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Hello reader friend,

Tempting Venom can be enjoyed as a complete standalone, but for a better understanding of the world, it’s recommended to read Beautiful Venom and Sweet Venom first.

If you’re new to my books, you might not know that I write darker stories that can be intense, unsettling, and even disturbing. My characters and their journeys defy societal norms and aren’t meant for everyone.

Tempting Venom contains depictions of mental illness such as bipolar disorder and manic episodes, as well as mentions and on-page descriptions of child sexual abuse. The story also features graphic violence, homophobia (both external and internalized), the death of a parent by suicide, and suicidal ideation. Kink elements involving consensual masochistic tendencies are present. Reader discretion is advised.

For more things Rina Kent, visit www.rinakent.com.


BLURB

When two ruthless enemies collide.

My name is Preston Armstrong, and I’m the most depraved bastard you'll ever meet.

I take what I want, ruin what I don’t, and live exactly how I please.

That is, until I crash into the force of nature that is Marcus Osborn.

Captain of our rival hockey team and the perpetual thorn in my side.

A migraine in human form and the one person who refuses to play by my rules.

He's my brand of heartless and just as deranged.

I set out to crush him, his career, and his infuriatingly gorgeous face.

But Marcus hits back with equal force, turning our rivalry into a violent, addictive dance neither of us can walk away from.

We were supposed to annihilate each other.

Instead, we spark a fire that threatens to devour everything in its path.

In this battle of two unhinged souls, our bodies become collateral damage.

But I never expected our stone-cold hearts to get involved.
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PROLOGUE — MARCUS
AGE SEVEN


Ihate my birthdays.

They always begin with the same bleak reminder that the one thing I want the most is the one thing I can’t have.

Maybe I should change the wish. Try to see if I can make a better one.

One that doesn’t revolve around wanting something I can never have.

Too late now.

Mom’s slightly trembling fingers tighten around my clammy hand—or maybe it’s hers that’s all sweaty. Her usually affectionate touch is jaded, smothered by the consequences of my stupid wish.

I peek up at her, sinking my teeth into my lower lip.

Mom is still in her pale-pink nurse’s uniform, her white sneakers smudged from the walk in the rain and a worn leather bag slung over her shoulder. Her jet-black hair is pulled into a ponytail, a few strands slipping loose around her face.

I love Mom’s face. It’s round and welcoming, accented by huge dark eyes that I see myself in and warm skin kissed by the sun.

She carries that faint trace of disinfectant, the scent I’ve loved for as long as I can remember because it means she’s home. My classmates say the smell of the hospital stinks, but for me, it means Mom’s hugs as soon as she walks in.

Doesn’t matter how worn out she is, Mom always smiles the widest when she sees me, falling to her knees to hug me and shower me with kisses.

“How was your day?” I’ll ask because that’s what she always asks me.

“Much better now.” She’ll sigh in my hair, hugging me again.

Mom works in the emergency room at the local hospital in our town, Stantonville. And because she works night shifts and overtime, she usually has panda eyes.

Like now.

Normally, she leaves me with Mrs. Rodriguez next door, but yesterday, Mom asked Dad to spend time with me.

Because it was my stupid birthday wish.

I waited by the window, peeking through the curtains all night long, holding the puck he gifted me last year, but I fell asleep, and Dad never came.

This morning, Mom found me sleeping slumped on the windowsill, grabbed my hand, and drove us here.

To Dad’s mansion.

I’ve never been here before.

The house looks as big as Dad. Too big. Like a castle. And…just far away, though it’s right in front of me.

It rises from the ground like it swallowed the whole street, with so many floors stacked on top of each other and countless windows and doors. Even the garden is wider and neater than the park back home. It looks as magical as the gardens in fairy-tale stories Mom loves reading to me.

I wonder if there are roses I can get for Mom.

“The least you could’ve done is tell me you weren’t coming, so I could’ve come up with alternate plans for Marcus.” Mom’s voice is bitingly low—the tone she always uses when she’s fighting with Dad. “A child his age shouldn’t be left alone.”

“He’s eight and grown enough,” Dad says in that dismissive way of his, the sound cutting through the air, although his voice stays controlled.

“Seven. Marcus is seven, Andrew.”

“Seven. Eight. What’s the difference? You’re being dramatic.”

I peek at Dad, not really daring to look at him fully. I don’t think he likes it—or me—that much.

Dad is tall and broad—so tall, both Mom and I have to look up at him.

We share the same cloud-colored eyes, except his are narrower, meaner, and barely shift. His light-brown hair catches the light from the thin sunbeam leaking through the clouds, nearly turning blond.

He hardly smiles or hugs me like Mom. He just looks.

Like now.

His gaze strays toward me, and I stare down at my blue-and-white sneakers Mom got me for my birthday last year.

Mom always tells me Dad is busy and doesn’t have time and that I should understand, but I think he just doesn’t like me.

“Dramatic?” Mom’s hand squeezes mine even tighter. “I’m dramatic for asking you to be a decent human being and treat your child right?”

“I give you money for whatever he needs, June. What else do you want from me?”

Mom releases my hand, reaches into her bag, and pulls out a few dollar bills, then throws them at his chest. “Fuck your money! Your son needs his father, not money.”

“Well, that’s all I have to offer him. I told you it would’ve been better to abort him; it’s not my fault you chose to keep the kid.”

Mom covers my ears with both her hands as if that will magically erase what I just heard.

Then she forces a smile on her trembling lips as she removes them, probably figuring out I can still hear—and see.

Mom crouches down so that she’s at my level and strokes my hair—it the exact shade of hers, so black, it’s almost blue—away from my face.

And she smiles, like every time she sees me, but her panda eyes make her look exhausted. When we go home, I’ll cut her the cucumber slices that Mrs. Rodriguez uses at night.

“Marcus, darling, do you mind waiting for Mommy near the car? I’ll be right there, okay? I just need to talk to your father for a bit.”

“Okay.”

“Love you, sweetie.”

“Love you, too, Mommy.” I glance at Dad, and he’s scrolling through his phone. “Bye, Daddy.”

“Mm.” He releases the noise, but he doesn’t look at me.

Mom glares at him, then gives me one last smile before she ushers me down the couple of stairs. That’s where we’ve been talking to Dad the whole time—in front of his house. He was waiting for us there as soon as we arrived, and he never invited us in.

I guess he doesn’t want his wife and his other children to see us. Mom said I have two brothers and a sister, but they have a different Mom, and it’s better if I don’t get to know them.

Dad said I’ll never meet them.

“You come from different worlds, and it’ll remain like that. For your sake,” he told me once while we sat in our living room.

He was helping me put together a puzzle as Mom prepared dinner. It was one of my favorite times we spent together.

Dad had a strange look in his eyes as he stared in Mom’s direction. “And your mother’s.”

Now, I round the corner and spot Mom’s car, tiny compared to the huge, shiny ones lined up on either side of it.

Instead of heading to the car, I hide by the bushes and peek at Mom and Dad.

I know I don’t have parents who live together like most people in my class. The other day, Chad called Mom a whore and a gold digger, and I pushed him to the ground and punched him so hard, he started bleeding.

And it felt good—hearing him crying and begging me to stop.

He shouldn’t have said that in the first place.

But then the school called Mom, and it was so annoying.

When I told her what Chad said, she told his parents to educate their kid, so he won’t get beaten up like that in the future.

Then Mom told me people will say whatever they want, and I shouldn’t let it get to me.

She’s wrong.

I won’t allow anyone to insult my mom.

Even if it’s Dad.

“Listen here, you son of a bitch.” Mom points a finger at his chest. “Whether or not I chose to have Marcus was my decision, not yours.”

Dad is still staring at his phone. “Then don’t come here yelling the house down because he spent a night on his own.”

“It’s his birthday!”

“I don’t give a fuck.” He lifts his gaze to her. “His birthdays mean nothing to me. You’re the one who had him. Take responsibility for him.”

“Wow.” She steps back. “Not only did you lie to me back then, pretending to be single when you had a whole wife and three kids⁠—”

“You were being dramatic, ending a relationship just because of a wife.”

Mom takes another step back, visibly vibrating with anger. “Dramatic for not wanting to be a mistress?”

“You would’ve had a better life than now.” He stares her down. “You look terrible, by the way. Gone are the days when you were attractive. Even your biting tongue is no longer amusing.”

“Well, I’m glad, because the last thing I want is to amuse you, asshole. I’m here to ask you to be a decent father to your son.”

“A decent father provides money.”

“That’s a bank, not a father!”

“Call it whatever you want.”

“I don’t know why I bother talking to you.” A worn, brittle sound slips from her, her head bowing for a heartbeat before she lifts it again. “You know, I really didn’t want to cut you out of his life, since you donated the sperm and all, but if you’re going to keep hurting him by not showing up or by being so emotionally paralyzed, you’re no longer allowed near him.”

He smiles, but it looks evil, like in the cartoons. “You can’t keep me out of his life.”

“I can try. And keep your allowance. I don’t spend your blood-soaked money on my child anyway.”

“Don’t be ridiculous, June. You’d rather struggle than take the hand I’m offering?”

“You finally get it.”

Dad purses his lips, frowning like he always does around Mom. “You’re making a grave mistake.”

“The only mistake I made was meeting you, asshole. Actually, no. Marcus came out of it, and he’s the best thing that’s ever happened in my life, so I’ll consider the couple of years I spent with you fucking charity.”

My lips twitch in a smile. Mom always says that—that I’m the best thing that’s happened in her life, and that she doesn’t know how she’d lived without me.

If only Dad cared like she does.

It doesn’t have to be a lot.

Just a tiny bit is enough.

I don’t need to see him all the time. Just sometimes.

He grabs her by the elbow. “You don’t have the foggiest clue what type of family you’re up against, June. Quit with your spitfire attitude and listen to reason. Come here, let’s talk inside.”

Mom is saying something, but I don’t hear them as he pulls her through the huge door.

I drag my foot over a pebble and walk to the car, my head dropping to my chest. But I stop when, through the gaps between the perfectly cut square trees, I catch a glimpse of the garden.

The grass is so green, it feels alive, dotted with so many colorful flowers that look painted on.

I bite my lower lip. Dad won’t mind if I pluck a few and give them to Mom, right?

She loves flowers, and I always take her some from the side of the road. These are so much prettier and brighter, maybe they’ll make her feel better.

I take a look at my surroundings, then carefully step between the bushes but pause because, wow, there are so many of them!

Flowers of all shapes, colors, and sizes are perfectly arranged in round and square patterns around the trees and bushes.

I hop from one bed to the other, changing my mind about which one is the prettiest the moment I see the next. Maybe I can take a few to Mom. There are countless flowers, so Dad won’t notice if some are gone.

My feet carry me between the trees as I follow the trail of flowers. I crouch by every bed and pluck a few colorful ones, mostly roses. Mom loves roses.

A thorn pricks me, and I wince, standing up and sucking on my pointer finger. The copper taste of blood explodes on my tongue, slowly easing the pain.

As I’m about to carry on with flower picking, I hear movement from above. I look up and pause, my grip on the bouquet loosening.

Wow. Dad has a fairy in his garden.

A small, beautiful fairy.

It sits on the branch above me, its feet dangling and swinging, its white sneakers all smudged. The wind lifts its white-blond hair, brushing it against the rustling leaves. Beams of sun slip through the gaps and wash its face in a soft glow. Its eyes are so green, they blend into the garden, turning almost yellow where the light hits them.

But wait, hold on. Where are the fairy’s wings?

I tilt my head to the side, but I don’t see them. Wings, I mean. There’s no glitter on its face either. This fairy is wearing pastel-green shorts and a white shirt as it sucks on a lollipop while looking up.

Do fairies like lollipops?

A squirrel scurries up the tree’s trunk, and the fairy grins and jumps up, then grabs onto a branch and climbs after the squirrel.

“Why don’t you use your wings?” I ask, almost blurting.

The fairy looks down at me, its green eyes going wide as it slips on the branch.

My own eyes widen when it drops, and then we’re both crashing into the grass. My head hits the ground, and the flowers I was gathering scatter all around us.

“Ow.” The fairy shuffles on top of me, then lands beside me.

I sit up as well and pick up the flowers one by one, dusting them off. One of them, the most beautiful red rose, is a bit crushed.

My lips pull downward. I wanted to give Mom this one, then put it in a glass of water, and place it by her bedside table.

“Ahh, my lollipop is ruined!” the fairy says.

No, he’s actually a boy—or a girl. I can’t tell for sure, but I think he’s a boy. Up close, he looks as pretty as a girl, with chubby cheeks and the biggest, most gorgeous green eyes I’ve ever seen.

They’re greener than the grass and every tree in the garden.

Greener than Mom’s spoiled houseplants.

Greener and livelier than life itself.

His eyes cut sideways to me, irritation simmering beneath the surface. “Why did you talk to me all of a sudden? I fell over because of you.”

I can’t tell him I thought he was a fairy, because that’s so stupid now that I think about it, so I clear my throat. “You ruined my flowers, so let’s call it even.”

He shuffles toward me on his knees, throwing down his lollipop that’s covered in grass. His eyes catch a spark of something unearthly, his lips parting as if the words rip free before he can stop them. “Who are the flowers for?”

“My mother.”

The slightest spark flares in his eyes as they widen. “Your mother likes flowers?”

“Yeah.”

“Mine loves diamonds.”

“Can you get her diamonds?”

“No, silly.” A soft laugh escapes him, light as a breeze shifting through the leaves overhead.

Something fascinating happens then. His cheeks crease, and two dimples appear, framing his face like a magic spell.

They turn shallow when he speaks. “I’m still too young.”

“Then how about your dad?”

He pouts, his laugh instantly disappearing.

No. Why are the dimples gone? I like it when he laughs and stirs a beautiful sound in the air.

The boy shifts closer to me, grass staining his knees so that they’re as green as his eyes. No, they’re not as bright or sparkly.

His mouth trembles into a small, reluctant downturn, like he’s trying not to show how much it stings. “My parents are getting divorced.”

“Why?”

He shifts forward further. “Mom said Daddy gets rid of anyone he doesn’t like anymore, and he just doesn’t like the two of us now, so we have to leave for a new home. Mom said he wants to have a new family.”

“I’m sorry,” I say, even though I don’t really know what that word means. I hear Mom say it all the time to people in our neighborhood, and it seems to make them feel better.

“It’s okay. At least I’ll always have Mom.” He jumps up, a grin curving his lips, and he extends both arms above his head. “When I grow up this big, I’m gonna make lots of money and buy her all the diamonds in the world.”

I stare up at him as the sky and wandering clouds frame his face and the dimples, making him look so pretty.

Like a prince.

A fairy prince.

“You can do that?” I ask. “Buy all the diamonds for your mom?”

“Sure can. I’ll be richer than Daddy, and I’ll never kick her out of my house.”

“Me too.” I push myself up, my body angling toward his. “I’ll be richer and bigger than Dad and make Mom proud.”

“Yay! We can be rich together.” He slings an arm over my shoulders, a broad grin breaking across his face.

He smells like the woods and roses, like something sweet and soft.

A small smile tugs at my lips before I can stop it.

I don’t really smile much. My teachers have told Mom I’m a withdrawn child. Bright but quiet. Intelligent but not social.

It’s not that I don’t want to smile, I just don’t like smiling for no reason like other kids do.

But this fairy-like boy is different. His hyper energy is contagious, and I want to be friends.

See what he does aside from climbing trees.

Maybe I’ll be able to smile more if he’s my friend.

“Wow. You look so pretty when you smile.” He places his pointer and middle fingers at the corners of my mouth and pulls. “You should smile all the time—Oh, found you!”

He releases me and chases a squirrel, who climbs a tree before he can reach it.

“Do you live here?” I ask in a low tone.

Maybe he’s my brother.

Dad said I can’t meet them, but this boy was right here in the tree. I couldn’t ignore him.

The boy shakes his head, his gaze drifting up to the branches above. “I came to play with Leo, but he’s sick, so I’m just having fun on my own.”

I follow him as he slowly circles the tree. “Who’s Leo?”

“Uncle Andrew’s son.”

Dad’s son? One of my brothers?

“Are you Leo’s cousin?”

“No.”

“Then how do you know him?”

“Dad and Uncle Andrew are friends, so Leo and I are friends, I guess. But Leo’s always so sick lately, and I don’t think he’ll be able to go to school anymore.” He stops abruptly, spinning back toward me, and I catch myself before I collide with him. “Why are you here?”

I lift a shoulder, not wanting to seem too uncool by talking about my parents fighting.

“Come on.” He straightens. “Why can’t you tell me?”

My gaze flits to the flowers in my hand.

The boy looks to either side of him, then leans in to whisper, “Is it a secret? Is it? I can totally keep a secret. I swear.”

“It’s not a secret.”

His shoulders hunch. “Then you can tell me.”

“Well, it’s my birthday, and Mom brought me here to see my dad. That’s all.”

His eyes widen, excitement bursting through them like a rush. “Your dad lives here? Are you going to live here, too? Will I see you when I come over?”

“I don’t…think so. My mom and dad don’t live together.”

“Aw.” He pats my shoulder softly. “They divorced, too?”

“I guess.”

“That’s okay. We can still be friends, right?”

I nod once.

“Yay!” He hugs me close, squeezing me so tight it hurts a bit, then he pulls away. “Not many people want to be my friend.”

“No way. You’re so pretty.” I bite my lip after I say that, and I feel my ears heating.

“Pretty like a girl.” His lips push forward in an exaggerated little sulk, his eyes flicking up to check if I’m watching. “I hate it when people say that.”

“You’re not pretty like a girl. You’re just pretty.”

His smile stretches wide, warming the edges of his face. “Yeah?”

“Mm-hmm.”

“That makes me so happy!”

I shuffle on my feet, rocking back and forth, and sneak a look at him, because he really is pretty—maybe the prettiest thing I’ve ever seen. Prettier than the anime girls, and I always thought nothing could beat them.

“As your friend…” He rummages in the pocket of his shorts, his tongue peeking out at the corner of his mouth with concentration before he produces two pieces of candy. “Ta-da! Here, I’m giving you these. Happy birthday!”

When I don’t attempt to take them, too stunned to act, he shoves them in my hand.

“This is all I have, and they’re my favorite flavor. Mango. If you continue to be my friend, I’ll give you more. I promise.”

I can’t stop looking at the candy balls in my palm, a lightness blooming quietly in my chest.

An hour ago, I hated my birthday because Mom had been mad since early morning, and she and Dad were fighting. They fought last year, too, and the year before that, I believe. They always fight because Mom doesn’t like it when Dad comes late or doesn’t bring something she asked for.

Little by little, I’ve started to hate my birthdays. I’ve wished my birth date never existed. Maybe if it didn’t, Mom and Dad wouldn’t fight so much.

But for the first time, I’m happy to get a gift on my birthday.

This candy is the only gift I’ve gotten without fights before or after it.

“I know it’s not much, but the lollipop was ruined, or I would’ve shared. The candies are clean. I swear.” He tilts his head to look at me. “Do you not like them?”

“I do. Thanks.”

“Yay!”

“Here.” I pick the prettiest orange daisy from the bouquet in my hand and place it behind his ear, tucking it between the silky blond strands. “I’m giving you this, too.”

“Whoa…this is so pretty!” He trails a fingertip over the daisy, his smile spreading wide. “From now on, we’re friends, okay?”

“Okay.”

Yeah. Right.

Friends.
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PRESTON
PRESENT—AGE TWENTY-TWO


We’re gathered here tonight to witness me hurting someone.

Or a few someones.

Or a whole fucking team of them.

Here’s the thing. We’re playing against our biggest rival tonight. You know, the Wolves—aka the slimy sons of bitches who keep eyeing my championship.

Some would argue—some being our captain, Kane—that it’s our championship. The Vipers’, to be exact. Since I’m just one of twenty-six players on the team. But hear me out. They wouldn’t get anywhere without me, so technically speaking, it’s my championship, bitches.

Back to the topic at hand, or the actual Wolves’ shitty arena we’re playing at tonight.

Light floods the ice as our guys skate into position. That pregame buzz hits early, a hum of adrenaline sliding under my skin and making me extra fucking hyper. Can’t wait to crush some egos tonight and send them home crying.

The place is packed full of people who came to watch my highness humble some peasants.

Okay, fine, they might have come to watch Kane and Jude. Especially Jude. He gets so much attention without even trying, and it makes me salty with extra sodium at times, but hey, he gets a pass for being my best bro.

Said big man—yup, that’s Jude, the resident hulk of the Vipers—skates beside me on the rink amid the crowd’s deafening cheers.

For the Wolves, not us, since it’s an away game, but I take a dramatic bow to our side of the audience anyway.

“Smile, Callahan,” I tell Jude, wearing my charming smile, complete with the most gorgeous dimples—not my description; it belongs to one of the beautiful ladies I fuck on the regular. But since she said it about me, I have the right to plagiarize.

Jude stops beside me, running a quick gaze over me as if assessing something.

What, I don’t know.

Actually, I do, but let’s pretend I don’t. Works like a fucking charm every time.

Jude’s a few inches taller than me and much broader, almost like he’s on a mission to tower over the world. He pulls on his gloves, still doing that not-so-discreet watching he’s obsessed with. “Focus, Pres.”

“I am focused—on doing public service.”

“Don’t be too antagonistic tonight.”

I search around, then place a hand on my heart. “Antagonistic? Moi?”

“He’s right, Pres.” Kane skates to Jude’s side.

The captain of being a pain in the ass, ladies and gents.

Fine, okay. He’s not bad. Just a nagging little bitch sometimes—actually, most of the time.

Kane’s build is somewhere between Jude’s wrestler-like muscles and my lithe, perfect physique. He also has seriously creepy light-blue eyes that look especially muted now, almost reflecting the ice.

“The Wolves’ defense is aggressive,” he says, giving me a solemn look that fits a grandpa. “You goading them will only end badly for you. Play clean.”

“Nah, don’t worry. They’ll all fall into my trap.” I whistle, motioning toward their side. “Will be sending those peasants to the box one at a time.”

“Just tone it down,” he says.

“So, I won’t be doing that.”

“Pres…”

“But I’ll turn them into minced lasagna.”

Jude sighs. “It’s ‘make mincemeat out of them.’”

“I meant my version. Sounds tastier.”

Kane shakes his head at me, then skates away. Jude pats my shoulder as he follows. “I got your back.”

“That’s what I like to hear, big man.” I make a “pew pew” motion, then resume greeting the fans.

The crowd seems more distracted by Jude’s massive body and je ne sais quoi attitude, which are stealing the limelight.

Boo to Jude.

But then again, it doesn’t matter, because the crowd loves me more than him, and anyone who says otherwise is spreading false allegations and fake news.

I continue smiling, delaying strapping my helmet on so I can wink at anyone I make eye contact with.

The fangirls go wild.

Not even kidding, they’re fainting and shitting themselves upon seeing my angelic face. Figuratively, of course. Though it might lead to literally one day—who knows, am I right?

The Stanton Wolves’ arena, located near Stanton River College (or SRC), is so shitty and barely fits three thousand spectators, all packed together like sardines.

If this were Vipers Arena, which is one of the largest and best-equipped college complexes in the country, it could house at least ten thousand of our diehard fans. Many of them go with us to Graystone University (or GU)—the elite college tucked within the affluent town of Graystone Ridge, where I was born to rule.

And be an absolute menace.

But that’s beside the point.

The point being me.

Preston Armstrong.

The most handsome devil you’ll ever meet. And no, that’s not arrogance. Ask anyone, specifically the beautiful ladies who grace my bed every night, and they’ll sing my praises.

I don’t pay them, I swear. It’s natural. I was just born to attract attention.

Not always the best kind of attention.

But I’ll just skip past that part because I’m on a mission. I’m going to bring my A game tonight so the papers and articles will call me the Vipers’ ace left wing and hockey god.

It’s one of the few reasons I play this game—one, the idol worshipping. Two, because Jude was somehow into this shit when we were young, and I was desperate to be his friend, so I followed him. Three, because the popularity of the Vipers in our hockey-crazed town allows me, Kane, and Jude to supervise shit.

Well, not supervise. We sort of keep an eye on campus, using our spots on the team as built-in lookout towers. Perks of being born into the founding families of Graystone Ridge—and Vencor. The secret society that runs our town and whatever shadows spill past it.

Armstrong—that’s me. Callahan—Jude. Davenport—Kane. Osborn—blank.

I mean, there was my friend Leo Osborn and his brother Lance, but they died. Leo was one of many friends who left me, even though he didn’t mean to. He always looked like he was in so much pain, poor dude, so I guess it’s good that he’s not hurting anymore.

Wasn’t that close to Lance, but he died a couple of months ago as well, so no male heirs for the Osborns. Good news for Dad and Kane’s and Jude’s dads, because this was supposed to give them more edge.

Wrong.

See, the Osborns still have a female heiress, and she’s kicking ass, literally and figuratively.

Anyway, as a representative of the Armstrongs, I’d like to say this whole secret society thing sucks. But like secretly, because Dad would have my left nut if I announced these thoughts.

My mouth holds its curve, but it feels frozen there.

Here comes the nuisance.

The Wolves swarm the rink in those amber-gold jerseys that are basically orange with commitment issues. Black and white stripes, snarling wolf logo—all of it trying way too hard to square up against the viper on ours.

Theirs is ugly, just saying.

I skate to number forty-eight, their best defenseman, and grin. “Hey, Dicky, ready to go home crying to your mama tonight?”

He fixes me with a hard, burning stare and snarls. “My name is Richardson.”

“Dickson, Dicky, who cares?” I circle him, scraping my blades on the ice every now and then just to mess with him. “Heard your girlfriend broke up with you. Must be because of the tiny Dickson allegations circling around. She found a better Dicky?”

I can always feel it.

That split second before they snap.

The way their eyes bulge like they’re about to claw their way out of their sockets, the way their whole body coils into that fight, fight, fight response.

It sends a tingle down my spine—straight to my goddamn dick—seeing them get that worked up over the stupid shit I say.

This is pure talent, you know. I did my homework before the game.

I always prep for whoever we’re up against. Learn the two or three defensemen I’ll be dealing with and dig up as much dirt on them as humanly possible.

Then I hit them where it hurts the most.

Drag out their ugliest, darkest vulnerabilities or secrets.

It’s what allows me free access to their heads. I don’t need to put my all into the game; I just have to mess with them, and they’ll make mistakes on the ice.

They all do.

Play harder, not smarter.

I’m a master provocateur and the reigning champion of pissing people off and poking them exactly where it’s paralyzing.

You’d better not have any issues and be perfect when facing me, because I’ll go there—I’ll go everywhere—while wearing a smile.

It’s impossible to be perfect, though, so I’ve always, and I mean always, gotten into my opponents’ heads and dragged them on the ice for the world to see.

Dicky is just the latest addition.

He faces me, his eyes injected with tiny red veins, his fists clenched as he raises his hand holding the stick.

Now, if he hits me hard enough and we get rid of him before we even start, the Wolves will be so cooked.

Let me give him one more push.

“Aw, you’re mad?” I tilt my head. “Hit a nerve, Dicky? You must’ve given such a lackluster performance for her to find another dick⁠—”

He lunges at me, and I smile, closing my eyes. Referees better be watching, because I’ll be the most dramatic drama queen to have ever existed when I take the punch.

My blood roars in my veins at the prospect. The pain. The crunch of bones. The possibility of spilling blood.

It makes me feel alive.

Though this was so easy, I’m slightly offended.

I wait for the hit.

And wait.

But it doesn’t come.

I open my eyes, and fuck it all straight to hell. Someone has shoved Dicky away from me right before he could hit me.

Who the fuck⁠—

My eyes narrow as a wall of muscle who’s built a bit like Kane but with Jude’s height shoves Dicky out of the way. “Position. Now.”

“But—” Dicky tries to argue.

“Now, Richardson.”

The order is nonnegotiable. I don’t even catch his face when he says it, but I hear that low, rumbling voice that hits like a commandment. Whatever it is, it’s enough to make Dicky—who’s twice his size and built like a fridge—mutter a curse and skate the hell away.

Osborn. Eleven.

That’s what his jersey says.

So I lied, there actually is a male Osborn heir. It’s this clown.

Marcus Osborn.

Pathetically a nobody.

Certified bastard child.

And comes from the peasant rank.

You know, Stantonville, the shithole town that neighbors our town and I’d rather never visit, because I heard it’s full of rats? Yeah, this particular Osborn happens to live here and definitely not on Ravenswood Hill where the founding families’ mansion sprawls above Graystone Ridge.

Because he’s a nobody.

He’s not recognized by his paternal family, except for the last name, which is weird—they should’ve removed that, too.

A nobody spawned by Uncle Andrew because he couldn’t keep it in his pants once upon a time. Not that I’m judging, but come on, protection. Condoms. They exist for a reason, and you can find them in a grocery store near you.

Yes, this is an unpaid ad as I’m a firm believer in those plastic balloons. Diseases? Hell no. Spawning a child? Even more of abso-fucking-lutely not.

Anyway, because a condom didn’t prevent his existence, Osborn stopped my genius plan concerning Dicky before it started.

He turns to face me, a lazy curve settling over his mouth as if he’s been expecting me.

What a nuisance.

He blocks my view like a damn wall in motion, his orange jersey glaring under the rink lights with that stupid snarling wolf in the middle. It’s not even subtle. We get it—you’re the big, bad predator. Congratulations, want a cookie?

I’ve played Osborn before—against him, I mean—but annoyingly, my provocations didn’t get me inside his head. And it wasn’t for lack of trying.

He’s the Wolves’ wild card who’s always moving everywhere, so I had to cripple him. In the games I played against him in previous seasons, he was always slippery.

If anything, I’d say he’s the one who targets me on the ice instead of the other way around. Asshole seems to love checking me into the nearest surface.

There’s been this strange rivalry going on between us since high school. A type of intensity that’s tucked close to the surface, looming there without spilling over.

But ever since our first college game three years ago, I’ve been feeling a sort of…threat whenever we face off. As if he intends to fucking devour me. No, just kidding. I can’t be threatened. I do the threatening myself.

During our last game in Vipers Arena, I attempted to get a rise out of him by saying, “Did the rats let you out to play, or did you bribe them?”

What? Not my best line, but it was a good one, come on.

He just smiled and skated away.

He smiled.

The audacity.

So I tried again with, “Your mama rode the right dick but didn’t finish the job. That’s why you’re with the rats instead of being here. So sad.”

Yes, told you I’d go there. I go every-fucking-where.

He still smiled.

But then he checked me so violently yet cleanly, I almost lost my fucking teeth.

I focused on another teammate, going so deep inside his head, I sent him to the box enough times to have him removed from the rink.

And we won. Of course. All thanks to my genius.

After that game, however, he stole my girlfriend. Okay, so she wasn’t my girlfriend, since I don’t do those, but she was the girl I fucked at the time, and he had no business having her wrapped all around him in her fucking stories.

Not that we were exclusive or anything, and I’ve totally forgotten the girl’s name, but it’s the audacity for me.

Tonight, however, Osborn is…hmm. How do I put this not so nicely? He has too much arrogance. It’s everywhere. From the way he carries himself, to how he speaks, to how he looks.

His helmet is tilted back just enough to reveal sharp angles, a mouth that looks like it’s permanently smirking, and dark-gray eyes that don’t blink like normal people’s do. They just watch. Assess. Like he’s collecting data for the best way to piss me off.

I’m so annoyed that he stopped me from wrecking his teammate’s fragile ego. No one ever steps between me and chaos. Especially not some Stantonville rat who crawled out of the gutter and decided to grow cheekbones sharp enough to commit crimes with.

The only break in all the sharp lines is a scar that slashes over the edge of his thick eyebrow.

He’s taller than I remember, built like he crushes bones and doesn’t lose sleep over it. Taller than me—the motherfucker—and I’m 6’3”. He’s like, what? 6’4”? 6’5”? Who the fuck needs that much height? Giants?

He runs a hand through his messy black hair, then pulls the helmet down on his face, his mouth tipped in that same lingering, taunting curve. “Hi, fairy prince.”

I release a sound that’s similar to a “tsk.” I have no fucking clue why he calls me that. I mean, yeah, sure, I am a prince, thank you very much. It’s what they say in the papers, too. Armstrong, the league’s prince this and Armstrong, the league’s prince that.

But this degenerate makes it sound like he’s mocking me in that annoying deep voice of his.

“We meet again.” The way he speaks drowns out the noise, demanding attention.

But you know, two can play that game.

“Who are you again…? The name’s on the tip of my tongue, but I can’t quite remember. Hmm.”

“Forgetfulness at your age is a real issue, Armstrong. May I suggest seeing a doctor?”

This motherfucker.

I truly don’t like him and the way he’s always waving and smirking and nodding at me as if we’re old friends.

“Right, Osborn!” I ease a smile into place, then start to circle him; it’s how I disorient them. “You’d better have dealt with those mommy issues of yours, because I’m going there again tonight.”

“What about your own issues, Armstrong? Ready to hold my hand and talk about it? Because I’ll also go there.”

I falter, and his hand fists my collar, hauling me to a stop as he yanks me toward him. The pull is so sudden and forceful, it knocks the breath from my lungs, leaving me stunned.

Because what the actual fuck?

My face is practically pressed to his helmet, only a breath between us, and Jesus fucking Christ—are those blue flecks in his eyes? Like shards of sky caught in storm clouds. They flicker, almost alive, almost extinguished.

That’s when I realize something.

I’ve always found Osborn’s face annoying, and now I know it’s because I can’t read his eyes. Zilch. Nada.

As someone who’s extremely good at reading others, gauging their reactions, getting a figurative—and sometimes literal—hard-on at the rage and anger in their eyes, I currently can’t find anything to feed on.

Just a sea of gray asphyxiating the blue with no spark.

No life.

No story to tell.

It’s destabilizing.

“Leave my players alone, Armstrong. This is my first and final warning.”

I tilt my head, a small, satisfied curl forming at my mouth as I whisper, “Or what?”

He pauses, staring at me, and for a heartbeat, something shifts—flickers—before he murmurs, “Or you’ll regret it.”

“Are you threatening me with a good time, rat?”

“Careful, princeling.” His voice comes out rough-edged, the kind of rasp that could strip skin if I listened too long. “Don’t want to chip your manicure.”

“Aw, thanks for the concern, but don’t worry. I keep them sharp for cutting throats.”

He laughs, the sound low and throaty, but it carries condescension instead of anything resembling amusement.

“Will you be coming after my throat?”

I don’t like his tone. There’s something dark and strange there I can’t quite pinpoint.

“If you get in the way, maybe.” I lift a shoulder, subtly disengaging from him.

Because fuck this shit, being near him is intense.

Not “I’m gonna get beat up to feel pain” intense or “I’m gonna fuck until I pass out” intense, but something more uncomfortable.

It’s because I don’t like people touching me out of the blue, or at all, really. That’s why I always tie the girls up during sex. If they don’t like that, we’re not compatible. Get home safe, beautiful.

But here’s the thing that’s slightly—or majorly, depending on how you look at it—disturbing. I seemed to have momentarily forgotten about that tiny, pesky inconvenience just now.

If anything, I didn’t notice he was touching me for a while.

Fuck me sideways.

“What should we do?” He feigns concern, his voice grating on my last damn nerve. Or maybe it’s the way he speaks, so nonchalant and blasé and entirely fucking irritating.

I’m the only one who gets to speak that way.

“I plan to get in the way,” he says, circling me once, before he stops in front of me again, standing so close, I have to look up.

Okay, being circled is actually a no-no—almost there with waking up and finding myself in a place I don’t remember sleeping in.

It’s so grating, I want to bash his head on the ice and watch his blood paint the white red. It would be an impressive painting to collect, in my humble opinion.

“Good luck with that.” I start to bypass him, because he’s so not fucking fun. I prefer Dicky and his friends, who get red at the merest shit I say.

Osborn is an anomaly I’d rather not deal with.

He subtly shifts in front of me, blocking my path, and just when I’m about to shove him away, he lifts my chin with his gloved index finger, tilting my head back so I’m staring up at him.

For the first time, the look in his eyes changes, light slipping through.

No, it’s not light.

It’s sadism.

A deep sense of wanting to hurt someone.

Something.

Anything.

I recognize it because I experience that need in spades. But to see it directed at me raises goose bumps all over my fucking skin.

My throat closes and a hum of static floods my brain.

His head dips, and instinct urges me to pull back, but I can’t—not when he whispers so close to my mouth.

“You’re all mine tonight, prince.”
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There’s something entirely ludicrous about this fucking game.

You know, the one I’m trying to win, but as much as I hate to fucking admit it, we’re struggling.

Being the reigning champions of the college league means no one fucks with us.

Much.

No one but the asshole Wolves who seem to have set their eyes on our throne.

But fear not, I am about to save the game. The first two periods were rough, but I’m here for the rescue.

I have Dicky by the dick—figuratively, of course. Ever since I planted the seed in his head before the game, I’ve already gained easy access. To his head, I mean.

We’re on the attack, and we have to get this one in to keep our marginal advantage, but their defense is no fucking joke this game. Someone has been working on their shortcomings since the last one.

You won’t catch me saying this out loud, but they’ve become a better version of themselves.

As we exchange the puck, I square up to Dicky and make a motion for Kane to pass it.

“Yo, Dicky. Wanna know who your girlfriend’s new dick is?” I ask him, catching the puck. “Your homie number eighty-one might have an idea. Or a video.”

Even if I don’t score this one, I’ll have this clown sent to the penalty box. With their right wing wide open, I’ll score as much as I like.

Dicky’s too stunned to react, and it’s the fraction of a second I need. With a grin, I skate past him and flick my wrist, ready to score⁠—

A shoulder slams into mine, as solid as steel, and the shock reverberates all the way down my spine. I shove back, my teeth bared, but I’ve already lost my footing, and I hit the ice with a thud.

“Ahhhh—” the crowd reacts collectively.

“Told you you’re mine tonight.” Osborn’s voice carries like a low-spoken threat.

His eyes sweep down over me, a slow smirk settling in as though I’m exactly where he wants me. His orange jersey blazes under the cold light, the wolf baring its teeth between us. “Don’t try to weasel your way out of facing me, Armstrong.”

Then he skates away at supersonic speed as the crowd roars. Fuck this shit, they have the puck now.

I jump up and skate back to defense, ignoring Jude’s watchful eyes.

The puck is nearly blurry as it moves between their offense, led by none other than the headache on skates.

Marcus fucking Osborn.

He messed with the wrong person tonight.

As he gets the puck, I square up to him. “Good evening, bitch. Your night ends here.”

“Says who?”

“The scoreboard when I’m done with your sorry ass.”

“Bet?” He tries to skate around me, but I check him so violently, he groans but still passes the puck.

I stay on him because he’s their leading scorer. Their ace, really. Freak plays defense and offense as if he cloned himself overnight, which is annoying—for us, not them. Centers aren’t supposed to be good at both. I mean, they are, but they’re usually better at one or the other. Hell, even Kane leans toward defense, and Kane’s basically a hockey Terminator. But this jackass? He shows up at both sides of the rink, acting like he’s trying to win Employee of the Month.

A dream two-way center, so to speak. He probably has all the hotshot NHL coaches and agents drooling to have him on board.

And I want to crush that.

Him.

I want to slice him open and see what lurks behind the facade carved by God’s worst sense of humor.

We’re dancing around each other as he tries to get past me.

Not going to happen.

I don’t even like defense, but today, I’ve decided I’ll humble this peasant so he can retreat to whatever hole he crawled out of with his tail tucked neatly between his legs.

“Tell me, Osborn.” I skate in front of him, keeping up with his fluid movements. It comes naturally to me because I’m lithe, but how the hell can he move like that with a giant’s frame?

“Anything, princeling.”

“Is your mama still in the business of riding rich guys’ dicks? Because I have a huge cock she can sit on all night. I’ll pay her for the trouble, too, so that she can buy you a new stick.”

His smile falters. Mine widens.

That’s it.

Break for me, Osborn.

Just like the rest of them.

He knocks his helmet against mine, and I hold him in place, pushing as hard as he does.

This is how it’ll go. Osborn will hit me, and we’ll have the best power play while he sits in the box like a sad kicked puppy.

His breath spills into mine, a rush of adrenaline and raw heat blending with the wild hum of the crowd around us. Their roars thrum beneath my skin like fuel.

“I have a better idea.” He gets close, so close his knee is shoved between mine, and despite the protective gear, it’s as if he’s kneeing me in the fucking balls.

His voice dips closer to a murmur, low enough to raise the hairs at the back of my neck.

“You should sit on my huge cock, Armstrong. If you’re good enough, I might pay you the rate of a low-rent whore.”

This fucking⁠—

I lunge at him, hitting him not so cleanly, and the whistle screams like it’s personally offended. At that exact moment, Osborn checks me into the boards so hard, it rattles beneath our weight as the crowd loses its mind.

My ears start ringing, the whole arena sounding like it’s buried somewhere underground, and my vision goes fuzzy as he lifts me.

All of me.

The motherfucker actually hauls me up by my collar and shakes me like I’m a snow globe, then cracks his helmet against mine. My sight is swimming in a blurry daze, but I still shove at him with everything I’ve got.

“Is that a no to my offer?” His rough words push past the chaos, the crowd’s noise, the screams of our coaches and teammates.

“Just so you know.” I’m grinning before I even register the metallic flash on my tongue. “I’m going to kill you, Osborn. I’ll chop you into tiny pieces, feed you to the sharks, and keep your skull on my nightstand as a candleholder.”

“Will that be before or after you bounce on my cock like a good little slut?”

I growl deep in my throat as I’m about to punch him, but he’s yanked back by none other than Jude.

Fuck this shit.

Soon enough, Jude and Osborn are at each other’s throats as both teams try to separate them.

I stand up, and the ref waves me off toward the fucking box.

“Seriously? Me?” I yell, then force myself to calm the hell down, because what in the ever-loving fuck is going on right now?

If someone could explain, that would be perfect, thanks.

At the lack of a satisfying reply, I skate toward the box, remove my helmet, and try as hard as fuck to be cool.

Breathe.

Just breathe, me. No, we’re not used to the box, but I need to chill the fuck out and not let that degenerate get into my head.

Isn’t it too late, though?

Shut it, demon of reason. No one needs your useless commentary.

I remove my mouthguard and swallow the metallic taste that’s flooding my senses. No, literally, I’m seeing fucking red.

“Everything all right, Pres?”

Kane’s the one who just spoke through the glass, although his attention is divided between me and Jude, who’s still trying to fight Osborn as the crowd goes wild.

“Never been better.” I lick my split lip, running my tongue across the cut over and over again.

Every sting of pain reminds me that I need to inflict it ten times worse.

Bring that bitch down.

Make him fucking crawl.

“Don’t clash with Osborn,” Kane says. “He doesn’t fall for provocations.”

“We’ll see about that.”

“Just leave him to me.”

“No, he’s mine. Stay out of it.”

Kane’s brows pinch together, but he’s distracted. Jude is being Jude, and the other team members can’t control him, so Kane skates to the middle of the brawl.

Letting out a grumble, I flop onto the bench in the box, chugging half a bottle of water.

Finally, the teams break Jude and Osborn apart, sending each toward his respective side.

It’s a blur of commotion—blue, orange, sweat, and too much testosterone—and right in the middle of it stands Marcus Osborn. Wolves’ captain. Stantonville’s pride and joy. And the guy I’ve decided to crush until there’s nothing left.

I’ll skin him alive and eat his goddamn heart.

He doesn’t seem to be aware of my macabre cannibalistic plans, because his full attention remains on me.

In the midst of the mess, as someone at his side talks to him and he straps his helmet back on, his creepy eyes never look away from me.

He skates backward to the center of the rink, looking at me the entire time, then he does a beckoning motion with his index finger.

Water slides down my throat as I crush the bottle in my fingers.

The puck drops again, and I’m not out there, I’m here, trapped in a fucking box, my chest heaving, my blood hot enough to melt the ice.

Kane wins the face-off, and I stand up, cheering them on. “Go, go, go!”

Before Kane can manage to score, that motherfucker Osborn steals the puck and leads a flash counterattack and scores.

The goal is clean and brutal, and the buzzer echoes in the air as the orange section in the crowd goes wild.

“Motherfucker!” I slam my stick against the glass, losing my cool in epic proportions.

It’s not like me.

At all.

I’ve perfected the art of being the league’s prince. And the league’s prince doesn’t lose his cool over a nobody.

And this particular Osborn is a fucking nobody.

He’s so far below nobody, he’s not even on the goddamn map.

Osborn skates lazily to the center, pointing his stick at me as I leave the box.

The moment we have the puck, I ask Kane for a pass, and when it’s in my possession, it’s not Dicky who comes to intercept me, no.

It’s the useless slab of muscle who’s wearing that infuriating smirk that he crafted just to get under my skin. “We meet again, fairy prince.”

I say nothing, because, listen, I invented this game, and I will not be provoked into making another mistake.

With a deep breath, I speed past him, but the motherfucker blocks me again, lowering his head so we’re eye to eye.

“Aw, you’re ignoring me? I’m hurt.”

“Drop dead.”

“Not when I can see you so worked up. That look on your face is giving me a hard-on.”

I’m momentarily stunned, but I recover fast enough to pass the puck to Kane, who scores.

“Boo.” He starts to skate backward. “Stop using Davenport and Callahan as proxies and face me head-on. Unless…you’re scared of me.”

“You’re the one who should be scared of me, rat.”

“Oh no, Mommy, come pick me up. There’s this big, bad prince who wants to do unspeakable things to me.”

My spine jerks upright, and there’s a long buzzing sound in my ears as the scent of peppery musk and burnt cigarettes clogs my throat and floods my mouth.

How the fuck does he…

No. No one knows. It’s impossible.

And yet as Osborn glides across the ice, hyping up their crowd with his mere presence, my stomach heaves, bile pressing at the back of my throat.

I’m itching to run my thumb along my lip, bite down until blood pours out.

The rest of the game continues in a blur.

I don’t even register half of it, and my head is so not in it, I don’t remember what the fuck Coach Slater and Kane yap about.

I can only focus on one thing.

Osborn.

He makes me his fucking target. Whether on defense or offense—he’s there like a goddamn shadow I can’t shake off.

As they’re attacking, he says, “You sure you don’t want to give my cock a go?”

And I lose it. There are no thoughts in my head as I slam him against the boards, which break into pieces.

He laughs as I’m sent to the box for the full five minutes.

For the first time in my hockey career.

I may have done the occasional two minutes, but never five.

And during those five fucking minutes, I have to watch the prick.

There’s something I notice. Osborn moves like he’s been skating since birth. Every glide is measured, economical, like he’s figured out how to waste nothing—not breath, not energy, not attention.

And I’m wasting all three on him.

Because, you see, I wasn’t kidding. I’ll kill the bastard.

Torture him first, make his life hell, then skin him alive and drink his blood vampire style.

No one gets to know about that.

No one.

I’m practically useless for the rest of the game. When the buzzer cuts through, announcing the Wolves’ win, I slam my stick against the boards as Jude wraps an arm around my shoulders.

“You okay?”

I hate that tone. The worry, the way he’s watching me as if I’m made of glass.

Or I’ll collapse any second.

“Never been better,” I grunt.

“Don’t lie to me.”

“Don’t annoy me.” I elbow him in the side, ignoring his furrowed brow and the fuck ton of questions he’ll ask me once we’re out of here.

As Jude slips ahead of me into the dim tunnel, I throw a glance behind me.

Osborn is being patted and hugged and praised all the way to Sunday by his teammates. Treated like a fucking god. And yes, sure, it makes sense. He stopped me, and that gave the Wolves their win. It’s as easy as that—cripple the Vipers’ left wing—my highness—and it all goes to shit.

In the midst of the celebratory fuck-fest, Osborn catches my eye, and there’s that grin again—small, private, like we’re sharing a joke no one else gets.

“My offer still stands,” he mouths.

Something in my chest pulls tight. Not pain, exactly. More like the slow burn before realizing I’m bleeding.

What offer?

The…gay sex?

I could swear he’s not gay. Right?

I’ve only ever seen, well, heard of him with girls. He’s known to change girlfriends faster than his dad changes mistresses.

Not to mention that time he stole my fuck buddy.

Yes, I’m still salty about that.

He definitely made those distasteful remarks just to provoke me.

But how did he know it’d work? How could he have figured out that those exact fucking words would get so far beneath my skin, I’d need some real purging to expel them?

Because he seems to know more than he should.

But how?

Why the fuck…?

I remove my helmet, narrowing my eyes at him as my teammates slide past me.

And even though every one of the Wolves seems to be vying for the rat’s attention, Osborn’s gaze rests on me, a subtle smile unfurling as if meant only for me.

It’s not a smirk, but more of an intense appraisal and…what?

A promise? A threat?

Is that walking corpse threatening me right now?

My own lips curl in a wide grin as I make an “I’m watching you” gesture.

Oh, you’re so fucked, Mr. Nobody.

You’ll soon be cooked and served to my dogs.

Kane said that Osborn might be taken into the main family now that Lance died. He might be illegitimate, but he’s the only male heir they have left. From what Kane mentioned, this is definitely something the Osborn elders want to make happen.

Our fathers don’t—or at least Kane’s dad doesn’t, because he told him to get rid of the pest.

I’ll take care of the nuisance myself.

Consider it a selfless humanitarian effort to rid the world of the vermin.

I’m basically a saint at this point.
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So I lied. I’m nowhere near a saint, because what the fuck is this?

Torture. That’s what it is.

Listen, I’d rather be licking my wounds by playing games with Jude and watching Tom and Jerry—hey, don’t judge, they’re funny.

Better yet, I’d rather be pestering Jude and Kane like the goddamn parasite I am, but my father said, “Not today, bitch.”

I mean, not in those words, since he’s a robot and only speaks in monotonous sentences, but the intention is there, because I see his chauffeured car waiting for me at the arena’s parking lot.

“Fuck,” I say, making the smoothest U-turn known to man, but then I’m blocked by a literal giant who shakes his head at me.

Lenin.

Daddy dearest’s muscle, so to speak.

“Double fuck,” I whisper.

Lenin has no reaction, looking like he crawled out of a tax audit. Tall, stiff, permanently unimpressed—the human equivalent of a bruise you forgot you had. He doesn’t talk much, just stands there with that “time for your punishment” stare, like I’m his full-time disappointment. Honestly, if people came with return policies, I’d send this one right back.

With a sigh, I trudge to the back seat of the car, and greet the driver, “Yo, Nelly.”

She nods at me through the rearview mirror but doesn’t remove her hands from the wheel, her white gloves as crisp as the night air. “Tough luck tonight.”

“Don’t talk about tonight. We don’t talk about tonight.” I stare at Lenin. “Unless I can go?”

He doesn’t reply.

If a ghost, a prison warden, and a wet blanket had a baby, that’s Lenin.

My very own personal nuisance.

“Your father really wants to see you,” Nelly says with an apologetic look, smoothly pulling out of the parking lot.

“Can you drop me off at Jude’s? Thanks. I’ll buy you ice cream. Or maybe the latest drugs on the market. I know a guy.”

Lenin and Nelly aren’t amused, though Nelly smiles at me because she’s cool like that. What’s uncool is that, like Lenin, she can’t be bribed, and unfortunately, my chirpy suggestions fall on deaf ears. So, what do I do?

What I do best, of course. Annoy the fuck out of them.

I spend the entire drive whining and talking nonstop about the most random shit.

What? You make my life difficult, and you can sure as hell expect that I’ll reciprocate.

An eye for an eye and all that poetic bullshit.

Unfortunately, we arrive at the dreaded place, and that’s how I find myself in hell on earth.

Just kidding. It’s only the Armstrong estate.

Sprawling at the top of Ravenswood Hill, this is where my ancestors decided to start the witch coven after immigrating from Europe.

Sorry, the family. They decided to start the family. Silly me for always thinking of it as a cool witch club.

I stare down at the black ring on my right index finger. The sun and crescent moon symbol engraved within looks ominous under the night lights.

Armstrong.

The ruling kings and pioneers in the energy sector—that’s what this symbol I was shackled with since birth means.

Every male heir in my family has this ring—Grandpa, Dad, Uncle Atlas, and finally, me.

Kane and Jude have the same kind of ring, just with different family symbols. Kane’s has a compass rose because the Davenports basically run the world’s import-export cheat code. Jude’s has a caduceus strangled by thorny vines, a very subtle wink at the Callahans owning the entire pharmaceutical scene.

The Osborns get a lion’s head framed with gears, which fits since they’ve sunk their claws into every inch of urban development in this town and beyond.

This ring is the personification of a blood oath that befell me just because of some stupid birthright—very nonconsensual on my part, by the way. Now, I have to fall in line as the future heir of the empire. If I could care any less, I would. I would care so little, no caring would be found in my body.

I’d finally be free from this fiasco and this family.

But I can’t.

Which is why I’m walking into the house with dear old Lenin by my side.

“I can walk on my own, Lenino,” I say with a grin. “I think I know the way since I live here.”

Officially, at least. I mostly spend my time crashing at Jude’s place. I thought about getting my own penthouse, but then I remembered that I and alone time are the most bitter enemies, so I voted against the idea.

In typical Lenin fashion, he says nothing. I’ve known this dude since I was young, considering he’s Dad’s right-hand man and all, but I don’t think he likes me.

I prefer Hayes.

Dad’s secretary of sorts and somewhat house manager. Not sure what his official title is, but he’s been around to bail me out of Vencor shit.

Vencor is this powerful secret society founded by the four influential families in Graystone Ridge. It’s been used to ensure our full control and influence over important sections of society.

And while the four families have collaborated their entire lives to maintain their bloodstained power, there’s been some shakiness lately.

My dad’s generation is barely holding it together, undermined at every turn by the following generation. Uncle Atlas, Julian, Jude’s older brother, Kayden, Kane’s uncle, and Serena Osborn.

Not that I care. They should all kill each other. Thanks.

“It’s rude to ignore me, Lenino,” I coo, my lips easing into a pout. “Shouldn’t you at least try to console me for losing tonight? Or are you going to punish me?”

He releases a gruff noise.

“Is that a no? A yes? Instruction’s unclear.”

No reply this time. Not even a noise.

Guess we’re back to pretending I don’t exist. Dad’s and Lenin’s favorite hobby—on par with golf.

So I focus on my surroundings instead, sighing dramatically, just to give Lenin sensory irritation.

Petty, the pettiest of petty. That’s me.

The Armstrong mansion isn’t a house. It’s a god complex with central heating.

Marble everywhere that screams imported, because my family believes locally sourced stone is for peasants. There’s a chandelier big enough to trigger a mild earthquake if it falls, and the reception room is lined with portraits of dead people I’m supposed to pretend I know.

All of them stare down like they’re waiting for me to turn out just as disappointing as Grandma says I will be. Spoiler alert—mission accomplished.

Every room smells like old money and newer guilt. The walls are beige because nothing says “emotional repression” quite like that color. The library’s full of books no one’s read, the piano hasn’t been touched since my stepmother’s last meltdown, and the dining table could seat up to fifty people we don’t even like.

Then there are the mirrors. They’re everywhere. Grandpa says they make the space look bigger. I say they just make the emptiness harder to miss and my face much more handsome.

As my reflection greets me, my lips tug into a smile on reflex, even as something tightens inside me.

“Pressie!” a small voice screams as my baby sister crashes into my legs from behind, hugging me tight.

“Mimi!” I turn around and pick her up, throwing her in the air as she giggles uncontrollably.

Her golden pigtails fly with the motion, and when she lands in my arms, she holds on to me with all her might.

Miley is seven years old but hasn’t grown that big yet. I’ll keep tossing her around until she no longer wants it, because Dad sure as hell doesn’t indulge in the innocent gesture.

She’s wearing a soft-pink nightgown covered with pictures of Doraemon, her favorite show that she’s made me learn by heart.

“Isn’t it past your bedtime, Miles of Trouble?”

“Shh.” She lowers her voice, looking around, and thank God Lenin disappeared. “I sneaked out. Don’t tell Mommy.”

“Never. But why did you sneak out?”

Her large blue eyes twinkle under the dim lights as she plays with the lapel of my Vipers jacket. “I heard Nanny say you lost the game tonight, and I wanted to make you feel better. Look.” She reaches into her oversized pocket and produces a wrapped pastry, then removes the wrap and places it near my mouth. “I saved you this from dinner.”

“Aw, you kept it on you all this time?”

“Yup! Hid it under my pillow. It’s a bit crushed. Sorry, Pressie.”

“Oh, that’s okay.” I take a bite. “It’s so sweet.”

“Right?” Her eyes widen as she watches me, gulping audibly, practically drooling all over the place. “Does it make you feel better?”

“Way better. But I’m so full, you have it, Mimi.”

“Really?”

I push it toward her mouth, and she devours it in seconds. It’s her favorite petit four pastry, and she was obviously on the fence about eating it, but my little sister kept it for me instead.

It’s disturbing how different Miley is from her snake of a mother. You can bet I ordered a DNA test to make sure she was actually Lilith’s daughter, but unfortunately, it came back with a match.

Let’s just say my angelic half-sister takes after me rather than either of her parents. She looks like me as well. Her blond hair is curly and a bit darker than mine when I was her age, and her eyes are different, but she’s just as beautiful as I am.

No, not like me.

No one should ever be plagued with that. She’s way better.

Different.

She’ll definitely be different.

“You were awesome tonight!” she says after she finishes the pastry.

“I was?”

“Yup!”

“But I lost.”

“That’s okay. You were still so cool. I watched the game with Daddy for a bit before Mommy took me to bed, and you had awesome moves! Bang! Next time you take me skating, I’ll bring my sparkly skates, and you can teach me moves.”

Bias is showing, Miles. Forgiven, though. Can you blame her?

Then I focus on something she said and frown. “Dad watched the game?”

He doesn’t usually—I don’t think—and just shows up at the finals for image reasons.

Miley nods vigorously. “Yeah. Mommy, too.”

Gag.

“Miley!”

Speak of the goddamn devil.

Satan’s lover, aka Lilith Armstrong, rushes toward us in a flurry of silk and fluff, her hair gathered in a bun, her eyes shooting imaginary lasers at me.

Lilith is Dad’s second wife, but she wasn’t his first girlfriend after Mom. No, she was probably the fifth that he introduced to me. I managed to drive all the others away, but this pest has been impossible to get rid of.

“You should be in bed, Miley!” Satan’s lover yells, attempting to pull my sister from my arm, and I lower her to her feet, breathing harshly to keep calm and not bash the woman’s head in.

Miley’s mother. She’s Miley’s mother. Miley would be crushed.

Stay calm.

Zen down, motherfucker.

My sister stares at her feet. “I wanted to see Preston.”

“You already have. Time for bed.”

“Pressie.” Miley’s lower lip nudges forward in a pout as she looks at me.

“I’ll see you tomorrow.” I pat the top of her head. “I’ll pick you up after school, and we can go downtown, okay?”

“Okay!” Miley’s pout transforms to a wide grin in a fraction of a second.

Lilith grabs her hand and starts dragging her toward the stairs, but then she stops and stares at me, her lips curving in an evil smile. “That game was embarrassing to watch, dear son.”

I flip her off discreetly, so Miley doesn’t see, and she purses her lips as she takes my sister along.

One day, I’ll see that hag burned at the stake.

Or maybe just kicked out so Miley doesn’t suffer.

Listen, I indeed have issues. Yes, Mom taught me to hate whoever Dad brought along, because he was trying to replace us with them, but Lilith is just a bitch.

I was probably nine when she first got to know Dad, and unlike the others, she didn’t seem like a liar. She said she’d be so happy if I could accept her, because she’d always wanted a son.

And I believed the bitch.

I know, very amateurish on my part. Already murdered young me for all his insolence.

Moving on.

Back then, Satan’s lover made my favorite food and was still nice if Dad wasn’t there. She was so caring and attentive, I thought about how lucky I’d be if I had her after Mom’s death.

In class, I even painted her in a picture with Dad and Mom. I wanted to show it to her, but that’s when I overheard her talking to her best friend on the phone, about three months after I met her.

“The kid? A piece of cake. He was trying to be an asshole at first, but I knew how to deal with him. The little fucker lacks motherly affection, so I just acted the part, and he latched on fast. Men, right? Act a little, and they fall into place. Age doesn’t matter.”

She sipped on her coffee, staring out at the garden. “I’m telling you, Gabby. I’m marrying Lawrence and winning the lottery. No messed-up son of his with mommy issues will stop me. I really hate it when he hugs me. Ugh. He holds on so tight, it’s creepy, and I find it hard to stay in character.”

There was a pause as she listened, then she nodded. “I know, right? He’s really an oddball, this one. Sometimes, he keeps staring like a little psycho. Something’s seriously wrong with his head for real. Anyway, I’ll have him sent to a boarding school and get rid of the nuisance so I can have Lawrence all to myself.”

I just stood there as the mask fell to the floor and shattered, and I saw Lilith for who she truly was—Satan’s lover.

I burned that picture I drew and decided to make her life hell from then on, which I’ve been achieving with flying colors.

Anyway, I turn to leave. Now that Lenin has disappeared, I have no reason to subject myself to Dad’s lecture⁠—

“Oh, for fuck’s sake. You don’t sleep, man?” I mutter when I find Lenin close behind me. I swear the dude moves like a ghost sometimes.

Instead of answering, he motions at the hallway leading to Dad’s study.

“Fine, fine, I’ll go.”

I head to the office, knock on the door, then wait for the grumbled “Come in.”

My muscles are wound tight as I walk inside, which is always the case when I have to be one-on-one with dear old Dad.

My father’s office looks like money and midlife crisis had a baby.

Leather chairs that squeak when you sit, books that no one’s opened since the Cold War, and that mahogany desk—huge, shiny, and pretending to have a personality. It’s positioned right in front of a window that probably cost more than my entire existence. Perfect view of Graystone Ridge from up the hill, because, of course, Dad likes to look down on people while he works.

He’s standing behind it now, his posture military-grade straight, his tie strangling him in a shade of asshole—sorry, green-blue. The same shade of his eyes that we don’t share, cold, probably because he patented emotional frostbite.

His hair’s gone more ash than blond, styled by a similarly emotionally stunted barber. He looks at me the way one might look at a cracked valuable vase—expensive enough to fix, but why bother when you can just buy another one?

He rounds the table and leans against the desk, crossing his ankles and folding his arms. I do the same, leaning against the wall. You know, mirroring each other like some weird Armstrong mating ritual of superiority.

“Preston.”

The word hangs in the air, perfectly framed by the smell of cigar smoke and generational trauma.

I grin at him, because what else do you do when your father stares at you like he’s deciding whether to ground you or disown you? “Hey, Dad. Great talk. Loved the game recap.”

He doesn’t smile. He never does. That’s my job, apparently—smiling enough for both of us. A job I take with honor, thank you very much.

What Dad does, however, is frown. A lot. Particularly with me. I’m shoved neatly into the frown category in Dad’s head.

“Have I mentioned I love the decor of this office?” I whistle. “Trauma chic.”

“What happened tonight, Preston?”

“The usual. I kept the crowd entertained.”

“You turned the game into a brawl. That’s not like you.”

“It’s called hockey, not synchronized skating.”

“You don’t lose control like that on the ice. Ever.”

“Maybe that’s the problem.”

He exhales, frowning deeper. I’m trying to beat my record of how long I can keep Dad frowning. Almost there.

“Don’t start with that tone.”

“Oh, this isn’t a tone, Dad. This is my personality. You know, the one I was born with.”

Another deeper frown. Yes, shit happens, namely me.

“Is this because you’ve been off your medication?”

“I’m taking the stupid meds, Dad.”

“Not the latest dose Julian approved.”

Yeah, so quick break. Julian is Jude’s older brother and the devil responsible for putting me together through synthetic drugs.

Because of issues.

Specifically, I start fucking shit up—more than usual—when I don’t gag my demons with Julian’s potions.

I let out a dramatic sigh. “You two gossip more than country-club wives.”

“This isn’t a joke, Preston.”

“I know. Jokes are funny. Speaking of funny, your wife yelled at Miley. Isn’t that hilarious? Actually, it’s not. She’d better watch it, Dad. I see her talk to Miley like that again and⁠—”

“And what?”

I lift a shoulder. “Guess we’ll have to wait and find out.”

“Find out? Or find you bleeding somewhere random again?”

“Hey, that was one time, and Hayes found me kind of sleeping, so it doesn’t count⁠—”

“Enough. I’ve seen this before countless times. You start with minor misbehavior, then you spiral and ruin everything around you.”

“Don’t worry. You’re already ruined, so you’re safe.”

“I’m serious, Preston. Take the pills.”

“Hmm. Maybe if you say please.”

“Please.”

Well, fuck me sideways. My usual smirk falls. He didn’t even hesitate.

I force my mouth to curl into my usual expression of asshole provocateur. “Wow. Almost sounded human.”

“If you’re done being snarky, will you take them?”

“Whatever.” I straighten, ready to bolt out of here, because I don’t know how to feel around my father, and he doesn’t know how to deal with me.

A rift happened between us long ago, when he divorced my mom, and I never forgave him for it.

Yes, petty as fuck.

“Was it something Osborn said?”

I pause with my hand on the knob, then turn around to face him. “Osborn? Who’s that?”

“Marcus Osborn. It looked like you changed drastically after he said something to you.”

“Him? Please. I don’t even remember his face, let alone what he says. He’s a nobody. Speaking of nobody, are we okay with the Osborns bringing an outsider into our midst? Kane’s dad isn’t, so do you have any information you’d care to enlighten me with?”

“It’s none of our business whether they bring Marcus in or not.”

“It should be. He was raised with rats and peasants. He does not belong here.”

I clear my throat because Dad is watching me in that way he reserves for when he’s about to figure me out.

“Anyway, au revoir, Papa. Nice talk. Enjoyed the fatherly love, can feel it in waves. So touching, I could cry.”

I leave before he can trap me with his questions or further analyze me with the way he seems to be reading me so openly tonight.

When I finally go outside, I let out a breath, and it coils in the cold.

Lenin is waiting by the car that brought me here, but there’s no Nelly inside.

A rush of terror spikes deep in my throat. “No, come on.”

We already talked. Why would Dad send Lenin again? It’s because I made him say “please,” isn’t it?

Maybe I was pushing it. Not the first time that’s happened.

My brain is always coming up with shit to test Dad’s limits.

“We can talk it out,” I try to speak in my usual sarcastic way, but my hands are trembling. “Where’s Hayes? We can discuss this with Hayes over popcorn and your favorite gory movie.”

Lenin doesn’t move.

And that motherfucker Hayes, who usually helps me escape the house unnoticed, is nowhere to be seen.

I lift my thumb, sliding it across my lower lip as I bite down on the corner.

Then I let my hand fall to my side, and my shoulders droop.

“I didn’t mean to lose,” I whisper, not really to Lenin in particular, just in general. “I didn’t mean to disappoint him.”

“But you did,” Lenin says, his voice a gruffer version of Dad’s. “You had one job, and it was to represent the family adequately, but you embarrassed yourself tonight, didn’t you, Preston?”

“I liked it better when you were mute,” I grumble, my heart hammering so hard and fast against my chest, I feel like it’ll pop out.

Lenin’s voice carries in the air like a whip. “Get in the car. We’re going for a ride.”

“I’ll take a rain check. Thanks for the offer.”

“Get in the car, Preston. Either that or Miley goes to boarding school.”

I swallow deeply, my throat closing until it’s hard to breathe.

Fuck.

Fuck.

Maybe I should’ve stayed with Dad a bit longer, or like, been less snarky so that he wouldn’t send me with Lenin.

I stare up at the dark window where Miley sleeps peacefully, with no one interrupting her sleep, and I know the decision is simple.

With a sigh, I climb into the car and go with Lenin to his favorite torture chamber.

The one where he corrects me per Dad’s orders.

Beats me up a little, a few punches here and there, enough to put me in my place.

Because I messed up.

I don’t really mind the pain. In fact, I like it. The hits, the blood that spills and fills my mouth.

It’s how I feel alive.

But I don’t like that Dad sees me only as a disappointment to be punished and corrected now.

You know whose fault it is, one of my demons whispers.

Right. Of course I know. It’s because of that Wolves’ captain who annoyed me all night long.

I’ll make him pay for that.

Marcus Osborn better count his fucking days.
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MARCUS


“You were absolutely incredible tonight!”

I smile at the sound of Mom’s voice on the phone. I’ve been hearing those words a lot tonight.

You’re the best.

Legend!

A fucking beast.

But none of them mean anything. They’re just empty words from people who’ll turn their back on me the moment I stop performing or lag behind.

They’re fame chasers, people with lives so empty, they only get satisfaction from other people’s accomplishments.

This voice, however, is different.

It’s the voice of the woman who made me who I am.

The only person I’m grateful for.

“I’m sorry I couldn’t make it, sweetie.”

I can hear her walking through the chaos that is Stantonville’s emergency room.

Now that she’s become head nurse, her responsibilities have doubled rather than decreased.

“Don’t worry about it, Mom. I’m the one who should be sorry. Tonight’s game will probably make the ER busier.”

“Don’t be silly. It’s not your fault.” She pauses. “How does it feel beating your biggest rival?”

“Awesome.”

“That’s my boy.”

“You know it.”

“I’m so proud of you, Marcus. Have I told you that lately?”

“Maybe twice today.”

“Not enough.” She laughs, but it slowly fizzles out. “So tell me. Were they there tonight?”

I don’t have to ask who “they” are.

They are the others.

The people whose existence alone threatens the life Mom and I have.

“No,” I say, leaning against my bike, my eyes on the dark sky.

The night air is sharp, numbing my face and pushing through my leather jacket until it settles in my bones.

“Are you lying to me?” There’s suspicion threaded through Mom’s chastising tone, and honestly, she has every reason to feel it.

“Of course not. I think you scared them away the other day.”

“Good,” she says assertively, and I smile to myself.

Let’s just say our nosy neighbors got a front-row seat to Mom chasing away Andrew, the sperm donor of yours truly, and his buff goons with a sizzling-hot iron.

As entertaining as that scene was, she won’t get out of it unscathed a second time.

Dad might tolerate her threats once or twice, but he’s not a patient man.

“If they bother you at school or at your games, you’ll let me know, right?”

“Of course.” Not.

I love my mother, but her methods of starting a fight with my father don’t work.

If anything, he might finally decide that she’s more trouble than convenience and get rid of her.

A scenario that won’t happen on my watch.

“I’ll leave you to it,” I say when I hear someone talking to her at the other end.

“Don’t party too hard.”

“Aye, captain.”

She laughs, but she reminds me to eat properly and to be safe before hanging up.

It’s the same mantra she’s recited for years.

Being a single mother is tough in general, but it’s particularly hard in our part of town. I’ve tried my best to stay out of trouble, but as I was growing up, people kept…testing me.

So I punched them, made them bleed and beg for mercy that would never come.

And Mom had to be called out to talk some sense into me. After the first few times, though, I started to learn how to indulge in my destructive habits without her finding out.

In alleys. In hidden nooks. Places only delinquents like me frequented.

Though, for me, it was never really about the anger issues most of those delinquents suffered from. I don’t have those, and I’m in full control of my emotions.

But I love the sound of crunching bones, the feel of flesh against flesh, the sight of blood.

The sensation of taking someone down and watching them flounder at my nonexistent mercy.

It’s power and control that I crave, not violence for violence’s sake.

Mom thinks the fighting, the hitting, and the urge to hurt were just a phase that straightened itself out once I picked up hockey.

Fine. Let’s say it did.

The last thing I want is to worry her or add weight to her shoulders. She’s given me everything since the day I was born, and I refuse to be an ungrateful piece of shit.

Not to her.

I took part-time jobs as soon as I was old enough, just so I could help cover the cost of my favorite purge method—hockey.

I wanted to quit in middle school after seeing how buying all the expensive gear was putting a toll on Mom’s finances, but she flat-out refused to let me do that.

“This is the first thing you’ve actually asked of me, and I’ll never allow you to quit because of stupid money. You do what you love and let your mom take care of it, okay?”

Okay.

In return, I’ll be an NHL star and give her all the money I earn.

That’s what I thought. What I still think.

In spite of the eyesores blocking my way in the downtown club’s parking lot.

Wolverine—yes, it’s after the Wolves—is half motorcycle club, half bar, and we mostly meet here to celebrate our wins and pick our puck bunnies for a celebratory fuck.

But the whole ordeal seems like a hassle lately.

Sex.

It’s just so…boring.

Yes, fucking others, pinning them beneath me and seeing them squirm gave me momentary pleasure, but it’s all so fleeting.

The thing is, even though I could orgasm, it stopped at the flesh level and never really touched me mentally.

And I’ve tried every hole available. Gender doesn’t matter.

A hole is a hole, no matter who it’s attached to.

But that shallow pleasure was just not interesting to me anymore.

So I stopped it altogether, for a while now.

Watching, however? That’s slightly more interesting. There’s something categorically intriguing about observing while others lose themselves in sex, letting their true colors show, even for that moment in time.

Something I don’t believe I’m intrinsically capable of.

Perhaps that handicap—my inability to feel anything more than people’s bodies—is the reason sex is a terrible ordeal now.

Nonetheless, I’d like to participate in the fun inside to wind down and relieve the tension that’s still bunching in my shoulders. Maybe forget about a certain league’s prince whose skin I’m itching to worm myself beneath.

Toy with his insides a little.

Provoke him a little.

But I can’t do that—neither go inside nor forget about the prince. Again, thanks to people who shouldn’t be here.

Five of them, to be exact. Sharp suits, polished shoes, grim expressions as if they’re posing for a eulogy. My vote’s on Dad’s.

With their starched collars and funeral posture, they just don’t belong here. They’re too clean, too pressed, too Osborn for a place that reeks of spilled whiskey and exhaust fumes.

The club’s parking lot looks like it’s been through a few wars and lost every one. Cracked pavement, gum fossils, and beer bottles kicked into puddles that smell like something died underneath. The light above the door flickers like it’s on life support, washing everything in a depressing buzzing yellow that makes their suits look cheap.

In their midst stands a brown woman who’s wearing the sharpest suit, a tight ponytail, and stiletto heels.

“I didn’t have the chance to introduce myself the last time. My name is Lyra, and I’m the Osborn family’s legal representative.”

“Does a legal representative need so many bodyguards?” I push off my bike, then stalk toward her. She remains still, but her lips purse a little when I stop a few breaths away from her. “Or are you perhaps scared of little old me?”

“These gentlemen were sent by your father to ensure your safety, Mr. Osborn.”

I laugh, and it’s far from humorous. In fact, it’s so mocking, a sheen of discomfort befalls the group.

“Hilarious,” I say in a deadpan voice. “Don’t you think this entire situation is categorically hilarious, Lyra?”

“I’m afraid I don’t see the correlation.”

“No? Funny, because the man who fathered me couldn’t have cared less about my existence my whole life. Now that he’s lost his male heirs, I’m some sort of a messiah? I find that extremely entertaining. Don’t you?”

She clears her throat. “Please consider this very carefully, Mr. Osborn. The family is providing you with generous incentives. Your mother will have her own villa in Graystone Ridge, and you’ll have a penthouse, as well as a substantial number of shares in Osborn Corporation and its subsidiaries. Naturally, your student debts will be paid off, and all of your mother’s debts will also be taken care of.”

“I’m afraid that’s not enough for me to sell my soul to the devil.” I push past the men. “Send Dad my condolences for the pending death of his legacy.”

“You can’t run away from who you are forever, Mr. Osborn.” Her voice echoes behind me.

“Watch me,” I say without looking over my shoulder.

“I regret to inform you that we might have to resort to drastic measures in the future.”

I don’t reply. They don’t deserve my words.

They can’t hurt me now that I’m their only option for survival. They can’t hurt my mom either, because that’ll be a sure as hell way to make me go completely berserk on their miserable lives.

Dad lacks any form of a fatherly bone in his body, but he’s not an idiot. Besides, he’s a businessman. He’ll keep trying to find the best solution to recruit me to his side. Whether it takes a year or ten or twenty, he’ll keep trying.

And I’ll keep crushing his hopes every time. Just like he crushed mine every time I waited for him and he never showed up.

It’ll be my sweet revenge against the man who has only ever been a problem in mine and Mom’s lives.

The moment I step into the club, it erupts—cheers tangled with alcohol and slurred words. Eager hands hit my back, sweaty bodies press in, everyone trying to get a piece of me.

I pull on my public smile like a second skin, raising my glass, returning praise with the usual lines: “It was a team effort,” or “Give it up for my guys, Richardson and O’Connor.”

My attempts at modesty don’t really work. The guys carry me and toss me in the air, making the whole club chant, “Captain! Captain! Captain!”

It’s…inconvenient, to say the least.

But I put up with it. They killed themselves for this game, and winning against the Vipers is a championship in and of itself. We have dust compared to their funding, equipment, and fancy coaches.

The only reason we won was due to pure determination.

And well, I did manage to cripple their wild card left wing, Armstrong.

Not that I didn’t try during last year’s games or the ones before that, but he’s always been slippery and like a chameleon who changes personalities in a fraction of a second.

He’s also barely given me the time of day, preferring to go for defensemen instead.

Did that make me work harder on my defense? Possibly. I’m more of an offense-type center—or was. Over these past couple of years, I’ve been playing defense like nobody’s business.

I perfected it to the point that even Richardson can’t keep up, and he’s one of the best defensemen in the league.

And it was all worth it because tonight, I finally got him.

A jolt of electricity sparks through me at the memory of the contempt rolling off him in waves when he checked me into the board.

It was so violent, the board shattered and he fell on top of me, his eyes wild, his teeth bared as he panted like an injured animal.

A cornered animal.

Even though he was the one crushing me to the ground.

I reached out a hand to him then. No idea why.

Even as I think of it now, I don’t know what I wanted to do. Remove his helmet? Touch his face?

Or was it something a lot darker like three years ago?

There’s no way to know, because Kane pulled him off of me, and Jude proceeded to fight me.

A hassle, really.

I hit him harder than I usually do in these skirmishes because he interrupted something important.

Something that could’ve been important.

I sway as the guys finally let me down, but it has less to do with being on the ground and more to do with the dizzying need to shatter Armstrong’s mask.

Tonight, I started a hairline crack, but I can make it bigger and wider and so overwhelmingly deep, he’ll be broken beyond repair.

My teammates party hard, and I let them do whatever they want. They deserve this.

Everyone in the club is dancing and talking and grinding and drinking and drinking and more drinking.

I join in for a bit, letting the wave carry me, throwing my head back and getting lost in the loud bass music.

But none of the sensory abundance manages to undo the knots crowding my shoulders.

Or the numbness lurking in my chest.

It’s hard for anything to stimulate me. I know that, in theory, sex, alcohol, partying, and everything people my age indulge in should be fun.

It’s not.

Aside from hockey and my bike, I don’t find pleasure in anything.

But I sure pretend that I do.

I slide to the bar and order a drink, keeping an eye on the guys in case one of them goes a bit too hard.

We still have light training tomorrow, and while we won tonight’s game, this is only the start, not the end of the championship.

I intend to win it this year, which will give me an abundance of choices in the NHL and, more importantly, a better paycheck.

O’Connor and especially Richardson also have the chance to go pro if they get their heads in the game and stop being distracted with messy feelings and non-lasting relationships.

“Captain!” Richardson slides to the stool beside me, smelling like whiskey, and shows me his phone. “Have you seen this?”

It’s an article from a big online sports magazine. The title is: The Wolves Crush the Vipers in a Sensational Night.

“They used the word ‘crush.’ Isn’t that awesome? Their fans are crying actual tears in the comments.”

“As they should.” I take the phone from his hand and send myself the article.

“Good idea. I’ll drop it in the group chat.” He types away, not looking at me. “I have more articles, so I’ll send those as well. The media is drooling over your performance, Captain!”

“You did great, too, Richardson.”

He grins up at me in that boyish way, then focuses on his phone again, texting back and forth.

I fetch mine, open the article I sent myself, and zoom in on the featured photo.

My helmet is pressed against Armstrong’s, my hand fisted in his collar.

It’s not that visible in the picture, but I was smirking as he glared at me, threatening to kill me, chop me up into tiny little pieces, and keep my skull as a memento.

Armstrong seems to be very colorful with his macabre thoughts, and maybe that’s not healthy or safe, but I’d like to see what else he can come up with.

Just one more time.

That’s all.

Not very wise. I know.

But something about Preston Armstrong…

I zoom in on his face, and a fierce jolt surges through me, lighting every nerve.

Now, this is interesting.

It’d be hilarious if I didn’t find this morbid attention I’m giving Armstrong a touch disturbing.

He doesn’t know it yet, but tonight, he gave me the opening I need to have him exactly where I want him.
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After I make sure all my team members have gone home, either alone or with their fuck for the night, I leave the club.

But I don’t head back to the house.

I can’t.

It’s one in the morning, and I’m too wound up to sleep. The drinking didn’t help, and neither did acting as the team’s unpaid manager. Nothing’s dulled my senses enough to make sleep feel possible.

And since I can’t pick a fight with random strangers—well, I can, but it’d be a hassle tonight—I ride my bike to the arena.

Late-night solo skating and drill shots have always grounded me and pulled me back into something resembling reality.

It’s a quarter past one when I push through the arena doors. The air’s colder here, stale with old sweat and the faint bite of disinfectant.

The lights are half dead—only a few humming fluorescents left on by some lazy custodian. The rest of the place drowns in shadows. The echo of my boots against the concrete corridor sounds too loud in the silence.

And this feeling of solitude is…comforting.

The coach sometimes calls me a lone wolf, not because I’m not a team player—I didn’t get the captain’s position for being selfish—but because he said I shine best when on my own.

That’s true.

I always did things on my own when Mom was fighting for her life, working more shifts than humanely possible to keep food on the table.

It’s not that Dad never gave us money. He did. But she refused to use it, only dipping into it when things got too dire. She saved the rest in a trust fund for me that I also refuse to use, even when I turn twenty-five.

Dad calls it poor-people pride. It’s not. Mom and I only ever wanted him to be a father, which he barely was. We don’t need his money.

The locker room’s empty. Gear bags line the benches, damp from the earlier game. I drop my keys, run a hand over my face, then stop when I notice my skates are gone and so are all five of my sticks.

A sharp crack like thunder trapped indoors echoes in the air. Then another. And another.

Wood snapping.

I follow it through the corridor, past the equipment cage and the vending machines, until the air changes, turning colder, sharper, cleaner.

My steps slow near the rink when I see who’s there.

Preston Armstrong.

The Vipers sport jacket and jeans look washed-out under the dim lights, but the skates on his feet are unmistakably mine. Broken sticks litter the ice around him as he drifts in loose circles, a ghost looping the same path.

His hair is a mess, damp blond strands falling over his forehead, his lip split, and he winces slightly as he takes a pull from a bottle of Jack Daniels.

And for a moment, I just stand there.

Forget about whatever tantrum he’s throwing or the five thousand-odd bucks’ worth of sticks he’s broken.

Something’s a lot more interesting.

The man himself.

Preston really is a prince. Too golden, too effortless, yet somehow, he still manages to electrify the air around him with something raw and ancient.

The lights pour over his hair and turn it into liquid gold, soft waves brushing the collar of his Vipers jacket. His face is a contradiction—smooth lines, sharp edges, symmetry so exact, it looks to be carved from something more deliberate than bone.

But it’s his eyes I can’t stop tracking.

Green, but not the gentle kind. Not meadow or spring. His are darker, deeper—something closer to dangerous. The type of eyes I could imagine being the last thing I’d see before drowning. They pull and pull, until I forget I’m supposed to breathe.

Maybe they’re enchanted.

Even bruised, with that split lip, exhaustion shadowing his eyes, and half a bottle in his system, he still looks untouchable. Like the universe built him out of pure temptation and then dared the rest of us to try resisting.

He still has that fairy prince face—ethereal, bright, a beauty that feels like you’re gazing into a light bulb on purpose. It’s blinding in all the wrong ways, but I just can’t stop staring.

And maybe that’s why I want to steal that light, bottle it up, and keep him all for myself.

Jostle him a little, punish him a little for daring to forget about me.

Not that I’m salty about something that happened fifteen years ago, but who knows. Maybe I am.

As I watch him, I have the urge to put him over my knee and teach him some fucking manners.

After all, he’s the one who just happened to deliver himself to my door.

I step forward from behind him, my boots crunching on the ice.

My steps falter when I notice something.

Right behind his left ear, there’s a yin and yang tattoo, small and subtle, contrasting against the smooth, pale skin of his neck.

Preston turns around sluggishly, the black ring on his index finger scraping against the neck of the bottle.

I move before my brain catches up.

Standing behind him, I slide my hand up his neck, grab a fistful of his golden hair, and yank his head back so that he’s looking at me.

Up close, his eyes are glassy, unfocused, but something happens when he sees me.

They widen. Just the slightest bit, the look caressing my face so closely, it sends a rush of blood to my head.

The Preston Armstrong, who considers being unaffected an Olympic sport that he excels at better than hockey, can’t seem to control his expression around me.

The sight lights me up, spreading across my spine like a fiery explosion.

Looks like Preston truly fucked up this time.

Because I’m in the mood to test his limits and breach them.

A smile lifts my lips as sadistic tension coils in my stomach. “Well, this is one way to say you miss me, my prince.”
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So I didn’t mean to come here tonight.

Or at all, really.

Where the fuck is this place, even?

The Wolves’ arena, that’s where. The last place I should’ve driven my ass to after the beating from Lenin per my dear papa’s orders.

