kids, in football uniforms, graduating high school. A picture of them where they are standing in front of a building, but they look so young. This must have been taken when they were freshmen.

      There are only a few with him and his parents. I feel him walk up behind me, looking over my shoulder. “You look so different as a kid. Less serious,” I tell him.

      He huffs. “When you’re a kid, you don’t feel like you have that many responsibilities. Just get good grades and stay out of fights.”

      “Did you get in a lot of fights?”

      “I did. You get guys who think they can take what’s yours if they think they can fight you and win, but unlucky for them, I have never lost.”

      I eye a certain picture of him. “How old were you there?” I point to it.

      He leans in, looking closely. “About fifteen.”

      Fifteen. The age my world changed. “When did you become an asshole? I’m guessing it was some point in college as your face seemed softer in a few of these, and ones that I can tell that are recent, you just smolder at the camera.”

      “I do not smolder.”

      I turn my head so I’m looking at him. “You so smolder. You’re even doing it now.” I laugh. “I think the only time I notice you smile is when you think you have got the better of someone. Not a natural, happy smile.”

      “I guess there isn’t much to smile about. I do when I’m with Axel and Elijah behind closed doors, of course.”

      “Of course.”

      He shrugs. “I guess showing a smile shows weakness. I don’t want people like you thinking they can get away with shit. That wrecks the order of things around here.”

      I fully turn around and face him. “The order of things? Do you ever stop and listen to yourself when you talk or do you just like the sound of your own voice? Why try so hard to be in charge of this place? Once you graduate, that’s it. You leave here. You will leave all this behind you. Do you just like being the boss? Is it the control over people? You treat people like shit, like they are your servants or slaves. Telling that poor girl to get us drinks even though we can do it ourselves. Getting our own doesn’t show weakness,but forcing people to do stuff against their will is just cruel and mean. Girls want you because they either want the same amount of power as you or it’s because you’re good-looking. Apart from Elijah and Axel, I assume the rest of the guys follow you to stay within the in-crowd and they’re scared of you. You try so hard to stay on top, but what do you really get out of it?”

      His eyes pierce mine. He doesn’t say a word. We just stand there in silence for what feels like forever but is probably just mere seconds. “Yes, I like control. I don’t like people to walk all over me. I like that people are scared of me.”

      “Why though? I get that you don’t want people to walk over you, I’m the same, but the way you act towards others, people who are minding their own business, who are trying to deal with their own lives and problems. I guess you and the girls bully people who don’t act, dress, or have the same amount of money as you. Can you imagine being in these people’s shoes? Afraid to come to school in case they get hurt and upset. Do you know how many people kill themselves…” My voice starts to break. “Just because they get bullied. Because they’re told they’re worthless.” The last part I say is just above a whisper.

      “You were hurt,” he says, his eyes changing. “Lucille…”

      I jump back when we hear the front door open. “Sorry, we’re late. We know you hate that, but this dick broke the elevator,” Elijah shouts out. “We all have to take the fucking stairs until it’s sorted, whenever that will be.”

      “We better get out there.” I walk around Lucas but he quickly takes hold of my hand.

      “Something happened.”

      I pull my hand back. “Something always happens,” I tell him before walking out of his room to whistles, and all the guys from the table are slouching over the sofas.

      I roll my eyes. I look down to see I have been cradling my drink the whole time. “You were in Lucas’ room?”

      I don’t need this right now.

      I turn around to see Kimberly standing there with her hands on her hips. “Yes. He was showing me around the place.”

      “I thought we weren’t allowed in his room,” Mercedes asks, confused.

      “We aren’t!” Kimberly shouts. “Does he know you were…” She stops when Lucas joins us.

      “Yes, Lucas does know,” he informs her. “Have you got a problem with that?”

      Kimberly shakes her head. “I was just making sure she wasn’t going into rooms she shouldn’t be going in,” she says sweetly to him. When he takes his spot on the couch, she points at me. “Remember, two weeks and then you’re gone. If you have some agenda it won’t work. If you think you can be by his side, think again. He gets bored easily.” She walks over to a different sofa to Lucas’ and she and her friends take a seat.

      Axel and Elijah are on the same couch as Lucas, and the other guys are on the third one. I don’t mind taking a seat on the floor. I walk over and sit on the hard ground, crossing my legs, ready to watch whatever shit they put on. Knowing my luck it will be an action movie.

      “Lucille.” I’m called out and Elijah is looking at me weirdly. “What are you doing?”

      I look down. I’m not doing anything. “I’m ready to watch a movie.”

      He pats the space between him and Lucas. “You’re not sitting down there the whole time we’re here. Get that fine ass of yours here.” He pats the spot harder.

      I eye the space. I really prefer to be on the floor. “I will be okay here, but thank you.”

      “See, she’s fine. Let's just pick a movie and start,” Kimberly says in a whiny voice.

      “Lucille, get your ass on this couch before one of us lifts you from the ground and puts you here by force,” Lucas orders me.

      I stand up grudgingly, staring him down. “I don’t like being ordered. Next time, ask nicely.” He and Elijah grab my arm, pulling me down, causing me to flop on top of Elijah so I’m almost straddling him. His hand is close to my ass.

      “Now this I wouldn’t say no to.” Elijah winks at me. I slap his chest, making him laugh.

      I move so I’m sitting in the empty spot. Their bodies are so close to mine that I’m going to be tense all night until I go home. “What time do we stay here until?” I need to know how long I have to suffer.

      The guy with the dirty blonde hair who was telling me to come to the party answers. “A few hours, until Lucas kicks us out.”

      Great.

      He will probably keep me here until I’m ready to pass out, but no way am I falling asleep with these people here. They may shave my eyebrows off or draw on my face with a permanent marker.

      They said they will treat me like any other person here and I’m sure it’s something they would do to each other.
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      “So, what movie are we watching?” Chloe asks, looking at her nails like she finds them fascinating.

      A few people start shouting out suggestions. I groan at some of them. The guys are choosing guy films while the girls are asking for chick flicks. I enjoy a good chick flick but I’m not in the mood for romance right now.

      I jump when my arm is nudged. I didn’t realize I zoned out. “Lucille, what do you want to watch?” Elijah asks me. “Please don’t pick a lovey-dovey movie.”

      I point to myself. “Do I look like I watch lovey-dovey films?” I do, but not around guys.

      He shrugs one shoulder. “You might. You are a girl.”

      “Thanks for that observation.” I roll my eyes. “I’m in the mood for a horror. I want something that will make me jump and hide behind a pillow.”

      “Yes!” all the guys agree.

      “No.” All the girls groan.

      Lucas walks over to the case of DVDs and puts in a disk and takes his seat again. After a few clicks, I grin when The Conjuring appears. I have seen all the franchises but this one I was told to never watch on my own.

      It takes around twenty minutes before I’m pulled in, but when I am, I stop thinking about the guys, and where I am. My mind is set on the story being unfolded in front of me.

      I know something scary is about to happen, so I start pushing myself back into the couch, hugging myself, and when the painting jumps out, all the girls scream, causing me to scream. I jump, holding onto Lucas and Elijah’s arms, my face hiding in Lucas’ shoulder.

      “Fuck, I chose the wrong seating.” Axel leans forward, watching us before sitting back.

      I peek up to see Lucas looking down at me. “Sorry,” I whisper. Sitting straighter, I face the television once again. I can feel Kimberly watching me. I turn to her and she is glowering. I stick my tongue out at her and that just pisses her off even more. Lucas and Elijah laugh beside me. Kimberly crosses her arms, pouting.

      “Lucy, why don’t you join the girls’ sofa.”

      “It’s Lucille or Luce, and…”

      “She’s fine here,” Lucas tells her. “You’re okay here, aren’t you?” he asks me.

      I know he’s only asking because he knows I would rather stub my baby toe than sit with her. She will probably put a knife in my back if I’m close to her. “Yeah, I’m happy here, thank you. It’s nice to have three strong men close to protect me from the ghosts.” I say with a sugary sweet voice.

      “What am I, chopped liver?” one of the guys on the opposite couch says. “Look at these bad boys.” He starts flexing.

      “Calm down, man. Don’t scare her away.” Elijah laughs. The guy gives him the finger.

      “Fuck you. The girls love the guns.” He brings his biceps to his lips and kisses them.

      I burst out laughing. “Yeah, they are pretty amazing. I bet you have to beat away the girls with a stick. I’m sure they’re even queuing to get to you,” I say sarcastically but he just beams at me.

      “It’s a hard life being me at times. But if you need a bodyguard during this, just say and I will keep you safe at my side.”

      I smile, chuckling. “I will keep that in mind, thank you.” He nods in response.

      Once the movie is over, Elijah turns and faces me while someone stands and turns on the light. “You were grinning through most of that. Should we be scared?”

      I laugh. “I enjoy a good horror. Wait until you see me watch the Saw movies. I smile like the Cheshire Cat when I see all that gore. The guts getting spilt, blood pouring from their ripped off heads.” I smile even bigger.

      “I said you were dark and this just proves it. I will be sleeping with one eye open tonight.” He chuckles and stands. “Would you like another drink?”

      I pass him the empty glass from the floor, thanking him.

      Kimberly snickers. “I think that’s just messed up, enjoying people getting tortured and killed.”

      “Like you torturing people every day at school?” I ask her.

      “I.Dont.Kill.People.” She says it slowly like I’m some sort of idiot.

      “You.Torture.People,” I say slowly back.

      The bicep kissing guy stands in the middle, putting out his arms. “Hey, we’re having a good night here. Let’s decide on another movie and stop bickering. What is with girls being bitchy?”

      I tilt my head to the side, looking up at him. “Us being bitchy. You guys can be assholes. We use our words, not our fists.”

      “Yeah, you use your words all right. Do you know how much I have to listen to them?” He points to the girls. “Bitching about every single person every single day. It’s tiring. I probably know what’s wrong with every person in our school through their eyes.”

      “Everyone has flaws. No one is perfect. We shouldn’t be called out on it.” I sit back.

      Kimberly laughs but it’s more like a cackle. “Talk for yourself. I’m probably close to perfect.” She flicks her hair and I roll my eyes.

      “You are nowhere near perfect. You have to rely on make-up, hair extensions, fake tan, and I can tell you’ve had a nose job.” She gasps, holding her nose. “Without all that, would you still be telling us that you’re close to perfect?” I lean forward a little on my elbows.

      “I look good no matter what. At least I didn’t come down here looking like a homeless person.”

      I shrug. “I don’t care how I look. At least I’m comfortable. I’m comfortable in my own skin. If you feel the same, take all that crap off your face. Wash away all that make-up. Pull out those extensions and let’s see how you feel. The people you mock and make feel shit about themselves are natural beauty. I bet on the inside they are even more beautiful. As for you.” I wave my hand up and down her body. “I’m sure you’re real ugly on the inside.”

      She stands up, stomping over. “How dare you speak to me like I’m beneath you?  Yes, I like to look beautiful. There is no crime in that. Don’t sit there acting like you’re a saint. I’m sure you’re anything but. You talk about we’re all bitches and assholes, but I bet you’re just like us in some way. Don’t judge me, us, just because you think you’re a goody-goody.”

      “Kimberly,” Lucas warns her.

      “No! She is allowed to say what’s on her mind and her opinion of how we are but if we do the same, we’re assholes. I’m not going to sit there and let her talk to me like that. If anyone ever talked to me the way she does you would have let me deal with it. What makes her so different? Because she won’t open her legs to you, is that?” Her voice rises.

      Lucas glares at her. “Don’t make me repeat myself.”

      She pushes him. “In five days, she has been a pain in my ass. You may have made a deal with her. I don’t care if the pact gets broken, but I’m going to deal with her my own way. You always said you deal with the boys; the girls at that school are mine. I asked you to leave Joey alone, remember him?” She shouts. “You are being a hypocrite. You say you want order, but this isn’t it. Go ahead and let her sit at our table, join our parties, but remember, Lucas, all it takes is for me to go to my daddy dearest and you will be stuck with me for life once we graduate. So don’t you dare start giving me warnings.” She growls at him.

      With her for life?

      “Kimberly.” This time his voice is softer but still stern.

      “No. You know what I’m capable of. When I’m ready, I will get my own back. I’m not letting this freak take my place. Now you have all been warned.” She looks me dead in the eye and for a second I swear I saw red in them. “Girls, let’s go.” Mercedes and Chloe stand and join her side. “See you tomorrow at the party.” Then she’s gone.

      I sit there twiddling my fingers, feeling awkward. She is right. I spill all my thoughts about her, about them. I have no issue telling them how I feel, what I don’t like about them, what I find wrong with them, and when she does it back, I see it as her being a bitch. It was me who was being a bitch to her. Telling her she was ugly inside. Telling her she wouldn’t be as pretty without all her hair and make-up. I was being cruel. No girl should be spoken to like that.

      “What did she mean you would be stuck with her forever?” My voice is weak.

      Axel stands and kneels down in front of me sighing. “Kimberly’s dad and Lucas’ dad are very close. They grew up together and they have always wanted them to get together, and something happened on the business side of things. Basically, if Kimberly clicks her fingers and tells her dad she wants to marry Lucas, then it’s done. Lucas has no choice. Well, he does. If she wants to marry him and he says no, he will lose everything. His trust fund, his money. Everything.”

      I try and wrap my head around it. “I was told she was after you. That it was you two who were destined to be married after graduation.”

      Axel chuckles. “Yeah, the joys of rumors. They got the wrong guy. She likes power, but because they grew up together, she said she wouldn’t force him. I think as long as she was the head girl of the group, she was content. But obviously she sees you as a threat. With her using the daddy card it means she will do something to you to feel better about herself, or she may calm down and let us keep our deal until the two weeks is up.”

      “Even after all this you still want to keep our agreement? Your friend is obviously upset. Yeah, I hate her, but you don’t. If I back away then she will leave me alone, I will leave you all alone and we move on with our lives.” Surely they can see this is getting out of hand. Especially when this is over me spilling water over Lucas.

      Lucas stands. “The pact stays. I will handle Kimberly. Two weeks. As agreed or we put the price on your head onto Aisha’s. You can all leave.”

      He starts to walk towards his room. I run after him, blocking his way. “What the fuck is wrong with you? Kimberly is your childhood friend and you are so concerned about power and control, about making me miserable, that you’re willing for your friend to walk out of here upset, hurt, and angry. I would be upset if my friend chose a stranger over me. Over our friendship.”

      His jaw sets, his eyes scowling. He steps in closer to me. “Stop trying to put your moral values onto us. You see everything as black and white. You want to hate us, but guess what? I know different. Now leave and be here tomorrow at eight for the party.”

      “You asshole.” There was me thinking our little talk in the bedroom before would have changed things. I opened up to him and it was falling on deaf ears. I make sure to slam his front door as hard as possible. I stomp over to the elevator, pressing the button when I remember it’s broken.

      I stormed up the steps to my floor and when I reach my door, I slam that closed too. I know I’m being childish now, but I am so frustrated with all this. I was even feeling bad for Kimberly in the way I treated her, even though she treats me like shit anyway.

      I walk into the middle of the room and start jumping up and down. After a few minutes, I hear banging from below. I screech, falling to my knees, punching the floor, pretending it’s him.

      I’m still pounding away when there’s a knock on my door. Shit, did I disturb my neighbors? Feeling defeated, I hang my head for a moment before answering. When I see who is standing there in front of me, I groan.
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      “Getting all that pent-up frustration out, are ya?” Elijah leans against my door frame.

      “I’m not in the mood for you to make jokes. I am not in the mood for any of you.” My head is starting to hurt. I think I have a migraine coming on.

      He scratches the back of his neck. “Listen, what happened down there. It all got out of hand. Kimberly was jealous. She feels like she’s getting pushed out. Lucas and Kimberly have always been close. He calls her Kimmy. Lucas, well, he doesn’t like being told what to do, hence why we vote for most things so it doesn’t make him feel that way. I think he is enjoying someone standing up to him and he doesn’t want to let that go.”

      “Elijah, you do know how messed up all this is. I am forced to hang out with people I don’t really like. You all treat people like dirt. To make sure my only friend doesn’t get the brunt of it, I have to do this all because I poured water over a guy for grabbing me, caging me into a table full of strangers and treating me like a lapdog. I just want a quiet life. And I don’t like how I am when I’m with any of you three.” My voice sounds tired.

      He nods and shrugs. “You don’t think we all know how fucked up this is? We always say to each other that this is ridiculous but with Lucas being the stubborn ass that he is, he won’t let go of what you did in front of the whole cafeteria. I’m not saying what Lucas did was right, but he heard that some girl upset his childhood friend. He was defending her honor. If you didn’t do what you did, yeah, this wouldn’t be happening right now, but it is. We are all just going through the motions. I also think because we’ve only got a few months left here, Lucas and Kimberly are sucking in as much power play as they can, as in the real world, they won’t get to again. Well, not any time soon anyway. They will have to follow other people’s rules.” He pauses. “Thanks, by the way, for saying you hate me.” He chuckles.

      I laugh a little. “I don’t hate you when you’re being nice. You all have your moments when I see a side that I like. A side I wish didn’t exist. But because you’re in this group, it’s like you all have to act like assholes. That’s the parts I hate about you all.”

      “I get it. We didn’t really like you when we first met you. Asking if we were basically going to rape you.”

      I groan into my hands. “Yeah, that probably was a bit far. Sometimes my mouth has a mind of its own.” I look up and his eyes are on my mouth before he looks away. “My mouth gets away with me. If my walls go up, I talk in a way so no one will mess with me.”

      “Yeah, I have noticed that.”

      I wrap my arms around my middle. “Did you just come up here to defend yourselves?”

      “Something like that.” He pauses. “Everyone down there is my friend. We have been for years, some longer than others. When we’re at school, we act a certain way. People watch us. When it’s just us, we can be who we truly are. We can relax. Lucas decided on this movie night for you. He won’t admit it, but he did. He knew you would be by yourself tonight as your friend is still ill. It means in his weird way he does care for you, but he would never admit it or show it. But his control, his power will always be his number one. No matter what. He is going to have words with Kimberly to make sure she leaves you alone as that girl can be quite imaginative. Just do as he says, don’t talk back, then after two weeks we will leave you alone.”

      “Will you though? After two weeks, you won’t try and speak to me, try and be near me? Try to trick me so we end up right here again?”

      “You have my word. Just follow suit then we won’t speak to you, and we won’t acknowledge you.”

      Why did those last words hurt a little? I clear my throat. “I will keep my opinions to myself. My mouth will be closed.” He nods, about to turn when I say his name. “What happened to Joey?”

      “Joey was a guy Kimberly fell for. He didn’t fit into our world. Lucas didn’t think he was right for her. He started to fight back when Kimberly started choosing the group over him, and as you know, Lucas doesn’t like people trying to fight him. He never loses.” With that, he is gone.

      I close the door and take a seat on the couch. The banging is still happening below me. I ignore it. Lucas ruined a relationship for Kimberly. Just because he didn’t fit into their circle. He doesn’t want her, but he doesn’t want anyone else to have her?

      I think back to the shower with him. He told everyone to not go near me. Yeah, he knew I was listening but he was still barking orders. He thinks I’m his, or his and his friends’, but I’m not.

      This is getting me nowhere. I know tomorrow night will be interesting. Elijah didn’t have to come up here, but he did. He wanted me to see things from their side. I don’t really care about their reasons for why they do the things they do as we always have choices. Their choices are to walk over whoever gets in their way.

      I push my couch back against the door. I am going to pay to put some extra locks on this door. I walk across the floor, heading to my bedroom when the banging stops. I wave my hands in the air thanking God for small mercies.

      That night I toss and turn, but my thoughts aren’t about me or my past. They are about that group.

      How they all wear masks.
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        * * *

      

      I wake up feeling strangely refreshed. I grab my phone to see it's after eleven in the morning. How did I sleep so much? I must have really needed it. There is a message from Lucas telling me to dress appropriately tonight. I have one also from Aisha telling me she hasn’t thrown up in twelve hours and wishing me luck for tonight and to fill her in tomorrow.

      Once I reply to her, I don’t bother replying to Lucas. I give my mom a quick message telling her I love her and dad and that I’m going to a party and acting like a college student. I’m sure that will keep her happy.

      After I get washed and have my daily caffeine, I know I need to head to a few shops as I’m sure the dresses I have won’t do. I pull my couch back, locking my door behind me. The elevator is still out of order, so I tiptoe down the steps. I can’t believe it has come to this, but I feel paranoid that they’re behind the door, waiting for me to appear and to do something that will annoy or irritate me.

      When I get outside and look around to see I’m on my own, I smile. I put my earbuds in and take the walk to the mall. I try and picture what kind of dress I want but I know I won’t really know until I see what’s available.

      I start window shopping first, to see what catches my eye. When I’ve done a round, I start going inside, checking the rails, but nothing screams at me. Until I see a red dress.

      I walk over to it, touching the silk material. I love how this feels and I’m sure it will feel amazing on. I search for my size and pull the hanger out, raising it higher to see the full thing.

      “May I help you?” a girl who looks just a little older than me asks. I can already see the judgment in her eyes.

      “Yes. I want to try this on.”

      She eyes the dress in my hand. “Are you sure? This place is a little pricy.” She whispers the last word.

      Is she really doing this? Even if I couldn’t afford it, she has no right to say this to my face. What if I saved up for it? She is treating a customer like shit by her appearance? How can you look at someone and know if they can afford a dress or not. “Just so you know, I can afford this. I probably have more money than you’ll make in your lifetime, so get me a changing room.” I want to yell at her, but I say it sweetly. I sound like Kimberly. Sweet voice but cruel words.

      She presses her hand to her chest. Her face flushes. “Right this way.” I follow her to the fitting rooms.

      She is about to leave but I call out to her. “Oh, and I would like to see a manager before I leave too.” I walk down to a spare spot, opening the dressing room door when I feel a hand on my shoulder. I turn to see the girl with tears prickling her eyes.

      “You can’t speak to my manager. He will fire me,” she pleads.

      “I’m not the one who spoke to a customer like shit. Just because I don’t wear designer stuff doesn’t mean I can’t afford the clothes in here. Even if I was broke and poor, I may have saved up every penny so just so I could get a dress like this.” I speak out my thoughts from before. “You’re lucky I haven’t walked out or made a huge scene.” I really want this dress; it’s the only reason I haven’t.

      She bobs her head up and down. “I know, I know. I’m just around these rich people all day, every day. We are told to be careful who we let try on clothes in case they shoplift. It’s no excuse. Please. I can’t afford to lose this job.”

      Elijah’s words ring in my ears. We have to put up a show when we’re around certain people. She is doing what she has been told and shown. I have said my piece and hope she is careful who she speaks to in future. “I won’t say a word.” She takes hold of my hand, thanking me over and over. “There is something you could help me with.” I look at the dress. “I’m going to a college party, but it’s not your usual college party. It’s full of power-mad assholes. And apparently I need to look the part but I’m terrible when it comes to girlying up.” This is where I wish I had Aisha right now. I bet she would be good at this.

      The girl beams. “Wait right here.” I stay put, and after a few minutes, the girl has dresses across her arm and a few shoe boxes in her hands. “Okay, try all of these on, but leave the red one until last. If you are going to try things on, it can’t be just one dress. These shoes will match the dresses too.”

      I can’t believe I’d almost forgotten about shoes. That would have been embarrassing. I would have had to wear an expensive dress with my everyday suede black ankle boots.

      I go to the changing area. I take off my clothes and start trying on the dresses she has given me as well as the shoes that will match. She asks me to come out so she can see. I swear the ones she has picked out are either too short or show way too much cleavage. I’m not confident enough to pull something like these dresses off.

      The last one I try on is the red one I liked. I just hope it looks all right on me. I place the dress over my head and down my body; already I love how it feels against my skin. It’s so smooth. I wear the black heels, and when I look in the mirror, I look completely different. Very girly. It shows off my curves in the right places. The shoes make my legs look longer.

      I step out and she jumps up and down, telling me I have a good eye and that it’s perfect. The girly part of smiles and I start twirling around. The last time I did anything like this was years ago. If I try anything on, it's just to make sure it fits and that’s it.

      But being in this dress. I take out my phone to take a selfie to show Aisha and my mom. The girl offers to take it and she takes a few, then handing me the phone back.

      “Thank you,” I say to her after I get back into my normal clothes.

      “No, it’s me who should be thanking you. Anyone else would have got me fired, especially with how I spoke to you. I know I couldn’t really afford these clothes and I wouldn’t like it if someone said to me what I said to you.” We place my dress and shoes on the counter.

      “It was nice trying on the dresses but I don’t know how girls show so much skin. I felt naked in a few of them.” We both laugh.

      We stop laughing when an older woman comes over, looking at me before looking at the girl. “Chasity, everything okay here?” she asks her but looks at me.

      No wonder Chasity spoke to me like she did if she has this woman as a role model. She is looking at me like Chasity did when she first saw me.

      “Yes. This lady has just bought the red slink dress and black Gianni heels.”

      The lady’s face morphs, smiling. “Oh, how lovely. You have very good taste.” She budges Chasity with her hip so she moves to the side. “I hope you were well taken care of.”

      I see the nervous look in Chasity's eyes. “I was. She was helpful and made my experience here memorable. I would come back again.”

      Chasity smiles.

      “That’s good,” the older lady says. “Chasity, why don’t you sort out the stock in the back? I will finish off here.”

      Chasity’s mouth opens and closes. “But it’s my sale,” she murmurs.

      “Chasity,” the woman says a bit sternly.

      What it is with this town and people treating other people like shit? It’s like bully central here. “I want this lady to continue to serve me,” I speak out. You would think I said I wanted to sacrifice a lamb in the middle of the store the way these two women are looking at me. “She is the one who helped me, and she is the one I want to continue to do so.”

      “It’s no problem. It will be quicker if I…”

      I interrupt her. “No, I want her. She earned my commission, not you. Now let her serve me or I will speak to the owner of this establishment and, trust me, I know who it is.”

      Well, I don’t, but I'm sure my parents do.

      “As you wish. Chastity, ring this up.” Chasity scurries over. The lady is about to walk away when that impulse hits me. That stubbornness, that part of me I try and lock away, but of course, that part of me wants to come out and play.

      “I think I will also get a few more things.” I start walking around the shop, grabbing jeans, dresses, skirts, shoes. I have basically treated myself to a whole new wardrobe. Chasity's mouth is hanging open like a fish with how much stuff is on the counter. “I think I have everything. Well, the stuff I know will suit me.” I chuckle to myself.

      Chasity folds everything, put things into boxes and bags, and when she passes me everything, my hands are full. “Cash or card?” she asks.

      I place my new things onto the ground. “Card, please.” I pass her my card and she passes it back with a receipt. The lady huffs and walks away, and when she does, Chasity bounces up and down, running around, pulling me into her.

      “Why did you do that? You didn’t have to. Especially after how I acted.”

      I shrug. “You copied her. You probably didn’t realize you did it, and you did help me today. You deserve that commission. I just hope it’s a good one.” We both laugh.

      “It is. You have made my year.” I take out a piece of paper and a pen from my bag and I write down my mother’s number. I pass it to her. “What is this?”

      “Your get out of jail free card. Call that number, say Lucille gave it to you and it’s about you looking for a new job. It’s my mother. She knows what I’m like. She will understand why.” I like to save those against bullies.

      Well, I try to.

      She hugs the paper to her chest. “Thank you.” A tear falls down her cheek. I give her a nod, picking up my bags. I’m about to walk out the door when she calls out to me. “I think you should get your hair and make-up done. Go to Gretta’s on the second floor. Say I sent you. She will look after you.”

      “I will do that. Thank you.”

      Hair and make-up?

      This better be some party.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      I look at myself in the mirror, not believing what I’m seeing. I have never seen myself like this. It’s like looking at a stranger. My hair is in waves but pinned to one side, flowing down one shoulder. My make-up makes my skin look so flawless and smooth. Because I said I was wearing a red dress, they put dark red lipstick on me, making my lips look fuller.

      I take another selfie of me in my dress but with me all done up, and send it to my mother and Aisha who tell me I look like a glam model going down the red carpet.

      It’s seven-forty five. I better start making my way down. I could groan because the elevator’s not working. I need to hold the banister tight, my heels clicking and echoing with each step I take. I’m also walking slowly so I don’t trip and fall.

      When I reach their floor, I can already hear music playing; it gets louder when I open the door. People are already there, milling out in the hallway and they all stop when they see me. I mean they physically stop what they are doing, staring at me like I’m some sort of alien.

      I look down my body to see if there is anything wrong, but I don’t find anything. I start to feel paranoid that maybe I look ridiculous. I sigh in relief when the bicep guy walks over, his eyes beaming. “You look amazing. I didn’t recognize you.” He takes my hand and links it with his arm, guiding me to the first apartment. “This is Axel’s place. Have you been in here yet?”

      I shake my head. “Just Lucas’.”

      “I’ll give you a quick tour. Lucas is greeting the holy people.” He walks me around; the layout is just like mine. The music in here is more dancey. All the furniture is pushed to one side, leaving room for people to dance if they want to.

      He shows me to Elijah’s which seems like it’s turned into some kind of a games room. Doesn’t surprise me that his place would be set out like that. I see a ping pong table with red cups. A bar on the far end with rows and rows of empty shot glasses. I dread to think how many will be poured later.

      When we reach Lucas’s place, I get butterflies in my stomach. It’s nerves. I’m going to try to prove to myself that I can keep my big mouth shut and just be a part of the background.

      Bicep guy, who I now know as Nathan, walks me to the bar in here and all three guys are there talking to two other guys. As if they can feel I’m here, they all turn to face me and their eyes widen.

      It’s when I see them go dark that I get goosebumps up my arms. Nathan continues to take me towards them, and when we arrive, their eyes trail over my body. “Thought I’d show her around while you talked,” Nathan explains. “If you need me, Lucille, I’ll be in Axel’s place.”

      I want to call out to him to stay as I felt more comfortable with him than I do right now.

      “Lucille, you look mesmerizing.” Elijah kisses my cheek.

      “I know you said perfect didn’t exist, but you look beyond perfect.” Axel kisses my other cheek.

      “You scrub up good,” Lucas says next. What did I really expect from him? To compliment me like the others did?

      “Thank you.” You ass. “You guys look handsome.”

      “Lucas, where have you been hiding this gem?” one of the two guys, with messy brown hair and chocolate brown eyes says, taking my hand and kissing my knuckles. “You look beautiful.”

      “Thank you. That’s sweet of you.” He smiles. I know that smile. He thinks I will be sugary sweet to him. That if he says a few nice words, I’ll be drooling over his arm.

      “Please say you will be at my side tonight?” I turn to Lucas who has a passive face, but I can see he doesn’t want me to. I can see the anger in his eyes. He wanted us to suck up to these two. Or did he mean just Kimberly and the girls?

      Where is Kimberly? Has Lucas talked to her?

      I press my hand to my chest. “Of course I will be at your side. I just hope you can entertain me enough to keep me there,” I say sweetly, fluttering my eyelashes.

      He links my arm into his. “I’m sure I will find ways to amuse you.” I step into his side. “So, Lucas, have you decided what you will be doing after graduation? Isn’t that the reason you’re having this party? To sweet talk your future businessmen?”

      They’re going to be working together?

      “I will be following in my father’s footsteps, and yes, I want to get to know the people I will be working with in the future. I thought before we have to deal with the real world that we can enjoy ourselves at one of my parties before we graduate.”

      The guy smiles. “It is nice to meet you in person. Your father is a very ambitious man. Since he got help with those investors eighteen years ago, your father has climbed up that business ladder. With the stories I’ve heard about you, you are just as ruthless, which I like. I to like to be the king of the castle as the saying goes. We do what it takes to make sure we stay there. Let’s see how this party proceeds and go from there.” He extends his hand.

      Lucas shakes it firmly. “Of course. Mingle, enjoy a drink. I’m sure you will have a good time.” I feel the guy to my side stare at me, but I ignore it. I stare on, looking at Lucas and the guys, even though my body wants to involuntary shiver.

      “I’m sure I will enjoy every aspect of this party fully.” Really? I know what he means. I’m sure Lucas and the guys know what he means, but if he lays one finger on me sexually, I may have to throat punch him. “Let’s take a walk.” We all start moving but he then stops. “Just us. I will see you boys shortly.”

      I plead to the guys with my eyes to not leave me alone with this guy but when he starts heading out of Lucas’ place, I know they aren’t going to do anything to stop us.

      Once we’re alone, he starts talking about himself, bigging himself up to be a wanted man. Trying to impress me with his money and power, but it takes so much not to yawn. I am so bored and he doesn’t ask me anything about myself.

      A girl walks by with a tray of shots. I know I don’t do alcohol but I need something to keep me going before I pass out from boredom. I take two from the tray, downing one right after the other, feeling that burn down my throat.

      The guy smirks at me before taking two for himself. “I like a girl who knows how to have fun.” He winks at me then downs his. “Let’s go get a drink.”

      “Yes, let’s.” We walk over to the bar area and the guy serving looks old enough to be a freshman. He asks what we would like. Before I give the guy next to me a chance to order on my behalf I ask for a vodka lime and lemonade.

      My mother went over to Britain and tried that drink there and has been drinking it since. When I turned twenty-one, it was my drink of choice if I ever did order or make a drink. Mr. Boring orders a bourbon neat. When we have our drinks, we start walking and again he continues talking about himself.

      This is it for the next hour or so, him talking non-stop, me listening, taking shots and drinking my drinks a little quicker than I like. But it has helped me. I feel more relaxed. We walk back into Lucas’ place and the three of them are still at the bar. The other guy they were trying to impress isn’t there.

      Have they not moved?

      I’m guided there, and they all stare at me with concern. “Please look after my date while I use the men’s room. I didn’t want to leave her on her own for someone else to swoop her up.” He lifts my hand and kisses my knuckles again.

      Once he is gone, Lucas twirls me around so I’m facing him. “Are you drunk?” he asks.

      I giggle and wave his hand away. “No, I just needed a little bit of something before I died. That guy is trying to kill me with his stories. I know more about him than I do myself. You have to save me.” I stumble over my foot, falling into his chest, my hands pressed against his stomach. “God, you are made of stone. But you feel so good.” My hands start gliding over him before he takes hold of my hand. “You’re no fun.” I pout out my lower lip.

      “Get me some water,” he orders the guys.

      I step back, swaying a little. “I don’t want water.” I try and stand still but it’s like my body doesn’t want to. My head feels a little hazy too. “I want to dance.” I beam and run out of the room, with the guys calling out to me.

      I reach Axel’s room, and people are dancing. I walk in the middle of them all and move to the music, swaying my hips slowly, letting my hands sway in the air. I love listening to music. When the music changes to Whitney Houston’s Higher Lover the remix version, I give a little scream as I love this song.

      A few guys start dancing near me, but I ignore them, I just let go. I feel a tap on my shoulder and when I turn around there is a girl holding a tray with a colorful drink. “This was given to you.” I look at the red, orangey color. It looks so pretty. I take it, thanking her, taking a sip. It tastes just like juice.

      I feel dehydrated so I down the contents, taking the glass to a nearby table then returning to the dance area. I’m still shuffling to the music when my body starts to feel lighter. I probably have had too much to drink in such little time. Probably didn’t help that I hadn’t eaten beforehand.

      I know you’re meant to line your stomach before drinking but I wasn’t expecting to drink. That bonehead could have put the pope to sleep.

      I have to fan myself as I start to feel a little hot. I don’t think that last drink agreed with me. I don’t feel sick, but I know I don’t feel right.

      I knew the guys were right behind me. I guess they didn’t care that I ran off. If they don’t care where I am, hopefully they won’t care that I don’t stay here. I really don’t want to be anywhere near that guy. I will probably drink myself into a coma if he starts rambling about himself again.

      He probably thinks he has gotten lucky.

      I walk over to the doorway, poking my head out and looking both ways before running to the stairway. I take a few steps up, my feet hurting a little. I stop, take off my shoes, then continue. When I reach my floor, I bask in the silence.

      Taking my key out of my bra, I try to open up but it takes a couple of tries. I drop my heels to the ground, stumbling over to the kitchen area and grabbing myself a large glass of water, downing most of the contents. I know I’m going to feel this in the morning.

      I take a seat at the breakfast island, sipping the water when there are loud bangs on my door. I swear if that’s anybody at the party trying to wake up everyone because they’re drunk and bored, I will stab them in the eye with my heel.

      The banging continues until I sloppily open the door to see the three trio standing there, each of them look angry.

      I guess they do mind that I left.

      “Oh come on, if you have come up here to have a go at me, can it wait until tomorrow, after I deal with whatever hangover I am going to get?” I hiccup on the last part. God, it is way too hot.

      Lucas stands in front of me, grabbing hold of my arms. “Has anyone ever told you to tell someone if you’re leaving?” he shouts at me.

      I shake out of his hold. “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you I was running away from your stupid party. I wanted to go home.”

      “How would we have known if you made it back here okay or if you are outside in the dark getting molested? Someone could have taken advantage. You need to tell one of us, send a message, anything. Just so we know you’re safe.” His jaw ticks.

      I tap his cheek, smiling. “Aww, look at you pretending you care about me.” I giggle. “Besides, this outfit doesn’t have any pockets, so I had no phone. If anyone tried to touch me, they wouldn’t be able to have children in their future.”

      “Lucille, next time please tell us if you’re going,” Elijah chimes in.

      “Why? So you can order me to stay? Tell me that I can’t go? I don’t think so.”

      It is getting way too hot. I start rubbing my chest, feeling a little constricted even though this dress is very thin.

      “She’s drunk,” Axel says. “Let's just leave it until tomorrow.”

      I walk over to him, flinging my arms around his neck. I lean into his neck, inhaling him, just like he always does to me. “You smell really good.” I pull back a little. “I like your voice.” I giggle.

      “Yeah, she’s drunk.” Axel laughs.

      “Lucille…” Elijah comes to our side.

      “Elijah, the guy who can be so soft and caring when you aren’t around dickheads.” My arms sling over to him. “You are broken, just like me,” I try to whisper, but I don’t think I managed it.

      “Lucille, let’s get you to bed.” Elijah takes hold of my hands.

      I start stepping backward, shaking my finger at them. “Ah, you want to get me into bed.” I smile at each of them. “Yeah, we have had our moments. You three are good kissers, and maybe in my dreams I could picture us having sex.” I pause for a moment. “Have you ever had a foursome? How would that exactly work?”

      “Lucille,” Lucas says my name, but I ignore him.

      “Would you be rough with me or gentle? I’m probably so tight as I haven’t had sex in years,” I say quietly. “But I do like to play with myself. Does that count?”

      “Lucille,” Lucas says louder.

      “I bet you know how to please women. Would you be able to please me?” I glide my hands down my body. “The way you three look at me at times, the way you touch me, it’s like you burn me, but in a good way.”

      Elijah takes a step forward but Axel extends his arm out, stopping him. “I want to hear what else she has to say.” Axel smiles, crossing his arms. “I kinda like this side of her. Look at her smiling, she looks even more beautiful.”

      “I’m not beautiful,” I tell him. “I’m not ugly but I’m not like those girls you probably fuck.”

      “Lucille, don’t say fuck.” Elijah groans, rubbing his eyes. “Why don’t you sleep this off before you regret anything in the morning?”

      I bite my lip. “Don’t you like me saying fuck?” My voice softer. “Do you want to fuck me? Do you want to taste me? Feel our naked bodies close together? Imagine you entering me, filling me, stretching me…” I don’t know why I’m saying all this. I’m just enjoying the tortured look on their faces. I’m enjoying teasing them.

      “Stop!” Lucas roars.

      His eyes have gone dark. My hands reach the hem of my dress. I lift it, taking it over my body and showing my matching red lace underwear. “Do you still think I’m beautiful?”

      “Fuck,” Elijah and Axel say in unison. Lucas doesn’t say a word, but his hands are fisted to hid sides.

      “I feel so hot.” My fingers stroke the top of my breasts.

      “That’s it.” Lucas stomps over, lifting me off the ground, putting me over his shoulder and walking me to my room. He pulls back the covers and places me down. “You sleep it off.”

      I pout. “I’m not tired though. Want to keep me company until I fall asleep?” I go onto my knees, looking up at him, my hands on his chest. “God, I bet your body looks amazing. Lickable.” I glide my hands further up, kneeling up higher. “You feel so good.”

      He takes hold of my hands. “Lucille, you need to sleep.”

      I lay back down. “You’re no fun,” I whine a little.

      I watch him place the covers over me, tucking me in. He looks down at me before shaking his head, walking out my bedroom door. I hear them talking but it’s faint. I start to yawn and then my eyes start to feel heavy. Really heavy.

      I’m not ready to fall asleep but my body has other ideas and then I am passed out.
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      I wake up, my head banging, my body achy. I sit up and groan from the massive headache I have. It’s like someone is banging my head against a wall. I groan into my hands. I don’t have time to think about anything when this nauseating feeling washes over me. I run to my bathroom, throwing up last night’s contents.

      I stay there for five minutes until my stomach is completely empty. I press my head against the cold toilet seat, not caring about the germs. On shaky legs, I brush my teeth and wash my face. I look up at my reflection to see my hair still pinned to the side, but it looks a mess.

      I fall back down onto my bed. When I look to my bedside table I see a glass of water with some painkillers. Did I place them there last night? I crawl over, grabbing them. Once I swallow, everything from last night flashes before my eyes.

      No, no, no.

      What did I do?

      I am in no state to stand up long enough to have a shower, so I get into some fresh underwear, but I decide against wearing a bra. I put on my pj shorts with a very long t-shirt that reaches my knees.

      My feet scuffle across the floor, walking into the living area, when I freeze. Lucas is asleep on my couch while Elijah and Axel are on the floor with my spare pillows and blankets.