Every time I screw up in epic proportions, I have to learn the lesson.

Or, like, be punished properly.

Brought down a peg or two.

Usually, I’ll drive around recklessly, nearly crash my car, or try to join a hunt with members of Vencor.

As a senior member, I don’t really have to kill anymore, but that rule can go fuck itself right the fuck off. The only saving grace of Vencor is the killing.

Or, more accurately, the hunting.

But the more we’ve progressed up Vencor’s ladder, the less fun it’s become. It’s more supervision and less action at this stage.

After we graduate, Kane, Jude, and I will go through the final trial to become Founders. A position that’s only attainable by being born within one of the four founding families.

Yay me, I guess.

Does that mean we’ll turn into our fathers?

Gag. I just gave myself the biggest cringe with that thought.

Point is, I should’ve joined some members on a hunt or gone to annoy Jude and Kane.

But no, the me from roughly an hour ago considered that prospect ludicrous. Go to Kane and Jude, who’ll either question me about my clusterfuck of a performance or watch me closely as if I’m about to break?

No, thanks, said my genius brain as he led us right to the rat town that smells of piss, vomit, and drugs.

This shithole is a health hazard, I’m telling you.

But it’s also the location where my sweet revenge against Osborn will take place.

He’s the reason I screwed up tonight, got told off by Dad, and got beaten up by Lenin.

My chest rattles a bit when I breathe due to that brute’s hit, but the painkillers mixed with good ole Jack Daniels help.

Mostly because I’m finally numb.

Not numb enough to not go through with my revenge, though, because that’s exactly what I’ve done.

Say hello, Osborn’s broken sticks. They’re not even high-end, except for one, but they’re gone now, and the peasant has no lucky stick.

Oops.

That was so mean. I’d do it all over again.

But that decision brought me here, to this moment, with Osborn’s thick fingers in my hair and my body angled back in a less-than-ideal position.

“Good of you to join, Osborn.” I grin up at him, the words rolling off my tongue looser than they should. “I’m afraid the stick-breaking ritual is now adjourned.”

Osborn—or his twin. Seriously, he developed one overnight?—stares down at me, unaffected. Now that the helmet is gone, he looks even more inhuman.

Like a vampire. Eyes so creepily dark, almost as if the gray has snuffed out the blue. His hair is short on the sides and has volume at the top, a rebellious strand falling on his forehead.

It’s annoying me right now, that strand. Or maybe it’s his entire face.

I’m thinking it’d look much better with some bruises, a broken nose, and a black eye.

Something needs to be done to disrupt the whole rugged symmetry that’s pissing me off.

There’s a sort of tension that stretches between us, wrapping around my lungs like a chain.

Wait. There’s a chain.

Or a hint of one that’s peeking from the collar of his shirt.

I wonder what the rest of it looks like. Bet it’s ugly.

It better be ugly.

“Is this you coming to take me up on my offer, Armstrong, hmm?” He leans down, and I realize he’s close.

Too close, actually—and it’s not just his hand bunched in my hair. It’s the way he looms over me, right behind me, with almost no space between us at all, close enough that I can smell him. Alcohol. Cool oak. Leather.

He always smells like that—leather—even mid-game, drenched in sweat, buried under his gear.

Right now, it’s coming from the beat-up jacket he’s wearing, the scent thick and overwhelming. Like a spark of damnation brushing the back of my neck.

“The offer to knock your teeth out? Sure.” I lift the bottle of alcohol to my mouth, but I’m all tilted back, and my balance isn’t the best, so some of it sloshes and drips down my chin.

And that’s where Osborn’s attention is right now. On my chin. No, maybe a bit higher up?

His stare caresses my skin as if it’s his hands, all thick and big and destabilizing.

My lips tingle, and I get distracted for a second, because his eyes flash in something bright and shiny, and I want to gouge them out, study them for a bit, blind the fuck out of him while I’m at it.

But yeah, not in my current state, because I’m wobbly, my vision is hazy, and I’m barely standing. Some would say mixing alcohol and painkillers isn’t the brightest idea, but maybe that was the whole point.

“The offer was something different, wasn’t it?” His eyes slide to mine, his voice lowering the slightest. “Focus, Armstrong.”

“Hard to do that with you breathing down my neck, jeeper creeper.”

The asshole leans down farther so that his mouth is a few inches from mine. His lips tip up an inch, as if he finds this entire tedious exchange amusing. “Do I distract you?”

“You annoy me.”

“I’m honored.”

“That wasn’t a compliment.”

“I beg to differ.” His breath dances along my jaw, over the wetness of the alcohol, buzzing in my head more than the Jack Daniels. “How about I remind you of the offer?”

“No, thanks, not interested. Speaking of interesting, RIP to your sticks, Osborn. Heard you guys struggle with funding, so who’s going to replace these for you? So sad. I can help if you get on your knees and beg me real nicely. You have to be convincing, though. No amateur acting will be tolerated. If I like the performance, I might even get you premium sticks to replace your mid ones.”

I’m talking in run-on sentences because he’s breathing down my face in a deep, controlled rhythm. His smooth exhales rush along my skin like the latest fucked-up drug on the market.

Though those little fuckers don’t do shit to me. I’ve tried them before, and they only managed to tickle my demons’ feelings.

This, however, sets me on edge.

My stomach tightens, and the rush of adrenaline shoots out from where he’s touching me, spreading all the way to my already-restricted chest.

It’s back—that loathsome, uncontrollable feeling I had during the game. The same one that made me decide Osborn looked better splattered against the boards and earned me a penalty.

There’s no game now, no crowd, no noise. And somehow, the effect is the same. Worse, actually. With only the oppressive silence and the hum of the fluorescent lights, it hits harder, like it’s trying to claw its way out of me.

As static floods my brain, I shake my head.

No.

I swore to never allow Osborn to have this type of power over me again. He will not make me lose control.

So even though I want to chop his hand off for touching me, I’m not going to pull away suddenly or fight him or betray the discomfort he’s causing me.

Bite your tongue and put up with it, little fucker. Everything ends. This will, too, eventually.

Thanks for the pep talk, demon. What a charmer.

“If you wanted to buy me premium sticks, all you had to do was bring them along,” he says in rough words that seem to be spoken into my mouth instead of against it. “But you chose to throw this tantrum to get my attention. Well, you have it, fairy prince. What comes next?”

“Wrong.” I lift the bottle to my mouth, figuring he’ll remove his face from mine—he doesn’t. “I had no plans to buy you premium sticks, and I won’t. I’m just saying, I might if you get on your knees and beg me.”

“Is that where you want me?” His smirk spreads slowly, his gaze dragging over my mouth once more. “On my knees?”

My lips part because the neck of the bottle is basically wedged between us now, and I can’t lift my hand any higher—not when his breath skims my damp lips like a curse.

My skin crawls. Or pretends to. I’m disgusted. Totally. Absolutely. So disgusted I could throw up.

Any second now.

Any second…

But I don’t, and nothing further comes.

Not the nausea or the static. Just nothing.

Actually, there is something.

His lips.

They’re lowering farther, getting closer as tension coils between us, charging the air with the force of a fiery explosion.

My breath gets caught at the back of my throat, as if I’m going to choke to death with zero pressure against it.

His mouth is about to touch mine.

Do something.

Stop it⁠—

Osborn changes direction at the last second and wraps his lips around the bottle, his other hand sliding over mine, forcing me to tip it higher so he can drink.

His Adam’s apple bobs once, twice, and I track the movement without meaning to. I swallow hard, my throat tightening, my whole body going rigid like I’ve been stun-gunned.

The static floods my head with that noise again.

It’s as if my mind’s an old-fashioned TV stuck between channels. The sound hisses, the world flickers, and I’m trapped somewhere between too loud and too quiet.

I can’t speak—all I can do is watch as Osborn lets some of the alcohol drip from his mouth into mine, slipping past my parted lips and burning its way across my tongue.

And he’s watching it, too. His usual smirk is wiped clean, and his eyes light up in a shade so bright, it knocks the air right out of my lungs.

It’s almost…dazzling.

Blinding, even.

“Mm. Might consider being on my knees very seriously.” He darts out his tongue and runs it along his lower lip, and my eyes follow the motion, my brain short-circuiting for a fraction of a second.

Then the long, grating static disappears, and the outside world comes crashing back in again.

Like a sound bomb, everything filters in at once.

I shove myself away from Osborn’s orbit, practically sending myself flying across the ice, tripping on a few broken sticks and almost falling before I catch myself.

He doesn’t move, just watches me closely with a slight tilt of his head and a curve in his annoying lips.

Yo, stop staring at his lips, says my brain.

Just a second, replies my eyes, or the other half of my brain, or whichever fucking incompetent son of a bitch is running the show right now.

My breathing deepens, growing harsher than if I were doing intense cardio, my chest rising and falling in sync with my jumbled nerves.

The ones that even my concoction of alcohol and painkillers didn’t seem to quiet—I rate this mix three out of five for inconsistency reasons.

“So…” Osborn trudges toward me ever so calmly, and I’m watching his every step as if he’ll pounce on me at any second.

Which is ridiculous. I pounce on people, not the other way around.

“Is this a kink?” He stops a few steps away from me and kicks away one of the murdered sticks. “Wearing and destroying my stuff, I mean.”

I narrow my eyes, then remember I did put his skates on because I wanted to do a round on the ice while drunk and possibly high. Another decision the me from less than an hour ago thought was genius, and he’s obviously getting disowned as we speak.

You’re so fired, demon.

“Those skates are too big for you, my prince. You’ll hurt yourself.”

“Aw, worried about me? How touching. Hold on, let me shed a few tears for the effort.” I pretend to wipe my eyes.

“Worried? Not really. I just hate cleaning up blood off my ice.”

“Don’t flatter yourself. I wouldn’t bleed for you.”

“No, but you’d bleed on me, wouldn’t you?”

He says that in a gruff tone as he takes a step forward. With the skates, we’re about the same height, and I actually get to look down at him.

I hold my ground, refusing to move—because fuck this shit—but my fingers tighten around the neck of the bottle. “You sound deranged. Should I file a restraining order?”

“I should be the one filing one of those, considering you delivered yourself into my ice rink in the middle of the night, acting like an epic sore loser.” He reaches a hand to my face.

I slap it away with the bottle, sending droplets of alcohol on the ice. “Don’t touch me.”

“Why?” He tilts his head slowly as if I’m a puzzle he’s intending to solve. “Afraid of something?”

“Yeah, catching a disease from this shithole. It’s a health hazard to be here, FYI, so if you want donations, all you have to do is become my servant for a week.”

“My, is that another kink? Tell me more.”

This motherfucker has loose screws. I’m trying to remember if he’s always been such an epic pain in the ass.

Granted, I’ve only met Osborn on the ice.

I’m pretty sure he was mostly…well, a little son of a bitch who stole the attention of the media effortlessly, but he was more like Kane. Silent and boring.

Now, he’s just…different.

I can’t put my finger on it, exactly, but something has shifted in the way he talks. He’s almost as antagonizing as I am.

“What are you thinking about? Talk to me.” He reaches a hand out again, and this time, I slam my free palm against his windpipe, choking him in an instant, stopping him short of making contact.

“What part of don’t touch me do you not understand, motherfucker?”

He puts both hands in the air. “It was innocent.”

“Nothing is fucking innocent about touching!”

My voice rises, and I breathe harshly, tightening my grip so hard, I can feel the tendons coil and flex in his neck.

“You want to kill me?” he strains, his face turning red. “Go ahead, baby. I’m sure you’ll make it look phenomenal.”

B-baby.

Did this asshole call me baby?

I’m going to fucking kill him⁠—

“Love the look on your face, Armstrong.” His muscles pull tight, his words barely leaving his throat, but he’s still fucking yapping.

“Learn how to shut the fuck up!”

“Oh no. Losing your cool? Don’t like being cornered?”

“Keep dreaming.” I shove him away. “I don’t get cornered.”

“Everyone does…eventually.” He flicks his fingers over the red marks I left on his throat. My chest does something at that view. “Some just make it look good.”

I let a cruel little smile carve its way onto my lips. “You think I look good?”

“I think you know exactly what you look like. That’s the problem.”

“Then stop looking.”

“No. I don’t think I will.” He runs his gaze over me from my face to my chest to the skates, then back up again. The longer he stares, the brighter the burn settles in my stomach, tightening and squeezing as if I’m about to be sick.

His eyes settle on mine, calm but with something lurking just below the surface. “I’m liking the view a bit too much.”

“Unlike it, then.”

“Is that a word?”

“It is now.”

“If you say so.” He reaches out again. “How about we pick up where we left off? I’m happy to listen to your counteroffer.”

“What?”

“I made you an offer, inviting you to sit on my cock, remember?”

That static heightens, humming in the background, attempting to overflow my thoughts, but I force a mocking smirk. “Are you gay? Is that what this is?”

His smile widens. “Do you want me to be gay?”

“Why would I? I’m just checking, considering all your shameless flirting.”

“Shameless, huh?”

This little prick and his way of asking questions as a reply are annoying as fuck. “Yes, shameless.”

“That means you’re aware I’m flirting?”

“You’re brazenly obvious.”

“I’m glad you noticed. I was starting to wonder if it was going over your head.”

“So you are gay.”

“If you like. I can be—for current intents and purposes. I’m more into everyone and don’t personally care for labels.”

What the fuck does that mean? Pansexual? No, he didn’t say that when he could’ve, so is the correct term unlabeled?

Though, I wasn’t aware he’s into everyone.

I know for a fact that he has relationships with girls. He dated Dalton—Kane’s current obsession. Her real name is Dahlia, but she’ll never hear me say it out loud.

Is that one of my petty episodes? Possibly.

I lift my chin. “Hate to break it to you, but I’m as straight as they come.”

He runs his gaze over me again with that infuriating smirk curling his lips. “You are, huh?”

“Yes. You can admire from afar, though, or join the ‘I Want to Have Sex with Preston’ club. It’s quite packed in there, so take care.”

“Instead of a club, I prefer the real thing.” He kills the distance between us in a fraction of a second.

My eyes widen when he wraps a hand around my nape and starts leaning forward. My skin feels too tight, every inch stretched wrong, as if I’m free-falling into that abyss in my head.

That deep disgust rears its head, and nausea fills my throat.

In a moment of absolute panic, I fist my hand and punch Osborn in the face. He loses his balance, his hand dropping from my nape as he falls.

As I turn around and leave, his mocking laughter fills my ear.

Forget about petty revenge. I’m so going to make this guy’s life hell for daring to touch me.

No one touches me like that.

No one.
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“And I was, like, suck my dick, bitches!” I laugh. “Pardon my French unless you don’t want to. See what I did there? Because your last name is French and I’m half French?”

My joke falls on deaf ears, or more like Dr. Duret’s ears. Because, yes, of course I need doctors. She’s one of them—the therapist I talk to while she scribbles notes in her little black notebook.

Let’s just say I might have tried to strangle her the first time we met. In my defense, I was like eleven, my mother was gone, and I’d murdered a professor in cold blood. That made Dad lose his shit trying to fix me with whatever methods necessary.

That, of course, included calling his favorite pal, Regis Callahan—Jude’s dad—who dedicated his pharmaceutical empire to “make me better.” And that’s where Julian came in—you know, the power-hungry dude who’s now taking over for Regis and overseeing Operation How Many Drugs Can We Pump into Preston Before He Shrivels and Dies?

Anyway, Dr. Vivienne Duret strolled into the picture around that time. She’s not my main psychotherapist—that’s Dr. Fenwick with his eccentric methods, drug-testing habits, and Dad’s stamp of approval.

Dr. Duret is my talk therapist. The one I yap to about all the shit I want, and she’s paid to listen.

The first day we met, she asked me if there was anything I wanted, so I said, “I want to kill you,” then I lunged at her. It was a blur I barely remember, but nurses and other doctors rushed in and pulled me away as I kicked and screamed, “I’ll kill you! I’ll kill you all!”

Not my brightest moment. But then again, I was only eleven, so I forgive myself.

Just kidding. I murdered that me from back then.

I’ve murdered a lot of mes in my lifetime.

Anyway, after said episode, any other doctor would’ve been like “Hell no. I don’t get paid enough for this shit,” then quit. Not Dr. Duret. Dad must be paying her a shit ton of money if she’s stayed for over a decade.

Dr. Duret is eccentric in her own way. Otherwise, why else would she put up with a nutjob like me?

Though she doesn’t look the part. Of an eccentric, I mean. But then again, have you seen me? I blend too well with my surroundings.

Maybe she’s the same.

Dr. Duret doesn’t seem like someone who belongs in Graystone Ridge or Vencor—yup, she’s a member, judging by her serpent necklace.

She’s too calm for this place, too soft around the edges. Her short brown hair is always smooth, and her eyes are that strange pale-green you see in old paintings, somewhere between glass and seafoam.

She’s slim, graceful in a rehearsed way. Every movement she makes is quiet and measured.

Today, she’s dressed in a cream blouse with a black bow, a neat dark skirt, and a navy-blue cardigan that looks freshly pressed. She smells faintly of jasmine and clean soap that tickles my senses.

There’s also a jasmine diffuser in the corner of the room, releasing the scent all around me until it’s a cocoon.

Sometimes, when I sit across from her, it feels like being inside a bubble. Everything outside the room fades—the static, the noise, the world.

If only she weren’t Dad’s watchdog, we would get along perfectly.

Well, at least she lets me visit her in the suburbs, where she lives on her own with a fuck ton of houseplants. I first started showing up here when I was around fifteen, just to antagonize her.

I wanted to relay the message that I could find out where she lives and kill her, but then she said that if I felt more comfortable coming to her house instead of the Callahans’ clinic, I was welcome to.

That was a no-brainer. No need to ask me twice.

Her house is perched on a hill at the very edge of Graystone Ridge. Not Ravenswood Hill–level fancy, but through the giant French doors, you can see part of the town and the river that heroically protects us from the absolute dumpster fire that is Stantonville.

And just like that, my mood takes a nosedive straight into last week’s bullshit.

“Is there anything else you’d like to talk about aside from the online game you played?” Her words land gently, her voice soft but unwavering.

I rest my hands behind my head as I lie on the sofa. “No, why would you think that?”

“To my knowledge, you lost a game against the Wolves, and that affected the Vipers’ winning streak.” She pauses, both physically and with her pen. “How do you feel about that, Preston?”

“Grand, thanks for asking.” I stare at the few stars on the ceiling. What is this, kindergarten?

“Is that all?”

“I don’t feel guilty about it, if that’s what you want to know. Don’t have those feelings, remember?”

“Yes. I was just wondering if you’d like to share anything further.”

“No clue what you heard from my old man, but no, it wasn’t because of fucking Osborn.”

“I don’t speak to your father about what happens in these sessions, Preston. I thought we’d established that.”

Yeah, but whatever.

I did test Dr. Duret once by telling her that I’d be fucking shit up in Dad’s holiday house the following day, and I expected her to tell him, but she didn’t.

That means she could be partially trusted. Only partially, though, because she’s still getting paid by my dad.

“Do you believe this…” She stares at her notes. “Osborn is the reason you lost control?”

“Don’t insult my intelligence.”

“What’s his full name? Osborn is the last name, no?”

“I’m sure you can look it up. Put ‘degenerate asshole from Stantonville’ in the search bar, and his name will come up first.”

“Is that what you think of him?”

“You would, too, if you met the motherfucker.”

“I sense strong emotions, Preston.”

“Strong revenge tendencies, yeah. Sure. He dared to touch me without my permission, not once, but two fucking times.”

Though I didn’t really mind or care about the first time, because…what? He immobilized me? No. It’s not that. I would’ve fought if it were that.

…Right?

Let’s say it was the alcohol and drugs. It’s always the alcohol and drugs.

It’s definitely not me.

“Can you believe it?” I sit, immediately launch back up, then start pacing like my soul is trying to outrun my body. “I slapped his hand. I told him not to fucking touch me—twice—and he still kept coming like a parasite with main-character syndrome. He wants to fuck me. He does. They all do. Every last one of those brain-rotted clowns only wants one thing from me. The goddamn, motherfucking, low-IQ gremlins with the combined brain capacity of a soggy napkin. I swear to God, I’ve survived more imbecile behavior in twenty-two years than an immortal would in a thousand. I’m one encounter away from ascending out of my body and haunting people out of spite.”

Dr. Duret scribbles something in her notebook, and I freeze. “What are you writing about me? ‘Nutcase threat to society’? Because that won’t work, you know. Dad’s completely against locking me up in a mental institution. It’s his guilt talking for abandoning me and not being there when I was metaphorically locked up. He swore he’d never do that to me again, so you and Dr. Fenwick can let go of that little wet dream.”

“I don’t want to lock you up, Preston. My notes are observations for my eyes only.”

I let out a harsh breath and drop back onto the sofa.

“Yeah, right.” My voice comes out rougher, smaller, as the real feelings I’ve been shoving down since that disaster in the Stanton Wolves’ arena finally start clawing their way up.

It’s why I came to see Dr. Duret. I’ve been feeling like I’m suffocating, and I needed to purge. Driving like a madman and nearly crashing my car didn’t help. Sending Satan’s lover an old video of me fucking her best friend—yes, Gabrielle, the one she talked shit about me to when I was young—also didn’t help. Made Dad really upset, though, mostly because his wife was throwing a fit.

Grandpa had me lashed because of the abhorrent behavior. Grandma called me a deranged freak.

Uncle Atlas told me I needed to learn how to pick my battles.

Dad just frowned at me—as always.

Though it was satisfactory to see Satan’s lover’s face contort in pure disgust and to know she lost her bestie, those emotions only lasted for a bit.

The suffocation returned way too soon after that.

So here I am subjugating myself to Dr. Duret’s emotionless company.

“It hurt,” I whisper.

She leans closer in her seat. “What hurt?”

“The whole thing. I don’t know. It just hurt and not in a fun ‘Oh, I’m being beaten up, so now I feel alive’ kind of way.”

“Then in what way?”

“It was uncomfortable. As if I were kicked out of my own skin, stomped all over, then disallowed back into my body again. There was static and pain that flooded my senses all at once.”

“What do you think is the reason for that?”

“Osborn, of course! That creepy motherfucker! Don’t worry, though, I came up with a genius idea.”

She raises her brows.

I scoff. “Thanks for the vote of confidence, Dr. Duret. Honestly, so touching.”

“Are you going to tell me about this idea?”

“I’m glad you asked. I stole his motorcycle!”

“Motorcycle?”

“Hell yeah.” I grin. “Okay, okay, let me take you back. After Osborn had the audacity—the gall—to make me feel like my skin didn’t fit, I spent the entire night walking the edge of the roof. Fun times. Naturally, Dad found out. Because Hayes is a traitor with a badge and a savior complex.

“Anyway! I pumped myself full of meds afterward, which meant, surprise, I couldn’t wake up the next morning and missed open skate. Cue Kane and Jude getting their panties in a twist. Jude practically kidnapped me for the whole week to ‘monitor’ me and make sure I took my meds on time. Dramatic, right?

“What was I talking about again?” I clap my hands together. “Oh, right! Osborn. I was brainstorming the best revenge, and obviously, the first idea was sleeping with his girlfriend. Classic. But plot twist—he doesn’t fucking have one. Not even an on-and-off someone. The man is as romantically barren as Stantonville’s economy. So that wasn’t fun.

“So then I thought—what does he actually care about? And boom. The motorcycle. So Hayes and I went to their shitty Stantonville college parking lot and stole it. Hayes cried the entire time, insisting it was ‘not a good idea’ and ‘below his pay grade,’ but he’s a Goody Two-shoes, so his opinion is worth approximately nothing.”

I hold up a finger like I’m presenting a prize on a game show. “But we got it. Oh, we got it. Right before I came here. Osborn is probably losing his fucking mind as we speak. He spent money and hours custom-building his precious little Frankenbike. Apparently, he works part-time as a mechanic just to get employee discounts and mess with bike parts. Yes, it’s a shit bike, but it’s a one-of-a-kind shit bike. And now—poof. Gone. Thanks to my genius.”

I laugh, feeling somewhat lighter now that I got back at the prick.

Forget about women. He loves that bike more than women, and if it’s gone, he’ll be hurt the worst.

“What happens now?” Dr. Duret asks in her usual monotone voice. So much for celebrating my wins, I guess.

“He’ll come crawling to me and beg, the way he was supposed to from the start instead of picking ‘antagonize Preston.’ Bold choice. Wrong one, but bold.”

“Why do you believe you went through all this trouble just to have him come find you…hold on. Let me word that differently.” She sits taller. “If you feel so uncomfortable around Osborn, why do you want him to come find you?”

“To make him beg me so I’ll give him his bike back. I just said that. Focus, Dr. Duret.”

“Do you want to feel a sense of power over him?”

“Yeah, that.” I snap my fingers in her direction. “No one offends me and gets away with it.”

“Do you believe you’re making it too personal?”

“He’s the one who did that when he targeted me in the game. Whose side are you on anyway? You’re my doctor, not his. Believe me, he can’t afford you, so don’t go biting the hand that feeds you.”

My phone vibrates, and I pull it out as I stand up, a grin curving my lips. “Hold that thought. Good talk, Dr. Duret. You tell my dad or Julian any of this, and I’ll strangle you with your precious plants. Compris?”

She doesn’t recoil. Just keeps staring at me with her usual expression. Guess I’ve been threatening her with murder for so long, she doesn’t take me seriously anymore.

I walk out of her house, staring at the screen.

So right after I stole Osborn’s bike, I had to tell him. Otherwise, how would he know it was me and not some other thief?

Hayes worked his magic and got me his number, so I texted him earlier.

Me


If you apologize, I might give your bike back.




I attached a picture of his bike parked in a warehouse.

He just got back to me, while I was gossiping about him in Dr. Duret’s living room.

Speak of the devil, am I right?

Osborn


If you want my attention, all you have to do is ask.




I don’t want your meaningless attention. I’m telling you that I’ll be holding your bike hostage until you apologize.




Apologize for…?




Everything.




How about you apologize for stealing my ride?




Nah. You, however, need to do something to get your mode of transportation back.




I like being threatened.




You won’t like it when your ride magically disappears.




What if you magically appear in front of me instead?




Charming. Is that how you get people to fall on their knees for you?




Sometimes. Is it working?




No. Try harder.




Noted, baby.




Why the fuck are you calling me that?




Calling you what?




“Baby.”




Because.




That’s not a reason.




Wasn’t offering one.




You’re the definition of a migraine.




Does that mean I’m living rent-free in your head?




You wish. Are you going to apologize?




Let me think about it. In return, I’ll give you a gift.




Sounds cheap. No, thanks.




Careful, Armstrong. I’m finding you extremely amusing.




Everyone does.




Everyone isn’t me.




I don’t see the difference.




The difference is that it’s not good for you if I keep finding you amusing.
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Fuck Osborn with a broken hockey stick dipped in glitter.

Amen.

It doesn’t matter that he didn’t get back to me for three days straight. Because I’m having fun tonight!

And by fun, I mean that I’m going on a hunt.

Technically, it’s Jude’s hunt. Some people stood by and watched in a public square as his mom was stabbed to death over twenty times. Nasty business, I know.

And Jude is on a revenge mission since he also has mommy issues—we bonded over that, isn’t it poetic? Spoiler alert, Dr. Duret says it’s not.

His form of revenge gets my heartfelt stamp of approval. Because here’s the thing, the cameras for that incident were wiped clean by Julian—starting to see the pattern with that control freak? He probably did that because he didn’t want Jude to be distracted by what he believes is “meaningless” revenge.

However, Kane managed to access one of the camera’s recordings before it got deleted. In true nerdy Kane fashion—also spelled overachiever, if you wish—he made a list of the people who were there.

Every so often, he gives Jude a file, and the big man starts by stalking them, making their lives hell, manipulating them to kingdom come. Then, at the final stage, he kidnaps and releases them into the forest, hunts them down, and kills them.

It’s the most satisfying shit ever, if you ask me.

Mostly because I always get to participate, and if I’m fast enough, I even manage to kill some of the suckers.

Today, unusually, Kane joined, probably chasing some demons so he won’t think about Dorothy—his sort-of girlfriend, whom I still don’t approve of, FYI.

Can’t trust anyone who dated that sucker Osborn—even if it was only for a couple of weeks.

Anyway, Jude and I are suited up in full black—gloves, shiny knives, the whole homicidal starter pack. Big man even put on a raincoat so he “doesn’t get too drenched in blood.”

Boo. That’s literally the best part.

“Ready for some fun?” I ask as we stand on the porch, staring into the kind of pitch-black darkness that horror movies warn you about.

Sometimes the dark feels like it wants to eat me alive. Other times—like today—it’s basically my emotional support void.

The only place I can actually breathe.

Jude released tonight’s target fifteen minutes ago, and we watched the sleazy middle-aged bastard—whose eyes are on my personal to-do list—bolt into the forest like a terrified raccoon.

“You can have all the fun you want, but his life is mine,” Jude says, standing on the other side of Kane, twirling his hockey stick.

I tilt my head in Kane’s direction. “No weapon?”

He tucks his phone away—finally prying himself from whatever doomscroll he’s been married to—and shifts his jacket just enough to reveal his gun.

“Man, you’re so boring.” Jude shakes his head. “I bet it comes with a silencer, too.”

“Naturally. Can’t leave evidence behind.”

“This is literally my family’s forest, and we have the cleanup team on standby.” I stride to Jude’s side and wrap an arm around his shoulders. “Just say you hate life, unlike me and the big man.”

Jude slams his stick against my shoulder. “Don’t kill him. He’s all mine.”

“Finders keepers,” I singsong, then jump off the porch.

“Motherfucker!”

I hear Jude curse, but I’m already gone, slipping between the trees I know by heart.

A lot of shit has gone down in this forest—including the old-fashioned “character building,” where Kane, Jude, and I got dumped out here and were told to fend for ourselves.

And that’s not even counting all the nights I wandered out here alone. It’s never scared me.

Just…triggered the occasional epic meltdown, but no witnesses, so it doesn’t count.

Imagine if Dad or Lenino had seen me?

RIP, my beautiful body.

Back in the present, I’m sprinting at full speed—basically the only advantage I have over Jude.

Branches and leaves smear across my peripheral vision, and then I catch a glimpse of his massive frame.

Fucking bitch.

He’s not taking my hunt.

I push harder, using every bit of leverage I have, tracking the prey by sound, by movement, by the sharp, sour smell of his fear.

The man’s steps thunder through the forest, heavy and eager, his terror cutting through everything. I can smell it. Feel it crawling under my skin.

The moon flickers behind clouds, barely giving us anything.

But I don’t need it.

I’ve always been at my best in near darkness—where no one can see me.

I catch the man’s shadow and launch myself at him without a single second of hesitation, driving my knife deep into his side.

“Hello, motherfucker. This is your grim reaper reporting for duty.”

The man screams, the sound loud and grating, but it doesn’t touch anything in me.

My vision is red, splashed by his hot blood, and my hand is steady as I shove him against the tree and stab him again and again.

And again.

Swish.

Swish.

Swish, motherfucker.

And just like that, I’m faced with the same shadow that manifests in front of me when I’m stabbing people to death.

The face in the darkness, the one I can’t see properly but know exactly who he is.

“Shh, Preston.”

Stab.

“Stay quiet.”

Stab.

“Don’t make a sound.”

Stab!

Judging by the burning in my arm, I think I accidentally cut myself during the frenzy.

Doesn’t matter.

It’s not really the stabbing that gets me high. It’s the way life leaves their eyes right in front of me. I’m the last person who sees them alive.

Their fucking god on earth.

A rustle yanks my attention, and I whirl around, ready to fight Jude over who gets to finish this motherfucker off. “You better back⁠—”

I stop.

Because it’s not Jude.

The figure in black, leaning against a tree with his arms crossed like he owns the whole damn forest, is definitely not my best friend. The build is similar, sure, but this one wears a solid white mask, and he smells different.

Leather and forest.

Like something that stepped out of the dark just to…what?

Watch me? Hunt me?

“Who are you and how would you like to die?” I tilt my head, probably looking monstrous with blood dripping down my arms and my knife buried in the squirming man’s torso.

The stranger—and he is a stranger, because this forest is off-limits to literally everyone, even Vencor—doesn’t answer. He just straightens from the tree and crooks a finger at me.

Come find out? Is that what he’s saying?

Jude’s heavy footsteps pound somewhere to my right, and in the blink of an eye that I take to check, the stranger is already darting between the trees.

Fucking hell. I can’t believe I’m abandoning a kill, but there are bigger issues here. Such as, why is a masked stranger in my fucking forest?

I yank my knife free and sprint after him. Annoyingly, I lose him and start to slow near a large tree.

There’s a hum in the air—a tension that crawls under my skin, sliding from my spine to the tips of my fingers.

All of a sudden, a large, gloved, very familiar hand wraps around my throat from behind, dragging me back against a hard chest.

Tingles explode across every inch of my skin as hot breaths brush the shell of my ear.

“Hello again, baby.”
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MARCUS


There’s been a slight change of plans.

It’s my attempt to adapt to the current state of affairs and all that.

When I first got here, I meant to observe.

That’s clearly changed now that I’ve yanked Armstrong against me. His back is pressed against my front, his shoulders tensing instantly.

He smells of blood and that intoxicating masculine scent that seems to go straight to my head every time he’s in my proximity.

Which is odd because I don’t really get this affected by other people’s scents.

But something about Preston Armstrong is making me a tad reckless.

Well, not reckless, but definitely more eager than usual.

Maybe it’s because I like the feel of his muscles bunching beneath mine, or maybe I just want to hear that crude mouth of his raining insults as if it’s a sport.

I might have had a dream about playing against him again.

That game wasn’t enough.

Touching him once isn’t enough.

Nothing is enough.

It’s why I came here. Sure, the absence of my bike inconveniences me, and I do have ulterior motives for worming my way into his life.

But truly, the main reason I went through the hassle of coming here wasn’t just to teach him a lesson.

It was so I could be close again.

Like this.

The more he fights me, the deeper my fixation gets.

The harder he pushes me away, the darker my retaliation becomes.

It’s gotten bad enough that I made a deal with the devil, promising an alliance with someone elusive, just to get the code to access this forest.

“The code changes every hour. Make sure you leave before then, or you’ll be trapped inside. If you do, I’ll deny I had anything to do with this.”

That’s what she said before hanging up.

I’m starting to conclude there are no manners at all in Graystone Ridge, but I digress.

Thanks to the access, I got to witness something curious in Armstrong. A trance, maybe. Being in a zone? Or perhaps it’s something a lot more ominous?

At any rate, I managed to watch in full HD how he kills.

Like he has a personal vendetta against his victim, himself, or his weapon of choice.

I still can’t decide which one is more intriguing.

The knife still glints in the night, dripping with blood that clogs my throat.

“Osborn?”

Fuck.

Is the way he says my name with that rough refinement and slight trepidation supposed to go to my dick?

The answer is no, but it takes notice anyway, thickening in my boxers, straining against my jeans.

Fucking hell.

I’m not the type who gets horny easily. At all, actually. It takes lots of sloppy blowjobs to get me in the mood.

So why is the sound of Armstrong’s voice—and the feel of him—provoking this carnal reaction?

“What the fuck are you doing here?” He shoves himself away from my grip, and the sense of loss goes all the way down my body.

It doesn’t deflate my dick, but it does fill me with a sort of…disappointment.

As Armstrong swings around, he punches me in the chest. I raise my fist and punch him back with the same strength he used. Nothing more, nothing less.

It’s a reflex of sorts. At an early age, I learned to always give back what I’m given. Though I usually make sure it’s ten times worse.

Obviously, not today.

Hmm.

I wonder why.

“How did you even get here?” he asks in a clipped tone. Coupled with his blood-drenched face and the absence of light, he looks so gorgeously feral.

“It’s a secret.”

“Doesn’t matter anyway. You obviously came here to die, and I’m happy to oblige.”

“Not really⁠—”

He tosses the knife aside and punches me again. Then we’re trading blows in the middle of the pitch-black forest—one for one.

The harder he goes, the more I match him.

And that pisses him off, judging by his choppy breaths echoing in the night.

He doesn’t like being challenged. Or maybe he’s not used to someone meeting him strike for strike.

“You are—” He hits me several times, most of it glancing off the mask and my skull. “—a fucking asshole who needs to fucking die! Don’t ever touch me again, you goddamn gay!”

He grabs my shoulders and drives a knee into my stomach. My breath is knocked out of me, but I shove him back, slamming him against a tree. I seize his collar and haul him upward as I slam my fist into his face.

Thwack.

Thwack.

Thwack.

“You think that’s an insult, Armstrong?” Punch. “Is that why you used it?” Punch. “You really believe calling me a slur makes you more powerful than me?”

I’m hitting him over and over again, that awkward-strange attraction vanishing in minutes.

But then I realize two things.

One, he’s trembling. So much so that his entire body quakes with it.

Two, he’s not punching me back.

I’m towering over him as he slumps against the tree, holding him with one hand and punching him with the other.

At this point, I would’ve expected him to shove me away, hit back, or try to overpower me.

But he just remains still, his hands lying lifeless on either side of him on the ground.

What the fuck is this dilemma on steroids thinking now?

Isn’t the whole point of provoking me and calling me names to fight? So why the fuck isn’t he fighting?

Not that I care what he or anyone else says about my sexuality, but he needs to be taught a lesson in manners, so he’ll stop being a judgmental little bitch.

I’m about to punch him again when something happens.

My throbbing knuckles pause in midair as Armstrong bursts out laughing, the sound manic in the silent darkness.

A sheen of derangement overtakes his face.

Blood stains his teeth like a vampire, and he’s looking straight through me.

As if I’m not here.

As if he’s staring at some imaginary friend.

I shake him with my grip on his collar. “Where have you gone? Look at me.”

He blinks once, still laughing, but his glassy gaze stabilizes a bit, a flash of light showing through.

And it’s…fascinating.

Like a lightning bolt in the darkness.

“Go ahead,” he says through his laughter. “Hit me.”

“I’m the wrong person to tell that. I enjoy hitting people a bit too much.”

“Go on, then. Show me how much you enjoy it. Or do you prefer I call you names before you do that⁠—”

His words end in a grunt as I slam my fist into his face, sending it flying sideways. Then I do it again. And again.

He practically vibrates beneath my fist, his entire body coming alive.

But not as much as mine.

Because fuck. I’ve never hit someone this…way. Like I want to fuck them into the tree while I’m beating them to within an inch of their lives.

I want to bend him over and pound his ass as I spank him, drive my fingers into his loud mouth, and make him suck on them, choke on them, as his saliva drips down my fingers⁠—

Fucking hell.

I’m hard as I keep pummeling him.

He takes it all, letting me bloody his beautiful face that he takes extreme pride in. It’s not a secret that he’s an egotistical maniac with enough arrogance to rival Narcissus.

But he’s letting me beat him.

Me, the rat from the slums, as he likes to call me.

Me, the guy who he thinks is so far beneath him, I don’t exist on his radar.

And it’s making my dick hard.

His bloody face, his shaking body, even his manic laughter.

Everything about Preston Armstrong calls to me in ways that disturb me.

And I want more.

More.

Just…something more.

Wait.

What do we have here…?

Despite the dim light, I catch a glimpse of a thick bulge in Armstrong’s pants.

Did he just get…hard by being beaten?

I mean, my cock is just shy of solid, but I have sadistic tendencies.

My eyes widen the slightest, a rush of something primal and overpowering slithering between my aching bones.

Does this mean he could be what I’m thinking he is?

My gaze flits to his, and I can’t see his expression in the dark. I can’t tell what he’s thinking, what he looks like, what the meaning of this is.

“You—”

“Don’t talk.” He growls deep in his throat. There’s pain, but there’s something my animal side latches on to like an aphrodisiac—lust.

“Shut up and hit me,” he whispers low, so low that I barely hear him.

Footsteps sound behind me, and I curse beneath my breath when I spot two shadows.

Literally Preston’s shadows. Kane and Jude.

Things will get complicated real fast if they catch me and find out how I was able to gain access to the Armstrongs’ private property.

With a low grumble, I shove him against a tree trunk and cast one last look at his face.

Bloody, confused, unhinged, aroused.

But there’s something else.

As he looks up at me, he sinks his teeth into the corner of his lip, biting down so hard, his glassy eyes shift subtly, almost as if…in fear?

I don’t get to study it properly as I pull my hood up and run off, disappearing between the trees.

I don’t go far, though.

Maybe I can’t.

Maybe I don’t want to.

Maybe I want to see that look one more time.

It took everything in me just now not to reach for him and do…what, exactly?

With a muted breath, I hide behind one of the trees, far enough away that I can only see their shadows.

An owl cries in the distance as Preston stands up. I recognize him right away as he blocks Kane’s path, his stance wide, his shoulders squared, no longer like the ghost of himself I left behind.

Kane shoves past him. “What the fuck are you doing?”

“I’ll chase.” Jude starts to run toward me, but Preston slams a hand to his chest.

Preston, the smaller of the three, is single-handedly stopping both of them.

“He’s my prey. Back off.”

Hmm.

I wouldn’t say I’m his prey. If anything, it’s the other way around, but his words still put a smile on my face.

He called me something of his.

Is that supposed to be entertaining?

“I haven’t seen you this injured in a long time,” Kane says. “You sure he’s the prey?”

Touché.

“Of course he is.” Preston laughs in that disturbed, unhinged way, throwing his head back.

“He’s lost his mind again,” Jude says.

Again.

I tap my middle finger against my thumb.

That means Preston is prone to losing his mind?

Why?

Kane steps farther into his space. “Who is he, Preston?”

His laughter finally dies out, but there’s still an edge to his words. “He dared to hunt me in my own goddamn place. Love that!”

Happy to serve.

Jude hits him upside the head. “You should’ve let us catch him, dumbass.”

Preston’s fit of laughter returns as he practically bounces in place. “No, I’m going to hunt him, too, before I chop him into tiny little pieces. Oh my, I’m getting hard thinking about it. I’m so fucking hard.”

I don’t think that’s the reason he’s hard, but by all means. If he wants to hunt me next time, I’ll happily oblige.

“Focus, man,” Jude says.

“You fuck off, both of you.” Preston’s still moving in place, as if he can’t stay still. “I’ll arrange the cleanup and watch some security footage.”

“Find out how he managed to trespass on this place, Pres,” Kane tells him.

“Not important.” Armstrong laughs, walking away with a spring in his step. “Not fucking important.”

“Get your dick sucked,” Jude shouts after him. “Don’t go fucking crazy.”

Yeah, that won’t be happening.

Preston getting his dick sucked, I mean.

I narrow my eyes on Jude, considering the best way to bash his head in without being killed by Kane.

Then I decide it’s not worth risking my life.

Not now, when I’m getting all sorts of ideas about my fairy prince.

And none of them are nice.

I consider following him, but I have little time until I need to leave.

“He’s going to do something stupid and probably get himself killed,” Jude mutters to his captain. “We should stop him.”

Kane runs up behind Preston and hits him on the nape with the gun.

The laughter comes to a halt as Preston drops to his knees, then falls forward, unconscious.

Every hair on my head stands on end as I watch the scene.

Did his supposed best friends just knock him out?

Not that I’m judging, but maybe I am.

“Well, that definitely stopped him.” Jude crosses his arms over his chest, standing close to Preston. “He’ll fuck you up when he wakes up. You know he hates being knocked out.”

Huh.

Now, I’m contemplating how to beat the shit out of that little bitch Davenport without Jude tearing me limb from limb.

“Then he should’ve controlled his animal side better,” Kane says. “I won’t clean up his messes.”

“You have a point.” Jude searches his surroundings. “Who do you think that was?”

“I don’t know, but we need to find and eliminate him.” Kane sheathes his gun and lifts Armstrong by the arm. “Help me carry him back.”

“What a nuisance. Always a damn fucking baby,” Jude grumbles as he rips off a piece of his shirt and wraps it around Preston’s arm wound—that he inflicted upon himself in his stabbing frenzy.

Then Jude takes his time to carefully lift Preston.

I narrow my eyes on the motion but mostly at the seemingly practiced moves they both use as they start to drag him away.

My steps are careful as I follow them from afar, their voices getting fainter by the second.

“You think it’s one of those motherfuckers?” Jude asks, a strange type of emotion intertwining with his voice.

Protectiveness? Rage?

“No. They wouldn’t dare touch him as he is now.”

“He went crazy, Kane.” Jude’s voice rises a bit. “He rarely ever lets himself slip that far now that he’s had himself under control for so long. What if they’re targeting him again?”

“Simple. We’ll maim every last one of them and let him bathe in their blood.”

“Every last one of them.” A smile laces Jude’s words. “We might need a list. Your favorite.”

Who are they and them?

Other than me, who the fuck dares to target Armstrong?

I don’t like that.

At all.

Only I get to fuck with his head.
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Me


Guess where I am?




I’m glad you asked! Late-night skating in the arena all alone. I’ll grace you with my company, so come on over, bitches!




Kane


Can’t tonight.




Boo. You’re with Debby, aren’t you?




Kane


Her name is Dahlia.




Nobody cares. Bros before hoes, Kane, ever heard of that?




Kane


She’s not a hoe. Don’t make me punch you in the dick, Pres.




So scared. Not. @JudeCallahan, where are you, man? Let’s play! We’ll send pussy-whipped Kane a video of us kicking ass. Oh! Hold on, changing Kane’s name to that in my contacts while I still remember.




Jude


I’m not available, Pres. I’ll take a rain check.




Hey! The fuck is wrong with you two? Want me to revoke your friendship rights, is that it? Prepare to have the most boring life ever without me.




Kane


Stop being dramatic.




I’m the dramatic one for wanting to skate before tomorrow’s game like we ALWAYS do? Oh, I’m sorry, did I perturb your fuck-fest, Kane?




Jude


There’s no fuck-fest. Couldn’t you tell from how grumpy he was during practice these last couple of days that they’ve been fighting?




Hallelujah! Diana is not good for you, Kane. She’s the Wolves’ spy, remember?




Kane


Just because she went out with Osborn for two weeks doesn’t make her their spy.




Sure does. Isn’t that right, Jude?




Jude


Possibly reaching.




You’re supposed to say “You’re totally right, Pres. Nice catch.” I’ll forgive you for your insolence if you join me. Everyone knows I’m the entire circulatory system of the party.




Jude


It’s just life of the party.




No, I circulate vibes. Anyway, what the fuck are you even doing without me, big man?




Jude


Something.




Something I wasn’t invited to? I’m so offended right now.




Kane


He’s probably just watching Violet sleep.




Oh! Violetta? The pretty girl with copper hair and killer skin who’s sleeping at the hospital? I wanna join.




Jude


Hell no.




But why not? You always take me along when stalking.




Kane


Obviously not this time, Pres. I wonder why…




I’m gonna find out the tea for both of us, Kane. What are bros for, am I right?




Jude


Shut the fuck up, Kane. And don’t you dare come anywhere near that hospital room, Pres. I mean it.




Oooh, a threat! Now, I’m more intrigued. BRB, I’m gonna get my favorite popcorn, sweet and salty.




Jude


How about you focus on your own investigation?




Whatever do you mean?




Kane


The masked intruder who appeared in your family’s forest two days ago, Pres. Remember?




That’s not important.




Jude


You were beaten half to death and lost your mind in the process. How is that not important?




Kane


Yeah, Pres. Anything from the security footage?




No.




Jude


When he got close to you, did you notice anything special? Like a mark or a tattoo?




Kane


Just give me something, and I’ll find out who the fuck dared to trespass on our property.




Either show up and keep me company or stop yapping like bored housewives.




Itoss my phone onto the bench in the Vipers’ locker room and finish taping my hands.

Yeah, yeah—I’m the world’s biggest liar for keeping the entire forest clusterfuck to myself. But seriously, what was I supposed to say?

“Hey, Kane, Jude. So the masked intruder was totally Marcus Osborn, and I let him beat the shit out of me, because, surprise, I guess I’m into that. Also, fun bonus, I’m ninety-nine percent sure I got hard. Any thoughts?”

Yeah. No.

I’d rather tie a noose around my own neck and hang from the rafters like a festive little corpse, thanks.

My method of coping is choosing to believe that the entire thing didn’t happen. See? It works.

Nothing dramatic.

Just a normal day like all days.

Kane and Jude are just being over the top with the whole “you lost your mind” thing. They’re the ones who overreacted by knocking me out, the fuckers. I was just going to block Osborn’s exit and hunt him the fuck down.

They’re the reason I couldn’t proceed with my plans, so if they want to blame anyone, they should start with themselves.

But honestly? Maybe chasing Osborn wasn’t my brightest moment after what happened under that tree.

I definitely shouldn’t want to feel like that again.

Letting myself unravel, allowing someone to handle me like I’m not a human but a problem to be solved—yeah, something has to be deeply, fundamentally wrong with me.

And surprise, it is. Ask Dr. Duret or Dr. Fenwick. They’ve probably got matching PowerPoints about me.

But the thing is…in that moment, something inside me just snapped open and came undone. With the taste of copper in my mouth, pain in my ribs, my brain buzzing like a busted neon sign—and instead of shutting down, I…loosened up. Let go.

I know, I know. It’s pretty fucked up. If there were awards for psychological disasters, I’d sweep the entire ceremony.

But the truth is idiotically simple—I only ever feel like I exist when I’m being hurt.

When the pain registers, adrenaline fires. A hit, a crash, a bruise, and suddenly, I’m back in my body again instead of floating ten feet above it like a malfunctioning ghost.

It makes me feel alive.

That’s why I love hockey. The impacts, the slamming into the boards, the speed—it puts me back together for a second.

It’s the only time I’m not trapped in my head, not lost in static, or wrestling whatever impulse decided to ruin my day.

On the ice, things make sense when focus sets in, and chaos fizzles out.

I pick a target, annoy the shit out of them, score, win.

Boom. Life formula achieved.

Except for that godforsaken Wolves game when a certain asshole turned the tables on me.

Said asshole also started texting me right after that night in the forest.

I pull out my phone and stare at the messages. They’ve trickled in throughout the last couple of days. The first was early yesterday morning.

Unexpected Problem


You brought my bike back. I assume I don’t have to apologize now?




Is this a thank-you for making you feel good, princeling?




Don’t deny it, we both know you got so fucking hard as I was hitting you. Does being hurt turn you on, sick boy?




Silence means admission.




What if I told you I was equally turned on? Just remembering the expression on your face makes my dick leak. I’m so tempted to tug on my cock as I recall your pretty bloody face.




Hmm. You’re reading my texts in real time, so how about you reply?




No? Fine. Let’s see how long you can pretend I don’t exist, baby.




I narrow my eyes on that “baby.”

Seriously, why is he using a word that’s typically reserved for couples? I hate the asshole, and I’m not his baby.

I’ll gladly be his grim reaper, though. Slice his throat open or chop his head off and watch him bleed out in seconds.

Can totally get behind that shit.

I’m glaring at the texts when a new one appears, making my spine snap upright.

Unexpected Problem


I’m bored. Come entertain me?




Me


I’m not your fucking clown.




Not a clown, no, but definitely pure entertainment. Also, hi, are you done ignoring me?




I was just checking to see if you were dead, which obviously, you’re not. What a sad day for humanity.




You’re highly amusing, did you know that?




Yeah. You’ve told me that twice now.




You’re counting?




And you’re drooling.




Guilty as charged. I could eat you whole and still be starving for more.




You can try, Hannibal. I’m indigestible.




I believe you’re highly digestible, especially after what happened in the forest. You’re obviously not as unaffected by me as you like to think. It probably took you by surprise to be so turned on by the guy you hate and look down upon as a “peasant.” It’s why you returned the bike and ignored me, no? To prove that I mean nothing.




This motherfucking piece of shit is way too perceptive for his own good.

How do I fuck him up with his own ego until he chokes on it and dies?

I’m going to block you.




And take away my favorite new fixation? Don’t do that. In return, I’ll give you a chance to get back at me.




I’m not falling for that.




I mean it. We’ll have a one-on-one game. Just you and me.




Why?




Because you obviously still have unresolved feelings for me, and this could fix it.




I have NO feelings for you.




If you say so.




I do NOT.




I believe you. No need for caps.




[image: middle finger]




You truly are entertaining.




Pay me for brightening your boring life.




I don’t have much money, but I can pay you with something else.




Who’s the whore now?




I can be that for you. Anyway, back to the one-on-one. Are we on? It’d be a nice workout before tomorrow’s games. I could use some last-minute practice.




You’re doing this for practice? Don’t you have any friends on the Wolves you can practice with? So sad.




Yeah. I’m so lonely. See you at the Wolves’ arena?




I’m not coming to that shithole.




Then I’ll come find you, baby.




[image: ]


This was a bad idea.

Like…Olympic-level bad.

I have no clue what I was thinking when I didn’t immediately refuse to let Osborn come here, but clearly, my brain cells were not in attendance, because now, it’s too late.

He’s here. The motherfucker.

Black compression shirt glued to him like it’s legally required to act as his second skin, stretched over broad shoulders and a wide chest. No pads except the elbow ones. And when he glides toward me, his shirt rides up just enough to flash the line of his abs.

And I’m absolutely, totally, definitely not looking at that or doing anything else equally deranged.

Nope. Not me.

“Fancy rink,” he drawls in that aggravating, provocative way he speaks, not studying his surroundings as his words suggest, and, instead, fully focused on me.

He’s sporting bruises from when I punched him in the forest. Not as dark as mine, but they’re there, little souvenirs from that whole disaster.

And he just…keeps watching me. Intently. Unblinking. Like he’s trying to snap my entire existence straight into his brain.

The longer he stares, the tighter something coils inside me, winding around my lungs until breathing becomes strained.

I’m starting to think I despise his eyes. Those dark grays that look like smoke mixed with night. Even under the bright rink lights, they remain unreadable and infuriatingly mysterious.

Actually, no—I’ve decided. I hate them. They’re officially on my shit list, right under his smug little smirks and that rough, deep voice that sounds like gravel having an orgasm.

Oh, and his physique. Loathe it. Absolutely, violently loathe it.

He’s all muscle and precision—annoyingly efficient. Even when he pretends he doesn’t care, he’s coiled and controlled.

Even his breathing looks disciplined.

What kind of psychopath breathes on purpose like that?

Someone like Julian and Marcus fucking Osborn, apparently.

“The press would have a field day if they could snap a picture of this moment.” He’s circling me, stick and helmet in hand. “Osborn versus Armstrong. The league’s beast and prince come face to face.”

“Beast.” I scoff. “Ridiculous.”

“You wearing a Vipers jersey for our one-on-one is what’s ridiculous.” He stops in front of me, his voice turning cold. “Lose it.”

“Why? Afraid it’ll blind you with all its glory?”

“I just don’t want the reminder that you’re supposed to be my enemy.”

“Oh no, we can’t have that. Wouldn’t want to ruin your warm, fuzzy feelings for me.”

“Warm, no. Fuzzy, maybe.”

I slam my stick against his chest, chomping down on that uncomfortable, painful feeling rising in my chest. “Stop flirting.”

“Was I?”

“Yes, you were, and I’m telling you it won’t work.”

“Don’t go breaking my heart.”

“You’d need to have one in the first place.”

“Ouch.” He smiles, amusement rolling off him in waves. No clue why he finds these exchanges entertaining when all I get is a migraine and the urge to bash his head in.

“Will you remove it?” He reaches out. “Or do you need my help?”

I glide back before he touches me.

He remains still but narrows his eyes the slightest bit, as if he’s cracking me open and attempting to see inside me.

Good luck coming out of that clusterfuck alive.

“I’m not removing my jersey.” I pull my helmet down over my head and check my gloves one final time. “You ready to go down?”

“Rules?”

“No violent hits as neither of us is wearing pads, and I’m sure you don’t want to end up with an injury in the heat of the season.”

“Deal. What format should we do?”

“Let’s play who can score three goals first.”

“I prefer it to be more than that, but I can manage.”

What the hell is that supposed to mean?

He skates closer to me, killing the distance I created inch by inch. “We also need a wager.”

“A wager?”

“Yeah, to make things more interesting. What do you want from me if you win?”

“You on your knees saying, ‘I’m sorry for being a dick to you, and you’re a much better player than I’ll ever be.’”

His smirk widens, unfurling into a full grin. “You really want me on my knees, huh?”

“Is that a no?”

“It’s a yes. In return, if I win, you’ll let me touch you.”

My smile falls. “No.”

He pauses, squinting as he glides over the ice, circling me again. “Give me a reason.”

“Because I’m not gay or attracted to men.”

“The beautiful boner you had for me a couple of days ago negates that statement.”

My lips lift in a snarl, but I force a smile so fake, it nearly splits my face open. “No idea what you’re talking about.”

“Hmm. The denial is adorable.”

“I’m not adorable.”

“You are. Sometimes.” He shoves his helmet on his head. “So what’s it going to be? If I can’t touch you, I won’t get on my knees. You can always win and not let me touch you, unless…you don’t have the confidence?”

“Bitch, please.” I lower myself into position. “You’re going down, Osborn.”

“That’s what I like to hear—” Before he can finish the sentence, I steal the puck and skate past him at supersonic speed.

He doesn’t get a chance.

Not even the slightest.

Osborn is still heavier than me and doesn’t have the advantage of speed like I do.

So when I shoot, the puck tangles in the net from the impact.

“Woo-hoo!” I glide backward, doing a little dance as I waggle my eyebrows. “One to nil, motherfucker.”

Osborn is watching me, his expression easy, but his eyes are hard. “That was cheating.”

“Aw, being a sore loser already? Don’t worry, you won’t be on your knees for long.”

“This isn’t over, baby.”

For the second round, he steals the puck, but I’m onto him instantly, blocking him, my helmet crashing against his.

“Let me touch you.” His whisper drops low, curling around my throat until it constricts. “Just once. If you hate it, I won’t touch you again. You can have a safe word. How about friends? Because we’ll never be that. Friends, I mean.”

There’s a hardness to his expression, a slight tilt in his tone, almost as if he’s, what? Mad at me?

“If you say that word, I won’t touch you anymore.”

“You won’t touch me regardless.”

“Even when you’re begging to be touched?” His hot breaths run smooth and heavy between us. “Your mouth can deflect all it wants, but your eyes…your eyes don’t lie.”

“Stop fucking talking.”

He shoves into me at that moment, slipping past me and scoring.

Then the asshole rotates to face me and grins, winking.

“You distracted me on purpose!” I yell, the huge arena echoing my voice.

“My oh my, you find me distracting? I’m honored.”

I lunge for the puck, but his stupidly massive frame blocks me, our sticks locked in a full-on power struggle.

He shoves—I shove back—but he uses the brute force of his body to bulldoze past me and score.

I slam my stick against the ice, the familiar static flooding up my spine, clawing into my senses until nausea rolls through me.

It’s that feeling again.

Losing control and having no…way out.

“Hey.” A stick hits mine on the ice as dark eyes bore into me, his head lowering slightly to reach my level. “Focus. Breathe. Eyes on me. Don’t let anything but me get your attention, got it?”

“Fuck off, prick. You’ll never get my attention.”

“Good. You’re back.” Marcus skates in front of me, still watching me, observing me closely.

Fuck that.

Before he can get into position, I steal the puck, skate by his left, and aim for a long-range shot.

“And he scores!” I grin, circling him. “Want to call it off now, loser?”

“It’s not over until it’s over.” He goes for the puck, but I’m ready.

The moment he tries to speed past me, I block him and slam my shoulder into his. Not too hard, because of the no-pads thing, but enough that it bites.

“Not happening.” I try to force him off me, but he doesn’t budge.

“Are you that scared of my touch?” he murmurs in a gruff, deep voice.

“I’m not scared of anything. And stop talking.”

I angle for the puck, but his stick tangles with mine, our shoulders locked so tight, it’s impossible to separate from him and do any of my usual quick maneuvers. Everyone knows I’m not built for these sustained collisions. That’s Jude’s job and why he fights for me.

But today, I’m not moving—will be dying on this hill.

Due to the absence of the pads, I feel every coil of his muscles, the heat of his skin, and the absolute power of the brute.

Marcus leans in harder, almost taking me off my skates. His strength hits like a battering ram, stealing air from my lungs as I try to hold my position. I brace, and he bears down again, pressing in until my ribs throb.

“Give up,” he breathes out, his helmet knocking into mine, heat curling off his words. “You’ll never beat me in strength. Not when you’re used to playing so cleanly.”

“Fuck…you…”

“I’d love that.” He grins, his mouthguard gleaming. “You have no idea how much I’d love that.”

Then he throws his full weight into me, and my legs scream in protest, barely keeping me upright as he drives me back.

“Can you feel it? How much I really.” Push. “Really.” Push. “Want to touch you, baby?”

Something strange happens then.

Not strange—blasphemous—and it hits me so hard, my grip falters.

Marcus slips past me and scores.

I hear it happen, but I don’t look.

I can’t look.

I’ve already turned away, refusing to face him.

Because in that moment, when he was bracing me with every ounce of that unholy brute strength, telling me how much he wants—you know—my dick fucking twitched.

And now, it’s getting uncomfortably hard in my shorts.

Fuck.

No.

Absolutely not.

I’m going to need Dr. Duret and Dr. Fenwick to brew a whole new potion to fix this real quick. Because this cannot be fucking happening right now.

A taut arm wraps around my waist, a large, gloved hand settling on my hip.

I’m supposed to flinch.

Jump.

Punch him.

My head is supposed to explode with static, stealing my breath and short-circuiting my brain.

But it…doesn’t.

Instead, sounds dull to a low hum as the feel of his warm hand goes straight to my dick.

My whore of a dick, who lacks the ability to read the fucking room.

Or how much I hate that prick Marcus.

Wait. Since when did I start calling him Marcus in my head?

“Now.” His rough words spill into my ear, his hot breath grazing my skin. “Where do I begin with you?”
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I’m not gay.

I mean it. Serious.

Cross my heart and hope to be struck by lightning.

Like, not even kidding. I don’t look at men the way I look at girls.

I’ve spent my whole life sharing naked time with the guys in the locker room, and not once have I ever looked at any of them and gotten an unwanted boner.

Not once.

And while we’re on the subject, I also happen to think my body is better than theirs. I’m the guy who starts a dick-measuring contest just to remind everyone I’m the reigning champ. Except Jude. We don’t talk about Jude. Jude is a tough competitor with the ladies whom I refuse to discuss.

Toxic masculinity, blah, blah. Classic straight-guy nonsense.

And straight guys do not get turned on by other guys. That’s literally Rule Number One in the Bro Bible.

Which makes it extremely concerning that I, a certified Totally Straight Dude, just got an astronomical hard-on from being manhandled by the motherfucking rival I hate with the fire of a thousand suns.

And now, with his hand on my hip, my brain is glitching so hard, it’s practically smoking.

This makes zero sense.

I’ve been checked, slammed, tackled, and folded like laundry for years, and I’ve never gotten even a pity twitch.

So why the fuck⁠—

Hello? Brain? Would love a memo. A sticky note? A pop-up ad? Literally any form of communication would be appreciated. Thanks in advance.

Silence.

Because, apparently, my body has seized the controls, and my mind has switched its status to—offline, good luck, bitch.

The hand disappears, snapping me out of whatever spell I just fell under. I whip around, then freeze when Marcus tugs his glove off with his teeth, his helmet and stick abandoned on the ice.

And once again, I’m staring at the bruises I gave him the other day.

My mark.

No. Who cares about that?

Apparently, my eyes do, because they refuse to look anywhere else.

His damp hair falls in messy strands over his forehead, a few drifting into those impossibly dark eyes—so dark, my spine does this weird little shiver.

And for some godforsaken reason, I find the whole thing…fascinating.

No. Absolutely not.

It’s not fascinating.

Disturbing—yes. Fascinating—never.

Delete that thought, brain. Burn it. Salt the earth.

Marcus throws his gloves on the ice and closes the distance between us, but I skate back before he can reach me. “What the fuck do you think you’re doing?”

My voice doesn’t sound as biting as I’d like, and that bothersome hard-on isn’t going away. If anything, it seems to have gotten worse, crowding my compression shorts more by the second.

“Touching you.” He keeps skating forward as I let myself glide away, tightening my grip on my stick. “That’s what we agreed on, remember?”

I don’t like the look in his eyes. First, he’s not smirking or grinning like the arrogant bastard he is, which I’m starting to think is bad news. Second, there’s this predatory shine in his eyes, like he’s debating the best way to devour me.

I, Preston Armstrong, who devours people for breakfast, am on the brink of being devoured?

Someone call Dr. Duret stat. I’m psychologically dying.

I lift my chin and speak in the condescending tone I reserve for peasants. “You already have touched me.”

“No.” His low voice carries like a vibration. “I haven’t even started. Had to remove the gloves to feel you properly.”

We fall into this ridiculous dance—me skating backward, him stalking forward with staggering determination.

“You’ll feel my foot in your ass if you don’t watch it.”

He chuckles. Chuckles. I didn’t know he was physically capable of producing that sound, but there he is—laughing. Not lightly, though. Darkly.

“Your adorable defense mechanism is growing on me.”

“Don’t get attached. I bite.”

“Mmm. How hard?”

The asshole drags his tongue over his lower lip before catching the corner between his teeth.

And now, his mouth is glistening red, and I need to look the hell away because, what the actual fuck is going on right now?

“I’d bite your head off.” I grin in my usual provocative way, but he only smiles, seeming too pleased with whatever the fuck this is.

“Violent. I knew you were special.”

Something moves behind my rib cage, not sure what, probably an illness Dr. Fenwick hasn’t found yet, but fortunately, I don’t have to think about it.

Unfortunately, however, my back slams into the plexiglass—no, it’s the unlatched penalty box door. It swings open from the impact, and I skid on the slick ice, losing balance as my stick clatters somewhere on the ice.

Big hands grab my waist, flattening across my back. Enveloping me? Trying to keep me upright?

Whatever the fuck the intention is, it fails spectacularly because we crash through the doorway and tumble inside in a mess of skates, scraping sounds, and unholy banging.

The fall is only half controlled. Marcus’s weight pins me briefly, absorbing part of the impact with his grip. Still, my upper back smacks the edge of the bench.

I end up half sitting, my shoulder blades glued to the cold composite surface as a large, stupidly muscled body presses me down.

I blink at the rink lights spilling through the open door, ice gleaming in the corner of my vision, my shoulders throbbing.

And…something else is throbbing.

Fucking hell.

This needs to be clinically studied, because I just fell on my ass, got steamrolled by a linebacker disguised as a hockey player, and now, my dick is…excited?

This would be peak comedy if I weren’t personally starring in a psychological horror film.

Marcus lifts his head and—fuck me sideways—he’s close.

So close, his face might as well be fused to my helmet. Instead of air, I’m inhaling him—cedar, leather, something painfully masculine.

And my dick is aching.

Wow. This is crossing into new territory of insanity, and I’m already operating at a clinical baseline of unstable, as Grandma likes to remind me.

Because none of this adds up. Like, seriously. I love women. Hypersexual disaster here—courtesy of the fucked-up past, or so Dr. Fenwick says. The point is—I love sex.

I love fucking, binding, going all night until I can’t move.

So yes, it’s logical that my dick is a whore. That’s his default setting. But it is not logical that the whorish tendencies are activating in front of Marcus.

He’s nowhere near a girl. Nowhere near soft. All sharp lines, carved jaw, predatory eyes, and muscles that are currently crushing the air out of me.

Everything about him smells and feels unmistakably male—deep, rough, and unapologetically masculine.

Not my usual dish. Not even on the menu.

“Get off me,” I say, then press my lips together because it comes out low, almost soft, so unlike the bite I meant to deliver.

Marcus reaches toward me, and every muscle in my body tenses as he removes my helmet. The clatter it makes against the panels sounds absurdly loud in the stillness.

Everything does.

My breaths.

His.

They’re deep, audible, fogging the plexiglass like we’re trapped inside our own private nightmare.

“Hi,” he drawls, running his index and middle fingers down my cheek, slow and obscene, stopping at the healing cut on my mouth. “I did a number on you the other day, didn’t I?”

I grit my teeth. “You have a death wish?”

“Not particularly.” A low vibration threads through his voice, his eyes darkening to match it. “I love my mark on you.”

“You’ll love my fist in your face, too.”

“I already do.”

His full concentration narrows onto the fingers tracing over my features—cheek, nose, the corner of my mouth. His gaze drops there, and discomfort rips through me in a sharp, familiar blur.

Like when he touched me before.

It starts as a prickle of unease, then slices through my chest like hidden blades, deeper than anything Lenin has ever done to me with his iron fist.

“What I don’t love,” Marcus murmurs, tilting his head, “is how your beautiful face is bruised.”

He brushes his thumb over my jaw. “I won’t hurt your face again. No matter how hard you push for it.”

Something thick lodges in my throat, tightening everything inside me.

Why does this feel—fuck—intimate?

I hate it. I hate him.

“Don’t ever get your face hurt again,” he whispers, guiding my jaw into his palm.

“What I do with my face isn’t your business.”

“Not again.” His grip firms, his voice roughening in a deliberate shift. “Are we clear?”

A shiver races down my spine, and I categorically refuse to analyze that. Straight into the walk-in closet with the rest of my psychological skeletons.

“If you’re done, get the fuck off me,” I snap, except it still lacks the punch it should have—which is deeply troubling. I’d like to file a complaint with my vocal cords.

And while I’m filing complaints, my uncooperative dick is next on the list.

“Done?” His lips hover inches from mine, heat radiating between us. “I’m only getting started, baby.”

I slap my gloved hand over his mouth before he can close the distance. “Don’t fucking kiss me or I’ll slice your throat, take a bath in your blood, and rearrange your face so thoroughly, your own mother won’t be able to ID the corpse.”

He lowers my hand with maddening calm, his fingers drifting from my chin to my throat, lingering over my Adam’s apple like it’s a button he’s debating pressing.

“Is this your idea of dirty talk?” he murmurs. “It’s starting to grow on me.”

I swallow hard—very hard—because he keeps gliding his fingertips over my Adam’s apple. What kind of guy touches another guy’s Adam’s apple like he’s testing its texture?

Marcus, apparently.

And, of course, my brain chooses this exact moment to get distracted by the chain tattoo curling up his neck, peeking from under his shirt like a warning label.

His hand drifts lower. The grip he had on my wrist slides to my hip, pushing under my jersey and compression shirt until his large, warm palm lands on my damp skin.

Nausea coils through me the second he touches the tattoo on my hip. Every pass of his hand along my side, along muscles I normally brag about, makes breathing harder.

Fuck.

Fuck.

This is why I don’t let people touch me. It summons the demon I bury deepest—my seven-year-old self.

My skin feels wrong. Too tight. Stretched in directions it shouldn’t go. He isn’t hurting me, but my body doesn’t know that, going rigid, sprouting goose bumps. Static roars through my head until my throat clamps shut, and I can’t breathe.

Marcus cannot see me fall apart, gasping for air like a little bitch.

“Hurt me.”

The words fly out of my mouth before I can stop them.

His hand stills over my rib cage, fingers pressing lightly as his eyes cut to mine. “Hurt you?”

“Yeah. Like last time. Hit me.” I force a smile that feels like glass. “We both know you want to.”

“Oh, I do.” A shadow darkens his face. “But I told you. This face is too precious to damage.”

The nausea surges forward again, and I want to curse him into oblivion, but what comes out is, “Just hit me somewhere else.”

“Anywhere?” A dangerous gleam flashes through him. “You sure about that?”

“N-not my dick.”

“Did you just stutter?” His lips part, delight slicing through the tension. “Adorable.”

“Fuck you.”

“Your wish is my command, baby.”

I expect him to hit my chest or stomach—something I can take, something I’d probably enjoy—but Marcus rises instead.

The loss of his crushing warmth lets the cold draft in the box seep straight into my bones.

He’s enormous in here. The penalty box seems tight for two large hockey guys lying down, and with him towering over me, it feels even smaller.

Before I can process whatever the hell he’s planning, he grabs my waist and flips me over. I land on my knees, scrambling for balance, facing the bench.

When I start to twist back toward him, his hand clamps around my nape and forces my head—and half my chest—onto the bench.

The sting shoots through me, and my dick throbs harder than it did earlier, and it’s ridiculous at this point.

Absolutely ludicrous.

I’m so offended, I’m genuinely considering killing myself as an escape route.

“I thought you said not the face,” I groan, trying not to sound like I’m seconds away from coming in my shorts.

“Not the face, no.”

I feel him kneel behind me—and then my shorts and compression layers are yanked down.

I bite the inside of my cheek so hard, my eyes water as my fully pulsing dick springs free.

“This, however…” His hand glides over my ass, and nausea curls through me again.

“I told you to hurt me, not caress me⁠—”

Slap.

My breath cracks. Did he just…spank me?

Slap.

This time, I flinch—the good kind. Not the static-filled, dissociative kind.

“Like this?” His voice is deeper, rougher, as if he’s savoring every second.

“Sure, whatever,” I manage, my own voice embarrassingly breathy as the spark rushes across my body like a line of drugs.

A shot of liquor injected straight into my bloodstream.

Pain is good.

Pain makes sense.

I like pain.

I always thought the only kind available to me was Lenin’s—brutal, ugly, survival-driven—but I’ve never considered the…sexual category.

Well, okay, I have considered it. I just never imagined actually trying.

Me, willingly putting myself in a vulnerable position? Hell to the no. The mere prospect made my skin crawl. Immediately no.

“Or this?”

Slap. Slap. Slap.

My body coils under the relentless blows. He isn’t holding back—and I fucking love it.

More than love.

It’s altering my fucking brain chemistry in a way that I never imagined.

Lenin’s beatings hurt—that’s it. But this?

All my blood is rushing south, turning my dick into a steel rod.

Fuck me sideways.

Marcus slides his hand from my nape to my hair, pulling me up with a fistful so that he’s staring down at me. “You like being hurt, sick boy?”

“You like hurting others, sick boy?”

“Yeah.” An evil grin pulls at the corner of his mouth. “It makes me hard.”

“You really are sick.”

“We can be sick together.”

Slap.

I groan, my eyes drooping closed a little, but I pull my trembling lips into a smile. “Is that all you got?”

“This fucking mouth really knows how to amuse me.”

Slap.

Slap.

Slap.

I didn’t think he could hit any harder, but he proves me wrong.

So damn wrong, because, fuck me, I’ve never had a thunderbolt of strikes rushing through my bloodstream, eating me alive like a hurricane.

He’s the hurricane. Marcus fucking Osborn.

And I’m letting him mess me up because I like it.

And he likes it, too.

He’s in a trance similar to mine, his face caught in a cloud of desire. I’ve never witnessed this level of fucked up before, and it’s launching chaos in my head.

A riot in my body.

I groan deep in my throat as he slaps my ass again and again, alternating between cheeks, the whole time forcing me to look at him.

The worst part is when he stops to stroke the red, stinging skin.

I don’t like it.

Any form of touching, stroking, or care bunches my nerves into a mess.

So I do what I do best—provoke him.

“You’re underperforming, Osborn.”

“And you’re lying, Armstrong.” He slaps my ass again, and my dick is so wound up, I feel it leaking onto the panels. “You let me win because of this, no? Because you wanted me to do crude things to you and use you however I fucking please. You just didn’t want to admit it.”

“Fuck…you…” I lose the battle and slide my hand between my legs.

I just need some light friction.

Just a little.

“Friends,” he drawls. “Say that, and I’ll stop.”

“I’m not your fucking friend.”

He slaps me so hard, I reel, and a moan echoes in the air.

My moan.

I fucking moaned.

“No?” His voice lowers as he releases my hair, letting my head fall forward onto the bench as he reaches down and grabs my hand that’s now wrapped around my cock.

His grip is so tight that it doesn’t allow me to jerk myself. My skates slide on the floor unconsciously, as if that will give me some friction.

“Maybe you’re right. Friends don’t do this.” He squeezes my hand harder the more I try to move it.

“Unghh…fuck… Let my hand go.”

“Say please.”

“Fuck you.”

Slap. “Try again.”

“Ugh…fuck… Ah…just let go…”

“Please. Say it.”

“No.”

“Then let’s stay like this all night long while your cock begs for release.”

Slap.

“Mmm, fuck, fuck…yes, hurt me…”

“Please. Hurt me, please. Now, say it.”

“Please… Oh fuck, please…more…make it hurt…”

I don’t know what the fuck I’m saying anymore, because his hand is moving mine up and down. My dick throbs, and I’m leaking over our fists as he spanks me again.

“That’s it, baby,” he whispers in my ear. “Break for me.”

“Unghhh…fuck…I’m coming…”

“Want to come for me, baby?”

“Ungh…please…fuck!” 

“Just like that, yes…that look in your eyes is driving me crazy.”

Slap.

“Mmmm…I’m…I’m…”

“Go ahead. Show me how you come.”

Those words shouldn’t have this effect on me, but I’ve decided that I’m going through an out-of-body experience. Some alien has taken over me, and he’s the one who’s currently having this visceral reaction to Marcus.

At least, that’s what I tell myself as I burst, cursing and begging and spasming all over the place.

I’m shooting cum everywhere, on our hands, on my shirt, on the floor.

Everywhere.

And that’s when I have an epiphany—with my cheek resting on the bench and my ass in the air.

Logically, I should hate this position, but the powerful orgasm I just had completely negates that assumption.

His long fingers sweep my hair from my eyes, and he presses a kiss to my forehead as he murmurs rough words. “You were such a good boy, baby.”

Nausea surges up my throat, the static roaring back with full force until my ears ring. My breaths turn sharp as the pleasure haze evaporates, and I know I’m seconds away from an epic meltdown.

But instead of allowing Marcus to see that fucked-up side of me in full HD, I punch him and do the one thing I’m good at.

Run the hell away.
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PRESTON


“What’s wrong with that dude?” I whisper to Jude as we sit on the counter in Kane’s downtown penthouse.

“I told you. He’s fighting with Dahlia.” Jude slides my meds over with a bottle of water.

My mother, everyone.

Always making sure I take my pills—even when she’s disguised as a six-foot-five serial killer.

He’s probably Julian’s spy, the devil’s advocate part of my brain whispers.

Zip it, demon. Don’t you dare talk about my bro Jude like that.

Seriously, Jude hates Julian more than anyone and barely gets along with him. Different strokes for different dysfunctional families, I guess.

“But that’s something to celebrate, not mope about.” I grin and swallow the meds. “Yo, Kane! I can find you someone way better than Destiny!”

He shoots me a death glare over his shoulder. “Shut it, Pres.”

“Come on, you can’t possibly be a grumpy little shit because of her. She screams double agent. I have sources. I’ll have proof of her espionage any day now.”

“Doesn’t matter.” He dumps stir-fried rice on our plates with so much tension in his shoulders, it’s almost impressive that he doesn’t snap.

“Hey, what’s with the sad-orphanage presentation?” I point my fork at him. “Why are we being punished for the emotional damage inflicted by Dior?”

“Shut your mouth and eat.” He turns to the stove.

I make a face at his back. Jude quietly shakes his head at me like I’m a toddler holding a grenade.

I honestly don’t get why Kane is sulking. So Dinah is gone? Good riddance, for all I care. I never vibed with that girl.

Because she slept with Marcus, my inner demon whispers, cackling maniacally.

Nooo.

It’s because she’s untrustworthy and sketchy as fuck. And Kane knows it but refuses to see it because he’s smitten like a Disney princess.

It has absolutely nothing to do with that degenerate Marcus I refuse to think about.

We on the same page, demon? Good.

Kane fusses with whatever’s sizzling on the stove, half naked, with just joggers hanging low on his hips.

Kane actually hates getting naked. He’s always the first or last to shower and dresses faster than the speed of light. That’s because he doesn’t like people seeing the scars tangled with his serpent tattoos.

Around Jude and me, though, he doesn’t care. We’ve seen each other’s scars since we were kids. We were there when some of them happened—like Kane’s fresh lashes, courtesy of his dad’s punishments.

Eventually, we stopped asking and just offered silent support.

But that’s not why I’m watching him while chewing my food as if it owes me money.

Objectively speaking, Kane is attractive—handsome in the “neighbor who ruins the curve” kind of way. Not ethereal like me, obviously, but still easy on the eyes. Hot body. Massive dick. A certified panty-dropper with the ladies.

And yet…my cock doesn’t even twitch. Not a salute. Not a hiccup. Absolutely dormant.

Unlike what happened five days ago.

I shift uncomfortably because, apparently, just remembering that unorthodox incident is enough to make my traitorous dick stretch and make its presence known.

I tear my gaze from Kane and study Jude, who’s stuffing his face with rice. Jude’s rugged, the opposite of my pretty-boy aesthetic. We’re like a duo from a punchline—Prince Charming and the Resident Bad Boy.

And, okay, Jude is similar to Marcus in build, but not the face.

Marcus has that angular, predatory businessman look. Jude’s more “I hate everyone. Don’t talk to me.”

Yet still…nothing.

I even checked—purely scientific research—while Jude was showering after practice. Somewhat creepy, yes, but I needed data.

If I were into men, wouldn’t my dick choose one of my besties? They know my shit. I’d die for them. They’d die for me. Together, we’d be the most powerful threesome humanity has ever seen.

But nope.

My dick has friend-zoned Jude, Kane, and every other guy in existence into the next millennium.

Trust me, I also checked out the team during my creepy session, and nope. Not even a pity pulse.

But at least the “Am I broken?” crisis was lessened, because I remain the most beautiful specimen of the Vipers.

Thank God for small mercies.

Another part of me was relieved it wasn’t Jude or Kane, because that would mean I’m only now discovering I like men.

Which would add to my list of personal catastrophes.

Not to mention Vencor’s delightful tradition of killing gay members. Not metaphorically. Actually killing them.

Kane’s uncle, Kayden, barely escaped execution after being caught in a tryst with his student. He was excommunicated, not murdered, because being a Founding member and owning half of the Davenports’ shares buys you a second chance at breathing.

Still, Kane has to meet him outside the borders like he’s visiting a banned wizard.

I really don’t need to add “gay tendencies” to my rap sheet when Vencor already thinks I’m unfit to lead.

Too reckless.

Too impulsive.

Too mentally unsound.

Too…broken.

Honestly, I’m not sure why Dad keeps backing me in the race to inheritance, going against everyone—Grandpa, Grandma, and all the other leaders. He should just disown me or let Uncle Atlas have the leadership. I sincerely don’t give a fuck about inheriting an empire built on blood where I was only born to fit a role.

But yeah, adding “occasionally horny for a man” to my curriculum of misbehavior might actually be the thing that finally bumps me out of Dad’s protective bubble and gets me killed.

That inflexible man certainly would disapprove.

Not that I need his approval.

Because this is a phase.

I even asked Dr. Duret—vaguely, not mentioning Marcus or the coming-while-being-spanked incident—if a straight guy can find a man attractive.

She said yes so casually, like she wasn’t detonating my worldview.

Apparently, straight men can “experiment” sometimes. After that, they either discover they like both or prefer men, or they realize it’s not for them and return to women.

I’m obviously in that last category. Clearly. Because, hello? Jude or Kane would be my first choice, not some asshole who annoys me so much I want to commit homicide and also maybe have a stroke.

“You guys on form for tomorrow’s game?” Kane asks as he sits diagonally from me, picking at his food and barely eating.

“Always.” I grin.

“You should ask yourself that.” Jude takes a sip of his water. “Considering all the moping.”

“Yeah.” I nod. “You look like death warmed under the weather.”

Jude gives me an exasperated look. “You mean death warmed over. Under the weather is another thing.”

“I meant to use them together. And Kane looks like both.”

“You have a point,” Jude lets out in a grunt.

“I always do, big man. Don’t go stating the obvious.”

“Don’t worry about me. I’ll perform as usual.” He takes a spoonful toward his mouth, then puts it back down and points at Jude. “If you don’t get violent for most of the game, and you…” He drags his finger to me. “Play like the last game. We’ll be fine.”

I swallow the mouthful of rice with difficulty, but I force a grin. “I always play in top form.”

“No, last time was possibly your best game of the season so far,” Kane says. “Definitely makes up for whatever clusterfuck happened when we played against the Wolves.”

“So I had an off day, and you keep bringing it up like a broken flash drive, but Jude is always in the box, and he gets a free pass?”

“Hey, why are you bringing me into this?” Jude shoves my shoulder with his. “And it’s a broken record, not a broken flash drive.”

“Keep up with the technology, bitch.” I shove him back and then kick him under the counter for good measure.

“Jude does not get a free pass,” Kane says.

“Yeah, have you seen him nagging me every day like a bored housewife? With you joining, asshole?”

“That’s because you sabotage all my good work!” I throw my hands in the air.

“Well, you sabotaged mine against the Wolves, but you don’t see me talking about that.”

“You are now! Wanna fight, motherfucker?”

“Don’t be dramatic when you lose.”

“I’m gonna fuck you up.”

“You can try, Pres.”

“Enough,” Kane says in a cutting tone, putting a halt to my and Jude’s usual bouts of arguing that have a ninety-nine percent chance of ending up in a fight.

Now that I think about it, Jude and I often fight, punching each other just to get that aggression out. Have I ever gotten hard during any of those? The answer is no.

My dick has never reacted in any way like it did around Marcus.

Fuck this, honestly.

“Point is,” Kane says with a note of exasperation, having always hated playing the role of a mediator. “You played perfectly against the Ravens. We need that tomorrow. We’re only one point ahead of the Wolves, and one loss puts them in first.”

“Not on my watch,” I snarl.

“Exactly. So do whatever you did before the last game to play like that again.”

Ah yes.