      They stayed over?

      I can’t remember them saying they were going to stay but a few things do seem a little blurry. I continue my walk over and grumble when I see they are awake. I fall down onto Lucas’s feet, him groaning by the impact. If I have to be in agony so do they. . He sits up, looking at me. I see he’s trying not to smile.

      I groan into my hands again.

      “Morning, little one. Sleep well?” he teases me.

      “Urgh, don’t be so loud and wipe that smile away. It’s worse than this hangover.”

      “I doubt that.” He sits straighter. I yelp when I feel him pulling me towards him. He places his blanket over us both and lets me rest my head on his shoulder. “How are you feeling?”

      “Like I’m dying. I can’t believe I drank so much. I told you parties didn’t agree with me.”

      “I think it’s all that alcohol that didn’t agree with you.” Elijah laughs, sitting up. I poke my tongue out at him. “Easy, little one. You did ask last night if we wanted to taste you.”

      I groan again. Hole open up and suck me in now. “Can we forget all about what I said last night? I don’t even know why I said it. It’s like I was a different person. I had an out-of-body experience.”

      I hear chuckling on the floor to where Axel is lying. “Well, I like that person. I wouldn’t mind seeing that side of you more often. You were funny, playful, and fucking hot. I was ready to explode right there and then. The talk about foursomes. Someone is a little greedy. Do think you could take all three of us on?”

      “Axel, you hate me.” I hide my face.

      “On the contrary. I think I like you even more.” I look at him and he is sitting up, smirking at me, waggling his eyebrow.

      I pull Lucas’ arm, hugging it like a teddy bear. “Well, last night wasn’t me. You are still assholes.”

      Even though they stayed to make sure you were okay.

      “Assholes you enjoy kissing. So, you’ve kissed all of us?” Elijah asks. “Now that I’m surprised about as none of us said a word.”

      My eyes widen. They never told each other about our little moments? I wish I woke up alone. All this is hurting my brain. “Why didn’t you tell each other? I thought you would be bragging that I let my guard down and let you in for those tiny moments.”

      Everyone turns silent.

      “I guess we didn’t want to say that we let you in. That we caved and got closer to you,” Elijah answers.

      I stand up; my tummy is empty and I need breakfast. My whole body feels so weak.

      “Where do you think you’re going?” Lucas asks.

      “I’m going to make food because I’m starving and I want to get away from the awkwardness.” I am close to the fridge when I’m lifted. “I have got feet, you know?”

      I’m being placed back on the couch.

      Lucas pulls me back into his side. “We ordered breakfast when we heard you throwing up everything you drank. We knew you needed a bit of TLC.”

      I grunt. “You heard me? That is so embarrassing.” If I knew they were here, I would have closed the bathroom door. “I swear this is a new form of punishment.”

      They all laugh. “We’ve been there,” Elijah tries to reassure me. “One time I threw up in this girl’s bathtub. I was still drunk. I brushed my teeth using her toothbrush, fucked her and left. With my spew still in her tub.”

      I scrunch up my face. “That is just gross, and you are a dick. You make me forget what dicks you are and then boom, you go all dickish.”

      They all burst out laughing. “I told you she made up words.” Elijah lies back down. “Lucas, do you think Nathan and Stuart have left?”

      Lucas grabs his phone. He presses a few buttons. “Yeah, Nathan left with some girl from the party and Stuart seems to have left with a guy.”

      “Interesting,” Axel says.

      There is a knock on the door. Elijah jumps up, and I notice he is just in his boxers. He answers, paying for our food, and brings it over to us before sitting back down, placing the blanket over him. Lucas is in just a t-shirt but it hugs him nicely, his pants still on. Axel is also shirtless. I wonder if he’s just in his boxers too. I shake my head, not wanting to know. I shouldn’t be thinking about that either.

      “I think you have a little bit of drool right there.” Lucas nudges me, pointing to the corner of his mouth.

      I nudge him back. “I don’t know what you mean.” I feel myself blushing.

      “What’s going on?” Elijah asks, as he and Axel pass out the food containers.

      “Our girl was checking you out,” Lucas says over a cup of hot coffee.

      “You’re lucky you’re feeding me or I would knock that coffee all over you.” I give him a look and he just winks at me.

      Elijah glides his hand down his hard-toned chest to his abs. “I’m feeling a little hot.” He smiles. “Remind you of anyone from last night?” All the guys laugh. I throw a bit of toast at each of them. I try and keep my eyes away as his body does look really good.

      We stay like that for the rest of the day. Well, I make all three of them go get dressed. They tell me they will be back. In that time, I use the little energy I have to take a quick shower.

      I still feel warm so I decide on my leggings and tank. When I return, they are in lounge pants and t-shirts. I notice they have had showers also, from their wet hair. We decide to watch Netflix.

      They hardly talk, just sit and watch TV. Lucas and I stay on the couch while the other two lean back on the couch, sitting on the pillows to stay comfy. Elijah takes a look through my DVD collection a few hours later after we decide on ordering a pizza. He chooses Nightmare on Elm Street.

      We are twenty minutes into the film and Elijah hits my leg. I look down and find him looking at me weirdly. His head coked to the side, his eyes squinted a little “You keep grinning. It’s freaking me out. Girls are meant to hide behind a pillow, not smile when a dream guy mutilates people.”

      I’m saved with coming up with a reply when there is a knock on the door. I jump up first, pushing Axel so he lands on top of Elijah and I hear groaning and moaning. I’m still smiling until I open the door and a guy is standing there, holding a bucket. He is wearing a black mask. My eyes widen when he throws whatever is inside onto me. I look down to see red.

      Red paint.

      I don’t have time to fully react. I can feel the liquid dripping down me. The guys stand up. I hear footsteps running after who did this. I can’t believe I have been paint bombed again.

      But this feels thicker. I try and wipe my eyes when Axel hands me a towel. I wipe my face, looking down at myself. Some went into my mouth; I know it’s not paint. I run to the bathroom, throwing up once again.

      I feel my back being rubbed. Tears are flowing down my cheeks. I try and suck them up. I don’t want them to see me cry. I don’t even know why I’m crying. When there is nothing left, I’m lifted and cradled into someone’s arms.

      “Shhh, it’s okay. We’re going to find out who did this,” Lucas tells me.

      “It’s pigs’ blood isn’t it?” Elijah says with an angry voice.

      “They ran into a car I don’t recognize.” Axel comes in huffing and puffing. “Lucille, are you okay?”

      I shake my head. “Why do this?” I remember feeling like Carrie when they put paint on me, but actual pigs’ blood? “What if it wasn’t me who answered?” But he waited until he saw who answered first before throwing it on me.

      “They must have thought it would be just you here. Lucille, we will find out who did this and we will sort it out.” Elijah crouches down, taking my hand.

      I stand up, pushing them all away. I step back so I’m facing them, trying to harden myself. Today, I have let my guard down. What did I think would happen tomorrow? Things would be the same. They will be their normal selves, treating people like dirt, expecting me to stay at their side. Yeah, I am learning to tolerate them, but they can’t change who they are.

      Like I can’t change who I am.

      “I know it must be Kimberly who did this. She wanted to me to pay. She said so herself. I know you won’t punish her. She is one of you and I’m not. I’m just there to save face. I think you should leave. I just want to wash this off me and go to bed.” I cross my arms.

      “Lucille…” Lucas begins.

      I raise my hand, stopping him. “Please just go.” I turn away. I can’t look at them. I feel vulnerable and weak. I can’t let them see that.

      I hear them leave, and when the front door shuts, I kneel down, my hands palming the floor. It looks like a massacre happened in here. I have a very long shower, never feeling clean.

      It takes me an hour before I’ve cleaned up everything. I climb into bed, exhausted. My stomach starts to grumble, but I will deal with it tomorrow. I am not in the mood for food.

      I still feel ill. This hangover has dragged out all day.

      I hug one of my pillows to me then I close my eyes, hoping it doesn’t take long for me to sleep.
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      When my alarm goes off, I wake up with heavy eyes. I really don’t want to go to school today but it is just my second week. I have a message from Aisha telling me she is feeling much better and that she will be in today and to meet her in the parking lot.

      I’m happy I have her at my side again.

      I just feel defeated.

      Maybe I’m catching what she had.

      I have no energy to fight anyone today. I’m just going to go through the motions. When I’m ready and I’ve had a filling breakfast which I had to force down me, I walk down the stairs, not caring if I bump into them. They can walk with me or not.

      Right now, I don’t care.

      When I reach campus, I start to feel a little lightheaded. Maybe I should have forced some food in me last night but I ate quite a bit this morning to make up for it.

      I see Aisha standing near her car, waving at me, and I walk towards her when things start to blur. I shake my head, blinking a few times to put things into focus. I hear her call out my name. My body starts to feel light. I hear her call out the guys’ names before darkness takes over and I’m gone.

      My head is banging, my mouth dry. I open my eyes, feeling like I just dreamt before but I hear beeping next to me. I have to blink a few times to adjust to the light. I feel my hand being taken, and I turn to see Aisha standing there with sad eyes but she gives me a warm smile. “You almost gave me a heart attack. Not really the welcome back I was expecting.”

      I look around to see I’m in a hospital bed. “What happened?”

      “You passed out. We couldn’t wake you. You’re in the hospital.”

      I groan. “Is there something wrong?”

      She looks behind her then back to me. “They won’t say as we aren’t family.”

      “We.”

      “Yeah, me and the guys. They didn’t want to wait for an ambulance. Lucas lifted you and we all drove here. I have never seen them like that before. They were yelling at doctors and nurses for information. You really have gotten under their skin.”

      I turn my face away. “Well, it doesn’t change things. They probably only took me here to show they care for their own.” I air quote their own. “Can you get me a doctor? I want to know what happened.”

      She presses the call button, and five minutes later, a doctor walks in with a clipboard. He is an oldish man. He reminds me of my grandfather, with thick white hair and kind blue eyes. He smiles when he sees me. “Welcome back. It seems you gave your friends a good scare.” He walks over, checking the machines and noting things down.

      “I passed out?”

      He nods. “Do you or ever have you taken drugs?”

      Whoa, where did that come from? I shake my head quickly. “Never. I don’t touch that stuff. Why?”

      “It seems you had some ecstasy in your blood, as well as some toxins that are found in animals. With that combination, as well as being dehydrated, it made your body weak.”

      “I had ecstasy in me?”

      I look to Aisha who is looking as shocked as I am. “Have you been anywhere different, any place that could have had them?”

      The party. “I was at a college party on Saturday night. I was drinking and I guess someone could have put it in my drink then.”

      “And were there animals at this party? Please don’t tell me it was one of those parties?” I know he is trying to lighten things up, but I feel sick to my stomach.

      I clear my throat. “Someone threw pigs’ blood on me as some sort of prank last night.”

      “Well, that explains it. We have given you some antibiotics to wash out any toxins that may still be in your system and a drip to hydrate you.”

      “When can I go home?”

      He chuckles. “In about an hour, I would say. I will be back then with the discharge papers.”

      I thank him, and once he’s gone, I punch the sides of my bed. I was drugged at the party. I knew I felt hot for a reason. Someone put something in my drink.

      How could I be so stupid?

      Aisha takes hold of my hand. “It's not your fault. I can’t believe someone threw blood on you. That’s just messed up.”

      “Yeah. I think it was Kimberly who did it. The blood thing, not the drug thing. Maybe she did do both but I don’t remember seeing her at the party. We had a big bust-up on Friday night and she said she would make me pay. I guess she showed me.”

      “Well, if she didn’t drug you, who else could have?”

      “Drugged?” Lucas walks in. He is holding some flowers, Axel has a small teddy bear saying get well soon on the jumper, and Elijah has a couple of balloons. “You were drugged?” Lucas takes the seat opposite Aisha.

      “Yeah. I had ecstasy in my blood,” I tell them.

      “Motherfucker.” Axel crosses his arms. “It was that Nathan guy, wasn’t it? He was with her most of the night. It had to be him.”

      I shrug. “I am not putting the blame onto people.” Because my gut is telling me it was Kimberly. “I’m the stupid one. Because I didn’t want to be there I got myself into a state where I wasn’t being careful. A girl with a tray passed me a drink saying it was for me and I took it and downed it. I didn’t ask who it was from. I didn’t say no. I took it. It was my fucking fault.” My voice gets higher. I can't even remember what the girl looked like so I could find and ask her.

      “You weren’t to know,” Aisha tries to comfort me.

      “Have you seen Kimberly?” I ask the guys.

      They all look amongst each other before Lucas looks at me. “I did and she swears on her life she didn’t get someone to throw pigs’ blood on you. She looked taken aback. I don’t think it was her. She wouldn’t lie to me.”

      I shake my head. “Who else knows where I live? It was one of you. If you won’t find out who, I will.” I glare at him.

      He glares back. “No one in our group would dare do something like that without my say so.”

      “Well, I think you have someone who went rogue. When I find out who it is, I will kick their ass. And you can’t stop me. I want no ramifications. I will stick with you and your fucking group, but after this, I want none of you near me. I have been here one week and look! I’m in the fucking hospital. I have been drugged at one of your parties. I think I have had enough punishment to last me a lifetime. Now please get out.”

      “Lucille,” Elijah says with a soft voice.

      “Don’t. Don’t speak to me like we are friends, like you care about me. All you care about is your status and power. I am just an inconvenience. Someone you know did this to me. Even if it was Nathan who drugged me, it was you who told us to stick with him. You never once tried to get me away from him. Because all you cared about was yourselves. Now leave, please.” My voice is shaking a little towards the end. “I should just go to the police, let them deal with it, let them find out who did it.” I scream at them.

      “Lucille, we will find out who did this…” Elijah tries to say, but I don’t want to hear it.

      “Just go.”

      They leave my gifts on the end of the bed, and once they’re gone, I cry. I haven’t cried in years. Nothing has ever brought me to it. I have seen and received cruelty. There was just one other time I witnessed something so vile and that was when my life changed. When I was no longer the innocent, naïve young girl.

      All because someone enjoyed the power a little too much.
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      As soon as I’m discharged, I ask Aisha if she can stay with me for a few days. I don’t want to be alone, and I have no problem sharing my bed with her. I won’t let her sleep on my couch. Right now, I need someone close to me.

      I need a friend.

      We drive to her place so she can pick up a few things, and she gives me a little tour. A part of me wishes I said I would stay with her as her place is huge. I can see she comes from money but she doesn’t show it off. I think that’s also why we get on so well.

      When we arrive at my building, the elevator is still broken. Walking up the stairs is like climbing a mountain. My chest feels tight, and when I reach my floor, I’m sweating. There is a note on the door. I take it, crushing it in my hand. I throw it in the trash once we’re inside.

      Aisha retrieves it, unfolding it. “It says they agree to your terms.”

      I don’t care if they said otherwise. I will find out who came to my home and threw blood on me. I am not letting them get away with this. I also want to know who drugged me. I bet they’re smirking, laughing, thinking they have got away with it. But they are sadly mistaken.

      “I think it is Kimberly. She was angry at me. She wasn’t at the party which means she must have been planning something. She isn’t going to admit it, is she?” I sit on the couch.

      Aisha joins me, holding the piece of paper in her hand. “Shouldn’t you just let this go? I know what happened to you is unforgivable but why pull a bull by its horns? You have thirteen days and then you can put all this behind you.”

      “Alisha if this happened to you, would you let it go? Would you let whoever did this, just walk away thinking they can do it again? Once I know who it is, I will make them pay, and I will go to the police and let them punish whoever it was. “Once you know it did it, then yeah, go to the police. Just be careful and don’t go all guns blazing blaming people unless you are certain.”

      “If it was Kimberly I will be able to tell once I see her tomorrow.”

      “You’re going to school tomorrow? Shouldn’t you stay home and rest?”

      “If I stay home, I will overthink everything. You were ill the last few days, and today you have been stuck with me at a hospital. I just want us to try and have some sort of normality.”
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        * * *

      

      “Aisha can’t sit with us,” Elijah says, scratching the back of his neck, a thing I know he does when he feels uncertain. “This table is just for the group and she isn’t a part of it.”

      It’s the following day, it’s lunchtime, people have been gawping at me all day, and now this.

      “She is my friend. If she doesn’t sit, then neither will I.” I am not letting this happen. Aisha drove me to school so there wasn’t a chance for them to see me. I haven’t seen them since the hospital and now they’re back to treating me this way.

      “Luce, it's fine. Until last week I coped. I will be in the library.” She starts to walk away, but I grab hold of her arm.

      “No, this isn’t fair. It isn’t right.”

      She gives me a warm smile. “Twelve days, remember. I think we can cope not sitting together for an hour a day. It’s fine. Just sit with them and keep your nose clean.” She pats my arm before walking back out.

      I walk behind Lucas, leaning into his ear. “This is bullshit. I hope you know I am loathing you right now.” I take my seat.

      “Duly noted.”

      I look over to Kimberly who is eating a fruit cup. I watch her, my eyes on her, seeing if she gives anything away. I know I said I will drop it, but if someone ends up being guilty and proves it then all bets are off.

      At lunchtime, I don’t say a word. Kimberly acts like her normal self. She doesn’t even acknowledge I’m there which makes me suspicious of her. She is always happy to glare and watch me and today she acts like I’m invisible.

      The guys walk by my side to class. I can feel their eyes on me, but I don’t speak to them. I spot Aisha in her seat. I’m about to walk to mine when my arm is pulled and Axel is pointing at the seats I was sitting in last week when Asha was sick.

      No. That wasn’t the deal. They said they were only doing it because she was ill, but now she’s back. “I am sitting with my friend,” I tell them.

      “Lucille, just sit down,” Elijah says.

      “I want to sit with my friend.” I’m trying to speak softly, I don’t want to draw attention to us but my restraint can only do so much.

      Lucas stands, squinting at me. “Lucille, sit.”

      I walk closer to him. “I. Am. Not.  A. Dog,” I clip out quietly. “There was me thinking things were going to be different after yesterday, but I guess not. Oh, yeah, I forgot. We’re in a public place now. You can’t show your human side.”

      He takes hold of my wrist. “You are making a big deal out of this. I get that you are angry but sitting in a seat near us for a few classes won’t kill you.”

      “No, it could be the drugs that get me the next time you throw a party. What’s next? Me not able to see her on weekends because you decide you want to throw a movie night? Or a pamper session?” Anger is building inside me, but it’s anger that is starting to turn to tears.

      I run out of the classroom before anyone sees. I run down the corridor, until I reach the girls’ bathroom. I open a stall and sit, letting the tears go. It’s like I have opened this gate and now all these tears just want to burst out. I would have normally said my piece and sat down. I need to pull myself together.

      There is a tap on the door. I know it must be Aisha; she must have followed me. I grab some toilet paper, dabbing my eyes, and I open up the door to see Lucas standing there. His eyes soften when he looks into mine.

      “What are you…?” I don’t get to finish what I’m saying when he pulls me into his chest, holding me. Feeling his comfort, him caring, the tears fall once again, and I sob into his shirt. I let everything I’m feeling out. He doesn’t say a word. He lets me have my moment. It makes me cry even harder that this man, this man I hate, is also a man I have trouble pushing away.

      I sniffle when the last of the tears have stopped. He steps back holding onto my shoulders, looking at me. He cups my face, wiping my cheeks with his thumbs. “Are you okay?”

      “Honestly? I’m not. I feel like I’m on a rollercoaster and I don’t know when we’re going to dip down or go around the loop. I didn’t like the fact I let my guard down when I got attacked and also finding out I got drugged.  That would explain why I was trying to dirty talk you and the guys.” I step back, hugging myself.

      I was expecting him to chuckle or laugh, but he doesn’t. “I spoke to Nathan after we left the hospital. He went back to a girl’s place. He said he had no reason to use drugs and being himself is enough.” He rolls his eyes. “I spoke to the girl and she is fine. She wasn’t really drinking and she went of her own free will. We are going to keep looking into it as I don’t want that shit happening at my parties. I will have my ears open to see if I hear anything about the blood. Don’t think I’m sweeping this under the rug. I’m not. But we have to do things my way. It will be the only way we can catch who did this.”

      I nod. “Okay. Thank you. Sorry I’ve been more difficult today than usual.”

      He scoffs. “This is normal you, anyway, it's just you can’t be like this now as you are meant to be…”

      “Part of the group.” I finish his sentence.

      He crosses his arms.
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      I look into the mirror at my reflection, seeing my puffy, pink eyes and tear splodges on my face. I look a mess. I wash my face; I turn to Lucas who waits for me. When I feel more composed, he takes hold of my hand, entwining our fingers. It’s such a strange feeling because I feel some of his strength entering me.

      Right now, I need any kind of strength.

      We walk back into class, and Aisha turns, watching me while I take my seat with the guys. She mouths, ‘are you okay?’ I give her a little nod. I see the worry in her eyes. I hate looking at her during class, seeing her on her own. I want her to sit with us, but I know that will never happen.