Skating around with a bruised, throbbing ass courtesy of Marcus Osborn, that’s what I did.

And absolutely fucking not, that is not happening again.

I’m not about to use “getting manhandled by my rival” as my pregame ritual.

I’m going back to my default setting—women.

Now if I could just find one—anyone—attractive enough to awaken my borderline-insubordinate dick, that would be fantastic.

Like, please, universe, I’m begging.

Send a hottie immediately before my sexuality finishes its Windows reboot and picks Marcus as the default browser.

My phone vibrates in my pocket. Once, then again.

I pull it out, and fuck my life, it’s Marcus.

Seriously, universe? I ask for a hottie, and you send him?

I meant a hot woman, goddamn it.

Marcus is now named Problem #11 in my contacts—for his jersey number. Hilarious, I know. I had him as PMS (Perpetual Male Syndrome) for a few days after that night, which was genius, if I may say so myself.

After that incident, I expected him to come find me in the locker room, which is why I was basically fleeing, just putting my jacket, pants, and shoes on, then I was out, leaving the place a fucking mess.

I just couldn’t face whatever the fuck happened in that penalty box—and no, it wasn’t me. I’ll deny it until I die.

The following day, I went back early in the morning, like at four a.m., and deleted all the security footage so no one could prove it happened.

But the thing is, I noticed something. The mess I left in the locker room was gone. My skates, gloves, and stick were stored neatly in my locker, and I found two candies on top of my folded clothes.

The rink was also clean and tidy. It was highly unlikely that the cleaning staff came in, and sure enough, I confirmed it when I watched the footage. Marcus was the one who tidied up.

I fast-forwarded to the part where I punched him and skated away like my ass was on fire.

Marcus just stroked his chin as he watched the direction I went in. He sat down on the bench in the penalty box and just stared. Like a creep. For a long time.

Then he stood up and winked at the camera before he got on with tidying.

As if he knew I’d watch it. I mean, yeah, makes sense, neither of us wanted the others on the Vipers to know I invited the Wolves’ captain for a late-night game.

In which I had my ass spanked.

Okay, fine, maybe I made a copy of the footage and sent it to myself before deleting it from the arena’s servers.

It’s so I can study it and make sure that I didn’t make a complete fool out of myself and that it’s totally normal for a straight guy to come that hard from being touched and spanked by another man.

Happens every day in the sex club near you.

Later that day, I smashed the game against the Ravens so thoroughly that the media were singing my praises. Then Dad took me and Miley to dinner—something he does when I please him.

Lenin was nowhere to be seen.

During the dinner, as I was cracking jokes and Miley was laughing, I got a text from the public nuisance that is Marcus.

PMS (Perpetual Male Syndrome)


Did you get the candies I left you?




Me


How did you know I like mango flavor?




Lucky guess. Congrats on the win, by the way. You were phenomenal.




Says every article ever. The lack of originality is staggering.




I can do original. You outdid yourself because I gave you a good spanking and a very satisfying orgasm.




You wish.




It’s true, though. Some recognition of my effort won’t hurt.




Should I start thanking you in my post-game interviews to feed your narcissistic streak?




If you like. I already gave you credit in mine.




Did I excuse myself to the bathroom during dinner with Dad to google Marcus? Sure did.

The articles and videos popped up immediately. The Stanton Wolves crushed the Knights, and it was all thanks to “the Wolves’ beast of a captain, Osborn.”

I clicked on the video where he was being interviewed. It was straight after the game, so he had his helmet off, and his damp hair was falling haphazardly over his face.

No idea why I paused to watch that face closely.

When the interviewer asked him what the secret to his outstanding performance was, he said, “I’ve developed a new special pregame ritual that I believe is the reason I’m in top form.”

“Do you care to share the special ritual?” she asked.

He merely smirked in that familiar way as he looked at the camera. “It’s a secret.”

That asshole.

After that, I proceeded to ignore all his texts inviting me to play one-on-one again or to have a drink with him or any of the bullshit he was saying. He was acting like we were friends or something, just because he saw me come.

Correction: made you come.

Shut up, brain.

Now, I stare at his new texts.

Problem #11


Good evening.




We have games tomorrow, princeling. You know what that means?




Me


You’ll drop dead, and humanity will throw a party to celebrate?




[image: rolling on the floor laughing] Humor so dark, it’s endearing. But that’s not it. It means you and I have a date.




I have nothing with you, let alone a date.




It’s cute that you think you can deny this and it’ll be as if it never happened. Listen, consider it a jinx if we don’t do it. We both had phenomenal games last week, it would be a shame to lose momentum now.




I don’t need you to keep my momentum.




But I need you.




I pause, my fingers trembling slightly as that uncomfortable feeling wraps a noose around my throat.

“Who are you texting so intensely?” Jude asks, trying to peer into my phone.

My lips part. Well, shit.

I honest to fuck completely forgot that Jude and Kane were here. Didn’t even notice Kane getting up and doing the dishes, still wearing a grumpy expression.

“A girl,” I lie through my teeth.

Jude frowns. “What type of girl managed to annoy you this much?”

“A pain in the ass.”

“And you’re still talking to her? Don’t you usually drop anyone who has the tiniest potential of being a headache?”

“I’m dropping this one, too…” I trail off as my phone vibrates with a new text.

Problem #11


Let’s meet at Vipers Arena in an hour?




Me


No.




Be there while I’m asking nicely, Armstrong.




Oh no. So scared rn. [image: face screaming in fear] Please send emotional support and a juice box.




If I don’t see you in front of the arena, I’ll come find you at Jude’s place. That’s where you basically live, no? If you decide to run to Kane’s or your dad’s house, I’ll still go find you there and tell either Jude, Kane, or your father about the face you made when you came all over my hand.




You think you can threaten me?




I know I can. See you in a few, baby.




[image: ]


He threatened me.

Marcus threatened me.

And sure, it shouldn’t burn this much—but it does. It burns like hell, and I’m absolutely doing something about it.

Which is why I showed up earlier than agreed. Pretty sure a car followed me on the way here—probably Lenin making sure I don’t murder someone without permission, start a war, or set myself on fire.

Any of which would end with me under his charming, brutal fists.

But he vanished the second I pulled into the arena’s parking lot.

Perfect. Because I am about to cause a mess.

I’ve been waiting for Marcus.

Oh yes, I have—tucked into the shadows, where I thrive, where my demons stretch their legs and applaud my decisions.

The parking lot is empty, lit by harsh fluorescent lights that make everything look like a crime scene in progress.

A bike growls in the distance, then rolls inside. There he is, in a leather jacket, jeans, and a helmet, with a stick handle poking out of the saddlebag.

The moment he kills the engine, I pounce.

Stick in hand, I swing and crack the side of his helmet from behind. The impact echoes in the silence of the night, and he drops hard.

I drive my boot into his stomach. Again. And again.

“Threaten me again and I’ll cut your head off.” Kick. “No one threatens me, you hear me?” Kick. “No one!”

And then—I notice I’m shaking.

My grip on the stick feels foreign, like the hand holding it belongs to someone else. I grab it with the other hand, but the trembling worsens.

The stick looks less like a weapon and more like a blade aimed at my own throat. My breathing fractures in deep, jagged noises.

Gasps fill the air, and I realize they’re mine.

Fuck.

Fuck.

“I’m not having an episode,” I whisper to no one. “I’m not.”

But you are, a voice inside me says—calm, cruel, familiar.

That switch in my head flips without warning.

The world shifts from HD to static. Colors smear. Sounds distort, and everything buzzes in an endless, loud ring. My chest closes in, my brain stutters, and my nostrils flood with the smell of cigarettes and fresh mint.

“Don’t you dare say anything, Preston.”

“It’s our little secret, Preston.”

“If you say anything, your mom will be disappointed.”

“Your dad already abandoned you, if you lose your mom, you’ll be all alone.”

“Shut up, Preston.”

“Shh, Preston. Be good.”

“Don’t move, Preston.”

“Stay still, Preston.”

“Preston…”

The static gets louder. It fills every corner of my head until I can’t tell if it’s in the air or under my skin. My fingers twitch like they’re trying to peel me out of my own body.

“Preston…”

Stop calling my name.

“Preston.”

Stop. Someone, make it stop.

“Preston!”

The low, growly voice drags me into the present. I realize I’m on the ground. The knife to my throat is the stick that’s being pulled from my fingers, one knuckle at a time.

My vision is blurry, my breaths chaotic as that ugly demon peers its head from the shadows.

But in the midst of it all, there are gray eyes. Hard. Distinctive.

Blood slides down his temple as he crouches, his hand catching my jaw—not hard, just firm enough to make the world tilt and lock.

“Look at me,” he says in a strong but not harsh command.

And I do because his breath is steady, his chest expanding in a soothing rhythm. In, out. A slow tide I didn’t know I was drowning in until it started to pull me with it.

I realize I’m matching him.

In.

Out.

In.

Out.

The static fizzles, the lights stop flickering in my head, and the hum goes quiet.

My hand molds to my body again instead of feeling like a foreign object.

Marcus touches my forehead with his, his harsh yet grounding eyes still holding mine. Close. Not blinking.

Just there.

Like no one else ever has been.

As the heat bleeds through his forehead to mine, he whispers, “There you are, my prince.”

Something in my heart shifts, jostles, and breaks.

A disease. It must be heart disease.

Because I refuse the very notion that my heart skipped a beat.

Ridiculous.
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MARCUS


Preston ran away.

Again.

He shut me out first, then he ran away.

But he didn’t get far. The good thing is that he didn’t drive his car into the horizon and disappear from view before I could blink like the last time.

Instead, he just headed into the arena.

Naturally, I will follow him.

But for now, I stay outside, dabbing at the cut on my temple courtesy of the violent motherfucker.

My ribs hurt as well, and I don’t have to look to know he gifted me with nasty bruises. Nothing new. I get bruised in hockey all the time—what’s another couple?

I tap my thumb against my middle finger as I stare at the door through which Preston disappeared a few minutes ago.

What the fuck am I even doing?

Tomorrow, I have an important game that I’m expected to knock out of the park. Allowing myself to be beaten up a day beforehand is neither logical nor beneficial in any shape or form.

Not that I could’ve stopped Preston per se.

He had a manic look in his eyes, almost as if an entirely different person possessed him and ran the show.

I don’t like those eyes. They’re different from the ones in the forest; those were manic, too, but at least they overflowed with excitement.

These were…dead. No, not dead. Scared?

He was kicking me until he almost broke a rib, but he looked terrified while doing it.

As I watched him, I strangely developed a deep sense of resentment toward whatever the reason was for that reaction.

He’s the Preston Armstrong, as he likes to remind everyone.

The league’s prince. GU’s popular hockey god. A rich boy with the prettiest face and the most lethal body.

He takes pride in it and flaunts it all over social media. I know because I may have gone through all of his posts, studying them like an essay.

But since the forest, I’m discovering a whole different side of Preston. A side he keeps under lock and key. A side that seems to come out in destructive bouts.

And I want more.

I need more.

It’s…what? A fixation?

No, not a fixation. Something worse.

The reason I first approached Preston was entirely selfish. He was my way into their world. The world my dad decided I wouldn’t belong in but is now practically begging me to join.

I thought that if I could get close to one of the other heirs—Jude, Kane, or Preston—I’d gain more insider information. That option would be way better than depending on my unreliable source for everything Graystone Ridge.

Preston is the most logical target. He’s reckless, high-profile, and emotionally volatile. If I wanted to manipulate a founding family member, he’d be the apparent vulnerability. Jude and Kane are too composed and unapproachable, but Preston is the chaos variable.

My plan was simple—rely on the Vipers versus Wolves rivalry. That way, my pursuit of Preston would look like pure competition.

Knowing Preston is a certified egomaniac, there was a hundred percent chance he’d fall for my provocations. Also, considering his rich-boy snobbishness and disregard for Stantonville, he’d definitely not come over and would invite me to Vipers Arena instead.

My eventual access to the inner circle would feel natural given the sports rivalry and overlapping social hierarchies.

He’d feel like he was doing me a favor, and that would feed his narcissistic tendencies. I’d let him believe that as I used him to find the most poetic way to bring my father and his legacy down.

Win-win, if you ask me.

Now, that plan is somewhat muddied. Or more like a complication appeared along the way.

Preston himself.

The niggling sense of something being wrong started with touching him, if you can believe it.

Well, not being allowed to touch him, to be precise.

The way he freaked out every time I tried to, turning his panic into violence the more I wanted a taste.

He’s like forbidden fruit that’s still sitting at the top of that branch, his feet swinging as he stares at the sky.

I had to use a simple tactic to lure him.

Just dangle an ego-trip-shaped fruit in front of Preston, and he’ll take it.

He’ll always take it.

But maybe that was a mistake.

Thing is, I didn’t count on him asking me to hurt him—begging me, even, as his dick was throbbing in our hands. He wore the softest, hottest, and most beautiful expression I’ve ever seen.

His eyes were glittery green, bright and boyish, and so fucking titillating, my cock was rock-solid.

He turned me on.

The guy who doesn’t like touch but is completely fine with being disciplined into submission turned me on.

It’s more than that, actually.

I’ve been fantasizing about that face since that night, picturing it in my head as I jerked off roughly in the shower.

The parted lips. The red cheeks.

The soft moans.

Fuck.

I run a hand through my hair and adjust myself because, once again, my dick twitches at the image.

A complication.

I’m having a slight complication in my modus operandi.

The thing is, I was entirely open to seducing Preston if I had to. If he gave a sign that he was even faintly interested or curious about men, I’d seize the opportunity.

What’s another conquest, right?

Preston presented me with the opening I needed when, during the game, I turned his god-awful provocation about my mom on him.

Sure, straight dudes would get offended, but Preston was overreacting. He lost his cool in epic proportions and screwed up his game by allowing me to get into his head.

It wasn’t like him. At all.

That was my sign.

And it only kept getting stronger with each meeting after that.

I’m not sure if he’s curious or just confused, but he’s attracted to me.

He opened his mouth for me like a very good boy that day when he was drunk. After that, he came so hard when I spanked his ass only a little.

And while that falls well within my plan, my reaction to him does not.

It’s just…I didn’t expect how viscerally I’d feel for him.

I like my fuck buddies silent and obedient. Preston is neither. He’s such a disrespectful loudmouth, and so far from my type, it should be a turn-off.

And yet he’s the first person my dick has come alive to without him having to touch it.

As I said. A complication.

One I won’t allow to ruin my course of action.

I throw my duffle bag over my shoulder, grab my stick, and head through the entrance.

It’s been over five minutes. That should be enough time to give him space.

The moment I walk into the locker room, I pause, my fingers tightening on the sling of my duffle bag.

Preston is standing in front of his locker, naked except for tight black boxer briefs that barely fit him, rummaging around inside.

Taut legs that go for miles, all defined and sculpted from years of conditioning training. It doesn’t show in hockey clothes, but he’s actually quite muscular—big, proportionate, and with the most beautiful, lean, sculpted waist.

But the thing that stops me in my tracks is the snake.

A creepily detailed serpent that’s inked across his entire right half, its tail coiling around his arm near the wrist, winding up his bicep and shoulder, wrapping across his back in multiple loops before reappearing along his ribs and abs. Its head rests low on his hips, snarling from just above the waistband of his boxer briefs.

It’s…riveting. Just like the man wearing it.

Beautiful. Dangerous. Pretending to be whole.

I wonder if the snake means something—especially paired with the yin and yang behind his ear—or if these were symbols he collected because he thought they looked cool when he chose his tattoos.

There are scars, too. Pale lines scattered across his back, old and fresh, like he’s a walking target.

How the hell do they raise their children in this hellish town?

I tap my thumb against my middle finger while I take him in. He’s…unusually unguarded right now. He left the door open behind him, so he must have known I’d follow—yet nothing about him is tense.

He’s simply standing there, unaware of how much the sight of him provokes my inner demon.

Certainly, he didn’t think I’d run away just because he was a little violent.

A little freaked out.

Nearly choked himself with his stick.

I suppose someone else would have left. Lucky for him, I’m not someone else.

He retrieves his compression shirt and pauses but doesn’t look at me. “Tell anyone about what you just saw, and I’ll pluck your eyes out and use them as earrings.”

“Aw, you want to keep me on you forever?”

He releases a tsking sound as he tilts his head in my direction and glares at me. Preston probably doesn’t realize how adorable he is when spouting his homicidal gibberish.

He also doesn’t know that he lets me into his head so easily. I know exactly the right buttons to push to provoke such a reaction in him toward me.

I love seeing him so worked up when facing me.

It’s quickly turning into a dangerous addiction.

“You think I’m joking? I’ll shove your bike keys so far up your ass, you’ll need a surgeon and holy water to retrieve them.”

“Now you want to finger my ass?” I grin. “I’m not open to that since I strictly top. But I’m flattered you’re thinking of me so deeply.”

“Like hell I am, you—” He cuts himself off, facing me fully, and I get distracted by something.

In the middle of his sternum, there’s a tattooed fracture that catches the light, delicate yet realistic, like broken glass.

That’s disturbing.

I find nothing disturbing.

And yet the view of an odd tattoo right in the middle of Preston’s chest elicits a strange reaction out of me.

Why does he have it there?

“I mean it.” He crosses his beautifully sculpted biceps over his chest. The contrast of his fully tattooed arm over his undecorated one is a sight to behold.

“A word gets out about tonight, I’ll strangle you with your shoelaces.”

“You’re adorably homicidal today.”

“I’ll be adorably vicious.”

“I’m looking forward to it.”

“Stop annoying me when I’m so close to committing murder, Marcus.”

“Mmm.” I step toward him slowly so as not to scare him off. “That’s the first time you’ve said my name. I like it.”

His lips part as if he didn’t realize he was, in fact, using my first name instead of Osborn this and Osborn that.

He clears his throat. “You also said my first name earlier.”

“Yeah, I prefer it. Let’s use them from now on.”

He purses his lips, and the dimples appear in his cheeks, like an ethereal being.

How can a man be so…irresistibly beautiful? He should be dissected and studied. Preferably by me.

“As for keeping your secrets…” I stop across from him, letting the duffle bag and stick fall on the bench, the thud loud in the silence. “I can do that.”

He narrows his eyes. “What’s the catch?”

“Why do you think there’s a catch?”

“There’s always one with you.”

“You’re getting used to me quite fast. I knew I liked you.” I smile genuinely, and he frowns. “You do need to give me something in return.”

“I already gave you some bruises and that wound.” He juts his chin in my temple’s direction, grinning. “Was that not enough?”

“It’s because you beat me up and I still helped you that you need to make it up to me.”

“You did not help me. And you got beaten up because you threatened me, asshole. I do not get threatened.”

“Noted. Won’t happen again.”

That seems to catch him off guard, because he gawks at me as if I’m an alien.

“You still have to offer me something, though,” I say when he keeps staring, his eyes narrowed the slightest.

“That sounds like a threat.”

“A threat is if I give you an ultimatum. I’m just putting in an innocent request here.”

“Innocent.” He scoffs. “Bullshit.”

“Well, as innocent as you make it.”

He rolls his eyes, letting out this cute little grumble. God, he’s so fucking pretty and petty, I can’t get enough.

I think that’s the reason I keep going out of my way to yank his chain. To hear that raspy voice with a deepness that goes straight to my cock.

It helps that he’s so fun to mess with.

“Let’s hear it,” he says. “What do you want?”

“You know what I want.” I take a step toward him, my voice lowering.

He doesn’t escape me like he did the last time, which is an improvement, if you ask me.

I’m taming the wild horse step by agonizing step.

“No, I don’t.” His voice is rougher, those deep tones reverberating off my skin.

“You sure?” I stop when my boots touch his bare toes, leaning in close enough that I’m inhaling the ocean tones off his skin, but not close enough to touch.

And fuck.

Fucking hell, he smells like temptation and bad decisions all wrapped in beautiful skin.

This close, I can see the flecks of darker green in his eyes, mixing with the lighter color like poetic art people will stare at for hours and not understand. His nostrils flare, and I feel the warmth of his fractured exhale on my tongue.

That’s where I want him.

On my fucking tongue.

Just a taste.

One.

A tiny taste won’t hurt my plan.

The space between us is charged with an electric spark, and it takes all my fucking will not to slam my lips to his slightly pouty ones. I’d sink my teeth into that soft cushion and bite him, then suck it into my mouth until he’s imprinted into my soul.

“Stop looking at me like that.”

His unsteady voice is music to my ears. He can’t resist this either. I know he can’t. Because instead of being such a smart-ass like usual, he looks so serious right now.

I inch closer because I can’t help it. He’s standing there looking like sin in human form, and I’m ready to fall into it headfirst. “Like what?”

“Like you’re going to kiss me. Don’t even think about it.”

“Is that too gay for you?”

He shoves at my chest with an elbow, not really putting his strength into it, my adorably in-denial prince.

“I said. Don’t.”

“Fine,” I breathe out, even if my lips are tingling and protesting at my lack of an attempt to just devour his.

My muscles clench painfully, rigid and shaking with the brutal effort to hold myself back.

I shouldn’t give a fuck about his boundaries, but somehow, I do.

Because the last time I crossed one, he had dead eyes I never want to see again.

Preston blinks at me, then squints. “Really?”

“Really.”

“You’re still too close,” he mumbles, his arm continuing to press firmly against my chest, though he’s not pushing, just maintaining the distance.

“That’s because I’m waiting for you to guess what I want.”

He swallows, his Adam’s apple bobbing up and down with the motion. And fuck.

Fucking hell.

My entire being sparks to life, humming with the need to devour it and him, sink my teeth into his throat.

Mark him.

“Hurt me?”

The question is quiet, too quiet, I wouldn’t have been able to hear it if I weren’t so far in his personal space that we’re breathing the same air.

And goddamn it.

The uncertainty and expectation lacing his words have my cock pulsing.

Fuck this.

In a flash, I grab his nape, spin him around, and shove him against the locker beside his open one, the sound of scraping metal echoing in the air.

He’s too stunned to fight. If anything, a soft gasp spills out of him when I pin him to the surface, my hand secured firmly around his nape, but not choking him.

I kick his legs open with my knee and land my palm on his ass. Hard.

Even though he’s still wearing his briefs, the slap echoes in the air, and Preston releases a muffled groan.

Or more like he sinks his teeth into his lip to muffle his groan.

Pulling at the elastic band of his boxers, I slide my hand inside and knead the firm yet somehow soft muscles.

My voice drops to a rough growl as I speak close to his ear. “You want to be hurt by me, baby?”

“Isn’t that what you want?”

I love how his words become breathy when he’s turned on. He’s the embodiment of fucking temptation, my prince.

And I’m no saint.

“That’s not what I asked, is it?” I pull down his boxers to his mid-thighs and land three consecutive strikes to his ass cheeks.

A moan slips out of his mouth, still muffled, and it irritates me.

He also did this the last time, not letting me hear his sounds of pleasure properly.

But at least he let me listen to him when he begged and blathered, on the verge of exploding all over my hand.

Maybe that’s what I need to do. Push him to the edge again. Repeat that moment.

Drag that abandon out of him, even if it’s the last thing I do.

“Answer the question, Preston.” I stroke his ass where I just hit him, and he stiffens a little.

It’s strange that he welcomes spanking with open arms, but I try to soothe the ache, and he’s so not into it.

Who hurt you, my toy?

Who dared to hurt my toy?

“What question…?” He trails off, looking like my own fucking piece of art, cheeks red, mouth parted, and so overrun with desire, I’m sure if I touched his dick, it’d be standing at attention.

“I asked if you want to be hurt by me.”

He purses his lips, slowly retreating into that head of his and keeping that wall I’ll break the fuck down in place.

I release him and step back, creating some distance I most definitely don’t want.

And for a moment, I admire the sight of my handprints on his fair skin.

Fuck me.

I didn’t get a proper look at him the last time, with him on the run and everything, but he wears my bruises so well.

The animalistic need to mark him permanently rears its head.

Take him.

Own him.

Make him mine.

I clamp down on those thoughts, trying to shove them back because they’re absolutely preposterous.

I don’t want to own others, especially not an elusive little shit like Preston.

“Why did you stop…” He stares back at me, but both his hands are still planted on the locker, his legs as parted as I left them, like a very good boy.

The view of his boxers stretched between his thighs is so fucking erotic, I want to fuck him right here and now.

Thrust my cock in his ass and make him take it, listen to his groans and moans as I fuck and fuck and fuck⁠—

No.

Slow down.

I don’t want him to get spooked and run off on me.

My hand wraps around my wooden stick, and I finger the smooth sanded surface of the shaft.

“What…” He swallows, staring at the stick, but instead of discomfort or fear, his eyes brighten with excitement, my naughty prince. “What are you doing?”

“Waiting for you to answer my question.”

“Why does it matter? Just…” His eyes dart to the stick, then back to me. “Go on.”

“Not until you answer.”

“You—”

“Do you want to be hurt by me, Preston?”

He nods once.

I shake my head. “Use your words.”

“Yeah.” He gulps, the word barely audible.

“Full words.”

“I want to be hurt,” he grumbles. “Happy now, you piece of shit?”

“Very.” I grin, stepping toward him, and he holds his breath.

“Are you…going to use the stick?” There’s a certain awe in his words, as if he can’t believe it himself.

“Yeah.” I grab a fistful of his ass, and he gets on his toes as I bring my palm down on the red flesh in a violent slap. “What’s your safe word, baby?”

“F-friends.”

I chuckle darkly in his ear. “We’ll never be friends.”

“Thank fuck for that,” he grumbles, but his eyes are bright and expectant.

Alive.

And it makes me feel alive.

Complicated. Everything about him is complicated.

And the harsh reality is—I can’t stay away.
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PRESTON


Iknow what you’re thinking, brain, and I swear it’s not what it looks like.

Says me…to my own brain…which means it’s literally my brain arguing with itself, trying to spin this into something less apocalyptic than it actually is.

Because how the hell am I supposed to explain this disaster to myself?

And it is a disaster. A catastrophic, end-times mess.

First, I have a full-blown panic attack in front of Marcus because of issues. The same issues Dr. Duret and Dr. Fenwick are failing to fix because they’re apparently using Pinterest mood boards instead of medical degrees.

Then I let the same man who witnessed that beautiful performance of “Preston Loses His Shit Live” do this to me.

I don’t even know what “this” is, but it involves him shoving me into a locker with his massive, muscular body pressed against mine.

He’s heavy.

I don’t like heavy.

Heavy closes my throat and flips that morbid claustrophobia switch—the one that whispers, You’re being crushed alive, and there’s nothing you can do about it, sweetheart.

It’s the entire reason being straight makes sense—supposed to be straight. The women I fuck are lighter. I can lift them, flip them, and control every inch of the interaction. They can’t overpower me. I don’t let them.

My eyes widen because…wait. I’m letting Marcus.

I’m choosing to keep my hands braced against the locker when I could reach back and fight.

Hit.

Punch.

Kick.

He isn’t that much bigger than me, and I can fight—really fight bloody. I’ve taken down so many men bigger than me, slashed them to pieces, and watched their eyes turn vacant.

So why the fuck am I not doing anything right now? I’m actually choosing to…allow this.

Blasphemy.

Try again, brain. Give me literally any other explanation for the clusterfuck you got us into.

Marcus pulls away—and instead of relief, something weird, restricting, and uncomfortable ignites low in my stomach.

I can still feel his heat on my back, radiating in small, feverish sparks that coil inside me, settling deep in my gut.

The air turns thick. Charged. My body reacts instantly—tingling, tightening, coming back to life in ways I disapprove of.

What the fuck is happening? Seriously. I want out.

Give me the emergency exit. The fire escape. A trapdoor. Anything⁠—

Thwack.

My spine jerks as the stick’s shaft connects with my ass. Pain explodes across the muscles as they give out under the strike.

“Count.” The rough edge of his voice fills the locker room like a curse in the form of a command.

“What?” I try to snap at him, but really, the feel of that lash was so fucking good, I’m distracted by how my blood rushes to my cock.

Thwack.

I get on my tiptoes, sinking my teeth into my lower lip as a groan tries to escape, and it does. Partially.

“Two. Count.” There’s a tap-tap noise of the stick hitting his hand. “Let me hear your voice.”

Thwack.

I clamp my teeth on my lip harder, even as my entire body vibrates with the hit, bursting across my spine and rushing all the way to my dick.

It’s swelling fast, and my head just does not understand it.

Why?

Just…why?

A shoulder presses into mine, and I stiffen but soon relax. It’s just a shoulder. A warm, broad shoulder that’s coupled with deep, rambling breaths that spread across my back.

Marcus reaches for my face in slow motion. I see his thumb before he shoves it into my mouth, forcing me to release my lower lip from beneath my teeth.

And now, his thumb is in my mouth, and my brain kind of stops functioning, unsure of what reaction I should have.

Marcus’s rough, deep voice sneaks into my ear like an ancient curse. “Don’t do that. You’ll bleed.”

My lips tremble around his thumb.

That’s the whole point of this surreal experience, though. Me, bleeding and hurting for his sick entertainment and mine.

His thumb slips out of my mouth, and his weight disappears from behind me. Before I can think about the loss, another hit comes.

A moan slips out of me, and I’m about to sink my teeth⁠—

“Don’t.” His command carries in the air sharper than his whip. “Let me hear your voice, baby.”

Why?

Just why?

“Count for me, yeah?”

“F-four,” I whisper, then immediately purse my lips, because that was not me. That wanton, husky, needy tone can’t belong to me.

I’ll deny it under oath.

“Good boy.”

The way he purrs it sends a violent jolt straight to my already aching dick, hardening it at a pace that should qualify as a medical emergency.

I try to huff, but it dies in my throat and becomes a groan when he lands another blow, closer to my upper thighs.

And sweet fucking Jesus—I want out. Because how is this feeling so good?

Not just good. More than good.

Life-altering good.

Existential-crisis good.

I’ve never been this horny in my entire goddamn life.

And it terrifies me, because what the hell, me?

There are levels of horny, and apparently, I’ve just unlocked Horny—Pro Max Edition with Marcus Osborn, of all people?

This is too much. Too intense.

I want to tap out.

Friends.

That’s the word that will end this. I can leave and never come back.

Instead…

“Five.” It comes out cracked because my ass is throbbing.

Forget comparing this to when he used his hand the other day—that was child’s play.

But this? This is deeper.

Pain digs beneath the skin and fills that fucking hollow place inside me until it spills over.

I want pain.

More.

All of it.

Even if I won’t be able to sit for a week.

So when two more blows land, I’m panting, groaning, my breath shuddering as I whisper, “Six…seven.”

The scents of wood and sweat fill my lungs as I sink into the sting, letting it curl through every nerve.

And here’s the fucked-up part—I’m not just taking it. I’m leaning into it.

Wanting it.

Begging for more.

Just…more.

The clank of the stick against the floor echoes in my ear before two large hands grab fistfuls of my ass.

“Ungh…fuck!” I breathe out in a moan as my heated skin absorbs the shock of his colder hands.

“Feeling better, baby?” His voice in my ear is smooth like honey but also gruff as his fingers curl into the abused flesh.

I look sideways, and my lips part when I catch a glimpse of his expression. Dark, unhinged, almost as if he’s a fucking animal on the hunt.

His breaths are deeper, not as unsteady or shattered as mine, but definitely not like the normal asshole Marcus who seems to take everything unseriously. Or pretends to, anyway.

And I like that.

At least I’m not the only one who’s acting out of character.

“Why did you stop?” My voice is lower than I intended.

“You want more?”

“Isn’t that the fucking point?”

“Shh.” He buries his nose in my hair, nuzzling softly, inhaling audibly.

My skin prickles, goose bumps erupting on the surface, screaming at how wrong it feels.

Wrong? No. Foreign. My head is slowly fogging up, as if it’s abandoning me, too, and I can’t stop the subtle dissociation⁠—

“Breathe.” The single command yanks me out of my jumbled thoughts. “Like me. See?”

His chest is glued to my back now as he takes long, steady breaths.

In. Out.

In.

Out.

I’m creeped out by how I naturally match his breathing pattern and how well it actually works.

“Just stop touching me and hit me,” I grumble, squirming in his hold, then I wince and bite my lower lip because fuck, the feel of his hand on my ass is deliciously painful.

All big and firm and…not disgusting.

I really need a word with my doctors after this, because what the fuck?

Aren’t all these types of touches supposed to make my skin crawl?

“No,” he says in my hair.

“No?”

“Yes. No. You don’t see it, but you have angry purple welts on this beautiful ass and thighs. This is enough for one day.” He tightens his grip on my ass, and I grunt. “You can’t be walking around the other guys naked, or they’ll see these marks and ask questions I’m sure you don’t want to answer.”

“Like I did the past week, you mean.”

“The marks stayed for a week?”

“Two days.”

“Mmm. I wish I had a picture to keep under my pillow.”

“Wow, what a major pervert. Might need that restraining order after all.” I squirm, but he’s not letting me go, and maybe I like the feel of his hand too much to fight it.

There’s this continuous dull pain that’s intertwined with his soothing massage. I’d prefer it if it were only pain, but this isn’t too bad.

For now.

He chuckles softly and nuzzles his nose in my hair again. “You smell so good. Like the deep ocean and the mountains. Mmm. I could eat you alive.”

“What’s with all the cannibalism, Hannibal? Anyway, hard pass. Not into all of that.”

He laughs again, the sound vibrating against me. “No, you’re not. But you’re into pain, aren’t you, my prince?”

Still grabbing my ass cheek with one hand, he reaches around my waist and wraps his palm around my hard cock. It throbs in his firm grip like a first-rate whore.

I’d like to leave. Now and fucking thank you.

But I don’t move. Don’t speak. I just exist, pulling at the corner of my lip with my teeth.

“Look at you being so wound up after some little impact play.” He trails his nose down the side of my head. “Such a beautiful, huge cock.”

“Don’t go stating the obvious.”

“You’re often praised for the size, aren’t you?”

“Uh-huh. I’m popular with the ladies for having a national treasure.”

“Hmm.” The sound is deep and a tad disapproving. “Now, this national treasure is so hard for me, baby.”

“Not for you.”

“No?” His voice darkens as he breathes so close to my ear, my spine jerks.

“No. A hand is a hand.”

“This is my hand, though.” He tugs on my cock in one rough movement, and my hips jerk as precum slides down the tip. “Not anyone else’s.”

“Doesn’t…matter… It’s just a physical reaction.”

“Mmm. I’d find the denial adorable if you weren’t leaking all over my fucking hand like a greedy little slut.”

“Oh, shit…” I gasp when he tightens his grip on my ass, and I’m swelling, my abs tightening as more precum drenches him.

It’s worse than the other time—so much worse.

I’m genuinely terrified I’ll come in two seconds flat and embarrass myself to eternity.

Because every firm tug and pull of his big, merciless hand is coupled with the aching pain in my ass.

The sensation is dizzying, pushing me right to the edge of delirium.

I’m so high on the feel of rough pleasure and sweet pain, my legs are about to give out.

“That’s it, baby…move your hips for me…”

My nails scrape on the metal of the locker when I realize I am rocking my hips back and forth, rutting against him. His hand is trapped between my ass and…

Fuck. Is the heavy, warm thing against my ass his erection?

No, it can’t be that massive. Absolutely not. I refuse to believe that he has anything near my ten-inch perfection. No way in hell.

“Mmm. Fuck…just like that. Make my cock nice and hard for you.”

“Shut…your mouth, asshole…”

“Can’t. Not when you’re so slippery wet in my hand, baby.” He breathes in my ear as he jerks me in long, methodical movements, using my precum as lube.

The obscene noise fills my ears and apparently gags all my thoughts, because all that remains is the overpowering need to come.

“Faster,” I whisper.

“What was that?”

“Faster, you bastard…just…stop messing around.”

“No.”

“What the fuck do you mean no?” I snap, then groan when he presses his thumb on the tip of my cock.

“It means I’m going to take my time enjoying this.” He slides his tongue, swiping it across the spot behind my ear. “And so will you.”

I think I come a little all over his hand, my hips jerking and heat gathering at the base of my stomach.

“D-don’t do that.” I squirm.

“Don’t do what?”

“Lick me. I’m not an ice cream cone.”

“No, you’re candy.” He licks that spot again, and I groan. “Mango flavored.”

“This bastard…”

“Shh. Don’t get worked up.”

“Or what?”

“This is not a threat. Stop searching for one.” He nibbles on the shell of my ear. “Besides, you’re enjoying this a bit too much, your dick is weeping for me.”

“Told you it’s not for you…fuck⁠—”

He slaps my ass, and I get on my tiptoes as pain explodes on the bruised flesh.

Oh, fuck. If he keeps doing that, I’m going to come…

“If it’s not for me, then for whom? Hmm?” Behind me, I hear fabric rustling, then feel his body shifting. “I’m the one whose hand you’re throbbing in, begging for more like a greedy little whore.”

“Fuck you.”

“Mmm. Whatever you want, beautiful.”

Even as I hear more movement behind me, I’m distracted by what he called me. Beautiful.

I mean, I know I am. That’s what I hear all the time. That’s what I say to my reflection in the mirror in the mornings, building the perfect illusion so no one can see the disfigured monster tucked beneath the Greek god’s looks.

But the way he said it felt sincere. Too sincere. Like he believes I’m beautiful.

My eyes widen when he pulls at my ass cheek, and something hard and warm nudges against my hole.

I buck violently, nearly falling over as I stare behind me. “What the fuck do you think you’re doing?”

“Shh. Stay still.”

Still gripping my cock, he uses the arm that’s looped around my waist to keep me in place with brute strength.

“D-don’t,” I whisper as the fat, thick crown presses firmly to my hole. “Just…don’t.”

“Relax. I’m not going to fuck you. Yet.”

Despite the awkward angle, I watch with bated breath as he spits on top of his cock that’s now sliding up and down the crack of my ass.

The image is filthy and wrong in my head.

I don’t like it—or more like, I shouldn’t like it.

The reality is, my dick is so hard, I’m about to burst.

His cock is as huge as mine and almost just as thick. Fuck this shit. Couldn’t he at least have a small dick to fit the asshole personality?

The spit adds friction as he glides his length up and down the crack, his eyes closing briefly in pure bliss as he bites the corner of his lip. “Your ass feels good, baby…so fucking good.”

I’m enamored, hypnotized, kind of feeling the neurons in my brain disappearing on me one by one, because fucking hell.

How can a man look so mouthwateringly sexy?

He’s a man, I remind myself. A fucking man. No soft curves or beautiful features. Just muscles and harshness and those thick brows drawing together as he groans.

I mean, he’s handsome, I guess, but he’s not the kind of beauty I find sexy.

At all.

So why the hell can’t I look away?

His jeans and boxers are close to his knees, and on his right muscular thigh, I notice a striking dagger tattoo that’s deeply etched into a daisy.

He opens his droopy eyes, and I jerk my attention toward the locker.

“I can do this all day, baby.” His words drop low, as if he’s carving them into my spine.

“Do what?”

“Touch you so…closely. Fuck. Do you feel what you’re doing to me?” He pushes my left leg apart with his, slightly lifting it off the ground. My boxers stretch impossibly tight as he glides his cock between my legs, releasing my cock to grab my waist.

My eyes widen. “What’s going on…?”

“I’m fucking you this way. For now.”

“You goddamn freak… Mmm…fuck…”

My head falls forward, banging against the locker because the friction of his cock against mine is sending me in a loop.

That feels so good, I’m about to burst.

“You’re dripping all over the floor. What a mess.”

“Shut…up.”

“As you wish.”

He shoves my ass against him, bending me over at the waist to get a better angle, and then he’s thrusting against my cock.

And it is thrusting—unhinged, relentless thrusting.

His throbbing hard cock rubs over a sensitive spot in my balls with each slide.

Up.

Down.

Up.

Down.

The sensation is sending me over the edge. The controlled friction, the feel of his cock against mine, the obscene fucking noises of my cum mixing with his spit.

“Shit…fuck…” I’m jerking my hips, chasing the orgasm I can feel tightening my abs.

“No. Slow down.”

“Fuck you…oh yes, right there…unghh…fuck.”

Slap.

I go momentarily still.

“I said. Slow down. The least you can do is let me enjoy this.”

“The least I can do?” I moan as he thrusts harder.

“Yeah. Because you know what I’d rather be doing now?”

“What?”

“Shoving you onto your knees or bending you over and fucking you rough. Pumping my cock inside this tight, little hole and filling you with my cum, nice and deep, while you scream my name.”

The image appears like a grainy movie in my head, and I expect a sense of nausea to overwhelm me. To make me vomit, even.

None of that happens.

If anything, my dick swells and pulses, I’m so close…

“But you’re not ready for that, so this…” He exhales sharply. “I will be taking my sweet time with this.”

“Fuck…I’m…I’m…”

“You’re going to come?”

“Yeah…just…faster…”

“Be a good boy and close your thighs for me, baby. Make me come, too.”

I clench my legs together on autopilot. My head’s so foggy, I can’t think straight. All I can do is feel the sparks of blinding pleasure and bask in his unapologetic firm touch.

Marcus groans deep in his throat as he picks up his pace, still controlled but faster, and the friction is so good, I drop my head on the metal.

“That’s it, baby…your big cock is so slippery wet.”

“Yes…there…right there…yes, fuck!”

“Come for me, baby.” He licks that spot behind my ear. “Show me who the fuck you belong to.”

I don’t know what sends me over the edge. Whether it’s his words, the ruthlessness of his cock rubbing, or the pulsing pain in my ass.

Whatever it is, I’m tumbling down at an alarming speed, and a choked noise slips from my lips. My dick swells and swells, then bursts all over the place in an absolute mess.

My cum’s everywhere—on the locker, floor, and him.

It’s like I couldn’t mark him enough.

Wait. Mark him?

What the fuck? I don’t think about marking others. Have zero interest in that business, actually.

“Fuck, baby, that’s a lot of cum.” He grunts, his voice so low and raspy, tilting on the loss of control.

He grabs my hips tighter, dragging my ass against his groin, and thrusts harder, the friction so intense and painfully delicious.

“You…” I pant, my voice husky and out of breath. “Just come already…”

“Oh fuck…say that again… Mmm.”

“Come…” I trail off, then command, “Come for me.”

“Fuck!”

I watch with a sort of hypnotization as the purple veins on his cock throb, and then he erupts all over mine. Pulses of thick cum cover me whole, and my dick twitches.

My body is shaking as I keep staring at our cum mixing and forming a puddle on the floor. It’s filthy and achingly titillating, a sight that shouldn’t feel this good.

He nuzzles his nose in my hair, inhaling me deeply, his hands around my waist keeping me steady. We’re both panting, our ragged breaths reverberating in the air during the aftermath of whatever the fuck that was.

A mistake I’ll regret in epic fashion, that’s what.

I need to go and have a meltdown in Dr. Duret’s house in the middle of the night.

Not the first time it’s happened—won’t be the last either.

Straightening, I drag in a few stabilizing breaths, forcing the mask back into place.

One more inhale, and I nudge him with my elbow as I pull my boxer briefs up with one hand. “Let me go.”

“Just a second.” His grip tightens on my hips—and then his tongue drags over that insanely sensitive spot behind my ear.

My body shudders. My brain explodes in tiny dots of black as instinct takes over.

It happens in a flash.

I spin around and slap him. Well—backhand him.

We both freeze as his cheek reddens instantly.

Fuck.

I did not mean to do that. I just wanted to push him away because that touch was triggering unwanted memories.

“I told you to let me go,” I say instead, yanking my boxer briefs the rest of the way up like they’re going to protect me from this disaster.

I brace for him to hit me back—and honestly, I’d deserve it. If he’d done that to me, I’d be printing his obituary.

But he doesn’t.

He just narrows his eyes. For a split second, something flickers in that stormy gray gaze, but it instantly disappears as he reaches into his duffle bag.

His back is to me, so I can’t see his face.

What I can see, however, is the defined muscular globes of his ass and the dimples on either side.

I look away immediately. Why the fuck am I checking out his ass?

He takes out a shirt, wipes himself down, then pulls up his jeans and boxers, tucking himself back in.

I’m still salty that his cock is huge. Downright offended.

There goes my bragging rights.

Boo.

Marcus turns around and I tense, ready for impact.

Instead, he reaches into his pocket, pulls out two candies, and shoves them into my hand. “Good luck with the game tomorrow.”

His voice is neutral. Too neutral. Flat and emotionless.

I don’t like it. Not at all.

I prefer for him to hit me.

Before I can examine whatever the hell that tone means, he grabs his duffle bag and stick and walks out of the locker room.

Leaving me alone with a thousand questions and an absolutely catastrophic sexuality crisis.

Because, as much as I hate admitting it…that was, without competition, the best sex I’ve ever had.

I sag against the locker, my hands cradling my forehead.

I need to end this dangerous fixation before it ends me.
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MARCUS


Ileave the coach’s office with a smile on my face.

A couple of high-profile agents got in touch with him after my phenomenal performance yesterday. The coach said nothing is set in stone and that they’ll continue to watch me for the rest of the season, but if I play my cards right, I might be one of the most anticipated NHL draft picks of the year.

I need to call my mom and tell her the news. She’ll be thrilled.

She made it to the game yesterday as it was at home, and she always tries to attend those, but then she was called for an emergency during the third period. We were supposed to have dinner together, but she texted and said she’d be late.

Didn’t matter. I still fixed some pasta, and we had it at midnight when she returned.

It always makes her happy when I cook and we have meals together. Besides, I wasn’t interested in the usual meetup with the team at the club, and Mom is really the only one I like to celebrate my wins with.

Practice finished a while ago and I should head to class. But first, I have to tell Mom the good news.

As I’m walking down the hall, I pull out my phone to call her.

“Morning, brother dearest.”

I come to a halt, slowly lifting my head to find none other than my half-sister standing by the wall.

Serena Osborn.

She doesn’t blend in—she edits the air so that it fits her.

She’s dressed in a tailored pantsuit that screams power and stature, her brown hair falling in waves to her squared shoulders. The red on her lips matches her shoes and nails, deliberate splashes of color in a grayscale world.

And she’s smiling the same way Dad smiles—polite, attractive, and dangerous enough to feel like she’s aiming a loaded gun at you.

“What are you doing here?” I ask, searching our surroundings. “This place isn’t open to outsiders.”

“You believe I can be denied entry anywhere?” She laughs, the sound rich and mocking. “You still have a long way to go in order to understand how we operate, Marcus.”

Right.

This isn’t the first time I’ve met Serena. She dropped by the shop briefly around the same time Dad started to bug me.

Her approach was different from that of Dad’s people, since Serena wants only one thing from me—to stay away.

“I didn’t make it this far for you to appear out of nowhere and reap the rewards of my hard work,” she said, smiling in that fake-ass way people from that town do. “You understand, right, Marcus? If you do as you’re told, I’ll help you and June out.”

Her help included putting a guard on Mom. His mission is to watch from afar, so she doesn’t get ambushed and isn’t used against me.

Serena also offered money that I refused, but I did tell her to invest in our hockey team. That’s how I got my replacement sticks after they were broken by a certain pain in the ass.

I take a deep breath to dispel him from my head. Not now.

I’m not thinking about Preston right now.

“To what do I owe this visit first thing in the morning?” I ask her.

“I was around and thought I’d check on you in case you need anything. You know, like when you asked me for access to the Armstrongs’ forest? What came out of that anyway?”

“You said no questions asked, Serena.”

“You’re right, you’re right.” She lifts both hands in mock surrender, her black ring shining on her right index finger.

I’ve seen something similar on Preston’s index finger, but his had a sun and half-moon engraved within while Serena’s has a lion’s head surrounded with gears.

They represent each family’s crest, I believe. Something the heirs would wear.

My thirty-year-old sister is trying everything in her power to keep the ring from somehow finding its way to me.

And honestly, I don’t care about rings or status. I definitely don’t give a flying fuck about the Osborn legacy that’s rejected me since the day I was born.

But Serena doesn’t need to know that. She believes she’s keeping me in check, so I won’t vie for her position as the de facto heir to the Osborn empire. It’s why she sends frequent texts and shows up out of the blue like today.

And that guard she so graciously provided? He’s basically a spy hidden in plain sight who’ll report back to her if I meet up with Dad’s people behind her back.

I don’t blame her for attempting to protect her hard work, and I would’ve done the same if I were her.

But if she believes she can use me without my using her in return, she has another thing coming.

After all, she’s my insider into their depraved world and a way for me to get access and information, as unreliable as that might be.

I’m not really opposed to her ambition, but our goals are worlds apart. She wants to rule over Dad’s empire; I want to ruin it.

But again, she doesn’t need to know that.

“I just wanted to start a conversation.” She drops her arms to her sides. “You know, I miss having younger brothers.”

“Do you?” I raise a brow. “The only reason you’re at the top is because those younger brothers died.”

“I still could’ve fought my way to the top even if they were alive.”

“Highly doubtful with a family like yours.”

She laughs again, but this time, it’s strained. “It would’ve taken more effort, yes, but I would’ve gotten here no matter what. Besides, poor Leo and Lance were sick most of their lives, so maybe it’s better they’re no longer suffering.”

“You’re no longer living in their shadows either.”

Her lips purse before she smiles. “Neither are you. How does it feel to finally be recognized?”

“It feels like nothing. That man stopped being my dad the moment I realized he doesn’t give a fuck about me.”

She tsks, shaking her head. “That’s not how you should consider things, Marcus. Dad doesn’t care about anyone or anything except for his legacy. You believe he gives a fuck about me, Leo, or Lance? No. Join the club. He only recognizes us because we’re useful for his legacy. So the smart thing to do is to go along with his wishes in order to access power.”

“Not interested.”

“Well, you should be. I told you, didn’t I? You need power to keep yourself and your mother safe.” She juts her chin in the direction of the coach’s office. “Those NHL deals lining up for you can…” She snaps her fingers “…poof—disappear in the blink of an eye if you end up in a nasty accident that kills your career.”

“Are you threatening me?”

“Just painting the picture in your head so you understand that without power, you have nothing.” She pats my shoulder. “Don’t be another powerless Patient X.”

“Patient X?”

“Oh, right. Dad wouldn’t have told you about it, because you were useless to him.” She steps back and whispers, “You see, our family has a curse.”

“A curse?”

“Yeah, a rare genetic bone marrow failure syndrome called aplastic anemia.”

“Am I supposed to know what the hell that means?”

She laughs. “It means the marrow doesn’t produce enough healthy blood cells. Patients who have it need periodic transfusions or marrow infusions to remain alive. Leo and Lance had it. I’m three years older than Lance, and unfortunately, I was compatible, so I was used to keep Lance alive with constant transfusions from the time I was a child. That shit hurt, by the way. I can still feel those long, thick needles probing in my spine when I go to sleep at night.”

I pause, not knowing what to say, but thankfully, she continues.

“Fortunately for me, Lance developed a mutation that made him refuse my blood when he was around six, which was near the time Leo was born. And Leo and I were only partially compatible, so they wouldn’t risk it.” She tilts her head in my direction. “You were partially compatible, too. Lucky you.”

“I was tested on?”

“Of course you were. When you were an infant, Dad had it done under the pretext of general blood testing. Anyway, Lance and Leo were both going to die if they weren’t given their vampire essence in the coming years, so can you guess what Dad did?”

“Patient X.”

“You’re smart. I like that. And yes, he was our brother.”

“Brother?”

“Half-brother, technically. He was created in a lab.”

“What?”

“Yeah. Have you heard of genetic selection? It’s not legal or perfect, but we’re close with the Callahans’ pharmaceutical empire, which thrives on testing. And Dad was desperate enough to keep his boys alive, so he allowed them to mess around with his sperm, then they put it in a surrogate mother, and boom! Patient X was born. The savior sibling none of us know. Not even Dad.”

“Dad didn’t meet his son?”

“No, because he didn’t consider him a son. Just a full-time blood donor, I suppose. Patient X was kept in a house with a lab his whole life, poked and probed, and used as Lance’s and Leo’s lifeline.”

There’s a sharpness in her words. A rage that’s tucked so close to the surface, as if she can see herself in the sibling she never met.

It’s fucked up. All of it.

A father making a child just to save the other children is simply wrong, but I can’t say I’m surprised.

Andrew is just that type of cold.

A memory flashes in my head. I was maybe six as my parents and I were walking through the snow-covered park. Mom had a call and went to the side to take it, letting go of my hand in the process.

I reached out to Dad’s hand, wrapping my smaller one around it, and he calmly but firmly pushed it away.

Then he tsked. “Useless child.”

I always wondered what he meant by saying that. Useless child. Now, I think I know. I was useless because he never managed to use me to pump my blood into his empire.

I focus back on Serena, who has a distant look in her eyes. “If Patient X was used to keep Lance and Leo alive, why did they die?”

“Lance’s immune system was as much of a drama queen as he was. Once again, he developed resistance to Patient X’s blood when he was around twenty, so they took a risk and did a marrow transplant, which worked. Can you imagine the pain Patient X was in? He was merely thirteen at the time. But no one asked about the nameless, faceless person who was made for Leo’s and Lance’s highness.” That bitterness returns to her voice. “You know, everyone in the Osborn household was celebrating when the operation was a success. We threw a party, and the whole estate was lit with fireworks, but no one mentioned the thirteen-year-old kid who made it happen. Isn’t that ironic?”

“I suppose.”

“Well, Lance sure got his karma a couple of months ago when he suddenly developed an autoimmune disease that killed him within a week. As for Leo, he received transfusions his entire life. He was so sick all the time and had severe relapses, so Patient X needed to undergo full bone marrow transfusions occasionally. Do you know how painful that is for a child?”

“I can only imagine.”

“All his childhood, Patient X’s body went through severe trauma after severe trauma. As if he were a guinea pig.” She purses her lips, then smiles tightly. “Oh well, at fifteen, Leo suffered from transplant toxicity and developed a secondary cancer that killed him.”

“What happened to Patient X?”

“What do you think Dad would do to his lab rat?”

“Since Leo died at fifteen, Lance would’ve been twenty-one at the time. And even though he’d already had the marrow transplant, with his body’s history of delayed rejection, he’d still have a risk. So Dad would’ve kept Patient X under surveillance in case Lance needed his blood in the future.”

She snaps her fingers. “Bingo. Unfortunately for Dad, X died in a house fire shortly after Leo’s death. Rumor has it, ‘his doctor parents,’ who he believed to be his real parents, felt sorry for him and let him die.”

“Just like that?”

“Just like that.” A strange look clouds her eyes. “At least he was no longer in pain.”

“And you got less competition.”

“I suppose,” she says with a smile, but it’s forced. “Do you know why X was used and died?”

“Because Dad is a piece of shit?”

“Well, there’s that. But he also lacked power.”

“He was a kid who spent his childhood strapped to a hospital bed. Where could he have come up with power?”

“He should’ve found a way.” She pats my arm. “Don’t be another X, Marcus.”

She walks to the door, the sound of her heels echoing in the silence before she stops. “Oh, one more thing.”

“Yes?”

“Congrats on the game last night. I know you have that sadistic streak like all of us, but don’t give our boys at the Vipers a hard time, all right?”

She winks, and I narrow my eyes, which makes her laugh in that knowing way.

There’s no way she’s aware of my little game with Preston. Though calling it a game feels off.

What is it anyway?

After that night in the locker room, I’m not so fucking sure. Is it a game if I felt like bursting out of my skin just because I was touching him?

Because he allowed me to touch him.

I could tell he was uncomfortable at first, but he gradually fell into it and let me coax him into accepting my touch.

Until he backhanded me, that is.

I tap my thumb against my middle finger as I leave the arena, my muscles bunching up.

No, I shouldn’t correlate that backhanding with Dad’s rejections throughout my childhood, but tell that to my brain.

I scroll through my exchange with Preston, but there’s nothing new. Radio silence.

Well, I haven’t texted him either, but I have a reason. What’s his?

Pretending nothing happened. Preston’s favorite hobby, which comes right after pissing people off for sport.

Doesn’t matter anyway, because there’ll be another game next week, and after his performance last night—yes, I watched a replay—he’ll believe in the ritual and come crawling back to me. I’ve already got him hook, line, and sinker.

So why does it still bother me that he’s ignoring me?

Go figure.
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Apparently, I don’t need to wait until next week, because that same night, Dahlia invited me to a club in the heart of Graystone Ridge.

What am I if not the nicest gentleman?

I mean, not quite. Dahlia asked if I wanted to participate in some drama, and I agreed.

Said drama includes making her current fling, Davenport, jealous. And what’s the best way to do that? Bring her sort of ex—me—into a literal den of vipers.

This is where the Vipers team comes to party, according to Dahlia, and I can’t miss the chance to see it for myself.

Stir things up a little.

Find out if I can provoke Preston somehow.

With her arm around mine, we walk into the club that’s vibrating with bass.

Their expensive perfumes clog my nostrils as red and yellow-green lights cut through the air like lasers.

It smells of drugs and mindlessness. Corruption and shallowness, like this entire town.

Everything here reeks of cruelty beyond imagination. Every single one of these people, like Dad, would’ve authorized Patient X just to protect their stature and empires.

And yet here I am, right in their midst.

I stare down at Dahlia, who’s pressed to my side, wearing a tight green dress that’s meant to be noticed. She’s pretty, with tanned olive-toned skin and curves in all the right places.

And she comes from Stantonville, so she’s part of my world instead of this pretentious shithole. And yet…she stirs nothing in me sexually.

None of them do now.

I seem to have grown an addiction to a certain emotionally stunted prince with golden hair.

Releasing a breath, I lean down to whisper in her ear, “Is it just me, or do you now make more of an effort to look so fucking hot?”

“Should’ve kept me when you had me instead of trying to share me with your friends.”

I laugh as we head to the bar that’s lit by a purple neon glow and crowded with people shouting their orders.

And that’s when I see him.

Across from us in the VIP lounge above, almost the entire Vipers team is there. Some are dancing, but many of them are gathered by the glass barrier, scowling at me.

But they don’t matter.

The one who does is Preston. He’s also standing there, but his expression is unreadable as he takes a sip of his drink.

He looks like a fucking trophy that’s begging to be unwrapped in that Vipers jacket and prim-and-proper slacks.

Every fiber of my being tells me to jump up in there and kidnap him. Keep him to myself somewhere no one can fucking see.

Touch him so deeply, he’ll never be able to reject me.

But he seems bored. Almost as if he didn’t notice me. Almost, because his shoulders tighten upon meeting my gaze.

Let’s see who breaks first, my prince.

My hand lands on my companion’s waist. “You’re still mad about that, Dahlia? I told you I don’t do relationships. They’re a fucking drag, and I let you go, didn’t I? But maybe I’ll try to seduce you again tonight.”

“That train has left the station.”

“I can see that. Davenport is such a boring choice, though. You could’ve gone for someone more interesting.”

“What’s your idea of interesting?”

“The prince.” I grin and raise my glass toward Preston. “On second thought, anyone but the prince.”

Dahlia follows the motion, then starts a glaring competition with Kane. The rest of the team is trying to kill me with their eyes, but all I can look at is Preston.

He’s still holding up behind that mask he’s perfected so well.

Not for long, though.

“Whoa.” I laugh. “I can feel the hostility. Oh my. They hate me that much, huh?”

“In their defense, you’re the hate-inducing type.”

“I am, right? So why isn’t he hating?”

“Who’s he?”

I leave my drink on the counter and grab Dahlia’s arm, opting to change the subject. “Let’s give them the show we’re here for.”

In a heartbeat, I pull her to the dance floor, wrap my arms around her waist, and drag her close against me as we sway to the music.

She stiffens a little. “This is only an act. Don’t get carried away.”

“Shh.” I lift her hand and press it on my chest. “I thought you wanted revenge, so show him how much he’s missing.”

She relaxes a bit and falls into the act with me. I take a glance at Preston, and his expression has changed—lips pursed, eyes narrowed, and I can almost see those dimples all the way from here.

Come on, break so prettily for me.

I clutch Dahlia by the hips, slamming her against my front, and grin as his scowl deepens.

This could be us, I tell him with my eyes. It was us two days ago in that locker room.

There’s something I’m learning about Preston. He has some territorial tendencies. Not because he cares, but probably because he doesn’t like others to play with his toys.

He’d probably rather break said toys than let someone else have them.

Seems that I should give him a shove over the edge.

Let’s see if he’ll be here in less than the seven count I gave his ass the other day.

My lips curve as I whisper, “One.”

“What are you counting?” Dahlia asks.

I spin her, then pull her toward me and clutch her cheek. “Two.”

“What are you doing?”

“Three.” I lean down.

Dahlia steps back, and whisper-yells, “Don’t kiss me.”

“Four.”

“Marcus!”

“Five—”

My word is cut off when an arm hooks around my throat from behind, and I’m yanked back against a hard, familiar chest.

I can’t resist the smile that breaks on my mouth as his raw masculine scent with a hint of the deep ocean fills my nose.

See? I knew it would be under seven.

My arm is twisted in the air by Kane, who looks like he’ll murder me.

And the whole thing just makes me laugh.

They’re both predictable.

“My oh my. I’m honored by the warm welcome.”

Kane twists my arm harder, and I groan.

“Don’t,” Dahlia says. “Let him go.”

“You defend him again, and I’ll break his arm,” Kane replies, still glaring at me. “Just say one more fucking word, Dahlia, and I swear he’ll never play another game in his life.”

I glance back at Preston, whose face looks murderous under the dim light. He better be murderous because he doesn’t like the idea of his “bestie” threatening my hockey career like that.

“I’m so scared. Save me?”

“You better shut the fuck up if you know what’s best for you,” Preston says in a deadpan voice.

“My heart is pounding…from absolute boredom. Hey, sweetheart.” I lick my lip, looking at Dahlia. “I think we should get out of here. You said you couldn’t wait to ride my cock.”

Preston strangles me in a chokehold as Kane twists my arm.

But I don’t give a fuck about Kane. Not when Preston is breaking for me. His wall is chipping at the edges, and he’s panicking, and there’s only one way he knows how to react.

With violence.

It’s why he’s almost strangling me to death now.

More.

I need him to break some more.

Dahlia releases a sigh. “This is such a hassle. I’m going to find someone else.”

Then she starts walking out, and Kane releases me and follows her, leaving me alone with my favorite homicidal maniac.

We’re not all alone, considering all the people and chaos surrounding us, but we might as well be.

As my gaze flits back to his, I strain, “I know you miss me, but I prefer a kiss over choking.”

His eyes glitter in a dark, enchanting green. “Do you want to die? Actually, don’t answer that. You look like you do, and I’m happy to oblige.”

And then he drags me behind him as I laugh.

Let’s see if he can ignore me after I’m done with him tonight.
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This is not what I meant when I mentioned ending the dangerous fixation.

But hear me out. This motherfucker Marcus has so much audacity that needs to be dealt with and eradicated once and for all.

Appearing in my town. In my club. Right under my fucking nose?

Yeah, that’s unforgivable.

And no, it has nothing to do with the fact that he was here with Danielle.

I’ll deal with that spy he planted by Kane’s side later, but for now…

I slam Marcus against the wall of the narrow alleyway at the back of the club. The light from the lamppost shines so dimly, no one will see when I turn him into a corpse.

The asshole is smirking at me with that provocative look in his eyes that seems to work every fucking time.

What is it about this prick that grinds my gears?

A question I asked Dr. Duret after the mini freak-out I had on her couch. In pure Dr. Duret fashion, she remained completely calm and said I need to look inside myself for the answer.

Which is a heck no. We’re not opening that Pandora’s box that’s dormant somewhere in me.

What I can do, however, is fuck my problems up. Works like a charm every time.

I tighten my grip on Marcus’s throat as I lean close into his space. But then I pause because now I’m drenched by his overpowering scent.

Fuck—the way he smells is addicting.

It’s been only a few days since I last saw him, but it feels like forever ago. And usually, logically, I shouldn’t give a fuck.

I certainly couldn’t care less about the girls who are vying for my attention.

But that’s the thing, no? He hasn’t been vying for my attention since the locker room. He didn’t even send a text after the game like he did the other time.

Not that I wanted him to, and anyone who says I was checking my phone in the locker room is spreading fake news.

The point is, there’s been no trace of him, and to that, I truly say good riddance.

But then he had to show up with fucking Dixie on his arm in my goddamn town.

“Is this your way of saying you miss me?”

A slight strain coats his roughly spoken words due to the choking, but he’s not fighting, letting both his arms rest on either side of him.

In fact, he’s been strangely cooperative since I grabbed him in the club. It can’t possibly be because he recognizes his stupid mistake.

So why the fuck is he not trying to hit back⁠—

No. Forget it. I won’t allow the degenerate to sneak into my head and send me into an endless loop of nothingness.

I plaster on a smirk. “Funny way to refer to attempted murder, but sure, if it makes you die faster, you can think I missed you.”

“I don’t think. I believe.”

“Your beliefs need a better proof system.”

“Oh? I’m sure it’s perfectly fine. You, on the other hand, seem to be bothered by something. Care to tell me what it is?”

“Aside from your stupid face?”

His eyes taper with a hint of amusement. “Yes, aside from that.”

“Why don’t you dig into your actions and figure out what you’ve done wrong?”

“Me?”

“Yes, you.”

“Hmm. I’m drawing a blank. Can I get a hint?”

He’s smirking and I want to punch it off his face, but that would make me look like a barbarian while he’s just treating this like a joke.

Two can play this game.

“Not sure. It could have something to do with the way you appeared in my town.”

“Your town?”

“It’s certainly not the rat-infested town you come from.”

“I come from here, too, you know.”

“No, you don’t.” I tighten my grip on his throat. “You and I don’t run in the same circles, Osborn. Don’t delude yourself into thinking you can belong here just because of your last name.”

Something flashes in his eyes, it’s brief and barely discernible, but I see the hint of uncontainable rage that simmers under the surface. Marcus has always had that energy on the ice. Many people compare him to Jude and Kane—he possesses Jude’s brutal violence and Kane’s knack for strategizing.

But I think that’s not quite it.

Because, unlike Jude or Kane, he’s completely unreadable, and he always seems to be bottling up something so far and deep, it’s impossible to find his true motives, even if you delve into him.

That’s why I’ve never managed to get inside his head.

And my competitive streak with a dash of self-destructiveness is demanding that I do.

By whatever means necessary.

Marcus grabs my wrist and twists, forcing me to release him as pain explodes across my arm. Then he slams me against the opposite wall.

“Why can’t I belong here?” His voice is calm, unnaturally so, and the smirk is gone, leaving only a blank expression that betrays nothing.

“Let go!” I try to kick him, but he twists my arm farther in the opposite direction, just like Kane did to his earlier, threatening to break it.

“I asked you a question, Preston. Why can’t I belong here, hmm?” He leans closer to my face, still twisting my arm, and I refuse to fucking beg for him to release me even as my joints scream in pain.

I know that if I make one wrong movement, if he applies just a little more pressure, my dominant arm will be in a fucking cast, and this goddamn asshole will be dead.

“If you don’t let me go right now, I’ll castrate you, Marcus.”

“No, you won’t. My dick is one of the few things you like about me.”

“I don’t⁠—”

“Shh. Shut your mouth.”

“You fucking⁠—”

“I said shut it, Preston. Don’t change the subject.” He’s speaking so close to my face, I can see the dark flecks in his eyes, which have gone so dark, so devoid of feeling, I might as well be facing a monster. One who matches me so well, it’s pulling at the strings of the side of me that I keep tucked close to my heart.

The side full of bad decisions and impulsive actions that I’ll regret come morning, and then I’ll be beaten to near death by Lenin.

“Tell me why I can’t be here.” Marcus’s voice is terrifyingly monotone, emptied of anything human. I’ve never heard someone speak like they’re missing the entire concept of feeling. “Is it because people like you made the rules and decided that people like me can’t belong in this grotesque, power-hungry game you all seem to love playing? Or maybe it’s because you think we’re mere pawns to be used and discarded as you wish?”

I let out a long, humorless laugh. “A pawn? Don’t overestimate yourself. A pawn is to be cherished and used correctly so that it’s only sacrificed at an opportune moment, whereas you’re worth less than a fly. You can buzz round and round and round…” I snap my fingers in his face. “…but one hit and I could silence you forever.”

“Could you now?” His voice has darkened, his grip tightening, and it takes everything in me to keep the groan of pain buried deep.

Maybe it’s not the greatest idea to provoke him when my literal dominant arm is at risk of being crippled, but if he thinks that will stop me from putting him in his place, then he doesn’t know who the fuck he’s messing with.

“Try me.” I speak so close to his face, I realize too late that his mouth is a few breaths away from mine.

And now, I’m looking at his lips, and I shouldn’t look at a guy’s lips, but I notice something—or maybe a couple of things.

Both his lips are full and perfectly molded, but the upper one is slightly pouty and lifted. He also has a well-defined dip in the middle, as if it were carved with the utmost precision.

I want to bite it.

Sink my teeth into the soft flesh, tear the skin apart, and make him bleed.

No, fuck. I don’t want to bite Marcus’s lip.

Where the fuck did that ridiculous thought come from?

I slide my gaze to his and pause, because his gray irises have nearly turned black as he also stares at my lips.

Another man is staring at, downright devouring, my mouth with his eyes, and it should make me want to jump out of my skin with disgust.

I search for feelings of disturbance but find none.

If it’s not discomfort, then what’s the reason for the heat coursing through my veins?

It’s warm tonight. That’s why⁠—

My eyes widen when he reaches his free hand toward my mouth. I can see it in slow motion, as if time has stopped, and his hand is moving in a parallel universe.

It isn’t until it makes contact with my face, his fingers cradling my jaw, his thumb on the corner of my lip, that I realize something.

He was deliberately moving slowly, as if he didn’t want to spook me or something equally ridiculous.

“This mouth doesn’t know when to shut the fuck up, does it?” He jams his thumb between my lips, forcing my jaw open as he presses down on my lower teeth.

So what do I do? I bite him, of course. My teeth clamp down on his thumb so hard, I think I’ll dislodge it.

I’m a rabid dog that way. Mess with me and you’ll go home with a missing limb.

Anyone with any morsel of sanity would pull out their hand.

Not Marcus, though.

This insane motherfucker’s face is shadowed in a dark gleam as he keeps pressing down on my teeth with the same strength I’m using to bite him.

So I try to spit his thumb out, shoving my tongue against it. In a fraction of a second, Marcus uses the slight change to yank my jaw open, then slides his middle and ring fingers inside my mouth.

This motherfucker⁠—

I’m about to bite his fingers clean off, but he glides them all the way to the back of my throat and slams my arm above my head on the rough stone.

Nausea churns my stomach, and my eyes water. I wait for the wretched memories to flood me.

And wait.

And wait.

They don’t.

I’m too overstimulated to get stuck in my brain.

“This is what happens when you run your mouth, Preston.” He thrusts his fingers farther, angling my jaw with his thumb and index finger for a better angle. “Next time, I’ll be pumping my thick cock down this pretty throat.”

I let out a groan, trying to bite his fucking fingers off, but the way he’s stretching them inside my mouth forbids me from breathing correctly, let alone biting him.

“Shh…relax for me, baby. Don’t let the gag reflex win.”

“Fuck you…” I mumble around his fingers, but I’m not sure if he hears it.

Marcus laughs under his breath, the sound as absent as his nonexistent manners as he drives his fingers all the way to the back of my throat.

My gag reflex kicks in, but he pulls back. “Breathe slowly through your nose. Don’t choke.”

The order triggers two different feelings. The first is that I’m so going to beat the shit out of this asshole for daring to speak to me in that tone.

But the second, the one I can’t seem to understand, is making my body looser, my inhales and exhales deeper.

It’s a survival mechanism, right? My body recognizes that I need to stay alive to beat the crap out of this asshole.

That’s all.

“Good boy.” The gruff words fill my ears like a strange aphrodisiac.

A ghostly chill trails down my spine, cold and as intimate as death’s kiss.

“The feel of your hot little mouth is making me so hard, baby.” He presses his front to mine, his muscular thighs and the unmistakable bulge between them glued all over me.

Oh, fuck.

“What do we have here?” He rubs his erection against my growing one. “Looks like your cock is getting excited, too.”

He licks my lower lip. “How about we fix that?”
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Fuck.

Fucking hell.

Why the hell am I even hard at this moment?

I release a huff as heat spreads across my spine and rises up to my ears.

It just doesn’t make sense that I seem to get the most random erections around Marcus.

He’s a man.

An infuriating man I hate with everything in me.

Does my dick get the memo? Apparently not, judging by how much thicker it’s growing the more he glides his cock against mine.

The friction is maddeningly rough, and despite the clothes separating us, the sparks of pleasure coil through me with a sort of titillation that steals my breath.

My heart lurches, and my entire body is tightening, sending all the blood rushing to my groin.

“Mmm.” The noise that rips out of me is too needy for my ears, too foreign.

It’s just not me.

I simply refuse to believe that I am releasing such a noise.

But then he does it again, sliding his clothed dick across mine in one harsh, controlled movement. “You’re awfully responsive to a mere fly’s touch. You should see your erotic face, it’s a sight to behold.”

“Stop looking…”

“But I love looking at you. Not more than I love touching you, though.”

But why?

Why does he love touching me when my own skin creeps me out? It doesn’t even feel like it’s mine half the time, so why does he look at me as if I’m whole?

“If I reach into your pants, will I find you leaking for me, baby?” He thrusts his fingers up and down my tongue in the same rhythm as he’s rubbing all over my cock.

And it’s truly obnoxious how hard I find it to concentrate. It’s like my sanity is being confiscated, and there’s nothing I can do to stop it.

Or maybe there’s nothing I want to do to stop it.

Because even though he’s imprisoning my wrist above my head, I could still fight it off, not to mention there’s also my free hand that’s currently lying uselessly by my side.

Someone call the police—I’d like to report an imposter that’s invaded my body.

“Look at your cock throbbing for mine.” He lowers his voice to a rough growl. “Such a good little slut.”

“Fuck you…” I mumble, but it comes out as a moan because my dick is aching, and precum is dripping all over my boxer briefs. My balls draw tight, demanding actual friction.

“Go ahead, baby. Get our cocks out.”

My eyes widen, but I remain still, then shake my head once.

No way in fuck will I personally participate in whatever fucked-up shit this asshole gets off on.

Well, I get off on it, too, but actively participating in gay sex is a fuck no.

“You’re the only one with a free hand,” he continues stroking, his thighs and cock so glued to mine, it’s impossible not to breathe him in.

The notes of leather and forest turn this a lot more erotic than they should.

“No.” The word slips out in a weak murmur, my hand twitching uncontrollably beside me.

“No?” He tilts his head to the side, a dark smirk painting his infuriating lips that I’m totally not watching. “In that case, we can continue this torture all night long.”

The rubbing motion slows, becomes less forceful, and offers barely any friction.

I mumble a noise, but I’m not sure what it’s supposed to be. A cry of frustration, maybe. Whatever it is, I need more.

And Marcus takes it as an invitation to slow down further.

This motherfucker.

He must see the death threat in my eyes, because he chuckles, the sound low, vibrating off my skin. “You can end our misery any minute now, baby. You know you want to.”

I try to look away, but he keeps my head in place with his grip on my jaw. “Don’t hide from me.”

There’s that order again. The way he speaks with that firm edge should send my senses into overdrive. I wait for my brain to be flooded with static until I can’t hear my own thoughts.

I wait.

And wait.

But it never comes.

If anything, my body is so overrun with pleasure, my brain doesn’t have the capacity to even be in charge.

Fuck this.

I unbutton my jeans, fumbling for a bit before I finally free my cock. A low grunt rips out of me, and precum is coating my fingers as I roughly jerk myself up and down in uncoordinated movements.

The entire time, I tell myself it’s not about this prick—it’s about me coming. All I have to do is pretend he doesn’t exist, so I close my eyes and tug on my length with forceful strokes.

A tsking sound fills my ears as his fingers in my mouth thrust all the way back until he’s choking me.

I try to spit them out, but he tightens his grip on my wrist and jaw. “Don’t be selfish, my prince. Get my cock out as well.”

My eyes roll back, and I think I’ll come.

Fuck.

Am I really thinking about coming at the prospect of being choked to death?

This dangerous desire for pain will send me to an early grave.

Since I seriously don’t want to die right now, I reach for his jeans, my fingers shaking as I gag and gurgle.

It takes me longer than needed, but I finally pull out his cock. We’re standing so close together, his length presses against mine as soon as it’s out of its confinements, his crown shoving itself against my groin.

And it doesn’t feel bad.

I…I don’t hate it.

“That’s it.” His fingers ease from the back of my throat. “Wrap your hand around us. Make it good.”

I try, but that’s kind of impossible, considering how criminally huge we both are. I can barely fit my cock while my fingers graze his.

My eyes trail down, stealing a look, and the view leaves me parched.

We’re both so hard that angry purple veins extend across our skin, and my precum is drenching his jeans in a fucking mess.

The scene is shamelessly vulgar.

It’s almost too raw, too intimate to witness.

And it’s me and a man.

A man’s cock is all over mine, and it’s making me throb so badly, I’m about to burst.

It’s not even like the time in the locker room, where he did everything, and I made myself believe I had no choice. Or that I at least wasn’t looking at his face.

This time, it’s my hand on our cocks. Mine.

“You struggling, baby?” He speaks so close to my mouth, I inhale his words instead of hearing them. “Our cocks are so huge, it’s a hassle to fit us anywhere, isn’t it? Let me help.”

He crowds me, pushing me firmly until my back is blended with the bricks. He releases my wrist, only to press his palm against mine on the wall. And the crazy motherfucker actually threads his fingers through mine as if we’re…what?

Fucking lovers?

I’m about to punch him to the next planet, but I get distracted.

Because he’s thrusting his cock against mine through the curl in my fingers. A bolt of pleasure strikes down my spine as all my blood rushes to my dick, precum spurting out.

“Look at you leaking all over the place.” The vibration of his deep, gruff voice against my skin drags me closer to the edge. “What a mess.”

He licks that spot behind my ear, and I get on my tiptoes, squirming.

“My mess,” he growls in my ear.

And my balls draw up.

I’m not sure if it’s because of the relentless, rough yet firm pace at which he’s thrusting his cock against mine, or his words, or the way he’s touching me, but I’m so close.

Every time his crown bumps against my groin, a rush of scandalous pleasure sparks in my bones. I can’t help the moans and groans that rip out of me.

“Mmm, fucking hell. You feel so good, baby.” He bites on the slope of my neck, close to my jaw, and I grunt as pain mixes with pleasure. “It’s as if you’re not real.”

Am I not…?

The question is a jumble of words and emotions as I tilt my head, my eyes drooping shut. It’s better if I’m not real and this isn’t happening, but why is every particle of my being fighting against the idea?

“But it is real. You and I are so very real,” he mumbles against my skin, licking and nibbling on my neck as if he’s thirsty and I’m the only oasis in the desert. I’ve never witnessed this level of intense physical touch before, and here I thought I was the shit with the ladies. But the harsh reality is that I’ve never touched them the way Marcus touches me, like he’s…worshipping my body.

And now, I’m thinking of all the other people who’ve gotten this as well.

I tighten my grip on our cocks, and he grunts deep in his throat, then bites me again, the asshole.

My breathing is so heavy and chaotic, I don’t know how or what to think.

“That’s it. Thrust your hips, baby. Make yourself come all over my cock.”

I moan, not caring in the slightest that I’m basically fucking my cock against his, my crown shoving itself on his groin, leaking precum everywhere on him.

“I know what you need,” he speaks low in my ear, then bites down on a sensitive spot on my neck as he thrusts his fingers to the back of my throat.

The pain sends me over the edge.

I release the most animalistic noises, mumbling nonsense as I come on his cock, jeans, and groin.

I’m marking him.

That’s all I think of as jets of cum cover him.

I go on for so long, I don’t think I’ll ever stop coming. The whole time, Marcus is thrusting brutally against my cock, and the rough friction makes my lips open wider.

“Fuck… Mmm, I could do this all day.” The jerk of his hips matches the thrusts of his fingers in my mouth. “I could fucking devour you.” Thrust. “Mold you into my perfect prince.” Thrust. “Until there’s nothing left…” Thrust. “Until you’re fully…” Thrust. “Completely.” Thrust. “Fucking.” Thrust. “Mine.”

My spent cock twitches as he groans deep in his throat, sinking his teeth in the space between my neck and collarbone. Then he steps away a little, pulling his fingers from my mouth, and grabs his cock.

“You’ll take my cum, baby, yeah?” He points it toward my deflating one and comes in waves, drenching my hand and cock with his thick cum.

My mouth is sore, my balls are spent, but I can’t help watching with parted lips as his cum mixes with mine, some of it dripping on the asphalt.

The vulgarity of the view should wake me up to the fact that we’re outside.

Why are we outside in the first place?

Marcus pulls away from my neck, releasing my hand that he’s been holding this entire time—and I fucking let him. I should probably be more mad about that.

But before I can get into my head, he tucks his cock in and lowers himself to his knees.

Wait…what?

Marcus is on his knees in front of me.

The Marcus Osborn who refuses to let me win at any turn is on his knees.

In front of me.

The scene messes with my head more than it should. I watch with parted lips as he slides his tongue across the back of my hand that’s still wrapped around my cock, his intense eyes never leaving mine.

He’s…licking my hand?

No—he’s licking the cum off my hand.

Mine and his.

The realization makes me teeter between desire and depravity.

It feels wrong.

Like something dark and forbidden and intoxicating yet so…beautiful.

Marcus licks my hand clean, and I remain still the entire time, my fingers trembling as he wedges his hot, wet tongue between them, dragging it slowly but purposefully.

“Do you know how this tastes?” He growls the words against my fingers, his voice gruff and dangerously low.

“Don’t care…”

“Liar. You’re getting hard, baby. Your cock is jumping in excitement at the thought of my tongue licking it.”

Any witty comeback I could’ve come up with dies when I notice my cock is indeed hardening. I release it and grab his hair, my fingers sinking deep.

I swear I meant to push him away, but then his tongue swipes along the tip, wiping the cum, and my fingers tighten in his hair.

No idea why I’m pulling him closer, but that’s what I do.

“Mmm,” he breathes out against my skin as he wraps his lips around my cock.

And holy fucking hell.

Shit.

I’m well aware I just came, but the feel of his mouth on my cock has turned me hard in an instant.

He pulls me out of his mouth, smirking up at me. “You’re enjoying this a bit too much.”

“Stop talking.”

“And if I don’t?”

He licks the crown again, and my cock twitches, demanding access into his wet heat.

“Just…”

“Just?”

Marcus grabs my hip with one hand and spits on the other—the hand that was in my mouth. “Use your words, baby. Tell me what you want.”

“You know what I want,” I grunt because he’s sucking my crown deep as he drags my jeans and boxers down with his hand that gripped my hip.

He lets the crown of my cock pop free. “Maybe I don’t.”

“You fucking⁠—”

“Shh. Don’t get impatient. Calm down.”

I’m breathing heavy, my cock is harder than earlier, and I need something.

No, not something.

I need the specific feeling I felt just now when he put me in his mouth.

“If you want my lips around your cock, you have to ask.” He drags his tongue along my crown, basically teasing me at this point.

“You asshole…”

“That’s not asking, Preston.” His voice hardens, even if it’s full of arousal. “Say it properly.”

“Fuck…”

“Try again.”

“I…”

“Yes?” He licks my cock from top to bottom.

“I want you to wrap your lips around my cock.”

“Good boy.” He spits on his palm again, then takes my cock to the back of his throat.

“Fuuuck!”

The world blurs as my head tips back, banging against the bricks, my body strung tight with hazy pleasure.

No one has ever swallowed me this far back on the first try. I’m truly that big, so it takes time to try to fit me properly, but Marcus just went for it.

Fucking hell. Does the guy not have a gag reflex?

Or maybe he’s trained it well.

And now, I’m thinking about all the other cocks he’s taken to the back of this pretty throat and my hand curls deeper in his hair, pulling.

“You’re such a slut,” I grunt, shoving him farther against my cock, making him choke. “You’re a pro at sucking cock, huh?”

He only releases an unintelligible sound as I feel him reaching to my ass.

I’m not sure what he’s doing at first until his wet fingers probe between my ass cheeks.

But I’m so preoccupied with the feel of his throat tightening and contracting around my cock, I don’t pay much attention.

Until I feel it.

His middle finger pushes against the tight ring of muscles, and pain explodes in my hole. My grip on his hair loosens, and he pulls his head away. My hard cock slips out of his mouth, all wet with his saliva.

His finger in my ass is no longer moving as he peppers kisses along my crown.

“Relax for me, baby. Just focus on my mouth.”

“Focus on your mouth?”

“Yeah. You can fuck my throat.”

The erotic image seems to trick my brain enough, because when he slides my cock between his lips again, I’m not as wound up.

“Fuck,” I grunt. “How can you take me all the way back…you little whore? Fucking hell, the feel of my crown at the back of your throat is…nothing like I’ve experienced before.”

“Mmm.” That’s all he can manage as I grab his head with both hands.

“Fuck…yes…deeper, take me deeper…”

His mouth widens, letting me thrust inside, and the friction of his tongue against my cock is making me delirious.

I don’t think I’ve ever used anyone this way, but I use Marcus.

There’s no other word for it. I’m brutally fucking his mouth, his throat, rotating my hips to increase the power.

And he lets me.

He’s even trying to accommodate my length and girth as much as possible.

For a second, I forget about his finger in my ass. I can feel him moving the single digit, thrusting it shallowly at first, then more deeply, but it’s not as brutal as the way I’m fucking his throat.

It hurts a bit, but the pain only adds to the pleasure that’s coursing through my veins.

“Fuuuck…” I curl my fingers in his hair in a merciless grip. “Fucking hell, why does your mouth feel so good? Unghhh…”

He drives another finger inside me, and I think I come a little down his throat.

Holy shit. What the fuck is happening to me?

There’s no way I’d enjoy a man’s fingers in my ass, so why…?

The pain is there, but there’s a troubling feeling—as if a part of me is coming alive for the first time ever.

I fist his hair, dragging him closer, and it must hurt, but he doesn’t try to close his mouth or resist. No matter how vicious my touch is, he never fights it, keeping his teeth out of the way like a true pro.

And that annoys the fuck out of me for some reason.

“What a little whore.” I moan deep as his fingers drive in my ass. “How many cocks have you taken down this throat, you fucking slut, hmm?”

I get on my tiptoes when he thrusts his fingers deeper, and I feel the pleasure rushing straight to my balls.

“Don’t answer that. I…fuck…don’t care…”

His eyes shine in the darkness, and I should probably wonder what that means, but I’m too far gone to care at this moment.

I thought I’d never feel more stimulated than in the locker room, but I was dead wrong.

Because this? This is setting my world on fire.

His fingers scrape a sensitive spot in my ass, and I have no goddamn clue what the fuck comes over me, because all of a sudden, I’m spurting down his throat in thick waves.

The orgasm takes me by surprise, I don’t even realize I’m coming until my fingers are shaking in Marcus’s hair, unintelligible moans spilling out at the same time.

His Adam’s apple works up and down as he swallows the cum. His throat constricts around my crown with the motion, and it makes me come harder.

Even though he tries to swallow everything, there’s just too much cum, and it trickles out the corner of his mouth and down his chin.

The view somehow glitches my brain.

I’ve marked him.

Again.

That’s my cum in his mouth.

His fingers slip out of my ass, and my heart thuds as realization crashes into me. I just let someone finger my ass.

Not just any someone.

A man.

Fucking Marcus.

Before I can let the violent thoughts take root, he stands up and grabs my jaw, forcing my lips open.

My eyes widen when he spits cum in my mouth. He’s spitting my cum in my mouth.

It should be disgusting. Disturbing, even. But then the salty taste explodes on my tongue, and he thrusts his own tongue inside and twirls it with mine. A strange thud happens in my chest, and I remain motionless as he makes me swallow the cum.

He pushes his tongue far inside until he’s slurping on mine.

Until there’s nothing left.

But even then, his tongue doesn’t stop warring with mine, lips to lips, teeth clashing. We’re so intertwined, I don’t know where he ends and I begin.

This fucking⁠—

I bite down on his lip until a metallic taste fills my mouth, then push him away and punch him in the face.

That forces him out of my personal space, and I punch him again, this time in the chest. “I told you not to kiss me, asshole!”

He puts both hands in the air in mock surrender. “I was only letting you taste your cum, baby.”

“That was not what you were doing.”

“Yes, it was. Snowballing is the right term, if you want to look it up.”

“You were obviously kissing me.”

“If you say so.”

“You fucking bitch!” I breathe harshly, pulling my boxers and jeans up, tucking myself in with supersonic speed. “I clearly said no kissing.”

“Coming down my throat and against my cock is not too gay for you, but kissing is?”

“I told you it’s a fucking physical reaction. You being a man doesn’t mean shit.”

“Then me kissing you should also—” He makes air quotes. “—not mean shit. Think of me as a girl if it makes you feel better.”

“You’re not a fucking girl!”

“You noticed?” His smirk widens, but it drips with a threat. “Good, because I lied. You can’t think of me as a girl. I’m a man just like you, and you still came for me.”

“You—” I take a deep breath. “Listen, asshole. Kiss me again and it’ll be the last time you kiss anything.”

“I don’t mind.”

“You little prick, do you have no concern for your life?”

“For a kiss from you, I don’t seem to, no.”

My lips part, my fingers pausing on the top button of my jeans.

Why?

Just why is he…this unwaveringly into me? Surely, he has other guys he can annoy. Granted, they can’t be as perfect as me, but he has other options.

So why me?

I’m still thinking about that as he reaches into his pocket and pulls out two candies.

And what’s up with that?

I frown. “Do you always have mango candy with you?”

“Yeah. For you.” He places them in my palm.

My eyes narrow on the wrappers, and I shove them back into his hand. “Are you sure they weren’t for Dallas?”

“Dallas?”

“Kane’s toy that you paraded around on your arm tonight.”

“Dahlia?”

“Yeah, Denver.”

His swollen lips curl in this boyish smile that somehow makes my breathing heavier. “Her name is Dahlia.”

“That’s what I said. Detroit.”

He bursts out laughing, toppling over with the motion, and I pause, because what the fuck? Since when does this prick laugh this…freely? I was so sure he could only be a mocking, antagonizing complication of epic proportions.

“Are you calling Dahlia the wrong names on purpose?”

“No. I know her name is Dakota.”

“Fucking adorable.” He chuckles again, pushing the candies back into my hand. “Don’t be jealous of Dahlia.”

“I’m not jealous.” And why the fuck does he keep saying her name?

“You don’t have to be. You’re the only one I want, baby.”

I purse my lips because, what do I even say to that nonsense? This entire conversation is making me uncomfortably hot. Who the fuck turned on the heat out here?

Marcus steps back. “Keep in touch, or I’ll bring another Dahlia to your town every night until you do.”

My head tilts to the side, my tone turning cold. “What did I say about threatening me?”

“It’s not a threat if neither option hurts you. Unless a girl on my arm does hurt you?”

“I will fuck you up⁠—”

“Stop being a menace for a second. You were much more obedient when my body talked to yours.”

“Marcus—”

He drops a kiss on my forehead, and I go still as he whispers, “See you before the next game, baby.”
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MARCUS


Aweek later, I drop by Vipers Arena to watch a hockey game.

Okay, that’s a lie.

I’m here to watch Preston.

Got myself a front-row seat as well—or more like asked Serena for it.

There’s a hum in the crowd, a thrilled tension that wraps around my bones as he leads a flash counterattack. Preston’s form is nothing short of perfection as he swerves between the lines of defense as if they’re invisible, then scores.

People on either side of me jump up and scream in excitement as the score changes.

The Vipers’ team members crowd Preston, patting him on the helmet and shoulders, clashing their sticks with his as he does a small dance and points at the crowd. He bows theatrically, smiling widely, and I can see the dimples hollowing his cheeks.

Wow.

This smile is a replica of the one he wore when I first met him in Dad’s garden.

The carefree, innocent smile.

My thumb taps against my middle finger as I soak it in, staying completely motionless, worried that if I blink, I’ll miss it.

It’s the same smile. The same ethereal, beautiful energy from back then. No anger or violence or need to always stay in control.

There’s just…joy.

And I’m enamored.

Completely caught in its web and refusing to be freed.

I want that.

No. I need that.

Tap. Tap. Tap.

Now I understand why I keep pulling on his strings. It’s not only because I want to touch him, though I do crave him in ways that feel overwhelming at times, but it’s because of this.

The scene right here. The way he smiles so freely, moves so fluidly, and is just…himself.

It’s like seven-year-old Preston in that garden. The one I was quietly drawn to at first sight. The one I yearned to trap in the palm of my hand.

All this time, I thought that version of him was indefinitely gone, but he’s not. He just doesn’t show up in front of me anymore, but he does peek through in his comfort zone.

On the ice.

I guess that’s why I’ve gravitated toward him all these years when we’ve played against each other. He’ll have this smooth, hyper energy, and I’ll see my prince from fifteen years ago and want to fucking devour him.

Like that game three years ago. The first in the college season since I joined the Wolves and he joined the Vipers.

“You all right, Osborn?” A heavy arm drops on my shoulders as our captain, Stevenson, stands beside me. “The Vipers’ arena is huge, and their crowd won’t shut up, but consider them background noise and play the best you can.”

I nod once. “Their numbers don’t matter. We’ll win.”

He laughs, then stares behind us. “Coach, this one is ambitious!”

Why aren’t you?

I want to ask, but don’t, because Stevenson says, “Will be a rough game, freshman, but you got the right spirit.”

He releases me and goes to do the rounds with the other new starters. This will be the first time some of us are playing together officially, so it’s bound to be clunky and lack some group coordination. I, for one, have only played alongside Richardson since high school. The others come from different schools, but oh well, it should be the same for the Vipers.

The crowd erupts in cheers as their players glide onto the ice, their white jerseys with blue stripes nearly blending in with it.

One of them, number thirteen, skates to the center.

Preston Armstrong.

He bows theatrically to the audience, his helmet tucked against his chest, his right arm stretched out with its fingers turned up elegantly, ankles crossed like a figure skater.

He looks up with a grin, dimples hollowing his cheeks, then cups a hand to his ear. The crowd erupts, bursting at the seams to scream for him.

My fingers tighten around my stick as that unfamiliar feeling surges to the surface, threatening to spill over.

There’s this intense need inside me to do something, but I’m not sure what or why.

This feeling has been the same since I first played against Armstrong in high school and has remained there during every single face-off since.

The tension.

The discomfort.

The anger.

I suppose I dislike that he doesn’t remember me from when we met in Dad’s garden. He said we’d be friends, but he never kept his promise.

The next time we met around three years ago, during a game in high school, my heart squeezed with a sort of excitement that almost made it stop.

I’m finally seeing him again, I remember thinking. He’s actually here.

But then, Armstrong squared up to me and narrowed his eyes at me. “You’re their top scorer? Prepare to die, bitch!”

Ever since then, I’ve made it my mission to fucking humble him, poke him around at any available chance, block him, check him.

Target him.

How dare he forget about me?

Just how fucking dare he completely erase me from his memories when mine overflow with him?

I think that’s the reason for these coiled emotions I have whenever I’m facing him. Doesn’t matter that I’m nineteen now and it’s been over twelve years since I first met him. I still bubble with these deplorable sensations.

If anything, time has only made them worse.

After he finishes greeting the crowd, Armstrong skates toward us, followed closely by Callahan and Davenport.

“Yo, rats!” he shouts in a cheerful tone. “You know, because Stantonville is a shithole and you guys crawled out of there? Hilarious, right?” He laughs at his own joke, his eyes gleaming with a provocative tinge. “Anyway, don’t go crying to your mamas after I crush you. Or actually, on second thought, please do, and don’t forget to send pictures!” He winks at Richardson. “Nice to see you again, Dicky. Will make you crawl tonight per usual.”

Richardson skates forward, about to let his temper loose, but I slide in front of him ever so smoothly and let my lips curl into a smile. “What about me? Is it not nice to see me?”

Armstrong’s smile falls, but only momentarily before he forces it wider. “Nah, it’s never nice to see rats. Shoo, Osborn, get better at defense before coming close to my highness.”

“I’m good enough to check you against all available boards. Like the last game during senior year, remember?”

“Your delusions are critical.”

“And your denial is pathological.” I shift closer to him. “You better be ready tonight. I plan to check you into fucking oblivion.”

“Dream on.”

“I don’t dream. I take action, fairy prince.”

His brow furrows, like every time I call him that, but before he can say anything, Callahan pulls him back.

When the game starts, our chaotic lines are penetrated easily by the Vipers. The next time they pass the puck to Armstrong, I’m on him in a second, checking him so violently, I flatten him to the boards that rattle with the impact.

“One,” I whisper near his face as he struggles to breathe, and the rest of our teammates speed off with the puck.

“Get the fuck off me,” he snarls, pushing me away.

I glide back in sort of a jerk, because as he spoke, the air tingled across my lips and went somewhere it shouldn’t.

No. This isn’t happening right now.

On the next attack, Armstrong is on me. He tries to check me, but I’m the one who does it, making him fly before he hits the ice with a thud. It’s not clean—we lose possession of the puck, and I’m sent to the penalty box.

But at least I drag Callahan to the box with me, because he started to fight me.

“Two,” I mouth to Armstrong from inside the box, waving provocatively, even if that tension in my body is coiling tighter.

He tilts his head to the side and flashes me a grin as he flips me off discreetly.

The moment I’m back, I check him again.

Then again.

And fucking again.

It’s the only way I can purge this tension spreading inside me. The rage and loathing and fucking…what?

What on earth is going on in my body right now?

In the third period, the Vipers are ahead and we’re scrambling to catch up.

Or the team is.

I’m more focused on Armstrong, following his every movement, matching him like a shadow.

When he has the puck, I’m in front of him.

“Careful, Osborn,” he mutters. “I’m starting to think you’re obsessed with me.”

“Obsessed with putting you in your place.”

“Try harder.”

He feints left, as sharp as a blade, then swerves right. I read it instantly and slam my shoulder into his. Hard.

He stumbles back—but not before hooking an arm and dragging me down with him.

A collective “Ahhh” roars through the arena as we hit the ice.

His helmet cracks against it with a hollow thud and a muffled “Fuck!” His expression is murderous, his face contorted with pain, probably because I’m crushing him.

That’s not what I’m focused on, though.

Despite the protective gear, I can feel my body lying flush atop of his, and that jolt sparks down my spine again.

Only, this time, it’s stronger and blurs my vision.

Armstrong swallows, and I’m staring at his Adam’s apple as it bobs up and down, his eyes widening upon focusing on me.

No idea what he sees on my face, whether it’s the manifestation of that tension or if it’s something murderous or entirely different, but his lips part in slow motion, and I can’t rip my gaze away.

From his lips, I mean.

No clue what the fuck I’m doing as I reach a hand to his face—his helmet, to be more accurate. I need it gone so I can…touch.

His lips. His eyes. His skin. Doesn’t matter where.

All I know is that I need to touch him.

Just once.

Once is enough.

“Osborn, stop looking at me like that—” His choked words are interrupted when I’m hauled away from him by none other than Callahan.

We break into a brutal fight. I punch him harder than I usually do in these skirmishes, because the useless piece of shit interrupted something.

What, I don’t know, but there was something.

It takes a lot of effort for our older teammates to break us apart, and we’re both sent into the box. Soon after, the game is finished.

But the tension I feel about Armstrong isn’t.

If anything, it’s wilder and deeper than any time before.

Next game.

I’ll get him in the next game.

I never actually got him. Except for recently, that is.

But after that specific game three years ago, something different happened—I started fucking men.

And the first guy I fucked was blond with a similar build to Preston’s. I might have imagined a different face when I pounded him doggy style.

I pictured bright-green eyes and the bobbing of his Adam’s apple as he stared at me with his lips parted while he was trapped beneath me.

I might have come the hardest I have in my entire life.

Now that I think about it, Preston was my queer awakening.

I don’t know what the fuck I would’ve done if Callahan hadn’t pulled me off him. I don’t think I would’ve been satisfied with just touching him.

I never have been.

Even now, I want to yank him from the ice and devour him.

Preston’s eyes meet mine during his greeting of the crowd and he pauses, his smile faltering before a frown appears between his brows.

I wave at him one finger at a time.

No, I shouldn’t be here when I have a game tomorrow, but let’s call it studying the enemy or something.

Soon enough, the game resumes, and Preston is a scoring machine. He cuts through the defense and exchanges the puck with Callahan and Davenport in pure showmanship.

The three of them have always made a great team, complementing each other perfectly.

But I don’t think that’s the only reason Preston is going above and beyond.

Because every time he scores, he stares at me. I repay him with a wink, a wave, or a thumbs-up. Sometimes smiling or nodding approvingly, which appears to bemuse him, judging by the frowns.

The Vipers end up crushing it, which is expected, I suppose.

I leave with the crowd, but I don’t go home. Instead, I wait in an empty spot by the back entrance to the arena and text him.

Me


Meet me where I parked yesterday.




Preston


I won’t be doing that.




Come on. I have something to give you.




I expect him to fight me, but he just sends a GIF in which a cartoon character is sighing dramatically and saying, “Fiiiine.”

A couple of minutes later, he appears dressed in jeans, his Vipers jacket, and an expensive-looking off-white scarf, his damp hair falling across his forehead and framing his face.

Fuck, he looks so much like walking porn, I desperately want to sink my teeth into him.

Under the dim light, I can still see the faded purple bruise around his right eye.

I noticed it yesterday when we met here for our late-night practice.

He was skating around and I went to him and touched it as an inexplicable type of fire blossomed within me.

“Who did this to you?” I asked, crowding him against the boards.

“Got into a fight.” He shoved me away. “And I told you not to fucking touch me.”

“What type of fight?”

“Just a fight.”

“Didn’t I say your face is off-limits?”

He swallowed thickly, looking at me with that furrowed brow, then he changed the subject and demanded we go play.

We did that, but then as soon as we got to the locker room, I bent him over the bench, spanked him, then fingered him as I jerked him off.

He came in seconds, and that made me come soon after, humping his ass that’s so full of my marks, it’s a masterpiece.

Now, as I look at the bruise on his face, I still wonder how he got it. Was it really a fight?

I step out from behind the wall, intending on cornering him, but before I can do that, a girl jogs toward him like a fucking ghost.

Even Preston takes a step back, and he flinches the tiniest bit before he schools his expression.

I narrow my eyes, hiding back where I came from.

“Bonsoir, Pres,” she says in French.

“Bonsoir,” he replies, his eyes meeting mine, and he pauses before he focuses back on what the girl is saying in French.

I understand almost nothing, but I can see the excitement in her eyes and the way she’s subtly flirting with him.

He replies again, smiling, and a silly idea overtakes me.

Like breaking her hand that she’s now putting on his arm as they take a selfie. Soon enough, he waves her away and stands with his back to me.

I slide behind him and wrap a hand around his neck, whispering in his ear, “Care to explain who the fuck that was?”

He shivers, his throat working up and down beneath my grip. “A fan.”

“Do your fans touch you so liberally?”

“No, they don’t, which is why I pulled away and sent her packing.”

“You speak French?”

“Yes, considering I’m half French and all.” He uncurls my fingers from around his neck and faces me, lips pursing slightly. “Why are you here, Marcus?”

“I came to see you.”

“You saw me last night.”

“Not enough.”

His mouth parts, just like that time three years ago when he was lying beneath me, but then he clears his throat and the expression is gone just like that. “You said you have something for me. What is it?”

I reach into my pocket and pull out two candies. “Here.”

“Seriously?” he scoffs as I unwrap one. “You got me out here just for some stupid candy?”

“It’s not stupid.” I place it at his mouth. “Open.”

His lips part the slightest bit as he lets me push the ball between them until my index finger brushes against the soft cushion.

Fuck. He looks so beautiful and raw. Just like a long time ago. Just like three years ago.

I need to touch him more, delve inside him deeper.

I’m about to slide my finger in farther with the candy, but a vibration echoes in the air.

His phone.

That seems to snap him out of it, because his eyes widen as he steps back, pushing the ball to one corner of his cheek.

If I catch the motherfucker who interrupted me…

It better not be Callahan. He’s at the top of my shit list lately.

Truly, I’m sure Preston would’ve let me toy with his mouth a bit just now. Maybe he would’ve let me touch him three years ago if I’d managed to actually take that step.

Preston pulls out his phone, stares at it, then lifts his eyes toward me. “I need to go back.”

“See you next week.” I put the other piece of candy in his palm, and he shoves it into his pocket.

“See you later.”

“How do you say that in French?”

“À plus.”

“Sounds hot. Speak more French to me.”

Preston’s eyes narrow. “T’es terriblement beau, ce soir.”

“Yeah? What’s that mean?”

“It means you’re terribly annoying tonight.”

I smile and he purses his lips before he turns away, but then he stops and sighs heavily as he removes his scarf and throws it at me. “Your hands are cold.”

He pauses, throws a look at me, and leaves, but I can’t stop smiling as I loop his scarf around my neck, inhaling him.

So I lied.

I understand enough French to know beau doesn’t mean “annoying.”

It means beautiful.

It means hot.

Preston looked me dead in the eye and said I was “terribly beautiful tonight,” and then tried to pass it off as an insult.

This idiot.

He has no idea how close he is to being mine.
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MARCUS


Me


You’re ignoring me again.




Preston


Observation skills on point. Want a cookie?




Three weeks ago, in that alley, what did I tell you would happen if you don’t keep in touch?




About that. I decided it sounded like a threat after all, so it doesn’t count. Better luck next time. Now, shoo and stop annoying me.




Didn’t seem like I was annoying you when you came all over my fingers two days ago. Your cock was throbbing like crazy as you moaned my name.




I did NOT moan your name.




Yes, you did. You said ‘Marcus, deeper’ in that erotic gruff voice, remember? It made me fuck you harder with my fingers, and you took three of them like a champ.




Keep talking and I’ll stab you with a butter knife and feed you to my dogs slowly.




As much as I find your attempts to deflect with violent threats adorable, it’s not going to fly tonight. We need to talk.




No, thanks. I’d rather impale myself with a blunt sword seppuku style than go through the hassle.




Are you that scared of literally having a conversation with me?




Bitch, please. I’m not scared of anyone. Least of all you.




But you are, Preston. You’re terrified at the notion of spending any time with me if it doesn’t involve hockey, spanking you, or cornering you in that locker room and making you come. You immediately shut down as soon as you orgasm and still punch me whenever I try to touch you softly. You shot down my invitations to spend Christmas or New Year’s together, just because that means trying something outside the usual sexual frenzy you’re comfortable with. If that’s not being scared, I don’t know what is.




Are you psychoanalyzing me, because yikes. Not sure if you’re an amateur psychiatrist, but I’m refusing your services. I have enough doctors who give your feeble attempts a run for their money.




Do those doctors prescribe you those pills? What are they for?




Have you been going through my shit?




No, I saw them accidentally the other day. They had no label, so I’ve been wondering.




They’re crazy-people pills.




Be serious.




I am serious. Surely, you’ve heard of us. The crazy people whose heads tell them to kill and hurt others. The criminally insane who are considered a threat to society. Available on Netflix in the glorious true crime section.




What’s your diagnosis?




It’s called none of your fucking business.




Fine. You don’t have to tell me if you don’t want to.




Stop acting so high and fucking mighty. You don’t have to tell me if you don’t want to? Fuck you, bitch. Get over yourself.




Do you want me to push? Is that it?




[image: middle finger]




That’s not communication, Preston. Don’t be childish.




Guess what? I AM childish. And fuck you, asshole. Stop getting into my business just because I allow you to touch me. So what if I enjoy what happens in the locker room? Shocking news—I enjoy a LOT of things. Doesn’t make them special.




Keep lying to yourself if it helps you sleep at night.




Helps me sleep just fine. You, on the other hand, seem clingy. That new for you or just a side effect of whatever savior complex you have?




You were the clingy one the other day when you held on to me with all your might as I lifted you against the door.




Don’t confuse lust with charity.




Charity?




Yeah. You seem to be incapable of keeping your hands off of me, so I’m just going with the flow. Always had a soft spot for the unprivileged.




Liar. You don’t give a fuck about the unprivileged.




New hobby. It’s like picking up a stray dog. Makes me feel good at the moment, but it’s fleeting.




Did you just say fleeting?




Yes, fleeting. Know your place, Marcus. You’re just noise between pills.




In that case, let’s silence the noise.




What?




Since you’re being so benevolent by catering to my whims and allowing me to touch you, I’m happy to tell you I got my fill and will now move on to my next conquest. You won’t have to put up with this “charity case” anymore and can go back to the dull life you had before I came along. I can’t say you were a good sport, but it was fun while it lasted.




Did you just call ME a fucking conquest?




Would fling make you feel better? Surely, you’ve had plenty of those. What’s one more?




You don’t seem to know who the fuck you’re messing with.




Obviously not, considering you never talk to me. Congratulations. From now on, I’m sparing you the hassle.




That was the last exchange I had with Preston.

Which was a couple of days ago.

Since then, I’ve focused on practice, work, and going to the club with the guys. I’ve done everything in my might to remain completely in the zone.

Because I have an important game to win tomorrow, and I won’t let an insignificant fucking asshole ruin my focus.

And yet as I practice drills on my own in the Stanton Wolves’ arena late at night, an unnatural tension coils in my muscles.

I glide to a halt in the center, pulling the puck toward me.

It’s better to stop practicing than cause an unwanted injury when we’re this far out in the championship.

Problem is, hockey is the only method I have to purge this morbid rage that’s tucked right beneath the surface.

And I refuse to think it’s there because tonight at this time, I’d normally be in Vipers Arena, where a certain blond-haired, green-eyed prince would be waiting for me with a challenge in his eyes.

I wonder if he’s in the arena right now, clad in his compression shirt, gliding along the ice with enough elegance to look like a figure skater⁠—

No.

I don’t give a fuck what Preston is doing.

He obviously considers me a booty call of sorts, so there’s no reason why I’d be thinking about him.

It’s been, what? Close to five weeks since I picked up that ritual before game nights. Three since we started meeting once a week, even during the winter break, but Preston refuses the very notion of meeting outside or without hockey and sex involved. Sometimes we practice first, sometimes I corner him and leave him no choice but to enjoy my fingers, mouth, and cock.

After that night in the alleyway over three weeks ago, I thought maybe he’d open up a bit. He was obviously jealous of Dahlia, and when I asked her about it, she said that Preston started to treat her differently after he found out we were together at one point.

He’d also warmed up to me two weeks ago—or as much as Preston can. He did give me his scarf and call me beautiful.

So I held out hope that he’d come around, but that was wishful thinking.

Preston runs hot and cold—more cold than hot.

Sometimes, he’ll look at me with those parted lips and expectant eyes, and I feel like I have the real Preston to myself. An older version of the seven-year-old boy I could never forget.

But then, I try to get closer, like touch his face or ask about a bruise I notice on his side and stomach, and he’ll push me away.

I started to notice he gets into a lot of fights, considering he has other marks aside from the ones I’d leave on his ass.

Which I found odd since Preston isn’t overly physical on the ice. I’d assumed he was the same off the ice, but then again, I saw him stab someone in cold blood in his family’s forest.

Whenever I tried to ask what type of fights he was getting himself into, he’d completely shut down. If I touched him, I’d get kicked or punched or both because that’s how he responds to things he can’t control.

With excessive, brutal, oftentimes impulsive violence.

It’s like he acts before he can think, as he usually wears this look that screams, “I didn’t mean to do that.” He’d even tighten his body, waiting for me to hit him back. Not that I would, but he fully expected it.

And something about that entire reaction sits wrong with me.

Sat wrong with me.

Because I clearly ended this charade.

Or attempted to, anyway.

Thing is, Preston will not let that slide. One, despite his happy-go-lucky image and the humor he wears like armor, he’s a bit of a control freak. That means he won’t let me be the one who ends whatever fucked-up arrangement we have.

Two, and most importantly, he’s lying about how it’s only me who’s into him. He clearly looks forward to the nights we meet, considering his colorful threatening texts the days leading up to it. It’s his type of foreplay, so to speak.

He also loves it when I shove him against the locker and make him take it, even if he’s still visibly uncomfortable with any form of aftercare.

He’ll moan and groan and say the filthiest words when I’m spanking him or giving him head, but then he’ll squirm and try to wiggle out of my hold when I attempt to massage his bruised skin or caress him gently.

Not to mention that he’s still a bit apprehensive about me fingering his ass. I’ve been doing it religiously so that he’ll get used to it, whispering things like, “You need to fit my fingers so you can take my cock,” or “Your tight hole is made for me, isn’t it?” or “Relax for me, baby, let me loosen you up.”

While he seems to enjoy it now, I’m not sure if I can take it to the next level. I’ve been dying to fuck him raw and hard and come so deep inside him, no other cock will ever go near him. It takes everything in me not to claim his tight, little hole, especially when he clenches around my fingers.

But I’ve had to force myself to slow down.

He’s truly like an injured animal sometimes, balking at the merest hint of change.

The other day, after he came down my throat and watched me swallow his cum with hooded eyes, he looked away, hesitating before he said, “You might want to stop sucking my dick if you believe I’ll return the favor.”

“You think I’m sucking your cock so you’ll return the favor?”

“I don’t know. Isn’t that what’s expected? I’m not the gay one. Anyway, I’ll never get on my knees or put your cock in my mouth.”

“Why not?”

“I’m telling you it’s not going to happen, and that’s that.”

Then he stormed out, confirming a little theory I had.

Preston is fine with me doing all the work, but he clearly feels out of his element when I ask him to do anything.

Even grabbing our cocks that time in the alley seemed to make him uneasy.

Probably because he’s been straight his whole life, and the prospect of touching me drives the entire sexuality change home.

Or maybe he simply doesn’t like touching me.

At any rate, I had to put some distance between us because he’s getting too comfortable with his push-and-pull games. But I also realize Preston isn’t the type who sits back and does nothing.

He’ll probably wait until after tomorrow’s game.

As for what he’ll do, I’m not sure. Maybe wreak havoc in my arena again.

With a sigh, I finish practice, tidy up, and then hit the showers.

As I’m leaving the building, I pause in the parking lot when the smell of fuel hits me. I lift my head, my eyes widening as the flames mount to the sky slowly but surely.

My bike is on fire.

And right in front of it, on the concrete, there’s a sentence written in what looks like blood.

I destroy what I can’t have.
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Our house in Stantonville isn’t much, but it’s two stories high with a small garden where Mom plants the colorful flowers she loves so much.

We moved a lot during my childhood, from one rental to another until Mom could afford a mortgage on this place when I was around six.

She spent all her days off doing DIY renovations, and I helped her over the years to make it ours.

After high school, I had the chance to live in the dorms at Stanton River College, but I couldn’t leave Mom alone. Not yet. She works most night shifts anyway, so it’s not like I can’t bring friends over. I just choose not to. I don’t trust those fuckers from the team not to ruin the perfect order Mom and I have in our place.

For most of my life, this little house has been my safety. The place I go back to when I need to tune out the outside noise or the internal emptiness.

Sometimes, I’ll be greeted with the smell of pancakes after early practice. Other times, it’s the burning smell of a ruined Mexican food recipe Mom learned from Mrs. Rodriguez next door.

Since Mrs. Rodriguez babysat me a lot and I hung around in her kitchen all the time, I can make the food better than Mom.

Mrs. Rodriguez tells her she should stick to saving lives, which isn’t wrong.

Mom is an amazing mother, nurse, gardener, and great at DIY, but she’s not really that good at cooking. That’s why I’m glad I at least have the skills to make her day better.

Today I go home with that thought.

I stop short when I notice the ridiculously shiny, expensive car in our driveway with a well-groomed chauffeur sitting inside. I tighten my grip on the strap of my duffle bag when I notice what’s parked right next to it.

A Ducati Panigale V4 SP2. Glossy black with carbon fiber wheels catching the porch light like a blade. It looks more like a statement piece than a machine. A bike made for collectors who care about bragging rights, not torque.

After my bike burned three days ago, this should be tempting, but it’s just an empty shell.

I barely throw a glance at it, then walk inside the house. After I remove my shoes, I abandon my bag by the door.

Mom’s footsteps echo in the now-oppressive air of our home before she stops in front of me. I lower myself so she can kiss my cheek.

It’s amazing how she’s become so petite compared to me when she used to feel like my shield against the world when I was a child.

I suppose it’s because now, I’m the one who needs to protect her, not the other way around.

Even though lines of age have appeared at the corners of her eyes, she still looks the same. Short black hair that reaches her shoulders, big, expressive brown eyes that have always reflected the world in bright colors.

“Welcome back, sweetie.”

“Hi, Mom.” I glance over her head. “We have uninvited company?”

“He said he wanted to give you a gift.” She strokes my arm. “I know how much you loved that bike, and even though you’ve been quiet, I’m aware losing it must’ve been a blow.”

Mom thinks it got stolen, not actually burned by some emotionally-paralyzed asshole.

“So you told Dad?” I ask.

“Kinda? Anyway, he brought the monster sitting outside.”

“Thanks for the thought, but I don’t need his gifts.”

“Marcus.” She sighs. “He’s your dad. You can accept his money.”

“I thought you said we don’t need it?”

“Well, we don’t, but it’ll take you a long time of working your ass off at that garage to afford a replacement. You can just use his newfound guilt toward you and take this. Don’t you love bikes?”

“Not that one.”

She frowns, but I smile as I wrap my arm around her shoulders. “Let’s kick the intruder out, and I can make us something to eat.”

Mom smiles warmly as we walk to our living room.

Dad is sitting on the sofa, his arm thrown over the back and his legs crossed as he stares at his phone, looking bored.

The man is still the same. Unreadable expression. Cold, soulless eyes, an unperturbed presence.

There was a time when I thought I could reach him if I tried harder, but really, it wouldn’t have mattered what I did. I was the “useless” child he never wanted until he lost his precious heirs.

But as I stare at him, there’s this nagging realization that we’re so alike, it’s disturbing.

As much as I care about my mom, my personality is like his, not hers. The cold ruthlessness. The complete disregard for emotions.

And maybe it’s better that way. After all, it takes a monster to fight a monster.

Mom clears her throat and Dad finally looks up from his phone.

“Marcus,” he says with that voice of nothingness.

And I nod back. “I thought I told you not to come here again.”

He narrows his eyes as Mom elbows me.

His face relaxes in an instant. “Too bad I don’t take orders from you.”

“Can you not fight the moment you see each other?” Mom sighs. “Just give him the keys and leave, Andrew.”

Dad pulls the keys from his pocket. “Heard you lost your ride due to theft, which wouldn’t have happened if you’d moved to the house I gave you in Graystone Ridge, June.”

“And live amongst people like you?” Mom scoffs. “Not in this lifetime.”

He lets out a breath and hangs the keys in the air. “You can have this one, Marcus.”

“But only if I agree to come to your side?”

He throws a dismissive hand as he stands up, buttoning his jacket. “You’ll do that eventually, whether you like it or not.”

“We’ll see about that.”

He walks into my space until we’re toe to toe, his dead eyes boring into mine. “Is this confidence coming from whatever nonsensical deal you made with Serena?”

I remain quiet. It doesn’t matter that he knows, he was bound to anyway, but he won’t be able to stop it.

Mom, however, is eyeing me closely.

“I’m your father. Hers and yours. If you believe your little games will work on me, you don’t seem to know who you’re dealing with.”

My spine tightens. That’s almost the same sentence Preston used before he burned down my bike.

Then he proceeded to text me like a maniac.

Preston


If you want a new bike, say you’re sorry you overstepped. I can be benevolent and forgive you.




Hey. Are you listening?




Come to Vipers Arena now.




I blocked him.

The next day, he got a new number.

Did you fucking block me? ME?




Are you ignoring me right now?




This bitch. If you don’t reply to me immediately, I’ll cut you into tiny pieces and feed you to your teammates.




I blocked him again.

The Vipers won only because of Kane and Jude. Preston had one of his worst performances of the season. Yes, I watched a replay.

Not that my performance was top-notch, but I at least used the opportunity to blow off steam.

And now, I have to deal with Dad on top of everything that prick Preston has done.

“Hey.” Mom snaps her fingers in his face. “Don’t speak to him in that tone or threaten him under my roof, you hear me?”

“I’m only setting his expectations correctly.” Dad cocks his head to the side. “The only reason you still play hockey and live in this house in this rundown town is because I’m allowing you to finish your last year of college in peace. It’s by no means because I’m backing down due to your and Serena’s ridiculous attempts to outsmart me. I made both of you, remember?”

“You made nothing, asshole!” Mom shouts, pushing at his chest. “Leave him alone or I will strangle you.”

“I’ll walk you out, Dad.” I pull myself from Mom after patting her shoulder, then head toward the door, not waiting for him to follow.

He eventually does, and I close the door of the house and walk to his car.

The driver rushes out and opens the rear door, but Dad doesn’t get in. Instead, he dangles the soulless bike’s keys in front of my eyes.

I shove both hands in my pockets. “Take that bike with you.”

“I won’t use it to force your hand. You don’t have to worry. For now.”

“I’m still not interested.” I jut my chin toward the bike. “If you knew even the tiniest thing about my love for bikes, you’d realize I prefer ones with mechanical advancements that are meant to be ridden. This, on the other hand, is what a rich man thinks his son should want—status over substance.”

His expression is unchanging as he throws the keys on the ground. “Forget it if you don’t want it. You can have it totaled.”

“I’d appreciate it if you don’t show up here again.”

The corner of his lips lifts in that almost smile that he wears like a mask. “You can’t pretend I don’t exist forever.”

“I can try.”

“I’m your father, Marcus.”

“You didn’t seem to care about being my father that much when you had other male heirs.”

“It worked out well for you, no?”

“What?”

“You lived normally—as normally as one can in this ghetto.” He throws a look of distaste at the neighborhood.

All the rich people from godforsaken Graystone Ridge seem to think we’re pests they can just look down their noses at.

Dad.

Serena.

That motherfucker Preston.

“Would you have preferred I snatched you from your mother’s arms? Because I could’ve done that, and June couldn’t have stopped it no matter what she tried. You would’ve been brought up by an army of nannies and teachers and molded into whoever and whatever I wanted.” He stands taller. “The only reason you were raised by your mother is because I allowed it.”

“Well, thank you for your sacrifice. It must’ve hurt to throw away the kid you never really wanted.”

“You’re welcome. I do expect to be paid back in full.” He steps toward the door, then pauses. “I have one piece of advice for you.”

“Do I have to hear it?”

“Stay away from Preston.”

I tap my thumb against my middle finger once. “No idea what you’re talking about.”

“You know exactly what I’m talking about.” His dead eyes bore into mine. “Not sure if he told you, but no homosexuality nonsense is tolerated in Vencor. You’re not a member yet, so you’re safe—for now, but he’ll get his head chopped off.”

What the fuck type of rule is that?

Also, just how much does Dad know? Does he have spies on me or something? I would’ve felt it if someone was following me, no?

“I still have no clue what you’re talking about,” I say.

Dad releases a sigh. “Listen, that young man is pathologically troubled, no matter how much his father likes to pretend otherwise. He’s impulsive, reckless, and doesn’t consider consequences, which is a death sentence in our world. It’s only a matter of time before he gets himself killed. You, on the other hand, are extremely intelligent and calculative, with the right survival instinct. You and Preston are not on the same level and never will be. Don’t stoop to his special corner at the bottom. Do you understand what I mean?”

I make a noncommittal nod just to get rid of him.

For a moment, I consider asking him what exactly Preston suffers from, but I feel like that would be a betrayal. Besides, I prefer Preston tell me himself.

Not that he would with the way things are lately.

As Dad’s car rolls away, looking like a complete eyesore in the neighborhood, I keep staring at the bike he left behind.

Dad praised me for the first time in my life, calling me extremely intelligent and calculative, but I feel nothing.

No, actually, his words and complete disregard for Preston felt as if he were punching me in the gut.

Preston is extremely intelligent, too. He just has impulse-control issues that I’m almost sure are a coping mechanism of sorts.

It’s disturbing how much I want to delve deep inside him and pick him apart piece by piece.

I’ve never been this interested in another human being before, and it’s creeping me out.

Not enough to stop me from playing this push-and-pull game, though.

My phone vibrates and I fetch it.

Unknown number


If you block me one more time…




Block.

I’m not angering him on purpose, but he needs to learn that there are consequences to his actions, and I’m not someone he can push around and expect to come back to him every time.

That sense of entitlement of his needs to go.

He also needs to give me more of himself.

My phone vibrates again.

Unknown number


Joke’s on you. I got dozens of numbers. You keep blocking, and I’ll keep annoying the fuck out of you.




Block.

Unknown Number


What the fuck do you even want, Marcus?




Me


That’s a good start. Speak nicely. No threatening of any sort.




You finally replied, you fucking asshole? When I catch you, I’ll fuck you up.




Block.

He’ll come around.

He has to.
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PRESTON


For as long as I can remember, there’s been a buzz that lives in my mind.

A loud whine eternally buried in my brain, lurking behind every word, every action, and every waking moment.

My brain and I call it the static.

You know, that thing that happens when you hear your own thoughts. Like a stream of consciousness of sorts, like you’re having a conversation with your alter ego before talking in the real world.

Only, for me, it’s loud and won’t shut up, not even during sleep. That time is its playground.

Let’s make Preston’s nightmares as action-heavy as we can, says the static to the brain, flipping between the channels, pulling on the strings as if I’m a marionette.

Sometimes, I think the static and my brain are one and the same.

Because I certainly don’t want to be stuck with the constant annoying buzz that never lets up unless I’m heavily medicated.

And by heavily, I mean it has to be a dose large enough that I can barely move my sluggish body around.

To kill the static is to kill my brain or douse it so much, it won’t be able to make any noise.

Which is what I’ve done tonight, swallowing the strong medication reserved for my extra-severe episodes.

Jude would kill me.

Kane, too, probably.

They don’t like it when I take these special concoctions when I’m not in their presence.

Jude would actually rather take me on a ride or a killing spree than watch me be a zombie.

“You don’t like it either, do you?” he told me when I asked him why he’s so against my magic potion, made by his brother, no less. “You’re clearly uncomfortable with those meds because they practically erase your inhibitions and make you defenseless, which is bound to trigger your traumatic memories.”

“The whole point of Julian’s special meds is that I feel nothing, so, technically, no trauma shit happens.”

“Technically doesn’t mean fully.” He grabbed my shoulder. “I want to be here when you take them, Pres. That way, you know no one will fucking touch you under my watch.”

“Don’t be dramatic.”

“Promise me.”

“Aw, you love me that much?”

“Promise, Preston.”

“Fine.”

Obviously, I broke the promise, but listen, technically, I didn’t take the meds unsupervised. Technically, I hinted to Dr. Duret that I would need a crutch today. You know, to deal with a certain anniversary I loathe with everything in me.

“How about finding loved ones, Preston?” she blabbered. “Like Jude? Kane? Your father?”

Jude, nah. He’s dealing with his own shit, looking like the walking dead lately, and I’m not a kid.

Kane is unavailable and busy chasing Delaware in another state. Dude even missed a game, which is a real blasphemy that should be recorded in history books.

As for Dad, I’d rather choke on my own vomit than let him see me like this.

He already thinks I’m the most failing failure to have ever failed, and I’m not confirming his theories. Thank you very much.

He’s been calling me nonstop since this morning and has probably sent Lenin to drag my ass back, but they can’t find me here.

At the top of the cliff.

I’m parked so close to the edge, I can feel the wind rocking the car as I take a sip from the bottle of my beloved Jack Daniels.

Because Jude is right, I’m not completely numbed out—at least, not yet—and alcohol helps dull that grating noise scraping at the edges of my brain.

Scratch.

Scratch.

Scratch.

On and on, it mimics the ruthless howl of the wind in the dark emptiness.

It’s like a song stuck in my head, but it’s harsh and wrong, and I can’t get rid of it no matter how much I douse my throat with alcohol.

I pull out a lighter from my pocket. It’s glittery black and has the initials V.D.A. engraved in a silver color that shines under the soft light of the car.

Valérie D. Armstrong.

My entire childhood, I watched Mom use this lighter to smoke her dainty cigarettes. She said it was a gift from Dad before he threw her away.

“You were one bitter woman, Ma.” I scoff, my voice sounding like it’s coming from underwater. “Till the very end, you never admitted that you and Dad just didn’t work out.”

She was a French socialite who loved a luxurious lifestyle and fine wine. He was…well, Dad. Never smiled as much as her, never loved life as much as she did. Never sang spontaneously around the house.

Probably never loved money as much either. Power, yes. Money, no. It doesn’t matter to him, not really.

He was born in it; she wasn’t. I later found out that she fought her way to the top after escaping an abusive childhood in France that she never talked about.

Mom was beautiful, having bestowed me with her ethereal looks. After the divorce, she found countless men at her doorstep, all ready to gift her with her luxurious lifestyle.

But no matter what she had, it was never…enough.

Dad gave her a mansion for us to live in as well as a generous alimony. Mom said he didn’t give us even zero-point-five percent of his fortune and that he just didn’t love us enough, because he wanted to get rid of us and start a new family.

The men who came into her life after my dad never measured up to him in wealth or power, and although she got whatever she wanted from them, she wasn’t satisfied. I had to hear about it as she drowned herself in her favorite bottle of wine.

They weren’t rich enough. They weren’t generous enough. Just not enough.

Even if she’d gone back to Dad—whom she hated because he was the only man who told her no—she would’ve been dissatisfied with him after a while.

It was the reason for their divorce in the first place. She kept pushing him for more, nagging and starting fights on the regular. She’d shout the house down in her drunken episodes, waking me up from sleep.

I used to watch from the corner of the stairs as their endless fights dragged on and on.

Until Dad had enough and let her go.

She never forgave him for that. Until the day she died.

“He’s the reason I’m like this,” she told me once, crying over her own vomit after I put my fingers in her mouth.

That’s what I learned to do when she got too drunk. I had to make her vomit, then take her to her room and help her wash her hair. After that, I’d tuck her in as she mumbled words I couldn’t understand.

“I love you, Preston, you know that, right?” She sniffled and stroked my hair. “Mon petit chou…mon trésor.”

My sweet little one.

My treasure.

That’s what she always called me.

That’s what made me stay by her side even though sometimes, she was too busy feeling sorry for herself, getting drunk, and chasing a high that never came.

And when she finally saw me that night exactly fifteen years ago, broken and just…an empty fucking shell, she couldn’t bear it.

I lean back against the car seat, staring at the lighter.

The images from that day coming in small lightning flashes.

My jaw hurts as hushed, broken grunts fill my ears and the stench of cologne and overpowering mint gags me. A brick sits on top of me, completely immobilizing me.

But it’s okay.

Because I’m staring at the ceiling, at those little stars in my room. They look like me sometimes, far away and disconnected and just…not here.

Not sure why, all of a sudden, my dead eyes stare at my door. I used to look at my door weeks ago.

When this brick came to my room the first time and I couldn’t breathe.

“Maman?” I called out stupidly that time, thinking she’d come to check on me.

But it wasn’t Mom.

Not that time.

Not the next.

I guess a part of me knew she’d come for me at some point.

She’d know.

She’d feel it.

Jude says moms know. Moms should know.

She’d save me.

I waited and waited, and she finally came.

Today.

She’s standing right there in her white silk robe, her face nearly turning the same color as the fabric.

I’ve always wanted Mom to come, but in this moment, I wish she hadn’t.

I’ve never seen that look in Mom’s eyes. Not even the day I left Dad’s house with her, not even when her friend died.

Her beautiful face blanches, her eyes becoming hollow as she trembles uncontrollably, two lines of tears sliding down her cheeks.

My mom is crying, and all I want to do is to go to her.

Help her.

But I can’t move.

All I can do is watch as she walks toward me, her legs barely holding her as tears stream down her cheeks and onto her neck.

In one single motion, she grabs a lamp from the side of the bed and hits him—the brick that was on top of my chest.

She hits him so hard, letting out a roar that pierces my ears, a roar I can still hear in my dream.

A roar that will deafen me till the day I die.

She hits him, my mom, and he falls forward, then smacks his head on the headboard and drops sideways to the floor.

Mom gathers me in her arms and sobs uncontrollably in my hair.

“I’m sorry,” she says, her voice intertwined with hiccups. “Pardonnez-moi, mon chou (forgive me, my darling)…so sorry…so, so sorry.”

She repeats that over and over and over again in English, in French—mostly in French—her words barely audible.

But it doesn’t matter. Because Mom finally saved me.

I wrap my arms tighter around her, burrowing my nose in her chest as she crushes me closer.

Mom smells of wine and her delicate Jasmine perfume. She smells of safety and love.

“It’s okay,” I whisper. “I’m okay, Ma. Stop crying, please?”

That only makes her cry harder, her sobs echoing in the air.

I don’t know how long we stay like that, but eventually, she carries me out of my room, locks it with a key, and takes me to her room.

But she doesn’t stop crying as she takes me to the shower and washes me or as she tucks me in bed and kisses my forehead.

She wipes her eyes, but a new wave of tears appears and she breaks down again.

I wipe her eyes. “Pleure pas, Ma. Je t’aime (Don’t cry, Mom. I love you).”

“Je t’aime plus fort, mon petit trésor (I love you more, my little treasure). Mom knows the problem now. Go to sleep. Mommy will take care of it.”

“Really?”

“Really.”

“Can you sing me a lullaby?”

“‘Fais dodo’?”

I nod excitedly. “Yes!”

She hugs me close to her quaking chest, her fingers stroking my damp hair. Her voice fills the room and my ears like my favorite memories. “Fais dodo, mon petit trésor (Sleep now, my little treasure)…”

That was the last time I saw my mother.

Alive, at least.

The following day, I woke up to find Dad by my bedside.

He also hugged me while wearing that guilty expression. Similar to the one Mom had.

I didn’t like it.

Mom and Dad never hugged me that much. Especially Dad.

Then I realized he did that because Mom died in an accident.

It wasn’t an accident—she killed herself by swallowing a bottle of pills.

The note I later found only read, “I’m sorry, Preston. Really sorry. I hope you’ll forgive me one day.”

Dad didn’t give me that note, Grandma did, years later when I started acting out—because she hates me for being a failure.

As she handed me that note, she said, “You already killed your mother. Don’t even think about ruining your father’s life as well.”

Dad still thinks I believe Mom died of alcohol poisoning, which is the story he promoted. He probably doesn’t want me to blame myself for her death.

Or maybe he cares about the family’s image.

Doesn’t matter, though. Because whether it was alcohol poisoning or suicide, I knew I was the reason.

She said she’d take care of it, and her method to do so was taking herself out.

Because she couldn’t help me.

No one can.

Not Mom, not Dad.

Not the doctors.

Not the pills.

Well, the pills can make me drown.

For a while.

My grip loosens from around the bottle of alcohol and it falls by the passenger seat, spilling on the floor.

I know I should reach for it, but my body’s floating, outside, like those free stars on the ceiling of my childhood bedroom.

Floating and floating and…

Gone.

Like my mom.

Maybe I should go talk to her.

Hey, Mom. Why did you leave me?

You said Dad left me but that you’d never do the same, so why…?

Am I that disgusting?

Am I that…unsightly?

If I drive down this cliff, maybe I’ll find her at the bottom, then maybe she’ll tell me why she was that terrified when she saw me.

If I could go back, I’d lock the door so she wouldn’t see and decide to leave me.

I would be quiet—I’d be so quiet—even if it hurt. Even if I couldn’t breathe.

I would…save her from seeing me like that.

My phone lights up, and I grab it with lethargic movements and a shaky hand.

Jude?

Maybe he needs to come find me or I’ll really drive this car over the cliff.

Instead of Jude, I see another name flashing on the screen. The one I so theatrically named The Fucker Who Blocked Me.

I should decline, but I swipe to accept, putting the phone on speaker because I can’t be bothered to lift it to my ear.

“You bought me a bike instead of talking to me?” he asks as soon as I pick up.

“Hmm.”

“Would it kill you to actually have a conversation instead of throwing money at me?”

“That’s all I have. Money.”

“You sound like my father.”

“Hello, daddy issues. Let’s start a support group.”

He pauses, and I think he’ll hang up and block me again. That’s what he’s been doing over the past two weeks.

Just getting on my fucking nerves.

He made me get used to the fuckery he started, then pulled the rug from beneath my feet.

I know I shouldn’t care. I’m the one who always pushed him away. I should be celebrating that he finally left me alone.

But over the past two weeks, I’ve been feeling so hollow, not even Lenin’s beating sessions have been able to fill the emptiness.

All because this prick erased me as if I never existed.

It fucked me up in ways I don’t fully understand. Yes, I know it’s my pathological attachment issues, but I shouldn’t have them for Marcus.

He’s a nobody.

“What’s wrong?” he asks, his voice losing the bite from earlier.

“Nothing’s wrong. I’m just having an awesome party with all the girls I fucked, which is a lot, by the way. Marcus who? Don’t know him.”

“You sound different.”

I chuckle, but even that takes too much energy. “I’m just high.”

“Where are you?”

“Are you gonna come find me? Wow. I’m so touched, I thought you preferred to block me.”

“Where are you, Preston?”

“On the cliff overlooking Graystone Ridge. You can see the whole town from here. Whoa.” I stare out at the blurry lights. “Mom can’t see this anymore, you know.”

There’s movement on his end. “Why not?”

“She’s dead, genius. Killed herself because I’m such a failure.”

“You? A failure? I thought you were the best man to have ever been born. God’s gift to humans.”

“I’m not. I just say that in case I believe it one day.”

Fuck, why am I telling him this?

The sound of an engine reaches me from the other end, and I pause. “Is that the bike?”

“Yeah. I want to test it out before I return it to you.”

“Don’t return it. I burned yours and you didn’t destroy my car like I thought you would, so…yeah. Jude said that bike was your only mode of transportation.”

“And you felt sorry for me?”

“Maybe.”

“Will you throw money at me every time you feel sorry for me?”

“If you want.”

I lean against the steering wheel, my head twisted to the side so I can look at the phone. Then I turn the volume all the way up because the sound of his gruff voice makes me feel like I’m floating among those stars again.

Maybe this time, that small safety won’t disappear like Mom did.

“You’ll be my sugar daddy?” he asks with a bit of a smile in his voice.

“Sure.”

“I’m extremely expensive.”

“I’m rich. I can afford you.”

“I don’t want your money, baby.”

“Then what do you want?”

“You.”

My heart squeezes and I frown. Need the doctors to look this shit up. Can someone have heart cancer?

Heart malfunction?

“I thought we were done,” I whisper, my voice barely audible.

“Do you want that?”

“You’re the one who ended it, prick. But I knew you’d come back. You can’t resist me, can you?”

“No.”

I swallow and remain quiet. I only said that to provoke him, but the low spoken word makes my stomach flip.

Christ.

This isn’t only because of the drugs, is it?

“Preston? Are you there?”

“Hm.”

“If I’m coming back to you, it needs to be different this time.”

“Different how?”

“You can’t keep hiding from me and expecting me to be satisfied with scraps of you.”

“It’s just sex, Marcus. Why do you have to make it complicated?”

“Complicated?”

“Yes, complicated. Feelings are fucking complicated. Can’t we…” I breathe harshly. “Can’t we just have what we have?”

“No.”

“Why the fuck not?”

“Because I’m not your booty call. You don’t get to discard me the moment you’re done with my body.”

“But that’s what we are! You also think of me as your booty call.”

“No, I don’t.”

“N-no?”

“Correct. No. I want more of you.”

“No, you don’t.”

“I do.”

“You don’t even know me. You don’t know that I…” don’t exist.

I stopped existing a long time ago. I’m just Preston without a soul. Preston failed reboot. Preston made of nothing

“Don’t know what?”

The words choke me, never finding their way out.

The air thickens. It’s not air anymore—it’s water. Dense and slow, it slides down my throat when I inhale. My body moves through it, sluggish and wrong, the world muffled like it’s happening under the surface.

The phone falls from my hand and clatters to the floor. I try to reach out to it, but I don’t move.

I can’t.

I’m being flooded by thick, muddy water as the static ignites in my brain.

“Preston?”

I can’t breathe.

“Fuck… Preston, can you hear me?”

I open my mouth, but only a strangled sound comes out as I gurgle on the water filling my throat.

“Preston! Say something.”

Stay away.

Stay the fuck away from me.

I look up and I can almost see them, the stars amongst which I used to float and float.

The stars I used to see Mom’s and Dad’s faces on, hoping they’d come and get me.

Help, Mommy.

Help me, Daddy.

Help.

It hurts.

Help.

It really hurts.

Help.

I can’t breathe.

Someone please help me breathe.

I want…to breathe.

“Mon trésor (my treasure)…”

I gasp on water as Mom stands in front of the car in her white nightgown, tears sliding down her cheeks. She’s in the dark, my mom, barely visible within the shadows.

With a shaky finger, I flip open the lighter so I can see her better.

It falls from my hand, and a small fire surrounds me, its heat licking my cheeks.

“Mom, I’m here. Mom…”

“I’m sorry,” she whispers, reaching her hand toward me. “I’m so sorry.”

“It’s okay… I can live with you, Mom. Dad doesn’t love me, so we can love each other…”

Her tears turn into blood, dripping over her collarbones, soaking her nightgown in red.

“Mom…”

“If you hadn’t been born, I wouldn’t have died.”

“Mom…?”

Her face turns solid red, and I scream as I hit the gas. “Mom!”

“Preston!”

My head whips to the side, my vision blurry as harsh lights blind me.

A hand shoots toward me and opens the door, then I’m yanked out so powerfully and harshly, I don’t understand what’s going on.

I’m lying on top of a muscular chest, strong arms wrapped around my back as a loud bang echoes in the air.

My fuzzy eyes look back as the car explodes.

My car.

The one I was in seconds ago.

Oh. Was I going to die?

“Are you okay?” A gloved hand grabs my cheek, pulling my attention to the man who dragged me out.

Marcus.

We’re half sitting on the dirt with me practically crushing him as the embers surround us like stars.

His eyes shine with a rare darkness beneath the helmet.

He came.

And…he’s not gone.

I sluggishly push at his helmet, and he removes it, tossing it on the ground.

“Preston, can you hear me?” One of his hands is all over my face, and the other is shaking me slightly, the smell of leather jerking me back to the present.

He’s really here?

It takes effort to lift my trembling hand, then I run my fingers through his damp, dark strands and inhale him. Leather and fucked-up intoxication.

Oh.

I can breathe.

The water has disappeared, the static has dulled, and I’m just…not floating anymore.

Is it possible not to float?

“Preston?” he asks, studying me closely, and I’m watching his glistening lips as they move.

He needs to speak some more. But he doesn’t. He just sits on the dirt, his chest rising and falling heavily, his eyes locked on mine.

“You’re here…” I slur, and it’s barely audible.

“I’m here.”

It’s real. I can touch him. He’s not part of the noise or the static or the fucked-up corners of my head.

“I’m here, too,” I whisper.

“You are.”

“Right?” My pulse trips over itself, my mouth dry, my ribs aching as pressure builds in that useless organ that’s pumping blood into my veins.

He moves closer, and the space between us folds, just sort of vanishing into thin air. Why the fuck was I okay with him disappearing on me for weeks?

“You’re drunk, Preston.”

“And high on pills, so this means nothing.”

Then I claim his lips.

It’s not fire or fireworks. It’s pressure, like gravity, like someone cracked open my chest and forcibly let the light in.

He tastes like temptation and actual air. Like bad decisions wrapped in smoke. Like sin coated in blood.

And I’m ravenous.

I fist his hair as I deepen the kiss, claiming his tongue, moaning into his mouth. Marcus grunts deep in his throat, grabbing my nape, dragging me closer to kiss me harsher, like he can’t get enough.

As if, like me, he can finally breathe.

For one impossible second, I stop hearing the static.

Just his breath. Just mine.

Just this.

“Fuck.” He drags his lips from mine, and that’s when I realize there’s the sound of an engine approaching.

Marcus helps me up, and I sway, my eyes still on his lips. I…need more.

Just a tiny bit.

“I sent Kane a text when I was talking to you. So that’s probably him or Jude.” He’s speaking, but I’m not hearing him, my head kind of gravitating toward him.

He brushes his lips against mine briefly, then pulls away before I can kiss him properly, and a sort of ache blossoms between my ribs.

“I don’t think we need the complication of them seeing this.” He steadies me, his fingers lingering on my arm for a bit. “I’ll text you.”

“Mmm.”

“Baby?”

“Yeah?” I finally meet his eyes. He’s smiling now, and I think I like that smile.

“Will you be okay?”

“Don’t treat me like I’m a fucking princess.”

“There you are.” He strokes my cheek. “Good to have you back.”

And then his hand drops from my face, and he’s gone too soon.

I stand there, no longer floating—crashing down to earth as he slides on his helmet and hops on his bike.

The one I got him—after I burned his actual bike, but details.

As his engine revs, he glances back at me, but I don’t see him. He’s all bathed in black, his helmet hiding him from me, but he sees me.

All of me.

I probably look like a deranged lunatic, all smudged with dirt and smelling of alcohol and smoke. But he doesn’t look away.

For several breaths, he remains still and just…stares.

And I’m breathing harshly because, what the fuck? Why am I feeling…strange?

Another rev of an engine gets close, and Marcus drives away like a bullet in the night just as Jude speeds in my direction.

He stops beside me, throwing down his bike, then grabs a hold of me.

I’m about to kill Jude for coming here and interrupting what was probably the most surreal experience of my life.

One second, I was so dead inside that I nearly killed myself, and the next, a rush of life burst through me like an explosion.

Jude shakes me and checks me left and right, asking me questions I barely hear.

“Was that your car that blew up?”

“Did I imagine it, or was that Marcus?”

“This is because you were being reckless by burning his bike, wasn’t it?”

“Why are your eyes blown up like that—Preston Aaron Armstrong! Did you take those drugs without telling me?”

Blah, blah, blah.

All I keep thinking about is that moment of peace when my lips met Marcus’s.

And how much I need that again.

Even if it hurts.
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“Are you really not going to tell us what the fuck happened three days ago?”

I steal the puck from Jude, who just spoke, skate away with supersonic speed, and score.

Kane, Jude, and I are doing our usual nighttime practice in the rink, now that they finally realized the importance of my highness.

Only, something’s different tonight.

Kane and Jude watch me from the middle of the rink like hawks as I glide backward, then mimic a commentator’s voice. “Armstrong does it again!”

I point my stick at them. “This is the part where you make some noise, peasants.”

They’re both wearing those annoying frowns, and I pout. “No one appreciates Preston enough. I’m telling you, bitches, I’m getting new friends. Will ask my minion Hayes to put out feelers right away.”

“You can’t deflect forever.” Kane glides toward me. “We need to know what happened that night.”

“No, you don’t.” I skate to Jude’s side and wrap an arm around his shoulders. “You don’t see us throwing a bitch fit over your disappearance from the team in your quest to chase Destiny.”

“Her name is Dahlia. And I didn’t hide the facts from you, did I?”

“Don’t care. You abandoned us, and I spent nights on end crying into my pillow. Isn’t that right, Jude?”

My best friend’s frown only deepens as he watches me. It’s far from ideal, considering he’s been giving me that look faster than I can blink lately.

“Kane is right,” Jude says. “You were completely off that night. Not only did you take those meds without telling me beforehand⁠—”

“You were busy stalking Sleeping Beauty, so I didn’t think you could spare a moment for your lord and savior—me.”

His lips part, and a look of guilt passes over his face, his shoulders tightening beneath my grip.

And now, I want to kick myself in the balls for being such a dick. I mean, yeah, sure, both Jude and Kane have been busy lately. And Jude is a bit too preoccupied with exacting revenge for his mother and stalking this comatose girl—Viola, I think—who should be on Jude’s list, but he somehow isn’t killing her, so he hasn’t been nagging much about my meds.

Yes, that made me a bit sloppy, and no, it’s not his fault—it’s mine. I’m the fuckup in this friendship, not them.

And making them feel guilty for not stopping my mind from sabotaging itself is just not it.

Do better, asshole brain.

“I always have time for you.” Jude grabs both my shoulders. “You know that, right?”

“Ew, don’t give me diabetes.”

“Preston,” he says with a bit of force in his tone as he repeats, “you know that, right?”

“Yeah, just shoo. I’m allergic to cringe.”

He lets out a breath, then releases me. “Are you really not going to tell us what the fuck happened?”

Kane skates to our side, toying with his stick. “We need to know the full story to be able to take care of it.”

“It was really nothing.” I lean against my stick, speaking in my humorous tone. “Got drunk and high, which is not recommended, by the way—kids, don’t do this at home. Then I somehow spilled the bottle of alcohol as I was commemorating Mom’s death anniversary and fighting my demons—I won, incidentally. I might have had a lighter in my hand, and I could have possibly played with it, and boom! Fireworks! But I left the car in time, because I was lucid enough to know I was in danger.”

Lie.

Liar.

Would’ve totally detonated along with the car if Marcus hadn’t pulled me out. Just a fraction of a second later and I would’ve followed my mom all the way down the abyss.

My chest squeezes at the memory of Marcus.

This shit is really serious. First, it was my dick that had a malfunction because of him, and now, it’s my chest?

This needs Dr. Duret’s special black book that she scribbles in all the time. Yesterday, she said, “Don’t you think you’re brave for surviving another anniversary?”

And hell yeah, I am. Because listen up, I always want to follow the ghost of my mom to the abyss on that day. Always.

Not this year, though.

For the first time, I thought to my genius self, Why do I have to die just to ask her a few questions?

Mom abandoned me right after she complained nonstop about how Dad abandoned us. At the end of the day, he’s the one who stayed, and she chose to leave me.

So why do I have to be in pain over it all these years later?

I mean, it’s not like she chose to die. Yes, she made the decision, but suicide is complicated. For instance, it’s not that I wanted to die on her anniversary, but I could’ve.

Anyway, all of this to say, I don’t blame her. I just miss her, and I want to know why she left me.

Yesterday was the first time I thought maybe I should try to stitch up the old wound.

And no, those thoughts are totally not because of a certain leather-clad guy who pulled me out of the cliff’s fangs.

“What about Osborn?”

I lift my head toward Kane, my chest kind of doing this ridiculous thud, thud, thud thing that I need pills for stat. I already have a dozen of those, what’s one more?

“What about him?” I say nonchalantly.

“He was there,” Jude says. “There’s even a rumor on campus that he caused the explosion and nearly killed you. Some say he was watching the whole show with popcorn.”

“Did you see popcorn anywhere, big man? Because if there was and I missed out, I’ll be really pissed.”

“Point is,” Kane says. “How did he figure out you could be in danger, then proceed to text me?”

I tilt my head in his direction. So he’s been talking to Kane while blocking me?

The fucking audacity.

“Why do you have each other’s numbers?” I ask.

“We don’t. He has mine for some reason. And you’re not changing the subject, Pres. Why was Osborn there?”

I shrug. “Ask him. Shouldn’t be hard since you’re besties who are on a texting basis.”

Salty, extra sodium. Yup, that’s me.

“Did he try to blow up your car while you were in it?” Jude stands taller. “Because I don’t give a fuck what our dads say or that he’s an Osborn. I will hunt him down and kill him.”

“Bitch, please.” I pretend to yawn. “You think a nobody like Osborn can hurt me? I’m so offended right now. That’s, like, a total David and Gorilla thing.”

“Goliath,” Jude deadpans.

“They’re both big. Shut up.”

Kane’s eyes narrow the slightest. “You’re meaning to tell me that Osborn just happened to pass by?”

“How would I know? I was having the best time of my life being high and shit.” I study him again, because, yes, I’m still annoyed Marcus got in touch. He can’t be thinking about seducing him, too, right? I’ll bury him alive.

“What did he say when he texted you?”

“Something like, ‘Do you have any idea what Armstrong is doing right now on the top of a fucking cliff while he’s high?’ Considering I was out of the state at the time, naturally, I had no clue.”

“Chasing Denise.”

“Dahlia. And yes, I was far away, so I called Jude as I hit the road.”

“Making a volcano out of a mole.”

“Mountain out of a molehill,” Jude says.

“I meant it the other way. Keep up, big man.”

“I still don’t understand the Osborn angle.” Kane frowns. “It just doesn’t make any sense.”

Me neither.

How the hell did he get Kane’s number so fast, then still come for me?

I thought he hated me.

Or was done with me or what the fuck ever.

He certainly blocked me all the way to hell before that.

It was the bike, wasn’t it? He was dazzled by my riches like all of them.

And yet…

Even as I think that, I don’t believe it. Not really.

I wish he were that shallow; it would be so easy to deal with him then.

“It’s because this idiot—” Jude squeezes my shoulder. “—decided to burn Osborn’s bike out of spite. Told you he won’t sit still. He’s not the type.”

“How do you know what type he is?” I’m obviously fishing for info, because I realized with staggering perplexity that I know close to nothing about Marcus.

The man I let touch me in the obscenest ways possible and kissed out of impulse—no, we’re not talking about that, I was high and it doesn’t count—is a complete mystery.

Yes, sure. He’s the Osborn’s illegitimate child. He was brought up by a single mom who works as a head nurse in Stantonville’s hospital. He studies mechanical engineering at that hellhole SRC and has been playing hockey almost as long as we have. He earned the position of captain of the Wolves last year, and he’s a star of the college league and the god of that ghetto town.

Oh, and he’s a mechanic. Odd—but not surprising, I guess. He’s good with his hands.

Not that I’m thinking of his hands.

But anyway, all that information is basic as fuck and was obtained by a simple background check from Hayes. And yes, I ordered a background check. I might have asked Hayes for a more detailed one.

Don’t judge. Need to be prepared or some shit, as Kane always says.

The point is, I need more information about the guy who’s messing with my head.

“Have you seen him on the ice?” Jude says. “He holds grudges.”

I frown. “Osborn holds grudges? He’s as clean-cut as boring Kane over here.”

“No,” Kane says. “He’s more antagonistic, to put it lightly. You don’t watch the Wolves game replays, so you might not have noticed this, but if anyone crosses him, they’ll get it one way or another before the end of the game. Sort of like with Jude. But unlike Jude, Osborn doesn’t slam back right away, risking penalties. He’s patient and calculative, willing to let the rage simmer, then he strikes back at the exact opportune moment.”

“He’s also extremely violent,” Jude says. “Some players who’ve gone against him have ended up with permanent damage.”

“Extremely violent coming from you?” I gawk. “Who are you and what have you done to my bestie? Show yourself, Jude’s imposter!”

“Jude is right. Osborn is truly violent. You just don’t see it in full gory detail like with Jude since he’s not impulsive. His strikes are harsher because they’re premeditated.” Kane sighs. “Calculated violence is more dangerous than impulsive violence.”

Calculated violence, huh?

Was it also calculated violence when he decided to fuck with me?

Now that I think about it, during the years of rivalry, there was always this invisible string between us, and I wasn’t quite sure what it was. And while he did target me like he had a vendetta against me, I thought it was a normal hockey thing, you know?

But maybe it wasn’t?

Marcus’s fixation on me started after that game where I called his mom names. Apparently, he holds a grudge—and here I thought I was the pettiest petty of all petties—so maybe it didn’t end after he checked me all the way to Sunday.

Or won the game.

Or made me look like a goddamn fool.

Maybe this entire thing has been a game to him. Not that I treated it any differently, right?

My grip tightens around the stick as all sorts of thoughts crowd my brain and the static heightens.

“Point is,” Jude says. “Stop needlessly provoking Osborn, Preston.”

“I’m not scared of him.” I snap my fingers. “It should be the other way around. I could kill him in his sleep.”

“You could, but your father wouldn’t be thrilled about it,” Kane says. “He’s basically one of us now, though not officially for some reason.”

I narrow my eyes. “What reason?”

“Beats me.” Kane shrugs. “His father doesn’t seem to be in a hurry to bring him back.”

“I heard Julian talking to Dad the other day,” Jude says. “And apparently, Andrew told Marcus he has until he graduates, then he needs to join the family. It seems that Marcus is resistant to the idea, but he has a weakness that can be wielded against him at any time.”

I perk up. “Which is?”

“His mom. He considers her his only family.” Jude narrows his eyes. “And don’t even think about it, Pres.”

“I’m not thinking about anything!”

“You mean to tell me you won’t try to sleep with her like you did with your stepmother’s best friend just to piss him off?”

I mean, I probably would’ve a few months ago, but my dick seems to have grown a chronic illness called Marcus. “Listen, that was different.” I punch Jude in the chest. “That woman was the one Satan’s lover talked to on the phone when I was a kid. She was laughing and gloating about how she had me under control and said that I was annoyingly clingy. I had to settle scores, and you know me. I collect my debts.”

“At the expense of being beaten practically half to death by your dad’s goon?” Kane asks.

I shrug. “Worth the horrified, disgusted look on Satan’s lover’s face.”

“It won’t be worth it with Osborn,” Jude says.

“Relax. You’re acting like a drama empress.”

“It’s drama queen, Pres.”

“I upgraded you. You’re welcome.”

He shakes his head, but he stops nagging and we finish practicing some drills. Then we go home, to Jude’s place, of course. At least, he and I go—Kane ditches us to go see his girlfriend.

Jude makes sure I take my insomnia meds because I can’t really sleep without them. Never been able to since I was a kid.

You know, because once upon a time, I used to stay up all night, squirming in bed, trembling uncontrollably as horror clogged my throat in the darkness.

The only break came from the glowing stars that stared down at me as I waited.

And waited.

And waited some more.

Minutes felt like hours and hours like days as I lay there listening for that unmistakable creak in the door.

The hushed footsteps.

The deep, pungent breaths.

Now, as I stare at the dark ceiling after Jude’s finished being my nurse for the night, I still expect the door to open.

For that creak to slice through my fucked-up brain and start a riot of epic proportions.

Doesn’t matter that I only sleep with my door fully locked, and that I’ve only given the key to three people in case of an emergency: Jude, Kane, and Dad.

If it’s not them, I’d rather die.

Locked or not, I still have nightmares about that door from my childhood room creaking open, a monster rearing its head.

He even frightens the friends I had in the dark. The little stars that started to talk to me because they felt sorry for me.

I hate nighttime.

I hate lying in bed, waiting to sleep.

Not sure how someone can hate something so natural, but I do.

I always feel like I’m about to jump out of my skin with discomfort. Doesn’t matter what type of premium mattress or silky sheets I’m on. Doesn’t matter the type of incense or diffuser nonsense Jude buys religiously and puts in my room. He’s always falling for propaganda about some product that “scientifically” helps with sleep—now a lavender diffuser is vaporizing by my bedside.

This will always be the worst part of my day.

I’d rather be beaten to within an inch of my life by Lenin than this.

Pain is better than being helpless.

But pain isn’t endless, unfortunately.

My phone vibrates on the nightstand, pulling me back to the present.

I turn to my side and check it. That chronic illness I need to find medicine for squeezes my chest as I read the text.

Headache


Are we back to the ghosting game?




I scoff. So yeah, maybe I haven’t replied to his texts since that night. What? He was the one who blocked me and was playing hard to get.

So he had to pay.

Also, no idea how to deal with the pest now.

Especially after his texts that night.

Are you okay?




Jude led you away, and you were surprisingly obedient as he fawned all over you, so I assume you’re doing perfectly well.




I’ll see you before the next game. We need to talk.




There’s nothing we need to talk about. Zilch. Nada.

We’re not friends. The best we can be is fuck buddies, and he needs to accept that.

My phone vibrates again.

Headache


If you refuse to text me back, I’ll assume you’re acting like a shy virgin after you kissed me so hungrily on that cliff.




Me


I did NOT kiss you so hungrily.




Are you sure? You looked ready to crawl out of your own skin. Hard to fake that kind of passion.




I can refer you to a therapist to deal with your pathological level of delusion.




Or you can just admit you liked kissing me.




I’ve had better.




With whom?




None of your business.




You can’t tell me you’ve had a better kiss with someone else, then say it’s none of my business, Preston. I’m asking you again. Who was it?




You really want to know?




Yes.




What to do? I decided not to tell you. [image: slightly smiling face]




Preston.




Yes, Marcus?




If you don’t tell me, there will be consequences.




Oh no, should I tremble now or pencil it in for later?




The next time I see you, I’ll make your ass so red and your cock so hard, you’ll be begging to come and I won’t let you.




Bold of you to assume I’ll see you again. You’ll have to beg for three business days.




Are we playing that game again? Do you want to be blocked, is that it?




You have three seconds to reply, Preston. If I block you this time, I’ll never unblock you again.




Fuck you.




[image: ]


The next day, I go to Stantonville.

Hear me out. Yes, today is not the day before a game, and I don’t need to see the motherfucker Marcus, but I had to.

Because he dared to send the bike back.

Early this morning, Hayes told me it was delivered to the Armstrong mansion, which made Dad frown as usual and ask Hayes if I was into bikes now.

I’m not. But after classes, I drove this bike all the way to Stantonville because of a certain asshole.

I park near a corner, hidden by a graffiti-filled wall across from the shop where he works.

It’s a social experience since I’ve never seen a mechanic in real life. What? I don’t deal with my own cars.

Marcus is all alone in the shop, half buried under some shitty sedan as a leggy brunette in tight jeans stands close by, saying something I don’t hear as cars speed by on the street.

Soon, he slides out from beneath the car—that should be totaled—and hops up into a standing position.

My thoughts kind of trip over themselves and die.

Because what the fuck is he wearing?

I mean, I can see it, but how the hell is such a simple thing supposed to look like that?

Marcus is in some of those navy mechanic overalls, except the top half is tied around his waist, leaving him in a black sleeveless shirt that clings to solid, defined abs.

His shoulders look broader, arms cut and smeared with engine grease in a way that should be messy but somehow makes him look sculpted.

Decorated for a photo shoot or some shit.

A smudge slides across his forearm, another on his jaw as if they’re intentionally placed.

He wipes his hands with a rag, slow, deliberate, his forearms flexing with each drag. The muscles shift under his skin like they’re fully aware I’m staring.

No. I’m actually gawking at this point, entirely taken by the scene without my consent.

The soft glow of the afternoon sun hits him at an angle, catching on the cut line of his cheekbone and the scar that slashes through his right eyebrow. The one that should ruin his looks, but, instead, sharpens them into something unlawfully attractive.

His gray eyes flick up for a second, reflecting the light, like storm clouds condensing in the distance.

Someone interrupts my comprehensive stalking sesh.

The brunette.

I completely deleted her from the scene, but she’s now standing in front of him, half blocking my view.

She leans against her car, twirling her hair, giving him the “I’m available” smile. And Marcus—who’s on the verge of being castrated—steps closer, listens, then flashes her that fucking smirk.

He wipes a smear of oil from the back of his neck, and her eyes go wide like she just discovered a new religion.

My stomach twists as if someone reached inside and set a firecracker off.

Ridiculous.

Irrational.

It’s a feeling I shouldn’t have.

I don’t even like Marcus Osborn.

So him flirting with a random shitty sedan owner shouldn’t feel like this.

Whatever this is.

I definitely shouldn’t feel the need to march across the street, shove her aside, and tell him to stop looking like that.

Smirking like that.

Existing like that.

She laughs at something he says, and that firecracker lurking in my stomach like a monster detonates again—louder this time, sharp enough that I have to close my eyes briefly.

When I open them again, I’m already striding toward them.

No, I’m not jealous of a random woman over a man I absolutely do not want or care about or even know.

I’m just here to punish him.

And I have to remove any obstacle that’s in my way.
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MARCUS


The last person I expected to see anywhere near the shop is now storming toward me.

Jenna is saying something, but it doesn’t penetrate my ears, as I’m fully distracted by the menace walking in like he owns the place.

The first thing I notice is that Preston looks good—well, as good as he can, considering he’s visibly tense.

Possibly enraged.

A red blotch creeps up the fair skin of his neck, tinting his ears subtly.

Anger is good.

At least he’s not a ghost of himself like when I found him at the top of that cliff. High, disoriented, broken.

I’d rather see him bursting with his usual entitlement and anger than drowning in a sea of pain.

Not that I should give a damn about any of his moods, but apparently, I do—no matter how much I’ve attempted to deny it. At this point, it’s a complication I need to deal with.

Preston is a complication of epic proportions.

Someone I’m not sure how to stop from invading my thoughts non-consensually. At all times.

Like a fucking incurable chronic illness.

As he marches into the shop, it’s hard not to see just how much he doesn’t belong here.

He’s dressed in expensive jeans, an off-white sweater, and a knee-length camel-colored cashmere coat that could be smudged by the very air in the shop.

The town, even.

He should look like an eyesore in this place, but he’s just…majestic. Elegant without trying, beautiful to the point that it’s dazzling.

Some passersby on the street are glancing his way, probably without realizing it. He’s that irresistible.

The floppy golden hair parted to the side, the inquisitive green eyes, the defined set of his jaw, and the pure masculine energy he exudes are just effortlessly attention-grabbing.

I’ve always found Preston’s beauty mesmerizing. Since the time he dangled his feet while sitting on that branch in Dad’s garden.

It’s been fifteen years, but as he approaches me, I still think he’s the most beautiful specimen that ever walked the earth.

Fairy princes aren’t a mere figment of the imagination; they’re real, and Preston is the personification of those mythical beings.

Now, he’s more masculine and violent, but he still looks ethereal, possessing physical perfection. Tall, but not a giant, muscular, but not bulky, beautiful, but not soft. Looks approachable, but is actually headstrong, heartless, and sadistic.

Sometimes, like now, I feel like he’s not real. Just like that time when I mistook him for a fairy. It’s like he was supposed to belong to another universe but somehow slipped between the cracks and ended up here.

Right in front of me.

Like my untold birthday wish.

I find myself fantasizing about blinding each and every person who looks at him, plucking their eyes out, and bashing their heads in.

Excessive, maybe. But I’m at that point of no return, where I choose to fully embrace the complication.

There’s no point in fighting this pull I have toward Preston anyway, so I might as well soak it in, mold him into exactly what I want.

I slide my gaze from him to Jenna, pretending to erase him, though that’s impossible when his presence invades all my senses.

“It should be good to go,” I say. “If you hear the noise again, bring it back up and I’ll have a look to see if we need to change the wheel bearing.”

I can see Preston’s expression darkening in my peripheral vision.

Jenna, however, doesn’t seem to notice as she twirls her hair. “You can have another look now if you want. I have time to spare.”

“He doesn’t.” Preston slides to my side, so smoothly, I might add, and stops a step ahead of me, his shoulder slightly blocking me. “He said your car is good. Off you go.”

“Excuse me?” Jenna gawks at him, standing taller. “And who are you?”

He smiles, those dimples creasing his cheeks even as he wears an expression so fake, it’s dramatic. “A customer.”

She searches our surroundings, then glares. “I don’t see your car.”

“It’s a bike. Across the street.” He juts his chin in that direction.

So that’s the reason he’s here—to bring back the bike I returned to him.

Typical Preston. It’s on brand for him to throw a tantrum because I didn’t accept the toy he gave me.

“It looks new.” Jenna slides her gaze between the bike and him. “Why would you need a mechanic?”

“Your car looks functional, too. Why would you?”

I suppress a smile because he’s letting his pettiness self-manifest in waves at this point. I don’t think he even realizes it, but Preston choosing to stand in front of me and blocking me like some animal marking his territory is not a coincidence.

It means he’s also unable to resist this strange pull that’s blossomed between us.

But most importantly, it means he’s almost as territorial as I am.

Almost.

“I don’t see how that’s any of your business.” She hikes a hand on her hip. “Marcus is preoccupied with me, so you’ll have to wait your turn.”

“Preoccupied?” he repeats as he tilts his head in my direction, a manic edge creeping into his gaze. “Is that what’s going on?”

I lift a shoulder, casually wiping my hand with the rag. “As you can see.”

His eyes flash a frightening color, and his hand flexes, but as he’s about to move, I clutch his wrist and shake my head once.

The last thing I need is this menace murdering a customer in the shop. Taylor would kill me. Besides, Jenna doesn’t need to be collateral damage for Preston’s bouts of impulsive territorial acts of violence.

“Aren’t you leaving?” she says. “Wait for your turn outside like all customers.”

“Actually, I lied.” Preston’s smile turns downright evil. “I’m not a customer. I’m Marcus’s owner.”

“Owner?” she repeats incredulously as I stare at him with narrowed eyes, tapping my thumb against my middle finger.

He tilts his head to the side. “Did I stutter?”

“You can’t be someone’s owner.” She scoffs, her cheeks reddening.

“But I am.” He pulls his wrist from my grip and clutches my nape, his fingers tightening on the skin. “Marcus is mine.”

My lips part.

Did Preston actually say I’m his?

In public?

In front of a random stranger?

“And since he belongs to me, you should really, seriously, comprehensively think carefully before attempting to flirt with him again. I might have allowed it this time, but I don’t believe in second chances. Am I making myself clear?”

Jenna’s face blanches.

It’s not really his words, but the way he said them with an unfeeling, dead tone. His features have also morphed into a deeply manic expression, exuding bloodlust that could scare anyone away.

Anyone but me, obviously, because I’m suppressing a smile.

Jenna mumbles something about sending payment later, then practically flees. The tires of her car screech as she speeds away.

“Yeah, run away,” he mutters. “I’d better not see your face here again.”

“Will you be stalking me to make sure she doesn’t come back?” I ask.

Preston blinks, his bloodlust swiftly disappearing, but not the anger. No. That overflows from him like lava as he tightens his grip on my nape.

“You.” He narrows his eyes. “How dare you send the bike back, then pull this stunt?”

“I sent the bike back because we’re not in a relationship, so I won’t accept anything from you. As for the stunt, I’m not sure what you’re talking about. I was working.”

“You were not working. You were all over Ms. Pick Me just now.”

“And?”

His lips part before he purses them again, his eyes reddening as he slides his hand from my nape to my throat and shoves me back.

I hit the wall, and he slams a hand above my head, caging me in. He fixes me with a hard, burning stare, his lip lifting in a quiet snarl. “What the fuck did you just say?”

“And? You have hearing problems, my prince?”

“You think you can go around flaunting yourself and flirting like a cheap whore while messing with me, Marcus?”

“I don’t see why not. We’re not exclusive last I checked, and we can’t be.”

“Why the hell not?”

“Because you have a habit of ignoring and ghosting me whenever you feel like it, and I will not be exclusive with someone like that.”

He steps into my space, close enough that I feel his breath. And it’s…intoxicating. This closeness, the way he smells like fucking cedar and damnation.

I could inhale him for hours.

Days.

Months.

Fuck. This complication continues to grow in ways I could never have anticipated, completely blindsiding me.

It’s dangerous.

“You think I want to be exclusive with you?” His voice lowers to a gruff, threatening tone. “Know your fucking place.”

“I do know my place, but do you?” I grab a fistful of his hair and yank his head back so that I’m staring down at him. “You don’t get to show up at my workplace uninvited, play some territorial game, call me yours, then pretend none of it happened. You might believe you have the upper hand because you come from money and have some secret organization and your daddy behind you, but not with me. You don’t.”