      When class finishes, Lucas takes hold of my hand again. On the walk to the next class, Aisha walks behind us. I want her to be next to me right now. These stupid rules are ridiculous, but having Lucas showing he cares, knowing that he does, it makes me not hate all this as much.

      But I hate myself for not hating it as much.

      When the last class is dismissed of the day, we walk outside. I straight away run over to where Aisha is, next to her car. I hug her, telling her I’m sorry over and over but she keeps dismissing my apologies. I open the passenger side of her door, ready to climb in when the door slams shut before I have a chance to get in.

      “Fancy giving us a ride?” Elijah asks Aisha and me.

      “I thought being seen with her wasn’t allowed,” I say in a condescending tone.

      He cocks his head to the side, raising an eyebrow. “In school, yes, but we are out of school. We know she’s staying at your apartment, which I think is a good idea. At least we won’t have to worry about you being on your own.”

      I place my hands on my hips. “How did you know she was staying with me?”

      He taps his nose. “We know everything.”

      They have spies everywhere.

      “I don’t mind,” Aisha says.

      “Well, I do…” I don’t get to finish my sentence when all three climb in the back, making themselves comfortable. I groan, opening the car door again and climbing in. I look into the rear-view mirror and see them all looking at me, smiling smugly. I stick my tongue out, making them chuckle.

      The ride was over before I knew it. None of us said a word. The elevator is still broken, so we climb the stairs. I feel uneasy with them walking right behind me. Good thing I didn’t wear a skirt or a dress today. I turn around, checking on them as they are being too quiet and all three sets of eyes are staring at my ass.

      I clear my throat and they all look up at me. “Do you mind?”

      “I don’t mind at all, little one. I have a good view.” Axel blows me a kiss.

      I stop. “You three walk ahead. I’m not having you all staring at my ass.”

      They step in front of us, fake complaining, and we continue our way up. I am either looking at the steps or their backs. Aisha pssts me. She is pointing at the guy's asses, smiling. I have to cover my mouth with my hand to try not to laugh. They really do have nice asses. We’re both still looking at them, when we bump into them, grunting from the impact. Their bodies are like brick walls.

      We look up to see them smirking at us. I feel my face heat up.

      “Enjoying the view?” Elijah asks me. “Look who’s being a hypocrite now. Objectifying us, are we?”

      I push him aside. “You wish. I’ve seen better.” Well, I don’t really go around looking at guys’ butts, but I’m sure no one could beat theirs.

      When we reach their floor, they pause, looking at me and the way to their place. It’s like they don’t want to go. I extend my arm out, pointing for them to leave. Once they’re gone, Aisha and I burst out laughing.

      “I can’t believe we got caught checking them out.” Aisha falls onto the couch when we enter my place.

      I scoff. “I bet they loved it. They seem to enjoy that kind of attention.” I walk over to the kitchen, turning on the kettle. “I’m just glad they weren’t assholes on the way over here.”

      “You know they have rules to follow too, just like the rest of us. Last year, there were people above them. They haven’t always been on top.” I stop what I’m doing. I never thought about that. I just assumed they were always on top, but seniors, no matter who they are, outrank the years below.

      I continue making our hot chocolates. “Well, they have had a chance to change things but they never did. Make the school a better place and all that.”

      She snickers. “Not everything is as black and white.”

      I place our drinks down. “Kimberly and Elijah both said that.” I get comfy, tucking my legs under me. “You think when we reach college, bullying, popular people, cliques, it would just stop, but it doesn’t. I know it even happens in the real world.” I think back to Chasity and that woman in the shop.

      Aisha takes her drink, blowing it, cooling it down before taking a sip. “You can never stop bullying, not really. There is always going to be someone out there who has a higher power over someone and will use that to feel better about themselves.”

      There’s me thinking once I graduate, if I do, that my life will be better. What if it doesn’t? What if for the rest of my life I talk back at people who treat me or other people like dirt? I’d go through hundreds of jobs just because of that.

      I think about my parents and my plans for after school. I know I have two paths. I have one that is the easy route. The one my parents have waiting for me, but I don’t want to use the easy option. I want to do things on my own, but now I wonder if my way will be harder than I thought.

      “You’re right.”

      “I always am.” She smiled

      I squint at her, and she smiles even bigger. “There are always going to be people out there who think they can walk over people. I just pray they never cross me.”

      She chuckles. “Yeah, I can imagine you telling them to fuck off and saying something witty.”

      I nod. “Yup. You know me so well already.” We both laugh.

      We talk and watch TV. We’re deciding what to have for dinner when there’s a knock on my door. My body involuntarily freezes. Fear runs through me. Nothing scares me. I guess what happened over the weekend has shaken me more than I thought.

      I stand up, walking over to the door when Aisha calls out to me, shaking her head. She stands up with me, taking hold of my hand. “We should just ignore it. I’m here, and there shouldn’t be anyone knocking at this time of night,” she whispers, like whoever is on the other side of the door can hear.

      She’s right, we should just ignore it. What if whoever is on the other side plans on doing something much worse? We both stand there then shriek when there’s another knock and Lucas calls out to us to open the door.

      My body immediately relaxes, then annoyance fills me. I open the door, staring the guys down. “Do you know you freaked us out?” I complain. “Have you ever thought about calling first to say you were coming?” They barge past me. “What are you doing here?” Then I notice the pizza boxes.

      Lucas sets them down onto the breakfast island. “I left messages that we were on our way up.” My phone is in my bag. I retrieve it, looking at one message.

      “Why didn’t you call?”

      “Because we didn’t want you to say no. If we sent a message, you couldn’t say no. Well, you could, but it would be too late. We were already on our way up.” He smiles smugly.

      I roll my eyes. “Well, you brought us food. You can go now.” I wave to the door.

      He snorts. “No way can you two girls eat all this. We got it for us too. We thought as we missed out on pizza night on Sunday, we could have it now.” He hands out paper plates and napkins. “Help yourself.” He and the guys plate up then take their seats. Elijah and Axel take the floor, and Lucas takes the couch just like they did on Sunday.

      Aisha comes to my side. “At least we don’t have to worry about food.” She plates up a couple of slices of pizza and I do the same. She takes a seat on the couch but leaves the spot in the middle for me.

      I sit down. Lucas takes the remote, putting on Netflix, flipping through the movies until he reaches Stranger Things. I take the remote from him when he tries to put on the last season. I haven’t even watched the first episode. Because they invited themselves, I decide on a chick flick. The Kissing Booth.

      The guys groan. Aisha turns to me and smiles. “Nice choice.”

      “I’d rather watch a horror. I don’t care if you grin like a homicidal maniac,” Elijah pleads to me.

      “She does what?” Aisha asks him.

      Elijah turns so he’s fully facing us both. “This girl here.” He points to me. “Smiles during a horror. I don’t mean a little smile, like a huge, satisfied smile. It’s creepy.”

      She turns to me and I shrug. “I enjoy a good horror movie. If I’m not smiling then know that I think the movie is a pile of shit. It takes a lot to scare me. The gorier the better.”

      Aisha shakes her head. “There is something wrong with you,” she teases.

      “That’s what I said,” Elijah says before turning back around.

      “We have watched horror all weekend. I want something warm and fuzzy.”

      Axel's head falls back. “Kill me now. I bet the girl is pretty but everyone pretends she’s not and she hooks up with the gorgeous popular guy who changes his ways for her.”

      I pat his head. “How did you guess?” I giggle. He groans again.

      We watch the movie, and the guys grumble at times, mocking certain scenes, but halfway through they finally shut up. When it ends, all the pizza have been eaten. I feel like a balloon. I look at the time, ready to kick the guys out. I want to get into my pjs and go to bed.

      I place the paper plates and the pizza boxes in the trash. The guys are still sitting, talking to each other, making no movement to leave. They’re not staying here all night. I open the front door, and they all turn to me. I smile, pointing to the hallway. “Out!” I tell them.

      The three of them stand. One by one they come towards me; each of them kisses me on my cheek, telling me goodnight. Smiling while they do. I know they did it because Aisha is standing there and they want to annoy me.

      I close the door, making sure it’s locked, and Aisha is grinning at me.

      “What?” I walk to my room and she follows.

      “They like you,” she sing songs.

      “They like to annoy me.”

      She flops on my bed on her stomach. “At the beginning, yeah, but they are different around you. They’re softer. I think it started out as annoyance, but I really think they like you, care about you.”

      I start to undress, getting into sweatpants and a tank. “They don’t see me like that. Like you said, they’re players. They’re just making sure I stay sweet so I don’t decide to change my mind and leave their school group, even though I want to as I’m possibly sitting with someone who decided to go all Carrie on my ass.” I sit on the bed. “Look at how they were with you, keeping us away from each other.”

      She sits up. “Because of the rules.”

      I’m sick of these rules. “Fuck the rules.”

      “I think they want to fuck you.”

      My mouth hangs open. I can’t believe those words left her mouth. “Didn’t you say you think they’re only being the way they are because they were trying to get into my pants?”

      “Yeah, but that was when I was sick, and I didn’t see how they were around you. Now I have seen it with my own eyes. Lucas followed you after he saw that you were upset. He told me he would go when I was going to come for you. Two weeks ago they wouldn’t have asked to have a ride from me. They spent the weekend here making sure you were okay. They took you to the hospital after you passed out. They came up here with food just so they could be around you. They like you. You have to get used to that fact.” She gets changed into her pjs.

      I shake my head. “They’ve only known me a week. They don’t really know me. How can they like me?” Then I think of all the nice things they’ve done, and the things Aisha said. Lucas held me while I cried.

      They can’t like me.

      If they like me, as a friend or even as anything more, it would never work. They won't change who they are. They have even said it themselves. They want power more. They have a reputation they have to uphold, and after these two weeks, when I’m no longer in their group, where I will be just like everyone else, they will keep their distance. I won't be in the same league.

      “It doesn’t matter anyway because in twelve days, I will be a nobody to them.”

      I just hate that I think I’m starting to like them too.
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      For the rest of the week, I sit with Aisha in the classes I’m not with the guys and sit with them in the ones they are in. At lunchtime, I sit quietly. I don’t speak out my opinion, and I give short answers if any questions are directed my way.

      I just want all this to be over.

      Each day it’s getting harder and harder to hate the three who made my life a misery at the beginning. They are nicer to me now; I am not the only one who’s seeing it. Kimberly has gone back to glaring at me.

      The guys have started to hold my hand, kiss my cheek. Not just behind closed doors, but in public. The worst thing is, I don’t push them away. I don’t have a smart retort for why they shouldn’t.

      They come to mine for dinner, which they order. They’ve even started being nicer to Aisha; bringing her into conversations, laughing with her. Yeah, they don’t do it in school, they give her a hello, but like Aisha keeps telling me, they have to follow their own rules.

      It’s now Friday night and Aisha and I have decided to have a pamper session. We told the guys that they can’t come up. We’re having a girly night with just us two. They try and give me puppy dog eyes, pouting, which caused me to laugh, but I was stern and told them to stay away. They have been here nearly every night; surely they have their own plans.

      It feels like last weekend was a lifetime ago now. I haven’t forgotten about what happened. I know there isn’t anything I can do; I just hope the guys haven’t stopped looking into it.

      Aisha and I have got charcoal face masks on, and we’re drinking sparkling wine. I gave her my spare shorts and tank so she doesn’t get crap on her nice things. She was reluctant at first because she thought it was a bit revealing, making me laugh. I had to tell her it was just me here and I wear the same stuff all the time.

      She has an amazing figure; she should flaunt it more. I’m sure she would get loads of attention if she showed a bit more skin. But I know she is concentrating on her studies and not boys, plus the boys here are dicks.

      Three of them are ones I can’t get away from until this time next week.

      Seven days.

      Seven days and then things will change.

      Again.

      There is a knock on the door. I’m happy to say that I’ve stopped being scared by it. I found it pathetic that I was cowering every time someone came. I always check through the peep hole and make sure I see who is there and get proof of what they want.

      I look through to see a man in his thirties holding our Chinese takeout. I open the door with the money when I notice the three guys standing at the side, smiling at me, before Axel screams, jumping back. “Is that what you really look like under there?” he teases. “If you came to school wearing that, everyone would be too scared to go near you.” I punch his shoulder; it wasn’t that hard but he strokes where I hit him, acting hurt. “I think you broke my arm.”

      “Good.” I give the delivery guy the money, taking the food. I try and shut the door on them, but they push it wider, inviting themselves in. I place the food down, crossing my arms, glowering at them. “I told you we wanted a boy free night.”

      Lucas hands me a bottle of champagne. “We were bored.”

      I don’t take the bottle. “So, you decided to entertain yourselves by ruining our night?”

      Axel comes over, kissing my neck, his face scrunching up at the face mask. “See, I knew you would understand.” He places a few cans of beer down. “We thought we gave you enough time to do your girly shit and that you might be missing us as we’ve been one big happy family for the last few days.”

      “Out,” I tell them.

      Elijah goes down on his knees, pleading up to me. “Don’t let us go back down there to the boredom land. We will be good. We will watch whatever crap you want, we will listen to you bitch…”

      “Even if we bitch about you?”

      He nods. “Yup, you can bitch away, and we won’t interrupt. Just think of us as furniture.”

      I roll my eyes and he stands, smiling. “I didn’t say yes.”

      “But you are about to cave. I know the signs.” He takes a can, opening it, taking a sip. “So what is that stuff on your face?”

      I smile. “Okay, if you stay, you have to do the same as we do. Facials, nails, the works.”

      Axel is about to moan. I give him a look and he zips his lips. I grab the face mask, putting it on each of them. I laugh when I see their faces. Especially Lucas. He doesn’t look impressed, but he doesn’t argue with me.

      Aisha takes the champagne bottle, pouring some in mugs. “You don’t have flutes or wine glasses?” Lucas asks me.

      “Why would I have those? I told you, I’m not really a drinker.” I think back to last Saturday. “I thought it would make it more of a pamper session if we had some.”

      He takes hold of my hands. “I didn’t mean to upset you.”

      I give him a small smile. “You didn’t. It’s just me. Thank you. It was kind of you.”

      “If I knew you didn’t have the right glasses, I would have brought some up. I will make sure I do next time.” He chuckles.

      My smile falls. “There won’t be a next time though, will there?”

      I walk away, taking a seat next to Aisha, and she hands me my drink. I watch her start to do Axel’s nails. Last week, hell, even at the beginning of this week, I couldn’t wait for our pact to be over. But now, I’ve got used to them being in my life.

      They are different around me.

      They have changed.

      But come the following Monday, they will keep their distance, and I will keep mine.

      They will treat me differently.

      Lucas joins us once Axel has his nails painted. I tell them it’s time to take off their masks. Aisha and I did ours in the bathroom just before, because we didn’t want them to see how painful it actually is.

      Elijah takes a corner of his and when he rips a little, he roars. His eyes zoom to us and we both burst out laughing. Lucas and Axel try to do theirs. I can see their chests rising and falling.

      “What the fuck?” Axel whimpers.

      “Beauty is pain,” Aisha tells them, and we start laughing again.

      Elijah tries again before stopping. “You did this on purpose. You tricked us, punished us.”

      I shrug. “We had to do it. If you can’t handle it, you shouldn’t have come. Come on, stop being pussies.” I hide my smile with my hand.

      Aisha and I are laughing, watching them try and take them off. When they start to struggle, I tell them to let me do it. Elijah huffs and puffs through his. Lucas’ jaw is set tight, his eyes closed, his nose flaring. Axel is the girliest, shouting and screaming. Once his face is mask free, he waves his face with his hand. I cup his face, blowing around his heated skin. When I stop, my smile falls. His eyes are on mine, his hands covering mine.
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      We just stare at one another.

      I feel his fingers stroking mine but pull away when we hear a throat being cleared. Lucas, Elijah, and Aisha are sitting on the couch, watching us. I sit back, clearing my own throat. “Should we play truth or dare?” I want to change the atmosphere as I feel a little warm now.

      “What are the rules?” Elijah asks me, placing his legs over Aisha who pushes them off her. He grunts before sitting up.

      I tap my lip. “You can’t ask anyone to show off their personal parts. If you don’t do the dare or admit the truth you have to put that face mask on somewhere hairy so it’s like ripping off a wax strip.” I rub my hands together.

      “That is evil,” Elijah whispers.

      “Okay, I’m in.” Lucas stretches his arms, clicking his neck side to side like he is about to get into a fight, not a party game.

      “I guess I’ll do it.” Aisha raises her hand.

      Axel and Elijah nod.

      “Because I thought of it, I’ll go first. Aisha, truth or dare?”

      “Truth.”

      “If you could describe the guys in one word, what would it be?”

      The guys complain. “Whoa, whoa, whoa. Come on, you are giving her something easy. You two are going to give each other easy shit all night.” Axel waves his hand between me and her.

      “I bet you guys will do the same.”

      They laugh. “We enjoy mocking each other so we won’t be, trust us.”

      I shrug. “I don’t care. Now, Aisha, tell your truth. “

      She thinks about it. “Pussies.” We both laugh.

      Again, the guys complain until I tell them what we say in this room, no matter what, stays in this room and they need to stop whining every two minutes. “Aisha, your turn to ask.”

      “Lucas, truth or dare?”

      “Dare.” He crosses his arms. He tries to pierce her eyes with his, trying to intimidate her.

      She smiles sweetly. “I dare you to take off your shirt, slowly, like if you were a stripper.”

      I holler, clapping my hands. I take a seat next to her, linking my arm through hers, ready to watch the show.

      “I thought we weren’t showing personal parts,” Elijah asks.

      “Taking off a shirt isn’t a personal part.” I clap my hands again. “Come on, strip.” I lean forward a little. “Or are you chicken? Do we need to get the face mask out?”

      He glares at me before standing. He slowly starts to unbutton his shirt. He opens it a little, pulling it off slowly down his arms. I sit there, my mouth going dry, my eyes on his perfect, tanned, sculpted body. You can see his eight pack and that sexy V. I have to bite my lip to stop it from hanging open. Then he stands there, shirtless, his hands roaming down his body.

      “Girls, you are drooling.” Axel laughs. We look away. Lucas sits back down, but he keeps his shirt off.

      “Aren’t you going to put it back on?” I ask him.

      He smirks. “I think I’m happy with it off.” Great, now I’m going to see his beautiful body for the rest of the night. How am I meant to concentrate on the game with him sitting there like some Greek God? “Okay, my turn. Little one, truth or dare?”

      I don’t want to choose dare in case he asks me to take my top off. “Truth.”

      The guys boo at me and I give them the finger. “Why did you have to transfer to our school?”

      I wasn’t expecting that. I thought he would have asked me something sexual. I start to play with my fingers, a nervous tic that I have. I don’t want to give too much away. “I was kicked out of my last one because I was in a fight with this girl. She kept pushing me for weeks, and I pushed back. She slapped me, I punched her, but because I had no marks and she did, with her being who she was, it was me who got booted.” I look up and they are all staring at me with sympathetic looks. “Okay, my turn.”

      “Wait, this girl hit you first and you’re the one that got kicked out?” Elijah asks shocked and a little angry.

      I shrug. “Well, when you have a track record like mine, getting into fights, getting kicked out of every college, of course they are going to side with the girl with the money and power.” I don’t like people to know I have one power on my side, but I don’t like to use it, unless it's me getting into other colleges I haven’t been kicked out of.

      The three guys just stare at me. “This has happened before?” Axel asks softly.

      I nod slowly. “Some schools were better than others, but yeah. Because I never kissed the popular kids asses, they saw me as targets. As the years went on, I had to grow a thicker skin. It takes a lot for something to affect me. There was even one girl who told me I should kill myself, and a guy who wouldn’t take no for an answer. Of course, me being me…”

      “You fought back.” Lucas finishes the sentence for me.

      “That’s why I hate bullies and popular people, because they think their words and actions won’t have consequences for the people they are saying and doing it to. Can we play the game now? I’ve answered more than one question.” They all agree but I know they want to ask more. “Okay, Axel truth or dare?”

      “Dare. Hit me with your worst. Want me to take off my shirt?” He lifts his hem a little, smiling seductively.

      I smile. Glad we’re moving on from my past. “I want you to stand under a cold shower for thirty seconds. With your clothes on, of course.”

      He jumps up. “Easy.”

      We all follow him. I turn on the shower, the coldest it can be. I tell him to wait for a moment so the water can be fully cold. He steps under it and starts cussing under his breath. The water soaks his clothes, clinging to his body, showing every muscular line.

      Once the time is up, he jumps out. He tries to reach for the towel, but I pull it away. “I don’t think drying off was a part of the deal.” I wave the towel in his face. He stares me down and when he tries to snatch it from me, I start running, hearing him chase after me.

      I shriek, running around the living area, around the breakfast island. When he gets close, I throw it to Aisha who looks at me and Axel like a deer caught in headlights. When Axel starts chasing her, she screams, running. He is almost on her when she calls out my name, throwing it back to me.

      I take hold. I run away when a wet body lifts me, wrapping his arms around my middle, making me yelp. Axel rubs his face into my back, rubbing himself all over me so I’m now wet too. He steps back, smiling proudly

      I look down at my body, my tank and shorts clinging to me. I look up to see three set of eyes trailing my body. I try to cover myself with my arms before using the towel to wrap myself. I stick my tongue out at Axel who blows me a kiss.

      “Aisha, watch them while I get dressed. This was your dare, not mine.” I point my finger at Axel who takes his shirt and pants off, standing there with wet boxers. I can see the outline of his package. It is pretty impressive. I grab a spare towel, chucking it at him and telling him to cover up.

      I go into my room, closing the door. I take off my wet clothes, ready to take off my underwear when there is a knock on the door before it opens. I turn around in surprise to see Lucas standing there, his eyes turning dark.

      “Sorry. I was just going to ask if you had a mop or old towels to dry the floor.”

      I feel my whole body flushing. I can feel the heat on my chest. “The mop is in the bathroom, behind the door in the corner.”

      He doesn’t move, he just stands there. I start to feel self-conscious. I know they saw me in my underwear when I was drunk and drugged but I didn’t care then. Now I feel overexposed. I wait for him to walk away, to close the door and go but he steps in, closing the door behind him.

      He walks slowly towards me, and when he is in front of me, he tucks some of my hair behind my ear, his fingers stroking my cheek before he cups my chin, lifting my head, looking down into my eyes.

      “I have to do this before I know I can’t anymore.” I don’t have time to ask what he means when his lips slowly touch mine. Unlike the kiss in the boys’ locker room, this time it’s gentle, soft. His hands hold my waist. He doesn’t try to deepen the kiss or push for more. He steps back and closes his eyes for a moment before turning around. He stands there for a moment, looking to the ground. He walks to the door, opening it again. “I’ll see you out there.” His voice is just above a whisper. He closes the door behind him.

      I press my fingers to my lips, feeling a tingly sensation. I quickly get into yoga pants and a different tank. When I walk to the living room, the guys are in the kitchen area, talking; it seems like a serious conversation.

      They walk back, and Axel and Elijah look a little confused. “We’re going to take off,” Elijah says. “It’s getting late and we’ve interrupted most of your night. Enjoy the rest of your pamper session.”

      “Don’t miss us too much. We’re just the floor below, so if you need anything, or want to have a pillow fight, just give us a call.” Axel winks at us before they start to leave. Lucas is the last one. He turns, facing me, his eyes piercing mine. It’s like he’s trying to say something in that look alone then he’s gone.

      I quickly tidy things up Aisha takes a seat on the breakfast island, watching me. “What happened in the bedroom?”

      I stop for a moment. “Nothing.” It was more than nothing.

      “I know something happened. I know those boys didn’t have any intention of leaving any time soon. What happened? Was he being a dick again? I swear he needs to stop being so power-hungry.”

      I palm the counter. “He kissed me.”

      “He kissed you?”

      I nod. “I was in my underwear, then he walked over and kissed me. It was such a sweet kiss and then the next thing I know they’re all leaving.”

      “What do you think that means? I think he really likes you. Anyone can see that. But to leave? That I don’t get.”

      Neither do I. “I think it was just a lust thing. To get it out of his system. Like you said, he left, so let's just pretend it didn’t happen,” I tell more myself than her.

      She helps me tidy up. “If you say so. I guess nothing could happen anyway because this time next week it will be back to normal. It will be just us two.”

      I smile at her. “I’m happy that there will be no more drama. We can have girly nights with no boys ruining it. I’m just happy that it will stop me being told what to do.” We both laugh.

      Once the place is back to its tidy state, we grab blankets and pillows, putting our feet on the coffee table, watching Netflix until we are ready to pass out.

      All I can dream about is the kiss.
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      Sunday came and went. We had a lazy day, chilling out, playing with each other’s hair, pigging out on junk food. When it got to the evening, I was surprised I didn’t hear from any of the guys. I would have thought they would have come up as they have done for the last four or five days, but I don’t hear a word.

      Monday morning comes, and we decide to walk to campus rather than taking Aisha’s car. Again, I thought I would have bumped into them, but we didn’t. When we get to school, people are staring and whispering at me. I know I definitely never did anything.

      “Why are people looking?” I ask Aisha.

      Her eyes scrunch up a little, just as confused as I am. “I don’t know. I think these people are on something.”

      I link my arm with hers. “What if something has happened? What if there’s a rumor or I’m framed for something?” All these things have happened to me.

      “We’re going to sit down at some point and I want to hear everything that has happened to you because it sounds like a movie. I’m sure whatever is going on, it won’t be long until we find out what.”

      We go to our classes as normal. I feel like everything is dragging, I just want it to be lunchtime so I can see the guys so they can fill me in with what is going on around here; they know everything.

      When it does reach lunchtime, Aisha and I walk to the cafeteria; like always, everyone is in their seat. I walk over and everyone’s eyes avert from mine. That’s strange. I tap Lucas’s shoulder. I’m smiling until he turns and his face is blank.

      “Hey, do you know what’s going on around here? People are whispering, and as you know everything, I thought you could fill us in.” I keep the smile on my face, hoping he will return it.

      He looks at me like he’s bored. I don’t see the warmth in his eyes that I normally see. My smile starts to fall. “Why are you talking to us?” he asks.

      I look around the table, and nobody looks my way. Kimberly, on the other hand, is smiling like the cat that has the cream. Axel and Elijah are just sitting there, facing forward.

      “If this is a new joke, this isn’t funny.”

      Lucas stands, pushing his chair back, the squeak echoing around. “Listen, nobody, you are no longer allowed to go near us. What went on the last two weeks was a bit of fun, to see how far we could push you, to see what we could make you do. We told you to jump and you always asked how high. Once I knew you had a lock and key between your legs, it took the fun out of it.” His words were harsh, his jaw set.

      Why is he saying this? “Elijah? Axel?” It takes a lot for my lips to not quiver. “I still have five more days. If this is the scene you wanted to cause, fine, but just let me on it.”

      “DID YOU NOT HEAR ME?” Lucas shouts, and I jump back. “Everything was a game. Can you hear yourself? Five more days. It really didn’t take much for you to do as I said. One week we were mean, the second we tried to be nicey-nicey; it was to get into your head. By the hurt look in your eyes, I guess it worked.” He smiles evilly at me. Tears prickle my eyes. Last week they were too nice. I just thought it was because they started to care. I still don’t believe it. I can’t believe it. It can’t have all been a ploy. Lucas bends down so his face is closer to mine. “Aww, you’re not going to cry, are you?” He fake pouts before smiling again. “I guess this is a new torture to add to your long list of bullies. Next time, don’t try and cross me.” His eyes are stern.

      I feel my arm being tugged. “Come on, Lucille,” Aisha says softly “Let's go.”

      “Yes go. Go back to the hole you climbed out of.” He swishes me away. Kimberly stands, coming to his side, holding his shoulder, beaming.

      I want to slap them both. I want to slap all of them. But if that was my punishment because I threw water on him, I’m scared of what he would do if I did anything now. I know I need to walk away.

      I storm out of there, with them laughing behind me. Aisha is at my side, but I can feel the tears coming. I start to run to the girls’ bathroom, the place I keep relying on when I have a breakdown. I fall to my knees, the tears flowing. I ugly sob into the room. Aisha kneels down to me, pulling me so I cry into her shoulder.

      I can’t believe I fell for it.

      It was just one long game.

      I remember Aisha telling me they are called knights for a reason. They do and say whatever to get close to a girl. Even when she was ill, she said they could be fucking with me, but I ignored it. Now I know why people never cross them, because they find your weakness and exploit it.

      When I finally start to calm down, Aisha grabs some toilet paper, drying my face. I just sit there, looking into space. I hate that I let them in, I cared for them. I thought even after our pact was up, they would still be nice to me in their own way.

      The pact. The stupid pact.

      It was all bullshit.

      They did make me do things, told me what to do, and I did them. I obeyed their orders. Were our kissing moments planned or was that just an extra bonus for them? The look Lucas gave me, I know that couldn’t be faked. He looked at me like Kimberly does. With disgust.

      The whole school knows now.

      I am a joke.

      Just like they wanted.

      I need to start building up my wall again. It has been years since I let a bully hurt me emotionally. I will stay out of their way. They are nothing to me. They can burn in hell, but if any of them cross me, I will not be held accountable for what I will do.

      That’s when the door flings open. Kimberly is standing there with her phone, taking photos, laughing at me, Mercedes and Chloe are right behind her, egging her on.

      “Aww, did you really think the boys liked you? I have to admit, even I believed it. I guess they couldn’t fill us in as it had to be as real as possible.” She crouches down, looking into my eyes. “You are back to being a nobody. Nothing. Just a speck in the universe. So, how does it feel? To have let three guys fuck with your head? Good thing you didn’t let them in any further as if you did fuck any of them, I bet you would feel even worse right now.” She stands up. “I can’t wait to blow these pictures up and spread them all over school. Would you like any copies? To see what it looks like to hit rock bottom.” She bursts out laughing.

      I see red. I’m hurt and I’m angry. Right now, all I want to do is hurt her. I scream, charging at her, grabbing hold of her hair, pulling her head back. “I told you to not fuck with me!”  I kick the back of her legs so she has no choice but to kneel down.

      “Lucille, don’t!” Aisha calls out to me.

      I lean my face close to Kimberly’s ear. “Yeah, they fucked me over. Yeah, I’m hurt, but it looks like I have to take it out on you now, don’t I?” I bang her head on the edge of the sink, and she cries out in pain. “Does that feel good?” I do it again. She is trying to scratch my face, but I knee her back.

      “You psycho!” she cries.

      I dry laugh. “Yeah, you see I have this problem. If I get pushed over the edge, I do things I shouldn’t. Why do you think I got kicked out of so many schools? Because people like you don’t know when to stop.” I dig my nails into her scalp. “I just know I have to be careful not to leave any permanent

      All I’m seeing is fog. My head is full of rage, and all reason has gone out the window.

      I look up to see Mercedes and Chloe are gone, probably to get the guys. I reach down to my suede ankle boot, getting my pocketknife. I show her it before gently stroking it down her cheek and her eyes widen in fear. “People like you are the ones who make people like me. I am not right in the head, Kimmy. I’m broken. I think you get that.” She nods a little. “I want you to leave me alone. I want all of you to leave me alone. I just want to finish here and leave.” I push her, and she falls to the ground, crawling before she stands. She opens the door, ready to run when I call out her name. She turns, facing me, her make-up smudged. “If you tell anyone, I will make sure I gut you before I leave this town.”

      With that, she runs. I would never do anything like that, it’s just said for protection.

      I don’t know if she will tell on me, go straight to the dean, but I know she’ll tell the guys. I wonder if they will punish me for what I did, but right now, I don’t care. Last Monday I was in the hospital, this week, I’m a joke at the school.

      I place the knife between my breasts in my bra in case they do a search later.

      I turn to Aisha and she looks horrified. I don’t blame her. I wouldn’t blame her if she ran away and never wanted to see me again. But she surprises me by taking my hand, giving me a warm smile, and we walk out and toward our class.

      I don’t want to go home; they will know they got me if I did. I don’t want to give them the satisfaction.

      Lunch isn’t finished yet, but we decide to wait outside the classroom. Soon the class starts to fill up. When the guys come in, I keep my face on my laptop. I can feel their eyes on me, but I don’t look. Again, I don’t pay attention in class. I don’t pay attention to any of my classes. My mind is running a million miles an hour.

      When school finally ends, I notice people moving out of my way, looking at me like they’re scared. I’m sure Kimberly has probably told anyone who would listen. I would have thought the dean would have pulled me aside, kicked my ass out of here, but I bet tomorrow will be a different story.

      Aisha and I walk to the apartment complex, and we’ve hardly say anything. I think she is waiting until we are alone behind locked doors. We’re only halfway there when someone pushes me. I turn around to see Kimberly and the three assholes standing there.

      “We need to talk,” Lucas says, crossing his arms.

      I look at him with disgust. I don’t even see him as the guy I go to know. That guy is dead. “I have nothing to say to you. Leave me the fuck alone.”

      I am tired. I am drained.

      He walks around, blocking me. “You pulled a knife out on Kimberly. Are you fucking insane?”

      I smile sweetly at him. “Have I not mentioned before that I’m broken? Did I not tell you when you were getting personal information out of me that people like you have messed me up? Well, this is the end result of it. If she didn’t come into the fucking bathroom, taking photos of me crying on the floor, laughing in my face, I wouldn’t have had to do it. If you want to go to the police, go right ahead. Want to kick me out of school? Good luck with that. I will fight you all the way.” And I will. I will lie if I have to.

      Lucas is taken aback. He turns to Kimberly, who is glaring at me. “Didn’t I tell you to fucking leave it? That I had dealt with it?”

      She shrugs, trying to look innocent. “Come on. I had to get my say after the way she spoke to me. I didn’t think she would pull a knife out on me, the crazy bitch.”

      I growl at her.

      “This isn’t over.” He points at me and walks over to her. “You come with me.” He pulls her arm and drags her away.

      Elijah and Axel look at me. I stare back, showing how much hate and loathing I have for them before walking away. Once I’m home, I feel like my chest is tight and I can hardly breathe. It’s like the anger sweeps out of me and all I feel is pain.

      I cry again, which I’m hoping is for the last time. Aisha looks after me and consoles me for the rest of the night.
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      The next day I feel better. I still feel hurt and betrayed but I did a lot of thinking. Aisha and I talked about it. I finally told her everything about my past. I told her what happened to me when I was fifteen, and everything I experienced since. I even told her about my parents.

      I let everything out. It was nice saying it all out loud. It felt like some weight had been lifted. After my scary knife stunt yesterday, I hid it, not bringing it on campus grounds. I am sure everyone knows what I did now. I’m waiting for it to get back to the dean.

      When I reach campus, everyone is still staring and whispering. Yup, they know they have an insane student amongst them. Aisha links her arm through mine, telling me over and over that it will pass and next week I will be old news. I’m sure this school is getting a field day with my dramatic life.

      I freeze though when we get to the entrance door, my blood going cold. There is a picture of someone I haven’t seen since I was fifteen. I run towards it, pulling it off, seeing those dark green eyes. The ones I saw growing up staring back at me.

      It’s like I’m looking at a ghost.

      I open the doors to see photo after photo of a girl who was my best friend. Then there are pictures of me, back to how I used to look, splattered on every surface. The pictures cover the floors. Tears fill my eyes when I start trying to rip them all down. Everyone is watching me, murmuring, but I ignore them.

      Aisha is asking me over and over what is happening, what is going on, but it’s all white noise. When I get down the corridor, I almost trip when I see a huge photo hanging of me and the old group of people I used to hang out with.

      People I want to forget.

      My stomach is starting to gurgle. I feel like I’m going to be sick.

      I hear people telling each other that something is happening in the cafeteria. I run that way, pushing whoever is in my way. When I get there, there are tables moved together. Kimberly is standing there with a projector shining on the wall. She smiles triumphantly when she sees me. I push through the crowd until I’m standing near the front. The picture I saw just before is shining on the wall.

      “Hello, Lucille. Glad you could join us,” she says into a microphone. “As you all know, Lucille tried to push her way through our rules. She thought she was all high and mighty. We tried to push her back into her place but even that wasn’t enough.” Her eyes are on mine. “She thought she could try and hurt me. I was planning on doing this last week, but now I think is the right time.”

      She hits play, and photo after photo of me shines on. “It looks like the girl who hates the popular people used to be one. I even made some calls to find out she was once upon a time a queen bee.” Then a photo of my old best friend is there. Seeing her smiling at me, tears fall down my cheeks. “Just like us, she had to follow certain rules. She could no longer be friends with this girl because she didn’t fit the right criteria. Her friends that were in the group bullied this girl, and Lucille let it happen. Did she try to stop it? No. Did she put her foot down? No. You try to act like you are better than us, but you aren’t. You are just one of us. You enjoyed the power and now everyone knows you are not just pathetic, you are a hypocritical ex bully, who still bullies, you just decide to bully those who outrank you. You call us names, you look at us with distaste. You fight dirty. That is a bully. Don’t you think, Lucille?”

      I open my mouth but it feels dry. No words come out; I don’t know what to say. Looking at the girl, the girl I once knew finally breaks me. Everyone is staring at me, but they are staring at me with indifferent, angry, or saddened faces.

      I guess this was my punishment for what I did; pulling a knife on her. They said they retaliate, and they really did. I push through the crowd once again, wanting to leave, but they all push me back. Kimberly is laughing into the mic.

      Aisha is calling my name but I can’t reach her. Tears are flowing down my face. Then a video is played. I turn to see me standing there, watching the people in my old group call the person who was my best friend names. All I hear is her telling them to leave her alone, hearing her sad voice, it ringing in my ears. I push harder through everyone, standing on feet just so I can get past. When I get to other side, I see the three guys and their group standing there. They must have just arrived as they look at me, then to the movie being played.

      Tears are still falling down my face. I walk around them without saying a word. I leave school, heading back to my place and run to the toilet and throw up everything until there is nothing left.

      I can’t believe she looked into my background. Went digging into my past. But she doesn’t know the whole story. A lot of money went into hiding what really happened, to make sure that those involved didn’t get into trouble so their futures weren’t ruined.

      It was all hushed up.

      It is the reason why I am who I am.

      I am not a bully.

      I am nothing like those people. They do it out of pleasure. I just fight back so they don’t try and hurt me, but somehow, in some way, I am like them.

      I sit on the bathroom floor. My phone is going crazy but I ignore it. I take Aisha’s car keys when I know classes are finishing. I’m sure Kimberly indulged more out about me. Well, indulged what she found, not the actual facts.

      I sit just outside of campus and wait for Kimberly to come out. When I spot her, my eyes are trained on just her. I watch her with her friends. I watch her get into her car, and I follow. When she parks, I grab what I brought with me. Things I have always made sure I had in case it was ever needed. Which is kept in a box under my bed. I sneakily run up behind her, and before she has a chance to do anything, I put a cloth over her mouth with chloroform. When she goes limp in my arms, I drag her body into the back of the car.

      I grab her bag and phone. I send a message to Lucas from her phone telling her that she is in trouble and to come over quickly. I wait until I’m nearly back at the apartment complex before pushing send.

      Luckily, the elevator got fixed a few days ago. I know I may get caught, but right now, all I want is to show Kimberly the truth about me and my past. I want her to experience it too.

      We get off at Lucas’s floor. I kick down his door hard, and it bangs against the wall. I drag her heavy ass into the middle of the room then grab a chair, placing her on it, tying up her arms and legs.

      Is this going too far? Yes.

      Do I care? No.

      Am I going to stop? Nope.

      Once I know she is secured, I grab my laptop and pull the oak table in front of her so she can see the screen. I walk over to the kitchen, getting a glass of water and pouring it over her. She groggily wakes up. When he sees me, anger fills her eyes before she tries to move and realizes that she can’t.

      “What the fuck?” she shouts.

      “I told you not to fuck with me, but you couldn’t help yourself. I hope you enjoyed this morning. Did you get that little buzz you were after? I just hope it was worth it.” I grab a chair, sitting in front of her. “I see you looked into my past, but unfortunately, what you found isn’t all true. There are bits missing, things that happened after that I want you to know and see.”

      She spits at me, the saliva hitting my cheek. “You are really fucked up. You do know this is kidnapping? I can get you locked up for this.”

      I wipe away the drool on my face. “You see, you could, but with how I’m going to look after this, it is going to be my word against yours, and I think they will believe the girl who got publicly humiliated in front of a room of students, covered in cuts and blood.”

      She looks at me weirdly. “You aren’t covered…”

      I interrupt her. “By the time I say my piece, I will be. I’m going to cut myself. I’m going to send a message to my phone from yours telling me to meet you here, then when I arrived you went all crazy because I wasn’t doing as you say. Then you come at me, all crazy.” The story just entered my head. I’m only saying all this to scare her. I want her to feel what it’s like to be scared for your life, for your future. “You see, I was tempted to kill you and try and cover it up, but I would be the obvious suspect and I don’t think I could get away with it.”

      She tries to wiggle out of her ties but I made sure they were good and tight. “You are fucking insane.” I see the worry in her eyes.

      “But I wanted to tell you more about me. Yes, I was in the popular group, because of who my parents are, the amount of money we have. Of course I was going to be the queen bee. But I like to think out of the whole group, I was the nice one. I thought if I didn’t get involved in the bullying, it was okay, but it wasn’t, as I watched the people who I thought were my friends hurt and upset people. The things you do.” I sit back in my seat. “The girl who was my best friend, we were close growing up. Her mother cleaned our home. We were inseparable when she came over. I saw her as a sister, but, of course, I let peer pressure win and I kept our friendship at a distance when we were in school. I told her that, outside of it, we could be besties, and once we graduated, we would go somewhere new, somewhere we didn’t care about labels. We had a plan. She was okay with it. Well, so I thought. But, behind my back, the group bullied her. They teased her, pulled her hair, tripped her over. The usual stuff, but she never told me. Then, one day, I was told I had to prove my loyalty as I wasn’t showing leadership.” My voice goes softer, remembering that day. “I watched while they were cruel to her, watched her cry. The girl I grew up with needed my help and I did nothing.” A tear falls down my cheek as I replay it in my head.