“You sure about that?”

“Positive. I eat guys like you for breakfast.”

“Guys like me?” Fire flashes in his eyes as he chokes me tighter. “You dare to compare me to others?”

“Just like you dared to compare our kiss to others.” I tug on his hair. “Doesn’t feel so good to be on the receiving end, does it?”

“You fucking⁠—”

“Shh.” I place a finger on his mouth, then use my grip on his hair to slam him against me.

And fuck.

Fucking hell.

The feel of him pressed all over me sends a rush of pleasure through my veins. It’s so overwhelming, I briefly close my eyes to savor it.

When I open them again, Preston’s watching me with parted lips, his grip on my throat loosening, and I can’t help the smirk that lifts the corner of my mouth.

“Seems like you missed me, baby.”

“In your dreams.”

“I don’t need dreams when…” I rub my awakening cock against his growing bulge. “Your dick is so excited to see me. Mmm, you’re getting so hard so fast.”

“Shut—”

His words are cut off when I pull him to the side, then shove him inside the small storage room that also doubles as a locker room.

Some brooms and cleaning supplies fall to the floor as we crowd the space. It’s kind of tiny, especially for two tall, bulky hockey guys.

But it’s exactly what I need.

I slam Preston’s front against the door, and it nearly rattles off its hinges as I stand behind him, and whisper in his ear, “Hands on the door, ass in the air.”

His lips tremble, and I expect him to fight it since it’s been a while, but he slowly slides his palms up and bends forward until his ass is up.

A gruff noise rips out of my throat. “You can be such a good boy sometimes.”

I help him remove his coat and then throw it on a bench somewhere behind me.

Preston goes back to the same position, watching me with that expression of fascinated expectation.

The one he wears when he knows our bodies are on the verge of colliding in something dangerously sensual.

As if, like me, he’s also been having withdrawals.

As if, like me, he hasn’t been able to look at other people, let alone fuck them.

No matter how often I touch him, the thrill never dulls. If anything, the temptation only doubles, and I feel like I’m floating too close to the sun. It might burn, but it’ll feel good as well.

“What are you doing?” he asks, his voice huskier, his eyes wider.

“What do you think?” I reach to his front and unbutton his jeans, then pull them and his boxer briefs down until they’re pooling at his ankles.

My cock throbs at the view of his ass, so smooth and round and, tragically, not covered with my marks.

The prospect of adding them sends a jolt of morbid anticipation down my spine.

Have I ever been this excited about fucking? No—no, I haven’t.

There’s just something about Preston Armstrong that pulls out the monster in me.

I stroke his ass in a circular motion as I tip close and murmur, my breath brushing his ear, “Mmm. I missed this.”

He squirms.

Slap.

A sharp groan rips out of him. “Fuuuck.”

“You seem to have missed these hands, baby.”

Slap.

He moans deeply, and just like that, he relaxes under my grip, softening for me, letting me do whatever the fuck I please.

Preston is always resistant at first, but then my body speaks to his, and he falls in line.

My voice lowers, dark enough to make him shiver. “This feel good?”

Slap.

Preston’s head drops, banging on the door as he lets out a grunt, his fingers curling against the door.

“I asked if this feels good. Answer me.”

“Yeah…”

“How good?”

“Just…good.”

I stroke his ass, admiring the way his skin reflects my handprints.

“You wear my marks so well, baby, you know that?”

I strike him four consecutive times, and he releases these blabbering noises, his cock standing to attention. “Yes, fuck…please…”

“Your precum is dripping on the floor.” I wrap a hand around his cock, squeezing roughly. “What a fucking mess.”

“Mff…yes, fuck, just…”

“Just?” I slap the side of his ass cheek.

“Unghh…”

“That’s not a word. You need to tell me what you want.”

“J-jerk me off. I want to come.”

My lips curl in appreciation. I love that he doesn’t hesitate to ask for what he wants now. At least he’s not trying to pretend these rendezvous mean nothing.

“Like this?” I slap him as I tug on his cock, and he jerks up, going to his tiptoes.

“Yes, yes, like that. I’m so close…”

“Yeah?”

“Yeah…I’m coming—fuck, why did you stop?”

I bite the shell of his ear. “I told you, didn’t I? Next time I see you, I’ll make your ass red and your cock hard, but I won’t let you come.”

“You fucking bastard…” He grunts and reaches a hand to his cock, but I keep it in a death grip, pressing my thumb against the tip.

“Don’t even try. I can make it hurt some more.”

“Fuck you.”

“Not today.”

I pull down my overalls, exposing my boxer briefs, and rub my engorged cock against his bruised ass cheeks.

He moans gruffly as I release a hum. Even with my briefs in the way, I can feel the intoxicating heat emanating off his skin.

And I’m drunk on the feeling.

On him.

I could stay here forever, just dry humping him into oblivion.

“Do you want to come, baby? Your cock is throbbing like crazy in my hand.”

“If I say yes, you’ll just say no.”

“Correct.” I smile as I lick the small yin and yang tattoo. “But we can rectify that.”

“How?”

My voice drops an octave. “Tell me who you had better kisses with.”

“I just said that to piss you off.” He rubs his ass against my cock and groans. He’s probably doing it unconsciously because he’s used to me fingering him while jerking him off.

“Is that so?”

“Yeah…”

“You did manage to piss me off.” I tug on his cock a few times.

“Ah, fuck…yes…”

“No.” I squeeze his cock again, just as I feel him shudder.

“Why the fuck did you stop?”

“Because you’re not allowed to come.”

“But I already answered your question.”

“Doesn’t matter. You can’t go unpunished.”

He lets out a whine, trying to escape, but I keep him in an unrelenting hold. Then I slap the side of his ass and his thigh, making him jerk and release these addictive moans.

“You’re leaking, baby. Pain makes you so horny, doesn’t it?”

“Ungh…let me come…” He humps himself all over my cock. “I’ll let you come on my ass.”

“Mmm. Tempting.”

“You know you want to.” He tilts his head in my direction, and, fuck me, his lust-drenched face looks divine—so real and raw. Probably the most genuine part of him I’ve ever seen.

I did that.

I am doing that to Preston Armstrong.

“Do I?” I drawl.

“You’ve been having withdrawals, too. Your cock f-feels…mmmff…heavier than usual.”

Of course, the little minx noticed that. It’s almost terrifying to think of how thick my cock became at the mere idea of him over the past few weeks. Now that I have the real deal in my hands, it’s about to explode.

I pull my own aching cock out and jerk it a few times. “You’ll take my cum over this red ass, baby?”

“Yeah…”

“You’ll let me paint you with my cum?”

He swallows thickly but nods. “Just let me come⁠—”

His words are cut off when I squeeze him tighter, holding him solidly in place as I jerk myself roughly.

Preston tilts his head to the side to watch me, his glistening lips parted, his eyes as bright as a mystic forest. And my cock grows thicker under his gaze, preening like a fucking peacock.

This isn’t enough.

Fuck it.

I release my cock and rub it all over his ass, across the angry red marks I left.

Preston’s groan mixes with my harsh grunts. Fuck, this feels like I’m an animal rutting against another animal, unable to get enough.

Nothing is enough when I have Preston in my hands.

I grab his red ass cheek in a rough hand and spit a couple of times on the tip of my cock. The purple veins throb in the dim light as I thrust against his tight hole.

“W-what are you doing?” He cranes back, his expression wide, but his lips part, and the light in his eyes shines brighter. “Don’t you dare fuck me, Marcus.”

“I won’t.”

“But you’re…”

“I said I won’t. Your first time taking my cock won’t be in a mechanic shop.” I jerk my hips, slamming my cock against his welcoming entrance. “Mmm. Your little hole is clenching, baby. I think it wants to be filled.”

“Ungh…shit…”

“You took all three of my fingers the other time, so it’s definitely missing being stuffed full of me.”

“Shut up.”

“My cock is thicker and bigger than my fingers.” Thrust. “But I think you can take me like a very good boy.” Thrust. “You’d clench around my cock and make it good for me, wouldn’t you? You’ll make me come in seconds flat when I’m buried in you.”

“Mff…fuck…” His fingers curl against the door, his ass rising higher in the air.

“See? Your body is already begging for my cock.” I thrust harder once, twice, and on the third time, he swallows the tip of my crown.

He goes still, his body trembling uncontrollably, but his cock drenches my hand with precum.

“Oh, baby. Your greedy hole is demanding to have my cock inside. It wants me to fuck you raw here and now. Like a goddamn animal.”

He bites on his lower lip, hard, but I release his ass and slide my fingers between his lips and pull down on his jaw, my fingers clamping down on his teeth. “I told you not to do that. You’ll bleed.”

“D-do something,” he whispers against my fingers, and the stuttering is killing me.

Preston is a menace. An asshole through and through. But when I’m touching him like this, he’s just my beautiful prince with masochistic tendencies.

I remove my fingers from his mouth and grab his ass cheek again. “Something?”

“It burns,” he says in a lower voice. “Go all the way in or pull out.”

“Which one do you want?” I lick that tattoo behind his ear, nibbling as I release a gruff noise. “In or out?”

It takes all my willpower to remain still. My cock is aching to pound him into the door, take it all out on his body.

But I truly don’t want to fuck him for the first time in a mechanic shop’s storage room. It just doesn’t fit him.

If he says the words, though, I don’t think I can resist.

I’m holding on to my last thread of patience here. My muscles are all bunched up, my hips straining to remain still.

I lick the shell of his ear and he shivers. “What do you want me to do, Preston?”

“I don’t care,” he says in a dead, emotionless voice.

“In that case.” I pull out, even as my entire body protests and precum glistens on the tip of my cock.

Preston’s eyes widen, and I think I see a flash of disappointment, but it disappears too soon. Maybe I imagined it.

I jerk myself a few times. It doesn’t take me long. I’ve been on the verge of coming since I breached his tight rings of muscles.

My balls draw up, and I release a groan. “Take my cum like a good boy.”

He lets out a huff, and then I’m spurting all over his ass, painting the red skin with my cum.

Preston hisses, then grunts because I still have his cock in my hand, and he’s so sensitive and on the edge.

“L-let me come.”

“No.”

“You already came on my ass, prick.”

“You made that bargain, not me.” I tug on his cock once, then stop. “This is your punishment for ignoring me.”

“Oh…fuck…”

Jerk. Stop. “Stay with me, baby. We’ve only just gotten started. I can edge you for hours.”

“Ungh…shit.”

Jerk. Stop.

His noises of frustration and arousal are music to my ears.

He lets out a long puff of air. “What do you want, Marcus?”

“Us being exclusive.”

“You said you didn’t want that earlier!”

“I don’t want it as we currently are, no.” Jerk. “If you agree to be more cooperative, I do want it.”

“W-what does being cooperative mean…fuck!”

“No ignoring or ghosting.” Jerk. “Communicating properly.” Jerk. “Meeting regularly.” Jerk. “No using me to fuck, then disappearing. I’m not your sex doll.”

“That sounds like a relationship.”

I grin as I stop. “If that’s what you want, I can be convinced.”

“It’s not…fuck…I want to come…”

“Is that a yes to my terms?”

“Yes…”

“Say that again.”

“I said yes, asshole! Just let me…c-come.”

“Hmm.” Jerk. “That means I better not see girls throwing themselves at you, baby.”

“I should be the one who says that.”

I chuckle. “Won’t be happening again.”

“Good or I’ll kill them and you…”

“Such a menace.”

“Mff…now let me come, I’m so close…”

I release him and pull away, and he jerks up. “Why the fuck did you stop. I said yes!”

“Uncorrelated. A punishment is a punishment. Us being exclusive is something else.” I step away. “Dress up. We’ll celebrate.”

“Celebrate what?”

I lick the tattoo behind his ear and whisper in low, dark words, “The fact that you’re now mine, my prince.”
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PRESTON


Marcus’s idea of a celebration is taking me on a ride, and he drives the motorcycle like a madman.

It’s actually fucking intoxicating!

I didn’t know motorcycle riding could feel surprisingly liberating. Yes, Jude has talked about it before, and I have ridden a bike on my own, but it wasn’t as special.

Not that the ride with Marcus was special.

Fine, so clinging to him the whole way and feeling the contracting of his solid muscles beneath my grip might have contributed to the enjoyment.

Listen, I’m not even going to try talking to my brain about it at this point. I’ve been edged to within an inch of my life—something I didn’t think I’d enjoy, but surprise, my newfound sexuality definitely did.

Being glued to him as he drove helped relieve the ache yet made it worse at the same time.

The bike rolls to a halt in the neighborhood with only a few functioning streetlights, and my arms are still securely wrapped around his waist.

My thighs are against his large ones, my chest pressed to his muscular, broad back, and most importantly, I’m breathing him in with every inhale. And he smells ethereal. It’s not really about cologne or soap—it’s him. The way his natural scent mixes with leather and his woodsy aftershave affects me more than it should.

Needs to be illegal, just saying. I don’t even get affected by smell. Fine, I do, but it’s usually the unpleasant ones like a mint mixed with cigarettes.

But male scent, in general, used to be background noise. Not now, apparently, because I keep sniffing Marcus like he’s made of drugs.

Actually, he’s more like those diffusers Jude buys—the ones that help with sleep.

“We’re here.” He hops from the bike, forcing me to release him.

I grind my teeth against the crashing wave of disappointment. This is the second time it’s happened today.

Disappointment.

The first time was when he pulled out of my ass instead of fucking me—seriously, since when does the motherfucker choose not to use me for his sick entertainment?

And why the hell did I, for one fraction of a second, nearly blurt out “Fuck me”?

Me? Being fucked by a man?

Used by a man?

That’s just blasphemous.

Not that he didn’t all the other times, but this was different. Oral, hand jobs, and his cock rubbing against mine aren’t penetration.

I should never, ever allow penetration. Just like giving blowjobs is my red line.

And yet, at that moment, when the tip of his cock was stretching me open, I was seriously contemplating it.

In reality, I should’ve been glad he pulled out, but that’s not the feeling that coursed through me.

It was a crushing disappointment.

Someone sedate me.

I jump from the motorcycle and remove the helmet he gave me as he opens the garage, my gaze flitting around. The neighborhood is shit, as expected for Stantonville, but the house itself looks clean. Small, but I guess decent on the scale of places around here.

A mixture of smells of different types of food permeates the air, and my stomach makes a growly noise.

Marcus grins, his face seeming softer and surprisingly welcoming as he grabs the bike’s handlebars and starts to wheel it inside.

“Give me a second and I’ll feed you,” he says while disappearing into the garage.

“I don’t need you to feed me.” I lean against the wall, my arms and ankles crossed, and that’s when I notice it. “You have another bike?”

He follows my field of vision to where I’m glaring at this monster-looking bike sitting in the corner half disassembled.

I considered buying him this model in the beginning, but I asked for Jude’s opinion, pretending to be interested in bikes, and he only talked shit about it. He said it was soulless and not really great for riding. Jude recommended the one I got, saying that real riders who appreciate excellent craftsmanship and mechanics would be more drawn to something like this.

Yes, I’ve done my research.

“Some rich guy like you dropped it by and refused to take it back, so I’m selling some parts and will be using others to customize this baby.” He strokes the bike I got him. “Now that I can accept it from you, I’ll take good care of it.”

I narrow my eyes. “What rich guy gave you that one?”

He tilts his head to the side, standing taller, and once again, I’m caught off guard by just how…stunning he looks.

Are guys even supposed to look stunning? Only girls are beautiful, men are just…not.

Or that’s what I thought all this time.

As I stare at Marcus in his zipped-up leather jacket, dark jeans, and worn-out boots, though, I can’t deny how mouthwatering he looks.

Like something edible I can sink my teeth into and devour.

“Why are you asking?” he drawls with a hint of amusement.

I remember that some other rich guy is buying him with money, too, and my mouth sets in a line.

“You obviously accepted the bike from him and didn’t send it back, so I want to know if you agreed to be in a relationship with him as well.”

He nods solemnly. “He does want to have a relationship.”

“What?”

“The feeling isn’t mutual.”

“You seem to have an awful lot of rich guys vying for your attention.”

“True…”

“Is he richer than me?”

The asshole nods. “I believe so.”

“Who the fuck is he?”

“Jealous?”

“Territorial. I don’t like competition.”

“I don’t believe my dad can be competition to you. At least, not in that regard.”

“Your…dad?”

“Yeah.” He strides toward me, and I stand straighter, my spine snapping upright as he wraps an arm around my waist. “I can only accept the bike you gave me, baby.”

My throat dries as his closeness overwhelms me, but before it can sneak into my rib cage and cause out-of-character behavior, I push him away, stepping back. “Don’t touch me in public.”

He tilts his head to the side, a flash of darkness passing through his eyes. “Why not?”

“Because I’m not gay.”

He laughs, the sound unhinged. “You’ve come on my hands and cock and tongue more than I can count, and you agreed to be with me exclusively, and you’re still not gay? The closet is invisible at this point.”

“I am not gay.” I haul him by the collar, my voice straining. “Not with you, and definitely not in public. We’re strangers in the outside world, and this is just fucking.”

His eyes turn cold. “Is it just fucking?”

“It is. Don’t act like those clingy people who grow feelings after meaningless fucks and mistake lust for something else, Marcus. If you start wanting emotional nonsense from me, this is over. Are we fucking clear?”

“Crystal.”

I don’t like his clipped tone. I also don’t like how easily I got worked up just now, throwing a goddamn toddler tantrum.

But then again, he should learn when to stop pushing.

“Are you going to hold me for long?” he deadpans. “I thought there should be no touching in public.”

I release him with a jerk and he steps away, then closes the garage as I stand to the side, kind of awkwardly, because Marcus isn’t talking.

He’s always the one who starts conversations, so this type of deliberate silence feels oppressive.

After he’s done, he leads me through a door that opens into the kitchen. It’s a small space, and both of us instantly crowd it, but I still look around the neatly displayed pans, the earth-tone color scheme, and the clearly labeled spice jars.

There’s a round table with only two chairs, topped by olive green cushions.

Marcus removes his jacket and places it on one of the chairs, then washes his hands—without looking at me. “I’ll whip up something simple. You can go watch TV if you want. Help yourself to a drink from the fridge.”

I should leave.

The mood has annoyingly changed since the conversation in the garage, and if it’s going to continue like this, I’d rather go.

But then again, I’m finally in his house, and I might never get another chance like this to snoop around and figure him out.

I stop near the door. “Is your mom coming back anytime soon?”

“No, she works the night shift.” His metal gaze meets mine. “No one will see you with me, if that’s what you’re worried about.”

I purse my lips. “Drop the passive-aggressiveness.”

“Whatever do you mean?” He tilts his head to the side. “I’m just stating the facts you demanded.”

I consider saying something but choose not to. It’ll simply hurt my case at this point.

With a grumble, I make a beeline to the door and into the living room.

Even though Stantonville is a shithole, the house…isn’t.

It’s small, sure, but every corner looks like someone actually loves it enough to keep it alive. There are houseplants everywhere and warm light instead of the flickering fluorescent misery the rest of this town seems to run on.

In the center, there’s a couch that looks too soft for this zip code, with a blanket tossed over the armrest that definitely belongs to his mother, not him. Marcus is many things, but cozy isn’t one of them.

The walls are lined with framed photos, and because I’m here to be nosy, I walk straight to them.

We don’t have framed family photos in our house. I mean, we do, if we count my deceased ancestors glaring down at me. Or the tradition of the soulless family photo that we take every year just to hang in Dad’s office.

I only tolerate them now because Miley loves them, especially if I hold her on my shoulders—something Satan’s lover doesn’t like, so I do it just to piss her off.

Anyway, the family photos here are warmer, full of Marcus and his mother—June. In almost all of them, they’re together. There are a few where he’s alone. Marcus as a teen holding a hockey stick bigger than him in one hand and a trophy in the other. Marcus no older than ten with a missing tooth and a scraped knee.

He…doesn’t smile much in his solo pictures. When he’s with his mom, however, his smiles are more genuine.

One photo stops me.

Marcus, June, and Andrew are in the snow, photographed under a white tree. Marcus is tiny, bundled in a puffy red jacket, his cheeks flushed, looking no older than six or seven. Andrew stands behind him, his hand on his shoulder, his face unreadable. June is grinning wide as she holds Marcus’s gloved hand and stares at the camera.

I take the frame without thinking. There’s something…familiar about his face.

There’s a tug somewhere under my ribs, like déjà vu that just won’t manifest. A memory that I shouldn’t have forgotten.

I put it back as if I’ve been electrocuted.

Strange.

The stairs creak under my feet as I go up. They’re narrow, clean, and have a dark-orange carpet runner. I find the door to his room at the end of the hallway, and it opens into a space that is so…Marcus.

It’s organized. Not military neat—just intentional. Tools on a shelf. Books stacked in straight lines. Several hockey trophies are collecting dust on top of a dresser that’s too small for them.

Now that I’m looking through them, there’s a lot. And I mean a lot. About five MVP awards. Most Improved Player award. Top scorer plaques—seriously, highest scorer? I vote fake. Tournament medals. Coach’s award—he bribed him, no doubt. A puck collection. A sportsmanship award. Like how the fuck does he deserve such an award? He obviously holds one hell of a grudge in everything.

He acts so nonchalant at times, I almost fall for the facade, but then he shows his true colors like a perfect sadist.

Asshole.

I sit on his bed, and the mattress dips beneath my weight.

Everything smells like him. The sheets, the pillow. Clean, woodsy soap, and something metallic and warm that shouldn’t make my chest do whatever it’s currently doing.

The room hums with that quiet, lived-in warmth I’ve never had in any of my homes, and my brain probably should be mocking this sentimentality.

I’ve never really had a home.

When my parents were married, I was more plagued by their fights, but maybe that was my home. Because at least at that time, I was surrounded by both my parents, who doted on me in their own way. Then there was Mom’s house—the one from hell. And then back to Dad’s house.

It was never the same after that. It just…wasn’t.

There’s Jude’s place lately, but we both know it’s temporary and barely lived-in. We spend more time outside than inside.

There’s nothing of…this. Whatever this is.

In every corner of Marcus’s home exists affection and warmth I’ve never experienced. Despite the chipped edges and marks, there are also signs of a childhood well spent, like the wall where June’s scribbled Marcus’s height alongside his age and countless hearts.

Mom would’ve never done that. It’s not that she didn’t love me; she did, more than Dad, probably. But her affection fluctuated depending on her mood.

One day, we’d be shopping and doing some cosplay and singing all over the house, and the next, she’d be drinking and grumbling and whining about Dad nonstop.

Whining and whining and fucking whining.

I wonder if June did the same about Andrew.

She better have. I already hate that prick Marcus more since I stepped into his house, seeing just what type of privileged upbringing he had.

Sure, I might be richer, but he has something a lot more valuable than money.

A parent who protected him when he needed protection.

I sink sideways on the mattress, staring at Marcus’s desk in front of me.

This is…weird.

I shouldn’t be here in Marcus’s house, in his bed, but I don’t move as I inhale him sharply, briefly closing my eyes.

Just a second.

It’ll only be a second.
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Dark.

It’s all so…very dark.

Even the stars that used to accompany me are gone, their neon light snuffed out by the black fog that’s dragging me under.

A dense wave of smoke scrapes down my throat, and my stomach heaves in response, on the verge of spilling my guts on the floor.

But I can’t move.

It’s as if my body is made of heavy cement that keeps on sinking me down.

I open my mouth to scream, but no sound comes out.

Just silence.

And the dark.

There’s so much of it—the dark. Layers upon layers upon layers of pitch-black that cram into my throat, invisible hands asphyxiating me.

I can’t breathe.

A creak filters through from the door. The haunting squeak is low, but it crushes through my bones.

A frantic thump-thump-thump bleeds through the silence. It’s too fast, too loud, and I try to shield my ears.

No. It’s not coming from outside.

It’s coming from the cage in my chest.

The desperate drumbeat against my ribs intensifies with each breath that fogs in the air.

No.

I try to fight the black, to thrash out, but the cement poured on my body imprisons me in place. I can see my own limbs, but my skin is stretched tight, detached, and far away, floating in the void.

These limbs don’t belong to me.

I don’t belong to me.

The darkness shifts, transforming into a suffocating presence—a heavy velvet curtain draped over my face. The weight steals my breath, and nausea spikes hard, but I don’t throw up.

I can’t.

The thump-thump-thump accelerates, a chaotic rhythm of panic. It’s no longer my heart that’s beating in my ears. It’s the sound of a hammer driving a nail into soft wood. A sound scraping the inside of my head.

Scratch.

Scratch.

Scratch.

Mommy.

Daddy.

Help.

I can’t breathe.

Please help me breathe.

I can’t…breathe.

I scream, but only a low, haunting voice comes out.

The stars slowly return to the ceiling, shining brighter, and I can see them dangling toward me.

Take me with you, I whisper in my head. I want to go with you.

I float higher toward the stars, watching the scene from above as the small body—the useless shell I left behind—barely gives a shudder. The terror coils hot in the cavity where my center should be, but it’s distant, muffled by the black.

It’s fine. It’s not happening to you, the stars whisper, their voices similar to mine, colder, inhuman. You’re just watching. You’re safe.

I close my eyes in the dark, my real eyes, the ones that exist outside the body on the bed, and wait for the apathy to swallow the last of the fear.

For a moment, I’m a ghost tethered to a corpse, waiting for the string to finally snap.

But it doesn’t.

And the boy who looks like me is thrashing. He’s fighting, trying to breathe.

“Shut up,” I murmur. “Shut the fuck up. Stop fighting. It’ll only hurt more if you fight.”

His big green eyes, the ones I didn’t kill yet, are staring up at me, welling with a pool of tears.

“Help me,” he says, the words carried on a low, haunted rasp. “Tell Mom and Dad to help me.”

“No one will ever help you. Just stay still and put up with it.”

“Mom will help me.”

“Mom left you because you wouldn’t shut the fuck up and take it. She killed herself because of you!”

“Noooo.”

“Yes. It’s all your fault, you useless idiot.”

“W-what about Dad?”

“He doesn’t even like you. No one does, you fuckup. No one.”

A tear slides down his cheek, but he stops thrashing, stops moving as the figure shrouded in black moves on top of him.

“What about you?” the boy whispers, the black smoke nearly swallowing him whole. “Can’t you save us?”

A loud creak crashes in the silence, and I jolt up and grab the black figure by the throat.

“Die!” I scream. “Fucking die!”

It’s writhing beneath me, but today, I’ll get rid of it once and for all. There will never be darkness again, no nightmares, no constant fucking static⁠—

“P-Preston, it’s me…” A hand taps on my arm, and I flinch when the familiar voice registers.

My limbs go slack as the world clears up around me.

Instead of my room in Mom’s house, I find myself in a small room with gray bedsheets. Instead of lying down, I’m straddling Marcus, both my hands wrapped around his throat.

His face is red, the veins bulging from his neck from the force of my choking.

I let him go, my hands trembling, and jerk away so fast, I fall backward. Marcus catches my arm and pulls me forward before I hit my head on the floor.

“Let me go!” I slap his hand away, my skin crawling.

Not because of his touch, but mine.

My hands are covered with black smudges from that dark figure in the nightmare.

Marcus doesn’t see them, but I do. They’re sticky and smell of suffocating cigarettes and mint.

And I don’t want to touch Marcus with this filth.

I slide into the corner until my back slams against the wall, then pull my knees to my chest.

Inhale.

Exhale.

Breathe, I tell myself. Just fucking breathe.

Stop being such a fucking mess.

Marcus remains at the edge of the bed, watching me closely. “Do you need anything?”

“Why the fuck am I here?” I stare at him as if I’m in a parallel universe.

When did I come to meet Marcus? I was in Mom’s house.

My jittery brain is assaulted by all sorts of images, and none of them explain this.

I almost killed him.

“You fell asleep a couple of hours ago,” Marcus says in a calm, steady voice. “I came to pick up some clothes, and I saw that you were clearly having a nightmare, so I tried to wake you up.”

My lips part as memories flood back in.

I fell asleep in Marcus’s room.

Me, who never sleeps in unfamiliar places, not even in Kane’s house, fell asleep here? I didn’t even check the locks obsessively like I usually do.

How…?

This doesn’t make any sense.

“Don’t do that again,” I whisper, releasing my knees and forcing myself to sit straighter.

“Do what?”

“Wake me up. I might actually kill you next time.” I jut my chin toward the red fingerprints on his neck and grimace.

He tilts his head to the side, and I notice his thumb stops tapping against his middle finger. “You think that scares me?”

“It will when you’re dead.”

“You can’t kill me, Preston.”

“I could’ve just now.”

“No. I would’ve fought you off. The only reason I didn’t was because I thought it would be a better idea to resort to a gentler approach.”

I narrow my eyes. “Why?”

“I suppose you don’t like being restricted or touched, because you started being violent when I tried to grab your hands. So I figured countering your violence with violence would only backfire.”

My lips part. How did he even…deduce that so fast?

“But I was choking you,” I whisper.

His lips curl into a playful grin. “Wasn’t the first time. I’m used to you being a menace.”

I stare, dumbfounded, my gulp audible in the silence.

And it hits me. I categorically can’t understand this man.

At all.

If I were him, I would’ve gotten rid of me ages ago. And yet even as he sees me at my lowest, at my most shameful moment, he’s not running away.

If anything, he seems…fascinated. Enamored.

And that look scares the shit out of me.

Because I think I could get used to it.
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MARCUS


“Preston?”

No reply.

I knock on the bathroom door again, my muscles tightening the more the seconds tick by.

He said he wanted to take a quick shower, but it’s been over half an hour, and there’s no sign of him.

The muffled sound of the running water fills my ears, but the man himself isn’t replying.

Maybe I shouldn’t have let him go to the shower so soon after he woke up from that nightmare. Though I’m not sure if I would have been able to stop him from doing what he wanted.

He looked on the edge, his eyes glassy and his posture tight as he walked to the bathroom with lethargic movements.

“I’m coming in, Preston.”

I turn the knob, and I’m glad he didn’t lock the door. Though, even if he did, I’d smash it down.

The bathroom air is thick, saturated with steam and the metallic scent of running water, hot enough to make the mirror fog and the tiles sweat.

My bare feet step on the damp floor, instantly getting wet, and condensation glues my sweatpants and T-shirt to my body. The shower is still blasting in a noisy cascade behind the translucent curtain, but Preston isn’t in it.

No.

Instead, he’s standing in front the mirror, which is half swiped right where his face is reflected. A white towel is haphazardly cinched around his hips, but the rest of his body is wet, glistening under the bright vanity light. A layer of tiny, perfectly formed water droplets clings to the sculpted contours of his chest and abs.

It coats the snake tattoo that looks impossibly alive right now. A riot of black-and-gray scales that nearly slithers out of the skin, shimmering wetly as it moves, its thick body looped all across his right side like a living, deadly sash.

Almost as if it’s strangling him to death.

I approach him slowly, but he doesn’t move.

Doesn’t make a sound.

Just stands there like a statue carved from ice. His skin is ghost-pale, his lips a stark, unsettling blue against the whiteness. Damp strands of blond hair plaster themselves to his forehead. His eyes, which are usually filled with restless fire, are completely dead, staring blankly past his own reflection, unfocused and vacant.

He’s disturbingly zoned out, held captive by whatever phantom he sees in the mirror.

My gaze drags down to his sternum, to the cracked ink, and something in me shifts. I’ve never liked this tattoo, always found it disturbing, but now, I think I know why.

This is a physical representation of something profound splintering inside him.

What, I don’t know. But I’ll find out.

A primal and fierce feeling tears through my bones. An inexplicable gut-wrenching, intrinsic need to shield this fragile creature from the things that live inside his own skin.

And I shouldn’t want that. I shouldn’t give a fuck about Preston.

I’ve always been a goal-oriented person. Illogical feelings have no place in my modus operandi. I’m a planner, which means every decision and step I take has an outcome I calculate for. And that outcome needs to benefit either me or my mom—I don’t give a fuck about anyone else.

And yet as I stare at Preston’s emotionless face, I make the decision to protect him.

From himself, if need be.

And that doesn’t benefit me. At all.

Forget about using him to get closer to the inner workings of the four founding families. Forget about using him altogether.

Not sure when that goal gradually vanished, but it did, and I no longer care for it.

I got so close that I’m making it personal, so how the hell would I ever use him?

He’s not the type to be used, he’s the type to be protected.

And I have no idea what that means. I’ve never wanted to protect anyone other than Mom, and that makes sense, because she’s my mother, who raised me and protected me.

Preston, however, has done nothing for me except piss me off on the regular.

Is it a sense of conquest? A need to make this wild horse fully submit to me?

Whatever the reason, I find myself standing in front of him, blocking his view of the mirror.

But he stares straight through me.

His green eyes looking muddy now, barely alive, as if the light has been stolen from him.

“Can you hear me?” I ask in a clear, firm voice.

He doesn’t move, just keeps staring ahead as a droplet of water falls from his hair and slides down his face like a tear.

“Preston.” I slowly palm his cheek and stroke my thumb along the skin gently. “Baby, look at me.”

No reaction.

Just long, oppressive silence.

I step closer until my chest is fully pressed against his, and his steady, slow heartbeat collides with mine.

My lungs fill with him in a second.

He smells like me—clean soap and a hint of cedar. And I get even closer, wrapping an arm around his lithe waist, fusing my body with his.

“Come on, my prince.” I stroke my thumb over his cheek. “Don’t shut me out. You know I don’t react well to that.”

I lift his chin up with my index finger and brush my lips against his cold ones. “Let me in.”

He shudders in my grip but doesn’t move otherwise, so I do it again, stroking his lips with mine a few times. Then I dart out my tongue, licking a line over his shivering mouth. “Baby…kiss me back like you did the other night.”

I nibble on his lower lip, and he opens for me like such a good boy. I thrust my tongue inside, finding his, stroking it lightly at first, then I devour him.

A moan rips out of him, like a sound that was buried in a well and was finally set free. He plants both hands to the small of my back, his fingers curling in my T-shirt, clawing at the skin as he blinks.

His eyes widen when they clash with mine, that ethereal green color brightening as if a flash of life has been injected straight into his veins.

He looks disoriented, a bit bemused, like earlier when he woke up and seemed to have forgotten where he was.

But something happens—something that makes me tighten my grip around his waist, my fingers digging deep into his hip.

Preston closes his eyes and kisses me.

Just like at the top of that cliff, he deepens the kiss and I grab his jaw tighter, angling his head to get better access.

He grunts in my mouth as our tongues stroke one another, ripping at each other, but slowly, so slowly, my heartbeat skyrockets.

My entire body is attuned to him, his breaths, his touch, the way he trembles faintly in my arms as if he’s just been resurrected.

“You taste so good,” he grumbles against my mouth. “Why do you taste so good, Marcus?”

I nibble on his bottom lip, still clutching his jaw in my palm. “Do you not want me to taste good?”

He shakes his head once, even as he steals another kiss, dropping a light peck on the corner of my mouth. That’s one of the few times he’s done that—take something from me instead of being along for the ride.

His eyes hood, and his lips part, glistening with saliva and the steam surrounding us.

“No?” I ask, licking my lips, and his gaze zeroes in on it, his nostrils flaring.

“No. I don’t want you to taste good or feel good.” He lets out a shaky breath against my lips. “It messes with my head.”

“Good. You’re doing the same to me.”

“No, I’m not. You already like men, are attracted to men, but this…” His chin trembles, and his eyes fill with horror so deep, it slashes at my chest. “This is not me. I refuse to be drawn to a man.”

“But you are, Preston. Your cock is already performing a standing ovation for me beneath this towel after a mere kiss. You do want me, so much so, you’re struggling to fight it. If you didn’t want me, or you had the slightest distaste toward me, someone like you who’s so prideful and spiteful would never allow me to touch you like this.” I dig my fingers into his jaw. “Your internalized homophobia is starting to piss me off and annoy me to no end. I already accepted keeping this a secret for your sake, but I’m not going to deal with your bouts of denial every time we kiss and you enjoy it, got it?”

I think I imagine a flash of pain in his irises, but it quickly disappears. His lips purse, the dimples creasing his cheeks as he shoves me away, forcing me to let go of him.

“Don’t speak to me in that tone.”

I cock my head to the side. “What tone?”

“As if you’re patronizing me.”

“I’m not. I’m merely setting my boundaries like you did earlier.” I cross my arms, standing taller. “If you demand that I shove myself back in the closet for you, live on the fringes and in the shadows as if I’m doing something wrong, then I have every fucking right to demand you deal with your denial. I’m not asking you to label yourself or come out when you’re uncomfortable with that, but I won’t put up with your attitude just because I want to fuck you, Preston.”

He remains still for a while, chewing at the corner of his lip, then he releases it and lets out a puff of air. “We can’t be public, because Vencor would kill me.”

“Dad told me about all that nonsense.”

“Then you know gay members are punished by death. It’s not good for either of us if you plan to ever join.”

“Who says I do?”

“Jude said your dad gave you until the end of the year to go to his side, isn’t that right?”

I narrow my eyes. Why does Jude know that? But then again, it doesn’t really matter.

“My father can say whatever he wants. Doesn’t mean I’ll follow his orders.”

He frowns, his brows dipping, making another droplet of water slide down his cheek. “You’ll only get hurt.”

I suppress a smile. “Sounds like you’re worried about me.”

He scoffs and throws a hand in the air. “Bitch, please. I just don’t want to be assaulted with the view of your blood.”

“If you say so.”

“I do. Anyway, I definitely don’t want to be killed by my dad.” He shrugs. “That’s why we can’t be in public.”

“Fine, but that doesn’t explain the denial when it’s only the two of us.”

He grows visibly uncomfortable, palming his nape, biting the corner of his lip. “I’m new to this and not used to it.”

“Are you saying it’ll get better with time?”

“I guess.” He drops his hand, then makes a beeline to the door before I can stop him.

I run a hand over my face as I let out a sigh.

Preston Armstrong is the toughest fucking thing I’ve ever dealt with.

I just keep allowing him leeway despite myself.

I’ll say I have clear boundaries, but then he looks at me with that vulnerability, and all of my objections just vanish.

After I turn off the water, I follow him into my room where I find him sliding into his sweater, having already put on his jeans.

The cashmere fabric outlines his muscles like a map I’m dying to get lost in, lick every inch, mark every ridge.

He uses the towel to dry his hair as he checks his phone, then types at supersonic speed.

And I observe his every move, his easing expression and the tilt at the corner of his lips, coupled with the dimples.

At least he looks more like himself now instead of the ghost from the bathroom.

I lean against the doorway, my arms crossed. “Who are you texting?”

“Jude,” he says without looking at me, a small smile tugging at his lips.

Jude again.

It’s always Jude buzzing around him like an annoying fucking wasp.

“Why are you texting Jude at two in the morning?”

“Why wouldn’t I? We live together.” He’s still focused on the phone, completely oblivious to the fire his words have ignited.

Sure, I know they cohabitate—which I’ve always disliked, for the record—but this is the first time I’ve loathed that fact with enough passion, I’m burning with it.

I stride toward him and snatch the phone from his hand, holding it out of reach.

Preston glares at me. “What do you think you’re doing? Give me back my phone.”

“Eat first.”

“What?”

“You haven’t had dinner, even though you were hungry.”

His lips part, but he clears his throat. “That’s fine, I’ll grab something to eat with Jude.”

“I already prepared food.” I try to speak calmly, although my tone lowers, betraying my complete annoyance at fucking Jude. “Eat before you go.”

I place his phone in my pocket and make my way to the kitchen, not waiting to see if he’ll follow.

He does, grumbling about not really being hungry.

Preston sits at the kitchen table, surveying the space as I pull out the mix I made earlier.

He looks kind of different here. At first, I think it’s because he doesn’t belong in a place like this, but it’s not.

There’s just something unguarded about him now.

His damp hair falls in haphazard strands on his forehead, some getting in his eyes. It must be annoying, but he’s not pushing them away.

He sits taller, craning his head to look at me. “Do you always cook?”

“Most of the time, yes. I cook dinner that Mom can reheat for lunch.”

“Your mom works night shifts all the time?”

“Mostly, yes.” I pour the mix onto the tortilla. “When I was younger, she chose night shifts because they pay well and she’d have time to take care of me during the day, but it’s become a habit now.”

“Who…” He clears his throat when his voice gets scratchy. “Who did you stay with at night?”

“Mrs. Rodriguez next door. She used to be the principal of my elementary school.” I smile as the sizzle of the tortilla hitting the pan echoes in the air. “She also taught me to make Mexican food the right way.”

“And it was okay?”

“Learning to cook? Yeah. It’s really all about the correct seasoning.”

“No, I mean staying with strangers at night.”

“Mrs. Rodriguez isn’t a stranger. She’s Mom’s best friend, who treated me like her own son.” I flip the tortilla with one hand, and he watches me like a starving cat, almost drooling.

I suppress a smile.

“Why would she?” He meets my gaze. “You’re not her son.”

“Yeah, well, there’s this little concept that rich people like you don’t understand, but we stick up for each other around here.”

“Is that before or after dealing drugs and bodies and eventually being locked up?”

“Your people deal drugs and bodies, too. They just have enough money and power to never get locked up for it.”

“My people?” He narrows his eyes. “You said you’re one of us, too, remember?”

“No. I wasn’t brought up in your rotten world.”

He flinches, and I pause, then place the plate of chicken quesadilla in front of him.

Preston tries to deflect by grabbing the quesadilla and taking a bite, but I saw it.

The flinch.

Why?

Is it because of something I said or did? I don’t think I approached him too suddenly. Or did I?

It truly makes my skin crawl to see someone who’s so unapologetically himself flinch.

What the fuck happened to you, my fairy prince?

I bring over the salsa and a glass of water, then sit across from him.

Preston makes a noise as he swallows the bite, then stops and glares at me. “You did not make this.”

“I just did, right in front of you. Why? Not to your liking?”

“It’s perfectly crispy and melty and savory.” He frowns. “How the hell are you a good cook on top of everything else?”

A wide grin tilts my lips. “What’s everything else?”

“Shut up,” he says after swallowing another bite. “This is truly amazing. Kane has some tough competition.”

“Kane?”

“He cooks for Jude and me after we annoy him.”

“Huh.” First Jude and now Kane.

I don’t suppose there’s a way to get rid of them without Preston finding out or losing sleep over it?

“Ugh, seriously, this is like food porn.” He swallows one bite after another, nearly cleaning the plate in record time.

“Wrong. Food porn is me fucking you while you eat.” I slide my foot over his shin under the table. “Which can be arranged, by the way. With or without food.”

His Adam’s apple bobs up and down, but he doesn’t pull his leg away. “Why do you assume I’d let you fuck me?”

“You will…eventually.”

“Don’t lose sleep over it.”

“Won’t be necessary. You’ll come around.”

His lips twist to one side, the dimples on display as he chews a bite. “You’ll be waiting for a long time. My brain rejects the very notion of being fucked by a man, even if my body…well, you know.”

“Craves it?”

He lifts his shoulders but says nothing.

“Would you prefer it if you fucked me?” The words leave me before I can think properly.

They take him by surprise, too, because he coughs, and I pass him the glass of water. After he gulps half of it, he swallows hard. “I thought you exclusively top.”

“I do, but I’d try it with you. Probably. I’m not sure.”

“You would?”

“For you, yes, I think I would.”

“Wow. You’re that desperate to have sex with me?”

“Yeah. It’s ridiculous at this point.”

His lips part, glistening with the water. “You…won’t need to.”

“Won’t need to what?”

“Let me fuck you. I…don’t want to.”

“No?”

“No. I tie people up when I fuck them, and I don’t want that with you. I believe I prefer…not thinking or planning during sex.”

“Like a pillow princess?”

He narrows his eyes. “You have a problem with that?”

“Not at all.” I rub his calf with the back of my foot. “I love when you let me touch you however I fucking please. You make the most erotic face when I’m caging you against the nearest surface, you know that?”

His gaze meets mine. He looks down at his food, but not before I catch the slight embarrassment in his eyes.

God, he’s so cute for an asshole.

He takes another bite, chewing slowly as if to savor it. “I’ve never had homemade quesadillas.”

“What about Kane?”

“He’s more into pasta, soups, and some Cantonese cuisine he learned from a hotshot chef. I prefer this type of hearty, savory, spicy stuff.”

“Then you’re at the right place.”

“You’ll cook for me?”

“Anytime.”

He grins up at me, those dimples burrowing deep in his cheeks, and something in my chest shatters, moving so suddenly, I find it hard to breathe.

Fuck, he’s beautiful.

How can he look even more beautiful right now?

It’s his smile, I realize. It’s genuine and sedated, lighting up his face.

“I assume you don’t cook?” I ask.

He shakes his head. “We have cooks.”

“Kane has them, too.”

“Yeah, but he enjoys making food, so he found a way to learn.” He shrugs. “I never learned, I guess. Mom and Dad never cooked either, so no influence there.”

“Mom tries, but she’s okay-ish.”

“Yeah?”

“Yeah. She’s secretly glad I’m the one who cooks now.”

He laughs, and once again, I’m held hostage by the way his face shines brighter and his eyes look so alive.

For just a moment, he looks so boyish and carefree—a stark difference from earlier.

“You’re just talking shit about your mom since she’s not here.” He playfully kicks my foot that’s resting on top of his with his free one.

“She’d gladly back me up if she were here.”

“Uh-huh.” He takes another bite, then pauses. “How about your dad?”

“What about him?”

“You know, does he come by often?” He stares up at me with a sense of anticipation. “Cook, maybe?”

“Dad? Cook? I can’t even imagine him outside of his suit, let alone in a kitchen.”

“Yeah, my dad, too. He’s too business-oriented to do something so normal. I have a theory that I told Hayes, but he wasn’t impressed.”

“Who’s Hayes?”

“My minion. Dad’s secretary and house manager of sorts. He’s been cleaning up after my messes his entire life, kind of grown white hair because of it, oops. Anyway, I told Hayes that when Dad dies, they’ll find a robot inside him.”

He smiles, but it’s forced.

I pull my leg back, then lean forward and rest my chin on my steepled fingers. “Will he really kill you if he finds out you’re with a guy?”

Preston stares at the nearly empty plate, his gaze lost, and I think he’ll turn into the zombie from the bathroom, but he just whispers, “Maybe. It’s not really up to him. If the others vote for my death, they’ll find a way to kill me one way or another, but you know…death isn’t what scares me.”

“What does?”

“Dad pulling the trigger.” His lips tremble before he purses them again. “I’d rather kill myself than watch him do it. I’ve disappointed him enough as it is.”

“Disappointed him how?”

He lifts his head and blinks once, twice, then sinks his teeth into the cushion of his lower lip as if he’s just realized who he’s talking to.

“Not important,” he mutters, finishing his last bites in silence.

As he eats, I watch him.

This seemingly perfectly imperfect prince with broken insides has never had a homemade family meal—despite the high-end chefs—thinks his mom died because of him somehow, and has some deep unresolved issues with his dad.

And it takes everything in me not to devour him whole. Disassemble him into tiny pieces, then put him back together again.

As he swallows the last bite, I’m getting really distracted by a smidge of sauce on the bottom corner of his lips.

“Can I have more?” he asks, but I’m already half standing, reaching out to him.

His eyes widen, turning a shiny expectant green. “What are you doing⁠—”

I grab his jaw and lean in, sealing my mouth to his, then suck his lower lip, licking the sauce away as my balls vibrate.

Just a taste, and I’m about to combust.

As I pull away, Preston’s watching me with shivering, glistening lips.

And I realize with damning reality that I’ll probably never get enough of him.

Maybe I should just trap him, so he won’t get the chance to leave.
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PRESTON


“Look, Pressie! I have wings!”

I laugh because Miley does have wings, neon-pink like her skates, and a headband with antennas stuck on her shiny curls.

She made me buy that bullshit on the way to the rink, or more like demanded it, because she’s a spoiled little shit who knows she can get whatever she wants from me if she pouts cutely.

It’s Sunday, and the ice rink at the edge of town is packed with people of all ages skating away. And, of course, Miley wanted to be part of the crowd. Maybe because her life is full of nannies and teachers, but she loves going to places where normal people hang.

“I’m gonna be so cool like you when I grow up, Pressie!” she announced today during the tedious breakfast I had to endure with our extended family.

Let’s just say I’m sort of under house arrest.

Okay, not sort of. I totally am. Dad sends Lenin with me at all times. Even now, he’s waiting outside.

The reason is actually stupid. Don’t ask Dad, though. He’ll say it’s serious. But anyway, I may have skipped meds for a few days after spending that night at Marcus’s place a week and a half ago.

Not sure why. Maybe because I wanted to feel normal. The meds override my senses sometimes, trapping me in a sort of enclave where emotions don’t penetrate correctly.

And while I was fine with that in the past, using humor and violence to make up for the chained feelings, it hasn’t been enough lately.

I selfishly wanted to experience everything in full detail.

Well, that might have been a mistake. My head chose the freedom to bubble over and decided, “Let’s fuck shit up!”

Of course, I obliged and joined some Vencor members for a killing mission outside of our turf in one of NYC’s clubs.

I might have gone a bit overboard—by slashing the fuck out of those people and making a scene.

So what? It wasn’t a big fucking deal.

Apparently, it was, because it stirred up some trouble, and Vencor had to deploy a large number of resources to cover it up.

I knew I’d fucked up when Lenin and his favorite friend, Dad’s driver, Nelly, came to pick me up at the airport. It only got worse when Dad just frowned upon seeing me. He didn’t chastise me or give me that look of disappointment. Grandma and Satan’s lover did, though. Grandpa as well.

But then I realized Dad didn’t bother disciplining me, because he left the job to Lenin, who beat the shit out of me, then informed me I was under house arrest.

I mean, I can go to school and practice, and I can hang out after school, but Lenin is always there, monitoring me and making sure I go back to the Armstrong estate.

“Your dad is so close to giving up on you,” Lenin said that day as I was coughing blood onto the floor.

I straightened and smiled like I usually do. “I thought he already had.”

“You know full well he hasn’t. If you keep acting out, skipping meds, and pushing your luck, he might decide you’re not worth the trouble anymore and just let you drop dead.”

“Don’t care,” I whispered, but still stayed at home like an obedient little bitch, my eyes twitching every time Lilith started her passive-aggressiveness or Grandma called me useless.

Dad didn’t say anything. Actually, he seems to frown a lot whenever I go back home as if he doesn’t expect me there. He was the one who ordered this, for fuck’s sake.

The house arrest has come with real withdrawal issues.

Marcus.

I met him the other day, the evening before the Friday game, but only briefly because Jude decided to join the late-night training and crashed the party.

Had to smuggle Marcus out the back door, to which he just frowned and left.

That was three days ago. Haven’t seen him since.

And I think he’s mad. No idea why.

Okay, I may have a tiny idea.

So, here’s the thing. That day, as soon as he walked into the locker room, he kissed me.

And I’m not talking a simple peck or a brush of lips, but more like he devoured my face, his fingers gripping my hair tightly and his tongue hooking on mine, nearly fucking my throat.

It made me delirious and disoriented, like that time he kissed me out of the blue in his kitchen.

And the bathroom.

Only difference was that, in the locker room, when his fingers dug into my skin and his lips claimed mine, it was terrifyingly intense.

I didn’t like it—or more like, I didn’t like how it made me feel.

It was just sudden, and I didn’t know how to deal with it.

Part of me was horny and was about to jump out of my skin wanting more.

But then he tried to lift my shirt, and I pushed him away.

Might have done that violently, but I mean, he touched my bruised hip from Lenin’s beatings, and it hurt like hell. But really, the reason I reacted so aggressively was because a side of me, the little bitch lurking inside me, was shaking at the thought of him seeing the map Lenin created.

“What’s wrong with you now?” he asked in a low tone, his slashed brows looking a bit ominous over his harsh eyes. “Is this the denial again?”

“Just…don’t touch me today.”

His eyes darkened even as his words came out smoothly. “Is it that time of the month?”

I punched him, which I shouldn’t have done, but he was being a dick. “Fuck you.”

Then Jude, the asshole, chose that exact moment to walk in. “Pres? You in here?”

I shoved Marcus out, thankful he hadn’t changed yet, and he just gave me a cryptic look before he left.

Then he proceeded to ignore me for two days. The audacity.

I had to get drunk before I texted him.

Me


I didn’t mean to hit you, but you were being a prick.




Walking Red Flag (W.R.F.)


Is this your way of apologizing?




Who said anything about apologizing? I’m just saying.




Glad you got that off your chest.




It’s not my fault Jude came over.




If you say so.




It wasn’t.




Ok.




Are you mad?




What gave you that idea?




Very funny.




Not my intention.




Don’t be mad.




Why not?




I don’t like it.




You don’t like it when I’m mad at you?




No.




Then maybe don’t make me mad. You do that so effortlessly sometimes.




Yeah, I know. Not sure how I even do it, but apparently, Marcus is often mad at me lately. First in his bathroom, then in the locker room.

And I truly struggle to figure out what I’ve done.

I liked it better when he just made me come, and we didn’t have to talk. Now, I don’t know how to reply to him.

He’s aware I’m under house arrest, so he didn’t push, but I don’t like that he’s keeping his distance.

Does that mean he’s stopped caring?

Might he find someone else? He better not test my easily provoked temper.

The thought of Marcus with someone else makes all my demons surge to the surface.

“Catch me if you can, Pressie!” Miley’s voice snags my attention as she skates between some people, her wings flying about.

She’s racing around like a reckless little shit, zigzagging between the other skaters.

“Mimi, slow down!” I skate toward her, and she giggles as she picks up her pace.

All of a sudden, she crashes into a tall person’s legs.

The prickling sensation that seems to be a constant lately spreads across my back and pours into my bloodstream, flowing like lava.

Either I’ve picked up hallucinating in addition to all the other fucked-up symptoms my brain has come up with, or I’m looking at Marcus.

I blink and he’s still there.

So he’s real? He better be. I really don’t want to deal with hallucinations on top of everything else.

Or maybe he’s a dream.

He looks a bit softer than usual, dressed in jeans that outline his long, muscular legs that go for damn miles. A thick navy-blue sweater stretches over his broad shoulders, hugging his frame like a second skin.

And his hair…what the fuck did he do to his hair? It’s not styled per se and is still as untamed as usual, but there’s a sort of side part. Some haphazard strands fall on either side of his forehead, making him look like skating porn.

Doesn’t help that he sort of towers over almost everyone here, so it’s hard to miss the motherfucker.

Though his gaze is entirely on me—those metal eyes unreadable like a stormy day that keeps grumbling in the distance but doesn’t get close.

“I’m sorry,” Miley whispers, staring up at him, and her little eyes widen.

I know the feeling, Miles of Trouble.

“Don’t worry about it.” He smiles down at her as he lowers himself to his haunches and offers his hand. “I’m Marcus. What’s your name?”

She peeks at me, as she should, but then when she finds me too busy looking at him, she shakes his hand. “Miley. This is my brother, Preston. He’s so cool and famous. You can be friends.”

“Friends,” he repeats the word in a drawl as his gaze flits up to me. His eyes are still unreadable, the gray dark gloomy like that fucking static in my head.

“Yup!” Miley pulls at my hand. “You can, Pressie, right? Right?”

A twitch lifts his lips before he sighs dramatically. “I don’t think your brother and I can be friends.”

Miley frowns. “Why not?”

He smiles at me, but it’s dark and almost…what? As if he’s holding a grudge against me?

It should be the other way around.

I basically apologized. Just how far does this lunatic expect me to lower myself? Does he even know who I am?

“I tried, Miley,” he says to my sister. “It didn’t work.”

She throws her hand in the air. “You can just try again! Pressie is really nice.”

“Is he now?” He stands up as I pull Miley to my side. “Are you nice, Preston?”

“Whatever do you mean? I’m the nicest person you’ll ever meet.” I lift my sister with one arm, balancing her on my hip. “Isn’t that right, Mimi?”

“So nice!” She drops a kiss on my cheek. “And so cool.”

“Hmm.” Marcus glides toward us, standing close enough that I’m assaulted by the smell of him that’s so intoxicatingly potent, it goes straight to my starved lungs.

“I wonder why he’s not so nice to me, Miley?”

“Cut it out,” I mouth, but he’s just staring at my sister, who pouts.

“Why aren’t you nice to Marcus, Pressie?”

“I am—he just doesn’t appreciate it.” I plaster on a fake smile. “Me spending time with him is already a privilege. He should be thankful I give him anything at all, Mimi.”

“But that’s not how you treat friends.” She squirms, so I let her down, and she hikes both her hands on her hips with so much attitude. “Don’t be a meanie just because you’re cool.”

This little shit is changing allegiances faster than the Cold War’s double agents.

“Right?” Marcus, the asshole, is feigning a pout, and now, I’m staring at his goddamn lips like a sexually-frustrated maniac.

I mean, I am, but still.

“I’m sorry Pressie is a meanie,” my sister tells Marcus. “I can be your friend.”

“Mimi!”

She holds her hand up. “You’re in time-out. Don’t talk to me.”

Marcus suppresses a smile.

“Can you skate?” she asks.

“A bit,” he says, like the humblest bastard he most definitely is not.

“I can teach you some moves!” She skates away, then spins. “Like this.”

“I don’t think I’m as elegant as you, Miley.”

“That’s okay, you’ll learn. Come on, follow me.”

Marcus starts to skate toward her, but I block his path, standing so close, our skates touch. For a moment, the hustle and bustle and the noise just disappear.

Fuck me sideways. I don’t tend to forget about the outside world when I’m with a fuck buddy.

Is Marcus even just a fuck buddy at this point?

No fucking has been detected lately, and yet I feel as if that lava is incinerating me alive in the middle of the ice.

Maybe it’s because of pent-up sexual energy.

It has to be.

An incurable hypersexual like me doesn’t usually go long without fucking.

“What are you doing here?” I whisper in a low voice.

“Skating, just like you.”

“You want me to believe it’s a coincidence that we happened to come here at the same time?”

He shrugs but says nothing.

“Have you been following me, Marcus?”

“No clue what you’re talking about.”

My lips lift in a snarl, but I force them into a line because I refuse to allow him to get the better of me like every other time.

He curls his index finger in my sweater, his eyes darkening. “What are you wearing?”

I frown, looking down at my green-and-blue striped sweater. “Clothes.”

“With your money, one would think you’d be able to afford finished clothes.” He reaches up and slides his hand along my exposed collarbone through the wide collar.

My skin prickles again, his touch igniting those familiar feelings of lust and abandon. The furious sensation spreads across my spine and shoots straight to my throbbing balls.

Flashbacks of slapping and jerking and thrusting pour into my head like lava, incinerating me from the inside out. I want…no, I need that again.

“It’s called oversized,” I grumble, trying to sound annoyed and not at all embarrassingly turned on.

“It’s called too much visible skin.”

“My collarbone isn’t fucking cleavage.”

“It’s much worse.” The rough timbre of his voice, coupled with his seemingly explorative but firm touch, thickens my cock. “You don’t seem to have any fucking clue how effortlessly erotic you look right now.”

His thumb presses on the line of my throat where it meets my collarbone, and I swallow against it, my ears ringing.

A flash of something intimate and ancient and prickling darkens his eyes as he stares down at me, his voice lowering to a raw range. “I don’t like it when others look at what’s mine, Preston. What belongs to me is for my eyes only, do you understand?”

“You’re acting as if I’m walking around naked,” I whisper. “It’s just a fucking collarbone.”

He shakes his head once. “It’s all of you.”

That stupid, inexplicable thing happens again in my chest—a sort of nonsensical movement that makes it hard to breathe.

“Heey!” Miley skates to our side. “What’s taking you so long?”

All the noise of our environment slides back in, harsh and jarring. The sound of skates on ice, the laughter and endless chatter.

I totally forgot about all the people surrounding us as this asshole dragged me into his web of madness.

I push him away and his hand drops from my throat, leaving a flush of heat in its wake. “I told you we’re strangers in public. Go away.”

His eyes narrow slightly, but then he smiles at Miley, who stops next to us, then glances at me. “Who says I’m here for you?”

“Come on, let me teach you.” My sister whirls with an attitude bigger than her tiny body. “I don’t have all day.”

Marcus, the asshole, casts a fleeting glance at me, then takes her outstretched hand. “I’m sorry to have kept you waiting, princess. Lead the way.”

She grins and drags him to the middle, her wings flying behind her.

Is this piece of shit really going to ignore me and pretend he’s here for Miley? He obviously stalked me.

I stand in place, my arms crossed, and yup, he’s totally into whatever gibberish she’s telling him—mirroring her movements and everything.

Since when does he even have the patience for kids? Listen, I love Miley, but she’s my sister, so that’s a given. Other kids, however, should stay the hell away from me.

She’s not Marcus’s sister, though, and he has zero need to indulge her. He’s obviously low on the empathy radar, and he has no patience whatsoever sometimes. He certainly seems to be ticked off by everything I do or say lately.

And yet he’s currently tolerating Miley’s constant yapping, as if she’s competing for how many words she can say in one breath.

I frown when he smiles at her, his expression soft, and that chronic pain in my chest sinks in deeper. What the fuck?

It’s almost as if…I’m jealous of my sister because he smiled at her like he never smiles at me.

Fuck the hell out of this shit.

That is not true under any circumstances.

“Preston?”

I turn sideways at the very familiar, irritating voice. And it’s none other than Dove—sorry, Daphne.

You know, the one Kane is dating and apparently not breaking up with anytime soon.

Anyway, she chose about the worst time to show her pretty face, because I don’t want her here while Marcus is.

Like at all.

And she’s wearing this cute little off-white knit dress with sexy stockings.

Better call Kane so he can come collect his girlfriend ASAP.

“Who are you again?” I say in my usual devil-may-care tone, purposefully standing in a way that blocks her view of Marcus dancing with my sister on the ice.

“Very funny. Ha. Ha,” she mocks, then frowns. “What are you doing here?”

“Skating, in case you have sight issues. Any other questions, Dropbox?”

“It’s Dahlia! And Dropbox isn’t even a D name.”

“That’s right. I’m downgrading you.” I make a motion with my hand. “Now, shoo, DoorDash. Go climb Kane or do whatever you kids do on the regular.”

“He’s meeting me here.”

Double fuck.

I need to grab Miles of Trouble and get the hell out of here before Kane shows up, or he’ll have a lot of questions I don’t have answers to.

Questions I don’t want to hear or think about or fucking process.

But how do I retrieve Miley without my sister yapping about everything or Dracula here noticing Marcus’s impossible-to-miss presence?

“Couldn’t pick another place to practice your niche religion of taming Davenport?” I ask. “Also, where’s Vee? I much prefer your sister to you.”

“Well, thanks for the vote of confidence.” She huffs. “And Vi doesn’t like skating;”

“Well, that sucks.”

Violet, Duchess’s foster sister, and the Sleeping Beauty Jude was stalking, is one of the best things in my life lately. She’s warm and nice, and I feel a sense of familiarity around her.

And, of course, she didn’t date Marcus. Unlike her sister.

I peek behind me, but Marcus and Miley aren’t where I left them.

My skin prickles, static filling my ears as panic floods my throat.

No.

Miley…no.

I only looked away for a second, she couldn’t have possibly been taken away.

What if she were? What if someone hurts her, and it’s my fucked-up story all over again? What if⁠—

“Pressie!” A small body slams into my leg, and she wraps her tiny fingers around my knee. “You gotta see my new moves.”

Relief rushes through my obstructed throat, and I think Marcus sees whatever spooked expression I’m wearing as he stands in front of me, his inquisitive gaze watching me closely.

But then he swiftly stares to his right and smiles. “Hi, Dahlia.”

Her brow furrows. “And what are you doing here?”

“Skating.” He looks around. “Isn’t that what this is for?”

“Yeah, but you wouldn’t normally come to a place like this.”

“I do now,” he says, stealing a glance at me, and I swallow thickly.

“You’re so pretty!” Miley says. “Are you Pressie’s friend?”

“Don’t downgrade me, Mimi, I’m not Darcy’s friend,” I mutter.

“It’s Dahlia.” She glares at me, and Marcus suppresses a smile. The prick is enjoying this a bit too much.

Dana grins as she lowers herself to Miley’s eye level. “Thank you. You’re so pretty yourself. I love the wings.”

“I’m a princess!” She skates toward her and twirls. “My name is Miley.”

“Nice to meet you, Miley. I’m Dahlia.”

“Like the flowers?”

“That’s right.”

“Leave,” I mouth as Marcus continues staring at me during the entire conversation, his cryptic eyes drilling holes into my body.

As if…he can read me.

Bullshit. No one can. Not even my brain or Dr. Duret, who’s been with me almost my whole life, can do that.

“Are you here on your own, Dahlia?” he asks her as she stands up.

“No, I’m meeting Kane.”

“And here I thought we could ignite the old spark.” He grabs his chest, feigning being stabbed in the heart.

Is this motherfucking piece of shit tired of living?

I must be shooting lasers from my eyes, because Delta swallows thickly and even skates back a little.

Good. At least someone around here is scared of me.

She clears her throat. “What on earth are you talking about? There was no spark.”

“No?” He taps his forefinger against his chin. “Pretty sure we had lots of fun.”

“We only went out for, like, two weeks.”

“Two weeks is enough,” he says so casually, and I’m about to ram my fist into his face.

How dare he talk like that about his goddamn ex in front of me?

Destiny’s frown deepens more by the second. “Enough for what?”

“Enough to erase someone.” I plaster on a threatening smile. “Actually, two days would do.”

Marcus’s lips pull in that cruel smirk. “You’d erase me?”

“I’d fucking bury you alive.”

“Will you now?”

“Hey,” Danika says in a placating tone, then whispers, “there’s a kid here. Can you guys save this testosterone battle till later?”

“There’s no later, though, is there?” Marcus ruffles Miley’s hair. “See you around, princess.”

She lights up. “See you! I’ll teach you lots of stuff next time.”

He smiles once more at her, then spins around and leaves.

His shoulders look broader than usual as he skates away, mixing with the other skaters. He doesn’t look back, not even once.

And I don’t know why I keep staring, expecting he will.

Hoping he will.

“Well, that was weird,” Daria says, but I’m barely hearing her because I’m focused on Marcus.

His large body disappears in the crowd way too soon.

What the hell have I said now?

Threatened him, the voice in my head whispers.

But I do that all the time. The fuck? Since when did he become such a snowflake?

“Hey, Pressie.” Miley pulls on my jeans.

“Yeah?” I look down at her, still distracted.

“Can I marry him?”

“Hell no,” I growl as Demi bursts out laughing.

Yeah, laugh away. My life is a joke, apparently.

The guy I can’t seem to stay away from is giving me mixed signals, and my seven-year-old sister apparently wants to marry the motherfucker.

Kill me.
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MARCUS


Iwave goodbye at the rest of the team in the arena’s parking lot.

We have an important game tomorrow, and even though we had extensive training this morning, I wanted to do some light training this evening.

I need them in top shape for the game, and I won’t be tolerating any mistakes. We’ve managed to get to the top, tying with the Vipers, and I won’t allow them to take our championship.

The rain soaks through my jacket in seconds as I hop on my bike, my duffle bag strapped across my chest.

I’ll have to text the team and ensure they’re resting for the night and not going anywhere near a bar. They usually wouldn’t, and Richardson, who shares a dorm room with two of our other starters, said he’ll make sure they’re staying out of trouble.

But I don’t like delegating my responsibilities to others, so they’ll all be hearing from me later.

Some would call it control-freak tendencies, and it probably is. I’ve just never been satisfied with mediocracy, half-assed attempts, and unfinished business.

Instead of heading straight home, I go for a ride.

There’s something about being drenched by the rain as the bike flashes through the night like a bullet.

I know some of my bike club companions don’t like riding in the rain, but it’s one of my favorite times. The droplets of water on my helmet, the screech of the tires in the puddles.

The emptiness.

It’s probably the emptiness I like the most. That means fewer people on the road and more time for me to think and breathe in the sweet, damp smell of the earth.

Which is why my “riding” friends don’t like it. Many of them just like showing off, and others are nervous about slipping and getting in a freak accident.

Though calling them friends is a stretch. I’ve never had friends. Acquaintances, yes. Friends, no. I get along with everyone, mostly because it will serve me one day. But the moment anyone crosses me or even slightly irritates me, I drop them in the blink of an eye.

I have zero percent tolerance for anything that doesn’t please me, and everyone around me is aware of that. Everyone knows not to get on my bad side.

Everyone except for Preston.

He keeps stretching my patience thin, saying or doing something that grates on my last fucking nerve.

Not only does he refuse to fall in line like everyone else, but he also keeps testing exactly how far he can push before my restraint fractures.

He threatens me. Rejects me. Snaps back without hesitation. And all of that happened within a single encounter—the one at the public skating rink four days ago.

The one I knew he’d go to because I might have followed him through town while he shopped with his younger sister.

It was a version of Preston I hadn’t seen before. Warm, attentive, and smiling without calculation.

He hovered over Miley like a shield, constantly scanning their surroundings as if expecting someone to take her away.

I hadn’t planned to reveal myself that day, but he looked like temptation left unattended. A candy waiting to be unwrapped. And when I noticed a few girls watching him with open interest, instinct took over.

I staked my claim.

It didn’t go as intended since he was far more focused on forcing me to leave.

And I did once I heard Kane was coming. Preston looked like he was on the verge of transforming into the other Preston. The one who withdraws completely, turning into a ghost of himself.

And I didn’t want to trigger that by being there when Kane showed up.

That shouldn’t have been my issue. I’m not normally accused of being altruistic or putting anyone before myself, so Preston’s state shouldn’t have mattered.

My plan was to drag him into a corner and remind him exactly who he belongs to. Whether or not Kane was coming shouldn’t have changed my course of action, but it did.

I’m self-conscious enough to recognize that the balance of power is tipping in Preston’s favor.

He’s impatient, vulgar, and uses humor like a weapon. Not to mention that he keeps testing me and pushing me because I allow him to.

Unlike with everyone else, I don’t have zero percent tolerance for Preston. The actual percentage is frighteningly higher.

But the truth is, I am reaching a limit.

I can’t just let him get away with his bullshit. I’m not that nice. Never was and never will be.

After the rink, I ignored him. Not because he didn’t text first—he did—but he was deflecting as usual, resorting to that deplorable impatience of his.

Preston


Miley won’t stop yapping about you. It’s causing me troublesome auditory poisoning that I’m holding you accountable for.




Hello?




The asshole store called to order more of you.




If you keep ignoring me, I’ll introduce you to my friend—blunt force trauma.




Fine. Let’s pretend you’re not reading these texts as soon as I send them. We both know you can’t stay away from me, Marcus. Let’s see how long you can last before you’re on your knees where you belong.




The prick knows exactly how addicted I am to him. That’s why he keeps pulling these types of stunts left and right. He’s fully aware I won’t drop him.

I can still punish him, though.

He’s been irritable lately. I know because I might have followed him around yesterday after school. What? I never said I’d punish myself—and not seeing his face for too long is certainly a punishment.

Let’s just say Preston is taking the punishment exactly how I’d expect Preston to take a punishment—dramatically.

He was throwing a fit and whining and fighting with Jude just because he got his coffee order wrong.

“Juuude!” he called as they were heading to his car. “Did I say latte? Pretty damn sure I said triple-shot Americano. Black. Like your fucking soul.”

“You don’t need three shots,” Jude dismissed him, scrolling on his phone. “One is enough.”

“Oh, here we go. Doctor Jude picked up his brother’s annoying habits and is now prescribing caffeine limits. It’s ONE shot. One! What am I supposed to do with this—this…bean-flavored water?”

“Drink it.”

He took a sip and gagged theatrically. “Just so you know, this is a crime against humanity.”

“You’re being dramatic.”

“Dramatic? Me? You’re the one who messed up. I give you one task. One. Bring coffee. Not solve world hunger. Not develop a soul overnight. Just coffee.”

Jude released an exasperated sigh as if he was used to this, and I, for some reason, did not like it. “I get your order right every other day. It’s not my problem you changed it today. If you keep bitching, I’ll kick you.”

“Try me, big man. I’ll bury you ten feet under.”

“It’s six feet, idiot.”

“Ten for you. So no one ever finds your sad, little corpse.”

I suppressed a smile, because, truly, he can be the most adorable grump, which is odd, because he’s also usually cheerful. At least, that’s the propaganda image he wears on campus and in the league.

Preston the prince. Preston, who has the personality of a saint, when, in fact, he’s the most high-maintenance person I’ve ever met.

I’m at a loss for what I can do to make him fall in line. Because he’s right. There’s only so much time I can go without him before it feels like I’m punishing myself instead of him.

I speed back home as the rain pours down harder, filling Stantonville’s roads with puddles.

The lights in the neighborhood are almost all broken, and only my headlight offers a reprieve from the night.

A tall, dark figure cuts in front of me as I’m about to stop. I hit the brakes hard as my eyes adjust.

Who the fuck⁠—?

Wait.

Rain hits the pavement in thin silver threads, catching the beam of my headlight as it illuminates the shadow of a body I know so well. A body I’ve learned by heart. A body I’ve been commemorating to memory despite myself.

Preston.

My lips tremble, and for a second, it looks like the whole night is falling sideways. I kill the engine, the sudden silence sharp enough to breathe beneath my skin as I stare at the mythical being standing dead center in the glow, soaked to the bone.

Preston looks ethereal.

So beautiful and afar and…wrongly fragile in a way that snaps something inside me.

A feeling so foreign, it makes me tighten my grip on the handlebars.

His cashmere coat hangs off his shoulders, the fabric plastered to his defined muscles, dripping steadily. His shirt beneath is soaked through, clinging to his chest, almost transparent. The faint fracture tattoo on his sternum glints each time the rain hits it. His hair is darkened and stuck to his forehead in wet strands, water dripping down his face in rivulets.

But his eyes—those fairy-like green eyes—are bright in the light, too bright. Intense in a way I can’t read.

Too still.

Too quiet.

I pull off my helmet, water running down the leather of my jacket, and he doesn’t move or blink. Just stands there in the beam as if he’s almost not here.

As if I’m staring at a man made of smoke. I’m apprehensive that if I touch him suddenly, he’ll disappear.

“What are you doing here?” I ask, my steady voice loud in the silence.

Nothing.

Not a word.

For a second, I think it’s the ghost Preston. The one who slips to somewhere I can’t reach.

“Isn’t this where you wanted me?” he whispers, his voice small and raw.

I inhale once, slowly. “I never wanted you in the damn rain.”

“Well. That’s where you got me.”

The wind cuts through, and he shivers so hard, I can hear his teeth click. My throat tightens as something hot spikes in my chest.

“How long have you been standing out here, Preston?”

“I don’t know.”

“You don’t know?”

He lifts one shoulder in a shrug that looks more like surrender. “I went to the arena first, but your team was there, so I figured waiting here was better.”

“You’ve been here for fucking hours?” The words tear out of me sharper than I intended. Because why the fuck would he freeze himself out here like a reckless fucking idiot? He has a game tomorrow, for fuck’s sake.

He glares at me. The freaking minx actually glares. “You’re the one who wouldn’t text me back. It’s your fault.”

“My fault?”

“Yeah, so you need to make it up to me.”

“What?”

He steps closer, rain dripping off his chin. “Shut up for a second.”

His voice shakes, but his hand doesn’t as he grabs the lapel of my jacket, his cold fingers fisting the leather, resting against my collarbone.

Before I can figure out what the hell he’s doing, Preston drags me toward him and kisses me.

Hard.

Desperate.

Like he came here to drown and decided to pull me down with him.

His kiss is intense, shocking, with nothing soft lurking beneath. He tastes like rain, bitterness, and something warm and primitive. Something so raw, I can’t put a name to it.

His lips are cold, almost numb, but he pushes into my space with a sort of wretchedness that steals my breath. As if he’s dying and needs to take his last drag of air through me.

There’s something uninhibited about the way Preston kisses. It’s kind of innocent, unpracticed but full of visceral energy, like he’s never kissed before.

Or maybe he’s never kissed this way before.

I grunt at the thought, and a shiver sparks down my spine.

I fist a hand in his wet hair and yank his head back to thrust my tongue down his throat. A quiet moan breaks out of him and shoots straight to my wound-up chest.

Fuck.

Fucking hell.

Fuuuck.

I think I could kiss him like this for eternity.

Preston grips my jacket harder, trying to pull me closer despite shaking so violently, he can barely stand. The rain slicks between our mouths, his breath hot against the cold night air, steam rising from our skin where we touch.

“Marcus—” he says, his voice cracking.

I cut him off with another kiss as he groans in my mouth. It’s deeper this time, swallowing whatever he was about to say.

It’s better if he stays quiet. He only pisses me off when he speaks, and I don’t want to deal with that tonight.

My other hand slides to the back of his neck, cold skin flashing hot under my palm. I can feel his frantic, uneven pulse there, as if his body can’t contain whatever is happening between us.

“Fuck,” I breathe against his lips, my forehead touching his. “You can’t just keep kissing your way back to me.”

“I can try,” he whispers, barely audible, as he brushes his cold lips against mine, caging me exactly where he wants me.

“I thought you didn’t like kissing me.”

His droopy eyes flit to my lips. “Maybe I lied.”

“Fucking hell,” I growl deep in my throat. “I’m supposed to be mad at you.”

“You are,” he mutters, his fingers digging into my throat. “That’s why it feels…good. You make it feel good.”

Something inside me breaks.

I call it the Preston complication, but truly, maybe I’m the complicated one.

Because as I stare in his soft eyes, I know that I’d let this prick have whatever the fuck he wants.

My sanity included.

“Do you know what you’re saying, Preston?” The words scrape out low in my throat, tight and uncontrolled.

He brushes his lips against mine again, a single breath, a warmth that floods the cold, wet rain. “Hm.”

“Oh, baby. You’re truly fucked.”

Preston slams me against him as he whispers, “Maybe you are.”

Perhaps that’s true.

Perhaps I’m driving down a dark road with no headlights on.

But if I get to crash into him, it’s worth it.

After tonight, Preston will be fully, categorically, and undeniably fucking mine.
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PRESTON


If anyone asks me how the hell I made it here, I wouldn’t have the answer.

It just happened.

Blame my brain.

My nonexistent sanity.

And this asshole of a man I can’t seem to possess the physical ability to resist.

No idea how the fuck we ended up in his room, because he was kissing me all the way up, devouring my face, pulling on my hair, helping me get rid of my wet clothes.

They were littering the stairs as he shoved and pressed me against the wall, touching me everywhere, kissing anywhere his lips could reach until I was shaking.

But God fucking dammit. I thought I was intense, and I am. You should see me when I kill. Even Jude says I turn into this manic person with zero fucking chill. But that’s mild compared to the force of nature that is Marcus Osborn.

He doesn’t just kiss me, he seems to be on a mission to own me, his fingers digging into my jaw or fisting in my hair, his tongue not only warring with mine, but taming it.

His hands don’t just remove my clothes, they strip me bare as he thrusts them into the fabric of my soul, toying, curling, on the verge of spilling my insides right before his feet.

It isn’t until he shoves me onto the bed, my hard cock pointing toward the ceiling, that I realize I’m fully naked and he’s still wearing his jeans and a damp white shirt that sticks to his taut muscles.

I prop up on my elbows as he watches me while unbuttoning his jeans, his breaths ragged and rough in the silence, only punctuated by the pouring rain outside.

His damp dark hair falls in haphazard strands across his forehead from how much I pulled and raked my fingers through it.

“You know how you look right now?” His low-spoken words send a shiver down my spine, and I have to force my eyes from his jeans to his face.

“Don’t say I look pretty,” I grumble, that familiar tightness churning my stomach.

He tilts his head to the side. “Why not?”

“I just don’t want to hear it,” I whisper. “Not now.”

I’m scared if he says it while looking at me with those dark, hungry eyes, I’ll be thrown back to that room of stars where I couldn’t breathe.

The idea sends a rush of nausea up my throat.

“Hmm” is the only sound he releases as he lifts his shirt off and tosses it somewhere behind him.

Then I watch with a harsh, choked breath as he pulls down his jeans and boxer briefs in one go, then kicks them away, standing in front of me completely naked.

It’s mind-boggling how he strips without hesitation, as if he’s never had to hide a damn thing his entire life.

It’s unfair.

What’s more unfair is just…how sculpted he is. I’ve felt Marcus countless times before, behind me mostly, and have a sense of his developed muscles and taut physique.

But feeling it and seeing it are worlds apart, because fuck me all the way to hell, how could a man look so…beautiful?

He’s a fucking man, I chastise my own brain as he’s about to drool all over the guy. There are no soft curves or round tits or anything that usually appeals to me.

All my eyes zoom in on are hard muscles, defined abs, a sculpted waist, and thick, muscular thighs.

And I realize this is basically the first time I’ve seen him naked. I’ve only ever seen his ass and his cock that’s currently hard and pointing in my direction.

However, it’s the rest of him that makes my breaths stumble.

Namely, the tattoos.

Yes, plural.

The chain I saw a hint of starts at his neck, a glint of metallic ink curling over his chest and down his ribs and abs, breaking cleanly at his groin. Right in the middle of his defined V-line, the chain ends with an arrow that points straight at his cock.

It’s an extremely hot tattoo.

My attention is drawn to another large tattoo along his left thigh—the one I often see in the locker room, but not entirely.

It’s a slim dagger that’s buried deep in a blooming daisy. And I find myself wondering why a daisy?

That’s not important, though.

What is important is the state of my cock that’s been twitching like an uncooperative little shit since I started my viewing session of Marcus.

He’s all man. Masculine, rugged, and with fucking tattoos. Every inch of him a story I’m not supposed to want to read. And I hate that I want to.

“Are you done ogling me?” The rumble of his voice snaps me back to that dark smirk tilting the corner of his gorgeous mouth.

“I’m not ogling you.”

He taps the corner of his lips. “You might want to wipe that. You’re drooling, baby.”

I reach a hand to my mouth, intending on bleeding the fucker dry for embarrassing me, but I find nothing. My hand drops as I glare at Marcus, and he just bursts out laughing.

The sound is easy but deep, like a rumble in the darkest pits of my broken soul.

But I don’t get to focus on that as he stalks toward me, killing the distance inch by each agonizing inch. “You know what will happen now, my prince?”

I remain quiet, not knowing what to say, feeling so out of my element but also getting distracted by his glorious naked body as he reaches into his side drawer.

This is not normal.

It’s just a body. A man’s body. I’ve seen countless of them.

And yet none of them have made my fucking cock leak the way it is right now. The transparent precum slides like a goddamn tear down its length.

Marcus grabs a tube from his nightstand, and a weird sort of fire ignites in my stomach.

“Not sure,” I say, narrowing my eyes. “But you’re certainly not going to have your way with me in the same place you’ve fucked others.”

A sly grin curves his lips.

“I’m not joking.” I start to stand up. “I’m bored, anyway. I’m leaving⁠—”

The words are barely out of my mouth when he slams me back down with a shove to my chest, knocking the living breath out of my fucking lungs.

And apparently, being manhandled like a slut gets my cock throbbing. The masochistic little bitch reports for duty by getting all fucking excited, pointing in Marcus’s direction.

But since he’s hovering, his stomach far away, I can’t get the friction my cock is begging for.

“You can’t come and go as you wish, Preston.” His voice has darkened, his eyes looking almost black. “This is not how it will go.”

“I can do whatever the fuck I want. And I decided I’m not doing this on the same bed you fucked others.” I push at his chest with both hands, making him sway. “Now, back the fuck off.”

He grabs both my wrists and slams them on the pillow above my head, his muscles coiling and bunching up. “If you’re jealous, just say it.”

“Who the fuck do you think you are for me to be jealous over you?”

“Isn’t that what’s happening here? You’re obviously so hard, you’re leaking a mess all over the place. You want this as much as I do. But the thought of you being just another one of my conquests pisses you off. It’s like a jab to your nonsensical pride.” His mouth hovers a few inches from mine until I taste his words. “What if I told you there were no others in this bed?”

“Really?”

“Really. I don’t fuck in my mother’s house. That’s a red line.” He drops a soft kiss to the slope of my throat, then bites down hard, and I groan deep. “Next time, instead of throwing tantrums,” he speaks as he kisses his way down my collarbone and chest, then licks my nipple, “tell me exactly how you feel.”

His teeth clamp down on my hard tip, and I let out a deep grunt, my cock twitching like crazy. Fucking hell, am I about to come like a preteen?

“Is that clear?” His eyes meet mine, his stubbled chin scratching my sensitive nipple.

“Huh?” I mumble, because, really, I’m fighting for my breath here. Don’t expect me to pay attention.

“I said.” He nibbles on my other nipple, then bites down. “You’ll communicate properly instead of throwing temper tantrums.”

I jerk, my spine bowing as the spark of pain and pleasure lengthens my cock. The relentless edging is making my skin so sensitive, and when he licks my assaulted nipple, I’m moaning like a fucking whore.

Jesus Christ.

I need to stop this and run far, far away. Never look back again.

Change countries. Names. Try to stop whatever the fuck Marcus is doing to me⁠—

He nips on the tattoo in the center of my chest, and it feels as if he’s pulling me open, bloodied fingers tugging on my insides like they’re marionette strings.

I only release a breath when he licks his way down my abs that tighten and clench. My stomach churns as goose bumps cover the wet trail he leaves in his wake.

“Answer me, my prince.” He stops so close to the purple tip of my cock, releasing my wrists to grab my hip, his finger digging into the serpent’s head as if he’s squashing it.