      “So, you did what you had to do. I’m sure she hates you now and you lost someone you were close to. Is that why you brought me here? To try and make me feel sorry for you?” she shrieks.

      I squint at her. “There is more.”

      She rolls her eyes. “Of course there is.”
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      “Yeah, our friendship was on thin ice after that. There was a party. I didn’t go. I didn’t want to be around those people after what they did, so I went for a walk, and sat at the park. Meanwhile, they sent a message to Amelia, telling her to come to the party, pretending to be me, telling her that I was sorry and I was going to make them all apologize. Because of the type of person she was, she didn’t question it. They were all drunk. When she arrived, she didn’t have a chance.” I suck in a few deep breaths. “They tied her up on a chair. They poured drink down her throat, even when she threw up, and then they did it all over again. They cut her hair, they ripped off her clothes. The guys, well…. the guys raped her.” Tears fall down my cheeks. “There were four of them, one after the other. The ties cut her arms, blood pouring out of her. They stuffed a sock into her mouth to stop her from screaming while they treated her like a used toy. They put their cum over her face and body. They poured more alcohol down her throat so she didn’t put up much of a fight.

      “When they were done, they put her in one of the guys’ spare pants and shirt and told her that if she told a soul they would kill her.” She was going through all that. Hours of torture, raped over and over. She was a virgin.” I wipe the tears away. “She was pure, sweet, and innocent. Never even kissed a boy. She wanted to be a teacher. She wanted to live with me in college, go to parties, get a boyfriend, have babies.” I stand up, gripping my hair. “She wasn’t the same after that. I didn’t know what had happened. She didn’t speak to me. I thought she was still upset with me. I tried to plead to her that I was leaving the group, that I wanted to be with her, to do all the things we said we were going to do once we left that small-minded town.” I sigh. “Then, a few weeks later, my mom woke me up early in the morning. She was in tears. She could hardly get the words out.” My voice starts to break. “She told me my best friend killed herself. She overdosed. When they found her it was too late. She was gone. It was when they did the autopsy that they found she was three weeks pregnant. I knew she would have told me if she slept with someone. I knew something was wrong. I ran to her home, to her room. I looked in her secret hiding place and I found her diary and a letter to me.”

      Tears are flowing down my cheeks, and I see Kimberly is crying also.

      “She told me not to blame myself. That she loved me. She didn’t want that weight she had to fall onto me. With each word she said it was like she was trying to console me, even after death. It was when I read her diary that it broke me. She put every word down. But she never mentioned she was pregnant, so I don’t think she even knew. She couldn’t walk the halls with the people who did that to her. Even after what they did, they were still taunting her, telling her that they should do it again. She was scared that they would. She thought she was damaged goods. She knew no one would believe her. She didn’t want to be told she was a liar. I took that diary to the police, and guess what? They got away with it. It went to trial and everything. They got a slap on the wrist and community service. Their parents made sure it didn’t get into the papers. They buried it.”

      “I went back to school. I avoided them, and when they cornered me, trying to put some of the blame onto me, telling me that I was just as involved, it made me sick. They raped her and tried to justify it and that’s when I lost it. I grabbed a pen from my bag and stabbed Richy, the leader of the guys, in the stomach. It didn’t get far. I didn’t have enough weight to do any real damage, but when he crouched over, I kneed him in the face. When he was on the floor, I straddled him, and I punched him over and over in the face. With each punch, I got stronger. When I was pulled off, his face was black and blue.” I sit down. “I was then the outcast. I kept getting into fights with them and that’s when the move started. I got transferred to a new school. I was lucky I even graduated high school with how many schools I went to. Some were more bearable than others. This place was my last chance. If I got kicked out that would be it. No more chances. That’s why I agreed to the imaginary pact. I knew the first day I should have kept my head down, but I didn’t. I didn’t want the rest of my time here to be me fighting. I agreed to be in your group to have a quieter life. I just didn’t realize being in it that I would have started caring for the three guys. Something pulled me towards them. I liked how they showed that they cared once the fighting calmed down. That’s why it hurt when I found it was all a scam. I was already broken. This time, I guess they broke a bit of my heart.”

      I grab my laptop, playing a video. It’s a video of Amelia getting raped. You can hear cries. I can’t watch it. I watched it once and threw up. I overheard Richy telling his friends that he filmed it. I snuck into his place, took it, made a copy, handed it to the police, and still nothing was done. It shows what money can buy you.  I kept it in case he ever came back into my life.

      “I don’t want to watch anymore,” Kimberly cries, closing her eyes.

      “I am how I am because of this. Yes, I was one of you, but not really. I felt obligated, not free-willed. Now you know. You put up my past for the whole student body to watch and judge. A girl killed herself because of bullying. Because of something that you do.” I stand up.

      She sniffles. “What are you going to do now?” Her voice is softer.

      I take out my knife, walking towards her. Her eyes widen, but I cut the ties off her ankles and arms. “I am letting you go. I just wanted to show you that you can’t break me as I’m already broken. That if I have to fight you, I will. I stand up against bullies. I try to help anyone who does get bullied because no one should kill themselves or think about doing it just because people like you enjoy putting them down.” I stand back up.

      She stands, her make-up smudged, mascara running down her face. “You did all this? You drug me, you kidnap me, you hold me hostage…” She sighs, hugging her arms to herself. “I am sorry for what your friend went through. They weren’t bullies. They were animals. To do something like that.” She clears the throat. “You were fifteen, still a child, something like that would mess you up. To read what they did to her, to see visual evidence. I’m surprised you didn’t try to kill them.”

      “Believe me, if I could get away with murder, I would, but me being locked up wouldn’t solve anything. Now you know why popular people rub me up the wrong way. It’s always the popular ones who bully those that aren’t. I just wanted to show you this. I am not expecting you to have some sort of epiphany and change your ways, but what you did today at school, me seeing her again, it brought it all back. It made me have thoughts that no person should have. But what I did to you in the bathroom yesterday wasn’t any better. I guess you were right. I kind of bullied you because of what you represent. It was me who started all this. Me who wouldn’t move from your table. It’s like I wanted a reason to hate you, all of you.” I grab my things and walk to the door.

      “Who are your parents, you were a queen bee, which means you must be very wealthy, they must have had to pay a lot to get you into some of the schools right?”

      I turn and face her. “My parents are Nigel and Gabrielle Reed of CEO Reed Organizations and Enterprises. The fifth richest people in the world.”

      Her eyes widen, her mouth hanging open. “Wait, that means that your dad was Lucas’s Dad’s investors. That means you are powerful. I can’t believe it. Why hide it. things could have…”

      “Been different?” I interrupt her. Because I don’t want people to be fake around me, pretend to like me when they don’t, I don’t do fake.”

      “But things could have ended up differently if you said who you were.”

      I shrug. “Yeah but like I said it would have all been fake. “Can I ask you two things? Please be honest. I don’t care if it’s yes.”

      “Okay.”

      “Did you drug me? The pigs’ blood?”

      “The pigs’ blood was me, the drugs weren’t. I may be some things but I wouldn’t have done that to a girl at a party. I didn’t show up because I didn’t want to ruin Lucas’ night.”

      I guess now I will leave all that in the past. “Thank you.”

      “Lucas does care about you. All three of them do. I don’t know what happened, but we got a message on Sunday to say we have to leave you alone, that you were getting out of the group and he will sort it. I tried to call him, but he never answered. Axel and Elijah couldn’t watch. They couldn’t bear to see all that unfold yesterday. Once you were gone, Lucas sat down and didn’t say a word, I knew you got to them, and again, I was jealous. I knew it would make me feel better if I saw you upset. That’s why I was there. I am a very jealous person. I don’t see my parents. Lucas and the group are like my family. They are all I have. I felt you were taking them away.”

      “It doesn’t matter about them anyway. Even if it was pretend, or if any of it was real. I don’t belong in your world. Not anymore.”

      I’m about to leave when she calls out to me. “Truce? We drop all this. We keep to ourselves. Deal?”

      “Deal.”

      She gives me a small smile, wiping a tear away.

      I walk into the hallway to see the three standing there, their eyes soft and sad. Elijah takes a step forward before walking back again. Axel looks like he wants to cry for me while Lucas’ face is back to caring. I wonder how much they heard. Probably a lot of it from the look on their faces.

      “Sorry about the door. Bill me.” I walk to the elevator, pressing the button.

      “Lucille.” Elijah says my name, but I put my hand up, stopping him from speaking to me.

      “This doesn’t change anything. Just because you heard what you heard doesn’t make us friends. I am nothing to you now, remember? I am a nobody. I’m invisible. Just pretend you don’t see me and I will do the same.” The lift doors open, and I step in.

      The doors are about to close when Lucas stands there, looking pained. We don’t say a word, and when the doors close, I sob into my hands. Retelling what happened, the point where my childhood ended, where I saw the world as a dark place.

      It hurt all over again.

      I have never truly healed from what I lost.

      I just wish I was braver back then. That I stood for her. Maybe if I did, we would both be enjoying our college experience together. We would be happy.

      But we can’t live on what-ifs.
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      The next couple of days flew by. It’s now Friday and things have calmed down. No one will talk to me but Aisha, but that doesn’t really bother me. I wasn’t much of a people person anyway. I make sure I stay away from Lucas and his friends. I wonder if Kimberly has told anyone who my parents are, but I think if she did, I wouldn’t be like a leper at this school.

      Aisha and I have started bringing in our own lunches and we sit outside. Now that she knows everything, I feel like I can be more myself again. I have been carrying this for so long, it’s nice that it is out in the open.

      Yes, it happened to me.

      Yes, it changed me.

      But I like to think maybe it was a change for the better.

      In the afternoon classes, I have started to concentrate again, to type things of importance but still record in case I miss anything. My focus now is on my schoolwork.

      I can see graduation at the end of the rainbow. It feels like I will be able to do it and I think this will be the first school I don’t mind being at.

      Kimberly has stopped giving me dirty stares. We have an understanding now. We aren’t going to be friends, she is still who she is, just like the rest of them, and they are still going to follow the same rules.

      I still bump into the knights. We live in the same building and have classes together, but I keep my head down when they’re there. I never make eye contact.

      Even after how Lucas spoke to me, I still miss them. They bombarded my life, made a dent in it, and it will take time until I’m used to them just being a part of the background. Until they are just a memory.

      For the first time in so long, things feel normal, like a twenty-one-year-old should be experiencing. That night, Aisha and I decide to hit a bar. I have a couple of cocktails, but mostly soda.

      Aisha and I are talking and laughing when the door opens. We both turn to see Lucas and his friends, and they are not alone. They have girls I don’t recognize on their arms. They look like Barbies with their platinum blonde hair, big boobs, and long legs.

      Like they can feel someone watching them, they turn my way, surprise crossing their faces. They walk to the bar, ordering drinks. I turn away, not wanting them to ruin my night.

      Of course they will show up in the place I’m in.

      They really do know everything.

      They might not have come here because of you. Don’t think so highly of yourself. If I could slap my inner thoughts, I would.

      An hour or so passes and the girls’ laughter is irritating me. It’s like nails on a blackboard. It makes your ears want to bleed by the fakeness of it. I tell Aisha that I’m going to put some music on the jukebox. I will get us some drinks on the way back.

      I saunter across the floor, thinking I want some nineties tunes on. I want some music I can bounce my head to, songs you have to sing along to. I’m still picking when I feel a body press up behind me. Heat radiates off him to me. I know who it is without looking.

      “What do you want, Lucas?” I say with a bored tone.

      He coughs, clearing his throat. “I wanted to see if you’re okay.”

      “Isn’t it against the rules to speak to nobodies? Go back to your date.”

      “You aren’t jealous, are you?” His voice is playful.

      I turn around, facing him, showing no emotion. I just stare at him blankly. “No, I’m not. If you don’t mind…” I try to walk around him, but he takes hold of my hands.

      “I wanted to talk to you.”

      “Yeah, but you can’t because of these rules.” I air quote rules. “I don’t want to hear anything you have to say anyway. You got what you wanted. I am a nobody to everyone. No other person dares speak to me because they either think I’m a pyscho or an ex bully with problems. Just leave me alone. I am finally starting to be happy. Just let me have that.” I pull my hands away.

      I walk over to the bar and he comes to my side. “Listen, what I did…”

      “You mean shouting at me? Looking at me like I was shit on your shoe? Humiliating me? Oh, and I guess you know it was Kimberly who sent that pigs’ blood to me. I think you should just go back to your friends, Lucas.” I turn to see them. The girl who is his date is sending me daggers. Axel and Elijah are both watching us. “I think your date isn’t amused.”

      He waves her off. “I don’t care about her…”

      “You don’t care about anyone but yourself. All you think about is you. You what? Feel sorry for me? Don’t be. I feel better that I got my horrid past out there. I feel freer. I know Amelia would want me to be happy. I know I have done what I can to atone for doing nothing back then. Now I just want an easy life, and I can’t have that every time you feel bored and want to jump into it. Is that it? Are you bored? You want to see if I want you back in my life with open arms? Well, I don’t.” I place my order in. Before I have a chance to pay, Lucas does it for me. I scoff at him, bringing the drinks over to my table. Aisha takes hers, sipping slowly, her eyes going back and forth between us. “If you don’t mind. I want to enjoy being with my best friend.”

      He blows out a breath. “You say I love the sound of my own voice but I think you like the sound of yours too. I want to apologize for the way I treated you. I handled it badly, okay? When you told me what happened to you in the past, well, some of it, it got me thinking, and then that kiss. I knew I had to let you go. I couldn’t be the one to hold you back from seeing your friends, to be around people like me as I know you deserve better. I thought you wouldn’t go unless I was that asshole you hate. I needed you to believe it.”

      “And at the same time, to keep face with the student body. To put me in my place while you did it. You did a brilliant job. I never should have kissed you, any of you. I shouldn’t have let you into my life that easily. You hurt me.” My voice turns softer. “You three boys were the first ones I let in in so long, and you stomped all over it. I need to use the bathroom.” I walk away.

      I don’t need to give him an explanation. I don’t want to hear what he has to say just because he feels bad. He never once tried to talk to me at school, but he can’t. He can do it outside of it, but that’s it.

      I’m almost at the bathroom when my hand is being pulled and I’m dragged into a dark corner. Lucas looks behind him. I don’t have time to scream at him when his mouth crashes onto mine, kissing me, pushing his body into me.

      I pull away, slapping him hard across the face, my chest rising and falling hard. He doesn’t move. He doesn’t say a word. His eyes just stare into mine, seeing that warmth, seeing something I wish I could unsee. I wrap my arm around his neck, bringing him down into a heated kiss.

      This isn’t soft or gentle, this is wanting. I jump a little, his hands lifting my ass, me wrapping my legs around his waist, my fingers gripping the back of his hair, kissing him with everything I have.

      I’m showing him how much he hurt me, the pain, but I’m also showing him that I want him just as much. We’re panting into each other's mouths. I don’t want this to stop but I know I need to.

      Deep down, I know this can never go anywhere. I won’t be some dirty little secret he hides behind closed doors. I unwrap myself from him, landing on my tiptoes, wiping my lips with my fingers, feeling my whole body shaking.

      He cups my face, smiling warmly at me. He may think he wants this, but he doesn’t want it bad enough.

      “Lucas.”

      He covers my mouth with his hand. “No, I know that tone. Please. I fucked up, I know I did, but I can’t get you out of my head. I miss being around you. I miss that smart-ass mouth of yours. I need you.”

      “You know this won’t work. You have rules to follow, remember? I can’t join you again. I can’t be around that. I’m sorry, Lucas, but I can’t.”

      I walk to the bathroom. I look into the mirror, seeing my reflection before bowing my head. Why did he have to kiss me? I’d rather hate him than feel like this.

      He did so many bad things to me and yet he did some good things too.

      I ask Aisha if we can go. I walk past the table and Lucas is watching me while his date has her arm around his shoulder, her boobs pressed up against his arm. I look away.

      I tell Aisha on the walk home what happened, and she clicks her fingers. “I told you he likes you. I knew he did all that to push you away, but he did it for you, to get away from that group. He was setting you free.”

      “By humiliating me in the process. Aisha, I can’t go back there. You and I both know it will never work. Nothing will change. In a month’s time, I am sure he will move on and forget about me.

      “If you say so,” she sing songs.
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      Yeah, I thought that would be it, but boy, was I wrong. The following day, I get a knock on my door on the hour of every hour during working hours, with flowers being delivered. Cards from Lucas telling me that he isn’t ready to let me go and that he will find a way to make this work.

      How can it though?

      He ignores me at school, but once we walk out, he is my doting boyfriend? The guy I’m dating? Seeing? I don’t even know what we would be.

      This continues until Sunday.

      My whole place looks like a florist. It smells heavenly but I have no place for them all. There are all different kinds, dozens of them, everywhere.

      Aisha has joined his side, but I need her to be the voice of reason and not to fall for these gestures. I even bet Aisha that by Monday he won’t say a word to me. He is all talk.

      That’s all it is.

      When it does reach Monday, we walk to campus, and my mouth hangs open when I see petals everywhere. They cover the parking lot and the corridors inside the building. My heart is starting to beat faster.

      “Oh my God.” I press my hand to my chest.

      Aisha jumps up and down, shrieking in joy. “He has done this for you. I bet it’s him.” She pulls my arm, making me walk faster.

      We follow the petals, like we’re walking down the yellow brick road. It guides us to our first class, and I stop when I see Lucas standing there. Axel and Elijah are standing behind him with huge smiles. I walk slowly towards him and he smiles warmly down at me. He takes hold of my hands. Everyone has surrounded us, seeing what is going on. I look to our joined hands, that electric current running through me.

      He is doing this in front of everyone.

      “Lucille, you have turned my life upside down. I have never met a girl like you. You fight me on everything. You have a heart of gold, even though it can be misguided.” He chuckles, and I giggle, my heart swelling. “You were right. All I thought about was being on top, following the rules that have always been set. I never thought about anything else. I never thought I would meet a girl who would let me see things through a different pair of eyes. Who made me questions things around me. I do wish I met you under different circumstances, not being who I am, but it may not have brought me to you. I tried to push you away. I tried to not care about you. But I do. My life hasn’t been the same since last week. The way I treated you, the things I said were cruel. I know we hardly know each other, not really. But I want to know everything about you. We have been through some crazy shit.” We both laugh. “But I need you, little one. I want you in my life. Fuck the rules. Fuck being on top. Fuck it all. As long as I can be with you, that’s all I need.”

      Tears are falling down my cheeks. My heart is about to burst. He has done this in front of everyone, showing everyone that he is choosing me. “I need you too,” I whisper.

      He smiles, lifts me, and spins me around before putting me back down and kissing me. Everyone starts clapping and whistling.

      I look around to see everyone smiling, seeing that they are happy for us. Even Kimberly is joining them, clapping along. I look around and I swear my eyes must have played tricks on me because I was sure I just saw Amelia standing there, smiling before she was gone, swept away by the crowd. “I can’t believe you chose me.”

      He takes hold of my hands. “I chose to be happy. You make me happy.” I beam up at him.

      He leans down, about to kiss me again, when an arm goes around my shoulder. Axel is grinning from ear to ear. “So, I guess then that’s us off the cards. If our boy here doesn’t come up to scratch, just give us a call. I’m happy to replace him.” We all chuckle.

      I look at Elijah, who is smiling, but it will be weird being with someone who is friends with people I have kissed. I guess that’s also in the past now. Aisha walks over, and Axel pulls her into his side. “So, what’s your story?” Axel asks her.

      “It’s for me to know and you to find out, player.” Aisha smirks at him.

      His smile reaches his eyes. “Now that is a challenge right there.” He kisses the side of her head.

      I guess things can change.

      I’m on a high all day. I can’t stop smiling and people are starting to say hello again, giving me little waves. I guess even though Lucas has broken the rules a little bit, people don’t want to get on the wrong side of him.

      When it comes to lunchtime, we walk to the cafeteria, heading towards their table when Lucas pulls me down so I’m sitting in his lap. He pulls out a chair for Aisha to sit, and she grins.

      “You look happy.” I point at her face.

      “I am sitting at the popular table. I always wondered what it would be like.” She touches the table like it’s made out of gold. We all laugh with her.

      Lucas looks at me and smiles. “I’m glad I can say you’re finally mine.” He pecks my lips.

      “I guess I am. Who would have thought? I just hope you don’t go all dickish on my ass again.”

      He laughs. “I am so going to enjoy getting to know every crazy thing about you.”

      I bop his nose. “Be careful what you wish for. You may regret it.”

      He kisses my lips. “Never.”
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      Walking outside, I look through my bag for a cigarette and my lighter, and when I find them, I quickly take one lighting it up, inhaling the nicotine goodness. I only smoke when I'm drinking and right now I feel a little tipsy. The place is crowded with idiots and I had to have a few drinks to help bite my tongue where a few of these people are concerned.

      “Hey Winter.”

      I groan when I hear Patrick’s voice.

      “What are you doing out here by yourself?” He comes to my side, and I take in another puff.

      “I have like twenty other people near me.” I wave my hand around the people milling around.

      He shakes his head chuckling. “You know what I mean.”

      I do know what he means.

      “The place was getting a little hot and I wanted to get some fresh air.” Which is the truth. I love college parties, well I love them as long as I don’t have to interact with people that I hardly know, but when the parties are in small houses where everyone cramps in together, it can put a damper on my mood.

      “Having a good night?” he asks me, looking to the ground, kicking a stone.

      “Yeah, it’s alright. Candice seems to be having fun.” I look back towards the house. Candice is my best friend who has the ability to have fun at a morgue. She is the party girl. She gets male attention and enjoys getting drunk so what else could you ask for?

      “Candice always enjoys partying.”

      I nod in agreement.

      “So I was wondering—”

      Oh no. He’s going to ask me out again. He’s been drinking, and when he starts drinking, he always hits on me. I have known him for the last five years, but I don’t see him in that way: never have, never will. He's a good friend, with shaggy black hair and brown eyes, but there's no attraction.

      “If you wanted to go out sometime?”

      I inwardly groan. “Patrick, we have been through this: I don’t see you like that.” I continue smoking.

      “But if you would give me a chance.” He looks at me with puppy dog eyes.

      “It's not about giving chances. I see you as a brother. It would be weird if we dated, and it's not fair to you.” I plead with him to drop it.

      “You’re going to see that I am good enough for you one day and that I would treat you like a queen.” He gives me a wink and goes back inside.

      I know he will ask again. He thinks that if he wears me down, I will crumble and say yes, but it won't happen. I'm not after any kind of relationship.

      Been there, done that.

      Got the t-shirt.

      Men are assholes.

      I had a boyfriend back in high school, and when he broke it off, it hurt. I didn’t see it coming. There were no signs—no signs that I saw anyway. I think deep down I scared him off with what I was after from the relationship, but it hurt more when I found out that it only took a couple of weeks until he was seeing someone else.

      Fucker.

      I told myself that if I ever get those gittery butterflies, that giddy feeling when I am around a guy, I will give them a chance, but until then I am not being in a relationship just for the sake of it. I also avoid doing one-night stands, so at the moment I am pretty wound up sexually. I am ready to cave, but the guys at this college see me as a challenge: a girl that hasn’t slept with anyone.

      I take the last drag of my cigarette and stomp it out on the ground before heading back inside. I am near the door when I get a shiver; I feel like someone is watching me. I turn around, looking at my surroundings but no one stands out. Shaking away the feeling, I head back in, the place now crowded with drunken students. The place already smells like stale alcohol, sweat, and smoke. I squeeze my way through the people until I get to the kitchen making myself a drink.

      “Well, well, well, look who graced me with their presence at my party.”

      I feel a hard body press against my back and I turn my head to see Joshua Thomson, the college player. He is the most wanted guy in school with his thick blond hair, some of which covers one of his eyes that are a light green. He’s on the football team, and I know his body is pretty lickable, but he's a well-known dick towards women.

      Screws em’ and leaves em’.

      “Feel honored that I came.” I push my back against him, making him walk backward. “Nice party.” I move to the kitchen counter, grabbing a towel drying up the spills before jumping up and taking a seat.

      “I do. You’re the girl men want, but can never have. So how is Miss Ice Queen?” He smirks at me. He is lucky he’s good looking as his charm is as bad as a pile of shit. He is the main one to see getting between my legs a challenge.

      “How is Mr. Blue Balls? Still dreaming of my tight pussy?” I lift one leg, placing it on the counter. I'm wearing black skinny jeans, but his eyes still go to my crotch.

      “Always. I think if you let me give you one good fuck, it would melt some of that demeanor.” His eyes trail over my body.

      “I will stick to my toys, but thanks for the offer.” I wink at him.

      He steps in closer, getting between my legs. I look to his perfect green eyes—eyes that make women swoon—but they don’t work on me.

      “I will fuck you, Winter. You will beg for more; you will beg me to make you come.” His voice lowers, his body pressed up against mine.

      I am not completely immune: his body against mine feels really good. My core always aches for a physical release, something better than what my toys can give me, but I have very good willpower, even though my body is screaming at me to just let him fuck me.

      I'm not like most girls where you have sex once with a guy and expect them to be your instant boyfriend. I know it doesn't work like that, so I know if I let Joshua please me, it would benefit me. I would get a good orgasm and he would stop bugging me.

      But I also know he would tell everyone every single dirty detail.

      “You’re thinking about it. I guess your little cunt does work.” I feel his erection press against me, making that ache stronger. “Give me thirty minutes and I will make you feel so good.” He grinds harder against me so that I have to hold onto his upper arms to stop from shaking. I feel his lips go to my neck, and my eyes close as I enjoy the simple feeling of lips on my skin. I get that feeling again, that someone is watching me. I open my eyes and see a very attractive man watching us. He’s leaning against the wall, looking at us like he is watching a TV show. Taking a sip of his drink, his eyes connect with mine, and it makes my whole body heat up.

      How can a look be a stronger feeling than a dick pressing against my core?

      Joshua continues grinding against me, but my focus is on the guy watching me. I look at his dark brown hair, and even with him a few feet away I can tell his eyes are ocean blue. They are very hypnotic. I have never seen anyone as gorgeous as him that isn’t famous. He looks like he could be a celebrity. My eyes stay on him, when Joshua straightens up, blocking my view of the mystery guy. I get a little annoyed and push Joshua away from me.

      He looks at me like I'm crazy. “What the fuck?”

      “I am not letting you fuck me in a room full of people.” I jump off the counter.

      “Then let me take you to my room.” He tries to take my hand, but I pull it away.

      “Nice try Joshua, this ain't happening. When I'm desperate enough, I will give you a call.” I smile sweetly at him and I can see anger build in his eyes.

      “Fucking tease,” he spits at me.

      “Doesn’t stop you to keep trying, though, does it?” I step up closer to him, my body pressed against him. “You know my cunt, as you say, is the Holy Grail. One taste, one feel and you will think you are in heaven. My pussy is tight as fuck. You know it, I know it… the whole fucking damn school knows it.”

      His breathing comes in faster, and I can feel his erection against me.

      I am a tease.

      A very good one.

      It’s the only fun I get to have seeing as I don’t spread my legs for every good-looking guy who thinks that their looks are enough.

      Thinking about looks makes me want to see Mr. Mysterious again.

      “I am sure you will enjoy a good blowjob from one of your many whores.” I walk around him, but he grabs hold of my arm, pulling me into him.

      “I will be inside you,” he growls.

      “We shall see.” I blow him a kiss before walking away from him, but the guy I wanted to see is gone. I look around the room. Nothing. Please don’t tell me I made him up in my head.

      Walking to the area that is meant to be the dancefloor, I see Candice dry humping a guy while they dance. I head towards her and when she spots me, she pulls me into her, her body grinding against mine as the guy’s grinds behind her. His eyes almost bug out seeing that I have joined them.

      Candice smiles wickedly at me, her body pressing harder against me. Her long, platinum blonde hair and blue eyes mean that she screams seduction. I met her during freshman year and we clicked instantly, but unfortunately for me, I have a little girl crush on her and she knows it. I also know that when she has drink in her, she takes advantage of it.

      When her lips land on mine, she kisses me hard, my fingers go to her hair, pulling her into me. When she pulls back a little, she smiles at me, and we all sway to the music. I let the music take over before looking to the side and I see the guy from the kitchen watching me once again.

      His eyes are trained on me.

      Him just looking at me is making me feel tingly.

      Like he knows what I'm thinking, he gives me a smirk and starts walking away. I step away from Candice and begin chasing after the strange guy. Everyone is in my way; I feel like I'm in a maze. Shoving my way through, I head in the direction the guy went but I have lost him again. I get to the stairs and walk up a few steps so I can have a better view of the room in front of me, but I can’t see him anywhere. Sighing in defeat, I head back outside. Grabbing another cigarette, I put it in my mouth and as I search for my lighter, a flame comes in front of me. I look up to see my mystery guy smiling at me.

      Lighting up my fag, I step back, taking him all in.

      Oh, my fucking God. He’s like a sex god on legs.

      “Thank you,” I say, and he bows his head a little. We stand there looking at one another, not saying a word, but the air around us has changed.

      Its charged up.

      He just watches me, looking at me with interest.

      “Are you going to say anything.” My voice gone a little shaky.

      “What would you like me to say?”

      Fuck me, even his voice gives me shivers. “Anything,” I say just above a whisper. I notice his eyes go a little darker. Does he know what effect he is having on me?

      “I've heard men talking about you; I've seen how men look at you. It's fascinating.” He takes a drag of his cigarette.

      “What have men been saying about me?” I could guess but I want to hear it from him.

      “That you are unattainable. Men have tried and failed. Do you not like men?” He cocks his head to the side a little watching me.

      “I very much like men; I just don’t spread my legs to any guy who thinks by saying a few nice things means they get a quick fuck.”

      “But you enjoy taunting them. I saw you with your friend outside before. He seemed like a nice guy who isn’t after a quick fuck, yet you also turned him down.”

      I knew someone had been watching me. “You’ve been watching me.” It isn’t a question, just a fact.

      “Like I said, you fascinate me. What fascinates me more is that you followed me out here.”

      I open and close my mouth like a fish, unsure what to say. He is right: I did follow him and I still don’t know why. “I guess you fascinate me too.”

      “Because I was watching you?” He takes one step closer to me; I feel my heart hammering in my chest.

      I shrug. “Maybe. Were you enjoying watching me?” I tease.

      “Yes,” he answered without hesitation. “I get why men are drawn to you.” He steps even closer to me, his fingers stroking down my cheeks to my lips. “You are very beautiful; your confidence makes that even sexier. But it's your eyes.” He lifts my chin so I am looking right at him. “Your eyes could bring a man to his knees.”

      My mouth goes a little dry. “I'm nothing special.”

      “But you are.”

      I jump when I hear a car horn behind him. He turns, looking at the car, and I see a guy waving him over. I don’t want him to leave.

      He faces me again. “I have to go.”

      “Okay,” I say measly. I want to scream at him to please stay.

      “It was nice talking to you, Winter.” He gives me a small smile before walking towards the car.

      I wrap my arms around myself. It’s so weird, but I feel a little sad. I turn around, heading back inside, when I hear my name being called. I turn to see him running back to me and before I can say a word, his lips land on mine.

      I wrap my arms around his neck, arching my body into him, and his hands go to my waist, pulling me into him. The kiss is hard and needy. When he pulls back, our breathing is coming out in pants.

      Holy Jesus this man can kiss.

      “Will be seeing you around, Winter.” He heads back to the car and I watch him get in—I watch until he is gone.

      Why did it feel like that was more of a promise?

      Heading back inside I can't stop the smile on my face.
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      Trent

      “Who’s the girl?” my best friend and roommate, Drake, asks me.

      I continue looking out the window until I can no longer see her. Fuck, that kiss went straight to my dick. “That was Winter Daniels,” I tell him.

      He looks at me with a surprised look before looking back to the road. “Winter Daniels, as in ‘the college Ice Queen’? She let you kiss her? I assumed she was a lesbian.”

      If I hadn’t seen her get turned on in the kitchen with that preppy boy, I would have thought the same as she’d been really into that kiss with the girl on the dancefloor. “Obviously not.”

      “Is she all stuck up like people say?”

      “No, she doesn’t appear to be. I guess she’s just protective of herself. Men try and get into her pants, so I don’t blame her for acting like she does.” A strange emotion washes over me when I picture men trying to get with her, and I shake it off.

      “If she would let me fuck her, I would. I have crushed on that girl since I first saw her. Of course, you would get a chance at being with her.” He shakes his head. “That girl is hot as hell, but she doesn't even know it. You watch the beautiful girls fawn over themselves, but Winter…” He pauses. “She is in a league of her own. I can't believe you kissed her. It looked like a hot kiss.”

      Fuck yeah, it was. I know I am going to kiss her again.

      I have to kiss her again.
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      I definitely have the Monday blues, and I’m also disappointed in myself.

      The guy I kissed on Saturday night has been on my mind all day yesterday and I have tried to search for him but to no avail. It doesn't help that I don’t even know what his name is. I let a stranger kiss me and I didn’t ask for a stupid name.

      But he knew my name. He said he had heard of me. I guess men gossip just as bad as girls. I don’t know if I should feel flattered or concerned as he seemed really interested in me. Images of his eyes keep flashing in my mind. God, the way he was looking at me…

      Heading towards the campus, I am in my own world when I feel someone bounce into me. I turn to see Candice smiling at me before she links her arm through mine. I hate how bubbly she is first thing in the morning.

      “Guess who I fucked last night?” She squeezes my arm.

      I roll my eyes. “Is it a celebrity?”

      “Nope.”

      “Then I have no idea.”

      “Joshua Thomson.”

      I stop walking and face her. “I told you what happened on Saturday between him and me, and you still slept with him? Do you know how fucked up that is?”

      “It kind of, sort of happened.” She bites her lip. “I was at a party and we started talking and one thing led to another. He is really good in bed. I love a man who knows what they are doing.” She fans herself.

      I continue walking rolling my eyes. “Do you not feel like he only fucked you to get back at me? He promised that he would get between my legs. I guess he thinks by fucking you, I will feel jealous or something.”

      “Not every guy is after you, you know,” she says angrily.

      “I know that, but you and I know that he is. He’s a dog, Candice. You know he always tries it on with me. He is like a dog with a bone.”

      “I have to go.” She walks away from me. I call out her name, but she ignores me.

      Walking through the courtyard, I feel the same shiver as I’d felt on Saturday run up my whole body and I turn to see Mr. Mysterious having a smoke on the far side of the court. Again he is watching me, his head turned, observing me.

      I am about to walk toward him when a crowd of people walk by blocking me. Once they move out the way, the guy is gone. I look both ways, but I can’t see him. Checking time, I groan as I head to my first class. Yup, you can definitely tell it’s a Monday.

      I take my usual seat in the classroom and after a few minutes, Patrick takes a seat next to me. He gives me a smile then gets his laptop out.

      “Morning,” he says in a cheery voice.

      “Morning,” I say back whilst typing out a message to Candice to tell her that I still love her, and that I don’t want us to fall out over that ass. Knowing that she is my only main friend, he probably fucked her hoping that I would fall out with her. Patrick is a friend, but it's not the same.

      I swear I want to cut that man’s dick off.

      “You have angry face.”

      “Sorry. Candice slept with Joshua Thomson last night.” I slump back in my seat.

      “Enough said. He probably did it to get back at you.”

      Thank God someone else agrees with me.

      “I guess you said that to Candice and she got upset?”

      “Yeah, Candice is my best friend and I don’t want some guy to get between us.”

      “She loves you, and I think once she has time to let what you said sink in, she will come around.”

      Placing my hand on his, I smile warmly at him. “You always know how to make me feel better.”

      I’m logging into my laptop when that feeling runs through me yet again and I quickly look around the room, that excitement running through my veins.

      He's here.

      I spot him near the classroom door watching us, his eyes once again staring at me before he walks away. I have such an urge to run after him, but I don’t.

      “Are you okay?”

      I face Patrick. “Yeah, I'm fine.”

      The professor walks in and I listen, taking notes, but my mind wanders every now and then to the guy with no name.
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        * * *

      

      Lunchtime couldn’t come quick enough. Walking into the already-full cafeteria, I head in line to get myself a drink and an apple: the food looks a little dried out today. After paying I walk back in the middle of the room wondering where I'm going to sit.

      I’m looking around when I feel someone squeeze my ass. I turn angrily to see a jock smiling at me giving me a wink. Joshua is sitting next to him and I want to slap that pleased smile right off his face. Instead, I glare at him and his friend. Leaning down to look at the Jock, I give him my best bitch face. “Touch me again and I swear I will cut your balls off with a blunt knife.”

      “Oh, come on,” he chuckles, shaking his head. He looks to his friends and back to me, but I keep staring at him.

      I bend down a little more so we are level and I stare into his eyes. “I am being serious. Touch me again and I. Will. Cut. Your. Balls. Off.” I say each word slowly.

      “Okay, I'm sorry.” He lifts his hands up in surrender.

      I pat his head. “Good boy.” I smile sweetly before walking away.

      Men are pigs.

      Walking to a table with a free seat, I plunk down, smiling to those also at the table before I grab out my phone to see I have no reply from Candice yet. She is going to drag this out, the drama queen. I look over to Joshua who is sitting on the table staring at me.

      When he notices me looking at him, he blows me a kiss then gives me a wink. I lift my hand giving him the finger, but he just smiles. A guy says something to him and he laughs nodding his head.

      I can't believe Candice slept with that dick.

      I look around the room and spot Mysterious Guy sitting a few tables over, smiling and talking to a friend Is this man perfect? His smile is even dreamy. Like he can feel me watching him, he looks my way and the smile falls, his eyes trained on mine.

      I look away, hating that I was staring at him, and I look back to Joshua and he is glaring at the guy before he turns my way.

      Dammit.

      I stand up, putting my apple in my bag and leaving my drink. This is why I hate sitting on my own: I feel awkward.

      I am near the exit when I feel my arm being pulled, and I turn around to see Joshua smiling down at me before he pins me against the wall.

      “No Candice?” His eyes trail over my body. “Has she told you how good I made her scream?”

      I push his chest hard. “You are sick, you only made it worse for yourself now: I don’t fuck with my friend’s sloppy seconds. Too bad, because you know I was considering it on Saturday. Now there is no way in hell you get to touch this.” I glide my fingers down my body.

      His jaw ticks. “You think you are so it, but you’re not. You are one big cock tease.”

      I pretend to yawn. “Yeah put me down. That’s how to get into my pants. I don’t think I'm all that; it's you who sees me as some game to win. Grow up, Josh.” I smile knowing he hates people calling him that.

      “No wonder people call you the Ice Queen.” He sneers before walking away.

      “Josh,” I call out and he turns. “Candice told me about your condition. It’s okay that you’ve got a small dick.”

      His eyes go angry and people start laughing. I blow him a kiss before leaving with a satisfied bounce in my step.

      The rest of the day goes by fast but unfortunately, I don’t get to see Mr. Mysterious again. Candice also doesn’t return my messages, although I know she will come around.

      Driving home, I sing to Shakira ‘Whenever, Wherever’ at the top of my lungs, letting the day slip away.

      I park in my usual spot, heading inside the apartment complex, heading to my floor. Once I'm through my door, I drop my bags on the floor going straight to the kitchen area to make myself a cup of tea.

      Leaning back on my hands on the counter, I bite my lip thinking about the gorgeous guy. For the first time in ages, I'm excited about going to school tomorrow. Images of him fill my mind.

      Still waiting for the kettle to boil, I walk past the spacious living room to my bedroom, and, opening my bedside table drawer I search through its contents until I find my bullet: my sex toy.

      Lying on my bed, I lift my skirt up to take off my panties, spreading my legs open as I start to tease my clit with the vibrations. I close my eyes, imaging the guy watching me—him sitting across the room, his eyes fully staring at me as I please myself.

      Moving the bullet around my clit, I can feel that ache getting higher and higher. I am so close and when my clit pulses with my orgasm, I lay there feeling sedated, not wanting to move.

      This guy is really getting to me and I don’t even know him.

      I clean my toy, putting it back in place, and grab a very hot shower before settling with my cup of tea on the couch. Putting on Vampire Diaries, I fawn over Damon Salvatore, trying to get rid of thoughts of the guy with no name.
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        * * *

      

      I couldn’t wait to get to school this morning. I look at all my surroundings when walking around, but I don’t see him anywhere. The day is starting to turn into a downer. Patrick has been super nice to me and I feel bad that I have hardly listened to anything he has said, but I really wanted to have another glimpse of the one that is making me crazy.

      At lunchtime, I head to the cafeteria and once again its full. Getting myself a drink in line, I get annoyed when I feel hands on my waist pulling me into a hard body, I turn my head seeing Joshua smiling down at me.

      “Hello, beautiful.”

      “I'm not in the mood for you today,” I say pulling away from him.

      “Don’t be like that. I am sure I could turn your mood around; you just have so much tension built up.” He tries to rub my shoulders, but I turn around facing him.

      “Don’t you ever give up? You and me,” I point to him, then me, “it’s never going to happen. Move on; get a life.” I sigh in relief when I get to the till and pay.

      “I know it will happen; it’s only a matter of when.” He winks at me before heading to the jock table.

      I roll my eyes, looking around the room, and giving up on finding a seat, I decide to head outside when I hear my name being called. I smile when I see the mysterious guy standing at a table indicating for me to join him. Walking over to him, I smile.

      “We meet again,” I say.

      He sits back down, his eyes not leaving mine. “Want to join me and my friend?”