“Okay,” I say, not really sure what I’m agreeing to, because his wicked mouth is so fucking close and I need that wet heat.

“Such a good boy,” he purrs as he maneuvers me. And it is a maneuver, because I don’t do anything. I don’t know what to do, and I’d rather just let him handle it.

I bite my lower lip when I realize that I…what? Trust him with my body?

The answer comes to me as he pulls my legs open, settling between them, squirting lube in his palm.

Yes. I most definitely do.

“Let me make this hole dripping wet.” He thrusts two fingers in me as he fists my cock and sucks on the tip.

I throw my head back, a low grunt ripping out of me. “Fuck…yes…more…”

My ass clenches around his fingers, welcoming him in like all the other times he’s done this. My body caves, falling into the feeling so easily, I should be offended.

He pops me out of his mouth. “You like my lips wrapped around your thick cock, baby?”

I swallow, because why the hell does he have to talk like that? That dirty mouth of his is driving me mad.

Marcus curls his fingers inside me until it’s uncomfortable, and sparks of pain ripple through me, but my whore of a cock naturally likes it, considering the glistening precum.

“Answer me, Preston.” He adds another finger, stretching me so much, I moan. “Do you like my mouth around your cock?”

“I don’t care.”

“If you don’t care.” He thrusts his fingers. “I’ll assume you don’t need me to give you head ever again.”

This motherfucker⁠—

My body jerks when he drives his fingers deeper, making me feel the discomfort. It’s a punishment, I realize, as his dark eyes meet mine. This asshole is the pettiest son of a bitch to ever exist.

If I don’t tell him what he wants, he’ll just keep torturing me.

While I enjoy edging, I don’t think I can handle it tonight, not when my cock is about to explode.

“I like it,” I whisper, my face heating. I better not be getting red, or my skin tone and I will have major problems.

“Fuck,” he rumbles deep in his throat, his fingers stilling as he drops a kiss to my cock. “Say that again.”

“Like hell I will. Don’t push it.”

He chuckles, the sound making my spine buzz and my cock throb as he licks it. “You can be so endearing for an asshole.”

“Hey, who are you calling an asshole?”

“You, baby. You’re the most infuriating, irresistible asshole I’ve ever met.”

Before I can cuss him out, he slides me all the way to the back of his throat.

“Fuuuuck…” I breathe out, my eyes rolling back in my head. “Holy shit… Mmm…”

The double onslaught of his fingers and his mouth sends an unfamiliar chill down my spine. I’m going to come and paint him with my fucking cum.

He pulls away before I can do that.

“Why…?” I groan, half in frustration, half drowning deep in arousal.

“You’ll only come with my cock deep inside your ass, baby.” He removes his fingers from me, and I swallow thickly as he squirts lube on his cock, drenching it, then jerking it once. “Do you have any idea how much I’ve been dying to fuck you?”

My heart lunges as his cold, lubed hand pushes my thighs apart. “That’s it. Open wider for me.”

“Wait…” I half pop up, placing a hand on the center of his muscular chest—though a hand is an overstatement, as only the tips of my fingers touch his warm skin.

I’m scared if I plant my palm fully, he’ll feel just how much I’m trembling.

He stays still with his cock nudging at my entrance, almost slipping inside, the lube messing up his sheets.

Marcus’s muscles are tense, but he doesn’t move. “You want me to stop?”

My lips shake, and I purse them shut.

“Say the words, Preston.” His voice is firm. “Tell me to stop or use your safe word.”

“I just…” I trail off, because no, I don’t want him to stop, but I’m being choked by the words.

A primal feeling is overflowing inside me, and I’m afraid if I keep talking, my voice will betray me.

“What?” He sounds a bit impatient as his dick pulses, the tip stretching my hole. “You’re just what, Preston? Your cock is rock fucking hard for me, and your hole is basically swallowing me, so if you don’t want me to fuck you, say it. No more ‘I don’t care’ or playing hard to get or sending mixed signals. Say you don’t want it.”

“It’s not that. I’ve…never…” I stop talking, because my voice is too choked, and I feel so out of sorts, so not me, I want to murder myself.

But whatever Marcus sees on my face makes him release a breath, even if his shoulders are still a bit tense. “You’ve never done this before? Is that what you’re trying to say?”

I nod once, and he lets out a long puff of air. Not one of impatience, but more as if he’s also wound up. If anything, he has a dark look in his eyes. Almost like…he’s possessed.

“Think of it as just another fuck. You have sex all the time, no?”

“Not with a man. Not…like this. I’m not gay. I can’t be…” I hate how vulnerable I sound, so weak and lost and like a fucking idiot⁠—

“Hey…” He presses a kiss to my cheek, and I realize a tear has slid down and his lips just drank it away.

Someone kill me. Now and fucking thank you.

Where the fuck did that even come from?

“Do you think I’ll hurt you?” he whispers close to my face, the tenderness in his tone shattering me inch by inch.

“No, I like the pain,” I murmur back. “Can you f-fuck me from behind?”

“Why?”

“I don’t want you to see me like this.”

“But I do.” He nudges his hips, and my hole clenches instinctively.

“Why would you?”

“Because it’s you, baby.” He kisses my eyes, my nose, my mouth as the tip of his cock slips fully inside.

The pressure is one thing, but the way I just relaxed and let him in nearly undoes me.

Fucking hell, he’s casting a spell on me.

Is he a witch?

“That’s a gooood boy,” he grunts deep, the slow words caressing my skin. “Relax for me.”

He gives a shove of his hips, burying himself a few inches deeper, then stops.

A droplet of sweat falls on my cheek like a tear as he forces himself still on top of me, both of his arms framing my face as he keeps hovering.

So as not to crush me?

I think I come a little against his stomach that’s squashing my aching dick.

“Fuck, you’re so tight, baby.” He feeds me another inch, his voice breathy. “So warm and fucking tight.”

It burns. It burns like hell with each of his moves. Marcus is seriously huge, inhuman almost, and his three fingers feel like child’s play compared to his actual thick cock.

But I like it. The sparks of pain, the burn, the way he also seems to be fighting for his life.

“Relax a bit.” He pulls on my bottom lip with his teeth. “You’re going to cut my dick off.”

“How…” I swallow. “How do I do that?”

“Oh, fuck, baby. Just…fall into it and let me in, yeah?” He thrusts in again, feeding me a few more inches. “Like that, mmm, gooood boy.”

The praise makes my skin prickle and my cock throb. “Why… why do you always call me that?”

“Call you what?”

“Good boy. I’m a few months older than you.”

“You hate it?”

“No, I l-like it.”

“Yeah?”

“Um…I love the praise.” I swallow thickly. “Go all in.”

“No. It’ll hurt.”

“But I want it.” It’s my turn to bite his lip as I fist his hair. “Do as you’re told. Make it hurt.”

“Jesus Christ.” He gives a harsh shove of his hips and buries himself so deep, I let out a harsh groan.

Holy fucking shit.

As pain sparks throughout my ass and lower back, a rush of unfamiliar pleasure grabs hold of me.

I think I come a little.

“Fuck, baby, you’re dripping all over my stomach. Mmm.” He pulls on my hair. “You like my cock inside you?”

“Yeah…”

“Yeah?”

“It…” I palm his cheek, not giving a fuck that my hand is shaking. “It feels good.”

“Fuck,” he whispers low in his throat. “I’m going to fuck you now, baby. I can’t hold back.”

“O-okay.”

“Goddammit.” He moans as he starts moving, his gaze on me at all times as if he needs to read me.

As if not holding my eyes hostage will prevent him from moving at all.

That familiar feeling of overflowing hits me again with each of his shallow thrusts.

“Your hole is stretching for me so well, baby.” He drops a kiss to the tip of my nose. “You’re taking my cock like a very good boy.”

I groan, vibrating with need, that feeling of drowning slamming into me, but instead of falling into the abyss of my own head, I’m falling into him.

His thrusts turn longer, deeper, and I’m panting, huffing out breaths through lips that he kisses, brushing his own all over my face and neck. His mouth lingers at my pulse point, then grazes my chin.

It’s almost as if he can’t get enough of me.

Of this.

“Your tight hole is so slippery wet.” A low, primal groan rumbles in his throat. “You’re stretching for my cock, yeah, baby?”

“It’s…big…” I breathe out. “I don’t know how you even fit.”

He chuckles and it draws on a hitch, because, like me, he’s so tuned to this that he can barely talk.

“I’ll always find my way inside you or to you, my prince.” There’s a strange edge to his voice as he thrusts deeper still. “No matter what it takes.” Thrust. “You’ve been mine all this time, even when I didn’t have you.” Thrust. “Even when I didn’t touch you.” Thrust. “Even when I didn’t own you.”

“Fuck… Mmm…there…” I groan, wrapping my arms around his back, pressing him closer as the friction makes my throbbing dick spurt precum.

“Here?” He pounds even deeper, hitting that good spot.

“Fuck…” My eyes roll back. “More…p-please.”

“Such a needy little slut.” He growls, but he’s fucking me harder, thrusting and shoving his cock against my prostate.

“Holy…fuck…” I cry out, my entire body caving under the onslaught.

“You can only be a needy slut for me, baby, you understand?”

I push at his chest, my cock thickening dangerously. “You think I’ll ever let anyone else see me like this, asshole?”

“You better not.” Thrust. Thrust. Thrust. “Or I’ll slice their throat right before your eyes.”

A chuckle rips out of me, coupled with a needy groan. “Is that supposed to scare me?”

He smiles, but he’s also trembling with arousal. “Of course it wouldn’t. I bet you’d take it as flirting if I were to kill for you.”

It flashes in my mind—the image of Marcus covered in blood, his expression solemn as he holds a knife, his eyes saying what his mouth isn’t—For you.

Me.

It’s beyond ridiculous, but that image paired with his merciless thrusts is sending me over the edge.

“I’m coming… Fuuuck… Marcus…”

“Yes, baby?”

“Harder…more…”

He thrusts deeper, kissing his way down my throat, then whispers against it, “Show me how much you love my cock in your ass.”

He grips my throat, choking me a bit just as my cock bursts, spraying cum all over him, the sheets, everywhere.

I don’t know what’s come over me—no, I do. I’m coming like I never have before due to being fucked by Marcus.

He collapses on top of me, and I realize it’s because I’m hugging him too tight, pressing him against me so forcefully that he loses his balance.

“Fucking hell, baby.” Marcus’s head is buried in my neck, and the rumble of his voice goes straight to my spent balls as he grunts, “Why are you so fucking addictive?”

I am?

A strangled noise rips out of him, catching on its way out. “I’m going to fill your hole with my cum, and you’ll take it…won’t you?”

“Yes…give it to me.”

“Fuck!”

Warmth floods me as Marcus shakes all over me, pounding his huge cock a few more times as it spurts cum.

I’m being filled with cum.

A man’s cum.

Marcus’s.

The sensation is not bad per se, it’s just odd, and it lulls me back to the reality of what I allowed to happen.

I let Marcus fuck me.

As he lifts his head, struggling to breathe, his face so fucking beautiful, a dangerous realization hits me.

Unlike what he suggested, this was not just a fuck.

I don’t feel like bursting out of my skin after just a fuck. I don’t feel scared of not having this again after just a fuck. I don’t get terrified of that noise that could swallow me whole.

Scratch.

Scratch.

Scratch.

A low growl leaves him as his lips claim mine in a ferocious kiss. I can feel his cum in my ass, and I think I’ve made a huge mistake.

I just had the best sex of my life, but I’m not happy.

Or, more precisely, happiness is shadowed by something far more ominous.

Black tendrils writhe in my throat, choking on the blinding terror that splinters my mind. I’m unraveling, thread by thread, splitting open from the inside, and I’m scared.

No, I’m terrified he’ll finally glimpse my fractured image bleeding through the cracks.

And then he’ll never want me again.
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MARCUS


Harsh breaths fill the air.

Mine and Preston’s.

The heady, sweet smell of sex and cum—and especially him—wraps me in a cocoon tighter than his embrace.

And it is tight.

He’s all pressed up against me, our slicked skin glued together as he digs his fingers into my back painfully.

Not sure he realizes what he’s doing, but it doesn’t matter. I’m busy enjoying the fact that he wrapped his arms around me a bit too much.

It’s like a present. Preston has never really been proactive about touching me—he’s only kissed me twice of his own accord, and for one of them, he was drunk and high.

And then this.

Naturally, I won’t put an end to this, even if it hurts and I can’t breathe properly with my head buried in his neck.

I fall into the rhythm of his frantic heartbeat thrumming against mine as his harsh breaths echo in the air. He lets out a small, sated noise like a sigh, and my cock twitches inside him.

No sense of boundaries for that one, apparently.

Though I can’t really blame him. It’s the first time in my life I’ve been staggeringly desperate to fuck someone.

Get inside them.

Own them.

I’ve never worked this hard for a hole in my entire existence.

Never tolerated so much push and pull, temper tantrums, and rejection.

I tell myself that’s the only reason this fuck felt special—because I finally conquered Preston Armstrong.

If I follow that logic, this morbid fixation and disturbing obsession should vanish right about now.

I wait and wait, and fucking wait as I breathe him in.

Nope.

No disappearing in sight.

If anything, my cock lengthens inside him, demanding round two. Now.

A muffled groan tears out of me. Just what is it about Preston fucking Armstrong that makes him impossible to resist?

Is he actually some sort of a fucking fairy in human form? He’s obviously ethereal in some way.

His fingers unwrap from around me in a sudden jerk as if he was caught doing something he shouldn’t have.

“Sorry… I didn’t mean to hold on too tight…” His voice is stripped raw, a tad vulnerable.

Not as vulnerable as when he talked to me earlier with a tear sliding down his cheek, but it’s close enough.

“I don’t mind.” I lift myself up slightly, planting my elbows on either side of his face so I’m not crushing him.

But I don’t leave too much space, our abs still pinning his deflated cock and my own still twitching deep in his warm heat.

And now, I’m staring at his gorgeous face and his swollen, parted lips.

If I had the power to stop time, this would be the moment.

He blinks twice. “You…don’t?”

“Should I?”

“Yeah. No one enjoys being held on to like…that.”

There’s a strange type of mixed irritation and fascination in his voice, and it’s intriguing to see the two polar emotions blend.

“Is that what you’ve been told?” I stroke a strand from his forehead to behind his ear.

I expect him to flinch like he does sometimes when I touch him this gently, but he seems to be preoccupied with what I said. So I leave my fingers on his face, caressing his beautiful skin with my knuckles.

“What I’ve been told?” he repeats.

“Isn’t that the case? Someone probably ordered you not to hug like that. Maybe they said it’s annoying?”

His lips part before he seals them shut again. “It is annoying.”

“It’s not. It’s how you show affection.” I brush my mouth against his trembling lips once, twice, three times, and he just lets me, shivering beneath me.

On the fourth time, I whisper against his skin, “I like that you’re showing me this side of you.”

He squirms, and I don’t think it’s discomfort, not entirely—embarrassment, maybe, considering the redness creeping up his neck. My theory is confirmed when he slams his forearm against the center of my chest. “Shut up.”

“Don’t be shy.”

“Who the fuck is shy?” He face-palms me. “I’ll choke you with your own arrogance.”

“My biggest fear.” I chuckle against his hand, and I think it trembles before he removes it.

“It better be.” He clears his throat before he looks to the side. “Aren’t you going to…”

“To what?”

“You know what.”

“No, I don’t.”

“Pull out.” He grunts out the words, his skin brightening to a deep shade of red.

“Hmm.” I roll my hips. “I like it here just fine.”

“You—” He bites his lower lip, but I can hear the faint moan he was trying to kill. “How the hell are you even getting hard this soon?”

“You are, too.” I rub my stomach over his thickening cock, and this time, the moan rips out of him loud and clear.

“I’m hypersexual,” he says with a dismissive tone.

“Maybe I am, too.” I’m not. If anything, I can go without sex for months.

But the thought of not touching Preston for mere days makes my body tight with pent-up frustration.

Technically, what I told him isn’t a lie. I am hypersexual when it comes to him.

Apparently, I’m Preston-sexual.

Something dark and gloomy settles deep in his eyes as he murmurs, “Why?”

“Do I need a reason to be hypersexual?”

“Yes, you do.” His tone is dead, almost as if it’s coming from underground.

“What’s yours, then?” I ask in a low voice.

He shrugs but says nothing, looking to the side to where my trophies are, blatantly hiding from me.

Shutting me out.

I liked it better when he was showing me his vulnerabilities as I pounded him into oblivion. Now, I’m faced with this cold, inflexible persona that only knows how to shove me away.

“Can you get off me?” he murmurs. “I need to clean up.”

“I’ll do it.” I pull out slowly, feeling my cum slipping out of his hole, the sensation erotic as fuck.

But not as much as when his ass clenches around me as he moans softly.

I can’t help the groan that leaves me as I reluctantly straighten and stand up.

The view that greets me when I pause at the foot of the bed is straight-up porn.

No—it’s better than porn, since that’s never evoked these types of feelings. As if I’ll burst out of my skin any second now.

Preston lying in my bed, his damp golden hair spilling on my pillow, that serpent coiling all over him, his legs wide open as my cum trickles out of him.

My eyes must be darkening, because his widen and he starts to close his legs.

No idea what comes over me, but it all happens in a fraction of a second.

I lunge at him, grab him by the waist, and flip him over so fast, he has no clue what the fuck is going on.

Then I straddle his calves, and lie on top of him, my fingers pulling on his ass cheeks.

“What are you doing—mmfuck!” His words end on a choked moan when I dive straight in, lapping at the cum still escaping his hole.

“Jesus Christ…holyfuckingshit…” He writhes beneath me, and I can tell he’s growing hard, because he keeps rutting and thrusting against the mattress.

“Stay still,” I say against his opening, digging my fingers into his flesh. “I need to eat my ass properly.”

“Jesus…” he moans, and it’s muffled because he’s hugging the pillow, burying his face in it.

“Mmm.” I groan, then thrust my tongue inside him, fucking him ruthlessly.

And damn it.

He tastes of my cum and something so heady and Preston, it muddles my brain.

“Marcus…fuck…that f-feels so good…”

My own cock throbs at the stutter. The way he sounds so needy and turned on seems to be what brings me pleasure.

I’m the only person Preston would ever allow to see this side of him—looking so pliant and aroused and at my fucking mercy.

Just me.

“Why…fuck… Why does it feel so good?” He grunts, lifting his hips, feeding my mouth more of his ass. “Your tongue…oh fuck…fuck!”

I release a noise of approval, my fingers holding him in place as he bows his head farther.

“Don’t think.” I pepper kisses on his clenching hole, then slap his ass cheek, making him grunt. “Just feel.”

Then I dive back in, eating his ass roughly, slapping him in the meantime, because he loves the pain, my prince. It’s making him rub against the mattress frantically.

“Unghh. Yes, yes…right there…”

“Mmm.” I groan.

“I’m…I’m gonna come…”

Slap.

Thrust.

I all but fuck him with my tongue as my palm meets his ass, spanking him just like he loves it.

Preston’s glorious body caves beneath my touch. He squirms and moans, probably too sore and sensitive for something this intense, but I don’t stop.

Not until he’s shuddering in my grip.

“I’m coming…holy shit…ungh…” His entire body goes still, red creeping up his neck and ears as he spasms and jerks his hips, his ass clenching around my tongue.

I release a rough grunt, kneading his bruised ass as he collapses on the bed, still hiding his face in the pillow.

When I finally pull away, I groan at the view of his cum on the sheets.

I release a rough rumble. “You’ve made such a mess, baby.”

“You made it,” he says in a murmur, his voice muffled. “Take responsibility for your actions.”

“I plead guilty.” I sit at the edge of the bed and stroke his hair.

A satisfied noise rips out of him, and I keep running my fingers through his hair for a while. “Are you not going to look at me?”

“Go away,” he grumbles like an adorable asshole, still sounding out of breath.

I reach into my drawer and grab a piece of candy. Even though I unwrap it right beside him, he doesn’t look up.

“It’s okay to enjoy having your ass eaten.” I fist his hair. “I certainly loved devouring it.”

“Shut your mouth or I’ll make you.”

“Make me.”

He lifts his head, but before he can say anything, I throw the candy in my mouth, then seal my lips to his.

Preston’s eyes widen as I thrust the candy onto his tongue, then toy with it a bit until the taste of him and my cum mixes with the mango flavor.

The mixture makes my head turn, and it definitely catches him by surprise, because he remains frozen. And I fucking go for it.

I shove the candy against his tongue, massaging it there for a bit, making him swallow everything.

When I pull away, leaving the candy in his mouth, his neck is a deep shade of red.

Whatever tantrum he was about to throw seems forgotten now as he sucks on the candy. If anything, he seems so real and raw, I want to fuck him again.

But I won’t. He must be sore, and I can’t go crazy the first time.

First. The realization hits me like a car crash.

I am Preston’s first guy.

And last.

I will be his last fucking anything.

The idea should jar me, but as I watch him suck on the candy, still lying on his stomach like a fucking erotic marble statue, it doesn’t. Not really.

If anything, I’m annoyed he had sex with others before me. It pisses me off that many have seen his stunningly naked body.

“Seriously, what’s with the candy?” he asks, pushing it to the side of his mouth until it forms a ball shape in his cheek.

“It’s a secret.”

He narrows his eyes. “Nobody keeps secrets from me.”

“I’m happy to be your first in so many things, baby. Such as tonight being your first time with⁠—”

“Keep talking and I’ll smack you.”

I tilt my head to the side. “Why do you have such an irrational fear about being gay?”

“It’s not fear. I’m simply not gay.”

“So what do you call tonight?”

“Sex. Happens all the time all over the world. Means nothing.”

My jaw grinds, and that monster lurking inside me rears his head as I force a dark smile. “You having sex with a guy for the first time does not mean nothing. You and your gibberish internalized homophobia fought this tooth and nail, but the side of you that’s been craving me won. You took my cock up your ass and came with just my tongue in your hole. That’s not nothing.”

“If I say it’s nothing, it’s fucking nothing.” He crushes the candy between his teeth, the sound echoing around me like a gunshot. “You hear me?”

His eyes are harsh.

No, not harsh. Yes, there’s that hardness he defaults to at any sign of conflict, but it’s a mask, hiding something deeper and more fucked up. The same sense of terror from earlier comes back, but instead of crying, he’s revolting.

Letting aggression take over.

His eyes are shifty and his body’s too tight, as if he’s about to splinter into tiny pieces right before my eyes.

I stand up swiftly, then walk into the bathroom and close the door.

My hand covers my face as I force deep breaths.

In.

Out.

Breathe.

I need to calm the fuck down and keep myself from lashing out. I can push him to face everything he’s trying to avoid, can make him fucking cry if I choose to.

If I just let my passive-aggressiveness and people-reading skills loose, I’ll have him bawling at my feet in ten minutes.

But the sad reality is—I won’t do that to him.

I don’t want to fucking hurt him, and I certainly don’t want to push him so hard, he’ll bolt and never come back.

There’s noise from the bedroom, and he’s probably doing that—bolting. Even though I clearly told him not to treat me like a booty call.

And that violence I know so well is slowly rearing his head, demanding I punish Preston. Tie him the fuck up to my bed if I have to.

Instead, I walk into the shower and turn it on cold. If I follow him in my state, I’m just going to let myself loose, and my real self is a toxic, vengeful asshole.

One I don’t want to release on Preston right now.

I stay under the water for what seems like forever, until my extremities are cold and blue.

When I step out of the bathroom with a towel around my middle, sure enough, Preston is gone.

The room smells like him, and I can still taste him on my tongue, but he’s not here.

I run a hand through my hair, cursing low in my throat.

The asshole.

The goddamn fucking⁠—

I let out a long breath, trying to remain calm. Because why the fuck am I letting this get to me?

It was just a fuck, no?

Only, it wasn’t. Or I wouldn’t be feeling like I was abandoned or treated like a dildo.

I grab my phone from my jeans that I clearly left on the floor, but they’re now neatly folded and placed on the chair along with my shirt and boxer briefs.

Why would he even do this?

If he’s going to pretend he doesn’t give a fuck, he should go all the way, be a dick like he truly is.

My fingers pause when I find a string of texts from him. Most of them were sent throughout the evening, from when I was heading to the arena.

Preston


Fine, you win. I’m texting first. Don’t ignore me.




I clearly told you NOT to ignore me, Marcus. You know how easily I get murderous.




Not that I’m threatening you. Is that why you’re mad? Because I threatened you in the rink?




Great. I’ll just hang around in your inbox. My new favorite place.




That was sarcasm.




He stopped for a while, then about an hour later, he sent new ones.

Preston


Are you seriously training with Dicky and co? You’re supposed to be training with me.




Yes, I’m outside the shitty arena. You better come out.




I’ll murder your entire team, Marcus. You know I will.




Wait. You’ll probably hate me more if I do that. Fuck this shit.




Fine. I’ll go to your place. You better come right now and not make me stand in that hazardous neighborhood for long.




He stopped for a bit, then sent a lone text around the time I was riding.

Preston


If you stop being mad, I’ll let you do whatever you want with me.




And then I find the text he sent just now.

Preston


It’s better if we’re nothing, Marcus. Believe me, you don’t ever want to be something with someone like me.
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MARCUS


“What do you think?”

My sister’s voice sounds smooth on the other end of the phone as I stop my bike right in the heart of her town.

Or specifically, near the parking lot of the club the Vipers flock to after every game.

I turn off the engine. “It sounds like you’re asking for my opinion.”

“I am.”

“No, you’re not.” I hop off the bike. “You’re just telling me that Dad might be kicking you out during a board meeting, and you need me to accept shares so I can make sure you remain at the top of the food chain. I don’t see a clause anywhere that says you care about my opinion, so drop the act.”

“And?” Her voice hardens. “Will you do it or will you do it?”

I scoff. “Hey, Serena. Did anyone ever tell you to play nice when asking for a favor?”

“That’s assuming you have a choice. I could kidnap June and⁠—”

“Finish that sentence and I’ll join Dad’s side just to bring you down.” My voice matches hers. “You don’t want to make an enemy out of me. Believe me.”

“You think I’ll ever be scared of you?” She releases a mocking noise. “Three potential Osborn heirs already disappeared. You can join your brothers in a heartbeat if you’re not careful enough, Marcus. It’s you who shouldn’t make an enemy out of me, not the other way around. I’ll give you time to think this through, and I expect the answer I want to hear.”

She hangs up, and I let out a breath, then punch the lamppost a few times until my knuckles bruise and bleed. Then I walk between the parked cars, considering my options.

Now, I need to figure out a way to deal with her and protect Mom without raising her suspicions.

The only solution I have is Dad, and I truly, really don’t want to ask that old man for anything.

But then again, Serena is his problem. They have this weird power struggle going on between them, and I have to be careful not to end up as collateral damage like my brothers.

My thoughts and feet come to a halt at a scene taking place right in the middle of the dimly lit parking lot.

I came here with one mission—get Preston.

Drag him out if I have to.

It’s been about a week since he ran away from my place, and I figured it was time to teach him a lesson. He texted me the following day, asking if we were going to meet, and I sent a sole “No.”

To which he replied with something along the lines of “It’s not like I want to see you. Good riddance.”

Then he texted yesterday, the day before today’s game.

Preston


You done being petty?




I thought meeting regularly was part of the deal.




You know I’m hypersexual, Marcus. If we’re not fucking, I’ll find someone else.




Me


You do that, and we’re done.




You’re the one who refuses to meet me!




You’re the one who ran away.




I just went home.




You ran away. You do that again, and we’re also done.




Fine, then let’s not meet. If I have a shit game tomorrow, it’s your fault.




Apparently, he said that because he’d already decided to go with his initial plan—find someone else.

He’s now standing under the dim lighting, looking lethal in jeans and his Vipers jacket, his hair floppy and falling over his forehead.

And then there’s a girl.

Yes, a fucking girl, who’s wearing a little black dress that’s short and sultry. Her face is soft, and her coppery hair falls in waves to the middle of her back.

She’s exactly the type I’d imagine Preston having a relationship with.

This is my replacement?

I sneak between the cars, stopping close enough to hear them but far enough away to not be noticed.

“Thanks. For the water and coming along just now,” she says, her fingers shaking around the bottle of water she’s holding.

Even her voice sounds soft, and that irks me. Preston is straight, or was straight—he’s probably bi—but the reality is, he’s only ever been with women.

It’s possibly his default, and considering his categorical refusal of being gay, he’ll never start something with another dude, hence the girl.

He can try with a thousand girls, but he’ll never get over what we have.

“Anytime.” He ruffles her hair—why the fuck is he touching her hair? “I’m the big, bad wolf everyone is scared of. Woo. Stay away if you don’t have a death wish and a need for a few broken face bones.”

She looks up at him with a kind of wonder, and I’m seconds away from ripping her eyeballs from their sockets. “Are you guys all this violent?”

“Sometimes? I’m still the prettiest, though.”

She smiles, and he grins. “There. Made you smile.”

Her expression brightens even more.

Why the fuck would he want to make her smile?

I tap my thumb against my middle finger, considering all the options to make this nuisance disappear, but then Preston speaks again, dimples on full display for the fucking ginger.

He doesn’t even smile like that at me.

“What did you think of my game tonight?” he asks.

“You were great.”

“More passion, Vee. I know you only came to watch Jude, but give more importance to my godly energy on the ice.”

Vee. He calls her Vee.

Veronica? Vanessa? Doesn’t matter—the name would still look ugly on her fucking tombstone.

“Are you one of those girls who gets blind to everyone but their boyfriend?” he asks.

“Jude’s not my boyfriend.”

“Oh? Then what is he?”

“I’m not sure, to be honest.”

“Want me to ask on your behalf? Tell him to fuck off while I’m at it?”

“You don’t have to…”

“Well, fuck me all the way to Sunday. You like him that much?”

“I d-do not.”

So she’s Jude’s girl.

In that case, why the fuck is he now hitting her shoulder with his? “Is that why you look pretty tonight? Because you totally don’t like him and didn’t come to the game and club for him?”

Pretty. He called her pretty.

Not that I’m petty or anything, but he’s never called me pretty.

“Just…” She pushes at his arm. “Stop teasing me.”

He laughs, and that fire ignites deeper.

Kill her. Erase the problem from his surroundings forever.

“No clue what you see in the man,” he muses. “He barely knows how to talk to a girl. He’s so closed off, he gives me a bad name.”

“Were you also close with his previous girlfriends?”

“What girlfriends? He’s never had one of those. Don’t get me wrong, he’s my best friend, but he’s too brutish. If he gives you trouble, let me know.”

“What will you do? Punch him for me?”

“Hell yeah. I’ll be punched back ten times worse, but I’ll survive. It’ll be worth it for your beautiful smile.”

That’s it.

I stalk from my hiding spot, trying as hard as hell to remain composed as I say in a low voice, “What would be worth it for her beautiful smile?”

The girl pauses, but Preston…Preston does the exact opposite.

His smile that he was flashing to someone other than me disappears and he snarls.

I let my lips curl in a smirk as I size this Vee up. What’s the best way to make her vanish? Preferably this instant.

“Go ahead.” I stare at her, my voice emotionless. “Show me the beautiful smile so I can decide what’s worth it or if it’s worth anything at all.”

“The fuck are you doing here?” Preston growls, losing his control bit by fucking bit.

“Aw. Why so cold?” I tilt my head in his direction. “Came to celebrate your win. Aren’t I supportive?”

“You—” Preston cuts himself off, then forces a smile so fake, it pisses me off. “Wrong timing. As you can see, I’m busy with Vee.”

“Vee.” I slowly cock my head in her direction. “Why don’t you smile for me, Vee? I’m trying to figure out if Armstrong has a fucking death wish on this fine night.”

“Leave her the fuck alone.” Preston’s fist connects with my chest. “And you’re the one who seems to have a goddamn death wish, Osborn.”

Just as he’s about to remove his hand, I drape my palm over it, relishing the small shiver that crawls on his skin. “My oh my. Are you angry, my prince?”

Preston shoves me away and holds her by the shoulders, painting a grin on his lips. “Let’s go inside, Vee. Some fly is polluting my air with its constant buzzing.”

“I haven’t finished talking. Also, this needs to go.” I snatch Preston’s wrist from her shoulder and twist it in the opposite direction.

Preston releases himself and kicks me in the stomach.

“Motherfucking bitch! You just never know when to back the fuck off.” Preston kicks me again and again, but hey, I’m making him lose control in his beloved public.

In front of not-my-replacement.

Laughter rips out of me as he keeps kicking me.

Breaking apart for me.

Then, all of a sudden, he releases a long breath. “You got your five minutes of attention. Now, shoo and stop disturbing us.”

Like hell I will.

I’m about to snap her neck right in front of his eyes when a bike stops beside us.

Callahan.

He kills the engine and hops off, removing his helmet.

He flashes a heated look at Vee, then wraps a possessive arm around her waist, his attention on me. “What’s going on here?”

So Jude’s her man after all.

Still don’t like that Preston was so close to her.

But I smirk. “Just a friendly drop-by.”

“Nothing about your presence is friendly, Osborn,” Jude says.

“True.” I tap my lip. “Is Vee your girl, Callahan?”

“Her name is Violet, and yes, she is. You have a problem with that?” Jude stands taller, as if he’ll decapitate me if I take just one step toward her.

“No problem whatsoever.” I point a thumb at Preston. “Armstrong might, though, considering he was flirting with her. Keep a better eye on her, yeah? Wouldn’t want her to end up in a freak accident.”

Jude takes a step forward, his expression hardening, but Preston wraps an arm around my throat from behind, confiscating my air.

“Never mind us, big man,” he growls the words. “I’mma beat the crap out of this creep real quick.”

“Question. What’s with all the choking?” I strain the words, tapping his arm. “Is it a form of paraphilia up for exploring?”

“Just call someone to throw him out of town,” Jude says to Preston. “And don’t kill him.”

“But why not?” Preston glares down at me, his eyes so alive and green even under the dim lighting. “He’s obviously itching to meet his maker.”

“If you’re my grim reaper, why not? Yum.”

“Fucking creep.” Preston pushes me away. “Your face doesn’t even give me the urge to kill. What a turn-off.”

Jude narrows his eyes at me, then drags them to Preston. “Call someone. Don’t do anything alone.”

Then Jude pulls Vee to his bike and drives away with her glued to his back.

I wave at them with one finger at a time.

“What the fuck was that all about?” Preston grunts, surveying our surroundings before squaring up to me.

“Me telling Callahan to watch his girl if he doesn’t want her to…” I speak close to his face. “Poof. Disappear.”

“Have you lost your fucking mind?”

“You have, apparently.” I grab a fistful of his hair. “You think you can replace me, Preston?”

“Let me go,” he speaks low, looking around again as the engine of a car revs in the distance.

“Why? Because everyone will see you with me? Jude seemed to suspect something was off, don’t you think? He’ll ask you what this was all about, and you’ll lie through your teeth and say nothing.” I brush my lips against his, and a tremor goes through him. “But we’re not nothing.”

“Stop it.”

“Afraid one of your teammates will see you kissing your archrival? How about I bend you over right here and fuck you, Preston? I’ll make you scream like a common whore while you ride my cock.”

He lifts his fist to punch me but stops, a painful look passing through his eyes as he drops his arm. “Am I your bitch? Is that what this is?”

“Seems like I’m your bitch, considering you’re the one who keeps running away.”

“That’s not…” He trails off, his lips trembling before he purses them in a line.

“That’s not what?”

“Not what I meant.”

“It’s still what you do, Preston.” I release him with a shove. “And if that’s what you’ll continue to do, it doesn’t matter that I’m infatuated with you. I will match your energy. I’m holding back my toxicity, but I can only do that for so long before it feels like you’re using me.”

He runs a frantic hand through his hair, his eyes looking molten, glassy almost. “I’m not using you, Marcus. I promise.”

“Prove it.”

“Prove it…how?”

“Come with me.”

“Now?” He pauses, then juts his chin in the direction of the club’s entrance. “The guys are waiting for me.”

“Fuck them.”

“But Kane…”

“Just say no and stop making excuses.”

I turn around and head to my bike. As I hop on, I feel a heavy body settle behind me, and a strange sort of feeling grips me when he wraps his arms around my waist.

Tightly.

Until it hurts.

Because this is how Preston hugs.

“Where are we going?” he asks in a low voice, and I know, I just know this man will be the death of me.
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It’s warm.

The house.

The room.

The hand that’s wrapped snugly around mine.

And…the man himself who’s clutching me tight, pulling me closer.

My gaze keeps flitting to his big hand that’s cradling mine, fascinated with the sight of the protruding veins and the defined fingers.

I’m holding hands with a man.

And it feels intoxicating.

I’ve been hard since I grabbed onto him with all my might on the back of his bike.

And no, I’m not going to overthink that. Or what’s going on in my starved body right now.

We’re just not going to think about this, brain, got it?

Doesn’t mean I’ll stop feeling like I’m being ripped out of my own skin, though. Doesn’t mean I’ll stop hearing my heart thumping loudly, almost spilling out of my chest.

I’m scared he’ll hear the deafening sound or feel my skyrocketing pulse. What if he believes he’s got me exactly where he wanted? If I’m no longer a conquest, wouldn’t he get bored like all men do? I sure would, so what if that’s what is happening here? Then what⁠—

My thoughts are interrupted when he shoves me into the room, releasing my hand. As I stumble inside, I refuse to honor the feeling of loss that follows the absence of his hand from mine.

Marcus removes his jacket, tossing it over the chair, then unbuttons one cuff of his crisp white shirt, his bruised knuckles making him look dangerous. “Strip.”

I swallow thickly, mostly because of the dead tone, but also due to the morbid feeling of excitement that just flashed through me.

“Can’t do it yourself?” I shoot back.

“Shut up.” He rolls the cuff of his shirt to his elbow in methodical, controlled movements. “I don’t want to hear your voice unless it’s in agreement. We’re not playing tonight. I’m punishing you for your behavior in the parking lot.”

It’s because I punched and kicked him, isn’t it?

He was the one who came to the club after I clearly told him we’re only arch enemies in public. Though a niggling feeling tells me that’s not really the reason why I lost control.

He ignored me.

After he fucked me, he just ignored me.

You ran away, too, in case you forgot, the only sane demon in my brain whispers.

Yo, some other demon better gag him. Stat.

“I’m saying this for the final time.” He unbuttons his other cuff. “Strip.”

I turn away, removing my jacket in the meantime. It’s just sex. Who the fuck cares? Not me.

“No.” The single word he says falls like a whip on my back. “Turn around.”

I grind my jaw but then force a smile as I face him, pulling my shirt over my head.

His darkened eyes flash to my exposed chest, lingering on the center, where I’m barely tethered together.

And I hate just how much his attention makes me shiver.

I purse my lips. “Happy now?”

His dark gaze snaps to mine. “Drop the attitude.”

“Tough shit, I come with the attitude.”

“That you do,” he grumbles.

“Should’ve picked your battles.” I unbuckle my belt, then unbutton my jeans, pulling them down my legs.

It isn’t until I’m standing in front of him in boxer briefs that I realize I’m willingly getting naked for him.

Whoever the fuck the imposter is who’s invading my insides needs to be exorcized. Now. Thanks in advance.

Marcus juts his chin in my direction, his arms crossed over his chest, his muscles seeming about to rip out of the fabric. “All of it.”

I hook a finger beneath the band of the boxer briefs, pulling down slightly to reveal my V-muscle, but not my groin. “You going to join me anytime soon, or do you only get off on watching others strip like a pervert?”

“You get off on stripping for me.” He tilts his head to the side. “I can see you getting harder by the second. You like being watched by me like a little slut?”

Heat rises to my ears, and I’m about to release the band, but he shakes his head once.

“Either strip completely or leave, Preston. We’re not playing your hard-to-get games tonight.”

This asshole.

This motherfucking little bitch.

“I told you not to fucking threaten me, Marcus.” I pull down my boxer briefs anyway, suppressing a groan as my engorged cock bobs out.

Because hell no. I’m not leaving without sex tonight. Call the horny police.

I’ve already been having serious withdrawals over the past week. I’ve been blaming my extensive sexual life over the years, but really, if it were just about sex, I could’ve easily found a willing body.

But I was pathetically uninterested in anyone who’s not this major prick standing in front of me.

“I’m not threatening you.” He takes a step forward, his eyes darkening on my cock. “I’m punishing you.”

I swallow, the sound hanging in the thick air as he bends and grabs my belt that I abandoned on the floor.

My lips part when he straightens again, looping the leather around his hand in a slow, methodical movement, his heated gaze on me the entire time.

Why does that look…hot?

“Kneel facing the bed.” His words caress my skin before they register in my brain.

Instead of overthinking, I turn away from him and drop to my knees, my head resting on his sheets.

They smell like him—leather and warmth.

It’s just so warm, I can’t help inhaling deep.

“Ass in the air.” His rough words slip beneath my skin and rush straight to my balls.

Fuck, why is this side of him such a turn-on? Honestly, what’s happening right now? Me—being ordered around and forced into this position?

Seriously, will the real Preston please stand up?

Thwack.

I jolt as red-hot pain explodes on the backs of my thighs. Heat rushes through me in its wake along with something a lot darker—arousal.

Pretty sure precum is coating the tip of my cock.

“I said.” He slides an arm beneath my stomach, lifting me up. “Ass in the air.” His palm falls on my ass cheek hard, and I gasp as a rough voice leaves him. “Mmm. I missed the look of your skin wearing my marks. You do wear them so well. Tell me, Preston, how many hits should this unblemished skin take for your travesty tonight?”

My lips tremble as I grab two fistfuls of the sheets. The belt really hurts—I can feel my skin throbbing even worse with his heat so close.

But I love it. The pain. The fact that he gives it to me without holding back.

Thwack.

I grunt as my ass cheeks explode in the aftermath of the hit, and my cock physically jerks despite the absence of any other stimulation.

“Ungh…fuck…”

“That’s not a number.” Thwack. “Try again.”

“F-five.”

“You think that’s enough after you made me watch you flirt with someone else?”

Thwack.

I jolt, my ass pulsing despite the pain, but not more than my dick that’s basically spurting all over the place. “That’s not…fuck… I wasn’t flirting.”

“Then what were you doing when you were smiling at her?” Thwack. “Ruffling her hair?” Thwack. “Being so fucking unguarded?” Thwack. “Is she your type, Preston?”

“She’s a friend…”

“A friend who’s your type? So soft and pliant and smaller than you?”

“No.”

“Then what is your type?”

“I don’t have one,” I lie through my teeth. Sure, I didn’t have one, but now, my type is starting to look a lot like this bastard.

“No?”

I cry out as he grabs a fistful of the bruised skin, and a spark of pleasure and pain rushes straight through me.

“You do have a type, baby.” Thwack. “It’s me.”

I’m a leaking mess now, my cock so stimulated, I’ll come if I just⁠—

As I’m about to rub my cock against the edge of the bed, Marcus pulls me back with a handful of my ass. “No, you’re not coming yet. If at all.”

“Fuck…” I lift my head and look sideways at him. He looks like a sex god, leaning over me, belt in one hand and my ass in the other. “Don’t edge me, asshole.”

He slaps my ass, and I release a sound that’s between a moan and a groan. “Ask nicely.”

“P-please.”

“Please what?”

“Let me come…”

“You want me to jerk you, baby?” He reaches his hand with the belt below my waist, barely grazing my dick with it.

“Yes…yes…fuck!”

“How about I wrap my lips around your huge cock? You love that, don’t you? You let out all these needy noises when I take you deep and suck your cum dry.”

“P-please…”

“Mmm. You are making a fucking mess, so maybe I should take care of it.”

He pulls his hand away and stands up straight, then I hear movement.

He appears in my peripheral vision, opening his side drawer and fetching the lube.

I swallow thickly, somewhat disoriented by the pulsing of my ass and cock. The pain and pleasure are so closely intertwined, they feel like one and the same.

Marcus slides back to his previous position, and when I look behind me, my eyes widen.

Because fuck. As he slides his jeans and boxers down to his knees, the striking daisy and dagger tattoo isn’t the only thing that’s exposed.

There’s also his very hard, purple-veined cock.

Is he…that hard because of me?

Or maybe because he whipped me? Probably the latter, considering the guy is a certified sadist.

I’m such a masochist for finding it hot. Not the fact that he’s hard—though that’s making me twitch—but the fact that he got hard because of hurting me.

Only me.

Marcus’s eyes are molten lava as he says in gruff words, “Show me.”

“Show you what?” I whisper, my aroused voice unrecognizable in the silence.

“How much you want me to make you come.” He pours lube on his cock and jerks himself a few times, and my mouth waters. “Crawl back toward me. If you feed your ass to my cock, I’ll let you come.”

My lips falter. “You’re…sick.”

He cocks his head to the side. “Is that a no?”

I’m throbbing so hard, I can’t think straight. I could probably just jerk myself off, but I wouldn’t enjoy it like when he does it.

There’s just something about the way he touches me that makes me buzz out of my fucking skin.

My body’s trembling a bit as I release the sheets and get on my hands and knees, shifting back hesitantly.

“That’s it.” His gruff words vibrate along my spine.

I crawl back steadily, staring at the floor, but when I glance behind me, he’s watching me with eyes so gray, they’re verging on black.

“Do you have any idea how you look right now? You look like my very good boy.”

“If you dare tell anyone about this⁠—”

“Shh. Don’t bring others into what we have, baby.” His words are firm. “Fuck them, okay?”

“Yeah. Fuck them,” I repeat, my heart lodged in my throat.

My sensitive, probably purple-colored ass and thighs connect with his jeans, and I grunt. The fabric stings my bruised skin, and I bite the inside of my cheek.

“Fuck…”

“We’re not done.” He remains still, not even attempting to lower himself. “Lift your ass in the air.”

“Ungh… Fuck… Mmm…” I’m releasing all sorts of noises as I curl my fingers on the carpet and jerk up, causing my ass to rub against the buttons of his jeans.

Christ.

This is oddly erotic.

“Higher. Let me see my tight, little hole.”

I strain, my back hurting a bit as I lift even more. Damn. I’m a top athlete and I still struggle with this.

Finally, my ass bumps against his thighs.

Slap.

I groan as his hand connects with my ass cheek, then he grabs it, and something cool and thick drops right in the middle of my entrance.

He just squirted lube, I realize, as a moan rips out of me.

“Now, put it in. Feed your ass to my cock,” he orders. “Make it good for me, yeah, baby?”

“O-okay.” I shift forward a bit until I feel the tip of his cock at my hole.

I catch the corner of my lip between my teeth as I push back into him. He doesn’t make any movements to help me, except for the way he’s grabbing a fistful of my ass, exposing my hole.

The thought of him watching that intimate part of me so closely should be embarrassing, but I’m so past that point.

Fuck. How did he manage to do it the other time?

“Make more of an effort.” He grunts deep in his throat as his cock throbs like crazy.

“I’m t-trying. You’re just too big.”

“Hmm. I like it when you compliment me. Here…let me help.” Slap.

I grunt, my muscles loosening, and the tip slips inside.

I moan, and he groans at the same time, the sound driving me crazy.

“Fucking hell, baby, you’re so warm and slippery wet.” He releases a groan. “And tight. So goddamn tight.”

“Do you like that?”

“I love that.”

With a deep breath, I push back again, taking a few more inches in, grunting and mewling like a goddamn whore. Because fuck me.

If I thought the other time was a fluke, I was so damn wrong. I’m enjoying the feel of him stretching me to fit his cock a bit too much.

“Mmm…fuck, baby…you’re taking my cock like a champ.”

“Fuck…” I slide back farther, fitting a couple more inches, my legs shaking.

“Jesus Christ… You’re doing so well.”

A bit more.

“Fuck… Mmm. My cock is the only cock you’ll ever take in this tight, little hole, isn’t it?”

“Obviously…” I breathe out.

He shoves his hips forward, and I stumble, but before I can fall, he wraps an arm around my middle and pushes me against the bed. I’m kneeling by the edge, hugging the mattress as he falls behind me, his shirt-covered chest glued to my back, still buried in me.

Marcus wraps the belt around my throat and jerks my head back so that he’s speaking close to my mouth. “Say that again.”

My lips part because he’s so close, and the new angle lets him go deeper. “Say…what?”

“That I’m the only one you’ll allow to fuck you.”

“You are.”

“Fucking hell, baby.” He thrusts all the way in, and I moan, dropping my head to the mattress.

“No.” He tugs on the belt, making me look at him. “Eyes on me when I own you, baby.”

It’s intense. The way he watches me, the way he touches me, the way he fucks me.

It’s all too…intense.

And I fall right into it as he thrusts deep, his groin slapping against my ass.

“Oh, fuck… Oh yes…”

“Stay with me, yeah?” Thrust. Hold. “Do you have any idea how many times I fantasized about fucking you like this?”

“You fantasized about me?”

“All the goddamn time.” He thrusts again, picking up the pace, ramming against that spot that makes my cock leak.

The bed bangs against the wall from the force of his thrusts, and I’m falling into the edge that is Marcus Osborn.

“More…” The word falls from me in a moan.

“More?”

“Yeah…show me how much you fantasized about me.”

“Jesus Christ.” He slams me into the bed with a brutal shove of his cock. “You take what I give you so well, you know that?”

“I d-do?”

He licks the spot behind my ear, then grabs my mouth. When I open, he spits inside and he grunts, and I’m in awe, because I just let him spit in my mouth.

I…don’t hate it.

If anything, my ears heat.

“You do…” Thrust. “You’re the only one who keeps me on edge. I don’t need anyone else.”

“You better not or I’ll slice your throat open and suck your blood dry—” My words end in a moan when he pounds me deeper, hitting that spot over and over again.

He chuckles darkly. “I told you. The way you become so adorably homicidal turns me on.”

“Oh, fuck… I’m going…”

“You want to come?”

“Yeah…harder…”

“Like this?” He takes my face hostage, thrusting his tongue deep inside my mouth, then licks my lips as he pounds and pounds and pounds that spot.

My eyes roll to the back of my head as the most animalistic, unhinged, slutty noises leave me.

“Yes…yes…right there… Ungh!”

Marcus fucks me hard and relentlessly, touching me in places I never knew were possible.

If I thought the other time was intense, this is rearranging my insides.

“You’re t-too deep.”

“You like it deep, baby. Look at you making a perfect mess for me.”

“Holyfuckingshit…I’m…coming…”

My body jerks, my mouth open as he devours me, licking my tongue, wrapping his lips around it, kissing me open-mouthed and raw as I fall apart beneath him.

Literally and figuratively.

“Marcus…fuck!” I scream as my dick sprays cum everywhere, our slick bodies moving in sync.

“Remember, baby.” I taste his words on my tongue. “From now on, you’ll only get off because of me.”

“Yes…yes…”

“Are you going to take my cum in this tight, little hole?”

“Mmm,” is the only sound I can release as he thrusts deeper.

“You’re mine to mark and breed, aren’t you?”

“Yeah.”

“My favorite hole to use.” He groans. “No one takes me the way you do.”

My heart hammers, and it shouldn’t, because he’s probably lying. He’s definitely said that to a million others.

And yet…as I stare at his lust-filled face, at the brightening flecks of blue in his metal eyes, at the way he looks at me as if I’m the only one who exists right now, I choose to believe the lie.

Even if it’s just for now.

I reach a hand back and grab a fistful of his hair. “Fill me with your cum. Ruin me.”

“Jesus,” he groans deep, then he’s jerking brutally, a sharp movement rippling through his hips. “Oh, fuck…take my cock…take my cum.”

I do, kissing him softly through it as warmth spills inside me.

“Fuuuck.” He bites down on my tongue, groaning as I moan, my spent cock twitching.

God damn it. I just came, and I’m already ready for round two?

I blink as he pulls his mouth from mine, a frown deepening his brow. “Something about you…” He bites my lower lip. “I can’t seem to get enough of.”

A grunt rips out of me when he pulls out and scoots away, but before I can feel the emptiness, he slides to the floor behind me.

“Oh fuck,” I moan when he grabs two fistfuls of my bruised skin.

“Stay with me, baby. We’re not done.” I feel his gruff words against the cum that’s slipping out of my hole. “I’m going to eat your ass, then I’ll fuck you again.”
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“Stay tonight.”

That’s what this little shit said.

It wasn’t an order, or a threat, but was almost like a plea.

And I stayed. Like a goddamn idiot.

This was such a horrible idea that I’ll be murdering my brain seppuku style.

I just need to google how.

And while I’m at it, I should ask the search engines how the fuck to stop spiraling, because I am. Slightly. Okay, a lot.

I didn’t take my meds today, and that might’ve sort of had something to do with my overreaction in the parking lot. Marcus kind of tired my body out with the whipping and spanking and back-to-back fucking, so my brain had no capacity to start that familiar rhythm.

Scratch.

Scratch.

Scratch.

It starts again, slow at first, but then it gains momentum.

Because Marcus is asleep and I’m not.

Will not.

I pretended to fall asleep earlier after we took a shower and he sucked my cock so good, I was basically blabbering as I came down his throat.

I’m starting to feel shitty because he drops to his knees all the time, taking my cock in his mouth like it’s nothing, but I’ll never, ever do that.

If I weren’t such a selfish bastard, I would’ve at least refused the favor, but hey, my dick likes Marcus’s mouth a bit too much to say no.

And really, can I ever refuse anything he gives me?

I stare at his sleepy face. He’s lying on his back, having fallen asleep hugging me from behind, but I disentangled myself because the feel of his skin makes me hard.

Yes, after coming at least five times tonight. Sue me.

Honestly, with Marcus, I’m not even fucking around but still finding out.

Now, I’m lying on my side, my head propped on my palm. The only real position I can take in this small bed that barely fits us squished together.

I can’t help watching his gloriously naked body. He put on boxers, and the sheet covers his middle, but I can still see the intricate links of the chain sliding down his neck, side, and torso.

Then there’s the daisy and the dagger, the ink glinting under the soft light of the side table—the one he kept on because I asked.

He did so without questioning me about it or making a joke. He just nodded and wrapped his hands around me from behind, then brushed his lips along the sensitive skin below my ear, whispering, “I’m glad you stayed, baby.”

So I couldn’t really perform my favorite hobby—running away.

Not when he hugged me like that. Talked to me like that.

Need to call my daddy and ask for tips on how to never grow soft and stupid, because really, Marcus won’t want me to stay.

Not if he knows I’m not safe for him.

That’s why I’m refusing to sleep—so he doesn’t touch me all of a sudden and I don’t accidentally fucking kill him.

But not sleeping isn’t a perfect solution, because I keep looking at the daisy and the dagger, and that doesn’t help the static flooding my brain.

All sorts of jumbled scenarios are flowing in, and the most prominent thought is that Marcus totally got that tattoo for a girl.

And it wasn’t his mom. Yes, there are a lot of plants and flowers in his house, but they’re mostly roses, so his mom prefers those. If he got it for her, it would be the generic rose, and he wouldn’t have put it in such an intimate place that can only be seen when he’s naked—or almost naked.

Who the fuck made such a huge impression on this unfeeling, inflexible, grudge-holding bastard that he tattooed her on him?

Sure, it could be some cool tattoo he thought of, but nah, nope. When I asked him, he had this disgustingly nostalgic look in his eyes before he buried it under lock and key and said it was a secret.

And he gave me a fucking ultimatum—knowing the meaning of my tattoo first. Something I’ll take to the grave, but honestly, I’m considering lying just so he’ll tell me.

Because I asked his ex-girlfriend Dallas—away from Kane, because he’s already suspecting something is up lately, and I don’t want to end up being questioned.

Anyway, I asked Destiny’s Child if she knows whether or not Marcus had a girlfriend he adored so dearly who could have loved daisies. I told her the reason I wanted to know is so that I can use her against him, of course. Defra said she’d never put the girl in danger even if she knew.

“Have you met Marcus?” She looked at me incredulously in class. “That guy is not capable of love.”

“Didn’t stop you from dating him.”

“A mistake I will never recover from. Do you know why I dumped him after only two weeks?”

“You came to your senses?”

“That and he tried to share me with his teammates.” Her lips snarled.

“Oh?”

“Yeah. He said it was something about how he enjoys watching his fuck buddies being railed by others.”

I wonder if he shared the girl he got the fucking daisy tattoo for.

My fingers twitch and I picture a knife in my hands as I slash and stab and erase the fuck out of that tattoo until it’s all bloody and messy and unrecognizable⁠—

Jesus Christ.

Why the hell am I letting those gory thoughts loose? And what is this…feeling? The damning need for possession, to chain him to me so he’ll never have a way out.

I’m the one who said this is just sex, but who the fuck was I kidding?

There’s no way in hell I’d allow myself to be used like a greedy, little slut if it were just sex. I also wouldn’t have let him touch me so intimately, hug me…

Fuck—I let him hug me.

It still feels odd, and my skin prickles, and sometimes it really hurts worse than any of his lashes, but he doesn’t like it when I keep a distance.

I think if I continue to do that, if I keep running away, he’ll just abandon me.

Like Mom.

I squirm, and the bruises on my ass and thighs burn like hell. Marcus did lather them with some ointment earlier, but they’re still deliciously painful.

With a muffled moan, I shift a bit so I can watch him closer. The slope of his nose, the hard line of his jaw—they all look so proportionate.

A wild strand of hair falls on his forehead, and I gently push it away, leaving my hand there. It burns a bit, like every time I touch him, my body recoiling against the notion of being so close, but I can’t stay away.

Can’t stop.

Even if I feel like I’m being split open by my demons from the inside.

And despite their groaning and moaning and slashes of pain, I just don’t move, letting my fingers linger on his warm skin.

Have I ever been this fascinated with a girl I fucked?

The answer is hell no. Never laid in bed with them or touched them.

Now that I think about it, sex used to be a mindless release. A way for me to let go of tension, holding the same importance as killing and slashing.

But it was all temporary, something that lasted for the moment, then quietly vanished.

Yes, I loved fucking—the power, the tying up, the animalistic thrusts, but it was all so very…empty.

Sex with Marcus is a whole different beast, all too intense and overwhelming, and just…not empty.

And I have no clue how the fuck to deal with that.

I feel like one day, he’ll touch me too deep, somewhere beyond the physical, and I’ll just collapse like a house of cards. Or maybe explode quietly and unceremoniously like a fucking bubble.

But that’s not for here or now.

Ignore. Pretend everything is fine.

Surely, he won’t notice since I’ve always been a master of living behind the perfect facade.

Surely, this will all be over before he ever gets too close.

That idea restricts my throat as I just stare at him.

Marcus looks so peaceful when he’s asleep…no tossing and turning, no night terrors. Normal, I guess.

He shifts and I pull my hand away as he blinks his eyes open. For a second, he stares at me, and his lips curl into a lazy smile.

My chest kind of shifts, a thud falling somewhere in its depth.

Fuck.

Is a simple smile supposed to make me feel like I’m on the edge of myself?

Marcus stares at the clock on the wall that shows it’s three in the morning, and a frown replaces the smile.

No, bring it back. I prefer the smile.

“Having trouble sleeping?”

His voice is husky with sleep, and that’s not supposed to sound hot. Just saying.

He sits up, the mattress shifting and groaning under his weight as he reaches out to my boxer briefs and kneads my ass. “Is it because of this?”

“Ow!” I swat his hand away. “Get over yourself. It’s not.”

“Thought so.” His voice rumbles. “You’re a slut for pain.”

“Shut it.” I clear my throat. “You should go back to sleep. Don’t worry about me.”

“Nah.” He leans his back against the headboard and ruffles my hair. “I’ll keep you company.”

“You don’t…have to…” I trail off because I’m choking on the words. “I’m used to it. I’ve never really slept well anywhere.”

His brows dip farther. “Not even at Jude’s place?”

“Nowhere,” I whisper, my throat closing again as if fighting the words.

As if the words are about to detonate me with them.

I sit up beside him, our shoulders pressed together as I force a smile, shaking off the discomfort. “Jude buys me all sorts of sleep-aid shit, and it doesn’t really work, but I don’t have the heart to tell him that. He’s just trying his best to help out with my fucked-up sleeping habits, you know.”

“Seems like a busybody.”

“Hey.” I nudge his shoulder with mine. “Don’t call my best friend a busybody or I’ll cut you into pieces so tiny, no one will recognize you.”

“Best friend?” His tone is a bit cold.

“Uh-huh. He’s my ride or die. Kane, too, but, like, Jude and I have always been a bit more similar, you know.”

“You’re not. Your personalities are worlds apart.”

“Yeah, but we had the same shitty upbringing, with a dash of mommy issues, sponsored by a sprinkle of stoic daddies.”

“I have that, too.”

“You have what? A normal mom?”

He narrows his eyes. “A stoic dad. In fact, it’s worse since he’s never wanted me.”

“Maybe it’s for the best.” I swallow. “I know you probably can’t avoid coming into our world, but you’re older and big enough, so you can defend yourself.”

He watches me for a beat, and I bite the inside of my cheek, then blurt, “You should watch out for Serena. Yes, she’s your sister, but familial relationships mean zilch in Vencor. I mean, look at Grandma. She’d offer me to witches if she believed she could get a better heir.”

“What?”

“Yeah. Old hag thinks I’m a disgrace to the Armstrong name, and she’s not entirely wrong.” I wave it off. “Anyway, Serena’s not bad per se, but she’s besties with my uncle Atlas and Julian… Oh, Julian is Jude’s older brother, and he’s like a proper psychopath who’s obsessed with power. The three of them are, so if she approaches you with anything, just be careful, yeah? She’d sacrifice you to the devil to get where she wants to be.”

His lips curl in a wide grin.

“What are you smiling about? I’m dead serious.”

“I like that you’re worried about me.”

“Who? Moi?” I pretend to search my surroundings as heat rises to my neck.

He chuckles softly, but he doesn’t push it. “Serena and I have an agreement, but you’re right, she’s changing the terms. I know how to deal with it, though.”

“How?”

“Dad. I believe he’s the only one who can stop her from hurting Mom.” He runs a hand through his hair. “But I truly hate asking him for anything.”

I don’t like this internal struggle within the Osborns that Marcus is caught in the middle of. I don’t like it at all.

Serena is known to eliminate anyone who poses a threat to her. What if she decides Marcus isn’t an opportunity but a hindrance? Then what?

Then she’ll be visited by my nastiest demon, that’s what.

But as Kane says, that’s just reactionary and doesn’t help if she buries Marcus in the foundation of one of her family’s buildings.

What can I do to prevent that outcome?

Marcus is staring at me, his head tilted, and the look in his eyes makes me shiver.

“Why are you looking at me so intensely?” I ask in a low voice.

“I’m admiring you.”

Jesus. I can feel the heat spreading all over my face. I better not be blushing like a little bitch. “Haven’t you admired me enough?”

“No. Never.”

Well, fuck. Now, I’m sure I’m blushing. Jeez, when did he learn to be so charming?

The asshole.

His lips curl in a smile and I frown. “Why are you smiling now?”

“You just look so adorable.”

“Stop smiling.”

“You’re the one who told me I should smile all the time, though.”

“When the fuck did I say that?”

“A long time ago. You said I look pretty when I smile.”

“I mean you do—” I cut myself off, and he grins wider. Can I fucking die, right this moment, please and thank you?

I can’t believe I consciously called him pretty.

Seriously, kill me.

I clear my throat, trying to dispel the situation. “Hey, Marcus?”

“Hmm?” His voice is husky and he sounds obviously tired. I feel bad for keeping him up when he clearly wants to sleep. Maybe I should pretend to doze off so he doesn’t feel the need to share my stupid insomnia?

I have to ask this first, though.

“Would you want to share me with others?”

He sits taller, the lazy expression that used to cover his face gone in a second, replaced by narrowed eyes. “Where did this come from?”

“I’m just asking.”

“You want that?” he asks slowly. “Me, sharing you? Watching you get railed by some other fucking cock⁠—”

“Fuck no. Told you no other man will touch me.” My skin prickles and I kind of regret asking the stupid question, because Marcus’s face is unreadable now, strapped tight behind a veil of mocking, simmering rage.

“Then what? You want me to watch you fuck a woman?”

I lift a shoulder even if that prospect doesn’t move anything in me. “I thought you might want to. I heard you share your fuck buddies.”

“I suppose I did.”

“And?”

“And what?”

“Would you share me?”

“Would you, Preston?”

“What?”

“You heard me.” He tilts his head to the side, speaking so calmly, yet his words still stab me deep. “Would you sit there and watch me pump my cock into an ass or a pussy as they moan and groan and⁠—”

“I’ll fucking kill them,” I snap, breathing harshly. “Put your cock in any other hole, and I’ll slice their goddamn throats open. Don’t test me.”

“There’s your answer.” He smiles, stroking my cheek twice before letting his hand drop. “No sharing, are we clear?”

“But you’re used to that.”

“Not with you. I refuse the notion of anyone else touching you. It makes me see red.”

“Me too,” I say before I can stop myself and Marcus’s smile widens.

“I’m glad we’re on the same page.”

A hand lands on my thigh, at the space where the boxer briefs meet my skin. It’s so warm and makes my head spin, I’m barely listening when he says, “You’re really not going to sleep?”

I shake my head, because his hand is still there, and I like it a bit too much to focus on anything else.

“Not even a little?” he coaxes, kneading the flesh between his long fingers.

“It’s better that I don’t,” I say absentmindedly, wondering if he’ll slide it up a little.

My cock twitches at the thought.

Fuck.

Again?

Seriously, dick, get a grip.

“Is it because of what happened the other time?” he whispers. “Are you apprehensive about showing me that part of you?”

“No, I’m scared I’d hurt you—” I lift my head, suddenly realizing what I just said. Fuck.

He bewitched me with his hand, and I was talking gibberish.

“I mean…it’s…” I trail off, sinking my teeth into my lower lip hard.

Marcus grabs my jaw, sliding his thumb between my teeth and lip until I release it. “I told you, didn’t I? You won’t hurt me.”

“You don’t know that. You don’t know me when I’m not me.”

“I do.” He lifts my jaw, making me look at him. “I saw you in that forest bathed in blood, and I witnessed your state at the top of that cliff and after one of your night terrors. I’ve seen you, Preston.”

“No, you haven’t!” I snap, pushing at his hand. “That’s just a prelude and not me. I told you to stay the fuck away from me, Marcus. I warned you not to want me.”

He grabs the back of my neck, pulling me toward him. “I decide what I want, you hear me?”

“You want the version that’s not real!”

“I want the version that’s in my arms right now. Is this not real?” He traces my nape, my cheek, my jaw, and I feel like disintegrating.

My choppy breaths mix with his steady ones, and I stop myself from saying, It’s just a mirage.

This me right now is just an image. An accumulation of atoms and molecules and fucked-up brain chemistry.

But he wouldn’t get it.

So I say what he’ll get in my deadpan voice. “You asked what I was diagnosed with. I’ll tell you. I’m diagnosed with antisocial personality disorder. Some narcissistic traits. A dash of bipolar. And—oh—occasionally psychotic hallucinations. Congratulations. You’re fucking a walking DSM.”

I remain still, waiting for the ball to drop, for Marcus to retreat or at least have that disturbed or pitiful look people wear when they see me.

Fuck you, brain, for ruining it with your stupid defense mechanism. Couldn’t let me fuck him a few more times?

Nope, my brain says to my other brain. You’re getting too close. It’s dangerous.

Right.

That’s why we’re in the process of making them all hate me or be disgusted with me until no one’s left.

Got it, self-destructive king.

Maybe at that point, when there’s no one left, I’ll finally grow some balls and drop dead.

Marcus’s fingers are still palming my cheek, his expression unchanged. “And?”

“And?” I ask incredulously, then repeat in a louder voice, “And? I just told you I’m crazy.”

“You’re not crazy. Your brain’s just wired different.”

My chin trembles, but I purse my lips. “Yeah. Different in a way that I kill people just to feel good.”

“…Okay.”

“What the fuck type of reaction is that?” I push him away because his touch is muddying my brain. “I told you I murder people for fun, and you just say okay?”

He lifts a shoulder. “If someone hurt someone I love, I’d kill, too.”

I let my upper lip lift in a snarl, my brain going the extra mile to make Marcus hate the shit out of me. “I don’t hurt them because they hurt people I love. I hurt them for me. For the rush. For the brief calm that follows. To feel fucking alive. You don’t find that disgusting?”

“Different strokes, fairy prince.”

“Stop pretending it’s normal.”

“Who said anything about normal? Neither of us is, and truly, I don’t give a fuck that you kill. Survive any way you can. That’s what’s important. If you have to paint the world red for it, so be it.”

My whole body is shivering now. “I doubt you’d say the same if I sliced someone’s throat before your eyes.”

“I’d probably find it hot if you killed for me.”

My lips part before I purse them again. “You really are sick.”

“Which is why we’re compatible, don’t you think?”

“What about you?”

“What about me?”

“Would you kill for me?”

“Yes.”

He says the word without hesitation, as if it’s a given.

I blink. Something warm and horrifying tugs low in my chest.

Is that supposed to make my heart skip a beat?

Why is my heart skipping a fucking beat?

“And you, Preston?” Marcus grabs my jaw, yanking me toward him. “Would you live for me?”

“Stop joking around⁠—”

“I’m not. I own you, remember? And since you’re mine, I’m telling you to live for me.”

I swallow thickly but don’t say anything.

I can’t.

My throat is so clogged with emotions, I feel like I’ll start wheezing.

“I’m going to need you to promise,” he says in a nonnegotiable tone.

“F-fine.” I bite my tongue and try to push him away, because why the fuck am I stuttering?

“Come here.” Marcus wraps an arm around me tighter, pulling me down with him, dragging me into the warmth of his chest.

I don’t argue, don’t fight, just let him place my head on his shoulder as his muscular arms envelop me.

This time, he’s hugging me from the front, his chin resting on the top of my head. “Sleep. I’ll be right here.”

Maybe it’s because I’m tired or just need to crash properly after days of insomnia, maybe it’s the feel of Marcus’s embrace or his smell or his breaths.

Maybe it’s everything.

But I slide my arms tightly around his middle, and for the first time in my life, I close my eyes, burrowing my head against someone’s heartbeat instead of my own demons.

This will end badly.

But just for now, I don’t give a fuck.
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MARCUS


When I was young, Mom and the grown-ups always marveled at how intelligent and mature I was.

Collected. Drama-free. An adult in a child’s body.

Those are some of the terms they used.

Not sure how it started or why. Mom once mentioned that I was like my father in a sense. She said “smart” so as not to say “cold.”

But I guess I am my father’s son in that way.

I like my ability to find solutions to problems by spotting patterns and dealing with the source of the issue. It’s how I function, fix cars, and play hockey.

It’s what makes me who I am.

However, I’m having a slight hiccup with this lethal man who’s draped all over me.

It’s morning now, and Preston’s arms are still wrapped around my waist in a prison-like grip, his head buried in the slope of my neck, and his leg thrown over mine.

He had a nightmare a couple of hours ago, shaking uncontrollably and mumbling words like, Don’t…, Mommy…, and Daddy…

His voice was stripped and raw and slightly choked as if he couldn’t breathe. Moisture clung to his lashes, and his lips quivered as he kept calling for his parents.

My chest felt like it was being split in half.

I’ve never heard Preston speak in that completely broken tone before, and the fact that I couldn’t put an end to his misery left me shaken in a deep, harrowing way.

For the first time, I couldn’t find a solution to the source of the issue. Couldn’t reach into his dreams and murder whatever demons lurked there.

All I could do was stroke his hair and his shoulder, being careful not to wake him up, since that seems to tick him off.

This time, I patted his back through it, whispering, “I’m here.”

Even if he didn’t hear me, even if he’d been taken by another force, I wanted him to know I was there for him.

For a while, he only got worse, growling and looking like he was being cut open, but then, slowly, little by little, he relaxed and fell back into a deep sleep.

I’ve been awake ever since.

I’ve spent the entire time stroking his soft, golden hair with one hand and going through his phone with the other.

What?

This is the only way I might be able to learn more about him. Yes, I initially thought I’d wait for him to open up, but if last night—or early this morning—is any indication, that won’t work.

Preston can open up but just destructively. He told me about his mental issues fully expecting me to be disgusted and drop him. So if I try to push him down that path again, he’ll just use the chance to make himself seem like irritating high maintenance.

He’ll belittle his brain, paint himself as an annoyance, and do everything in his power to make me hate him.

Abandon him.

Leave him to flounder in the intricate mess of his own mind.

Not that it would work—there’s nothing Preston could do or say that will make me hate him.

It’s always been that way, even when he was an antagonizing prick during the games. Sure, I put him in his place, but it was rivalry, not hate.

And maybe, even then, a part of me just wanted to be noticed by the fairy prince of my childhood.

Utterly ridiculous, I know.

Now, I don’t want him to go into the self-criticizing, self-deprecating, self-hating mode masked with dark humor. I saw a glimpse of it, and I’m not a fan.

He was clearly in pain, clearly holding on to the last bits of his sanity with blood-soaked fingers, clearly…lost.

And I won’t put him in that position again.

But I do need to figure out the root cause, and his phone is the best place to start.

I’ve seen him enter his password a few times after grumbling about how it doesn’t recognize his “gorgeous face.”

Naturally, though, the first thing I look for is my text exchanges with him.

And I kid you not, he has me saved as Regrettably Hot.

It’s shocking how adorable he can be without even trying.

Hey, at least he finds me hot. I’ll ignore the regret.

Then I go to his notes, select them all and email them to myself so I can go through them in depth on my own time. After I delete the trace of the email I sent myself, I go to his texts again.

There are a few from girls that I narrow my eyes on. Some of them, he’s blocked, and others, he just leaves on Read or rejects.

I start to notice a pattern. The rejection, blocking, and ignoring the girls, started since…the game after which I planted myself in his life.

I go through the history of his conversations with them because I’m in the mood to torture myself, apparently.

It’s irrational how much fire grips my chest at the way he talks to them. He has this flirty, funny combo that he’s perfected. One he’s never used with me, obviously, since he’s been fighting this tooth and nail.

I shouldn’t be jealous of some girls who had him before, especially considering my own track record, but tell that to my burning chest.

With a groan, I scroll back up to where he yaps all the time—in the group chat with Kane and Jude. He’s definitely the one who named it, considering the title is Preston’s Fan Club.

Apparently, he does this naming thing most of the time, because the history shows: The Preston Appreciation Committee, Vipers, but Make It Hot, and Prestonverse.

I have to scroll through pages and pages of Preston being so dramatic and Jude and Kane either calling him out or threatening him. That seems to result in him being more dramatic and threatening them back.

Oh, and he talked about me—well, mostly after he burned my bike, to which Kane and Jude said it was a bad idea. It was. Because they’re right. I targeted him even harder after that and got him exactly where I wanted him.

In my arms.

The group chat only gives me bits and pieces. Kane and Jude are clearly overprotective of him. They keep checking whether or not he took his meds. Even late last night, they were both texting to check in about his whereabouts, and Jude was asking, “What the fuck was that in the parking lot? Answer me, Pres. Are you okay?”

He grumbled for a bit, then told them he was fine and spending the night at his dad’s.

Liar.

Jude and Kane mention the word “spiraling” a lot. Which I suppose he tends to do.

His chat with Jude is mostly about meds, food, training, and general annoying details, considering their cohabitation.

That has to end as soon as possible.

If he needs someone to keep him in check, that will be me, not Jude.

And no, I don’t give a fuck about their “besties” status. I don’t like another man babying what’s mine.

That’s my job.

I scroll to his exchanges with his father, since that’s obviously a wound he refuses to treat. Dad (Aka Daddy Issues)—as Preston saved him—is what I’d expect from the leader of the Armstrong family. Terse, austere, marginally out of his depth with Preston’s over-the-top humor and ironclad deflection methods.

The moment his dad turns serious, which is most of the time, Preston comes up with the most random replies.

Dad


We need to discuss your behavior yesterday.




Or you can have someone handle me [image: winking face][image: winking face]




What?




Sure, Dad. Let’s pretend *someone* doesn’t exist. Makes both our lives easier.




Preston. Who is someone?




Right. Right. We’re doing this. [image: clapping hands] Gaslighting [image: clapping hands] King [image: clapping hands]




And another one.

Dad


The Armstrong Gala is in two weeks. Attend. Presentable. Sober.




Define “sober.”




Not injured or drunk.




So that means I can be high on Julian’s drugs or nah?




Then another.

Dad


Why did the trainer say you have bruises again? Are you fighting?




Fighting my demons, sure thing, Dad. Love the gaslighting, makes me feel all the fatherly love.




Preston, can you drop the sass and talk like a normal human being?




Sorry, I can’t speak robot. Do they offer classes in your native language?




And another.

Dad


Stop skipping your appointments with your doctor. You need consistency.




You picking a fight or something? I DO go to therapy. I literally went today.




Where?




The doctor’s living room. She made tea. We talked about boundaries and daddy issues.




Which “she” are you talking about?




Wow, you sound just like her. Are you two in cahoots or something?




The last conversation, earlier today, leaves me gripping the phone tighter, my fingers halting in his hair.

Dad


You’re not yourself lately.




Haven’t been myself my entire life, Dad. Thanks for noticing, though. Better late than never.




If something is wrong, I need to know.




Bold of you to assume I know what “wrong” feels like.




What does that mean?




Relax. Dr. Fenwick explained it to me. Apparently, I’m “malfunctioning.” Julian must’ve told you, no? Displaying signs of psychosis and all that crazy-people bullshit I won’t bore you with. Might get rid of me sooner than you think. Congrats, Dad. Aren’t I a good son? Finally, am I right?




This is not funny.




Never said it was. Just mentioned it was happening. You know like what happened when I was a kid. Shit just happens, and I can’t stop it.




That was not your fault, son. You know that, right?




Why are you calling me son? It’s creeping me out. Literal chills and not the good kind.




You are my son.




But I wasn’t your son when I needed you the most, when Mom needed you the most, and now, I just don’t need you anymore, Dad.




A low grunt against my neck pulls my attention from his phone, and I exit the texts and throw it against the pillow where he left it.

Preston’s arms are still wrapped securely around me as he pulls back to stare at me.

And fuck. He looks so beautifully boyish with his bedhead and sleepy face. There’s a softness to him I’ve never witnessed before, something so delicate and barely stitched together that I want to protect.

“What time is it?” The rumble of his hoarse, sleepy voice goes straight to my dick.

He’s a very simple dick—he hears or feels Preston, and he’s ready to roll.

“Around eight thirty,” I say, laying my hand on his waist, the other still stroking his hair.

Preston seems kind of distracted by what I said and doesn’t focus on how my palm is roaming up his body, along the scales of the serpent on his side.

The sheet is somewhere at the foot of the bed after Preston kicked it away, and I just left it there.

I’m a warm sleeper anyway, and Preston seemed to only need my body heat during the night.

“I slept for that long?”

“Yeah,” I say, even though the question seemed more directed at himself.

“I usually can’t.” His husky voice sounds in awe.

“No?”

“No. I watch Tom and Jerry for hours on end to fall asleep.”

I chuckle, raising a brow. “Tom and Jerry, really?”

“Really.” He glares even though red tints his ears. “You better not judge me.”

“I’m not.” I slide my hand a little higher. “Why Tom and Jerry?”

He stares at the door, his breath hitching, then slides his gaze to the ceiling, and his voice sounds distant. “They remind me of the stars. They drown out the noise, and it feels…comforting.”

“What…noise?”

His head jerks in my direction, and his eyes widen before he hides behind the facade he wears so well. “Just noise, I guess. Anyway, it’s rare for me to sleep so soundly for hours.”

“Well, you did. You were even snoring.”

“I do not snore,” he says, sounding so adorably offended, I want to eat him up.

“You were drooling, too.”

“I don’t drool!”

“If you say so.” I grin, ruffling his hair, and his expression ignites with fire.

Then, in a fraction of a second, he jerks up and straddles my waist, slamming my wrist against the headboard. “You have a death wish?”

“Not really.” I grab his waist with my free hand and slam him down until his hardening cock grinds on mine. “Mmm. I do have another wish, though.”

“Oh, fuck.” He rubs himself on my cock, back and forth, the friction through our boxer briefs making it hot and heavy.

“That’s it, baby. Want to ride me?”

“Why does this feel good? Why do you feel so goddamn…fuck… Ungh.”

“Move your hips…yes, just like that…” I thrust against him from the bottom.

“Holy shit…”

My balls fill up just at the view of him looking so heartbreakingly beautiful with that snake looped all over his right side and arm.

“What does this mean?” I ask in a moan as his cock drags around mine. “The snake?”

“Um…unghh…it’s someone from the past.”

“Who?”

“Myself.” His eyes hood, a shine lurking deep, his cock rubbing aggressively against mine through the boxer briefs. “I just couldn’t shed my own skin and this…”

He raises himself up, then sits on my groin, still rubbing our cocks together, but the rhythm is slowed down. With a shaky exhale, he lifts my palm and places it on the fracture in his sternum. “This is why I couldn’t shed that skin. I’m barely stitched together, Marcus. Fucking barely.”

I open my mouth, but he places a hand on it. “Shh, don’t talk, okay? Just make me feel good. You do that so well, Marcus. No one does it like you.”

Christ.

I’m about to flip us over and fuck him, but a noise comes from outside.

Preston is too busy humping my cock to notice it.

Fuck.

I grab his arm and pull him down, then clutch the sheet as a knock echoes in the air.

“Marcus?” The door opens just as I drag the sheet to the middle of our chests.

And sure enough, Mom—who I totally forgot comes home at this time—peeks inside. “Guess what? I brought fresh bagels for breakfast⁠—”

She stares, her mouth hanging open as she takes in the scene, or at least the guy lying in my arms.

Preston’s face is tinting red as his body shivers against mine.

“Morning, Mom,” I say nonchalantly.

“Morning, sweetie.” She clears her throat. “I’ll…see you and your friend downstairs, yeah?”

“See you in a bit,” I say, and she closes the door.

We both remain silent as the sound of her footsteps disappears down the hall.

“Shit…” he mumbles, burying his head in the pillow. “Kill me.”

“I’d rather not.” I slide my fingers in his hair, because I can’t not.

He lifts his head. “Why are you so nonchalant about this? You’re used to your mom walking in on you having sex?”

“No, told you that doesn’t happen here. Until you, that is.”

He bites the corner of his lip. “How…was it when you came out to her? Assuming you did?”

“Hmm, I wouldn’t say I did officially. She saw me with a guy a couple of years ago, and said, ‘Oh, well, I’m not jealous at all that you have variety while little old me is stuck with men.’ And she air-quoted the word ‘men,’ then rolled her eyes.”

He laughs, the sound making his chest vibrate against mine. “She seems like such a baddie.”

“She is.” I stroke my fingers through his hair. “If your mom were alive, would you ever introduce me?”

He nods absentmindedly. “I guess.”

“Really?”

“Yeah. Mom was such a fun person, had so many queer friends, she’d celebrate it, probably throw a big-ass party.” He smiles with a soft look in his eyes.

“So your homophobia didn’t come from your mom.”

“I’m not homophobic. I respect people’s sexualities.”

“Except when it’s you?”

He shrugs. “I just…struggle with it.”

“Why? If you enjoy it so much, why can’t you accept it?”

“It just brings up unwanted thoughts.”

“Like?”

“Nothing.” He clears his throat then stares at me from under his lashes. “I just don’t think I want to come out. Would you…hate that?”

“You don’t have to come out. Not many people like labels. I don’t.”

“I feel like you’re mad when I hide.”

“From me. I get mad when you hide from me, Preston.”

“I will…” He swallows hard. “I’ll try my best not to do that.”

“That’s all I’m asking.” I stand, and he watches me with that hungry look that makes me want to devour him. “Wash up. I’ll wait for you downstairs.”

“Hold on.” He grabs my hand and then, as if realizing he did it, lets me go hesitantly. “Can’t I just leave through the window or something?”

“She already saw you and wouldn’t like your disappearance.”

“Your mom holds a grudge, too?”

“Who do you think I take after?” I lean down and brush my lips against his forehead. “Don’t stress about it. She’s cool.”

His lips part, and his eyes shift to the color of a bright garden, and I have to turn around so I don’t jump back into that bed and never leave.

After I put on sweatpants and a shirt, I head to the kitchen. The smell of fresh coffee and bagels tickles my nostrils as I slide behind Mom.

She’s still in her pale-pink scrubs, her hair tied in a neat bun, and the usual smell of antiseptic hits me when she gives me a side hug.

“You just sit down. I have everything prepared,” she says.

“I’ll make a quick omelet.”

“Oh, right. You need your protein, my hockey star.”

“So does Preston.”

She smiles at me as I grab eggs and some veggies from the fridge.

As I cut the tomatoes and spinach, Mom leans against the counter, cradling her huge coffee mug that has “Best Nurse Ever” written on it—a gift from her co-workers for her thirtieth birthday.

“You can just say what you’re thinking, Mom.” I let out a sigh as I crack the eggs. “No need to hold your smirk like that.”

“So that was Preston Armstrong!” she whisper-yells. “I thought I was seeing things.”

“You weren’t.”

She hits my shoulder with hers. “Look at you scoring the best-looking man in the league.”

“I thought you said that was me.”

“You know what I mean.”

I beat the eggs, my lips curling in a smile. “You’re not wrong. He is the best-looking man.”

“Right? He looks even better in person. So charming and handsome.”

“Stop drooling, Mom.” I narrow my eyes. “He’s your son’s age, and most importantly, he belongs to me.”

“Hey!” She punches me in the shoulder. “Stop being a little shit. I wasn’t hitting on him.”