      I look at his friend with messy blonde hair and brown eyes who is gawping at me.

      “I’d love to.” I take a seat.

      “I heard you threaten to cut off a guy’s balls yesterday. Would you do it?” the friend asks me.

      “I don’t like men who think they can feel you up without permission. Would you let a guy grope you?” I ask him.

      “But I am a guy.”

      “Doesn't matter. You wouldn’t like it, would you? It shouldn’t be okay just because I don’t have a dick. If I need to cut some balls off for some of these guys to take a hint, I would.” I look at the mysterious guy and his eyes are trained on me. “By the way what’s your name?”

      He smiles at me. “Do you need to know my name?”

      “Yes.” I lick my lips and his eyes go to my mouth. All I can think about is him kissing me again.

      “What do I get if I give it you?” He smirks at me.

      I roll my eyes. “I'm not in the mood to play games. All men do is play games.” I stand up, but he grabs hold of my wrists bringing me back down into my seat.

      “Sit.”

      I want to tell him to fuck off, but his eyes are piercing into mine. I sit. “Don’t tell me what to do,” I tell him.

      “Why?”

      “I don’t like being ordered around.” I don’t let men have power over me unless I give it to them. Men giving orders with no pleases or thank you irritates me. Well, outside of the bedroom anyway.

      He leans in towards me. “But you listened to me. Do you like that I ordered you?” He moves in further. “If I told you to kiss me, would you?” I feel his breath on my lips. “Would you?” he asks again.

      I don’t look away from him. I know the answer and I’m sure he knows it too. It’s like he has some power over my body as I do want to do everything he asks me too. I want to please him, so I know this will end in trouble. I don’t like that I'm already wanting him to have power over me. “I'm going.” This time I stand up and start walking away but I feel him following me.

      He pulls my arm, pulling me into him, his hands going to waist. “You're angry,” he says. “Why?”

      “Why won't you tell me your name?” I avoid his question.

      “If I told you to kiss me, would you?” He fires back. I can feel his fingers dig into me. I gasp at the painful feeling, but it’s a pleasurable kind of feeling. I look into his eyes and they notice they have got dark. His fingers dig in deeper, pulling my body closer to his. He leans down so his mouth is close to mine. “Tell me to kiss you and I will.” I feel his tongue glide along my bottom lip, and I open my mouth a little. “Tell me,” he growls.

      I look up at him, my fingers digging into his hair, my body flush against his. “No,” I say before walking out of his arms, leaving the cafeteria, my breathing coming in fast.
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        * * *

      

      Trent

      I watch her go, seeing that tight ass of hers sway. I look around the room and see everyone watching me. I guess we did put on an interesting show for them. A few whisper, and I glare at each of them.

      “What?” I shout and they all look away as I head back to the table.

      Drake is looking at me shaking his head. “You went the wrong way with that. She seems the type that hate men telling her what to do.”

      I know that, but she listened to me when I told her to sit; I saw it in her eyes. She wants to obey me, she just doesn’t like that she wants to. “She likes me though.”

      “Because you are different than the other men. You aren’t being obvious in getting in her pants.”

      “I'm not after a quick fuck,” I tell him.

      He arches his eyebrow at me. “Come on man. You want to fuck her as much as any guy here.”

      I know he is including himself in his statement.

      “Yeah, I want to fuck her, but I want to know her more.”

      She is fascinating. I like seeing the different conflicts pass through her eyes. There’s something about her that means I can't keep away. I feel like I'm the moth and she is the flame.

      She is my undoing.

      “If you do fuck her, tell me if it is like everything I dreamed of. I heard her pussy is like a golden vagina: rare and beautiful.” He goes into his own world and I throw my chip at him.

      Where does he get this shit from?

      “I think the person who needs to get fucked here, is you.” I laugh.

      “I'm working on it,” he says before looking at his phone.

      I look back to the doors where Winter went. Without thinking twice about it, I stand up and decide to follow her. Saying a quick goodbye to Drake, I leave, heading down the hall, wondering where she might be. I keep walking until I see her go into the girl's bathroom.

      Standing outside the door, I momentarily have second thoughts about entering, expecting that she’ll probably think I'm some stalker, but then I change my mind.

      Fuck it.

      Pushing the door open, I see her leaning on her hands on the counter. She faces me with a confused look before she looks at me angrily.

      “What the fuck? Get out.” She stands straighter.

      I walk towards her. “Tell me you want me to kiss you.”

      “No,” she says bitterly.

      I push her against the wall, my body blocking her in. “Tell me,” I order.

      “No,” she says again, but this time her voice is softer.

      I lean my face closer to hers. “Just tell me.”

      “Why?” she breathes.

      “Because I want to kiss you so badly.”

      Her eyes search mine, the anger evaporating and interest and lust taking over. “You can’t have power over me.” Her hands go to my chest.

      “Don’t you realize it yet?” I shake my head.

      “What?” Her big eyes look vulnerable and cause an ache in my chest.

      “It's you who has the power.”

      Her eyes search mine. “Then kiss me.”

      I look at her mouth.

      “Please,” she pleads.

      My lips goes to hers. I press my body harder against her, causing her to moan into my mouth, as I fist my hand in her hair and pull her closer to me.

      Fuck, she makes me crazy.

      My hands wander down her body until I reach her ass, and when I lift her, her legs wrap around me while I carry her to the counter, pressing my erection against her and feeling her nails digging into my upper arms.

      I kiss her harder; I never want to stop.

      Dammit, I want to be inside her so bad.

      I hear the doors opening and I try to stop, but she doesn't let me. It fucking turns me on even more that she doesn't care who is watching. I pull her closer to me, and I start to kiss from her jaw, to her neck. I then start biting and sucking her neck, marking her, letting every fucker on campus know that I have branded her. She moans out into the room and I hear a couple of girls whispering behind us. Fuck it they can watch if they want.

      “Get a room,” I hear a girl say.

      “We are in one. Keep watching if you want, I don’t mind,” I hear Winter say against my lips, but not long after I hear the doors close once again, indicating that they have left.

      I pull back, looking at her, seeing her swollen lips and flushed cheeks. “You are so fucking hot.”

      She smiles at me again.

      “What is your name?” she breathes.

      “Trent. Trent Matthews.”

      “It suits you.” She kisses me one more time. “I think we should head towards our next class.”

      I know she is right, but fuck, I don’t want to. “We should.” I press my forehead to hers.

      She jumps down off the counter and we leave the bathroom to see the hallway full of students, and they are looking our way. I bet they know what we were doing. I am sure those girls told people.

      Girls are looking at me with interest as men are looking at me with disdain. I also see that preppy boy next to Winter’s friend. She is looking at me with interest. I wouldn’t expect it from her.

      “Yes, we were making out like a couple of teenagers. Move along,” Winter shouts out, and a few start walking away.

      I smile that knowing it wasn’t twenty minutes ago that I did the same, yelling at everyone to mind their own fucking business.

      “I think they aren’t used to seeing me being close with a guy.” She looks at me apologetically.

      “I don’t care what people think or say.” I entwine our fingers and she smiles up at me. “How do you feel about PDA?” I smirk at her.

      “I guess it’s something I can get used to.”

      I pull her towards me and kiss her, not caring that everyone is watching before I step back, smiling down at the dreamy look on her face. “You are so beautiful.” She shakes her head. I lift her chin up. “You are; don’t ever question that.”

      “Winter, you ready for our next class?” Candice walks over, looking me up and down with an apprehensive look.

      “Yeah.” Winter watches her looking at me. “We okay now?”

      Candice looks away from me to look at her. “Yeah, I'm sorry about yesterday. So, I take it this is the mysterious kisser from Saturday night? I'm surprised I haven't seen you around,” she says softly to me.

      “I transferred here last month.” Even Winter looks at me with that bit of news.

      “Well welcome to our little town. I hope I get to see more of you.” She winks at me before linking her arm with Winter. I’m not really liking this girl; I’m wondering how Winter is friends with a girl like this. I get a really bad vibe from her.

      “Winter,” I call out heading towards them before dipping Winter in a heated kiss. “Just to keep me going.” I give her a wink and she smiles at me.

      I watch as they walk away and when I'm about to head to class, when Candice turns and looks at me, her eyes trained on me before they round the corner.

      Yeah, that girl is going to be a problem.
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      Winter

      “I can't believe that is the guy you kissed. He is hot as hell. Of course, the first guy you show interest in has to be the hottest guy in school,” Candice goes on and on about Trent.

      “I told you he was gorgeous,” I laugh.

      “Yeah, but your definition of gorgeous is different to mine. You think that Jamie guy from Fifty Shades is hot, and he is not my cup of tea, but Trent, he is all kinds of yummy.” She fans herself. “Is he a good kisser?”

      I replay the kiss in my head and it makes my knees tremble just thinking about it. “Oh yeah.” I bite my lip and she looks at me with an expression I can't explain.

      “He may be the one to get you out of your funk.” We take our seats in class.

      A few guys smile and say a quick hi to Candice and I sit there looking at my phone. I am about to put it away when it vibrates in my hand. I see a number I don’t recognize has sent me a text. Opening it up, I smile when I see it’s from Trent.

      Unknown: Is it bad that all I'm thinking about is kissing you again?

      Smiling, I save his number and start to reply back.

      Me: No. I want you to kiss me again. How did you get my number?

      Trent: I have my ways. All you have to do is ask, and you will get 😉

      Me: So… if I ask you to please me, you would?

      I tease.

      Trent: Yes.

      That’s all he says. I feel my body heat up by that one word alone.

      Me: Will keep that in mind.

      Trent: You do that. Meet me after school. I need to see you again.

      “Who you texting?” Candice leans over, reading through our messages. “He really is into you.” She sits back.

      “I hope he is.” I quickly reply back to him.

      Me: Okay.

      I send the message, putting my phone away. “I'm going to meet him after school,” I say in a happy, chirpy voice.

      “Do you think that’s a good idea, though?” Candice says quietly when the teacher walks in.

      “What do you mean?” My smile falters

      “You don’t want to be too clingy or needy. You know what men are like: if you make it too easy, they lose interest and you don’t want that to happen do you?” She gives me a look.

      I guess not. I can't explain it, but I really do like him, even though I hardly know him. There’s just something about him. “You're right,” I say in frustration. I am making it too easy for him.

      “You don’t have to listen to me, but you have seen what men are like around here. I just don’t want you to get hurt by the first guy you crushed on in so long.”

      “No, you're right. I'm going to say that I forgot we had plans.” I quickly grab my phone and there is a message waiting for me from him.

      Trent: Looking forward to it.

      I sigh while I type out my message.

      Me: Hi, I'm so sorry but I forgot that I made plans. Rain check.

      I put my phone back in my bag: I know that if I don’t put it away, I’ll keep checking to see if he’s replied. This guy has been in my life for a couple of days and already I'm turning into one of those girls—girls who only think about the guy and nothing else, who stops everything for them. I don’t want him to get bored.

      “Thank you,” I tell Candice.

      “You're welcome. You know I got your back.” She winks at me.

      “I know.” I squeeze her hand and start paying attention for the rest of class, but that stupid boy keeps entering my thoughts.

      For the rest of the day, I avoid my phone and keep myself distracted by talking to my friends and of course rumors are spread about me and the new guy.

      I head outside ready to get back to my apartment. I guess I could please myself again. I feel like today dragged. I just want to grab a hot bath and watch some Vampire Diaries; I'm sure Damon can cheer me. Walking towards the parking lot, I feel my arm being pulled and I am turned to face Trent.

      “Are you ignoring me?” His hands glide down my arms until his fingers entwine with mine.

      “Of course not; I’ve been busy with my classes.” Even hearing that out loud sounds stupid.

      “Uh huh. So what plans do you have?”

      I feel my face start to blush. “Honestly?”

      He nods. “Always.”

      “I'm going to have a bath and watch some Vampire Diaries,” I shrug.

      “You are blowing me off for a TV show?” He smiles at me, shaking his head.

      “Maybe,” I say frustrated with myself. “I just don’t want all this to fizzle out.” I look up at him and he looks at me intently.

      “I want to be around you, Winter. When I'm not with you, I am counting down the minutes until I am. If we start to get annoyed being around the other we will say something. Do you want to be with me right now?” He starts stroking the back of my hand with his thumb.

      “I do, but…” I don’t have a chance to say anything else as his lips land on mine, making every thought in my head evaporate, stopping me from saying another word. He pulls back, his eyes darkening.

      “What were we saying?” I mumble, causing him to laugh.

      “You are so beautiful.” He cups my face. “Well your plans do seem very important, but are you willing to have some company to join you?”

      “A bath and some Vampire Dairies? You want a bubble bath?” I chuckle.

      “Do I get to join you?” I stop laughing, my mouth going dry. My eyes go up and down his body, wondering what he would look like naked. “I was joking,” he says, filling the silence.

      A part of me was hoping he wasn’t. “I was actually considering it,” I smile innocently at him.

      “Were you now? If you want me to join you, to scrub you clean, I wouldn’t say no.” He pulls me flush into him. “If you asked me to do anything, I would.”

      I look up at him and see that he is being serious. “Let's go.” I step back, holding his hand and guiding him to my car. I stop. “What about your car?”

      “I'll get it later.” He kisses my lips softly. We get inside my car, and as I pull out of the parking lot, I notice Candice and Joshua leaning against Joshua’s car, watching us. I give Candice a little wave and she gives me one back.

      “They didn’t look happy,” Trent says once we are on the road.

      “Candice is the one who told me to play hard to get. She knows more about this kind of thing than I do, so I guess she thinks I caved and am under the thumb or something now.”

      “Candice is the one who told you to cancel with me.” It wasn’t a question. “I think Candice needs to realize that playing games doesn’t get the guy.” He faces me. “If a guy likes you and wants to be with you, you just need to be yourself. Playing games makes men think you’re insecure, hard work and full of drama.”

      “Really?” Interesting. I’ll need to tell Candice that.

      “Yeah. I like you because you’re interesting and you are yourself. That’s sexy to men. What’s unattractive is women being too forward and thinking that men should bow down to them. Men will just look at them as nothing else but a quick lay, not relationship material.”

      “You like me?” I smile.

      “That’s all you got from that?” He laughs, and I laugh with him. “Yes, I like you, more than I should, especially only knowing you for the odd time here and there. Do you like me?” he asks me.

      I repeat his words back to him. “More than I should.”

      I pull up to the apartment complex, parking the car, and I look to Trent who is shaking his head, chuckling to himself.

      “This is funny.”

      I look at him like he is crazy. “What is?”

      “I live here.”

      My eyes go wide. “You live here?” I look at the building like it’s going to change. “What floor?”

      “Third. You?”

      “Second. I guess this is a small world.” I step out. He soon joins me, leaning against my car and pulling my body close to him.

      “Least it's not far to go when we have sleepovers.” He waggles his eyebrows at me, and I hit his chest, stepping back before walking towards the ten-floor building.

      “Already planning sleepovers?” We walk up the stairs to my floor.

      “I'm already planning a lot of stuff in my head with you.” I turn around and I notice his eyes are on my ass. He looks up smirking at me.

      “Oh really?” I turn around, looking down at him as I'm on the higher step.

      “Yes really.” He takes a step up so he's not as small.

      “What things have you got planned to do to me. I mean with me?” I smirk at him.

      He goes on my step on the stairs, his hands wrapping around my middle, pulling me in, slowly gliding towards my ass, lifting me so my legs have to wrap around his waist. He takes the last few stairs until he pins me against the wall, pushing his body against me. I am really starting to like him doing that.

      “I am going to do so many things to you, although some things I will have to keep as a fantasy.” He starts kissing from my jaw to my neck.

      “What fantasies? I'm quite open-minded,” I breathe.

      “Maybe one day I will tell you.” His lips go to the top of my breast and he bites down. I scream out into the vacant stairway, echoing around the walls. He sucks hard, biting me again before pulling away. His forehead goes to mine, his eyes closing. “Let's go.”

      “Okay,” I whisper. His fingers entwine with mine and I open the door that leads to the hall of a few apartments until we get to mine. Unlocking the door, I sigh in relief that my place is spotless, minus my coffee cup from this morning. Letting him in, I lock the door behind me and watch him walking around my home, viewing my stuff, looking at my photos on the wall.

      “These your parents?” he asks.

      Walking to where he is, I smile when I see the picture of my parents holding one another, smiling at the camera. “Yeah, that’s them.”

      “They look so happy.”

      “They are. Growing up, I told myself I wanted what they have. They have so much love for another, even after all these years; they are mad about each other.”

      “That’s great. I'm sure you will get that.” He takes hold of my hand again. “Tell me about the rest of your pictures.”

      I point to the ones of me when I was younger in high school. He looks surprised when he notices I was a cheerleader—which causes me to laugh—saying I'm too nice to be a cheerleader.

      His eyes go dark when he sees a picture of me and my ex. “Who’s that?”

      “That’s my ex-boyfriend, David.” I step away from the wall.

      “Why is he an ex?” His eyes are still on the picture.

      “He broke it off with me, and I found out a week or so later that he was with someone else.” I sit on the couch, bringing my legs under me.

      “Did you love him?” He faces me. “He must have meant a lot if you have the picture up on the wall.”

      “It's only a reminder that men can hurt you. At the time, I thought I did love him. He was my first boyfriend. It hurt, but I see now I didn’t.”

      He comes over and sits next to me. “He is an idiot for breaking up with you, but I'm happy he did as I would hate to think that you were taken.” He smiles at me. “Not all men are like him. I would never hurt you,” he says looking straight into my eyes.

      Please don’t hurt me.

      I clear my throat. “Yeah, if I were taken, you would have to be with someone else. Not like you don’t have any admirers.” I smile at him.

      “Admirers?”

      I roll my eyes. “Oh come on. You must have seen how girls look at you. Even my friend thinks you’re hot.” I notice his body tenses a little.

      “Men notice you,” he says back.

      “Men see me as the campus challenge because I won't open my legs to anyone; they see me as something to win and not as a person.”

      “Men are dicks.”

      I burst out laughing. “You're talking about yourself then.”

      He shrugs. “I can be—I have been—but when I like a girl, and I mean really like them, I have to get to know them; it has to be more than physical—more than sex.”

      “How many times have you felt that about a girl?” I bite my lip.

      “About—” He looks up at the ceiling. “One.” He looks back at me smiling.

      “Me?” I ask.

      “Just you. I have never had any interest in being with a girl before. Until recently, I just enjoyed fucking women.”

      I know its past tense, but knowing he slept with other women gives me this funny feeling I can't put my finger on.

      He used to be a player.

      “You see me as more than a fuck?”

      “I do. Don’t get me wrong, I want to fuck you so bad that my dick is yelling out to you, but fuck me, just being around you is intoxicating.” His eyes pierce mine.

      “What if I want you to fuck me though?” My body starts to heat up, the atmosphere changing.

      “I wouldn’t.”

      “You would turn me down.” I sit closer to him.

      “Yes.” His eyes following my movement.

      “Even if I begged? You said all I had to do was ask.” I start stroking along my neck to the top of my breasts with my finger. “What if I touched myself in front of you, would you still say no?” I glide my hand down to my thigh, opening my legs a little. “Would you deny me, even though you want to please me?” I start rubbing myself over my pants.

      Fuck, I find myself turned on.

      “Winter.” His voice is hoarse.

      “Trent, don’t you want to be inside me?” I pant out. My eyes close as I start grinding against my hand.

      “Winter.” I hear him, but I don’t stop.

      I call out his name. “Trent.” I can feel the heat radiating from me through my clothes.

      Soon I am being pulled so I am straddling him, his hands on my hips, and he starts rocking me against him. Feeling his erection press against me is making me want to throw out all my morals and let this beautiful stranger, who I only met a few days ago, have his wicked way with me.

      I deserve this.

      He makes me feel good.

      Even if it doesn’t last, right now I know this is more than just an easy fuck for him. I start grinding myself harder against him. His fingers dig into me and I go faster; I feel that ache rising as our breathing comes in fast. I'm so close, but then our movements stop. I open my eyes to look at him and he is looking down, his chest rising and falling fast.

      Why did he stop?

      “Are you okay?”

      “We had to stop. It was getting too far.”

      “I thought that was the point,” I tease him.

      He looks up at me. I see heat, but I also see something else. “I want our first time together to be better than a fuck on your couch. I want you Winter, but not like this.”

      I move myself so I'm sitting next to him. “You're turning me down?” I ask him.

      “I'm only saying not like this. Let's get to know each other.”

      “But you are attracted to me?”

      He looks at me like I’ve grown two heads. “Fuck, I'm attracted to you, I just don’t want to ruin this. Like you said earlier, I want to not let this fizzle out.”

      I nod. “But we get to make out?” I smile at him.

      I scream when he pins me down on the couch. “That we can definitely do.” He kisses me hard, his body hovering above mine. “There is no way in hell I could not kiss you.” He pecks my lips.

      “Good, because that would be a deal breaker for me,” I giggle.

      He smiles at me. “Good to know.” He kisses me again.
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