“You wouldn’t have stood a chance if you were, anyway.” I mix the vegetables with the eggs. “He prefers me.”

“You don’t know that.”

“I’m pretty sure he wouldn’t go for a middle-aged woman.”

“This motherfucker. Are you calling me old?”

“You are old.”

“Very rude.” She scoffs. “I’ll be reporting you for parent abuse.”

“That doesn’t exist, Mom.”

“I’ll make sure it does.”

I laugh, shaking my head, and she joins me, then takes a sip of her coffee. “I’m glad to see you happy. It feels rare.”

“Don’t be ridiculous. I’m always happy.”

“You’re always living, yes, but happy? I don’t think so.” She strokes my arm. “You’re well aware he’s one of them, though, right?”

“Them?”

“Those like your dad and sister. Them. The people who would wear our skins like designer bags if given the chance.”

“He might have been brought up in their midst, but he’s not like them.”

A flash of sadness covers her eyes. “That’s what I used to think of your dad as well, but I was sorely mistaken.”

“Preston is nothing like Dad. He might put up a facade, but he cares, whereas Dad pretends to care, when, in reality, he doesn’t.”

“I hope you’re right.” A small smile paints her lips. “I just don’t want you to get hurt like I was.”

“I won’t,” I say. “I know he’s different. When I met him at Dad’s house, the first and last time I went there, he gave me mango candy and wished me a happy birthday, and sometimes I still see traces of that younger version in him.”

“Aw, he was your first crush?”

I pause. “What?”

“You told me all about him on the way back, remember? You kept talking nonstop about this golden-haired prince-like boy you met in the garden.” She grins. “You even asked me if you could marry him when you grew up.”

“I…did?”

“Sure did. Turns out that boy was Preston? What a small world.”

So I even told my mom I’d marry him. Talk about ambition.

My thoughts scatter as movement comes from behind me. When I tilt my head back, Preston’s standing at the doorway—awkwardly, I might add—all his dashing arrogance replaced by an unsure stance.

He looks absolutely gorgeous with his hair falling over his forehead. “Hi, I mean…morning, ma’am.”

God. He sounds so out of his element; I want to kiss him.

Mom abandons her cup of coffee on the counter and slides to his side with a wide smile. “June is totally fine. Don’t ma’am me. It makes me feel old.”

“You are old, Mom,” I say.

“You shut up.” She gives me a look, then guides Preston to the table.

“You’re not old,” Preston says in his familiar cordial tone. “You look like Marcus’s sister.”

“I know, right?” She hits his shoulder. “I get that a lot.”

“No, you don’t,” I say, flipping the omelet, catching Preston’s attention as he stares at me with that heated expression.

“I’m going to smack you.” Mom levels me with another glare, then smiles at Preston. “Make yourself comfortable, hon. How would you like your coffee?”

“Black is fine,” he says.

“Right away.” Mom goes to the espresso machine that she demanded for Mother’s Day. From my dad.

“What?” she told him on the phone. “You can’t afford a fancy machine for the mother of your son?”

Naturally, he sent an expensive gadget that took me an hour to set up.

I put the omelet on a plate and slide it in front of Preston. “I thought you preferred your double or triple-shot espresso lattes?”

“How do you even…” He trails off, then mouths, “Stalker.”

I smirk as I sit across from him.

Soon after, Mom brings his coffee. “Here. You sure you don’t want any milk?”

“Just a bit,” Preston says with a little smile.

“All right.” She brings the bottle of milk and hands him another cup so he can mix them up. This one has “Best Mom Ever” written on it. Yes, she loves her mugs, and yes, I’m the one who got her that one over ten years ago.

Preston stares at it for a beat before pouring some of his black coffee into it, then adding the milk to his existing cup.

“How about my coffee?” I ask Mom as she slides another chair to the table.

She tilts her head in my direction. “Show me your hands.”

When I do so, confused as to why, she nods. “They look functional. Go make your own.”

Preston bursts out laughing, then holds up a hand. “I’m sorry.”

“No, you’re not,” I grumble.

And he just laughs again with Mom. “You’re so funny, June.”

“I am.” She shakes her head, wrapping an arm around my shoulders. “My son doesn’t take after me, unfortunately.”

“Yeah, he’s too serious sometimes,” Preston agrees.

“And a killjoy,” Mom says.

“I’m right over here in case no one noticed,” I say.

“Shush.” She hits my shoulder teasingly. “I’ve been asking him to bring anyone who’s special over, but he never has. Said there was no one he feels the need to introduce me to.”

Preston’s lips part. “No one?”

“No. He’s so uncooperative, no?”

“I guess.”

“Well, no one until you, that is.”

A pink hue rises up his neck as he clears his throat. “I’m glad I got the chance to meet you.”

“Me too. You seem like such a fun guy, Preston. Why would you even be with this grump?”

I’m a grump? It’s the other way around, Mom.

“I’m not with…” He trails off, then swallows thickly. “I guess…it just happened. He wouldn’t leave me alone.”

“Aw, he’s very goal-oriented like that.” She grins, but Preston’s little dimpled smile falls.

I narrow my eyes, but he soon changes the subject, talking to Mom about everything and nothing.

They get along—of course they do. Both of them can be staggeringly unserious. I get the brunt of it as they gang up against me, but it’s fine.

Because I’ve never seen Preston like this before, so playful and affectionate and…just raw. It reminds me of the first time I saw him in Dad’s garden.

Before he became who he is today.

As Mom goes to grab the blanket she’s been crocheting to show Preston, he glares at me.

“What?” I say after I swallow a mouthful of the omelet. Preston has downright devoured his.

“I hate you,” he grumbles, then takes a sip of his coffee.

“Where did that come from?”

“Why do you get a perfect mother?”

“Have you seen her? She’s loudmouthed and has zero filter.”

“She’s perfect.”

“She’s not here. You can tell the truth.”

“She is.” He stares at his coffee. “I bet she would’ve protected you when you couldn’t protect yourself.”

“Hey…” I reach out a hand and cover his because his eyes have this unnatural shine that messes with my head.

He doesn’t look at me, just keeps staring at his coffee, his fingers shivering beneath mine. “She would’ve probably figured out something was wrong way before anything even happened.”

“Preston…look at me.”

He does, slowly, as if he doesn’t want me to see.

But I do.

And the spooked, blanched expression he’s wearing stabs me in the chest. “My mom didn’t. She couldn’t protect me. And when she finally did, it was already too late.”

“Too late for what?”

A sad, heart-wrenching smile paints his lips. “Everything.”
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PRESTON


Something’s wrong.

In my head. In my body. In my rotten soul.

I tried altering my brain with chemical potions—aka meds—but they’re barely working. I can sense it, you know, the scratch scratch scratch inside my mind.

For days, I’ve been biting my lip and trying to rein it in, but the overflow will flood me sooner or later.

The screwed-up chemistry in my head will riot, and there’s no stopping that.

But I need to fix it somehow.

Just…fix it.

That’s why I delivered myself to one of my favorite places—Dr. Duret’s couch. She’s sitting across from me, looking warm and cozy in a black-and-white-striped cardigan with gold buttons and beige slacks.

Leather-bound notebook in hand, she just sits still and waits, never urging me to talk.

Because that’s what therapists do, I guess.

“I didn’t go to see Marcus yesterday.” I hold a hand up. “I know, I know. I’ve basically been dropping by his place every night since we were caught by his mom over two weeks ago, but…well, I’m not feeling well. The night before last, I choked him in my sleep. I know because he went to bed completely fine and woke up with fingerprints on his neck. It couldn’t have been ghosts like my brain tried to gaslight me into thinking—it was me. I felt so much regret, but instead of saying I was sorry like a sane person, I went ahead and did the exact opposite. As in, I blew up in his face and left.”

I’m breathing heavily, the sound harsh in the silence, accentuated by the loud grandfather clock on the wall. Wait. Was that always there? No, I would’ve noticed it if it were, wouldn’t I?

Also, where are the stars? Why did she remove them from the ceiling?

“Do you want to tell me why you blew up?” Dr. Duret’s posture and expression don’t change.

“He was lying to me.” I stand up and pace, running an agitated hand through my hair. “I asked if I’d hurt him in my sleep, and he said it didn’t matter. Why didn’t it matter? Why? What if…what if…”

“What if?”

I stop and bite the inside of my cheek so hard, a coppery tang explodes in my mouth. “What if I kill him?”

“You wouldn’t want that, no?”

I shake my head once. “I…wouldn’t be able to forgive myself. That’s why I decided that I needed to stay away. You…you know me when I get volatile.”

“So you just disappear? Do you believe he’d like that?”

I flop back on the couch, grumbling. “It’s for his own good.”

“That doesn’t answer my question.”

“He wouldn’t. He doesn’t.” I let out a breath. “He told me goodbye.”

“Is that why you’re upset?”

“It’s not that I don’t want to go. I…I like it, you know. Spending time with him, I mean. I thought it was because I was dick-drunk or something, but my attachment to him is not only because of the sex. Don’t get me wrong, I love the sex. I think…I think it’s the first time I’ve enjoyed it properly. I thought I loved tying them up, but really, it wasn’t control I wanted, it’s pain and surrender, but…”

“But only when you’re safe?”

A faint tremor touches my lips. “Yeah. I…I felt safe with Marcus from the get-go, didn’t I?”

“I think so. You enjoy eroticizing what was once weaponized against you, and there’s nothing wrong with that, Preston.”

“Really?”

“Really.”

“But why Marcus? I just…don’t get it.”

“With your personality, you would never admit to wanting submission unless…”

I sit on the edge of my seat. “Unless?”

“Unless you know you can emotionally destroy the person you’re physically submitting to.”

My lips part. Oh. Is that what my ghosting and slippery behavior were? Me testing whether I have dominance over Marcus in an emotional sense?

I had to know he’d always want me more, care about me more, and like me enough to never be able to leave me?

But he already did.

“I wish it were only sex. It would’ve been much simpler that way,” I murmur, running a hand over my face.

“When did it change?”

“I don’t know.”

“Around the time you agreed to be exclusive?”

“Maybe. I just…like spending time with him in his tiny but warm house. I love that, despite his intensity, he’s observant and caring. He always makes me delicious food and gives me these ridiculous mango candies I’m addicted to now, as if I’m back to being a kid again. He also shares his mom with me. The three of us went skiing the other day, and she bought me hot chocolate. She’s such a rock star—she hugs me and tells me she’s glad Marcus has me. Me? Can you believe it? You’d better, I’m not lying. Anyway, I really like June, and I’m jealous I never had a mom like her. Point is, I…do want to go to him, but I can’t.”

Dr. Duret writes something in her notes but doesn’t ask me one of her usual distasteful questions.

Just keeps scribbling and scribbling and scribbling, and the scratch of the pen against the paper feels like she’s dragging it against my skull.

Scratch.

Scratch.

Scratch.

“Are you going to say anything?” I snap.

She pauses, lifting her gaze toward me. “What do you want me to say?”

“Your therapist nonsense, maybe? Ask me why I’m spiraling more than usual? Why…I’m self-medicating more than any time in my life?”

“Why?”

“Because…because…Marcus thinks I’m this perfect Prince Charming that he can’t get enough of, but that’s only because I’m keeping my hideous side hidden under lock and key.”

“Why not open up about that time, Preston? You don’t have to tell him in person if it feels overwhelming. You can send a letter, an email, or a text. It could be cathartic to write everything down.”

“Fuck no! I’d…I’d rather take the same pills Mom ended her life with than let him see.”

“See what?”

“The rot inside me.”

“You believe he’d be scared?”

“No. He’d be disgusted.”

“Does that scare you? The idea of him seeing inside you?”

“No.” I choke on the word. “It terrifies me.”

“Why?”

“Because he’d be gone.” I jerk up and stride toward her. She doesn’t move as I stand right in front of her, staring down at her dark, unexpressive eyes. “Like Mom.”

“You believe he’d commit suicide?” Her voice is robotic, almost as if it’s dragging through my skull.

“No. But suicide isn’t the only way people leave. Dad’s alive, but he left me a long time ago.” I reach a hand toward her slowly, but she doesn’t move away. “You’ll leave, too, one day, won’t you?”

“Not if you don’t want me to, no⁠—”

“Shut up.” I slam a hand to her face. “I think it’s better if I finish you all off now and end this paranoia. If I kill you first, no one will leave me again.”

“Are you going to kill Marcus, too?” she speaks through my fingers, the sound faintly muffled. “So you can get rid of him before he gets rid of you?”

“That’s a good plan. You have the best ideas when your life is threatened.”

“Here’s another one,” she says, her tone unchanged. “Or more like a thought. An unprofessional one, but you need to hear it anyway. Do you want to know why you’re spiraling more than usual, Preston? It’s because you’re suppressing more than usual. You’re trying to mold yourself into what you believe Marcus wants to see, but it’s having the opposite effect on your psyche. Your brain is rebelling against you because you’re forcing it into the same mindset from when you were abused.”

“Shut up,” I whisper.

“Keep quiet, Preston.” Her voice turns deeper, mimicking mine. “Don’t say a word, Preston. If you stay still, if you hold it all in and be an obedient statue, no one will know.”

“Shut up!”

“Isn’t that what you’re telling yourself now? In this very moment? Aren’t you killing that part of you that wants to be heard and accepted for who he is? The reason you’re doing that is simple. You’re feeling vulnerable for the first time since the abuse, and you’re fighting it tooth and nail. You’re rioting against it. You’re trying to murder it any way possible.” She smiles softly against my hand. “You’d rather kill Marcus than deal with the intense feelings you have toward him. You’d rather bury him with them six feet deep than tell him about your demons, because if you do, if you let it all out in front of the person you care about so deeply, you’ll have to face them as well.”

“I said. Shut the fuck up!” I jerk away, her words having burned my skin and throat, spreading down my spine like wildfire.

She stands up, places the notebook on the chair, and pulls at the edge of her cardigan until it’s straight. “I think it’s time you handle this by yourself.”

“What are you talking about?”

“I won’t be around to watch you self-destruct again.” She turns and walks away, the click of her heels loud on the wooden floor.

“Wait!” I scream. “You get paid to listen to me! You can’t leave!”

She opens the door and a cold gust of air rips through, freezing me to the bone.

Dr. Duret disappears, but I don’t move.

I can’t.

My world is blurry, and I realize my eyes are filled with tears.

“Not again, please,” I whisper, falling to my knees in front of the chair, hugging the notebook to my chest as it quakes. “Mom…don’t go.”
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Anyway, fuck Dr. Duret. She can go to hell for all I care.

Mental breakdown? Totally did not happen.

Totally didn’t spend most of the night there, waiting for her to come back. She will when she needs another check from Dad.

Speaking of Dad, I think Lenin was right.

He decided to drop me.

It’s late at night and I just lit his favorite car on fire right after I came back from Dr. Duret’s depressingly empty house.

It was a vintage Bentley he paid a fortune for and imported from somewhere in the Middle East.

Dad saw his money, effort, and love for that car that he only takes on a spin once or twice a year burn right before his eyes. But he didn’t say anything, just went back to his cave—sorry, the study.

He didn’t even send Lenin to get me.

Can you fucking believe it? The tragic absence of Lenin confirms the theory I’ve had for several weeks now.

Dad doesn’t punish me anymore, because any sliver of care he had for me is gone.

So now, I’m standing in the rain, right across from the garage’s entrance as the staff puts out the fire.

Waiting.

For what, I don’t know.

Actually, I do know. I’m waiting for Jude to come to his senses, as he’s also losing his grip on reality after learning some disturbing truths.

And because of that, he’s pushed away the only light in his life—Violet. I feel a sort of camaraderie with her, you know. She has this sad look in her eyes that reminds me of that seven-year-old version of me. A sadness that I couldn’t shake off, no matter what I did.

She’d also be a perfect member of the Mommy Issues Club that Vi, Jude, and I should form.

Anyway, Jude’s being a dick, pushing everyone, including Violet, away, and it’s no bueno.

If both of us spiral, who’s going to keep me from accidentally killing myself?

I’m waiting for Dr. Duret to come back, for Lenin to show up.

But mostly, I’m waiting for Marcus to text me back.

I pull out my phone, staring at it as the rain blurs the screen. And nope, no new texts. All I can see is the conversation we had after I left.

Marcus


Are you okay? Just tell me you are, and I’ll leave you alone.




Yes, I have him saved as his name now, I guess.

And no, I didn’t reply to that text, because what the hell would I say when I was creeped out with myself for hurting him?

The way he was asking about me made my guilty feelings a hundred times worse.

And I might have considered free-falling to my death from the roof of my house. Happened before, only, I didn’t die, so I thought the second time would be a winner, right?

Marcus, being Marcus, texted again the next day.

Marcus


I made tacos. Are you coming tonight?




Me


No.




Why not?




Because we don’t need to meet every day.




Are you sure it’s not because you’re running away again?




Why the fuck do I need to run away from you?




You tell me, Preston. Every time I think I have you, something comes up, and you decide to shut me out. I tried to be patient, and I certainly tried not to push your limits and to wait for you to open up, but this is obviously not working.




What the fuck does “not working” mean?




It means just that. This isn’t working the way it is right now. You can’t keep running and expect me to chase you.




Are you…ending it?




Is that what you want?




You’re not the one fucking ending it, Marcus. I am! Fuck you, asshole. I give you five minutes of attention, and you believe you can have me? ME? THE Preston Armstrong?




Yes, wishful thinking on my part. I’m sorry I ever dreamed of that. Goodbye, Preston.




He blocked me.

I laugh to myself, because, you know, the idea Dr. Duret and I discussed isn’t wrong. I should go find him and slice his fucking throat open.

If I can’t have him, he should die.

Wow. I sound like a true lunatic. I mean, I know I am, but this is hitting home.

Murderous, toxic psycho alert.

Damn.

Reality is, I’d never hurt him, at least, not more than I already have.

I’m just bluffing, because if I had a knife in my hand and Marcus was in front of me, I’d turn it on myself and stab my own heart.

My chest hurts. It hurts so much, I can barely breathe.

What type of fuckery is this?

Heartbreak, I think.

I’m just so heartbroken that Marcus told me goodbye. Is he truly not going to hear me out anymore?

Not until you tell him everything. And I mean everything, the voice that’s too similar to Dr. Duret’s whispers in my head.

“You’ve completely lost your mind,” Lilith stands beside me.

She’s holding an umbrella and doesn’t even try to cover me, too busy looking me up and down. “You’ve become a dangerous loose cannon. Your grandma would love to get rid of you, and even Miley will be scared of you eventually.”

“Keep her away from me,” I whisper, tilting my head in her direction as rainwater falls in rivulets down my face. “You, too, Lilith, stay away. I’d hate to accidentally snap your neck.”

She purses her lips. “How dare you threaten me?”

“I never told you this before, but the only reason you continue to breathe is because I don’t want Miley to grow up without a mother. It messes kids up—life without mothers, I mean. But you know that very well. You’ve seen firsthand how it makes one of them disturbingly clingy to fake-ass strangers just because they say a few nice words and put on a show.”

Her lips tremble as she takes a step back. “You⁠—”

“Get the fuck out of my face!”

She trips and almost falls, but she turns and practically runs to the house as I stay there watching the fire cool down.

For what seems like forever, I continue checking my phone every other minute, hoping for what, I don’t know.

Marcus wouldn’t reply. If anything, he should be glad to have gotten rid of me.

The staff disappears, what remains of the car is loaded up and taken away, and soon enough, the area outside the garage is empty except for me and my now-dead phone.

The rain stops.

No, it doesn’t.

The reason it’s no longer soaking me is because someone is standing beside me, holding an umbrella over my head. At first, I think it’s Hayes, but Dad’s voice rings around me.

“You should get inside.”

I swallow thickly, the pain in my chest doubling and tripling, but I force a smile.

He looks so put together in his beige three-piece suit, his hair combed neatly, his face serene. Oh, how I wish I’d inherited his coldness. Life would’ve been so much easier.

“Finally decided to punish me?”

“Do you do these stunts so I’ll punish you?” He side-eyes me. “I thought it was to get my attention.”

I purse my lips, and he releases a long breath. “Well, you have it, Preston. What do you want?”

“A new doctor.”

“A new doctor?”

A droplet of rain falls from my hair to my cheek, sliding down to my mouth. “Yeah, the old one is a useless, judgmental crook. I thought you’d do better background checks before hiring my therapist.”

“Dr. Fenwick is not a crook.” He faces me, tilting the umbrella in my direction, and the rain soaks the shoulder of his jacket.

“Not him. I’m talking about her.”

“Who’s her?”

“I only have one her, Dad. The fuck?”

“No, there are a few female doctors who work with Dr. Fenwick. Did any of them make you feel judged?”

“Yup. Need her fired or, like, threatened a bit.” I grin. “Vencor style.”

“I’m going to need a name.”

“Dr. Duret.”

My dad freezes, his body going so impossibly still, it creeps me the fuck out. When he speaks, it’s firm but a touch unsteady. “When was the last time you…uh, met her?”

“Earlier tonight.”

“And you first met her…where, exactly?”

“At Dr. Fenwick’s office, then at her place, remember?”

“Her place?”

“Yeah, the one outside of town. You even send Lenin to pick me up sometimes. You growing senile so soon or something?”

“Lenin,” he repeats emotionlessly.

“Yeah, Lenin,” I snarl. “Where has he been lately, anyway? Is it true that you’re no longer punishing me because you’re planning to drop me?”

“Lenin said that?”

I bite the corner of my lip and shrug. Well, maybe this will get Lenin in trouble—not that I should care.

“Listen, Preston.” He grabs my shoulder, fingers digging in. “I’d never drop you.”

“Even if I burn your car?”

“Even if you burn a garage full of them.”

“That’s a lot of work—not worth it.”

Dad’s lips twitch in a smile and I just stare. It feels like…forever since I’ve seen him smile.

Wow. The Lawrence Armstrong can smile? Someone call the robot manufacturer so he can test him for malfunctions.

“Preston?”

“Yeah?”

“Tomorrow morning, let’s go to see Dr. Fenwick together.”

“Can’t, and I also don’t like that old man much.” Maybe I should have Dad threaten Dr. Duret to return. Pretty sure she has some family somewhere in Europe. Dad can locate them and use them against her as leverage.

“Why can’t you?” he asks.

“I’m going on a picnic. More like I’m inviting myself to one with Kane’s and Jude’s girls. They’re so not from our world, and I’d like to get rid of Destiny if possible, but her sister or foster sister or whatever wouldn’t appreciate it, and I like her. Not Destiny, but her sister, Vi. I think she’s making Jude a better man, but he’s too blind to see it. She also looks so familiar; if you meet her, you’ll probably feel the same.” I bite the corner of my lip because I’ve been kind of blabbering. “Yeah, so I’m busy.”

“When will you be done? We’ll go then.”

“Do I have to?”

“Yes.”

“Way to give your child choices, Dad. Amazing work⁠—”

“Preston.” He squeezes my shoulder. “I want you to know…I never wanted to do this, but in hindsight, it was inevitable.”

“Do…what?”

“I’m sorry.” He tightens his grip on my shoulder one final time, then puts the umbrella in my hand and walks into the rain.

Only a few paces, though, as Hayes runs out with another umbrella.

And I’m shaking.

Dad has only ever told me “I’m sorry” once before—when he held me the day I found out Mom died.

I never wanted to do this.

A tear slides down my cheek because I know, I just know what will happen tomorrow with Dr. Fenwick.

The one thing that doctors always recommend. The one thing Dad has always been vehemently against, but now, he’s stopped caring enough to refuse anymore.

Because Dad’s abandoned me, too.

Like Mom. Like Dr. Duret.

Like Marcus.

He’s finally agreeing to have me committed.
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PRESTON


Kane


Is it true you burned your dad’s car last night, Pres?




Me


Maybe.




Jude


What’s going on?




Daddy issues acting up again. And, wow, you’re actually alive, big man? I thought you were busy moping after we lost our last game because of you.




Jude


You’re not changing the subject. You’ve been off lately.




You’ve also been off, but you don’t see me bitching about it.




Kane


Do you need a venting outlet, Pres? I can arrange something.




Nah. Don’t want to dirty my manicured hands.




Jude


You’re refusing a hunt? Seriously, what the hell is going on?




I thought you bitches didn’t like it when I go on bloodlust sprees. Now, you’re mad I’m doing what you want? Assholes AND indecisive? Pick a struggle bench.




Kane


It’s just not like you to refuse a hunt.




Jude


I’m not mad, Pres. I’m worried about you.




Gag. Don’t ever say that mushy stuff again, big man. Just gave me nausea I need to take more meds for. Anyway, I’m totally fine. See you later today.




So I lied.

I’m totally not fine.

And I probably won’t be seeing them later today. I mean, I could before my trip to the loony bin, but they’d figure out something is wrong. Jude would also try to fight my dad to keep me out, which would get him in trouble with his own dad, and nobody wants that drama.

Besides, I can’t really tell them.

The words are stuck in my throat like stacked rocks, unwilling to budge.

Just like that time—if I try to speak, I can’t breathe.

If I can’t breathe, I feel everything.

And I hated it—feeling everything. I preferred the numbness, the lack of emotions…the endless floating.

I think I’m getting there, to the floating stage where I don’t exist for a while.

Become part of the stars for a while.

But for now, I have to keep my feet on the ground.

Because there’s something I loathe more than feeling everything—being pitied.

Or being seen as a hopeless case. Dad already does, and I don’t want to add Jude and Kane to the list.

I was out here for a good time. You know, before Dad handed me to his favorite Dr. Fenwick so he could dissect my brain again.

Probe my mind again.

Strap me to a bed, poke me with needles, extract my blood, and give me puzzles.

Will I get those again? The last time they studied me extensively, I was a kid, so maybe they’ll quit the LEGO-like nonsense?

Guess I have to wait and find out.

Though maybe that’s not a bad idea. I’d take LEGO over Dr. Fenwick’s dull personality any day.

I wonder if Dr. Duret will finally come to her senses and tell her boss, Fenwick, that I’m totally fine.

Okay, I’m not, but I’m not dangerous.

Fine, I am.

I’ve been sensing the disintegration of my mind slowly but surely over these last couple of days. The sounds are starting to drown out my thoughts; I can barely hear myself.

This morning, I stared in the mirror, and I don’t know who the fuck stared back at me. He had hollow eyes and snot running from his nose as silent tears streamed down his face.

“You never helped me,” he whispered, and I had to look away before I drove my head straight into him.

He should’ve died. Why the hell is he still alive?

Anyway, my brain has been in a bit of a state for some time, but it’s spiked since the night I hurt Marcus and he pretended nothing happened.

My mind rippled, spanned the fuck out, and finally broke.

Then it was shattered into pieces last night after Dad apologized for his cutthroat intentions.

So what did I do? Killing some desolate souls or slicing some throats normally would’ve been my go-to solutions. Or maybe provoking Dad so he’d send Lenin to beat me the hell up.

But nah, none of those would’ve helped in this state of complete desperation.

Instead, I’ve done something uncharacteristic.

I spent the entire night writing a letter.

Yes. I was writing a letter. Blasphemous under any form of circumstances, and no, Dr. Duret won’t get the credit, because she’s a fucking liar.

It wasn’t helpful or cathartic like she preached. If anything, I found myself hitting the back of my head on the wall so hard, I was sure I’d bleed out.

Or pass out.

Unfortunately, neither of those options happened.

What did happen, however, was lots of shaking and a flood of water that wouldn’t stop coming out of my eyes. Maybe Dr. Fenwick will find a goddamn cure for that.

But I did finish the fucking letter and handed it to Hayes this morning with clear instructions to deliver it personally later today.

After I’m trapped in Dr. Fenwick’s dungeon—sorry, office.

But maybe that wasn’t a good idea, maybe I should ask Hayes to burn it, because I’ll be gone by then, and…what’s the point of it after that?

Just a last hurrah? Me being selfish again with the man who’s only ever been patient with me?

And he has been patient. I know he has. I’m such a clusterfuck, I wouldn’t wish me on my worst enemy. The most nightmarish lover anyone could want.

But Marcus did want me. Even if it was for my outer shell of a body, he still put up with my high-maintenance personality all the time.

The least I could do was let him go, but nah, I had to be selfish again.

I guess I wanted him to know the truth he’s been probing for before I fuck off to that place—where they will kill my soul.

I know I won’t be able to handle it.

For all these years, the only reason I didn’t lose my goddamn mind or get buried in the static or the black hole that’s always trying to swallow me was simply because I was free.

I had hockey and blood fests that let me purge the chaos growing in my mind. I had Miley and even Dad. I had Dr. Duret, who listened to my constant bitching without judgment. I had Kane and especially Jude, who kept me in check when the demons got too loud.

And for a while, I had Marcus.

In the loony bin, I’ll only have Dr. Fenwick’s professional, unfeeling face.

It’ll just be me and my head.

And…I’m scared of my head.

That motherfucker loathes me and will play all sorts of tricks and games to make me as miserable as possible.

Like last night.

He’ll fill my thoughts with flashbacks of pain, grating sounds, and images of sticky blood.

Lots of blood.

For the entire night, my mind was scratching, groaning, and stealing my breath.

People’s minds help them get on with life; mine sabotages me at every turn.

And if I get locked up, he’ll just torture me.

I’m tired of being tortured.

I’m just so fucking exhausted.

Of everything.

But I still managed to dress up this morning and do my hair so prettily, because I’ll be going to that place with style.

And you know what the best way to go with style is? A picnic.

That’s what I’ve been doing this morning with Violet and Dior as I pretend my problems don’t exist.

Problems? What are those? Never heard of them.

Anyway, Violet, being an excellent host, prepared sandwiches and the cutest cut-fruit plates that I’ve been devouring like a gluttonous motherfucker. All the while talking shit to Danilla.

Listen, I’m still the pettiest petty to every petty on this earth, and I’ll never be okay with the fact that she dated Marcus before me.

The thought of Marcus starts a fire in my chest and a sort of riot in my brain.

You know, I’ve always thought his intensity was uncomfortable, but that’s only because of something simple. My head comes alive around him in ways I’ve never experienced before.

Pre-Marcus, I often felt like I was lost within those stars in my childhood bedroom. Like my soul was still floating there, and my body was just a shell in the real world.

Mostly, I believed I didn’t exist.

That’s why I love pain. It means I’m here.

But Marcus’s touch changed that. It hurt even without impact play, because he touched me deeply, all the way to my soul. He touched me so intimately, it shattered the illusion and crushed my bones.

He touched me so thoroughly, I could feel myself exist in the real world, not just drifting in the unknown.

And those times were the most I’ve ever been myself.

Now, I’m scared I’ll never have that again.

I need to stop thinking about him, because fuck, my chest and eyes burn, and I’m totally not going to cry like a little bitch.

That’d be so embarrassing, and Disney over here will mock me for a lifetime.

I focus on smiling and having fun with the girls. If someone sees me joking around and trying to patch Vi’s relationship with Jude, they’ll never guess I’m running on my last breath.

The one percent battery.

Lack of sleep, emotional drainage from writing the letter, and morbid desperation about losing Dr. Duret, Marcus, and Dad at the same time are messing with my goddamn head.

Scratch.

Scratch.

Scratch.

The sound is loud, but not more deafening than the demons living rent-free in my head.

You know no one loves you, right? Even your mom, who loved you the most, killed herself to escape you.

Lilith was right. Once Miley grows up, she’ll hate you. What type of role model can you be for her? Don’t you think it’s better you fuck out of her life now?

How long can Jude and Kane put up with your shit before they’ve had enough?

It’ll make everyone’s lives easier if you’re just gone, Preston.

I swallow past the onslaught of voices, my throat flooding with nausea.

Fuck.

I’m about to consider leaving, just so I can bang my fucking head against a wall, but then I see the bracelet on Violet’s wrist. Something clicks in my head, and I don’t know whether I want to be wrong or right.

Is that what I think it is?

I might have asked her to remove it like a dick, which she does hesitantly.

A gust of air makes my hair fly back as I flip it and rotate the mechanism that holds the plate at the back until it opens.

As the two plates lay side by side, it confirms my suspicion. Inside, there’s a crescent moon and a sun, matching the symbol on my ring.

I trace the initials carved next to the symbol. W.J.A.

That old man? “Jesus fucking Christ. What the fuck is this?”

“I don’t know,” Violet whispers from her seated position next to me, her body trembling. “This is the first time I’ve seen that. I…didn’t even know it could be opened.”

“This explains a lot of shit.” I stare at her. I’ve always thought she looked familiar, and really, it’s in her eyes. They’re the identical shade of blue as Grandpa’s and Dad’s heterochromatic blue-green eyes.

I was thinking she might be Dad’s illegitimate daughter, but that would be so out of character for him. He’d never be so sloppy as to spawn kids outside of marriage.

I know because Lilith tried her best to trap him with a child during the years they were dating, but none of her attempts succeeded. Miley was born exactly a year and a half after their marriage.

Grandpa, however, has always loved getting his dick wet, and he’s not as careful as Dad.

There’s a reason why the Armstrong empire thrived more under Dad’s rule instead of Grandpa’s. Robots do it better.

The family needs to know about this. Maybe Dad will be proud of me for once in his life if I tell him the news.

Wishful thinking, I know.

I stand up, gripping the bracelet in my hand. “I have to go.”

“Wait.” Violet stands, too, and Detroit follows, frowning at me.

“I’ll give it back later,” I say. “If I can.”

“It’s not that.” Violet slides in front of me. “Is that symbol common? If it’s really valuable, maybe Mom stole it…”

“She would’ve never been able to steal my grandfather’s bracelet. So that means he willingly gave it to her.”

“G-grandfather?”

“Yes, Winston James Armstrong. This belonged to him at some point and has his initials. My father and uncle have similar ones. They’re usually offered by the father to his offspring, so I’m supposed to get one after graduating. Grandpa said he lost his a long time ago, but that doesn’t seem to be the case⁠—”

“Vi, watch out!” Dahlia’s scream echoes around us as the loud revving of an engine follows.

I see it first. There’s a man on a motorcycle, dressed in black and wearing a matching helmet.

There are actually two of them, but I’m staring at the first guy.

Because for a moment, a fraction of a second, I ignore the gun he’s pointing at us.

For a moment, I believe it’s Marcus.

He came for me?

If he forgives me this time, I won’t be a prick again. I mean, knowing me, that’s kind of a reach, but I’ll try.

Seriously this time.

Of course, I’m fucking delusional, because the guy on the bike is about to shoot Violet.

Not sure how or why it happens.

No. I do know why.

Mom’s standing right beside Violet, smiling softly at me as tears stream down her face.

“I’m sorry, mon trésor.”

“It’s not your fault, Mom,” I say, but I’m not sure she hears me or if my mouth even moves. “It’s mine for being a little slut.”

I don’t think. My body just…moves.

One second, Violet is in front of me, her eyes wide, her breaths coming in short gasps, and the next, my fingers land on her shoulders, and I yank her around, spinning us, putting my back where her chest should be.

The gun goes off.

There’s a sharp, ugly crack that punches the air and then my lungs.

Heat detonates in my chest as if someone shoved a fist straight through bone and cartilage, ripping through me in one brutal go.

My legs give out, and the ground disappears.

I’m falling…falling and keep fucking falling long after my body hits something hard.

Noises blend together—tires, screams, and shouting. There’s a lot of shouting, but I can’t tell who the sounds belong to as blood bubbles in my mouth, metallic and warm and…soothing.

My heart stutters as my lungs give out.

And just like that…the noise in my head dies.

No static.

No whispering demons.

No self-hating comments.

No footsteps in the hallway that don’t exist.

No ghosts, no noise, no thoughts eating me alive from the inside out.

Just…nothing.

Oh.

So that’s what quiet feels like.

Peace doesn’t come in a soft bed or a therapist’s office or tucked against Marcus’s chest like I pretended it might.

It comes on cold grass with a hole in my chest and someone else’s life pressed behind my ribs.

How poetic.

How sad.

If I’d known it would shut everything up this cleanly, I would’ve stepped in front of a bullet sooner.

Would’ve stopped swimming so hard to stay above water.

Would’ve just…abandoned breathing.

Then why is a part of me rebelling against this fitting ending? Why is my heart clawing, reaching, trying to stay afloat?

It’s time to give up on the life that hurts to live.

My vision blurs at the edges, the shapes surrounding me smearing into long streaks. The world tilts, going soft and so far away, like I’m watching someone else bleed out.

One shape sharpens.

Marcus.

Or my brain’s last cheap hallucination of him.

His hair’s a mess, his eyes wild in a way I’ve never seen before, his mouth moving so fast I can’t make out the words.

He looks terrified.

That’s how I know it’s fake. Marcus doesn’t get terrified.

He’s like a fortress.

Then I feel it as his strong, muscular arms wrap around me.

He feels…real.

“Preston! Hang in there, okay? I’m here…okay? I’m right here.”

Why does he sound choked?

Don’t be like that, Marcus. You should…breathe. I got rid of me, so…so you should have one less problem in your life, yeah?

I reach for him, or I think I do, because tears shine in his eyes.

For me.

Why is he crying for me?

“Baby…please…” he begs, his voice raw and scraped. “Don’t leave me, please…”

Don’t cry.

My fingers twitch against something—air? His jacket? His face?

I don’t know.

“We have so much we need to talk about, remember? You can’t…just leave. Baby, please…”

For the tiniest, meanest heartbeat of a moment, regret slices through the calm.

Not about Violet.

Not about the bullet.

About him.

About not fighting.

Not staying.

Not dragging my broken, defective self through one more night beside him.

I should’ve had him again. Properly. Without running afterward.

“I’m sorry,” I try to say, but my tongue feels thick, my mouth glued with the taste of iron.

I’m sorry, I loved you.

The words stay trapped behind my teeth as my vision tilts and goes dark at the corners.

“Preston, no! Baby…baby…baby…no!”

I’m sorry.

I’m so sorry.

Seems that’s what I can do best. Just apologize like my parents.

I’m sorry I ruined your life just like I ruined mine, Marcus.

Turns out, I’m the one saying goodbye after all.
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MARCUS


Ihate my birthdays.

I’ve always fucking hated my goddamn birthdays, and despite Mom’s attempts to cheer me up during them, I’ve wanted to forget them.

But now, I feel like I’ll never forget my birthday.

On my twenty-second birthday, Preston was shot.

It happened right before my eyes, but I couldn’t stop it.

I could only stand there and watch as a bullet ripped through his chest.

It almost feels surreal. Just minutes ago, he was so touchy and close to Violet and Dahlia.

Yes, I was there most of the time, leaning my back against a tree and watching him like I usually do when he shuts me out.

It’s a sickness, maybe, a desire for something unattainable. The more I can’t have him, the more my entire being roars to life, needing to reach him.

Toxic, yes, but I never claimed to be a saint.

And no, there’s no reality where Preston belongs to someone other than me.

If anything, I’ve been having these thoughts lately—like I should’ve pursued him since that first college league game we played three years ago. The first time this little rivalry turned into something more.

Or maybe I should’ve started in high school. When Preston really looked at me, and I mean looked at me, after that time when we were kids. The first time he noticed me, when he put me on his shit list and vowed to bring me down.

The first time he saw me.

Sure, he only saw me as an opponent he needed to crush, an adversary, a challenge—because he loves his challenges, my Preston.

Back then, I should’ve shot my shot.

Should’ve made him mine and never let him go.

Maybe that way, I wouldn’t have suffered through average sex and a lack of emotional connection.

Maybe, by now, he would’ve been comfortable enough with me to tell me what the fuck terrorizes him when he closes his eyes at night.

Maybe he would’ve confessed about what happened to him that causes any form of intimacy outside of sex to make him as rigid as a board.

I have an idea, but I’ve refused to speculate or think about it.

But perhaps I should’ve. Maybe I needed to push him more out of his comfort zone.

Perhaps I had to just…be there. At all times.

I was there today, but I was busy being jealous of his closeness with Violet to act in time.

And now, he’s in surgery, fighting for his life because I couldn’t protect him.

The waiting room hums like a broken light—too bright, too white—smelling of antiseptic I never loathed until this moment.

Jude is pacing a path into the linoleum. Kane stands with his arms crossed, his back to the wall like he’s holding it up by sheer will. Lawrence is the only one sitting, perfectly composed in one of the ugly blue chairs, his elbows on his knees, his fingers laced, his knuckles white. His face is blank.

I stay by the doorway. Not in. Not out.

My thumb taps against my middle finger in a slow, controlled rhythm.

One, two, three.

Tap. Tap. Tap.

Start again.

Preston will get out of this.

I’ll take him and go.

Somewhere else. Anywhere else.

Away from guns and emotionally stunted fathers.

He gets out. I take him. We leave.

I repeat it until the words stop sounding like a wish and start feeling like a plan.

Jude’s gaze cuts to me as he stops in front of me, his arm wrapped in a bandage that’s soaked through.

No idea how it happened, couldn’t have fucking cared less as I was holding Preston in my arms, whispering that he’d be okay, that I’d be here, begging him not to go.

The only reason I released him when Kane pulled me away was so the medics could take his cold, unconscious body to the ambulance.

“And why the fuck are you here?” Jude snaps in my face.

I don’t look at him. Don’t move.

Will not move.

Because Preston is on the other side of that door with his chest cut open and his heart still fighting, and I am done leaving him alone with people who don’t know how to fucking protect him.

Tap. Tap. Tap.

“I asked you a question,” Jude grinds out.

“Cut it out.” Kane pushes off the wall, watching me closely as he paces. No idea what he did or didn’t see in the park. I don’t even care.

“I want you gone,” Jude says.

“No,” I say coolly, my fingers pausing because I finally notice the red covering them—my nails, my knuckles, my hands. They’re streaked with blood.

Preston’s blood.

I curl my hands into fists as they tremble uncontrollably.

Jude grabs my jacket’s collar, slamming me against the wall. “Get the fuck out of here, Marcus.”

“I said I’m not going anywhere,” I say slowly, but my voice is boiling over with rage. “If anything, you’re the one who needs to scram for failing to save him.”

“The fuck you just say?” he snarls.

“Want me to spell it out for you?”

Maybe I need to snap his neck for being the reason Preston is in the OR. If I didn’t know Preston would hate me for hurting his “bestie,” I’d choke this motherfucker in his sleep.

“Go fight outside,” Lawrence commands, his voice hard but cool as if it’s not his goddamn son who’s lying on an operating table.

I slide my gaze to him. “Is that all you have to say when your fucking son is facing death? Go fight outside? You have no other goddamn reaction?” I release a low, mocking laugh. “God, you’re all the same. Every single corner of your fucking empire is rotten to the core.”

Lawrence doesn’t even look at me and just continues to stare at the door.

“That’s enough.” Kane squares up to me. “Leave before I have someone escort you out using unpleasant methods, Marcus.”

“And let you big shots handle everything, right?” I fist my hand in Jude’s collar, laughing in his face. “Like the way you got him shot, right, Callahan? Useless piece of shit.”

“You fucking—” Jude slams me against the wall harder, and I just won’t stop laughing.

I can’t.

“What? You’re going to stand there and tell me you didn’t, in fact, invite death upon your supposed best friend?”

“It’s not his fault.” Two girls hurry toward us—Dahlia and the girl who just spoke.

The reason Preston isn’t with me right now.

Fucking Violet.

“It’s my fault,” she whispers. “Preston did that to protect me⁠—”

“That’s right. It should’ve been you,” I say in a deadpan voice.

A brutal punch lands on my face, and something warm trickles down my nose and the corner of my lip. “Shut the fuck up, Osborn!”

“But I’m right. She should be the one in that room right now⁠—”

Jude hits me again, the sound of the thwack reverberating around me.

You know what?

I lift my fist and punch him, letting him have a taste of the aggression and helplessness echoing inside me.

I rain down regrets and what-ifs and the depressing reality I have to live in.

There’s a lot of talking around us, Kane calling his people, Lawrence speaking to Violet, but I don’t hear them over the violence.

Thwack.

Thwack.

Thwack.

It’s all because of this idiot who couldn’t protect his woman, so Preston had to.

Of course he would’ve.

He believes he’s an unfeeling monster or a high-functioning narcissist, but he’s truly the warmest person I’ve ever met. If he cares about you, he’ll go above and beyond.

For weeks, he’s been buying all sorts of shit for Mom and me. Last week, he single-handedly changed the entire Wolves team’s gear to premium jerseys and equipment.

I thought it was Serena trying to bribe me, but I found out it was him.

“It’s fine. I can afford it,” he says, blushing a bit as we skate in the arena alone at one in the morning because he couldn’t sleep.

He’s only in his compression shirt and shorts, looking like a snack waiting to be unwrapped. It’s categorically impossible to keep my hands off him, so I glide in front of him as he leans against his stick.

Preston sizes me up, his eyes narrowing to slits. “You better not dream of taking our championship, though.”

“No promises. Besides, we’re already taking it. First place, remember?”

“That’s because Jude isn’t in top form.” He sighs dramatically, rolling his eyes. “My highness has to keep the team afloat, but I’ll be coming for that championship. Won’t take it easy on you in the next Vipers versus Wolves game.”

“When have you ever?”

He grins. “True that.”

“Though you did avoid me.”

“Did not!”

“Yes, you did. Since college, I believe?” I reach out a gloved hand, wrap it around his waist, and slam him against me, making his stick clatter to the ground. “Scared of little ole me?”

He places a hand on my chest, but he’s not pushing me away, and I like that. The feel of him just letting me touch him without tensing up or trying to wiggle free. “You’re just boring. I can’t get into your head.”

“Is that all?”

His eyes shift, looking cloudier, but then he releases a sole, “Hm.”

“Well, you can’t avoid me now.”

“Tant mieux (Good, I prefer it this way).”

“What’s that mean?”

“Unfortunately.”

“I’m starting to think you’re translating things wrong.”

“Shut up.”

I smile and ruffle his hair to which he grumbles. “Jokes aside, you don’t have to keep buying me things.”

“Not sure what you’re talking about. These are just necessities.”

“Fixing all the lights in our neighborhood is a necessity?”

“Hell yeah. It’s dangerous when you’re going home at night.”

“Worried about me?”

“Worried about June. She’ll be sad if something happens to you. Besides, that road is full of potholes.”

“Are you going to fix those, too?”

“Yup, working on it. Honestly, why are we paying taxes if they don’t use it to fill in potholes? Am I right?”

“You pay taxes, baby?”

“Probably? I mean, yeah. No clue how much, though.”

“Such a rich-boy statement.”

“Hey! I’m using my money for a good cause.”

My lips twitch because he sounds so sure of himself, chest puffed out and everything.

There’s a strand of hair that’s close to his eyes, and I tuck it behind his ear, making him shiver a little. “Is buying the auto shop I work at a good cause?”

“Yeah. Because that way, you can work on your own time and not according to someone else’s.”

“That makes you my boss now.”

“A better boss than your previous one. I’ll pay you more, and you can work less. You can even take a break whenever you wish. No notice needed.”

I chuckle and he watches me with parted lips. “That’s not how you run a business, my prince.”

“Don’t give a fuck. You want to finish the season strong, no? You need more free time to practice, and you can’t do that with a packed part-time job schedule.”

“While I’m thankful”—I grab him by the nape—“ you don’t have to do this. I was kidding about the sugar daddy thing.”

“I want to,” he murmurs, his eyes staring deep into mine as he presses his gloved hand against my chest further. “Let me try to help, okay? It’s the only thing I can do for you.”

Before I can say “It’s not,” he kisses me, his lips grazing mine softly as if he’s tasting me for the very first time.

Now, I know why he kissed me that time—to shut me up, probably. To stop me from asking questions I should’ve asked so that he wouldn’t be in that room.

The men Kane called pry Jude off me. They grab my arms and try to escort me out, but I said I’m not leaving, and I’m not fucking leaving.

I hit, punch, and slam my head against them for what seems like forever.

Preston needs me.

Preston would want to see me.

I told him I was here for him, and I won’t go anywhere.

The operating room’s door slides open, and I come to a halt, barely feeling the men clutching me by the arms.

A doctor walks out, looking like he came straight from a battleground. And as he removes his cap, revealing damp gray hair, I hold my breath.

Jude and Kane rush toward him, and Lawrence follows close behind.

“How is he?” Jude asks in a thick, low voice.

The doctor stares at Lawrence and bows his head. “We tried our best, but he lost a lot of blood. My condolences, sir.”

No.

No.

Fuck no.

I’m hearing things.

Preston will get up. I’ll take him. We’ll leave.

That’s how it’ll be. That’s how it’ll only ever fucking be.

“What the fuck!” Jude wrenches the doctor by the collar. “What do you mean by ‘condolences’? Go in there and bring him the fuck back!”

“You’re lying.” I sound like an animal as I jerk against the grip of the men. “This is a fucking lie!”

He will get up.

I will take him.

We will leave.

Another two men join the previous ones, and I shout and fight as they drag me out with them.

Taking me away from Preston.

No.

This is only temporary. It can only ever be temporary.

He will get up.

I will take him.

We will leave.
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It wasn’t temporary.

Preston didn’t get up.

I watched, completely numb, as his closed casket was buried in the ground, as everyone in his family treated the funeral like a networking event.

An opportunity to show off the Armstrongs’ wealth and prestige while inviting members of their community to mourn with them.

The only one who cried from his family was Miley, hugging his casket and weeping. “Pressie, it’s not true, right? You’ll come back, and we’ll go skating, right? I’ll save you my pastries until you come back, Pressie, okay?”

But even she was removed by her mother before I could get to her. And maybe it’s better that I didn’t.

Because if I talk to her, I’ll see Preston in her wide eyes, and I’ll lie to her and tell her he’s okay.

He has to be.

My Preston is not buried six feet under.

But he is.

And I still refuse to believe it. Even as the attendees filter out one by one from the cemetery. The last to go are the Vipers team, some of whom were shedding tears as Kane spoke about Preston.

Jude didn’t.

He’s also standing in front of his grave, and I need him to go because I’m going to dig my Preston out of that dirt.

I will take him.

And we will leave.

“It’s time to go, son.” Dad’s voice fills the space as he stands beside me, holding a large umbrella over his head.

He’s the reason Mom and I were able to attend the funeral. She came a bit late because Dad needed to arrange her access, but she’s clutching my arm now, holding an umbrella over us.

The three of us stand still, watching the pouring rain wet the ground Preston was buried in, Mom sniffling softly while pressing a tissue to her nose.

Miley isn’t the only one who cried. Mom hasn’t stopped crying since she heard the news. She’s been hugging me all the time, begging me to get some sleep.

But I can’t.

Every place reminds me of him. My bike, my rink, my workplace. My kitchen. My shower.

My bed.

Especially my bed.

And it’s empty now.

All cold and just not full of him.

The moment I close my eyes, I see him unconscious, his mouth bubbling with blood as he was bleeding in my arms.

I hear him mumble something, but I can’t make out the words.

I feel him wrapping his arms around me, but then I open my eyes, and the pressure is gone, substituted with crashing emptiness and the lack of him.

So no, I can’t sleep.

“Do you need a moment alone with him?” Mom asks, her tone soft and brittle.

“No,” I say, my voice as numb as my insides.

“You need to grieve properly, sweetie. You can’t just hold it in.”

I make an affirmative sound but say nothing.

“Let’s go home so you can at least sleep, okay?” She pulls on my jacket.

“You go, Mom. I need to talk to Dad.”

She pauses and casts a suspicious look between us. “Talk to him about what?”

“Something.” I force a smile. “Won’t be long.”

“I don’t like the way you’re bottling your emotions, Marcus.” She faces me. “Preston wouldn’t like it either.”

“Then he shouldn’t have fucking left!” I snap, then purse my lips. “I’m sorry, Mom. I just…need a word with Dad, okay?”

Her brow furrows, but she nods. “We’ll be having dinner together, okay?”

I say nothing.

“Okay?”

“Fine.”

“And you.” She glares at Dad. “Don’t try anything funny, or I will⁠—”

“Snip my balls.” He sighs dramatically.

“Exactly.” Her glare disappears as she smiles at me and kisses my cheek, whispering, “I’m so sorry the world couldn’t handle someone as larger than life as Preston.”

My throat closes, but I stay still as she walks away, her frame disappearing in the growing fog.

Dad holds the umbrella over our heads as we both face where Mom just disappeared, the gravestones of the expensive-looking cemetery resembling ghosts.

Didn’t know cemeteries could be luxurious as well, but I’ve always been proved wrong in this world of Dad and his people.

“Are your sons buried in this cemetery?” I ask, my voice as dead as the people here.

“Yes,” he says without emotion. “A few rows down below, next to your grandfather and the rest of your ancestors.”

“Will I be buried there, too?”

“Not anytime soon, but yes, one day. You’re family.”

“How about X? Was he buried here?”

His grip tightens on the umbrella, but his tone doesn’t change. “I see Serena has been running her mouth.”

“Certainly, you knew she’d use anything in her arsenal to keep me away. It’s natural she’d try to placate me, threaten me, and make me scared of you.”

“Are you? Scared of me?”

“No.”

“Why not?”

“If you wanted me dead, I would be by now. I know you threatened her somehow to get off my and Mom’s backs.” I tilt my head in his direction. “What did you do?”

“Everyone has a weakness, I just used hers. It’s not her time yet, and she needs to understand that. Rest assured, she will not hurt your mother. I promise you that.”

“Growing soft?”

A small smile tugs the corner of his lips. “I’ve always had a soft spot for your mother. It’s why I let her go.”

“Will you still let her go if I refuse to cooperate?”

“Yes, but it’s not in your best interest. Without what I’m offering, Serena will kill you. Just like she killed her other brothers.”

My hand flexes. “What?”

“She told you about X, no?”

“The one you used to keep your sons alive?”

“Yes. But did she tell you she blew him and the entire lab up, and with that, she indirectly killed her other brothers? To answer your question, no. X isn’t buried here because there was nothing left of him.”

“She would do that?”

“She would.” A small smile curls his lips. “She’s just like me, my daughter—she’d do anything for power. I killed my father; she killed her brothers.”

“Why don’t you give her that power?”

“No, she’ll have to fight me for it. This war will go on until my last breath or hers.”

I chuckle humorlessly. “So I’m just a chess piece in your father-daughter fight?”

“In a sense, yes. I don’t want you to get hurt, but I also won’t allow her to use you against me.”

“Then I’ll let you use me, Dad.”

He raises a brow. “What do you want in return?”

“The identity and location of the person who shot Preston.” My throat closes around his name, but I force the lump down.

I truly hate asking my father for anything, but I did today because I needed to be at the funeral, and now I need to avenge the man who changed my life so drastically, I don’t know how I’ll live without him.

“Lawrence wouldn’t like it.”

“Can you do it or not?”

“Possibly.”

“I’ll also need the identity of whoever hired that hit man. The name of the person who sold them the guns and anyone who aided them, whether it was those who deleted security footage or facilitated their movements. I need everyone related to this. And I mean everyone.”

“Give me some time.”

“How much?”

“A week.”

I shake my head. “Three days or I’m switching to Serena.”

His lips purse.

“I have no loyalty to either of you.” I release a breath. “In fact, I’ll be on the side of whoever gives me the information I need first.”

“You’re playing a dangerous game, and for what? A dead man?”

“Get me those names and locations, Dad. The sooner I have them, the better it is for you.”

He releases a sigh. “And then what?”

“Then?”

“After this, what happens, Marcus? Will you be throwing away your life for a man who gambled with his and lost?”

A quiet fire starts in my stomach, growing hotter and wilder by the second, but I choose to turn that energy against my father instead of forcing it inward. “Let me ask you something, Dad.”

“Go ahead.”

“On my seventh birthday, after you didn’t show up to babysit me, and Mom took me to your house, you said you wanted her to abort me. It was her choice to keep me against your wishes.” I pause. “It just doesn’t make sense to me, especially after what Serena told me concerning the immunity disease. Isn’t it in your benefit to have as many children as possible to ensure a male heir or at least to keep your then existing male heir, Lance, alive? Why didn’t you want me?”

“Because of that very reason. If you were born, I’d need to use you, and you probably wouldn’t believe me, but I truly have a soft spot for June. She’s the only person I chose outside of responsibilities and need for power.” He smiles softly, staring at where she disappeared. “So I didn’t want her to get hurt, which would’ve happened if you were compatible with Lance or, later, Leo. Because I would’ve ripped you from her arms and probably broken her forever. I was actually relieved you weren’t a match.”

“You called me a useless child when I was a kid.”

“Did I?”

“Yes.”

“Huh. I suppose I was frustrated that I couldn’t save Lance and Leo. Maybe I wished you were compatible at the time.”

“Even if it hurt my mom?”

“Perhaps.” He lets out a breath. “There was a time when I considered taking June and leaving this world, but I couldn’t do that.”

“You couldn’t give up the power?”

“No, I couldn’t, and I won’t.” He slides his eyes to me. “But I do want to protect you both as much as I can. It’s why I have people following you at all times.”

“Who…?”

“You don’t need to know, and you wouldn’t notice them. They’re professionals whose job is to keep you and your mother safe.”

So that’s how he knows about me and Preston.

“I couldn’t care less about your protection,” I say emotionlessly. “Get me those names and locations.”

He’s about to say something else, but I’m not listening as I walk away without looking back.

There was a time when I craved his attention, but now, I couldn’t care less about what he has to say. Mom is the only one who’s ever mattered, not him.

The rain soaks me in seconds, the water forming rivulets down my face and slipping into my mouth.

I halt near my bike at the view of a short, lean man carrying an umbrella and a leather-bound envelope. Upon seeing me, he rushes forward.

“Hello, Mr. Osborn. My name is Hayes, and I work for the Armstrongs.”

I swallow thickly. So this is the Hayes that Preston wouldn’t shut up about. My minion Hayes this and my minion Hayes that. Where does Hayes get those cookies? Pretty sure Hayes added it to my calendar. Need to ask Hayes about how to do this. He’s resourceful like that.

Turns out that Hayes is a slim man with large eyes and short brown hair that stops at the collar of his crisp suit.

He passes me the envelope, a sheen of sadness covering his features. “Mr. Preston Armstrong asked me to give you this the morning of the day he got shot. I should’ve brought it to you sooner, but I couldn’t find time. I hope you forgive me.”

My hand instantly leaves wet fingerprints on the envelope.

Hayes starts to turn around, then stops, a small, sad smile curving his lips. “For what it’s worth, he was the happiest I’ve seen him in years since he started talking about you.”

He nods and heads to the sleek black car that’s waiting for him.

My fingers tighten around the envelope.

Preston sent me something?

What could he have sent when he’d already made his choice?

I bite my lower lip until I taste blood.

Yes, Preston got shot, but it wasn’t only because he wanted to protect Violet.

I saw his dead eyes the moment he decided to take that shot.

And he looked relieved.

And done.

Now, I can finally face the reality of what actually happened and the reason I’ll never forgive him.

Preston wasn’t killed. He committed suicide.
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PRESTON


To Marcus,

I’m not sure why I’m writing you this letter after you clearly let me go.

Fine, I do. My therapist suggested I tell you “things,” and since I can never say this to you out loud, a letter could be a compromise.

You get to enjoy my beautiful writing. Not many people have had the pleasure to see it. You’re welcome, I guess.

I’ve started this for the fifth time, by the way. I might have had a mini panic attack while scribbling the others before I ripped them up.

It’s because my brain is fighting me. He does that all the time, you know—fighting, sabotaging, and driving me insane. I just pretend to be in control because I have to. If I don’t, I’ll need to admit I’ve lost.

And if I lose, I’ll do what my brain has always wanted—follow my mom over the cliff.

But, eh, I guess you’d want me to start from the beginning.

Fuck.

I’m kind of hyperventilating, and the words are blurry, and I want to quit and rip this piece of paper to shreds.

But that would mean leaving you alone, and I’m just too much of a selfish son of a bitch to do that. So here goes.

If I bore you to tears, you can burn this.

When I was a kid, I was whimsical. I liked walking in gardens, climbing trees, and eating lots of sweets. I used to talk to birds and squirrels, pretending they were my friends.

I wanted many of those. Friends, I mean. Being an only child in a house full of adults and the son of parents who never really got along, I was a bit lonely.

But it was okay. Even if Mom and Dad fought, they still loved me. They put me to bed and read me stories about monsters and faraway kingdoms that I’d repeat the following day to my squirrel friends. Hey, you better not judge. I was a literal kid.

Anyway, things changed when my parents divorced. Mom hated being alone with a passion and told me repeatedly that Dad abandoned us because we didn’t fit his image anymore.

I later learned that she tried to take me to France without Dad’s knowledge out of spite.

Now that I’ve grown up, I realize that neither of them was at fault.

Thing is, Mom was emotional while Dad is, you know, a ROBOT. It wouldn’t have worked between them anyway. As much as I loathe Satan’s lover, aka his current wife, Lilith, she’s more compatible with him because she doesn’t care about his lack of emotions.

Mom did.

She cared a lot and loved too much, and maybe she lost her temper too easily, which I think irked Dad to no end, hence the divorce. After which, he gave her a mansion for the two of us to live in that was close to the Armstrong residence.

It was too big for us, and Mom, like me, was whimsical and had a tendency to get lonely and overconsume wine. She was an alcoholic, now that I think about it. People have coffee first thing in the morning, but she had her glass of wine.

And because Mom got lonely easily, she always had all sorts of friends over—artists, directors, French socialites. She loved hogging all the attention and being a social butterfly, even if no one cared about her.

I guess we’re similar that way. So sad, truly.

My memories of Mom fluctuate between fun shopping days, sitting by the lake as she smoked and we ate and fed the ducks, and learning to put my fingers in the back of her throat so she’d throw up.

I really, really hated the feel of her throat against my fingers. I knew that the slimy, wet gagging sensation would only be followed by the smell of vomit and the deplorable sight of her tear-streaked face.

But at least I had my mom, right?

She said, “Your dad no longer lives with us because we’re different than him. He can’t handle beautiful people like us, but don’t worry, mon petit trésor (my little treasure), I’ll never abandon you.”

And I believed her. I believed that we only had each other.

But we didn’t.

Mom had a couple of boyfriends after Dad, in a petty attempt to get back at him, maybe, but they were never handsome enough, rich enough, or just…enough. Never having enough was Mom’s problem.

For the most part, the boyfriends barely stuck around, and I don’t remember their names or faces.

But one of them did.

His name was Claude Lavoie.

He was Mom’s kind of long-term boyfriend. He worked with money as a partner in a wealth management firm and talked about other people’s money a lot.

And Mom loved that. But what she loved more was the access to the plush lifestyle and the privileges she’d lost after the divorce. Claude used to tell her she deserved a lot more than what Dad gave her.

He was tall, presentable, and had a trainer’s body. He talked in a suave voice, wore the right clothes, said the right words, and ate the right food.

But I never liked him.

The first time I met him, when Mom brought him to our house, he had a strange look in his dim brown eyes. It was different from how her other boyfriends looked at me. They were either disinterested or faked interest; one of them even pretended to be fatherly, like Dad.

Not Claude.

The first time he met me, he didn’t even attempt to put on a show. He just assessed me.

After that, I felt…scared around him, and I didn’t know why.

Mom loved him, though. She was happy with him, and all her friends fawned over him. He was charming and good-looking and had everyone’s attention and trust.

Not mine.

I just hated it whenever he touched me. His hand would press on my shoulder for too long, or he would try to sit me on his lap when Mom wasn’t there, which gave me a weird feeling.

When he kind of moved in with us, I threw a tantrum and told Mom I wanted to go back to Dad’s. She got drunk and started crying.

“You’re just like your papa, Preston! You’ve become as unfeeling as he is. You have the heart to leave Mommy all alone?”

I didn’t.

Also, Dad had an annoying girlfriend at the time, and I thought he wouldn’t want me there.

He never really asked me to move back in, so I thought he’d truly abandoned us like Mom said.

All these years, I’ve been thinking that maybe I should’ve insisted back then. When Claude moved in, I should’ve moved out.

Because that’s when it all started.

The lingering touches lingered more, and he often came into my room while I was doing homework.

He’d steady my shoulders and lean in from behind. He’d push my hair from my eyes and say I looked so pretty. Like a cute, little girl.

It made me feel sick.

But I didn’t say anything to Mom, because I was so scared she’d start crying again or say it was my fault she was sad and miserable all the time.

I was just scared she’d abandon me like Dad did.

So when Claude snuck into my room at night, when I heard the low creak of the door and the floor under his weight, I bit my lip. When he touched my face and made these ugly noises, I pretended to be asleep.

When he whispered, “You’re so fucking pretty, Preston,” as my face was smeared with hot jelly water, my lips trembled, but I kept them shut.

“You’ll stay quiet for me, yes?” He cleaned my face with fingers that burned me everywhere they touched me. “With a face like that, it’s your fault I can’t control myself.”

After that, Claude came to my room every night for more than a month.

He’d jerk off over me, make me suck his dick sometimes, then he’d come all over my face.

Always my face.

I couldn’t breathe. I couldn’t move. All I could do was pretend it wasn’t happening to me. I floated to the stars on the ceiling of my room and stayed there watching the broken version of me being molested and unable to breathe.

“Shh, Preston.”

“Stay quiet, Preston.”

“Don’t tell, Mommy, okay? She’ll hate you if you ruin her happiness, and she’ll leave you just like your daddy did.”

“Your parents don’t love you, Preston. You were just born because they needed someone to inherit their money.”

“I love you, Preston. I’m the only one who’s ever loved you. You know that?”

“It’s your fault I’m like this.”

“I’m not hurting you, see? I could fuck you, but I won’t ruin you like that. I’m just training you so you can please me better. Until you’re a bit bigger, I’ll continue to picture your pretty face as I fuck your mom’s ass.”

“She really hates it when you’re withdrawn during meals. If you keep flinching and acting dramatic, she’ll get rid of you.”

I believed him.

After my parents’ marriage ended, I couldn’t risk Mom abandoning me, too.

The idea of being all alone terrified me.

To this day, it still does.

In my mind, it was simple—to keep my mom, I needed to stay quiet.

Once, I was with Dad for a few days, and I was so happy I didn’t have to see Claude. For once, I wouldn’t be crushed by his heavy body, nor would I be gagged by peppery musk mixed with that overpowering smell of cigarettes.

But I still couldn’t sleep well. I spent most of the nights watching the door, imagining it creaking as his silhouette peeked through. On the last night at my dad’s, before I had to go home, my stomach churned, and bile rose in my throat.

I threw up a couple of times and held on to Dad with all my might, crying like a little bitch when he dropped me off at Mom’s.

When he asked me what was wrong, I wanted to scream, “Help me, Daddy. There’s a man who keeps hurting me, and I don’t like it.”

But Mom appeared at the door and yanked me from his arms, and I just kept my mouth shut.

And I had to tell myself things such as…

“Stay quiet.”

“Put up with it.”

“That way, your mom won’t hate you.”

“That way, you’ll always have someone and you won’t be all alone.”

“It’s okay, Preston. If you look at the stars, stay calm, and don’t fight, you’ll eventually be able to breathe.”

It was the worst when I fought. Claude would be more brutal and vicious. He’d slam a pillow on my face and hold it there as I thrashed and kicked and my muffled screams echoed in the air.

My whole world would be black, soulless, and cold. I’d scream Mom’s and Dad’s names, but they wouldn’t hear me.

I felt so alone.

My only friends were the stars on the ceiling, and I couldn’t even see them when he had the pillow on my face.

I thought I’d die.

He said he’d kill me if I kept being a naughty boy.

“Do you want to leave your poor mother all alone, Preston?” he asked me. “The only reason I’m staying with such a train wreck like her is because of you. If you keep acting like this, I’ll get rid of you and leave her and tell her it’s because of you. She’ll hate you just like your dad.”

All I could think about was what she told me when I suggested I spend more time at Dad’s, hugging me close and crying.

“You want to leave just like your dad? Do you not love me anymore, Preston? Am I such a bad mom? Have I failed at that as well?”

She wasn’t a bad mom. She was my world. So I had to stop fighting.

To just lie still and take it.

It’d be over soon anyway. The pain, the discomfort, and the inability to breathe.

I could do that much for my mom.

But it didn’t work.

One night, she walked into my room and saw Claude on top of me with his limp dick in my mouth.

Mom kind of…switched off. She roared so loud and hit him with a lamp, making him fall unconscious, then hugged me so tight that I couldn’t breathe.

But it was okay because Mom finally heard my internal screams.

She finally helped me.

She had tears in her eyes as she soothed me, gave me a shower, and put me to bed. For the first time in years, she slept with me in the same bed and sang me a French lullaby.

It was the first time I slept soundly since Claude had come into our house.

The following day, I woke up to Dad hugging me tightly, too.

“I’m sorry,” he said in the same guilt-stricken tone she’d spoken in. “I should’ve seen the signs. I’m so sorry, son.”

“Dad heard my cries for help, too,” I thought. “It’s finally over, right? I can have my mom and dad now, right?”

Not really.

Mom killed herself that night.

Didn’t matter whether I’d told her or not, she still abandoned me.

After that, I never saw Claude again. I think Dad killed him. I never asked, and I don’t want to know.

Didn’t matter whether the asshole was there or not. He still fucked me up and made me lose my mom.

A few years later, when I was eleven, a teacher at the boarding school used me again. I didn’t fight as he forced his dick in my mouth, because that’s what I do, right?

Stay quiet so he doesn’t tell Dad something about me that will make Dad hate and abandon me, too.

As he came on my face, though, Kane and Jude found me. They pushed him off me, and Jude gave me a candelabra and told me to kill him.

I didn’t know I could do that.

But as I smashed his skull, I felt a sense of liberation I’d never experienced before.

I hit and hit and hit until I could see Claude’s face, until my senses were saturated with blood instead of peppery musk and cigarettes.

And for the first time since Mom died, I smiled.

Unfortunately, however, my first kill came with a psychological diagnosis and the glorious streak of Dad being disappointed in me.

He wanted a proper heir who’d inherit his estate, but he had me, a cocktail of bad decisions and mental issues. I think he’s always hated that I’m so much like my mom.

He divorced her because he didn’t get along with her, but it’s not like he can get rid of his own son the same way.

I feel sorry for him sometimes. When I’m not a dick who keeps causing trouble, I wish I were more like him—unfeeling, detached, and methodical—so that he’d be proud of me.

I wish I weren’t such…a clusterfuck of emotions with a defective brain.

I wish I were a proper son.

I know Dad cares about me in his own way. He really tried to get closer to me after Mom’s death. He even took me on this mountain trip, just the two of us for the whole summer, and tried to talk to me, but I was scared.

I still am.

At the back of my mind, I keep thinking that one day, he’ll realize he’s had enough, just like with my mom, and abandon me, too.

That’s why I’ve done everything under the sun to get his attention. Fights, murder, sabotage, and burning his property. At least if he punishes me, it means he cares.

Fucked up, true, but as you now know, I am fucked up. Extremely so.

I’m fucked up enough that I crush people’s egos on the ice (or outside of it) because I picture them as Claude. It gives me immense satisfaction to see arrogant people like him humbled.

I’m so fucked up that I get myself hurt just to feel alive. Without pain, it’s hard for me to exist in the moment.

It’s why I don’t understand what the fuck you see in me, Marcus.

How…can you look at me with those soft eyes all the time? How can you automatically have this warm smile just because I’m there?

How can you be happy to see me when I’m barely holding myself together?

I don’t get it. I just don’t.

You should be with someone whole, not whatever Frankensteined pieces of me I put together every morning to play pretend.

And I do pretend. A lot.

I pretend I’m the prettiest, most handsome man on earth with the biggest dick, when, in reality, that beauty disgusts me.

I was called pretty a lot by Claude and that teacher.

And I HATED it. I loathed being pretty because only creepy touches and suffocation came with it.

I thought if I weren’t so pretty, none of that would’ve happened to me.

I pretend that I like being praised for my beauty, but really, it makes my skin crawl. I’ll look in the mirror and force a smile when all I want to do is smash the monstrous image reflected back at me.

Because that’s all I see—an ugly monster with a fractured skull and bulging eyes. A demon who took the place of my image from childhood.

Thing is, I let Claude kill my real self.

I let him take it all away when I stopped fighting like a coward, and now, I’m stuck with this shadow of me. Someone with a pretty exterior but rotten insides.

And I don’t…want you to see that part of me, Marcus. Ever.

If you do, you’ll despise me or leave me, and I won’t be able to survive it.

Since I was seven years old, I’ve mastered the art of forgetting and pretending everything is okay.

So what if I was sexually assaulted? Happens to many other people, and sometimes, it’s worse in their case. I’m NOT that special. I told myself to suck it up and be a man. I told myself not to be a weakling and to stop falling into my feelings or wishing I could have fought.

It was over, and I grew up having the best time of my life playing hockey and slashing people left and right.

I hated the idea of vulnerability during sex, so I tied girls up and fucked them only on my terms. It was good, and I was fine.

But then you showed up, and it wasn’t fine anymore.

Because, in reality, I do love vulnerability in sex. I don’t think it’s about the gender; it’s about power, and I enjoy surrendering it. And I never knew that until you cornered me in that box the first time.

I never imagined how healing it could be to enjoy something that ruined my life, knowing I had the power to stop it.

But I could’ve never admitted it out loud to you, because it was never only sex for me, Marcus. From the beginning, our encounters were terrifying revelations and a scary need for a deep connection.

You saw the fractured parts of me and still stayed, and I craved that, but the thought of you leaving one day terrorized me. So I had to push you away before you pushed me.

Had to abandon you before you abandoned me.

Even if it hurt.

Even if…I can’t really stay away from you.

I was fine pretending, but you keep provoking the version of me I thought I killed a long time ago.

The one who wants to fight, to heal, to stop using blood to fill up the hole inside me.

I hate you for it sometimes, but I can never hate you for long. I just hope you don’t dislike me that much.

It’s fine if you do, I know I’ve been such an asshole, and I won’t make excuses for it.

When you get this letter, I’ll be locked in a mental institute with Dad’s doctors.

I know why. I said Dr. Duret’s name in front of Dad again.

Dr. Duret has been my therapist since Mom died. But she doesn’t exist.

I mentioned her before, when I was eleven, and I got extensively examined for it. I guess I forgot about it, which is normal. My brain has a tendency to delete files as it wishes. Dr. Fenwick (this one is real, I swear) calls it a coping mechanism.

That game in which I couldn’t bring you down messed with my head enough that I allowed her back into my life.

Or more like into my head, like one of those stars on the ceiling of my childhood bedroom.

She looks like Mom and has Mom’s maiden name because I loved thinking I was talking to my mother.

I often forget she’s a figment of my imagination and tonight, I bitched out loud about her. Dad heard said bitching, and he needed to intervene. Hence the locking up.

I mentioned Lenin, too. Dad’s right-hand man who beats me up on his behalf.

This is going to sound crazy, but I think he doesn’t exist either. Because I saw footage the other day, and apparently, I threw myself down the stairs when I thought Lenin was hitting me.

I don’t have to check other footage to conclude I made him up, too.

I’m so messed up, I conjured two entirely imaginary people to take Mom’s and Dad’s places in my life.

Aren’t you glad you got rid of this loose screw?

Not funny, I know.

This letter is running a bit too long, and I’m feeling numb at this point.

I don’t know why I’m writing you this, Marcus. I’m not asking for a chance I don’t deserve, and I’m certainly not asking you to wait for me.

Maybe I just wanted to tell you everything. I wanted to blurt everything out every time you held me to sleep or when you asked me what was wrong, but the words just wouldn’t come out.

I hope this answers some of your questions, as unglamorous a revelation as it was. And I hope you know that you’re the best lover anyone can have.

I’m just the worst.

I’m sorry for wasting your time.

Let’s be what we could’ve never been.

Friends.

Preston
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MARCUS


I’ve been drifting the past few days.

Just…existing.

Forget about hockey or my career. I might have shown up to practice and played, but really, I don’t think I was ever there.

The only reason I even go to the ice anymore is so that I can feel Preston’s presence.

In the coldness of the rink, I can sense his heat wrapped around me as his body folds against mine. I can picture him circling me in that infuriating way he loved to.

At least, at that time, I was the center of his universe.

And I loved the feeling of having his attention. I loved trapping the untrappable.

Touching the untouchable.

Even if it was for a moment.

These last few months, Preston’s always been so distant—someone I could touch momentarily but couldn’t grasp.

And now, thanks to the letter he left me, I finally know why.

He might have perfected the art of seeming normal. Charming, even. But he was suffering in silence, bottling up the horrendous things that happened to him.

He buried it deep, pretending it didn’t exist. He let his abuse fester until it took him away.

Until he allowed it to take him away.

And I couldn’t stop it.

All I could do was go on a murder spree.

Once Dad provided me with the names and addresses, I devoted myself to that.

Killing.

Revenge.

I first killed the guy who sold those people the illegal weapons, then the guy who deleted all security footage, and then I moved on to the guy who pulled the trigger.

Surprisingly, for my first time, murder came so naturally to me. The life I never wanted, being part of Vencor and Dad’s blood-soaked world, caught up to me anyway, but I don’t regret it.

I’d do it all over again for him. I promised I’d kill for him, and I keep my promises.

Unlike him.

That flash of anger rushes through me again. A current so strong, I can barely contain it.

I want to punch him, to shake him, to hug him, then kick him and fucking…ask him why? Why the fuck did he leave me?

Just why?

How could he do this to me?

But I can’t ask him that, because he’s gone. All I can do is kill.

I guess I felt like Preston did when he bashed that teacher’s head in.

Liberation.

Actually, as I slashed the face of the man who pulled the trigger, as I crucified him on a tree and carved PRES on his chest with a knife, then littered mango candy all over him, there was no liberation.

No feeling of satisfaction.

There was only emptiness and the reminder that Preston is gone.

That’s when he appeared—as the sensation of emptiness grabbed hold of me. He was leaning against the tree, flashing me his dimpled grin. “Butchered your first job by leaving so much evidence behind, Osborn. Also, that’s such messy writing. Can anyone even read those letters? No one but me would hire you. Aren’t you the lucky one?”

But when I reached for his ghost, he was gone.

So I thought maybe I felt empty because that gunman was just a contract killer, as per Dad’s words. The one who needs to pay for Preston’s death is the one who ordered the hit.

Marguerite Armstrong.

Preston’s grandmother.

She wanted to kill Violet because she’s her husband’s illegitimate daughter, but those details don’t matter.

What matters is that Preston died because of her, and she had the audacity to sit at his funeral wearing a straight face.

That woman took away my Preston and needs to pay what she owes me in full.

That’s why I’m in her house.

Apparently, Lawrence exposed her and had her kicked out of the Armstrong mansion, so she’s been in this house in suburban New York.

Being excommunicated isn’t enough.

Even dying isn’t enough.

I stare down at her as she sleeps soundly, her face stretched tight, and she’s releasing small wheezes in the deafening silence.

How dare she sleep after she killed her own grandson?

Though he did say she called him crazy.

That’s reason enough for her to die.

I lift my gloved hand wrapped around the knife and shove it down, stabbing her in the eye. She screams, jolting awake, reaching, and flailing, but I stab her again—this time in the other eye, then pull it out.

Killing feels like nothing.

Just like everything else feels like nothing.

The only thing that felt like something was ripped out of my fucking hands because of this woman.

The only person who could pull at my heartstrings and make me feel alive is now gone, and I don’t know what the fuck to do with my life anymore.

I can’t go back to the way life was before him, because I don’t remember it.

I don’t want to.

“You called him crazy, huh?” I ask in a monotone voice as she keeps letting out long, shrill screams.

I cut off her fucking lips. Slice, slice, slice. Then I shove the soggy, bloodied skin down her fucking throat until she gags on it, her screams muffled.

“Can’t call him crazy now, can you, old hag?”

Stab.

Stab.

Stab.

She stops screaming after a while—dead, I think. What a drag. She should’ve lasted a bit longer.

That doesn’t mean I stop, though.

I straddle her, slashing her face, her chest. Anywhere I can reach.

I’m drenched with blood that goes into my eyes and on my face, my clothes.

Everywhere.

Doesn’t matter. I’m in a trance, unable to stop as I slash her entire body the fuck up.

“So…violent.”

My lips tremble at Preston’s soft voice, but I don’t look back at him, and I don’t stop stabbing.

If I do that, he’ll disappear.

But I feel him.

His hand wraps around my throat from behind as he whispers in my ear, “Kind of hot. Scratch that, it’s really hot.”

“If I keep killing, will you come see me like this?”

“Maybe.” His lips brush my ear. “But you need to take care of yourself, Marcus. It isn’t like you to be this blasé about your conditioning and your hockey career. You have to feed this beautiful body properly. Also, don’t worry June endlessly. You know I don’t fuck with June.”

“Don’t go,” I whisper for what seems like the thousandth time. I feel like I’m always asking him to stay, and he just…never does.

“I’m already gone, Marcus. Accept that, okay?”

“No—

My head jerks up, but Preston isn’t there anymore.

There’s no warmth, no tight embraces where I always felt that he craved me, and that was the only way he knew how to touch me.

Instead, my eyes collide with Jude and Kane, who are dressed in black gear.

Jude’s holding a gun and aiming it at me. I think he said something just now, but I didn’t hear it.

I cock my head to the side, grinning. “Took you long enough. I got a little…impatient.”

“Get the fuck out of here, Osborn,” Kane says, standing in front of Jude as if, what…? To protect him or me?

“Bring cleaners? Of course you did.” I chuckle, stumbling off the bed. “I’ll leave it to you, rich kids.”

I cast one last glance at the lump of flesh and bones I left behind and feel nothing but the crashing ache that no matter what I do, I can’t bring him back.

But if I continue to kill, I’ll be able to see his ghost.

As I’m about to leave, Jude fists my bloodied collar and snarls in my face, “You think you can ruin my fucking revenge and then leave?”

“That’s the plan, Callahan.”

I breathe harshly, that rage bubbling to the surface. “I should maim you instead.”

Even though I’d like to beat him the fuck up for failing to save Preston, for not protecting his own girl so we wouldn’t be in this predicament, I know Preston wouldn’t like it.

And I don’t want to see his disapproving face in my hallucinations.

“That’s right,” Preston whispers in my head. “Jude’s my bestie, remember? We’re bros.”

Kane pulls Jude away from me. “Let him go.”

“But this motherfucker⁠—”

Kane shakes his head, cutting Jude off, and gives me a once-over, then lets out in a breath, “Pres wouldn’t like it.”

Something inside me jolts. The heart that I thought died after Preston left me is resurrecting from the ashes at the mere mention of him.

Jude lets me go, watching me peculiarly, but I pull out a candy, mango flavored, and throw it in my mouth. At first, the mango mixes with the tangy taste of blood, but soon enough, it’s all Preston.

Like the few times when I made him suck on a candy after I fucked him, kissing him through it. He loved it. He expected it. He’d stroke my hair and sigh in my mouth as we both shared a kiss through the candy.

And now, I can’t do that anymore, because he chose death over me.

And I don’t know how I’ll survive it.

Or if I’ll ever admit that he’s gone for good.

Every day, I watch my phone, waiting for his texts that used to brighten my life. Every night, I stare out my window and look for his shadow in front of the house.

I look everywhere, but he’s not there.

And I don’t think I’ll ever stop looking.
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“You’ve reached emotional terrorist and part-time hockey legend, Preston Armstrong. If I’m not answering, I’m probably ignoring you on purpose, so maybe lose my number. If you’re part of Preston’s VIP Club, leave a message and I might grace you with my attention.”

As it goes to voicemail, I hang up and call again, putting the phone to my ear.

Then I do it again.

And again.

I smile at his words sometimes. Other times, I feel my lips tremble.

Mostly, I just stare into the distance while standing on top of the cliff where I almost lost him once. On the anniversary of his mother’s death.

When he was so out of it.

Maybe it started then. The fixation, the obsession, the need to protect him from a world that doesn’t deserve him.

I still lost him anyway, so now what?

Listen to his voice on repeat, that’s what.

“You’ve reached emotional terrorist and part-time hockey legend, Preston Armstrong…”

Again.

And again.

One more time.

My body’s growing numb from the icy wind as I listen to his voice on speaker, leaning against my bike and staring at the photo on my screen.

It’s one of the few selfies he took with my phone. This one was when we went out with Mom for coffee. She had to go to the hospital for an emergency, and I thought he’d ask for the date to end since, well, Mom was no longer available as a buffer. However, Preston just sat there with me in a coffee shop full of people.

He slid his foot up my thigh and talked shit about my sweater. He made me drink spiced hot chocolate and wiped the foam off my lips. Then, when we were in the parking lot, he said we needed to take a picture.

He held the phone up and snapped so many as we stood by the bike. In one, he put me in a headlock. In another one, we both smiled at the camera. But my favorite is this one.

Where he kissed the corner of my mouth, his cheeks creasing with dimples, his eyes nearly closed.

“You’ve reached emotional terrorist and part-time hockey legend, Preston Armstrong…”

Again.

“How long are you going to listen to that hideous voice?” Preston murmurs from beside me.

I gulp, my throat working up and down, but I force myself to stare at the town’s lights.

“God, I sound so pretentious.” He laughs.

“Don’t call your voice hideous. It’s my favorite voice. And you’re not pretentious.”

“Wow, if cliché were ever to hit you upside the head, this would be it, dude.”

I feel the weight of his hand on my shoulder. “Go home, Marcus. It’s cold.”

“I don’t want to. Mom will be waiting for me. She keeps trying to make me talk about you.”

“Is that a bad thing?”

“Yeah, you’ve been gone for two weeks, and…I can’t talk about it. I just can’t. I refuse to process it.”

“But it’s freezing.” He wraps both arms around my waist, leaning his head against my shoulder, but I feel no warmth whatsoever.

“It’s not freezing enough.”

“You plan to join me or something?”

“Maybe I should,” I whisper as his voice from my phone reverberates in the air.

“Don’t do that.” His voice is brittle. “Live for me, yeah?”

“But you didn’t live for me! I begged you! I fucking begged you to live for me, but you chose to let your demons take you instead of talking to me about them. You promised to stay! You promised me!”

I curse myself when I look to my side, and all I see is air.

Fuck.

Fuck.

I can’t even speak to his ghost now. What if he completely disappears on me, then what?

My hand shakes around the phone as I listen to his voice, my nose tingling and my lips numb. I pull up his Instagram and scroll through his pictures.

There are hundreds of them—selfies, pictures from games, photos with Miley, Jude, and Kane.

Some with Hayes, too.

But I scroll to a specific photo—one he posted the night I fucked him for the first time. It’s a black-and-white slightly blurry selfie, showing only half of his face as he stands in the rain, his hair all but covering his eyes.

The caption says—Je veux pas partir.

I translated it, and it means I don’t want to go.

Even when he was running away, he wasn’t really. Deep down, he wanted to stay with me, he just didn’t know how.

“Pres…” I mumble in the silence, stroking my finger against the screen. “If you wanted to stay, why didn’t you? Did it hurt that much to be with me? Was the pain so unbearable, you couldn’t talk to me? Vent to me? Bare yourself to me? If…if I’d held on to you tighter, would you have fought for me? For us?”

My voice chokes as a droplet falls on the screen, distorting his face, making my vision blurry. “If you planned to leave, why did you change my life so drastically that I can’t recognize it anymore? How am I supposed to move on now? I can’t seem to do that. Everything I had passion for is gone. I don’t want hockey or revenge. I don’t want anything. Is this how you felt in those last moments? Like you didn’t want anything anymore?”

My jaw shakes as another droplet falls on the screen. “Not even me, baby?”

He doesn’t say anything, not even his ghost is able to reply. Only his voice from the voicemail echoes in the air.

“You’ve reached emotional terrorist and part-time hockey legend, Preston Armstrong…”

Again.

“You’ve reached emotional terrorist and part-time hockey legend, Preston Armstrong…”

Again.

“You’ve reached emotional terrorist and part-time hockey legend, Preston Armstrong…”

A car rolls to a halt beside me. I wipe the moisture from my eyes with the back of my hand, but I don’t pay the newcomer any attention as the door opens, and, instead, keep listening to the voicemail message.

It isn’t until a man in a sharp black three-piece suit walks toward me that I straighten, gripping the phone tighter.

He throws a glance at it, listening to Preston’s voice in the darkness.

Lawrence.

I hang up, my fist clenched. Maybe I should kill him, make him join his mother and give Preston some company.

But then again, he looks like an older version of Preston, and I don’t think I’d ever have the heart to hurt someone who basically has his face.

“Hello, Marcus,” he says in a monotone voice, and I can’t help recalling how often Preston called him a robot.

I say nothing and keep glaring at him.

Lawrence lets out a sigh. “Aren’t you going to ask why I’m here?”

“I’m sure you’ll tell me.”

“Right.” His gaze flits to the village. “Andrew told me you caused the gunman’s and my mother’s deaths, as well as a few others’.”

“And?”

“And I’d like to know why you made revenge for Preston’s death so personal. I’d expect it from Kane and Jude since they knew him for a long time, but that doesn’t apply to you.”

“I knew him well enough to conclude you failed him as a fucking parent when he needed you the most.”

He pauses, narrows his eyes, but there’s another emotion there I can’t pinpoint.

“Yes, I know everything, Lawrence, and the only fucking reason I’m not making you join him is because he loved you. Despite your lack of parental care, he never stopped loving the father who failed him.”

“He…told you that?”

“Didn’t have to.” I stare at the lights. “The signs were there. He wanted you to be proud of him, was terrified of your disapproval, and tried everything to get your attention. He cared about you more than you deserve.”

“Are you telling me you deserve his care?” He stands taller. “His trust? His deepest, darkest secrets?”

“I do.”

“What were you to my son, Marcus?”

“His man,” I say without hesitation. “We were in a relationship.”

“Hmm.”

I frown. What does that mean? I expected narrowed eyes, anger, or even threats, but Lawrence seems to be contemplating something.

He makes a dismissive gesture with his hand. “It doesn’t matter at this stage, you wouldn’t have lasted with Preston anyway.”

“Says who?”

“Logic.” He speaks in a low voice. “Preston needs someone to bring him from the edge at all times. Someone who’ll recognize when his hallucinations and brain are acting up more than normal and make the hard decisions to either medicate or put a leash on him. Someone like me, Jude, or Kane.”

“Well, none of you managed to save him.”

“Neither did you, Marcus.”

I swallow thickly, but before I can say anything, he asks, “If he were alive, Andrew and I would’ve separated you two anyway, so isn’t it better that this happened?”

“You would’ve never separated us.” I stand toe to toe with him. “If he were alive, I would’ve taken him far away from all of you.”


36


PRESTON


Fais dodo, mon petit trésor,

Maman veille, même quand il fait noir.

Ferme les yeux, garde bien ton ciel,

Si je pars, je serai dans tes ailes.

Dors, mon cœur, oublie les voix,

Quand tu trembles, pense seulement à moi.

Si demain je ne suis plus là,

Dans tes rêves, je te prendrai dans mes bras.

Mom?

I blink, and her soft face blurs into focus. She looks like Dr. Duret with her gentle features and high cheekbones, her chestnut hair, and thin lips.

Her arms are wrapped around me tightly as she rocks back and forth, stroking my back. Her brittle voice carries on with the lullaby.

It’s that night she left me all over again.

Was she trembling this much? Was her voice shaking like this?

Could it be that I was so overwhelmed by the feeling of safety that I blocked just how much she was struggling to stay afloat?

The lullaby drifts and drifts. The words are different from the usual “Fais dodo, Colas mon p’tit frère,” which she often sang to me before bed.

Why didn’t I notice it back then?

The French words seep into my head like tendrils of smoke, their meaning slowly ripping through me.

Go to sleep, my little treasure.

Mama’s watching, even when it’s dark.

Close your eyes, hold tight to your sky,

If I leave, I’ll be there tucked in your wings.

Sleep, my heart, forget the voices,

When you tremble, just think of me.

If tomorrow I’m no longer here,

In your dreams, I’ll still hold you in my arms.

My throat closes as I register the last two lines. She was saying goodbye?

“Mom…” I croak, reaching out to her worn-out face. “Don’t leave me.”

“Mon chou (My darling), my love…” She strokes my hair, eyes shining in the dim light. “Mommy was such a bad mom. I’m so sorry.”

“No…no…I love you, Mom.”

“I love you, too, trésor. You grew up into such a handsome young man.” She kisses my forehead, her lips shaking against my skin. “I’m so proud of how far you’ve come. I’m proud you didn’t follow me. You survived better than me during all these years, Pressie. You’re way stronger than me. I hope you know that, my sweet boy.”

“No, I’m so weak, Mom.”

“No, you’re not. I am. It hurt so much, I chose to leave, but you chose to stay despite the pain. You’re an admirable survivor, mon petit (my little one).”

My throat closes, my nose tingling as tears well in my eyes. “But you can’t stay for me?”

“It’s not good for you if I stay, Pres.”

“Take me with you, then.”

“No. You have so many people waiting for you, mon amour (my love).” She hugs me close, singing in French. “Sleep, my heart, forget the voices. When you tremble, just think of me. If tomorrow I’m no longer here, in your dreams, I’ll still hold you in my arms…If tomorrow I’m no longer here, in your dreams I’ll still hold you in my arms…”

I open my eyes, and the first thing I notice is the lack of warm arms wrapped around me.

Then stinging pain follows, spreading across my chest and all the way to my bones.

My tongue feels so heavy in my mouth, and it tastes like sandpaper. Flashing light creeps into my vision, and I groan softly.

Is this hell or something?

My head is groggy, running through all the glamorous options that led to my death.

Flashes of memories trickle in, all jagged and distorted.

Noises and screams and pop, pop, pop⁠—

“Preston…baby…please…”

I gulp, jerking up, then grunting when pain explodes all over my body.

Fuck.

Marcus.

It was Marcus who held me in my last moments, right?

Fuck.

What have I done?

Or maybe I hallucinated that? Was I so desperate to see him one final time that I made it all up?

Firm, strong hands push me back. “Preston, you need to stay calm.”

Long bursts of air rip out of my lungs as Dad’s serious face materializes in front of me.

Wait, if I’m in hell, he shouldn’t be here, too.

I mean, not so soon, at least.

Then, little by little, my surroundings come into focus. I’m in what seems like a luxurious-looking hospital room decorated with a sofa and two chairs opposite it.

My father watches closely from beside me as an army of doctors and nurses fuss over me, running tests and making me drink water.

I go with it, not fighting, not grumbling, not being a dramatic, little bitch.

Because I’m slowly coming to a realization.

If it hurts this much and Dad is acting so serious, then it means I didn’t die, right?

I made a stupid decision in one impulsive moment, but I’m still here.

I’m alive.

My heart roars, beating so loudly.

For someone who’s wished for death my entire life, I’ve never loved feeling so alive this fucking much.

The doctor tells Dad something about remarkable improvement and tissue repairs and says he’ll prescribe a few things, but I’m barely listening.

Hey, fancy doctor, I want out of here. I want to…what?

Go to Marcus, and be like, “Sike, bet you thought you’d never see me again.”

I need a better plan.

Wait.

I remember the godforsaken letter that I hope to fuck Hayes defied orders for once and didn’t send, and I kind of slump back into the bed.

Dad sits on the edge, and I push back against the headboard. Whoa. That’s the closest he’s been to me in ages.

“Am I dead after all?” I croak, my voice husky and slightly raw. “Is this my punishment? Being strapped to a hospital bed even in the afterlife?”

Dad lets out a long sigh that says without words, Here goes the Preston shenanigans again.

He looks like his usual self in a camel three-piece suit, but there are bags under his eyes, as if he hasn’t slept a wink in ages.

“Be serious, Preston,” he says finally.

“I am serious. This could pass the vibe check for my torture chamber—don’t need hellfire for that. Quick question, how much do they pay you down here to have those baggy eyes? What’s the currency of hell?”

His lips twitch in a small smile, and I gulp.

This is creeping me out now.

“It’s good to have you back, son.” He plants his palm on the back of my hand. “How are you feeling?”

I can’t really focus on his question, because Dad is kind of holding my hand, which is totally like how he hugged me that day in my brain, and I’m starting to freak out.

Panic attack in three, two…

“Did someone die?” I whisper, my lips trembling.

Did they get Violet after all? What if it’s Marcus⁠—

No. No. Fuck no.

“Many people died, but they deserved it,” Dad says. “The gunmen and your grandmother.”

“Granny?”

“Yes. She ordered a hit on Violet. You were right in your overly dramatic personal will—Violet is family. My half-sister, to be precise.”

“Ha. I knew it! And it’s not overly dramatic, just the right type of dramatic. You’re just salty because I called you a robot. Also, hold on, did you say Grandma wanted her dead? What a plot twist! You didn’t defend her?”

“I wouldn’t defend someone who shot my son.”

I swallow thickly, feeling awkward at the sound of his firm, nonnegotiable tone. “I mean, she’s your mom.”

“That doesn’t give her carte blanche to hurt you.”

“So you killed her?”

“Didn’t have to.” He raises a brow. “You have so many people going on revenge sprees for you.”

“My bros, Jude and Kane!” I laugh, then stop abruptly when my chest explodes with pain. “I knew they’d have my back. Did they make it as painful as possible?”

“Yes.”

“Get it!” I cough and wheeze, and Dad helps me drink from a glass of water as he pats my shoulder.

Someone call the imposter police, because he’s never been this…well, affectionate. But maybe, like, call it after a while.

“You need to take it easy, Preston. You’ve been out for two weeks, and your body needs more time to recover.”

“Wait, hold up. Two weeks?”

“Two and a half if we count the days you’ve been awake but not fully conscious.”

“Oh.” I stare over Dad’s shoulder. “Where are Jude and Kane? Shouldn’t they be at my bedside? Violet, too. Even Dorita had better be here. Pretty sure I saved her ass, too, and she should be grateful for life.”

“No one but me is here.”

“Is there a game today?”

“No. Everyone just thinks you died.”

“What?”

Dad goes on a monologue about how he told the surgeon who took me into the operating room to announce that I’d died. Only Julian, Dad, and possibly Uncle Atlas know the truth.

The reason was that my life was truly in danger, and I had to be put under using Julian’s experimental coma-inducing drug. It worked, and I’m back to the world of the living.

But at what cost?

“You could’ve at least told Jude, Kane, and Miley.” And Marcus.

Fuck. Marcus thinks I died?

Dad said there was a funeral. I had a fucking funeral.

“No, it was too risky when I still hadn’t figured out who was behind the attack. I also needed Dad to excommunicate Mom, and he probably wouldn’t have done that if he’d known you were alive. The whole theatrical show needed to happen. Besides…” He trails off, and I catch my breath.

“Besides…?”

“I believe it’s a good idea for you to disappear.” His usually dead eyes soften a bit. “Leave the Armstrong name that suffocated you all these years.”

“You’re…kicking me out?”

“No, I’m giving you a way out of this life.” He frowns. “Isn’t that what you wanted?”

“I don’t want to live my life alone without my friends or family, Dad! I don’t…want that.”

“Then what do you want? Tell me, and I’ll make it happen. Whatever it is. No conditions, no buts. Just talk to me, Preston. Tell me what it is you need so I don’t have to see footage of you baring your chest in front of a bullet or throwing yourself down the stairs or against walls or punching and bruising yourself. Tell me what I need to do so you don’t go to empty houses and talk to an empty chair for hours.” He almost chokes on his own words, then clears his throat. “I failed you before, but I don’t want to fail you again. I don’t want to watch you inviting death upon yourself any chance you get.”

I press my shaking lips together. “Just…don’t kick me out.”

“I won’t.”

“Don’t lock me up either.”

“I didn’t intend to do that.”

“But the visit to Dr. Fenwick…”

“Was just that—a visit.”

“But I mentioned Dr. Duret and Lenin. Surely you were planning to lock me up?”

“No. You had to visit Dr. Fenwick because you hadn’t seen him for a while, and when you mentioned Dr. Duret, I realized that we needed to do it urgently.” A deep breath rips out of him as he tightens his grip on my hand. “I know you don’t like small, confined places, and I’d never let them keep you in one again. You know that, right?”

“I don’t know, Dad. I really don’t.” There’s some water in my eyes that makes him all blurry. “I keep thinking one day I’ll screw up and you’ll leave…just like Mom. You’ll hug me and tell me you’re sorry, then leave.”

“I’d never do that. You hear me? I’d never…ever leave you.”

“Mom said that, too, but she didn’t keep her promise. And yes, I know she killed herself since I was a teen, Dad. Grandma gave me the suicide note she left me.”

“Your mother…” He swallows, straightening up. “Didn’t want to leave you either, not really.”

“Then why…”

“It was guilt and self-loathing. She only ever told me this in her suicide note, but it made a lot of sense. Valerie came from an extremely abusive household, which I already knew, but I didn’t know just how far the depravity in that place went. In the note, Val said her parents sexually assaulted her and her three siblings, and she never forgave herself for being the one who got away. Two of her siblings died of drug overdoses in the streets, and the third died in an accident while drunk driving. Val was the only one who got out of France alive. She thought she’d start a new life in America and have everything she never had when she was a kid, including a loving family, but that wasn’t her reality, as you’re aware.”

“Why couldn’t you just stay with her, Dad?”

“I tried, but it was impossible. I woke up every day in fight mode, my muscles bunched for whatever disagreement she’d come up with. That’s not how relationships should be. She didn’t really want to stay with me either. You probably don’t know this, but we had an amicable divorce.” He pauses, his voice dropping, sounding scraped. “But you’re right, I should’ve stayed with her. That way, you wouldn’t have gone through what you did.”

“I don’t… It’s not…your fault. I don’t blame you or Mom.”

“You have every right to. We failed you as parents. Val knew that, and she felt it ten times worse because she invited what happened to her onto her son, and she couldn’t live with that.”

“She didn’t know. I’m the one who kept quiet and didn’t fight.” My voice breaks on the last word.

“No, Preston. No.” He clutches my shoulders. “You can’t blame yourself for what happened. You were a child. A victim. And victims should never blame themselves for their perpetrators’ actions.”

“But if I’d told you or Mom…”

He shakes his head. “Don’t think like that, okay? Don’t be trapped in a past you can’t change, son.”

Trapped in the past.

Is that what I’ve been doing all this time by refusing to let go or face it properly?

Instead of killing my seven-year-old self, have I actually been confined inside him, refusing to let him go?

“If you need to blame someone, blame me, okay?” Dad’s grip tightens around my shoulders. “Blame me for not protecting you, for not seeing the signs, for not insisting you stay with me when you wanted to. Keep loathing me all you want, but don’t ever, ever blame yourself for something that was out of your control.”

Two rivulets of tears fall down my cheeks as all my fucked-up emotions rush to the front. “I n-never hated you, Dad. I just…wanted you to stay.”

“I am staying, Preston. For however long you need me.”

He pulls me close, and I wrap my arms around him, shaking, trembling, even as striking bolts of pain slice through me.

Even as my chest crumbles and the little seven-year-old boy inside me disintegrates.

“Dad?” My lips tremble around the words.

“Yes?”

“What happened to him? Did Mom kill him that night?”

“No. He only lost consciousness.” His hand sweeps over my back in a slow, grounding stroke. “I locked him in a cell and tortured him for years, only keeping him alive just so I could torture him again. I cut his dick off and made him choke on it for days. Unfortunately, he died a couple of years later due to an infection. Otherwise, I would’ve tortured him for a lifetime.”

“Wow.” I chuckle through the tears, pulling away. “I didn’t know you could be this ruthless.”

He lifts a brow. “How do you believe I got this far in this world?”

“Thank you, Dad. It feels good to know he suffered.”

“Anytime, son.”

“And, Dad?”

“Yes?”

I gulp past the feelings clogging my throat. “Do you think I’ll ever get better?”

“You already are, Preston.” He rests his hand on my head, his fingers sliding gently through my hair. “You already are.”
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PRESTON


All those emotions drained me.

Yikes.

Someone come numb my brain.

But also, not really. The hours I spent talking to Dad about everything and nothing, jumping from one topic to another like a hyper monkey, were everything I didn’t know I needed.

The entire time I yapped, Dad just listened. Yes, there were a couple of huffs and Be serious, Prestons, but, mostly, he listened.

And I’ve never felt so close to my dad as I did at that moment.

We had a talk with my nemesis, Dr. Fenwick, and agreed to meet more regularly once I’m physically better.

Just kidding, he’s not my nemesis. Dr. Fenwick can be all right, I guess. I modeled Dr. Duret after him and Mom in my mind, a half-professional, half-mother figure.

He said it was my hallucinations acting up again, and they’ll probably continue to do so. It’s how my brain is wired, after all. What we can do is make sure I’m more self-aware of the signs, so I don’t let my imagination blur reality.

Dr. Fenwick mentioned that the next time I see Dr. Duret or Lenin, I should scream bloody murder. He didn’t say those exact words, but he said I should talk to him immediately or tell Dad.

We ended up talking about trauma—my favorite bedtime story, apparently.

And by “talking,” I mean Dr. Fenwick said a bunch of things that made uncomfortable sense while I pretended not to have an existential crisis. He told me something I never really let myself consider.

“Listen, Preston. When you get hurt young, before your brain has fully developed, the damage doesn’t just sit there like a bruise. It builds foundations. It sneaks into the wiring. It molds itself around the abuse because that’s the only blueprint it has. It shapes who you become because you don’t get the opportunity of growing without it.”

So basically, I didn’t grow into whoever Preston Armstrong was supposed to be.

I grew into whatever my trauma sculpted with its filthy little hands.

I didn’t get normal developmental stages; I got survival instincts in funhouse-mirror shapes. My personality became a patchwork of coping mechanisms no one warned me were optional. And the worst part? I’ll never know who the untraumatized version of me was supposed to look like. Maybe he would’ve been softer. Maybe he would’ve been boring. Maybe he would’ve been a nerd, who knows? But that boy is gone, and I can’t resurrect him.

And that’s the miserable, liberating truth.

I can’t go back in time and pull my younger self out of that house, or out of that room, or away from those cigarette-coated hands. I can’t edit the past the way I rewrite my own lies. All I can do—and this is the part Dr. Fenwick insists is possible—is learn how to live with the version of me that survived. Stop letting fifteen-year-old wounds sit in the driver’s seat while I pretend it’s all just static and bad vibes.

The trauma isn’t going to vanish into thin air. It’s not going to wake up one day and decide to stop haunting me because I’ve “grown” or whatever self-help nonsense people write on Pinterest boards.

But it also doesn’t have to run the whole damn show anymore.

Maybe, for the first time in my life, I get to decide who I am.

Not the past.

Not the fear.

Not the ghost version of me who thought pain was the only language he’d ever speak.

Just…me.

Whatever that ends up being.

I have to stay in the hospital for a few more days for supervision by Julian—honestly, fuck that guy, but also, maybe thank him for saving my life. As expected from my bro’s bro.

The whole time, Dad’s been here, accompanying me, and it’s felt nice. Bit awkward at times, but definitely nice.

Safe.

For once, I don’t feel like he’ll up and leave, and I’ll be all alone.

Today, he brought Miley to visit me, and she cried like hell, hugging me tight and burying her face in my chest.

My poor Miles of Trouble thought she’d never see me again, and she couldn’t believe it.

She climbs onto my lap and gives me boxes of pastries to cheer me up, then she ends up devouring half of them herself.

“When are we going to see Marcus again, Pressie?” she asks like a little idiot right as Dad is sitting in a chair right across from us, peeling some apples.

Yes, apparently, Dad peels apples for me now.

I’m still thinking this isn’t real.

And I don’t want to ruin it with the “Hey, Dad, so I’m kind of into a guy now, thanks for listening. Also, can we add your acceptance to our twelve-step program with Dr. Fenwick while we’re at it? Many thanks.”

Yeah, no. I’d rather not ruin it.

“Yo, Mimi, whatever are you talking about?” I laugh it off, stuffing her face full of madeleines.

She chews them in record time and opens her big mouth again. “Marcus, Pressie. He said he’ll skate with me again, remember?”

Dad’s eyebrows are at his hairline now.

Little shit Miley.

“You should hug him like you hugged me and maybe buy him a gift.” She pats my cheek. “He was so sad at your funeral when you died.”

“Wait…” I gulp. “Marcus was at the funeral?”

“He was.” Dad pauses peeling the apples. “He demanded that Andrew provide him access to the service.”

Marcus did that? He always said he hated asking his dad for anything.

Now, I want to see what type of expression he wore at the funeral.

Was he really sad?

Why would he be sad when he already said goodbye?

Now that I’m not drowning in delusions, I’m pretty sure I hallucinated him when I was shot. My brain’s last attempt to give me something nice after he sabotaged my entire relationship with Marcus—many thanks for that, asshole.

Anyway, now that I’m thinking logically, there’s no way Marcus would’ve been there at the time, no matter how much I would’ve loved it.

Dad straightens. “I asked Marcus about the nature of your relationship.”

I gulp. Well, shit.

“What did he say?”

“That you are…” He clears his throat. “His man. Or he was yours? Not sure. He also said if you were alive, he’d take you and leave.”

My lips part, my heart hammering in a low thud.

“He said that?” I ask in a faint voice, my heart stuttering.

“Yes, among other things.” Dad narrows his eyes, placing the plate of apples in front of me. “Is it true, Preston?”

You know what? Fuck this. I want Dad to know. 

Here goes nothing, I guess.

I nod once, biting my lower lip. “It’s not that I wanted to be with a man, and I fought it every step of the way, but all my attempts were futile. He’s the only person who makes me feel safe enough to be myself around him. I’m sorry.”

“Why are you sorry?”

“You know…the Vencor thing.”

“If Andrew and I can’t protect you through that, then how are we your fathers?”

Wait. Dad is…okay with it? “Won’t it hurt you in the long run?”

“Possibly, but I promised you, didn’t I? I won’t allow anyone to harm you again.”

“Who are you and what have you done with my dad? Just kidding. Thanks, really. I don’t think it’ll be necessary, though.”

“Why not?”

I stab the fork into a piece of apple. “He already let me go.”

He did, right? Doesn’t matter if I had a tiny bit of hope that he’d pity me once he reads the letter.

Yes, I’m that desperate.
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After that convo with Dad, I went to surprise the team at a pick-me-up party thrown by Violet and Denver.

I tried to play it cool with the ghost jokes, but I guess I underestimated just how much they care about me.

Let’s just say Kane and Jude had their jaws on the floor. I really don’t like that they thought I was dead. The three of us have been like family since that infamous murder in the boarding school, and family doesn’t just leave without saying goodbye.

I’ll make it up to them by getting better and brightening their lives until we’re eighty.

After the five of us went to Violet’s apartment, I tried explaining that it was all Dad’s fault—he’ll take one for the team.

But then they told me something.

Something that made me leave Violet’s apartment in the middle of the night after everyone fell asleep. I had Hayes drive me to the house I never thought I’d ever go back to again.

Here’s the thing—I thought Kane and Jude killed Granny, but that’s not true.

It was Marcus.

He killed her to avenge me.

He murdered someone in cold blood for me—like he said he would.

And he didn’t only kill her, but also the hit man who shot me and a few other guys who helped.

Marcus killed for the first time.

For me.

Also, according to Kane, Marcus was there during the shooting and at the hospital when they announced my “death.” I didn’t hallucinate it.

Marcus did hold me in his arms as I was fighting whether or not to surrender to my demons.

That means I have a tiny chance, right? I mean, he better take me.

Hopefully.

I’ll beg if I have to.

Almost dying has given me a different perspective—all the time I was hiding and running should’ve been spent doing what I love.

Namely, hugging and kissing and touching Marcus.

I should’ve just been with him as much as possible when I could, when that’s what I always wanted to do. It’s probably been going on longer than before we started our little arrangement.

Maybe since the rivalry began?

Since college?

I’m not sure when, exactly, but that sensation of being drawn to him, annoyed by him, and feeling threatened by him wasn’t only rivalry.

For a long time, I couldn’t explain the sensation of being around him or the pull I felt toward him, but now, I can.

I think I had a crush on Marcus.

It started during our first college game, I think. By the end of it, he crashed me to the ice, and his heavy body was all over me as he reached a hand toward me.

He had this dark, hooded look in his eyes, and I remember panicking like crazy.

He’s going to eat me alive, I thought.

And I couldn’t move. All I could do was watch, waiting with bated breath, my heart on the verge of beating out of my chest.

All the sounds around us disappeared as his eyes metaphorically pulled my skin open and toyed with my deplorable insides⁠—

But then, Jude dragged him away from me before he could touch me, and my brain, being my brain, decided we’d completely forget about that moment.

Panic? We don’t do that. That’s why I made myself think it was because I hated him.

But in reality, I’ve been into him for a long time. I just refused to face it or even entertain it.

Now, I finally can.

“Are you going in?” Hayes asks from the driver’s seat as I stare at my reflection in the mirror, willing my hair to behave.

“What if he’s not there?”

“There’s a light on in the house, and I already confirmed he came home after practice. You can go anytime now.”

“Shut up, let me practice what I’m going to say.”

“You already did for the past hour, and none of it sounded natural, by the way.”

“Ugh! Okay, let me think about better options.”

“I don’t believe thinking does you any good.”

“Rude.” I slide my hair to the side. “How do I look?”

“Not dead, which is what’s important.”

“You done being me, Hayes?” I scoff, then swallow. “Here’s to nothing.”

“Good luck.”

After I get out, I place my hand on the top of the car and lean down to speak to him through the window. “If Marcus rejects me, your life will be hell, and we’ll be camping out here until he forgives me.”

“Oh God.”

“That’s right, you better start praying.”

My smile disappears as I walk to the black door, my heart in my throat. Right. It’ll be okay.

I hope.

With a deep breath, I hit the bell.

I can hear it inside, the sound long and loud. Was it always this loud?

My gaze strays to my surroundings, looking for what, I don’t know. Hayes, the traitor, has already left, and I’m all alone.

Maybe Marcus isn’t here. Sucking the corner of my mouth between my teeth, I pull on the bottom of my jacket, touch my hair, and then stop.

I’m nervous. Fuck. Me? Nervous?

Someone check to see if Julian performed a personality transplant while he was waking me up from the coma.

Wouldn’t put it past that freak to Frankenstein me into oblivion⁠—

The door opens, and I freeze, all the words I practiced to an unimpressed Hayes earlier sort of flying out the window.

I know it’s been three weeks since I unofficially died, but it feels like yesterday when I last saw him holding me as blood bubbled out of my mouth.

Right now, however, he’s different.

Way different.

Gray sweatpants hang low on his hips, his naked chest looks the same with the bulging muscles and the draping chain, but his shoulders are hunched, his face is sunken. The brightness in his metallic eyes is gone, and all that exists are two pools of empty gray.

Like when I first met him. When he was soulless and lifeless.

The part that freaks me out is that his expression barely changes upon seeing me.

There’s some recognition, but mostly, he’s looking straight through me.

What have I done?

“Um, hi!” I lift an awkward hand in the air, summoning my cheerful tone. “Surprise! I actually didn’t die. Hilarious, right? Okay, I know it’s not, sorry for the bad joke. I was in an induced coma, sponsored by Julian’s demons. Long story that I won’t bore you with. But all you need to know is that you have full license to blame my dad. He plotted the whole thing, and I totally had no idea what was up until a couple of days ago when I woke up. Anyway, I came here to say that. Since I heard you killed Granny for me and stuff, I thought you should know I’m alive. I also wanted to apologize for the trauma dumping through that long-ass letter. My alter ego made me do it, and Hayes should’ve just burned it instead of giving it to you. That’s all, I think. Just wanted to say hi.”

I hold my breath after basically blurting all that out. Way to not know when to shut the fuck up, me.

Throughout my entire speech, Marcus’s expression doesn’t change. He listens in silence, eyes hollow, never quite meeting mine.

I get it. I wouldn’t want to look at me either if I were him.

“I’m really sorry,” I whisper, fidgeting in place, the cold air seeping into my bones. “I understand if you don’t want to forgive me, but I’ll keep asking until you do.”

He takes a step closer, and I take a step back, my body trembling at his nearness.

The smell of his aftershave slices through me like an aphrodisiac, and I can’t help inhaling deeply, pulling him inside me, making him part of me.

“Why do you even smell real?” he murmurs in rough, raw words, leaning close. The puff of air against my neck rushes down my spine, leaving goose bumps in its wake.

“I am real, Marcus.” I touch his arm, my fingers tingling against the bulge of his bicep.

God, it’s been a long time since I touched him, and my starving body is coming alive at the merest hint of him.

He jerks away, his eyes widening in increments as he blinks. “You’re…real?”

“That’s what I said,” I mumble, digging my fingers into his arm.

“How…”

“I just told you, because of the coma⁠—”

He pulls me inside, and I gasp as he kicks the door shut and slams me against it, grabbing me tightly by the shoulders.

I wince as pain explodes in my chest. “You can hit me if you like. I deserve it, but maybe not too hard, because my chest still hurts from the gunshot. I’m not trying to play the victim, I swear…”

Marcus releases me and steps back, running a shaky hand through his hair and over his face before he clutches his jaw as he watches me closely.

My heart thuds when that color returns to his eyes, all bright and metal and so very Marcus, but there are lines of pain, too.

Deep and harsh and uncontrollable.

It’s because of me, isn’t it?

“I’m sorry,” I whisper again.

He lifts his gaze to me, something wretched flickering there, his hand clenching into a fist. “What for?”

“The lies. The letter. Leaving when you asked me to stay. I shouldn’t have done that, and I’m sorry.”

“You should be sorry for something else, Preston.” He steps toward me, placing a heavy, warm hand on my heart close to where my bandage is. “You should be sorry for this, for making me watch you try to kill yourself.”

My lips part. “How…”

“You think I wouldn’t have been able to see that suicidal look in your eyes when you took the bullet for Violet? Because I did, Preston. I fucking did.” He purses his lips, his brows drawing together while a shine surfaces in his eyes, unsettling and wrong. “You promised to live for me, but then you didn’t.”

“I…I’m sorry. If it makes any difference, when you were holding me, I truly regretted it. I wanted to fight it. I wanted to stay alive. I think that’s part of the reason I didn’t die.”

A muscle clenches in his jaw, and I realize he’s holding all his emotions in when his strangled words escape. “Why did you do it? Why did you choose death over me?”

“I didn’t. I…” My uneven exhale is sharp and loud in the silence. “I would’ve never consciously chosen death over you, Marcus. You know that, right?”

“But I saw you do just that, Preston! Do you…” His body shakes with the force of his emotions. “Do you know how it felt to watch you go like that? My last image of you was you choking on your own blood!”

“I-I’m…sorry,” my voice breaks around the words, and I reach an unsteady hand for him, but then drop it back down. Do I even have the right to touch him after I hurt him so thoroughly?

God, what have I done?

I slide my foot back, my shoes scraping against the floor. “You have every right to be angry at me. You can hit me, punish me, do whatever you want with me, but please…please don’t hate me, Marcus. I can take anything but that.”

“I can’t hate you. I’m physically unable to. Even when I’m mad at you, if I see you flinching and being sad like right now, all I want to do is make it better.” He lets out a puff of air, his words unsteady. “Tell me, Preston, how can I make it better, so you won’t leave me again?”

“I won’t do that, I promise. For real this time. Back then,” I step toward him, “I was in so much pain, and I thought letting death finally claim me was the perfect solution. Turns out, it wasn’t, and many people were hurt because of that. I promise not to do it again. I’ll never throw myself in front of a bullet, and I’ll be serious about getting better.”

“Why would you do that?”

“Because…” I gulp, the sound echoing around us. “I want you to trust me again. Trust I’d never run away or hurt you when the pain gets to be too much in my brain. Trust I’ll never allow the pain to get so bad that I’ll choose an easy way out.”

“You’d do that?”

“Yeah. For me. For us.” I take another step forward and wrap a hand around his throat, sliding my thumb over his pulse point. “For you.”

“For me?” His voice softens and so does his expression.

“For you, yes.” I stroke his throat, my heart feeling so light and full all at once. “You’ve done so many things for me already. It’s time I repay you, even a little, for your patience. You made me feel worshipped and loved when I thought I was unlovable. You gave me the safe space to enjoy our little games, and you never once judged me or pushed me to do what I don’t like. And somewhere along the way, I started feeling…things I didn’t want to feel. Things I tried to shove down so deep that they wouldn’t suffocate me. But they didn’t. Suffocate me, I mean. Truth is, at that point, you were already in me, flowing under my skin and in every thought I didn’t say out loud. You’re part of me in a way I don’t know how to undo. I don’t think I can breathe right without you. I don’t want to try. So if you’re still willing to be with me…if you’ll give me a chance…I’ll stop running and face this properly. I won’t let you down again. I swear it.”

He remains quiet even though his harsh breaths are echoing in the air.

And I kind of panic a little, my skin flushing hot. “I’m not saying it’s going to be an easy ride or anything. My head is still fucked up, and it’ll get horrible sometimes, so I understand if you don’t want to deal with the hassle, but if you’re willing to be there with me, I’ll try my best, yeah? I’ll take all my meds on time and see my therapist daily if I have to. I’ll tell you everything you wish to know and will stop trying to push you away when all I want is to have you close. I’ll take care of you as well, I promise! I have so many skills aside from possessing money and being pure entertainment. I can drive you around, and…well, I’ll learn anything else or make Hayes do it—Marcus? Say something, I feel like I’m yapping.”

“You’re always yapping, though.” He runs the back of his knuckles across my cheek. “Tell me something, Preston.”

“Anything.”

“Do you love me?”

“I do,” I say without hesitation. “I think I’ve been in love with you for a long time. I loved you when I thought love was pain.”

“Is it? Do you still feel pain for loving me?”

I shake my head once, then lean my face into his fingers. “No, it’s not pain, even if my brain tried to trick me into feeling like it was.”

“Then what is it?”

“Safety and warmth.” I sink my teeth into my lower lip. “I really want to hug you right now.”

“Come here.” He exhales shakily, tugging me into his arms and burying his face in my neck, his low-spoken words brushing my skin. “I thought I lost you. I thought…I’d never see you again. It broke me beyond repair. I was contemplating following you.”

“Oh, Marcus. I’m sorry. I’m really sorry. I’ll never put you through that pain again.”

“Never?”

“Never.” I draw him flush against me, my arms tightening as my fingers weave through his hair. “I’ll never leave, not even if you beg me to.”

He vibrates against me, his body trembling a little, and I hold him through it. I hold him like I’ll never be apart from him.

Because I’ll never be apart from him.

I’m done hiding and running. I’m done hurting the one person who makes me breathe properly.

The one person who makes me feel alive.

I burrow myself further into his embrace, wanting to shield him from the world, but also to fuse myself with him so deeply, we’ll never be separated again.

“I would’ve never forgiven you if you’d left me, Preston.”

“I wouldn’t have forgiven myself.”

“Wouldn’t you? You already forgot me once.”

“Forgot you? What are you talking about?”

“You don’t remember this, but we met for the first time at Dad’s house when we were kids,” he murmurs in my neck. “We were seven, and I was in the garden to gather flowers for Mom, and you were sitting on this tree looking like a fairy. Then you fell over me, gave me candies, and wished me a happy birthday. I think I’ve been in love with you since, baby.”

I pull back, my heart pounding so hard, it clogs my throat. “Wait. The kid with the daisy was you…?”

“Yes.” He trails his hands over my cheek and through my hair, touching me everywhere, like he’s trying to sink deeper than my skin. “You forgot about me, didn’t you?”

“No, I didn’t. I came back the next day looking for you, but none of the staff recognized you. I thought you were an imaginary friend, I had lots of those while I was growing up, so I didn’t question it. Oh! Now I know why your pictures from when you were a kid looked familiar. It’s because we met before! That’s why you called me fairy prince when we met again during the games in high school—because you thought I looked like a fairy…?”

“Yeah. I was both annoyed and hurt that you didn’t remember me when I think I’ve been in love with you since then, baby.”

My lips quiver, my heart tightening under the weight of too many emotions until it overflows. He loved me back then?

Marcus? Me?

“I…was your first crush?”

“First love. And the only one.” He smiles. “Mom said that on the way back, I asked her if I could marry you.”

My rib cage is clenching, unable to process just how ecstatic and surreal this all feels. “Maybe I loved you, too.”

“You don’t have to say that⁠—”

“I mean it. I was really sad when no one remembered you, and I still have that daisy in my elementary school book somewhere. It was the first time someone called me pretty but not like a girl. Just pretty. I really liked that.”

“So you do remember me?”

“Of course I do. I told Mom all about you and even named you Daisy…wait! Don’t tell me, the daisy tattoo…?”

He clutches my hand and places it on his thigh, where I know the tattoo is. “Yes, it’s for you, my prince.”

“And here I was jealous of some imaginary girl.” I laugh to myself.

“You don’t need to be jealous of anyone.” He lifts my palm from his thigh and drops a kiss to the middle, then presses it on his cheek, softly, tenderly. “You own me, Preston. You have for longer than I was willing to admit. I kept trying to name it—obsession, fixation, the urge to drag you close and keep you where I could see you. But it wasn’t any of that. Not really. Somewhere along the way, it stopped being about wanting you and became about needing you. Every day, I woke up with the need to know you’re breathing and still choosing this messed-up thing between us.”

“I would always choose this thing between us, Marcus.” My lips shake around the words.

“Me too, baby.” He kisses my palm again. “I used to think I didn’t feel much. Or anything. That whatever part of me that was supposed to love never developed. But then you came in so loud and chaotic and slightly broken, and suddenly, everything I didn’t think I had started pulling me toward you. I look at you, and all I want is to put myself between you and the world. Not because I’m trying to claim you, though that does exist. But it’s because I can’t stand the thought of anything touching you. Because every emotion I thought I didn’t have…apparently bleeds for you.”

“Oh, Marcus,” I breathe, brushing my lips to his, coming undone at his words. “You’re so done.”

“Am I?”

“Yeah. I just decided I’ll never let you go.”

“Neither will I, baby.”

And then I’m kissing him deep, and he kisses me back with slow, devastating certainty as I cling to him like he’s the only thing holding me upright.

And maybe he is.

I used to think love only came with pain, but this man showed me just how wrong that was.

He showed me how to love deeply, strongly, even a touch chaotically, until I know I’m not alone in this anymore.

And he’ll make sure I never will be.


EPILOGUE 1 — PRESTON
THREE WEEKS LATER



I’m so annoyed and offended right now.

It’s one thing to be shot and for the whole team to butcher my championship and bragging rights, but it’s another thing entirely when I don’t get to play for months.

Meaning season finito for me.

Goodbye, my college hockey career. You were fun while you lasted.

Everyone better remember the absolute legend that is the league’s prince.

Now, I’m reduced to a mere spectator with Vee and her sister, Depeche Mode.

We just finished watching a game where Marcus was simply an attention whore.

Does he have to look so hot while being rugged, sweaty, and a violent machine? Jude and Kane targeted him like crazy the entire time. Vee, the supposed “pacifist,” was screaming with excitement whenever Jude checked him.

Big man better count his days.

Listen, I don’t like Marcus checking Jude, but I totally don’t like it the other way around either.

The prick didn’t seem too bothered, though. Every once in a while, he would stare at me. Once, he pointed at me after he scored, and Vee thought he was taunting me.

He wasn’t.

Last night, he fucked me slowly—he’s only ever done that recently, no matter how much I tell him I’m feeling fine.

“You’re not fine. The doctor said no exertion,” he said, pulling me to the crook of his arm.

That’s where I’ve fallen asleep every night since I was discharged from the hospital. In the crook of his arm, kissing his throat softly or biting it, because I’m a vampire that way.

As I was nibbling on his neck, he said that if he wins tonight, I should move in with him full-time. Not in his mom’s house, but another place.

Only the two of us.

“Just because my highness isn’t out there doesn’t mean you can win. You’re underestimating Kane and Jude.”

“You’re underestimating how far I’d go to have you all to myself, baby,” he whispered in my ear, then bit down on the shell.

Apparently, I’m the one underestimating Marcus’s resolve after all. Despite Kane and Jude’s prowess and double-team effort, Marcus ends the game with one final goal just as the buzzer echoes in the air.

Talk about goal-oriented.

The spectators clap for the Vipers’ legendary performance. It was a challenging game, mainly because Marcus was every-fucking-where.

Yes, he has that type of inhuman stamina.

And even though I’m in the mood to bitch at our team for losing, I’m more distracted by the sight of him.

“Pres, you coming?” Vee asks me as Daphne grabs her arm.

“You go ahead.” I grin. “Meet you outside, Auntie Vee.”

She smiles. “That will never stop sounding a bit weird.”

“Hey, listen, Jude keeps taunting me that when he marries you, he’ll be my uncle, and that’s cruel. Weird is better than cruel. Just saying.”

She bites the corner of her lip. “He said that?”

“Sure did. Wait for that ring.” I point at her sister. “No ring for you, Denise.”

She flips me off with a smile. “Nobody cares about your opinion.”

“Joke’s on you, everyone does.” I flip her back, grinning. Vee, being Vee, smiles and pulls her sister away before we start our cat-and-mouse fight.

As the rest of the crowd filters out, I stare at Marcus, who’s being hugged and patted on the shoulder and put in a headlock by his teammates.

Those little bitches better get their hands off of him. Now.

Okay, I’m cool. I’m calm. I won’t actually cut their heads off in their sleep.

Probably.

I can’t really help these bouts of intense possessiveness whenever I see others touching him. The only ones who get a pass are June—who threw a literal party once she knew I was alive—and maybe Miley.

But even that little shit is pushing it since she keeps insisting that she’ll marry him one day. So much audacity in such a little body.

I will marry him, not her.

Not now…but, you know, one day. When I get better, and I’m not terrified I’ll hurt him in his sleep.

The nightmares are still there, but they’re not as frequent or intense. I still find it challenging to relax entirely at night, but Marcus is extremely good at distraction. And I mean, a fucking professional.

He’ll either lay me down and fuck me slow and raw, or he’ll rub our cocks together, take my cock in his mouth, or eat my ass until I’m screaming.

The man I love has lots of tricks up his sleeve.

And I’m seriously murderous at the idea of others having experienced that.

There were people before me who had him—his embrace, his smiles, his affectionate touch that makes me want to get better.

And now, as I watch him, I can’t help the flutter in my stomach.

Marcus looks like flames in the Wolves’ orange gear, though he’s already unstrapped his chest protector, his jersey clinging to his muscles with sweat.

His damp hair is pushed back, gloves off, tape still clinging to his wrists, and face flushed with exertion.

Just like that, I get a flashback of his expression as he hovered over me while pushing deep inside me last night.

“Be a good boy and stroke your cock for me, baby,” he whispered in a hot command.

And now, other people get to see a similar face? Fine. He doesn’t have the heated look in his eyes, and his lips aren’t parted, murmuring the crudest things to me, but still.

As his teammates pull him away, he lifts his head up, and, upon seeing me, his mouth pulls in a wide grin, and he winks.

The prick actually winks.

Is it supposed to feel as if an arrow is slicing through my heart?

Shit’s dangerous. Need to ask my new bestie, Dr. Fenwick, why the fuck do I wake up every day feeling more in love with this guy than the day before?

It’s the food, isn’t it? He puts some love potion in there, and I can’t help but go back like some addict.

I suppose I’m more attached to him since we reunited due to one simple reason—I’m not wasting any time away from him anymore.

It’s why I hug him tight and go find him any chance I get. The moment I hug him feels like going home. Not only does he ground me and quiet the chaos inside me, but I also want to make it up to him.

Marcus might have forgiven me, but I know he was mad and especially hurt by my “death.” And I’ll do everything in my power so he never feels that way again.

Ever.

With a sigh, I leave the stands and head to the Vipers’ locker room. Naturally, I receive the welcome of warriors. The team members slap me on the back and say they would’ve won if I’d been there.

“Naturally. You bitches are butchering the championship I worked so hard for. My ego is dying.”

“Then maybe you shouldn’t have gotten shot.” Jude kicks me as he heads to his locker, a towel wrapped around his middle.

“Kaaane! Jude just kicked a patient.” I hold our captain by the shoulder, and yup, he’s already the first one dressed. “Punch him for me.”

“Your limbs work just fine.”

“You’re right.” I kick Jude back, and he nearly falls because he’s pulling his jeans up. “I told Vee to go home because you’re busy tonight.”

He slams the locker closed, then spins around to face me. “Fuck is wrong with you, Pres?”

“Today or in general?” I grin.

Jude releases a long sigh. “You just said that to piss me off.”

“Amazing deduction skills. Brownie points for my man Callahan!”

Yes, I’m petty because he checked Marcus too much for my liking tonight, but I can’t threaten him with bodily harm if he touches Marcus again, because, well, they don’t know about us.

Sure, they know I’ve been busy lately, especially at night, but they think it’s because of therapy and spending time with Dad and Miley.

Not sure they’d accept the simple explanation I came up with: “So, my bros, I’m fucking Marcus on the regular, have been for months, actually. Any questions?”

Which is ridiculous. Dad knows. June knows. Even Andrew knows. I shouldn’t be this apprehensive about Jude and Kane finding out as well.

I am, though.

They’ve only ever seen me with girls, and the coming-out bit is kind of freaking me out a little.

What if they take it badly?

Kane is more pragmatic, and his uncle is in a gay relationship with a much younger dude. First one in Vencor to get away with it, but this is me we’re talking about.

Jude and Kane saw me with that teacher. They probably think I’d be disgusted with anything gay, which I convinced myself I was for years.

Until Marcus came in and I was finally able to face my own sexuality, take it back, accept it, and come to peace with it.

I’m probably bi or something like that. I still find women attractive, and I’m not attracted to other men aside from Marcus. I don’t think I’ll ever allow anyone to touch me the way Marcus does.

I will never trust anyone the way I trust him.

Most importantly, in reclaiming my sexuality, I stopped being just a victim.

Like Mom said in the dream—I’m a survivor.

I’m not what happened to me; I’m who I choose to be.

Still, I can’t be like, “Yo, guys. I actually love dick. Marcus’s dick, to be more precise. Let’s all be friends?”

Yeah, right.

Not going to happen. At least, not now. Need to think of a better way to broach the subject.

“You joining us at the club?” Kane asks me. “The team could use some entertainment.”

“I’m not your clown.”

“You sure are,” he says, deadpan.

“Juuuude!”

“You are, Pres.” He flicks me on the forehead. “The best clown around.”

“Pay me for keeping your life interesting, bitches.” I flip them off. “I’ll see you later.”

“You’re not coming?” Kane asks.

“I’ll check my calendar!” I singsong as I leave the locker room.

I’m totally not going. I have better plans that include being railed into the nearest surface and cuddling all night long.

My steps are light as I head to the parking lot where I agreed to meet Marcus after everyone leaves.

I asked him to park his bike in a hidden spot only Jude knows, because he puts his motorcycle there sometimes.

Soft yellow light brightens the area as I lean against the bike, my legs crossed, and check my phone.

My lips curl when I find a text he sent when I was with the guys.

Marcus


You look hot. Also, you’re moving in with me tomorrow.




Me


You didn’t have to go all out during the game. I would’ve moved in even if you lost.




As I hit Send, thick arms wrap around me from behind as soft lips brush my throat. “Mmm. I missed you.”

His voice rumbles deep, and my pulse stutters in response.

I don’t think I’ll ever get used to how quiet it is in my head when he touches me. He doesn’t even have to do much—just his hands on me bring on a sense of peace I never thought I’d experience.

“You smell like locker room,” he murmurs. “What were you doing around naked guys, Preston?”

“Checking out alternatives?”

He slides his hand up my chest and lifts my jaw so that he’s staring down at me. “You have no alternatives but me, you hear me?”

“Relax. I was just consoling them. You know how they can’t function without me.”

“Is that so?”

“If I were on the ice, you wouldn’t be limping out of that arena with a win. I’d have kicked your ass six ways to hell, Osborn.”

“Cute. You think you’d survive ten seconds with me right now?”

I grab a handful of his hair, leaning close until my lips are a breath from his. “How about you?”

“How about me?”

“You can’t survive me for even a second. You’d fold the moment I touch you.”

“No argument here.” He closes the distance, sealing his lips to mine, sucking on the lower one before thrusting his tongue in, licking the inside of my mouth.

It’s a hungry kiss that leaves me breathless, and he feels it when I moan in his mouth.

The taste of him floods my head, then spills down my spine in a slow shiver.

God. I could kiss him all day, every day.

How the hell did I even survive without kissing him before?

How could I bear to stay away from him when I’m so in love with him?

That will never happen again. I also promised him that from now on, he’ll be the first to know when the voices in my head get too loud.

“What the fuck is going on here?”

My eyes flash open as Marcus is ripped away from me by none other than Jude.

Fuck me sideways.

Marcus doesn’t resist. He seems really, truly annoyed that he was interrupted mid-kiss.

Kane stands to the side, his hands in his pockets, his gaze sharp and calculating, but at least he’s not being a raging bull like Jude.

“Preston, step back from this asshole,” he says. “He forced you, didn’t he?”

“No.” With a sigh, I stand beside Marcus. “He kissed me, and I kissed him back. That’s how kissing works, big man.”

His lips part, and he looks to be on the verge of having an aneurysm. “Are you out of your mind?”

“Yes, diagnosed. Any other obvious questions?”

“This asshole—” Jude’s about to hit Marcus, but Kane pulls him back.

“Enough, Jude. It’s not what you think it is,” Kane says.

“You…” Jude stares at him. “You knew?”

“I had an idea since Dahlia told me Marcus was skating with Miley and Preston.”

Fucking Dorothy and her big mouth.

“Wait…” I say. “You knew?”

“Not entirely.” He holds Jude by the nape. “Just bits and pieces here and there. Nothing too concrete. I mostly confirmed it after Osborn went on a revenge spree for you.”

“I would do it again in a heartbeat,” Marcus tells me with that small smile that makes me melt.

“I would do the same.” I interlace my fingers with his and face my best friends. “Jude, Kane. Meet the love of my life, and you better fucking like him.”

“No. No, he’s not the love of your life,” Jude says. “Find a different love.”

“How about I tell you to find someone other than Vee, asshole?”

He purses his lips but says nothing. There’s a sort of tension in the air as Jude’s frown deepens, and even Kane looks a bit tense.

Marcus slides his fingers from mine. “I’ll give you a moment.”

He’s aware I’m apprehensive about telling them since I’ve yapped about it for weeks, so he knows this is a big moment for me and he’s giving me the chance to face my best friends on my own terms.

God, what have I done to deserve this man?

I nod once. “Don’t go too far.”

“Never.” He strokes my cheek, then walks away, rounding the corner and disappearing out of sight.

My heart kind of aches at the absence of him, and I have to breathe deeply to try and dispel the pain.

“Care to explain what the fuck is going on, Pres?” Jude barks. “This can’t be what I think it is, right?”

“It is.” I release a puff of air, peeking at him. “Can you stop looking so tense? It’s making this harder than it should be, asshole.”

Jude sucks in a sharp breath. “Well, I’m sorry I’m not overjoyed at the idea of you with Osborn, of all people. I thought you hated each other.”

“I thought so too, but you know, hate is a fine line from love and all that poetic stuff.”

“Love?” Jude says, his eyes on the verge of bulging out. “Did you just say love?”

“Yeah, love, you know, like how you feel about Vee. Normal fucking feelings. Honestly, stop pissing me off, Jude, or I’ll punch you.” I whip my head to the side toward Kane. “And you! Are you going to add anything to this merry conversation?”

“How long has this been going on?”

“Some time.”

“Since when?”

“Since our game against the Wolves?” I end it with a question, grinning awkwardly.

“Wow. Fucking months?” Jude gawks. “And you haven’t told me anything?”

“Well, I teleported to the future, witnessed your reaction from now, and vehemently decided against it, asshole.”

“You could’ve told me,” Kane says, his voice grounded, and I sigh.

“It’s not that I didn’t want to tell you. It’s that I couldn’t accept it myself until recently, so I couldn’t exactly disclose it. I guess I needed time to come to terms with it first before I talked to you guys about it. And believe me, it took a lot of fighting my demons and my very soul to come to terms with how much I love being with Marcus. He…he quiets my mind, you know. He makes me feel safe and is so patient with me and always gives me everything selflessly, and I need that. He’s part of the reason I want to get better, really better, so that I can be myself and be with him. So maybe don’t be dicks about it. Yes, I’m talking to you, Jude. You’re making this coming-out sesh lackluster as fuck.”

Jude stares at me for one long, furious, helpless second. “I’m not judging your sexuality. You know I’d support you whether you love a man or a woman or anything in between. It’s just the choice of the particular man you went with. Osborn? Really, Pres?”

My throat tightens, but I manage a nod. “Yeah, really. I’d be dead if he wasn’t in my life, and I’m not saying that lightly.”

“You’re choosing him,” Kane says.

“I am,” I say, even though it’s not a question.

“Then we’ll adapt.”

“Adapt?” Jude glares at him. “That’s your genius plan?”

“Yes, we will adapt, Jude.” Kane squeezes my shoulder. “Knowing Pres and what happened to him, he must’ve gone through it to be able to accept it, and if he says he loves him, that’s not easy for him to admit, isn’t that right?”

Something stupid burns in my eyes, my chest feeling so full and tight. “Do you have any idea how many meltdowns I experienced on the fucking regular?”

Kane smiles. “I can only imagine.”

“You bitches need to hear me yap all about it, because shit was so fucking real. Like what do you mean I play for the same team now? Also, who made Marcus’s dick so appealing?”

“Jesus Christ.” Jude releases a breath. “I totally do not want to hear about Marcus’s dick.”

“Yes, you will, bestie!” I put him in a headlock. “Will be having popcorn and staying up until four in the morning hearing me out.”

“Oh God,” Jude sounds horrified, but he straightens and ruffles my hair. “I’m glad to have you back, Pres. Really.”

I grin wide. “Does that mean you accept Marcus?”

“I will try,” he grumbles. “Though I wonder if he can be disposed of…”

“I doubt Marcus is going away,” Kane says.

“I’m not,” Marcus says, walking toward us. He really didn’t go far, did he?

Stalker.

I’m smiling as he stands beside me and lifts my hand to kiss the back of it, at which Jude gawks, which is pure comedy at this point.

“Here comes the boyfriend drama,” Kane says.

“Excuse you,” Marcus says, and I laugh. What? It is funny.

Jude releases a long sigh as he glares at Marcus. “I don’t trust you. I don’t like you, but I can tolerate you for Preston’s sake. But mark my words, Osborn. You hurt him in any way, and I’ll take you apart.”

“The feeling is mutual,” Marcus says with similar aggression. That’s because he’s a jealous bitch over Jude. He even said it the other day. It should’ve been me by your side since we were young, not fucking Callahan.

His words, not mine.

“I have a question,” Kane says, tilting his head to the side. “How did you manage to make someone who’s as allergic to monogamy as Preston is love you, Marcus?”

“Simple.” He smiles. “I just refused to give up on him.”

I can’t help it. I really can’t.

With a smile, I kiss him.

Right in front of Kane and Jude.

They’ll have to get used to it.

From now on, he’s part of our family.


EPILOGUE 2 — MARCUS
ONE YEAR LATER



“Mmm…”

A groan rips out of me as pleasure sparks down my spine. For a second, I feel like I’m dreaming.

It’s like that time when I had my cock against Preston’s red ass after I whipped him senseless. The fat, round tip pushing inside⁠—

“Come on, open your eyes, baby.”

I blink as he groans around my length, the vibration of his voice coupled with the wet warmth of his mouth making me grunt.

“There you are.” His head peeks from between my legs.

The grogginess of sleep slowly vanishes as I make out the scene in front of me. I’m in our bed as Preston lies on his stomach, gorgeously naked, the snake wrapped tightly around his right side, his hands squeezing my rock-hard cock.

Sunlight slips through the curtains of our penthouse in New York, making his messy locks shine in a golden hue, his eyes so green, they appear molten.

“You need to watch this.” He licks his lips, then wraps them around my dick.

“Jesus fuck…” I groan, my hips lifting a little as he feeds his mouth more of me.

God. It feels good.

The way he moves his tongue, so unsure and yet so enthusiastic, swirling it around the crown, licking the underside, is hypnotizing.

Then he sucks. Hard.

My eyes roll to the back of my head. Christ. That feels so fucking good.

The sounds alone nearly push me over the edge, but then I remember something important.

Fuck.

I sit up, my abs contracting in protest as I fist his hair and pull him away.

I’m breathing harshly, the sound echoing in the air. “You…you don’t need to do this, Pres.”

Hands still around my length, he drops a wet, noisy kiss on the crown and grins. “I want to. Let me suck your cock, baby. I’ve been dying to.”

“But—”

His expression falls. “Unless you don’t want me to?”

“Of course I want you to. I’m barely talking right now.” I stroke his hair. “I don’t want to trigger you.”

“Even if it means never getting your dick sucked again?”

“Yes, even if it means that. You’re more important to me than sex. Besides.” I smile. “It’s not like I can’t bend you over right now and make you scream.”

He chuckles. “You love bending me over.”

“And you love screaming.”

“No denial here.” He sucks my crown in his mouth, then releases it with a pop. “I’m okay, really. You’ll never force me or choke me with your cock. I trust you.”

“Fuck, baby, you sure?”

He nods eagerly. “I’ve been wanting to do this for a long time, and today is perfect, so let me, okay?”

“Okay. You feel weird, you stop. Deal?”

“Deal.” He pushes me away. “Now lie back and enjoy me.”

“I always enjoy you—Mmm.” I groan when he spits on my dick, just like I always do to him, and then shoves me back in his mouth.

“Oh, baby. You’re making it so wet and sloppy for me?”

He chokes out a noise, squeezing me and moaning softly against my sensitive skin.

And fuck me.

The sounds of his suction and moans, the view of his head bobbing up and down on my cock, send me over the edge.

He’s so fucking hot, it’s impossible to last.

“Like that…yes…I love your hot, wet mouth, baby.”

He slides my cock in and out of his mouth, taking me deeper and deeper, until I’m basically fucking his throat.

“Not so deep, Pres…oh fuck.”

He moans, his suction harder until I’m coming undone at the seams.

“I’m coming…get me out of your mouth⁠—”

He takes me all the way back and squeezes my balls, making me burst down his throat. Spurts and spurts of cum fill his mouth, and I can see his Adam’s apple bobbing up and down as he swallows it all.

But there’s just so much cum, some of it trickles on either side of his mouth as he pulls me out.

Then he climbs up my body, until his face is inches away from mine, his hair framing his features like my fucking fairy prince. My hand goes instinctively around his hip as he squeezes my cheeks, then he spits my cum in my mouth, and kisses me senseless.

It’s so filthy and fucking hot.

My hand fists in his hair as I kiss him hungrily at first, then tenderly until he’s sighing softly.

He pulls away too soon, lying on his arms on my chest with that glint in his eye. “Happy birthday, baby.”

“Fuck.” I stroke his hip and his hair. “You did that because it’s my birthday?”

“I mean, I’ve wanted to do it for a while, but I thought it’d be a nice way to wake up on your birthday.”

“It’s more than nice.” I lift my head and stroke my nose against his. “But don’t feel the pressure to give me a blowjob.”

“No pressure. I truly enjoyed it.” He rubs his erection on my lower stomach. “Expect to wake up with my mouth wrapped around your cock many times in the future.”

I chuckle. “Give me a second, and I’ll take care of that for you.”

“Mmm. This is enough for me.” He buries his head in my neck and wraps his arms around me.

It’s tight, but not as tight as a year ago. It’s more grounded, more like how Preston has come so far.

It’s not that he’s “fixed” now, but he’s much better at managing episodes instead of drowning in them.

Instead of becoming self-destructive, he’ll call and whisper, “I need a hug.”

To which I abandon everything to be by his side.

And when I hug him, he breathes with me instead of battling through the panic.

He’s no longer hallucinating Dr. Duret or Lenin and, instead, has this Dr. Fenwick, whom he tolerates but still bitches about on the regular.

Dr. Fenwick this and Dr. Fenwick that.

And because he’s stabilizing more, he’s on less destructive meds and no longer goes through the numbing drugs that Julian Callahan used to make for him.

A year ago today, I held him in my arms as he nearly bled out, but now, he’s snuggled in my embrace, breathing steadily, and so very alive.

It’s been only a year, but he’s come so far, I fully trust he’ll never be in that self-destructive mode again.

Not under my watch.

“You should go to practice,” he mumbles in my neck. “Hayes will drive you.”

“I don’t need a driver. Poor Hayes is bored out of his mind with the driving duties.”

“He’ll cope. Besides, you need some protection from those crazy fans, and Hayes is a trained professional. I swear if one of those fangirls tries to throw herself at you, I’ll be out with knives.”

I chuckle. “They already know I’m taken. I’ve said that a hundred times in interviews.”

“Doesn’t stop them, apparently.” He lifts his head. “The NHL sucks. Why do you have to be such a star?”

“You and Dad made it happen, remember?”

Last year, right after that game with the Vipers, I was drafted in what everyone called the top draft class. When the season ended, we moved to New York.

Preston is focusing on therapy and some family duties while being my personal trainer and personal chaos coordinator, as he calls himself.

He’s the boyfriend the team both fears and adores. We’re keeping our relationship mostly on the down-low, partly because of Vencor. For now, it has to remain a secret while the winds shift from the inside.

Kane and his uncle, Jude and his brother, and Preston and his uncle and father are all working on bringing down the ancient regime, so to speak.

It’s only a matter of time before they all go down.

Preston is confident they’re close. “Nothing can beat me and my bros! If only Julian and Serena would join, we’d be invincible.”

But until then, we’re not public. Only those close to us know, and truly, neither of us feels the need to publicize it.

I also don’t want him to be targeted by the superfans.

Not that I should be scared—he’s the menace, not them.

At any rate, this drafting deal had Preston and Dad written all over it.

Dad changed his mind and wants me to stay away from the Osborn drama. I have shares and dividends, but he said it’s not worth it to go against Serena.

And Serena is his favorite anyway. The whole show he put on about me being his heir was nothing more than trying to test her, make her stronger, or whatever they do in the Osborn witch coven.

Besides, they’ve been busy with a different offspring. The one I thought was blown up. Patient X is no longer Patient X. He’s alive and has a name. Cyrus.

Apparently, Serena has known for years. Maybe he was her bargaining chip against Dad. Maybe not. I’m not sure, and I don’t care.

I pulled myself from all that drama when I came to New York. My life is in this bed, with this man, not in the ruins of the Osborn name.

I used to think I wanted to destroy my dad, but I found something better while trying to do so.

But Preston is still pretty much part of the Vencor world, because, as he said, he loves the thrill, and a side of him still wants to make his dad proud. He also would never leave his “bros” Jude and Kane behind.

They’re grown adults. He can leave them behind just fine.

Yes, I’m still salty they were in his life when I wasn’t. I’m also grateful, because I know he would’ve self-destructed a long time ago if they hadn’t been there for him.

Still, the fact that we live in New York gives us a sort of distance from everything else. Though we do go to Graystone Ridge all the time to visit his dad and Miley, and we drop by my mother’s.

Preston is always saying things like, “Let’s get this for June.” “June would love this!” “Doesn’t this have June’s name written all over it?”

Needless to say, they love each other too much for my liking, since that means less time for me. But I’m glad he finds a mother figure in her. Mom, on the other hand, is over the moon about having someone to talk shit with all the time.

“You’re just that annoyingly perfect on the ice,” Preston says, staring down at me. “You would’ve gotten that deal anyway. I just made it happen. But I want to make one thing clear. You would’ve never reached my level if I’d chosen hockey.”

“I’m well aware.”

“You better be. I might return to hockey to shoo them away.” He hides his face in my neck again, inhaling me. “I hate sharing you with the fangirls. Will be starting an online fight later, just to call them desperate.”

I laugh. “You still do that?”

“Of course. That’s, like, my favorite hobby. Even forced Jude to make an account and like my comments. Kane pays someone for it, and so do I, by the way. I have an army of online trolls.”

“You’re so extra.”

“And dramatic and dick-whipped, as Jude and Kane called me respectively.”

“Kane called you dick-whipped?”

“Uh-huh, all because I said he was pussy-whipped, which he is! He proposed to Deborah, and now, she’s always flashing me the ginormous ring that she needs a workout to lift, telling me, ‘You were saying no ring for me, Preston. What does this look like, then?’ Idiot is all I’m saying. Desiree even said she’d be so happy to be part of this family. My family. Can you believe it?”

“Are you really never going to call her Dahlia?”

“Nope. And neither should you, by the way.”

“You’re so petty.”

“I know, don’t you love it?”

“I do.” I drop a kiss on the top of his head. “I love everything about you.”

“Mmm, even my dramatic side?”

“Especially your dramatic side.”

“Good, because I’m in the mood to start fights with your fangirls⁠—”

There’s a knock on the door, and I pull the sheets over us, covering our bodies as I mumble, “Come in.”

“Marcus!” Miley busts through the door. “Are you awake?”

“Go away.” Preston’s voice is muffled against my neck. “This one is the worst fangirl.”

I laugh as she pushes her golden curls behind her ear. “You promised we’d eat together, Pressie.”

“Ugh, fine,” he grumbles. “Whose idea was it to bring this menace over for the weekend?”

“Yours,” I whisper. “Because you missed her, remember?”

“The consequences of my own actions. My worst nightmare.”

I chuckle because, truly, he’s the most adorable little gremlin.

He loves fiercely, and when he does, as with Miley and his dad, he gives them everything he has and everything he doesn’t. He’s been meeting with his dad regularly over the past year. Last weekend, he invited him to come watch my game and stay the night.

Let’s say there were a lot of raised brows from Lawrence as he watched Preston fawn over me.

Jude has the same reaction when he sees Preston’s clingy nature around me. Because when he loves, he’ll never let go.

And with me, it’s more precious.

He can only sleep when I’m beside him. That’s why I take him with me, even to away games.

Once, he wanted to stay behind, and he didn’t sleep.

After that, I promised to never spend a night apart from him.

“I’ll be waiting in the kitchen,” Miley says. “Hurry up!”

“Fine, Miles of Trouble.”

She turns to leave, then stops. “Hey, Pressie?”

“What now?”

“Since I’m older, can I marry Marcus?”

He lifts his head as I laugh silently, barely containing it as my chest quakes. Preston’s expression is even funnier because he looks downright offended.

“Like hell you will. Told you he’s my boyfriend.”

“But he’s not your husband.”

“He will be one day. He can only be your brother, and that’s generous of me.”

“Okay!” She grins. “Can we have a wedding today? I’ll wear my sparkly shoes!”

“Those are ugly shoes!”

“No, they’re not!”

I’m smiling through the entire conversation.

One year ago, this man couldn’t sleep without checking the doors or being scared of falling asleep.

Now he wakes me up with his mouth and argues with an eight-year-old about weddings and ugly sparkly shoes that offend Miley greatly.

I’ll take this life. Every version of it.

After she leaves, he huffs and hits my chest. “What are you laughing at? You should reject that little shit properly.”

“Are you jealous of your eight-year-old sister?”

“I don’t share.” He chokes me with one hand. “You know that.”

“Then maybe you should give me a wedding after all.”

His grip loosens, his lips part.

“Unless you didn’t mean what you said just now? It sounded like a proposal.”

“It is. It was,” he blurts, trying to sit up. “Let me get on one knee and ask properly⁠—”

“Come here.” I pull him and kiss him speechless. “I will marry you in every lifetime, baby.”

“Really?”

“Really. I’ve wanted to marry you since I met you in that garden when we were kids.”

His lips quiver as a shine appears in his eyes. “How can you love me so much, Marcus?”

“You’re just so lovable, baby.” I brush my lips against his. “I want to wake up every day and see your face beside me and be grateful you’re right here, that you’re choosing me over your demons and whatever tries to drag you under. And I want to spend the rest of my life shielding you from any that dares to come for you. Even the ones inside your head.”

Preston’s lips lift, soft and so beautiful, it aches. He leans in and kisses me—slow, tender, almost reverent.

“Thank you,” he murmurs against my mouth, “for looking past the mess and not running. For letting me love you the way I know how. You have me. All of me. And I’ll protect you with my life…husband.”

Something in my chest cracks open, and I kiss him again, deeper this time, because there’s never going to be enough of him, not in this lifetime or any other.

Once upon a time, I saw a fairy prince and wanted to make him mine.

Little did I know that he’d claim me just as completely.

THE END
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KISS THE VILLAIN CHAPTER 1
GARETH


Tonight, I’m going to hurt someone.

I don’t care who as long as they wiggle and writhe like worms beneath my shoes.

Or more accurately, a snake.

Just kidding. I do care who.

It can’t be just anyone. The target of my night of mayhem needs to be a miscreant who’s as bad as me.

Or worse.

On paper, everyone is worse than me, though, so there’s that, I guess.

No one would expect The King’s U—or TKU—college’s resident genius law student to infiltrate the Serpents’ mansion during one of their grand parties.

Or to target none other than the head of the Serpents, Yulian Dimitriev.

The son of the leader of the Chicago Bratva.

But I’ve always been up for a little challenge.

So here I am, walking amid the overflowing extravagance of their lively mansion, sliding between hot, drugged, and drunk bodies. Despite being a Heathen—the other secret club on King’s U’s grounds and the Serpents’ deadly rival.

We’ve been at each other’s throats since the start of school on this godforsaken island on the coast of the dreary, dark, and depressing United Kingdom.

And while we love causing trouble, the one who actually started the war was Yulian, who was just itching to have his head bashed in and splintered to pieces.

Obviously, we returned the initial blow, and ever since then, it’s been a struggle to determine who holds more power.

Just kidding again. We’re unrivaled.

However, the Serpents are up there as well. Especially Yulian.

Our fights are always the talk of the campus, and the underground fights draw more crowds than intended.

Truth is, everyone loves a bit of anarchy.

A touch of chaos and violence.

A drip of blood here. A crack of bones there.

The crazier the better. The more unhinged the scene, the more entertaining it is to the audience.

But that audience is appalled about the idea of getting close, throwing a punch, tasting that blood, or touching that broken bone.

It’s shockingly disgusting.

Severely deviant.

Outrageously inhumane.

Vile.

Atrocious.

Horrifying.

I chant the same mantra in public—even amongst my friends. They know me as Gareth ‘The Fixer.’ Gareth, who makes sure no one gets killed and that the police are taken care of.

Golden boy Gareth with the highest GPA, who had Ivy League colleges foaming at the mouth to have him join their ranks.

Gareth, who possesses the cleanest reputation and a future lined with open doors.

No one suspects that when they think I’m closed off in my room studying, I’m actually here, roaming behind enemy lines with the Serpents.

Doing what none of them, not even my brother, Killian, would ever do.

And I’ve been so meticulous about it, too. First, I needed to receive an invitation, and those are only issued by the upper echelon, i.e., Yulian and his gang of useless followers. But they also allow their invitees to bring plus-ones.

So I seduced one of the girls Yulian’s been flirting with, pretending the book she was reading was interesting—it wasn’t, just another piece of mind-numbing analytical bullshit written by a self-righteous idiot—and it got the convo going.

I was pretty sure she was Yulian’s girlfriend since she was always hanging onto his arm and deep-throating him with her tongue around campus, but she sure didn’t look like it when she had her foot on my crotch under the table in the library—disgusting, by the way, don’t ever put your dirty shoes anywhere near me.

One incinerated pair of jeans later, I had the invitation I’d endured the urge to slit her throat for.

I’ve totally ignored her since I got here, though. The mask helps in keeping my preferred identity tucked away.

Invisible.

I adjust my white skeleton mask that has two large, black-painted holes where my eyes are—the Serpents’ version of our neon stitch masks. While ours are differentiated by color, theirs can be distinguished by the symbols engraved on them.

Normal members, like who I’m pretending to be, wear a simple white skeleton mask.

The leaders wear black skeleton masks.

Yulian, whose movements I’ve been following from across the room, is also wearing a black skeleton mask, but his has engraved golden serpents shooting out from where his eyes are.

No surprise there as he always loves standing out. The freakier the better.

His mansion is everything one would expect, though. An overwhelming display of power, wealth, and control. The grand hall stretches out before me in cold, decadent shades of ivory.

The chandeliers hang from the ceiling, dripping with crystals, emitting a dim, ethereal glow over the marble floors that shine like glass. Velvet drapes line the walls, their deep-red swaths casting a crimson hue on TKU’s students.

Noisy chatter and loud music fill the air, but it all feels distant, muffled, because I’m standing on the outside of something I don’t care to be part of.

I move through the crowd with ease, a faceless figure among the Serpents, blending in with the rest of them. My posture straight and movements confident, I slip further between them, unnoticed.

That’s what I’ve always been.

Invisible.

Unremarkable.

Since I grew up in the overpowering shadow of my younger brother, I automatically became smaller.

Barely discernable next to him.

Completely overshadowed by his attention-seeking habits.

You’re such a good boy, Gaz.

I never have to worry about you.

I’m so glad you’re this dependable, son.

Responsible.

Reliable.

Perfect.

Perfect.

P. E. R. F. E. C. T.

Those are the words I grew up hearing from my parents, my grandpa, my teachers, and my entire entourage, really.

And I love it.

I like that none of them caught a whiff of this side of me.

The side riddled with urges and voids, and a thirst so deep, Kill would look like a saint if they realized.

Except for Grandpa.

Grandpa is different.

So back to those urges—the reason I’m wasting my time with these people. The air is thick with perfume, alcohol, and something else, something darker, like desperation and pain. It wraps around my throat like a noose, and I suck it deep into my lungs.

Like a hit of the strongest shit on the market.

Shit I slipped into Yulian’s drink earlier when I casually passed by him while he was talking to one of his goons.

I made sure to be facing away from the camera so that if they checked the security footage later, they wouldn’t find anything. Sure, they could track my movements throughout the evening, but I’m a step ahead on that front as well.

Not only did I make sure to avoid all cameras, but I also wore brown contacts, so even if they managed to get a picture of my eyes, it’d be misleading.

Yulian stumbles and grabs onto the staircase for balance. None of the other drunk fools pay him any attention.

My lips pull in a smirk behind the mask.

The drug is kicking in.

Soon, he’ll be losing all his strength.

Don’t misunderstand. I might want to ruin the Serpents’ leader, but I’m not foolish enough to think I can handle him.

Not only is he big—almost as large and tall as my cousin Nikolai—but he’s also cunning and surrounded by his people and guards who’ll maim me on the spot.

I had to be smart about this.

I was never that good with my fists, which is why I learned archery and use arrows to shoot people at our initiations.

Pity I couldn’t slip my bow in here.

He’d look cute with an arrow between his eyes and blood dripping down his face.

What a missed opportunity.

But my plans are more wicked. I’ll humiliate him in a way that will get him blacklisted, not only on the island, but even back home.

His dad might put a bullet in his head. That would be fun.

My smile widens at the thought.

With Yulian gone, the Serpents will be over. Unlike us, who have a more balanced power structure, Yulian has been carrying this entire clusterfuck on his back this whole time.

Sure enough, Yulian trudges up the stairs slowly, holding on to the railing.

I wish I had a camera to record this scene.

The guys’ minds would be blown if they knew what I’ve done and what I’ll be doing.

But then again, they won’t.

No one will.

Unlike my brother, I don’t like showing off my masterpieces.

I blend in with a group that’s heading upstairs and then break away and slide through other partygoers who are searching for a room where they can fuck the horniness out of each other.

It’s beyond me how people can be such…animals. Letting their urges get the better of them, succumbing to dumb decisions and lackluster fucks they’ll definitely regret come morning.

Don’t get me wrong. Fucking is good, but only when I decide it’s time to. I only get in the mood when I make the conscious decision to fuck, and never due to external stimuli.

Mostly, I love the power, the choking, seeing them writhe beneath me. I love it more when they have this little pained look in their eyes when it gets to be too much, and I wish I could keep hurting them. Turn their skin red. See their fucking tears. Blood. Their goddamn insides.

But alas, I can’t have rumors that I’m a sadist going around. I’m known to be a good fuck with a huge dick who eats girls out until they come. I make sure they always come first, too. I also set the mood and ensure they stay hydrated and sleep well.

I’m the best fuck any girl can have and I come with a ten out of ten recommendation rate.

So to keep that image, I can’t exactly act on instinct.

Doesn’t bother me, though. I’ve mastered the act of wearing a mask at all times—sex included.

Even with the people closest to me.

There’s an external persona and an internal one.

The main version is the genius, well-mannered Gareth who’s loved by everyone and would make a perfect politician.

The secondary version, coincidentally my true self, is Gareth, who I only let loose when the void gets too wide and I need to purge some dark energy.

Yulian happens to be the fortunate scapegoat.

Or unfortunate, depending on how you look at it.

I follow from afar and watch as he stumbles into a room, whether or not it’s his, I don’t know.

Doesn’t matter either.

I remain still near the corner for a few minutes.

Invisible.

It’s a superpower I lost over the years as I grew up and became noticeable, mostly due to my looks. An accidental thing that happened because two good-looking people fell into something called love and decided to spawn some clones.

The clones were me and my brother—definitely not what my parents wanted.

They think Killian is the only anomaly with the Carson name, but that’s only because they never met me.

Not really.

When I saw how they both freaked out about Kill’s stupid harmless fun with killing mice, I stood around the corner and listened.

I listened to Dad blame himself, his genes, and that person who should not be named. I heard Mom cry and beg him to stop.

I heard the mess.

The desperation.

The impression that their perfect little family was shattered.

And I decided I wouldn’t be like Kill.

I wouldn’t flaunt my demons or publicize my emptiness. I wouldn’t even let them figure out something is wrong or, worse, get so concerned that they take me to a doctor and have me diagnosed like they did with that idiot brother of mine.

I decided to be their unblemished boy. The picture-perfect son they actually never had and never will.

A spotless, unparalleled emulation of what I imagine a younger version of my dad would’ve been like.

Because that’s who I would’ve turned out like if I hadn’t been born me.

After a quick glance at my surroundings and making sure no one is paying attention, I walk to the room Yulian went into. My fingers are steady as I turn the doorknob, do a quick once-over to make sure no one is around, and then go inside. With a small smile, I flatten my back against the door and lock it.

That was so easy, I’m slightly offended, but that doesn’t stop my blood from roaring in my veins, a thunderous surge that resurrects me.

I’ve always loved the hunt, the way the creatures scurry in the shadows, the thrill of the unknown creeping in with every breath.

My heart booms and my demons claw at their chains, their rage spilling from the depths of the void, their bloodlust painting the room in my mind red.

My favorite color.

Yulian’s room of choice is dim, the air thick with a stale, artificial chill. The walls are lined with dark wood paneling, casting shadows that stretch into the corners, making the space feel smaller than it is.

As I move closer, I catch a glimpse of a desk and shelves filled with books and knickknacks. But the only real thing that stands out is the black leather sofa in the center of the room, on top of which Yulian is sprawled. The sorry fuck probably couldn’t make it to a room with a bed, too drugged out of his goddamn mind.

A mask still covering his face, he’s dressed in black slacks and a long-sleeved shirt. My eyes flit to his pulse point—the first thing I notice about people.

It’s beating steadily, the point throbbing against the skin in a hypnotizing view. It’s silent, but I can hear the deep, rhythmic pulsating.

Thump.

Thump.

Thump.

And I want to cut it off.

To slice my knife through it and watch as it grows quiet.

Motionless.

Nonexistent.

I flick my thumb at the edge of my upper lip but quickly drop my hand before I can bite the skin and draw my own blood.

It’s been a while since I got rid of that habit and I certainly won’t let it rush back in now that I’m in full control of my being.

As much as I want to kill Yulian, I won’t.

The one rule I have for myself is no killing.

It’s not out of any moral code I mentally don’t possess. In fact, I believe it’d do the human race good to get rid of the stupid wastes of space that keep diluting the average IQ.

It’s the knowledge that I won’t be able to stop and will eventually get caught.

Yes, I can avoid prison for a while. Not only am I a first-year law student who’s studying law to manipulate it, but also, my dad's side of the family owns one of the largest and most successful law firms in the States, Carson & Carson.

My grandfather loves me more than his own son and would get me the ‘not guilty’ verdict no matter how many shady methods he has to use.

But how long would that last?

I’d still kill.

It would be impossible not to.

Especially after…him.

I know because bloodlust is the only urge I can’t fully control. I watch people’s pulse points and I wish I could turn them red. To see them choke on their own blood and let it fill the void inside me. I look into their eyes and I want them empty. I fantasize about dead eyes looking at me, knowing I’m the god who ended their lives.

It happens a lot during sex as they’re moaning while I wrap my hand around their throats, and I want to squeeze that pulse point to nothingness.

I want their pleasure to turn into death. It’d be poetic, really. To end their lives in their happiest moment.

Unfortunately, that would ruin this whole image I’ve spent my entire life curating, and I do care about my image more than my need to see people die.

So, sadly, I can’t kill Yulian.

I pause as I run my gaze over him again, the music thumping from downstairs barely audible.

Was he always this tall? I know he’s big like that brute Nikolai, and they often go at each other in the fight club, but I thought he was closer to my 6’3” than Nikolai’s 6’4”.

And he’s not standing, so he shouldn’t look this tall.

With a mental shrug, I stroll toward him and pull a knife from my calf sheath.

Step one: Undress him.

But I won’t be undressing a guy personally—I don’t even like undressing girls—which is why I brought the knife to cut his clothes off.

Step two: Empty the vial containing lube that looks and feels like semen over him.

Step three: Take a picture of my cock in my hand as if I just came on him.

Step four: Blast it all over the internet with his face on full display.

Step five: Retreat to my public persona, knowing I’m the one who brought his ruin.

Might punch and kick him a few times after, just to release this aggression that’s been bubbling in my veins lately.

I pull on the hem of his shirt with a finger, not wanting to touch his skin. Preferably at all. Begrudgingly, once or twice for necessity.

The sharp knife cuts through the fabric and I pause as the two pieces of the torn shirt fall to either side of him, revealing a muscular chest, an eight-pack, and a very wrong tattoo.

Due to all the fighting he participates in, I’ve often seen Yulian half naked. While his back is tattooed with all sorts of shit, he only has one small tattoo on his chest—a scripture in Russian.

That’s not what I see right now.

The guy lying in front of me, his chest exposed, has a massive 3D black snake coiling across his abs, its scales rising and twisting like they’re alive, winding down to his side with menacing grace. Its mouth is open, fangs bared, inches from his heart like it's ready to sink in and tear into him.

I take a step back.

Unless Yulian got a new tattoo in the last forty-eight hours, this isn’t him.

My mind races. How?

I clearly heard his voice when I slipped him the drug, and I kept my eyes on him from then on.

Except for when he went up the stairs first.

Fuck.

If this is a trap, I’m not waiting around to find out. My legs carry me toward the door in quick, silent steps.

The moment I grab the knob, a metal barrel is placed against my temple, and a gun clicks.

A deep, unfamiliar voice whispers in my ear, “It’s bad form to get a man excited and then leave. How about we fix that?”

[image: ]


Continue reading in Kiss the Villain.
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